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%Xmg Rich

By HUGH LEAMY

Sylvester Zeffazrz'ﬂo

made marvelous wax

NE midnight a few years ago

they telephoned Sylvester Zef-

farino Poli—got him out of bed

—t0 tell him that his Hyperion

Theatre in New Haven was on fire.. It
stood only five blocks from his home.

“That’s too bad indeed,” said the
showman. “Anybody hurt?”

“Oh, no; it had been emptied for the
night.”

“Well, that’s good.
calling me.”

“But aren’t you coming down?”

“Why should I? 1'll see it in the
morning.”

And Mr. Poli returned to his couch
and slept once more.

His secretary told me that instance
to show how Mr. Poli adhered to his
policy of never letting anything worry
him. Of course when you start out
with a set of tools and a certain ability
as a creator of waxworks and find your-
self at sixty-seven able to dispose of
your amusement-purveying holdings for
several millions—estimated by some at
$30,000,000~it’s pretty easy to sit back
and tell folks to take things calmly.
But:

“Listen, if I’d been the worrying kind,”
said Mr. Poli, “I never could have sur-
vived all these years, especially in this
business. In any field, if you can train
yourself not to worry, to have plenty of
nerve and to keep a step or two ahead
of the general run of things, you can’t
help but get over.”

Still, there must have been moments
when the Policy of Placidity was se-
verely strained. That day, for instance,
when the Egyptian Museum in Phila-
delphia burned to the ground three days
after its opening, destroying waxen ef-
figies to the carving of which Poli had
devoted a year and a half.

Even in this tragedy, however, there
was one saving circumstance which
made it easy for the disappointed sculp-
tor to retain his buoyancy.

“The building with its five floors of
wax figures was completely destroyed,”
he will tell you. “Several firemen were
killed, the metal roof was melted and
there were no walls left. But when we
dug into the ruins we found standing,
intact and unharmed on its three-foot
platform, a group showing the cruci-
fixion of Christ. Mind you, that group
was made of beeswax, and even if it °
hadn’t been actually exposed to the
flames you’d have thought the intense
heat must have melted it. But there it
was—not even blackened by smoke.
People came from miles around to see

”

Thank you for

Tivlvester Poli was born in Lucea,
the,on December 31, 1859. His fa-
Inles organist at the village church.

re had leanings toward the
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Then be made millions, but
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Figures from
the late war
are more pop-
ular, in wax,
than McKin-
ley, whose
tmage stands
in a dark
corner

Poli, of wax, vaudeville and films

olive-oilbusiness—which young Sylvester
decidedly had not—there wasn’t much
to hold one in Lucca. So at thirteen
the lad took off for Paris, where he
learned the art of wax modeling under
one M. Dablex, who wielded a mean
chisel in those days. He learned it so
well that he got a staff modeling job
with the Musée Cravans in Paris.

Marrying into Wax

THEN, no sooner had he completed
his period of military service in Italy
than he was offered a job with the
once-famous Eden Musee in New York.
That sort of thing helps, you know.
When you’ve just turned twenty-one and
you find the New World about which
you’ve dreamed actually reaching across
the ocean to invite you to come over,
it helps make worry seem a futile, un-
necessary thing.

It was during the three years that
he spent in New York doing his
darnedest by the leading gunmen, mon-
archs, politicians and other public
figures of the day that he met Rose
Leverone at a christening party. He

took her to see his

achievements in
beeswax. She was
enchanted.

“I said to my-
self,” Mrs. Poli re-
lates, “this is grand
work. If the only way to learn it is
to marry the professor—well, I'll marry
him.”

So they were married that same year,
and “the professor” set out to teach
his sixteen-year-old bride the art of
modeling, coloring, and the delicate
operation of mneedling eyebrows and
beards and heads of hair into the wax
figures.

There’s a great deal more, it would
seem, to turning out wax effigies than
most persons think. The wax has to be
melted in a pot set in water, and it
must be kept at just the right tempera-
ture, And the colorings are mixed, as
the wax boils, by being dropped into
the pot. Then the molds must be greased
just so.

“If the mold is too greasy, the wax
will erack as it gets cold; if it’s not
greased enough, it will stick to the
mold,” says Mr. Poli, Something like
waffles, apparently.

But the dizziest part of making a
wax figure must be putting in the eye-
brows and mustaches and “front hairs.”
For each one of these must be put in
place by hand. Mr, Poli demonstrated
vividly how the artist uses a needle
broken off at the top so as to leave a
gap at one end of the thread hole. Into
this the hair is threaded, and then this
end of the needle is forced down into
the wax and given a sharp twist, after
which the needle is withdrawn, leaving
the hair firmly in place.

That’s all labor. The artistic skill
comes in making the figure resemble the
man you've set out to model. Inciden-
tally, Mr. Poli will tell you that a Lin-
coln is easy—about two hours.

“There’s so much beard,” he explains,
and this beard, going in place later,
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covers the lower part of the wax ade-
quately. A Cleveland is hard because
that President had no fixed expression
with which the public was familiar. By
the same token, Wilson is not so easy,
while Roosevelt and Coolidge—the lat-
ter because of his “set expression”—
are cinches.

Murdering a Movie Hero

MR. POLI got out of waxworks and
leaped into vaudeville and films in
time to anticipate and cater to the gen-
eration which wouldn’t pay a dime to
watch Praxiteles himself modeling the
hanging of Gerald Chapman. However,
he remembers vividly and warmly the
days when waxworks claimed a loyal
public. And however much his ears
may be attuned to box-office cash reg-
isters, much of his heart, I think, lies
in the mustier museums peopled by
ladies and gentlemen of beeswax.

He shook his head sadly when I re-
called a recent incident in one of the
few surviving waxworks emporiums.

It seems that for several placid
months a gentleman bearing some re-
semblance to a lamented motion-picture
actor had nestled cozily among the
lilies in his little section of The World
in Wax. Life had been well-ordered, if
uneventful, and there was a certain
warm glow to be derived from the
hushed homage of the thousands.

Consequently it was something of a
jolt to the lad, that morning not long
ago, when he was rudely hustled from
his bier, outfitted with tortoise-shell
spectacles, a window weight and a
length of picture wire and cast as Judd
Gray in The Brutal Snyder Murder
tableau just across the hall.

But—what would you? Your wax-
works entrepreneur must shave minutes
and costs if he’s going to keep pace
with the news-gorged public. But in the
olden, golden days of waxworks such a
shift would not have been considered
cricket., (Continued .on page 52)
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