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			This book is dedicated to my greatest work of art and constant source of inspiration: my daughter, Kennedy. 
Te amo mi negra.
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			INTRODUCTION

			Art has always been a part of my life, and so have manicures. I was in junior high school when I first did my own nails—I distinctly remember the metallic red polish I used. Soon I was heading to the drugstore to buy press-on nails, which I cut, filed, and shaped the way I liked. As time went on, my nail designs became more elaborate and I began to treat manicures as another form of artistic expression long before it became a trend.

			I have been training as an artist from middle school through college, but a few years ago I began following the work of other professional nail artists and was inspired to seek out a new direction. With my business partner Gabe Vega, I set up a blog, elsalonsito.com, and started posting my work. Through Gabe’s efforts—and those of his creative management agency, EL Management—my following grew, and I began working with companies like Revlon, Maybelline, and Essie. Soon, Marie Claire magazine featured me as one of their favorite bloggers.

			Nails are like tiny canvases to me. I love decorating them with all kinds of intricate designs and details—something I don’t do when creating art on a larger scale. I hope this book inspires and encourages your inner artist, too. The designs and techniques featured here will show you how easy it is to create something personal and special—whether it’s an intricate design for your wedding day or an homage to someone loved and lost. Think of your nail art as another form of self-expression: it’s body art that can be as intricate as a tattoo but infinitely more changeable.

			I love geometric patterns and textile design. The artist Keith Haring’s use of smooth, repetitive lines has been a huge influence on my work, as has the fashion design of Alexander McQueen—in fact, one of my most popular nail designs (Spray Paint, described on page 126) was inspired by the McQueen exhibit Savage Beauty at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Another source of ideas is the public library. I often go there to read books on art and fashion, sketching out my ideas in notebooks and then executing them on false nails that fill my portfolio.

			Knowing how your nails work and how to care for them is like preparing a canvas for painting—you want the best surface on which to create your amazing art. So before you turn to the nail art tutorials, be sure to study the basic manicure section of this book first. Most of my clients prefer gel manicures, so that their designs will last for weeks on end. But even if you’re a beginner, once you understand the art behind the polishing of a nail and learn proper nail care, your manicures can last more than a week, too.

			Great nail art starts with a good manicure, but it’s also the result of practice—before I was able to create the designs you see on these pages, I went through a lot of trial and error, and you will, too. But your efforts will result in beautiful designs—I promise!

			Start with the basic designs and practice, practice, practice. Then move to the more intricate patterns without fear; after all, there’s no right or wrong when it comes to nail art. Consider these designs an open platform for your own self-expression—I encourage you to change the colors, combine different elements, and take them even further to express your own style.
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			GETTING STARTED
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			Manicure Tools

			¬ Large paper towel or  small hand towel to cover your work surface

			¬ Nail polish remover

			¬ Cotton pads

			¬ Nail clippers

			¬ 100–180 grit nail file for filing and shaping

			¬ 240 grit buffer to smooth the nail surface

			¬ Cuticle remover

			¬ Metal cuticle pusher, or orangewood stick

			¬ Cuticle nippers (to be used with caution)

			¬ Nail plate primer  This solution, available at beauty stores, will remove any natural oils from your nail plate, which helps the polish adhere to your nail. You can also use isopropyl alcohol (70% or more by volume).

			¬ Base coat This is a vital part of any manicure. Not only will it help prevent nail polish from staining your natural nails, it also serves as a glue that grabs the polish and holds it on your nails.

			¬ Top coat Essential for a smooth, finished look and to protect your design.

			¬ Matte-finish top coat  This can give a special effect to a basic, one-color manicure or add an extra element to a nail art design.

			¬ Quick-dry solution I prefer to let nails dry naturally, but for those occasions when you’re in a hurry, you can use a quick-dry solution. This comes in spray form or drops, or as a brush-on oil.
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			Nail Art Tools

			¬ Makeup cotton swabs  Cotton swabs with pointed tips are great for cleaning around the nail if you get polish on your skin. Just dip it in a bit of nail polish remover.

			¬ Aluminum foil Small squares of foil can serve as a palette for polish or paint that you’ll be using in your designs.

			¬ Fine art brush I use thin brushes in various sizes and lengths for painting fine details on the nail. They are called “striping” brushes in beauty stores; I prefer brushes meant for oil paint, as they hold polish better and can be cleaned between colors with nail polish remover.

			¬ Angled brow brush This is my favorite way to clean nail polish from the surrounding skin. The angled brush gets into tight or hard-to-reach places.

			¬ Disposable mascara brush Another great tool for cleaning stubborn polish off your skin and from under your nail. Soak it in a bit of nail polish remover.

			¬ Dotting tool Made specifically for nail art, these tools are now widely available at drugstores and beauty stores, but a bobby pin or the head of a needle will work in a pinch (just be sure to cover the sharp end of the needle). The dotting tool should have both a small and a slightly larger head for making all sizes of dots.

			¬ Glow-in-the-dark top coat  An essential element of Neon Lights on page 116, this is a fun product that also allows secret “designs within a design” that are visible only in the dark or under UV light.
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			YOUR POLISH PALETTE

			The selection of nail polish colors is more varied than ever before, and each visit to the drugstore or nail salon can make you feel like a kid in a candy store. Approach it like an artist. It’s good to have primary and secondary colors on hand: blue, red, yellow, orange, purple, and green, as well as white and black. Beyond these, choose whatever shades inspire you.

			Sheer Polishes

			Sheer polishes are great for creating layered looks and will help you accomplish ombre effects with ease. You can also use sheers to add shadows and depth to your design, just as a painter would with watered-down paint. When using a sheer polish next to an opaque polish, always apply the sheer polish first, then brush the opaque color over the sheer.

			Opaque Polishes

			Opaque polishes are perfect for design work because of their opacity. You’ll use these to create sharp lines and details.

			Glittery Polishes

			Glittery polishes definitely add something extra to your nails. There are a variety of glitters, from fine (sandlike) glitter to chunky flakes where you can clearly see the individual pieces. All of them bring some bling to the nail, but each has its own unique characteristics as well.

			Acrylic Paint

			Acrylic paint doesn’t dry out as quickly as nail polish, which is helpful when you lay out your color palette for nail art. It’s great for painting super-fine details; while nail polish is naturally thick and fast drying, acrylic paint is very fluid, enabling you to draw much finer lines. You can find it in any craft store—look for the fluid type, not the more common thick, gel-like paint. I have all the primary and secondary colors mentioned earlier in acrylic
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