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DzINE

We are the Flashlights. We will show you the 
way.” —Benjy Melendez, flying Cut Sleeves

To understand where Carlos Rolon, aka Dzine, 
is coming from you must first understand 
where benjy Melendez came from. In the 
early 1970s, benjy Melendez, a Puerto Rican 
kid living in the South bronx, formed and 
headed a street gang named the Ghetto 
brothers. As gang-on-gang violence escalated 
and the South bronx deteriorated, benjy 
turned the negative energy of his group into 
a positive force in the community. Shortly 
thereafter, the Ghetto brothers transformed 

into activists, inter-gang negotiators, and a 
band of the same name who spread their 
message of peace and unity worldwide. but 
benjy had a secret that he kept separate 
from his gang banging identity until much 
later in his life. benjy was Jewish. His family 
were descendants of the Marrano Jews of 
Spain who practiced their faith in secret, and 
throughout his years as a gang leader, benjy 
would sneak off to a synagogue for prayer. 
This conflict between the tough exterior benjy 
displayed on the streets contrasting with his 
private spiritual interior is the epicenter of 
Dzine’s work.

Though Dzine isn’t Jewish, the 
two share similar identities. Also 
Puerto Rican, Dzine grew up in the 
city of Chicago’s rough southwest 
side. “I grew with the 38th Street 
Two Six and Folks street gangs,” 
Dzine says. “My friends were gang 
members, and though that sounds 
cliché, it’s true. Did I choose to do 
it? No. But that informed me as 
to a sense of community. A lot of 
them protected my pieces back 
in the graff days. When I saw the 
movie Flying Cut Sleeves [Henry 
Chalfant and Rita Fecher’s seminal 
documentary on gangs in the South 
Bronx from 1969 to 1993] and heard 
what Benjy Melendez was saying it 
flipped my whole world around. He 
is what I am making.”

Dzine’s artwork is the fusion of 
the street and spiritual worlds, 

accomplished by weaving together 
abstract, multi-layered, glow-in-
the-day mandalas with traditionally 
Hispanic lowrider car and bike 
culture. Taken out of their natural 
convention and placed in a gallery, 
the bikes, plaques, cars, and even 
boats become sculptures that 
transport the viewer to a new place. 
What Dzine does is craft these 
pieces to a level so over-the-top 
they become psychedelic in their 
own right. As bikes, these gold-
dipped, hand-engraved, chromed-
out machines elicit pure envy.

This is the voice of the Chicano/
Latino culture,” Dzine explains, “but 
I see it as more universal than that. 
If you go to Japan, their lowrider 
culture is as big as Los Angeles’. 
It breaks down barriers. The bikes 
represent the anger, a weapon. The 

paintings represent peace. It is the 
whole idea of ‘oneness,’ you have 
to have both oppositions to make 
one.”

Dzine’s paintings are bright 
beacons of color bursting and 
vibrating with such layers of pro 
nail shine they appear dripping wet. 
Obsessed with pulling out extra 
layers of color and dimension, he 
finishes each piece with different 
transparent mediums like hand-
applied glass beads, resin, and 
crystalina. These tropical sherbert-
colored mandalas shimmer off the 
walls, inviting guests to lick the 
canvas; they are just that glossy. 
This is what they mean when they 
say you have to see it in person.
—Joey Garfield

Joey Garfield: How do you paint 

your pieces bikes with automotive 
paint?

Dzine: I take them to an auto body 
shop, so it is all connected.

Where do you make the bikes?

Different crews like Buddha Familia, 
Rollerz Only, and this kid RIP in 
Miami. These guys are the real deal. 
They are the ones investing $60,000 
into gold plating the bottom of their 
car. I am just fascinated by the 
culture. They are the culture. 

Do you feel accepted and 
respected by them, and vice 
versa?

The biggest compliment I get is 
when someone from the community 
reaches out to me saying, “I’ve 

(right)

Maharishi 2

Acrylic, glass beads, Swarovski crystals, 
and varnish on wood panel
8’ x 8’
Photo by Andreas Larsson

(pages 82–83)

Time is the Enemy

Installation view, Spank the Monkey,
Baltic Centre for Contemporary Art 
Gateshead, United Kingdom

Acrylic on wall with audio soundtrack 
arranged and composed by Quantic 
(aka William Holland)

Site-specific installation realized at and 
with the assistance of the Baltic Centre 
for Contemporary Art
Gateshead, United Kingdom

“
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been making bikes for years and 
this is one of the cleanest bikes 
I have seen. Would you mind 
designing one for me?” They are 
all roughnecked, hard-looking 
motherfuckers but they are the 
sweetest teddy bears you ever met.

The guy who is doing the 
engravings on a bike I am doing 
is on house arrest in Miami, but 
I see him as a guy with serious 
talent who happens to be on house 
arrest. I pay him either way. This 
kid named Rest In Peace, who is 
studying to be a nuclear engineer, 
does the handlebars. This is 
Familia. 

Let me tell you a quick story about 
Chilo. Chilo is down with Rollerz 
Only in San Antonio and he made 
the lowrider bike of the year like 

three or four years ago. I completely 
fell in love with the bike and wanted 
to remanipulate it somehow. So I go 
to San Antonio on a whim to meet 
Chilo and talk about reappropriating 
some of this bike. It takes years to 
make these parts because for them 
it isn’t about the money it is about 
the trophy, it is about the craft and 
prestige. We meet and I pick these 
pieces out, and while he gathers 
them and estimates the cost and 
labor I take a cab back to my hotel. 
The next day Chilo calls me up and 
we agree on a price. I say, “Cool, 
invoice me. I’ll cut you a check,” 
and Chilo says, “Nah nah nah. Cash 
only.” So he meets me at the bank 
but won’t take the cash; “nah nah, 
not here.” So we get in his car and 
we are driving and I’m thinking I 
don’t even really know this guy. 
Then he asks me if I’m hungry. I say 

yes and he takes me through this 
desolate street like in Dust til Dawn. 
It feels like we crossed the border 
into Tijuana and I am thinking to 
myself, “Oh my God, I am going to 
get jacked with all this money in my 
pocket.” He pulls the car up to the 
only place in business, a restaurant/
strip bar, and Chilo says, “C’mon, 
man. Let’s get some pussy and 
pancakes.” 

Dude, I went in there—it was like his 
office. I got two lap dances, some 
Chorizo and eggs, and one of the 
most legendary lowrider bicycles 
ever.

Now that is taking care of 
business.

That is the kind of stuff you can’t 
get in the art world. That is the kind 

of stuff I really like experiencing. I 
would love to take Jeffrey Deitch 
for some pussy and pancakes. That 
is what I love about the lowrider 
community; they don’t give a fuck 
about the art world. 

Where do you find yourself fitting 
in?

There is this whole identity crisis 
for me. I feel like I am an outsider 
looking in to this lowrider culture, 
and also as an artist in this art 
world. I am more of a facilitator 
bringing these worlds together. 

If you had to, which world would 
you choose, the art world or 
lowrider?

Art world. As with any specific 
community, repetition can get 

boring. The art world may be 
elite at times but most of the time 
honesty and emotion comes first, 
which always brings change. 
Getting involved in street art, 
graffiti, and youth culture in general 
really opened my mind to what I 
wanted to see and do. It made me 
investigate artists from that era and 
others before, and honestly, I have 
never been interested in bringing 
graffiti into the galleries. People 
should know that by now. That has 
never been my thing. Barry McGee 
does a really good job at doing that, 
so what is the reason for me to do 
it? That just isn’t my language.

I love having a studio practice. A 
temporary piece on the street was 
a springboard for me. I choose my 
battles. Everything I do now is very 
precise and calculated. It isn’t just 

me being 20, putting music on, 
and painting a wall like I used to. I 
have something I am trying to say 
and do. A lot of it is thought out in 
drawing and then translated onto 
the computer, and then from the 
computer it is translated again onto 
the canvas and translated again as 
it is painted and changes are made 
throughout.

Looking at everything it is very … 
meticulous.

The best way to put it is I really 
want to be a painter’s painter. I 
am not that guy who made the 
transition from being self-taught 
to making commercial work; I 
don’t want to be that guy whose 
paintings look immature and young, 
who hustles every little show to 
make money, and I don’t want to 

be that Puerto Rican artist guy or 
that lowrider guy. None of that is 
my thing. What I do is serious and 
well thought out. I like the things 
that turn me on. I like layered, 
psychedelic, spiritual pieces 
behind these baroque, aggressive, 
sculptured, thuggish, over-the-
top, in-your-face machines with 
knives sticking out. I like the idea of 
paintings that are really welcoming 
but in the middle there is this bomb.

Maybe Chilo would feel less 
welcome at an art gallery opening 
and more at ease around a bike 
full of knives, while some art 
gallery types would freak out being 
near…. 

The people at a gallery are like, 
Oh look, it’s so ‘pimped out’.” I 
don’t see anybody in the art world 

hanging out with these cholos. This 
guy with a “Rollerz Only” tat on his 
head next to these mandalas, it’s 
the same elements, same message. 
The thing I have done is getting 
everyone to understand it. From 
collectors to water delivery guys—
they all get it.

This coming from the guy who 
feels like an outsider?

Yep. Totally. Maybe I am crying 
myself a well. But in order to be 
hungry and have a first show feeling 
it should feel like an outsider.

What are the elements of 
spirituality that ring true to you?

A lot of these pieces include circles 
and mandalas; they have radiant 
things coming out and for me it is 

:I woUlD lovE To TAKE JEffREY DEITCH 
foR SoME PUSSY AND PANCAKES. THAT 
IS wHAT I lovE AboUT THE lowRIDER 
CoMMUNITY; THEY DoN’T GIvE A fUCK 
AboUT THE ART woRlD.”

“

Mandala Dot Shift

Acrylic, crystalina, and resin on 
wood panel
57.5” x 57.5”

Photo by Tom Powel Imaging 
Courtesy of Deitch Projects, NYC

“
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creating oneness. I am not a born 
again tree hugger wearing white 
all the time. I am really passionate 
about certain things and because of 
my completely fucking ridiculously 
addictive personality, once I latch 
onto something that is it: I am 
a pit bull and won’t let it go. If I 
really believe strongly in something 
and people say stuff in regards to 
content in the show, I could really 
give a shit because this is what I 
believe in. I have a job to do and I 
am responsible for this community 
and bringing it to a new forefront. 
It is a language, it is people, it is 
friends, and I bring it together. It 
really is oneness. 

Benjy Melendez’ story needs to 
be preserved in a museum, and 
maybe through what I do it can 
get there. The icing is I can make 

a living doing this. With the state 
of things right now, waiting for a 
check in the mail is a high-class 
problem. The risk is in these ideas. 
Do I wish I could be as ballsy as the 
latest heroin-addicted art star that 
is God’s gift to the art world right 
now? Do I wish I had his problem? 
Not really. I truly believe that the 
way economics are right now, or 
even if art was flying off the walls 
and people were spending money 
left and right, I truly believe that 
quality, honest work, and honest 
voices will always prevail. Putting a 
picture of a tatted-up lowrider dude 
in a light box in front of a bike is the 
most honest thing I can give to the 
gallery right now. That will trump 10 
paintings I make to sell.

With all this talk about spiritualism I 
have two last questions. Do you go 

to church, and do you do drugs?

I go to the center for spiritual living.

You aren’t one of those guys who 
are, like, God is everywhere so I’m 
just going sit here in my living room 
and watch sports?

No. I go every Sunday with my 
family. It is a new thought using the 
best parts of all the other religions. 
They all are saying the same thing.

Do you do drugs, like LSD?

Look at the name of this painting. 

(Reading) “Double Barrel Purple 
Micro Dot.” I’d take that as a yes.

But I have been sober for four 
years. 

For more information on Dzine, 
please contact Dzinestudio.com. 

(pages 86–87)

Throne to the Last Emperor of the For-
bidden City (and detail)

Custom lowrider bicycle
24-karat gold plating, custom engrav-
ing, enamel, bondo, steel, and mirror

Photos by Andreas Larsson

(left and above)

Barrio Dreams (and detail)

Custom lowrider bicycle
24-karat gold plating, chrome, enamel, 
Swarovski crystals, rubber, and mirror

Photos by Andreas Larsson




