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The crossovers

ARCHIE 
PANJABI 

and KUNAL 
NAYYAR

lead the new 
tribe of South 
Asian actors 
heralding a 
renaissance 

on American 
prime time

CONVERSATIONS

She’s the sultry, straight-talking bisexual pri-
vate investigator on legal drama The Good 
Wife. He’s the bumbling, sweater-vest-clad 
astrophysicist on acclaimed comedy series The 
Big Bang Theory. As Kalinda Sharma and Raj 
Koothrappali, actors Archie Panjabi and Kunal 
Nayyar are certifi ed scene-stealers.

Both are imports to America: forty-year-old 
Panjabi, as indicated by the soft English lilt 
she slips into off-camera, was raised in Lon-
don and started her career by landing memo-
rable parts in a fl urry of hit fi lms including 
East Is East (1999), Bend It Like Beckham 
(2002) and A Mighty Heart (2007). Her savvy 
portrayal of Kalinda—“an East Indian Erin 
Brockovich,” as she once described it—earned 
her a Primetime Emmy Award in 2010. Nay-
yar, 31, who calls Delhi home (though he’s 
currently based in Los Angeles with his wife, 
former Miss India Neha Kapur), fi rst 

appeared in the 2004 movie S.C.I.E.N.C.E., 
and made his animation debut with this year’s 
Ice Age 4: Continental Drift. Nayyar’s Raj, a 
champion for the rights of Indian geeks every-
where, is an irreplaceable part of The Big 
Bang Theory’s ensemble cast—the show was 
nominated for both an Emmy and Screen Ac-
tors Guild award this year.

 Just 10 years ago, brown faces on American 
TV were limited to convenience-store clerks 
and the occasional turban-touting techie. Here, 
Nayyar and Panjabi talk about taking on multi-
dimensional roles that aren’t simply steered by 
ethnicity. Edited excerpts from their exchange:

IN THE BEGINNING
Archie Panjabi: I think one of my fi rst roles—
which was a bit strange—was Bill Sikes in a 
production of Oliver Twist. I played a baddie—
nothing’s really changed since then [laughs]. 

SILVER LINING
Archie  Panjabi  
(left) and Kunal  
Nayyar want to 

move beyond roles 
defi ned by ethnicity
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I remember really wanting the part of the Art-
ful Dodger, but because I was about 11, I was 
deemed too old. Ageism! I think playing the 
not-so-good character seems to be my thing, 
and maybe that role was the beginning of a 
whole string of characters.
Kunal Nayyar: Acting didn’t excite me as a 
kid. My first performance experience was be-
ing part of a high school musical called 14 In 
All, Let’s Woo Them All. It was a take on Sev-
en Brides For Seven Brothers, and I remember 
it clearly because of all the singing and danc-
ing, which I was always quite good at.

LOST IN TRANSLATION
KN: I’ve lived in America for 12 years now. But 

to London and feel lost there because I come 
up with all these phrases and people just look 
at me blankly. If I call my husband, Rajesh—
we’ve been married for 14 years, he’s a be-
spoke tailor— “honey”, he thinks I’m insane. 
In the US, if I say someone is “fit”, people 
wonder if I’m talking about their gym habits. 
I have to switch in and out of vocabulary.

BUILDING CHARACTER
AP: When I was first offered the part of Ka-
linda on The Good Wife, my main concern was 
to ensure I wasn’t playing a character that was 
solely defined by her cultural or sexual orienta-
tion. But I knew she was of Indian origin and 
didn’t have any issue with it. Interestingly 
enough, I found that in England, the roles I 
was given—like Meenah, the rebellious tom-
boy in East Is East, and Pinky, the protago-
nist’s bridezilla sister in Bend It Like Beck-
ham—were far more culture-driven, but I’m 
not seeing that in America. It’s liberating. 
KN: For me, my character Raj is from India, 
so even if he wears his culture on his sleeve, it 
doesn’t bother me. The writers consult with 
me if they need any India-related advice on the 
show—like, if you go to a bowling alley in New 
Delhi, what would you eat? Popcorn, of course.  
AP: Kalinda’s such a mysterious, work-in-pro-
gress character. I learn about her as the audi-
ence does. She keeps me motivated and excited.
KN: The Big Bang Theory has been on-air for 
five years now, and all the characters, includ-
ing Raj, have evolved. This season, for exam-
ple, we learn that Raj is a bit of a metrosexual. 
The one thing I love about playing him is that 
he has such a wide-eyed innocence about the 
world. It’s rare to find a character that can be 
so authentically innocent. Maybe it’s because 
I’m so innocent? 
AP: I’m obsessed with The Big Bang Theory! 
I’d love to do a guest part. You know, as a sister 
or girlfriend or something.

FUTURE FORECAST
KN: I’ll try anything if the material is good—
film, even reality TV! I just did Ice Age 4: Conti-
nental Drift where I was cast as the voice of 
Gupta, a pirate badger. It was the first time I 
delved into the animation world. Aziz Ansari is 
also a part of the film. 
AP: I read for the part of Shira the cat for that 
movie—but they gave it to Jennifer Lopez.
KN: They gave that part to Jennifer Lopez? 
Funny, I also read for her part. 
AP: [Laughs] In a few years’ time, as Indian 
actors gain more traction and influence, maybe 
all these roles will be filled by actors like us. n
—As told to Aarti Virani 

“When I 
was offered 
the part of 
Kalinda...
my main 
concern was 
to ensure 
I wasn’t 
playing a 
character 
that was 
solely 
defined by 
her cultural 
or sexual 
orientation”
—ARCHIE PANJABI

I still love going home to Delhi. There’s some-
thing about landing and hearing that voice on 
the loudspeaker announce, “We are now ap-
proaching Indira Gandhi International Airport, 
the local time is blah blah,” that I adore.  
AP: Wow, I’m a baby compared to you, Kunal! 
This is my fourth season on The Good Wife, so 
I’ve lived in the US for a little over three years.  
KN: When I first moved to Oregon to attend 
the University of Portland (I have a degree in 
business, though I also took acting classes as a 
college student), I was so confused because I 
really thought I was the last great internation-
al playboy. In India, if you liked a girl, you’d go 
out in a group, you’d sit next to her in the 
theatre and ask her if you could be her boy-
friend—you know, real gentleman stuff. In the 
US, girls were holding my hand, giving me 
kisses on the cheek, hugging me. And then I 
found out they just want to be friends. That 
was really very disappointing.
AP: I can’t say that was my experience when 
I came from England [laughs]. For me, the 
biggest change was language. Even though 
we all speak English, there are definitely dif-
ferent expressions. It took me a while, espe-
cially when I was first reading scripts, to un-
derstand the Americanisms. Now, I go back 


