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abstinence has no deadline or agenda. “For the first time 
since I left India, I have the luxury of time,” he says. “And it’s 
a great time to take a step back and see what I want to do—
not only in my career but also with my life.” 

HAPPY PILL
You’d think he’s hinting at an early retirement but part of his 
new plan is balancing work and life. “I want to spend more 
time at home; I’ve been away for 20 years. People look at fame 
and fortune and think, Oh this person has it all. The truth is, 
it takes a lot of discipline, hard work and sacrifice. This is a 
very cut-throat industry and you have to be focused or you 
will split,” he says. He echoes Jim Carrey as he weighs in on 
his early success: “I was very fortunate to achieve a lot at a 
young age. But even after achieving all that, I realised it 
wasn’t the answer to happiness.” Even cashing $9,00,000 per 
episode didn’t cut it. “I think that was a catalyst—realising 
that even when I had everything I was not in a good place. I 
realised that happiness has nothing to do with what you 
achieve on the outside. It has everything to do with what’s 
going on within.” So has switching off made him happier?  
“I feel less distracted. I feel more present in life and conversa-
tions. And all those things lead to happiness,” he says.

ROLE MODEL
In 2007, Nayyar’s big break came when he starred as part of 
an oddball cast of geeks who charmed viewers and went on to 
become the longest-running multi-camera series in television 
history. Back then, brown representation was minuscule, re-
served for caricatures of a country buffoon or slapsticks that 
emerged from thick accents. And while Nayyar’s Raj Koo-
thrappali was a bit of a dorky clown, his intrinsic role in the 
group and the ability to keep it real set him apart. In 2015, 
the actor even penned a book titled Yes, My Accent Is Real to 
talk about how he wasn’t just another Apu in America. 

A Delhi boy from St Columba’s School, Nayyar’s trajecto-
ry is different from the other brown ambassadors we see on 
screen today. Back then, first- and second-generation Indi-
ans were still finding their voice—Mindy Kaling had made 
her debut in The Office, Aziz Ansari was still two years away 
from Parks And Recreation and Lilly Singh and Hasan Min-
haj were probably in school. A lot has changed since: “I love 
the fact that Danny Boyle’s new movie has an Indian lead. 
Dev Patel is playing David Copperfield, Kumail Nanjiani is 
having a moment with the Avengers and Silicon Valley,  
Kal Penn is producing for NBC and Mindy Kaling is killing 
it in all avenues. It fills my heart with so much affection, 
admiration, pride and joy, because it wasn’t like that 12 
years ago,” he says. 

In May, Nayyar set another milestone when he, along with 
TBBT cast, cemented his handprints at the Chinese Theatre 
in Hollywood—a first for any television star. Then, in Sep-
tember, he repped India at the Toronto Film Festival, where 
his film, Sweetness In The Belly, opposite Dakota Fanning, 
premiered. Up next is the new Trolls, and Think Like A Dog, 
a family drama with Megan Fox, in which Nayyar plays the 
unusual role of a villain. “It was really fun. I wanted to do this 
new character, which is rare for me, and run wild with it.”

INDIA CALLING
But before he’s back in the spotlight, he hopes to bask in ano-
nymity with some time off in Europe and India. “This sum-
mer, I got a haircut, grew a long beard and put on glasses, so 
I don’t look anything like I did on TV,” he tells me. “It was 
nice walking around like a tourist. I met people who didn’t 
know who I was, so they would interact with me like I am 
Kunal, not Raj.” 

Nayyar is the antithesis to the Indian astrophysicist he 
played—he’s fashionable unlike his sleeveless sweater- and 
cargo-wearing screen persona; he doesn’t seem awkward 
with girls (in fact, he’s married to former Miss India Neha 
Kapur); he really can’t hold a conversation in Klingon and his 
reading list veers more towards philosophical reads like Rad-
hanath Swami’s The Journey Home rather than comic books. 
Breaking the mould of a character he’s played for 12 years 
may be difficult, but Nayyar is ready for change—and we 
might just be seeing a lot more of him. “The next step would 
be to do something at home, in Hindi. And now, with Netflix 
India and Amazon, there are so many opportunities to do 
that,” he says. It’s a win-win situation—acting, what he calls 
the joy of his life, with family time in Delhi. Clearly, he’s on 
his way to cracking the work-life balance. n

“IT’S A GREAT TIME TO TAKE A STEP 
BACK AND SEE WHAT I WANT TO 
DO—WITH MY CAREER AND LIFE”


