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Nail polish is going through a boom period. Celebrities like Katy Perry and Lady Gaga sport outrageous
nail art on their fingers, and limited-edition shades fly off store shelves. In the first ten months of 2011, sales
of nail polish were up 59 percent from the same period in 2010, according to market research firm NPD
Group. From monochrome manicures to more complex embellished designs that incorporate a rainbow of
colors, jewels, sparkles, and more — nail culture is on a roll.

“Nailed,” a new book by Chicago artist Carlos “Dzine” Rolon, arrives right on time. It chronicles the
history of nail culture, from its ancient beginnings as gold adornments on Egyptians, to how Revlon worked
with the auto industry to develop the colors we now know today to the ghettofabulous 3-D nail art of the
‘90s. The second part of the tome shows off Dzine’s elaborate nail sculptures, photographed by Kai Regan.
The book was released in conjunction with the Imperial Nail Salon, which Dzine exhibited at the New
Museum in New York, and at Art Basel Miami Beach, recreating the bootleg beauty parlor his mother set
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up in his childhood home in Chicago. ARTINFO spoke to Dzine about the importance of nail culture, the
rise of nail art, and the fashion designers he dreams of collaborating with.

Is “Nailed” really the first book on nail culture?

A little over a year ago I started Googling “nail culture.” I found there were no books on nail culture. It was
one of those things that freaked me out. I went to the library, I started Googling, and I just kept looking and
nothing would come up. I looked up the “history of nail culture,” on Amazon, on eBay. There was nothing
at all. So then, just as a joke, I thought that would be really crazy if I actually produced the first book on nail
culture. So I started putting together this PDF, just the idea behind it. Then I talked to Claire Darrow, who is
the creative director for Andre Balazs. [The Standard Hotel] started their own imprint with Damiani. She
had offered for me to do their second book during Art Basel. That’s how the project really started. So I
started really seriously investigating the history of nail culture.

Why does the story of nail art need be told?

I found that the nail techs and their clients had the same appreciation and passion, as do artists, collectors
and curators. I felt they had a story to tell. The more involved I became, the more I learned this really is an
art form, albeit underground and now recently (if taking score from the amount of press this project has
received) has been accepted into the realm of mainstream pop culture. My goal for this project has never
changed. It was to spark a discussion and have the public walk away feeling they discovered something
new, authentic and interesting.

Why are nails an important area of adornment?

In certain parts of the world, the history of applying paint, dye and adornments onto nails represented a
spiritual, cultural and social status. So its only natural there has become an evolution with people using this
same concept as a form of personal identity and creative expression.

How did you come up with the concept for the Imperial Nail Salon?

When I was growing up my mother had a bootleg beauty parlor in the house when I was growing up to
supplement extra income. First generation Puerto Rican immigrants. My mother worked at a supermarket
and she actually retired from working at a supermarket for 35 years. At the time she was raising four kids,
and it was really tough for her to actually make ends meet. So I just remember as I child, when I was in
kindergarten, coming home after school watching soap operas and hanging out with her and the ladies in
the house, sweeping up the hair off the floor, and listening to the chit chatter and the gossip. They were
drinking their White Russians. I have really fond memories of that. So I felt in order to put this book and
project into context, for me, as my studio practice, I feel like I had to keep the idea alive by literally bringing
my parents' living room here to Art Basel for people to experience what I actually experienced firsthand as a
child.

Where does the name Imperial Nail Salon come from?

Dapper Dan was a self-made stylist from New  York in the ‘70s. He opened this boutique in the Bronx and
he was the first one to outfit Eric B. and Rakim with the bootleg Fendi and Louis Vuitton jackets. His
boutique was called Imperial Clothing, hence the name Imperial Nails. That’s where the name comes from.
It’s taken from Dapper Dan. I’m trying to make this relationship of customization and things that are
developed in and the idea of this bootleg beauty parlor, the idea of him doing this bootleg clothing store.
There’s a whole back-story of it.
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Nail art is really getting elevated into a trendy form of self-expression. What do you think of that?

It’s actually interesting, just because I’ve been working on this project and the publication for so long that
I’ve been seeing the hype and the gentrification happen on nail art. It’s been really surprising, just because
I’d been researching it for so long to see it gain this almost global phenomenon in the past several months.
But knowing that I had been working on this for the past year and a half or so, it actually created a little
anxiety, because I knew I had to get this out right away. Just because of timing, I didn’t want this to seem
like an immediate decision. This has been in the works for a while, so I’m actually really happy to see it. I
love the idea of community and custom culture, and that’s what my studio practice is really about. So to be
honest, the whole idea of this nail culture and this salon is just an extension of my studio practice, so to me
it’s a very natural thing. But to see it as an outsider and how it’s crossed over into pop culture, it’s really
strange for me to see because I’ve been obsessed and I’ve been a fan for several years.

Fashion designers like Thakoon, Narcisco Rodriguez, Prabal Gurung, and Tracy Reese have all
done color collaborations with nail polish companies. Are you interested in collaborating with any
fashion designers on a nail project?

I’m a huge a Jil Sander fan. I would love to do something with her. Hussein Chalayan, he’s the one person I
would love to collaborate with. I feel like what I’ve done with nail culture, and this project and this book is
like what he’s doing with fashion. He’s really taking it to a level where people are taking it to an art form,
kind of like what Pierre Cardin did. When I was putting this together, I would think of people like him as
well.

What inspires you to create your designs?

I’m a painter and I’m a sculptor at heart. That’s my studio practice, so everything else falls into place. I
don’t pay attention to fashion trends. I don’t allow money or fashion trends to dictate my studio practice,
that’s why for me this is normal.

How does creating nail art compare with conceptualizing a painting or a sculpture?

Creating artwork that tells a story that is honest while keeping true to ones studio practice is serious business
for me. I treated this entire project as a painting or sculpture from the very beginning. Your hope as an artist
is that what you create sparks a dialogue — whether it be good or bad — this has always been the power of
art.

In this particular case, it created an international discussion on a pop cultural level. The body of work that
was produced for "Imperial Nail Salon" was created specifically for this exhibition and project. Keeping
true to the philosophy and creative direction of my normal studio practice, I was able to present a visual
dialog using materials in a very unorthodox manner that wouldn’t normally be presented in a institution and
question how culture and commodity plays into human, social and objectified relationships.

What is your next project?

It has to do with Vitali Klitschko.

The boxer? What are you going to do?

That’s all I’m saying.




