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[image: ]


Donald Clay Johnson, scholar of Indian textiles and former curator of the Ames Library of South Asia at the University of Minnesota, Twin Cities, passed away on Wednesday, December 4, 2024, at his home in Minneapolis.

Dr. Johnson made his first trip to India in 1966 where he fell in love with its textiles and traditions and began collecting cloth. Over the years, the collection grew to over 1,000 pieces. The Goldstein Museum of Design at the University of MN presented three separate exhibitions showcasing his collections. 
· 2011- “Beyond Peacocks and Paisleys” 
· 2017 - “Global Technique, Local Pattern: Ikat Textiles.” 
· 2024 - “Narrative Threads.”

He earned undergraduate degree at the University of Wisconsin Madison and the graduate studies  at the  where he earned degrees in Asian Studies and Library Science.  (University of Chicago  Graduate Library School.)

He began work as a curator for South East Asia materials at Yale University. Subsequently, he worked for 3 years in Malaysia at the National University.

When he returned, he earned his doctorate at the University of Wisconsin- Madison. His dissertation was “Government Concern for the Development of Libraries: Sanskrit Manuscript Libraries in India, 1858-1937.” (1980).
Dr. Johnson then worked at the College of William and Mary for 7 years in Williamsburg, VA. 
Eventually, he accepted a position at the University of Minnesota as curator of the Ames Library of South Asia from 1987–2008.
As he neared retirement, he collaborated with Helen Bradley Foster, to edit two books on the role of clothing in society, Wedding Dress Across Cultures and Dress Sense, Emotional and Sensory Experiences of the Body and Clothes.
Even after retirement, Don taught Lifelong Learnings classes at the University.
The friendships he made with his friends from India were immeasurable. He visited Ahmedabad India 28 times throughout his life, sometimes two months at a time, and he would call Ahmedabad his home away from home. He had a wide network of friends, advisors, and fellow scholars as well as his greatly admired collection of South Asian textiles.

He loved to travel and would often visit a foreign city for a week at a time, exploring all areas of its culture. He also enjoyed hiking the trails of Colorado near Estes Park. He could also be seen bike riding all around the Twin Cities. 
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2024 | Narrative Threads | College of Design  
This exhibition, the third organized by the Goldstein Museum of Design from Dr. Johnson’s collection, focuses on embroidery and the transformation of textiles into familial and community treasures by the artful addition of hand-sewn threads. The geographical focus includes Northwest India and present-day Pakistan, the region at the center of Dr. Johnson’s collecting activities and known for its diversity and richness of embroidery techniques.

The installation is organized around distinct types of embroidery, including historical examples (1880s–1980s) of soof, phulkari, ralli, zardozi, and mirror work traditions. Embroidery’s complex relationship to the region’s past and future is evident in the variety of stitches, colors, patterns and garments used to establish visual languages and identities within shifting contexts of colonialism, geopolitics, and consumer demand.

Throughout, textiles are presented alongside print materials from the Ames Library of South Asia  at the University of Minnesota where, as librarian from 1987–2008, Dr. Johnson amassed impressive public resources. Their numerous voices and images enhance the stories deftly stitched in thread. 
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