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The client looked protty
seody in a basceball cap
and tom pants, his head
canted gawkily off kilter,
But when he firsl walkod
into Manuel Palos’s San
Francisco workshop, it
wasn't the man who
caught the sculplor's
Oye—it was the woman
with him, “She was slun-
ningly beautiful,” says
Palos, his English blend-
ing with his native Mexi-
can Spanish and his
acquired ltalian, his sen-
tences made distinctive
by accents placed on nor-
mally unaccented words
and syllables, as in: “She
was stunningly beaudiful,”
Palos was at a largo, low
table where he ahways
keeps a dozen soulpiunds
in progress, edging the
muschs in a woeman's call
or shaping the eyebrow
on a boy's face. He let go
of tha trigger of his pnoeu-
matic hammer, and its
wheezing halted. In his
odd accent, ha asked,
"“What can | do for you?”

“| wrant something on
top of my fireplace like a
serpent or a dragon,” the
mian said in a deep, lan-
guid voice. Palos, figuring
him for a kook, decided
to play a teasing gamie,

"I got a better idea.
Why don’t | make you a
huge dragon, and the fire- L
place will be his mouth?” g '-;;--_ i
Aiming to shock—and =
cérlain that this would
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said the job would cost Manuel Palos has a dragon for your living room.
$60,000 to $70,000. : ’ \ ;

“Mr, Palos, hero's o
W TON '~
510,000 deposit.” the BY WALT HARRINGTO

¥ P
L

L !

pun*rursﬁn_,pn;:r._n CHRISTINE ALICINO -*



man said, handing him a check, and left. Palos, taken
aback, hurried to his office and asked his secretary o see
if the man had that much money in his account. She
glanced at the check.

“This is Micolas Cage,” she said. *The famous actor.™

The teasing had rumed. “Oh, no,” Palos thought, 5o
now | have (o come up with my joke.”

Years later, as Palos tells this story on a Sunday morn-
ing, the pneumatic hammer wheezes and stone dus bil-
lovws arcund him in his 7,000-square-foot workshop, The
dragon that new frames Cage’s fireplace—a fierce and
magnificent 10-by-13-foot crearure carved from 4% fons
of black Mexican limestone—is only one of many mon-
umenral Palos stone carvings and cement castings in 5an
Francisco. His eight 13-foot-tall eagles look as if they
might fly off the top of the Pacific Telephone building. His
9.foot-high Greek gods—Zeus and Medusa among
them—adorn the Palace of the Legion of Honor. His
fountains and fireplaces decorate the lobbies of the Villa
Flarence and Galleria Park hotels.

“I am so lucky,” says Palos, who at age 60 works alone
in his shop every weekend, away from the distractions of
running one of the nation’s most respected architectural
sculprure businesses, “Very few sculprors have the sat-
isfaction to have their work in public and Iit up all night
like my cagles. Even the Greeks and Romans didn't have
their sculprures lit up all night—no electricity! I really
enjoy my life. There are people who are born to be some-
thing and whao find out early enough ro enjoy the rest
of their lives doing what they want. Thar's the trnck.”

Palos is seated before a chunk of French limestone he
is carving into a noble lion that will sit as one of the

pedestals beneath the jambs of
a 1 5300-pound 525,000 fire-
place im a house on San Fran-
cisco's Postcard Bow, In has
right hand, he tightly grips the
air hammer’s nozzle, The fin-
gErmips of his left hand hold the
pencil-size chisel bit while he
turns the bt hike a bp:il'u.‘”t [
etch the loops of the lion's bil-
lowing mane. Palos leans imbo
his work, his weight on the toes
of his right foor. His right arm,
which has carved stone for 30
years, is much stronger than his
lefr. He wears a teal beret.

“This is how it is done,
and=—ch, God—ir is fun!”
Palos says, leaning back and
letting the air hammer whine
down. 1 love to work, What a
gift! It's bringing life ro the
lion. My father vsed to say, ‘Do your best.” He didn‘t
know anything about art, but he was an artise. He was
the best shoemaker in Tabasco, Mexico.™

Palos immigrated to San Francisco as a voung man
looking for work. He became a U5, citizen and began
labaoring in an architectural omament company. He met
old men=of Irish, German and Italian heritage—whao had
spent their lives sculpting clay models for castings and
carving stone window and door arches, cornices, corbels
and columns, fountains and fireplaces. In the old davs,
the sons of these men would have
learned their fathers™ craft, but no
maore. *They wanted to go to college,
go work in a bank,” Palos says. “The
men had so much to teach and didn'
have anybody to reach it ro.”

The old men taughe Palos. They
taught him ro stand back from a stone
as he carved o becrer see the grand
sweep of his work, They taught him
o work on one piece, then another,
then rerurn o the first, The lapsed
time lee the work simmer in the mind
and eve, revealing flaws more readily.
They taugehe hirn ro lean on the toes of
his right foot as he carved and o
swing the hammer not only with his
arm andd wrist but also with his whale
body, like a boxer who throws a righe
hook from the balls of his feet
theough his torso and arm and out his
fist, hitting his mark 2 or 3 inches
from his arm’s full extension.

It drove Palos crazy thar the old
men insisted on hstermng to classical
music while they worked, *Well, in
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Chisel held Toosely sothar i will ride with
the natural grain, Afrer skinning, the
carver draws in the slmte, .-\.1.'|r‘.i||.]'1 with
h-ij.'.grl' chisels aned mare air PoOwWer o
eough out his design, He then progres-
sively works his way down 1o smaller
bats and less force, until he's wwhece Palos
is tedav. The fliceplace—with its lion
mvanes, snacling moushs, paws, muscles
and simewsy ies warrior faces, beards,
teeth, eves, cars and helmees; its garlands,
acanthus leaves and flower buds—has
taken tweo menths of work, Smoathing
its surface and sharpening ics details will
take him rwo more weeks.

"Ies nat all inspiration,” Palos savs,
1'% work, dedication,”

Palizs works on a &-by-6-inch square of
mane for an hour, gering it perfect. Then,
still following the advice of the old men
whe caught hem, he leaves che lion o
s in his mind and eve, moves aeross
his workshop and leans into 2 small
marble bust of & young garl char is emiceg-
ing Erom an E-by-Banch block of pink
marhle that Falos S-l'li]"ﬂ[.‘ll:d hesmie from
Italy, = You'll think o ceazy, but 1 ook ar
her and [ see a snle, 2 hetle smale.”™ The
ALk -i.lII]:.' bunts at the 1:‘|r|‘5 face mow, as
if it were shrowded in tomb clath, But in
a Fewe miimures, Palos has deawen o chin and
shaped a cheek. He then works on the
stile that oaly he can see,

“Three hundred vears ago,™ Palos savs, “there was
na room for sloppiness or ‘that's goed enough.® Well
done was perfeet.” And thar is whar Palas hopes 1o
achicve, :|i.|:|:|r:-|,|j-_|-| he believes that many clients don’
know the difference berween medioerity and perfection.
And, Falos savs, the financial pressure o cur corners
15 grear. He once teok a job carving a moenument for
a Califorma town and onderestimared the time 10 would
take, He told the town fathers that he would end up
losing 520,000 beeause of the extra time needed to
finish the monament 1o his sarisfaction. =T will have
e Ao ot for free,” Palos said, “hae [ wall have to dain”
T his relief, the vown Fathers pand the excra money.

He spirs on the giel's marhle cheek, rubs off the gray
dust with his fimgertips—and "i|:l.‘|d|.'|l|:. lier skin shines
|.'lil'.!-. el |1r|;.'_|:||; with a subrle whage Kram r,1-_‘|\;1;l:i|'|5;
I]|r||1||',|'| i, Palos is elared. T s 2 thrill thar, even alter
S wears of carving, is fresh every time, He believes ot has
samething 1o do wath rr:-1|a._'|'|:|'||; the wonder of creation, A
decade ago, he was in laly, working on 3 woman's torso
int Portugruese marble, As he carved, he realized he would
niv have enough seone for the left breast, lm an instant,
without conscious thought, Palos dug inte the stone and
indented the breast as a reverse image, o the later amaze-

ment and awe of his fellow carvers, =1 felr like 1 had an

extra gift thar God gave me 1o create that beaury,” Falos
says. Thar wonder has never faded and, when he looks at
the orso today, he sall chinks, *How did 1 do thar? ™

Palos feels the same awe about Nicolas Cage's dragon.
He went o Mexico o selece 13 glant pieces of limestone,
He drowve che reuck that carried the stone Back to San
Francisca, where he ht'j!-ﬁl'l carving the dragon's r-in:r:.
mouth an :'._'||'||_‘,-_:., then moved wp g ks flared nosieils
aned evil Y, It resnke s mconths, Buer, as Palos Sy, Ny
I:|!i|1:_|.'. well done lasts forever, And somerines hie pon-
ders @ e 2010, L1 T vieidrs from nosw when 5an
Franciscn may lie im ruins, and riH:II:I!: forth will be his
dragon, Whar will they make of 68 A piant talisman? A
rendering of God? Or the devil? An altar for sacrifice?
Perhaps Cage's fancy and Manuel Palos's joke will reen
aut to be 2 mysterious Stonehenge from our rime.

This moeming, Palos will wark on the girl's face a while
lomger, until anyone wha looks will see her smile, Then
he will return o the lion's mane or to the frees of the Irish
soldiers of his fireplace—or oo the sitting woman, the our-
baned head or the museled back he sees in several preces
of still uncarved marble. “1 want 1o someday die happy
wiith my sculpture and remember how 1 did 5 all.” Palos
savs. “Hesting is not enough for me,

1 have to keep carving, keep carving.” &
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