Joanna Gottfried Williams: Life and Legacy

Joanna Gottfried Williams, a pioneering scholar and educator in the field of South and
Southeast Asian art, passed away on June 16, 2022. Her research and teaching left an
enduring impact on the study of ancient and folk-art traditions. As Professor Emerita at the
University of California, Berkeley, her career spanned over four decades, where she played
a significant role in broadening the scope of Asian art history.

Born in Bloomington, Indiana, Williams developed an early interest in the arts. Her
academic journey began with a B.A. from Swarthmore College in 1960, followed by an M.A.
from Radcliffe College in 1962, and a Ph.D. from Harvard University in 1969. Her doctoral
work on the wall paintings of Khotan, a key site on the Central Asian Silk Road, was
groundbreaking, especially as this area remained largely inaccessible to Western scholars
at the time. In 1967, she joined the faculty at UC Berkeley, where she devoted herself to the
study and teaching of South and Southeast Asian art.

Williams was renowned for her expertise in the art of early India, particularly from the
Gupta period (4th-6th century CE), a time considered a golden age in Indian culture. Her
research interests expanded over the years to include Indian painting, textiles, ritual
objects, and folk art. She conducted extensive fieldwork across South Asia, including India,
Sri Lanka, Pakistan, Afghanistan, and Nepal, as well as Southeast Asia. This hands-on
research gave her unparalleled insight into the region’s rich artistic traditions. Her work in
India was further deepened by her role as Program Officer for Education and Culture at the
Ford Foundation in New Delhi from 1984 to 1986.

Throughout her career, Williams received numerous accolades and awards in recognition
of her scholarly contributions. These included grants from prestigious institutions such as
Phi Beta Kappa, the Woodrow Wilson Foundation, and the American Institute of Indian
Studies, as well as a Guggenheim Fellowship. Her influence extended globally through the
many students she mentored, who have gone on to become leading scholars in their own
right.
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Williams' scholarship was characterized by a meticulous attention to detail and an
expansive approach to the study of art history. She authored several important works,
including The Art of Gupta India: Empire and Province, The Two-headed Deer: lllustrations
of the Ramayana in Orissa, and Palm-Leaf Miniatures, co-authored with J.P. Das. Her
publications contributed significantly to the understanding of Indian sculpture, painting,
and architecture, and she was instrumental in advancing the study of folk and ritual art
forms in South Asia. She was also a sought-after curator, notably for the exhibition Princes,
Palaces, and Passion: The Art of India’s Mewar Kingdom at the Asian Art Museum of San
Francisco.
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In addition to her academic work, Williams was an influential figure in the Bay Area art
community. She advised on numerous exhibitions at the Phoebe A. Hearst Museum of
Anthropology and the Berkeley Art Museum/Pacific Film Archive (BAMPFA), where she
played a key role in bringing the Jean Marshall Collection of Indian miniature paintings to

the museum. Her expertise was widely recognized by organizations such as the San
Francisco Society for Asian Art and the Society for Art & Cultural Heritage of India (SACHI),
where she served as a valued advisor.

Williams' teaching style was as unique as her research, blending academic rigor with a
deep appreciation for the cultural contexts in which art is created. She often invited artists,
weavers, and musicians into her classroom to provide firsthand insights into their crafts,
and she led field trips to Bay Area temples and artist studios, making art history a living
experience for her students. Her courses on South and Southeast Asian art attracted
students from diverse disciplines, all drawn by her passion and expertise.




Joanna Williams’ remarkable career and contributions to the field of South and Southeast
Asian art continue to resonate through the work of her students and colleagues. Her legacy
is further cemented by a generous bequest to the Tang Center for Silk Road Studies. The
center will administer her endowment, supporting future generations of scholars
researching the art and archaeology of the pre-modern Indic world. Through this, Williams’
passion for her work and the communities of artists across the region will continue to
thrive, inspiring scholars for years to come.




