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Jewellery in India may be a generational business, but independent designers

carve a niche with unique design vocabularies

“I used design solutions and methodology even to solve business challenges,” says

Pallavi Foley. After a decade at Tanishq, where she designed a number of

collections and crowns for the Miss India pageant, Bengaluru-based Foley

launched her independent label of �ne jewellery in 2009. “The leap was massive,

now that I see it in retrospect,” she adds. “My biggest challenge was everything,

apart from creativity.”
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Foley is among a growing number of independent designers who stand out

amongst numerous family businesses that dominate the Indian jewellery industry.

The generational nature of the industry implies that skills and secrets are passed

down like heirlooms. Most jewellery retailers keep leadership positions within the

household, with each generation taking charge and adding new dimensions to the

businesses.

Last week, in an interview with The Voice of Fashion, couturier and jewellery

designer Sabysachi Mukherjee brought up the issue of nepotism in the industry

saying, “The future of the Indian jewellery industry is going to be about

professionally run businesses, with founders possessing a unique design edge.”

TVOF spoke to four designers from across the country to examine how aesthetics

and personal determination have helped them �nd a place in the spotlight. 

First Generation Origin Stories 

Pallavi Foley at work on a design.
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While Foley pursued jewellery as a career, other designers have found their way

into the industry in myriad, sometimes unexpected, ways. Sunita Shekhawat,

Jaipur-based designer who started her eponymous brand 25 years ago, became

inclined towards the craft after watching jewel smiths of the Pink City’s Johri Bazaar,

and found her �rst clients among peers. “I invited a few friends home and asked if I

could design a piece of jewellery for them,” she says. Shekhawat did not charge for

the designs—she received good reviews and one of her �rst commissioned

designs came from Maharani Hemlata Raje of Jodhpur. “She gave me pearls in

three colours—white, pink and black—and asked me to design them into earrings.

Till date, I often see her wearing those earrings when I meet her,” Shekhawat says.

Aditi Amin, Ahmedabad-based designer, began creating jewellery while staying

home to take care of her two children including a new-born son. “I dismantled my

Sunita Shekhawat.
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old pieces and recreated them. It was fashion jewellery, but friends encouraged

me to design a collection,” she says. Amin created fashion jewellery for a few years

before taking a sabbatical in 2018 to study jewellery design. Encouraged by her

mentor and family, she launched two labels in 2019—Argento, focused on silver

jewellery, and Uncut, a minimalist polki label.

Family and peers often serve as early clients for independent designers. Delhi-

based jewellery designer Neha Dani, a graduate of the Gemological Institute of

America in Southern California, worked at International Gemological Insitute’s

Mumbai laboratory till a cousin asked her to design her wedding jewellery. She

went on to create custom pieces and capsules, hosted exhibitions in Mumbai and

Bengaluru, and now retails to an international clientele.

Trials and Learnings

According to Shekhawat, who studied jewellery manufacturing and gemmology

before she began designing, one of the most fundamental di�erence between

joining a family business and starting one’s own brand is gaining credibility and

trust. “I have given so many litmus tests over the years; many people assumed that

I did not know enough. I was a woman, from a non-jewellery background—it was a

deadly combination,” she laughs.

For designers without a background in jewellery manufacturing and retail, the trials

can be manifold. Amin says that capital investment can be a colossal challenge,

followed by developing a loyal clientele. She says, “I was lucky because my family

was well-known and their backing put me on a higher playing �eld. Getting into the

business without family lineage or the kind of money need to start up, can pose

big barriers to entry.” 

Yet, having an independent setup has its rewards. “One of the advantages of being

a �rst jewellery designer is that I have tremendous �exibility,” Amin adds. “I am not

bound by preconceived notions of form and structure that I have to carry forward.

It has helped the brand make quick decisions, change plans and move forward.”

Shekhawat says that her ability to personalise the process in every step of the
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operations, from catering to clients to marketing and promotions, sets her apart

from conventional retailers. 

Design as Brand USP

In conversations with these �rst generation jewellers, a unique design language

often emerges as a key di�erentiator. “If I am entering a new �eld with established

players, how can I be di�erent from what is already available,” asks Amin. She

chose to work with polki, for its Indian origin and limited explorations beyond

heavy-set designs. The Uncut Micro Polki line, priced under 1lakh, contemporises

the traditional uncut diamonds in chic chains and ear studs.

Dani is known for her complex, highly detailed jewels that mimic sinuous �ora and

fauna, surreal marine creatures and sculptural shapes. “My craftsmen individually

carve the pieces in wax– placing petals, leaves, or other forms, which I personally

solder together,” she says about her process. “Then I �nd the right centre or

Aditi Amin.
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coloured stones for each piece and plan its colour palette, set using a combination

of artisanal techniques and innovative materials.” Dani won the Rising Star Award at

the JCK jewellery show in Las Vegas (USA) in 2014; her designs were also

showcased at Sotheby’s ‘In Bloom’ exhibition in New York in 2019. Economics does

not direct Dani’s aesthetics. “My pieces are based on my own creative process –

they are not based or driven by speci�c markets,” she says. 

Shekhawat has gained repute for her improvisations on traditional crafts. “I realised

that at weddings or festivities, women were often decked up in similar kinds of

jewellery. People would normally go to the same jewellers, and designs were

borrowed from family members,” she says. Her most popular experiments are with

meenakari (enamelling). Lotus pink jewelled hair combs, powder blue chandelier

earrings and rich black bangles—over the years, Shekhawat has incorporated

many new shades in the technique. “Kundan-meena is dominated by colours like

red and green. I introduced di�erent colours, then new combinations; now, we are

also getting into French enamelling,” she says.

Foley too works on Indian jewellery techniques, reworking them in new forms

encompassing geometry, �oral and abstract shapes. Among recent collections,

she has created a line of uncut diamond jewellery and one comprising miniature

jaali eggs crafted from 18kt gold. The eggs are carved with prayers using �ligree

and fret saw work. “The change in the jewellery industry is the acceptance of

innovation as a necessary vehicle to move forward,” she adds. “Design is the focal

point for most jewellery companies and corporates now.”

Photo: Instagram.c
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Breaking the Mould

In tandem with the rise of independent designers, the industry has changed

signi�cantly in recent decades. Jewellery has traditionally been a male bastion, but

more women are entering the �eld, including in family run brands. Digital platforms

and new retail models have enabled independent designers to bypass the

challenges of scaling up. Engaging with customers on social media lends

credibility. Amin, who has a new ecommerce site for Uncut in the works, says. “One

doesn’t need to own a big showroom or a chain to reach clients. A lot of things

have moved to virtual platforms. Popups o�er a lot of accessibility for brands. The

market is changing very fast.” 

The success of Tanishq, which launched in the Nineties, has ushered in a new

culture of corporatisation in the industry. The brand has 328 stores across India

today, and by 2017, had propelled the worth of Titan’s jewellery division to ₹10,000

crore. Foley’s tenure at the Tata-run retail brand o�ered valuable lessons in starting

up. “Being a �rst generation jeweller was hard, but I didn’t know any di�erent. For

me it was always about creating a culture for myself and my team where creativity

could �ourish,” she says.

For Shekhawat, the industry’s transformation shows most prominently in changing

perceptions. From being an independent solo woman jeweller who had to often

remind her karigars that she knew the intricacies of jewellery manufacturing, she
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has come a long way. “Now the same karigars send their daughters to me for

advice,” she says. “What can be better than that.” 
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reported articles, photo features, narrative style stories and shopping lists. It is a fashion magazine with strong reading content,

videos and news.

Most fashion magazines do not deal with analytical pieces that give the reader an in-depth coverage of Indian fashion from a

design and political perspective. The Voice of Fashion, not only does deep dive interviews with Indian fashion designers

through articles and videos but it also studies brand culture and essence in many ways.

By using the combination of fashion news, videos, both local and global, the Voice of Fashion gives a panoramic cultural view

of Indian fashion online, its business, politics, its design dilemmas, fashion weeks, top sponsors and how consumers respond to

Indian fashion and designers.

Some will say we are more a journal than a typical fashion magazine but since we uplink fresh pieces every day on Indian

fashion and beauty trends, there is perhaps more to us than a regular fashion magazine. A democratized platform without

advertiser plugs and sold spaces, The Voice of Fashion is an Indian magazine with depth and nuance that uses news and

topicality to decode the cultural intersections fashion makes with books, cinema, literature, music and art.
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