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PAST FORWARD
Jagannathan is fresh off the second 
season of HBO’s Emmy Award- 
winning divorce drama, Big Little 
Lies. She portrays family lawyer Katie 
Richmond, joining a blue-chip cohort 
that includes Meryl 
Streep, Nicole Kid-
man, Reese Wither-
spoon and Shailene 

Woodley. She was 
also just cast as a 
regular on Mindy 
Kaling’s  2020 Net-
flix comedy series 
that is centred on the high-school hi-
jinks of Devi, an Indian American 
teenager. Jagannathan will play her 
mother, Nalini, a character she is most 
definitely acquainted with. “South 
Asian moms can be pure comedy gold 
mixed with so much more,” she says, 
launching into an anecdote about her 
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13-year-old son. “I’ll do this thing 
where instead of saying, ‘We’re going 
to be late to school,’ it’s ‘You 
can just hitchhike—and don’t expect 
me to pick up when the paedophile 
ring calls,’’’ she shares, hinting at her 
hyperbolic tendencies.

“When I started out as an actor, one 
of my South Asian friends got a non-
speaking part on ER,” she recalls. “It 
was such a coup!” she adds, tracing a 
professional journey that began in the 
early noughties. “Back then, theatre 

was the only thing 
we could not only 
participate in but 
also have a hand 
in creating.” Jagan-
nathan’s profes-
sional thunderbolt 
arrived while at-
tending a play, Yaël 
Farber’s Amajuba, 
a testimonial-driv-
en take on coming 
of age during South 
Africa’s brutal 
apartheid regime. 
“It was the first 
time I understood a 
political issue from 
the inside,” she ex-
plains. “I realised 
that’s what I want-
ed to do—create 
characters so close 
to the bone that the 
audience feels like 
they’re not just 
participating but 
witnessing.”

It’s why her re-
cent projects, which 
include The Act, 
Hulu’s chilling true 
-crime drama on 

Munchausen syndrome by proxy (a 
mental illness and a form of child 
abuse that causes a caregiver to make 
up fake symptoms, or cause symptoms, 

to simulate illness in the child), and 
Share, a feature-length version of a 
2015 Cannes Film Festival award-win-
ner about an American teen’s made-
for-social-media sexual assault, can be 
perceived as deeply uncomfortable. “I 
love pieces  that I can kick back with 
and watch. But I tend to remember the 
projects that aren’t that,” she explains, 
pointing to The Night Of, HBO’s 2016 
miniseries in which she scored critical 
acclaim for her compassionate take 
on Safar, mom to a Pakistani-Ameri-
can college student charged with the 
gruesome murder of a mysterious 
young woman.
 
THE OTHER SIDE
But that doesn’t mean her portfolio 
lacks levity. In Ramy, another 2019 
Hulu production, Jagannathan is 
Salma, a woman caught in a loveless 
marriage with whom the bumbling 
protagonist (a millennial Egyptian-
American comic) has a long-term af-
fair. Jagannathan, who met the show’s 
eponymous 28-year-old creator at an 
awards function years ago, rehashes 
their initial conversation. “He said, 
‘I’m going to write you something,’ 
and I said, ‘I’m not going to be your 
mom or your auntie. If I’m showing 
up, I want to be really funny and want 
to be having sex, so figure it out.’”

That signature candour and clarity 
is what distinguishes Jagannathan’s 
career. In many ways, her absolutely 
momentous year, replete with star-
studded moments (Nicole Kidman Ins-
tagram-declared her love for her), is a 
masterclass in acting but has also af-
forded her the ability to become in-
creasingly selective with her roles. 
“The Mindys, the Azizes, the Hasans—
there are so many South Asian artistes 
creating content,” she says. “And if 
I want to be seen in a particular way, if 
I don’t want to be caught up in the 
stereotypes that some people are so 
eager to assign me, I need to create 
that character.” n
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