
Select events happening in metro 
Detroit this week. Submit your events to 
metrotimes.com/calendar. 

THU 1/13 

Movie night with Sheefy 
Mcny 
While Dearborn's Ford Wyoming will 
always be the OG metro Detroit drive
in, downtown's Monroe Street Drive-In 
near Campus Martius is pretty legit. It's 
covered in art by local artists, including 
Detroit's own Sheefy McFly, who will 
host a movie night on Thursday. McFly, 
or Edward Elecktro as he goes by when 
he's spinning music, will be doing a live 
DJ set and art giveaway before a show
ing of Back to the Future. (His name 
is a nod to BTIF's time-hopping hero, 
Marty McFly.) 

-Randiah Camille Green 

Doors at 6 p.m., movie at 7 p.m. 
at Monroe St. Drive-In Powered by 
Emagine; 32 Monroe St., Detroit; 
emagine-entertainment.com; Tickets are 
$20. 

FRI 1/14-SUN 1/16 

Fire and Ice fest 
For those who'd rather do something 
socially distanced outdoors instead of 
going to a COVID-19 breeding ground 
like the bar, head to Valade Park. The 
Detroit Riverfront Conservancy will 
host a Fire and Ice festival where you 
can gnaw on a turkey leg, grab an alco
holic beverage, enjoy some medieval 
music, snap a pie on a throne made of 
ice, and warm up at a bonfire encased 
in a seven-foot ice tower. There's also a 
blacksmith demonstration and a LARP 
meetup. (You know, for the people who 
like to dress up like they're from the 
Middle Ages and hit each other with 
foam weapons.) If that's you, cool. If 
not, bring a hot date and chill next to 
the (regular-sized) bonfires, or bring 
your friends for the techno dance party 
on Saturday night. 

-Randiah Camille Green 

From 4-9 p.m.; Robert C. Valade Park; 
2670 Atwater St., Detroit; detroit 
riverfront.org. Admission is free. 

SAT 1/15 

James Benjamin 
Franklin: Practice 
Artist James Benjamin Franklin has 
made a name for himself with the 
vibrant, mixed-media paintings he 

James Benjamin Franklin. 

creates in his Detroit studio, which 
includes a backyard where goats roam. 
The Washington-born artist re.located 
to the Motor City from New York City 
in 2015 to pursue a Masters of Fine Arts 
from Cran brook Academy of Art, and 
it's safe to say the city has rubbed off on 
him. His colorful, playful pieces utilize 
repurposed carpets, afghans, bathroom 
mats, and towels, covered in epoxy, 
acrylic, rubber, sand, and glitter, and 
presented in irregularly shaped plaster
molded frames. The funky pieces call 
to mind the styles of local artists like 
Tyree Guyton and Gordan Newton, who 
also made art from Detroit detritus. For 
Practice, Frank.Jin is presenting some of 
his largest works yet, towering at more 
than six feet tall. -Lee De Vito 

From 4-7 p.m. at Reyes I Finn; 1500 
Trumbull Ave., Detroit; 248-839-5342; 
reyesfinn.com. Admission is free. Show 
runs through Feb. 26. 

SUN 1/16 

Totally Tubular '80s 
Brunch 
"Everything was neon and ugly. Color 
combinations were the worst. Fashion 
was weird, music was over-digitized, 

and it was an awesome time to be alive," 
say the event organizers at the Detroit 
Shipping Co. food hall. Honestly, com
pared to how the third decade of the 
21st century is shaping up - a pandem
ic, recession, global supply chain crisis, 
civil unrest, increasingly severe weather 
events caused by climate change, the 
Metaverse - we wouldn't mind going 
back to simpler times. And brunch. De
troit Shipping Co. is serving up a taste 
of both with its latest installment of its 
monthly brunch series, which features 
brunch specials from Coop, Bangkok 
96, and Momo Cha, along with popular 
cocktails from the 'Sos and a soundtrack 
of pop hits courtesy of DJ Intense. 
Cowabunga. -Lee De Vito 

From noon-3 p.m. at the Detroit 
Shipping Co., 474 Peterboro St., Detroit; 
detroitshippingcompany.com. Admission 
is free. 

SUN 1/16 

Environmentally 
Speaking 
Speaking of increasingly severe weather 
events caused by climate change, Mich
igan-based artists and curators Laura 
Earle, Leslie Sobel, and Olivia Guterson 

COURTESY PHOTO 

present works from 15 artists on the 
subject. "What is the legacy we want to 
leave for future generations?" Earle says 
in a statement. "We can already see the 
cumulative impact of simple daily choic
es - so many changes have occurred 
just in our lifetime. We have a narrowing 
window in which we can make lasting 
change. I want to amplify insightful 
and hopeful voices in this conversation, 
and encourage every member of our 
community to take part." A centerpiece 
of the project will see a large-scale 
sculptural piece hanging from the Janice 
Charach Gallery's second-floor skylight 
down to the first floor. The curators also 
invite members of the community to 
contribute by writing letters to Earth 
which will be placed in a mailbox and 
used to create an installation and video. 
A refurbished vending machine will 
also sell small pieces of art created by 
artists across the country, and a dance 
performance, "Elements of Life: Moving 
Together with Nature," will be held from 
6-9 p.m. -Lee De Vito 

From 3-6 p.m. at The Charach Gallery; 

6600 W. Maple Rd., West Bloomfield; 

gallery.jccdet.org. Exhibition runs 
through March 3. Admission is free 
(tickets are $18 for the performance). Cai 
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At KMAC: Review of “A Layered Approach”

by Natalie Weis, October 10, 2021

In 2015, James Benjamin Franklin needed a jolt. 
After 15 years of living and working in New York, 
the painter felt his studio practice was shrinking, 
that he himself was getting swallowed up by 
the city. Six years later, the 13 recent works he 
presents in “A Layered Approach” at KMAC 
Museum are themselves the jolt: five large-scale 
paintings bursting with saturated hues and 
electric energy, along with eight smaller works 
on paper that pleasantly pulse with a sense of 
nascent form and color. 

What happened was this: Franklin left New 
York to pursue an MFA at Cranbrook Academy 
of Art, the storied institute in Bloomfield Hills, 
Michigan, with a legacy of integrating design and 
architecture with the fine arts.

It was there he realized that, while his abstract 
work was very tight, flat, and laborious, when he 
was painting on objects, his brushwork felt free and 
open.

“I had been thinking about di˛erent surfaces 
already,” Franklin recalls. “I was hyper-aware of 
edges and relationships between the gesso and 
the fineness of linen or the coarseness of jute and 
burlap. It was the whole object. I needed to open up 
and I wanted the relationship that I had when I was 
painting other objects.”

Noticing a fellow graduate student working with 
plaster mesh, Franklin constructed a wire frame 
and covered it with plaster to create a positive 
cast of a panel with built-up edges, almost as if 
he had flipped a traditional canvas to its reverse 
side. “Immediately, it got exciting,” Franklin says. 
“I had this form that was awkward and rough and 
object-like. I started being really playful again with 
abstract lines and shapes pouring forth. Because 
the edges formed a tray, the work became a kind of 
performance space that was capturing the history 
of the making of the painting. You had a sense of 
time. And with the inherent frame, it was a complete 
unit.”

The molded frame also provides the ideal space for 
Franklin to incorporate textiles and other mundane 
materials into his paintings: abstract shapes cut 
from crocheted afghans, fragments of hand towels 
and bathmats, handfuls of sand, and scraps of 
metallic paper. After arranging these items within 
the plaster frame, he begins to cover them in layers 
of paint, slowly building up the canvas by pouring 
one color and waiting to see how it spreads and 
dries before applying more deliberate marks. In this 
way, the finished work becomes a record of 
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di˛erent disruptions to the surface, a collection 
of explorations in texture and the formation of 
images.

This residual visibility of process is part of what 
captivated KMAC Curatorial Director Joey Yates 
to Franklin’s work: “You can see how many of 
his layers and the hand-built, hand-sculpted 
components came together into the final fixed 
positions,” Yates says. “New marks, layers, 
and textures become revealed each time you 
look away and return for another look. It’s like 
layers of a cake. As you slice into it and begin to 
consume the contents, you learn more and more 
about how the elements are put together. So 
much of the work is put into the collage and the 
handcrafted framing that the painting becomes 
like icing on the cake.”

The largest work in the show, Opt (2021), radiates 
a golden warmth from within a 94¼ x 94¼ x 
3˝-inch fr ame resembling a misshapen square 
or, more imaginatively, a thick piece of buttery 
toast. The raised outlines of geometric shapes, 
sections of terry cloth fabric and a broad swatch 
of knitted chevrons are visible under layers of 
vibrant acrylic paint: desiccated crackles of 
canary yellow; rows of dripping indigo, fuchsia, 
and teal; thick, undulating brushwork in forest 
green and goldenrod. The composition is 
balanced, somehow dense with color, form, and 
texture, yet o˛ering a sense of openness and 
ease. Opt is an undeniably joyful work; standing 
in front of the painting, one feels as if its molded 
sides are the only thing containing its sheer 
pleasure in having been made.

James Benjamin Franklin, Opt, 2021, 94 1/4 inches x 94 1/4 inches x 3 1/8 inch-
es. Acrylic paper, fabric, and Apoxie® Sculpt on reinforced rigid wrap. Courtesy 

of the artist and Reyes | Finn, Detroit.

The four other paintings in the show (each roughly 
74” x 74” x 3”) are equally seductive in their 
unabashed display of color and exuberant mark-
making that teems with a primitive playfulness. 
Collectively, they represent what Yates regards 
as “an audacious, smart and fearless approach to 
painting and abstraction. Franklin is developing his 
own abstract language which, for me, has traces 
of possibly divergent styles that range from graÿti 
and the cut-up designs of Henri Matisse, to the 
color fields of Mark Rothko and the assemblages 
of Thornton Dial, Robert Rauschenberg, and more 
recently Kevin Beasley, but he somehow brings 
them together in a seamless, unburdened and 
thrilling way.”
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No less thrilling are the eight untitled works on 
paper (all 2021), horizontal pieces measuring 
9” x 12” and 12” x 16”, save for one vertical 16” x 
12” example – studies in miniature that reflect 
a similar expressive freedom as Franklin’s 
paintings. The relatively unsupportive 
quality of paper dictates a limited amount of 
layering of paint and fabric, and without the 
sturdy boundaries of a molded frame, little 
documentation of the process is available to the 
viewer. These factors contribute to the paper 
works’ fleeting, sketch-like impression – an 
e˛ortlessness that nevertheless produces a 
studied brilliance of composition and disruption.

For the artist, working on paper is a relatively 
recent approach, born out of the restrictions 
of the pandemic, that has already conferred its 
unique benefits: “It’s less precious,” Franklin says. 
“They are pieces in their own right, but they’ve 
opened up new avenues in the painting because 
I am experimenting. Since I’ve worked on them, 
the imagery and the way I’ve approached the 
paintings have changed. I want to keep that 
curiosity and exploration and the paper works 
allow that.”

Undoubtedly, the works in “A Layered 
Approach” reflect a sense of tireless and 
enthusiastic investigation into the practice of 
painting and object-making. But more than 
that, they succeed in evoking that intrepid and 
buoyant interest in the viewer as well. Franklin’s 
paintings contain multitudes, slowly revealing 
their layered histories, their substrata of 
pleasure and meaning, to the patient observer. 
With each successive viewing of the show, 

I felt my appreciation of the works expand and, inef-
fably, my sense that the future might once again be 
approached not with fear, but with a joyous, expect-
ant curiosity. 

“James Benjamin Franklin: A Layered Approach” is 
on view at KMAC Museum until November 7, 2021.
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Zona Maco Art Week: Shows to See

by Tessa Moldan, April 23, 2021

James Benjamin Franklin, Inside (2021). Acrylic, fabric, and apoxie sculpt 
and plaster cloth on foam. 65.4 x 63.5 x 4.4 cm. Courtesy Proyectos 
Monclova.

James Benjamin Franklin: Framed in Memory

Proyectos Monclova, 

Lamartine 415, Polanco V Secc, 

Miguel Hidalgo, 11560

27 April–29 May 2021

A stunning series of paintings by James Benjamin 
Franklin can be found at Proyectos Monclova, for 
the American artist's first solo exhibition in Mexico 
City.

Eschewing the traditional canvas, Franklin plays 
with the tactility of painting through his use of mate-
rials including plaster, glitter, carpet, sand, and fab-
ric scraps, among others. With their raised borders, 
his paintings capture the layers filling the space 
within, resembling 'a sunset in motion'.
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Painter James Benjamin Franklin’s Detroit studio, 
which he shares with fellow artist Scott Reeder, has 
two goats roaming its backyard. Extra space like this 
at an artist’s studio may seem unthinkable according 
to New York City standards; but in the Motor City, a 
two thousand-square-foot studio is not unheard of. 
In fact, having space to make work unrestrained by 
spatial limits was a motivation for Franklin to move 
from Brooklyn to the burgeoning Detroit area, where 
he received his MFA from Cranbrook Academy of 
Art two years ago. The works in the artist’s first solo 
exhibition, Whole in the Dust, at Reyes | Finn gallery 
in Detroit are heavily influenced by Cranbrook’s 
emphasis on craft and design.

Franklin’s colorful paintings at the gallery—a former 
youth community center with a basketball net that 
gallery co-owners Terese Reyes and Bridget Finn 
removed after long discussions—manifest a recent 
epiphany about the extents and limits of painting. “I was 
delaying to challenge myself,” Franklin mentioned about 
his realization during school, while walking me through 
his studio in June amid works waiting for final touches. 
“I needed to achieve the playfulness which was sitting at 
the back of my head,” Franklin said about the ideation for 
his sculptural paintings. 
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“Being gnarly with textures and materials led to the 
idea of making my own canvases with foam core and 
epoxy,” added Franklin, acknowledging the bodily 
element of his mixed-media paintings by letting me 
touch one of them. In addition to paint, the artist dots 
his surfaces with fabrics—clothes, towels, or car-
pets—he sources from IKEA, online, or his favorite 
local thrift-store chain, Value World. Sand and glitter 
also occasionally appear, though he accepts that 
working with the latter is tricky on painting. “Sand 
is amazing because I can still reveal what is under-
neath,” he said about his free approach to covering 
what he calls his “home-made canvases,” which 
usually take three days to make. Detroit’s weathered 
architecture and DIY mentality continue to amaze 
Franklin, who had just visited the storied Dabls Mbad 
African Bead Museum for some inspiration. 

James Benjamin Franklin: Whole in the Dust is on 
view at Reyes | Finn in Detroit until August 30.
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Armstrong took inspiration from the 1988 film Coming to 
America for his installation, Smoke Garments, which utilizes 
resin, bubblewrap, wax and deco mesh. Pieces such as a 
suitcase left open to reveal patriotic white stars on a tattered 
blue lining speak to the elusive nature of the American dream.

Reyes | Finn

1500 Trumbull Ave.

Detroit, MI 48216

James Benjamin Franklin, Marcellus Armstrong 
at Reyes | Finn

July 20 – August 30, 2019

Contemporary art gallery Reyes | Finn opened in 2017, 
and is currently showcasing Detroit-based artists James 
Benjamin Franklin and Marcellus Armstrong. Franklin’s 
large-scale Whole in the Dust paintings, such as LUGO and 
SCARS IN ARMOR (shown respectively above), are imper-
fectly shaped and layered inconspicuously with towels and 
thrift store rugs, yet full of bright color, texture and detail. 
Items that may inherently be seen as commodity transform 
into one-of-a-kind pieces through Franklin’s use of bold 
hues and abstract strokes.

Hours: Wednesday–Saturday 
12pm–6pm
248 839 5342
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Of local galleries that bolster Detroit’s national reputation, 
Reyes|Finn celebrates its new space in Corktown with 
“Whole in the Dust,” an exhibition of new paintings by local 
artist James Benjamin Franklin, who created his sculptural 
works washed in bright colors and thrift-store or Ikea-
bought fabrics at his 2,000-square-foot studio. Franklin’s 
hands-on process involves creating loosely formed epoxy 
canvases and implementing materials such as bath mats, 
carpets, and clothing.

Detroit Art Week is open across the city until July 21.
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