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Mayim Bialik’s pertectly
imperfect lite.
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“There’s an unintended bit of art
imitating life,” says The Big Bang
Theory actress Mayim Bialik of her
role on the CBS sitcom as socially
anxious braniac Dr. Amy Farrah
Fowler, one of the most lovable and
quirky, strong and intelligent female
characters on television.

“I based Amy on a combination of
a few professors I know, but there are
unintentional little bits of me in her,
too. I'm pretty socially awkward and
was a late bloomer,” Mayim says.
“Even though I was pretty outgoing,

I wasn’t a showbiz ham-it-up kid.

I was raised in a very expressive and
loud Eastern European household
where I was taught to speak up for
myself and debate at the kitchen table.
But, like Amy, I don’t feel confident
socially. I’d rather stay in my PJs and
watch award shows from my sofa at
home than be on the red carpet.”

The 40-year-old’s portrayal of the
blunt-tongued, romantically-
challenged Ph.D. has earned Mayim
the admiration of millions of fans of
the show and several award
nominations and wins, including the
2016 Critics’ Choice award for best
supporting actress in a comedy series.

Both Mayim and her alter ego hold
neuroscience-related Ph.D.s. Mayim’s
is in neuroscience; Amy Farrah
Fowler’s is in neurobiology. “I studied
how brains work and she slices them
apart,” she jokes.

“There’s perhaps a bit more
crossover of my education and that of
my character’s than there is for a lot of
actors. But it’s a total coincidence that
my two worlds collided,” she explains.
“Actors are required to play all sorts of
roles they have no experience with.
The writers and cast of our show do
an incredibly amazing job at scripting
and portraying people in fields they
don’t have formal training in.”

Her affection for science was
seeded on the set of Blossom and
nurtured in her undergraduate years
in college. Yet that real-life advanced
degree might not hang on Mayim’s

PHOTOGRAPHS: PREVIOUS SPREAD, ©®JAMES BANASIAK; THIS SPREAD, ©JSQUARED PHOTOGRAPHY/CONTOUR BY GETTY IMAGES

=

wall if not for crossing paths with
one college-age tutor when she was
a teenager.

As the star of the popular NBC
sitcom Blossom, which aired for five
seasons from 1990 to 1995, Mayim was
tutored in her dressing room instead of
attending a traditional school with
spelling tests and recess. And
schoolwork wasn’t necessarily her
favorite part of the day.

“I didn’t learn the way other kids
did; science definitely didn’t come
naturally to me,” she says. “But I had an
amazing tutor, an undergraduate dental
student at UCLA who’s now a dental
surgeon. She was my first female role
model geared toward science and made
the topic accessible to me through
things like colorful, hands-on projects
and vivid but relatable examples instead
of mundane lectures. She taught with
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an excitement in her voice that sparked
my love of biology. She showed me that
1 had the ability to pursue science or
anything I was interested in.”

Mayim is proud of the examples set
by the cast and crew on The Big Bang
Theory. “It’s gratifying when people
point out that we’re role models to
young girls wanting to pursue scientific
careers,” she says. “That’s the best way
I can envision to give back to the woman
who taught me that my scientific sky
had no limit.”

But how did she end up back on
television? The chance to portray the
love interest of Dr. Sheldon Cooper
(played by Jim Parsons) is a coincidence
Mayim calls a “fortunate, beautiful
accident” that occurred out of necessity.

“I wasn’t planning a life as a full-
time actor. I wanted to be a lifelong
learner and continue to study all I could
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about neuroscience. So I settled into

a groove of tutoring and teaching piano
while raising my sons, but I was running
out of health insurance and needed

to find a job. I’'m so blessed the job

I landed in 2009 was actually the
chance to both honor the woman who
tutored me so many years ago and
simultaneously work with such a
phenomenal group of people.”

Mayim has enjoyed and appreciated
her professional successes. But she
hasn’t let them go to her head. Instead
of basking in the glittering lights of
fame, Mayim says her secret for
achieving personal and familial bliss
and balance is simple: live a normal life.

Imperfectly Ordinary
Born in San Diego, she was bitten by
the acting bug before she hit double
digits. At 8 years old, Mayim had roles
in the 1988 supernatural thriller
Pumpkinhead and guest-starred on
several sitcoms including The Facts

of Life. And when most teens find
themselves earning money for

movies and clothes by baby-sitting,

at 13 Mayim earned her Screen Actors
Guild card after working on the fantasy
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drama Beauty and the Beast. She went

on to appear in Michael Jackson’s music
video for “Liberian Girl” and at
14 landed the title role in Blossom.

When the show ended, Mayim
traded weekly scripts and early call
times to be on set for textbooks and
early lectures on the campus of UCLA.
She was also accepted to Harvard and
Yale but opted for an education closer to
home. “Sitcom acting is not a surefire
path to success by any means,” Mayim
says. “An education is something you
can rely on for a lifetime.”

She credits family role models for the
work ethic that led to earning
undergraduate degrees in neuroscience,
Hebrew and Jewish studies in 2000. “I
was raised in a very eclectic, Bohemian
environment, but it was one that also
featured a very strong educational
ethic and the importance of earning
a college degree,” Mayim explains.

“My grandparents were immigrants
and they impressed the importance of
working hard and striving to find and
reach my potential.”

As a college student, Mayim quickly
shed her Hollywood skin, immersing
herself in campus life. A dedicated
student leader, she founded and led a
Women’s Rosh Chodesh (the Jewish
holiday that marks the entry of a new
Jewish month) group, chanting and
blowing shofar for high holiday services,

Characters Amy and Sheldon, played
by Mayim Bialik and Jim Parsons,
re-create a high school prom during
an episode of The Big Bang Theory.

and conducting and writing music for
UCLA’s Jewish a cappella group.

Even after a grueling battle with an
organic chemistry course, Mayim says
college fed her voracious appetite for
learning. “I was in awe of the neuron
and absolutely fell in love with it. I loved
how it was the smallest, most intimate
level at which we could understand
each experience and interaction we had
as humans.”

Completely enmeshed in what she
calls an “ordinary life”—she gave birth
to her first son, Miles, (with then
husband, Michael), in 2005 while
working on her Ph.D.

“Neuroscience is an amazing field of
study because it includes child
development. I chose it because it’s the
science of how we think and process
emotions. And as a mom and person of
deep religious faith, I find that so
interesting because those aspects of 'my
life are so emotional and significant. It’s
fascinating to look at how emotions are
born in the brain and that perspective
made it the perfect field of study for
me.” She completed UCLA’s program
in neuroscience in 2007 with a
doctorate that examined obsessive-
compulsive disorder in adolescents with
Prader-Willi syndrome, the genetic
disorder that causes obesity and
intellectual disability.

After finishing school, her days were
filled with making organic shampoo
and baby food for Miles and then his
brother, Frederick, born in 2008. “I’'m
a very crunchy granola kind of mom,”
she says.

During this time her passion for
exploring her Jewish faith swelled. She
continued to (and still does) analyze
Jewish text, regularly attend synagogue
with her kids and celebrate Jewish
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