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A
t a two hours’ drive from New York City, in Hudson’s mile-
long shopping district at Warren Street, is Les Indiennes, 
a store that manages to charm visitors with its extensive 
collection of Kalamkari home furnishings, an Indian hand 
block-printing technique that is centuries-old.

It was love at first sight for Mary Mulcahy Bertgold when she spied block-
printed bedcovers at a UNICEF store in the late ‘90s. Little did she realise then 
that it was the beginning of a long association which would take her across 
continents to meet an artisan in a remote town of India.

Bertgold launched a search for similar fabrics and placed an advertisement 
on IndiaMart, requesting for samples. The parcel that impressed her the most 
came from Pitchuka Srinivas, a Kalamkari artist from Pedana in coastal Andhra 
Pradesh. It eventually lead to the foundation of the retail store, Les Indiennes.

Les Indiennes, in fact, was the name given to the textiles exported from 
India to Europe way back in the 17th century; they were immensely popular in 
England, France and Holland. Interestingly, Bertgold’s merchandise has fabrics 
made in villages along the Coromandel Coast, which was also where th 17th 
century treasures came from.

“Being a photo-stylist for interiors, I knew very little about Kalamkari. 
With some help from Srinivas and my own research, I began to understand the 
intricacies of the craft,” says Bertgold. 

She travelled to India two years after being introduced to the artisan. 
There, she heard of Srinivas’s father, the founder of Kalamkari in Pedana, who 
strictly adhered to the traditional methods of the craft. 

Srinivas’s workshop in Pedana has an area designated to every step of 
fabric making—there is an area for dyeing, another for printing, and finally, the 
yard where the fabrics are hung out to dry. “Srinivas makes his own dyes using 
natural ingredients. Once the block printing process is complete, the artisans fill 
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in the colours using a kalam (pen). I really don’t see much 
difference in the way we are working today and the methods 
that were used in the 17th or 18th century,” Bertgold says.

She recalls using the fabrics for the first time during 
a feature-shoot for the magazine she worked for. When 
the issue was out, she was flooded with enquiries. “I think 
our fabrics had gathered attention because people were 
looking for something fresh. Perhaps, it was also about 
being around at the right time,” she reminisces.

While, at first, some clients didn’t quite understand 
the look or the slight imperfections, which are not seen 
in mill/screen printed fabrics, “We explained that the 
beauty of our fabrics lies in the subtle colour and pattern 
variations. These imperfections are a part of the craft, 
indicating that the designs are entirely hand-made.” 

Adapting traditional Indian handcrafted fabrics to a 
western market was the result of an experimentation with 
the design. “Whenever I find a beautiful motif I would 
normally enlarge it to give it plenty of space, to achieve 
that light and airy feel,” discloses Bertgold about her own 
method of developing new designs.

“After ‘uncluttering’ the prints, I repeat it across the 
fabric, thus offering traditional designs a modern twist. 
Essentially, the store stocks two collections: the Original 
and the Traditional. The former has prints on an off-white 
background, while the traditional Kalamkari collection in 
the characteristic shades of earth.

Seventeen years on, the brand works with some of 
the top designers in business. Ask her about her favourite 
piece, and she muses, “It is hard to pick a favourite since 
I love everything we make. But I think our quilts are the 
best—hand-stitched, comfortable, and just the right 
weight to snuggle under!”  

the artisan using a hand 
carved teak wood block 
dipped in dye to stamp 
motifs on the fabric

the store houses bed and table 
linens along with fabrics and 
wallpapers
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