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DEBRA PRIESTLY 

   tongues unspoken 
 

A mixed-media exhibition by Debra Priestly entitled tongues unspoken and 

reflecting the artist’s decade-long scrutiny of her family’s ancestry, cultural heritage, 

memories and common rituals and objects will open at the June Kelly Gallery, 166 

Mercer Street, on Friday, October 3.  The exhibition will remain on view through 

November 4. 

From early childhood when her curiosity led her to investigate places and things 

that were both familial and familiar, Priestly said, she was always intrigued with thoughts 

that provoked random associations … her grandmother’s kitchen pantry with the canning 

jars …the historical family photograph of the 92
nd

 Infantry Division in which her great 

uncle served … the lace trails in her mother’s wedding tablecloth that she traced endless 

times at family dinners … the sound of her father’s repetitive humming of spirituals. 

These memories, says Priestly, are like threads of history that “address presence, absence 

and transformation.” 

Through the whole of this exhibition, tongues unspoken, Priestly brings together 

what first appear to be isolated objects – “each with its own pattern, own formation, own 

sound, resonating with its own history, memory and function.”  She said her drawing of 

the Company B soldiers individually allowed her to delve more deeply into each person 

and enable the viewer to pause and recognize their individuality.  
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PRIESTLY 

The designs in the hair coils provide diverse and elaborate patterns that for  

Priestly bring associations with her mother’s lace wedding tablecloth. The harp motif in 

the chair back recalls for her the imagery and sounds of a song she heard repeatedly. 

These symbols are derived from personal memory, ancestral knowledge and historic 

events, all of which have untold stories from which she records and develops her ideas to 

construct a new universality.    

Priestly’s new work was created during her recent residency at the Space Project 

of the Marie Walsh Sharpe Foundation in Dumbo, Brooklyn. 

Priestly, a native of Springfield, Ohio, lives and works in New York City and 

Upstate New York. She holds a BFA from The Ohio State University and an MFA from 

Pratt Institute.  

Her work has been shown in many one-person and group exhibitions throughout 

the United States and abroad.  Priestly is represented in the collections of The Ohio State 

University, The Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, The Atlanta Life 

Insurance Company, Ariel Capital Management, AT&T, The Sandor Family Collection, 

the Francis J. Greenburger Collection, The Petrucci Family Foundation, Ashbury, NJ and 

other private collections.  

 

For further information and images, please visit www.junekellygallery.com. 
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UPCOMING EXHIBITIONS 

 

Julio Valdez       Para Soñar el Sol                7 November – 9 December  

          New Paintings 

 

Su-Li Hung                                    New Works                      12 December – 13 January   

                                                                    

       

John Pinderhughes          Photography               16 January –16 February  

 

 

Carmen Cicero                 Early Works: 1970s                       March 

http://www.junekellygallery.com/valdez/valdez.htm

