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For model Nidhi Sunil, acceptance from 
the outside world came when she gave 
herself permission to feel comfortable 

in her skin. She talks to Sneha Mankani 
about being her own force for change

Inside Out
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MY BEAUTIFUL LIFE

T he last time I checked on Insta-
gram, a tangerine bikini-clad 
Nidhi Sunil posed in what 
looked like the living room of 

her bright and colourful New York apart-
ment. Her hair looked like it was ready for 
the beach breeze and the ease of being in 
her skin was evident. “To me, the body is 
an extension of your mind and soul. How 
you talk to yourself in the mirror should 
give you a clue as to how you approach 
most things in life. Who was it who said, 
‘How you do anything is how you do every-
thing’,” asks the lawyer turned model from 
Ernakulam, Kerala. Her words, much like 
her actions, are sprinkled with confidence 
as we delve into the topics of stereotypes, 
social standards, self-love during the time 
of self-isolation, and of course, a whole lot 
of beauty.

MY QUARANTINE 
DIARY 

Do: “I cry when I feel like and allow 
myself to not feel stupid about it. 
After that, I drink plenty of water. 
I’m working on constantly staying 
in a relaxed state of being. So, to 

that end, I’ve taken to consistently 
practising myofascial release. For 
some reason, I don’t feel guilty for 
not working out, even though all 

I’ve really done is give myself  
a massage.”

Learn: “I’m studying French. And 
I’m art directing, composing, 

shooting and editing a bunch of 
content (starring me of course) 
that is going to be published.”

Change: “I am currently on my 
12th day of washing my hair daily 
with only water—no product at 
all. The lockdown is making me 

extreme like that.” 

DAY DREAMER
“I grew up in a typical south Indian fami-
ly—think idlis and filter coffee for break-
fast, summers in Ernakulam, and school-
ing in Bengaluru. I was a shy child, a 
dreamer. In the physical world, this meant 
I often walked into things and quite liter-
ally destroyed them or injured myself.”

STEPPING STONES
“Just modelling at all was a huge mile-
stone. Then, everything that followed—my 
first magazine cover, my debut gig with a 
huge haircare brand, being repped by 
agencies in New York, London and Paris, 
shooting with Mario Testino (before the 
upsetting news about him surfaced), and 
setting up a life here in NYC. Being from a 
service-oriented family that had no means 
to help me in this industry, this has been 

an adventure. I faced all the roadblocks 
you would expect a clueless young girl to 
encounter. Being told I wasn’t skinny 
enough, tall enough, fair enough, pretty 
enough...that my face was too ‘freckly’ 
when I started (because freckles weren’t 
popular yet).”

LIVING IN MY SKIN
“In a sense, getting bullied seems a rite of 
passage as adolescents. My nickname in 
school used to be ‘Kaalia the crow’. I dealt 
with it the way any kid does—which is to 
say, I didn’t. Not until I was much older. 
And with the ‘dark skin’ part, which Indian 
girl has not been through the metaphorical 
wringer for it? In India, my skin tone was 
definitely an issue. Moreover, there weren’t 
any petite dark girls doing commercial, 
video or print gigs before me for a long 
time. You only had Lakshmi Menon and 
Ujjwala Raut making a killing abroad, 
and a few girls on the runway. I thank a 
few editorial stylists and photographers 
in Mumbai for that mini revolution. But 
acceptance from the industry came when 
I gave myself permission to feel comforta-
ble in my short, dark, freckle-faced skin. 
I don’t think others can be your source 
of self-acceptance, you have to acquire 
it yourself.” 

CHANGING NARRATIVES
“You avoid stereotyping by staying crea-
tive; by seeing yourself at any point in time 
and space exactly the way you want to, and 
letting all of your decisions fearlessly come 
from there. Contrary to the lay perspective, 
I don’t think this industry is solely about 
physical appearance. Though it can be 
your ticket to ride, beautiful people are 
dime a dozen. Actual diversification will 
have taken place once we stop talking 

about it. We’ll no longer look to that ‘one’ 
person who broke the mould—everyone 
will be able to chart their own course inde-
pendent of precedent. Right now the shift 
is more conversation than real action, 
which is not nothing, but it’s not the real 
thing either. I wish to see more open-
mindedness, less pigeonholing and the 
normalisation of diversification.”

LESSONS FROM MUM 
“I remember using a sketch pen to give 
myself red lips and shaving my legs at age 
12, both without my mum’s permission. 
She’s Malayali, so my insides and outsides 
are coated in coconut oil. We’d go to bed at 
night with it on our heads and would often 
do the honey-lemon-yoghurt face mask for 
a ‘glowing complexion’.”

CURRENT OBSESSIONS
On my shelf: “Giorgio Armani Luminous 
Silk Foundation, Lancôme Hypnôse Mas-
cara, Shu Uemura Calligraph:Ink Eyelin-
er, Kiehl’s Butterstick Lip Treatment with 
SPF and all their face oils.”
Lip tip: “In the evening, use AHA and 
BHA peels on your lips for exfoliation. 

“YOU’LL KNOW ACTUAL 
DIVERSIFICATION HAS TAKEN PLACE 
ONCE WE STOP TALKING ABOUT IT” 

Then layer with rich serums and balms, 
with two-minute intervals between each.” 
Scented oils: “I don’t use perfume, but 
sometimes I’ll use essential oils—rose, tu-
berose or jasmine—on my pulse points.”
Goal: “To master the natarajasana.” 

MY SKINCARE ROUTINE 
• “I put extremely cold water on my face as 
soon as I wake up, followed by a facial oil 
and drinking a lot of water.
• I shower after my morning workout, but 
don’t use cleanser on my face. 
• A few times a week, I exfoliate with a lac-
tic or glycolic acid peel in the morning.
• I moisturise in layers, starting with se-
rums, a cream and then a facial oil over it. 
•  My night-time routine is similar, except 
that I’ll also use a cleanser.” 

MAKING MOVES
“I’ll generally do anything with movement 
that puts my own body weight against it-
self, like yoga, dancing or aerial silks. I be-
lieve that deep muscular release, leading to 
relaxation, is an integral part of a workout 
routine. It helps your body’s ability 
to heal.” n

BEHIND THE 
SCENES 
“I’m art directing, 
composing, 
shooting and 
editing a bunch  
of content”


