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Introduction
 


Downton Abbey is one of the most popular television shows in the UK (averaging nearly 10 million viewers for each of its six seasons) and among the highest-rated British television shows on public broadcasting channels in the United States (with over 10 million viewers tuning in for the sixth season’s premiere on PBS on Sunday, January 3, 2016) as well as immensely popular in syndication across the world and is trending on various streaming platforms.1 The drama’s global resonance is so compelling in besieged and fragmented media markets that it has baffled scholars. According to Estella Tincknell, Downton Abbey’s deep bond with its audience in contemporary contexts—where manifold mediated texts incessantly compete for the audience’s attention, even as the audience is hard to identify, and their multifarious engagements within diverse media applications and environments are even harder to determine—is indeed surprising.2 But what is also noteworthy in Downton Abbey’s ability to trend across disparate and diffuse media environments and platforms—from broadcast television to social media, from Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram to online streaming services like Netflix and Amazon Prime—is how a single cultural text can coalesce different media and technologies to epitomize the convergent media environment’s prevailing approach of “transmedia storytelling.” And according to Henry Jenkins, in transmedia and convergent media environments, different media provide fresh entry points to a single cultural text, thereby creating deeper and more sustained audience engagement,3 thus further completing our understanding of the relationship between texts and audiences. For example, on the sixth season’s opening night (Sunday, January 3, 2016) in the United States, Downton Abbey’s 1.4 million Twitter audiences generated nearly 6 million impressions to ensure that the drama was No. 1 on the primetime programming lineup, enjoying maximum viewership as well as rapt attention of a devoted fan community.4 Indeed, Downton Abbey’s phenomenal success defies all predictions for tendencies of “fracturing and dissembling of such audiences” in contemporary digitized convergent media environments;5 because this simply told story of British aristocrats and their loyal servants has captivated the world and unified a highly differentiated and deeply segmented audience, which enjoys access to multiple media forums and multifarious texts.

In fact, Downton Abbey’s popularity brings to mind bygone days of broadcast television when hit programming created such excitement among audiences, who feverishly anticipated each episode and made an event of each weekly broadcast. And on the day after the broadcast, the excitement continued unabated and inspired fervid watercooler conversations with colleagues and friends. According to Scot F. Stoddart, Downton Abbey’s fandom rekindles such older forms of viewing patterns, harking back to weekly gatherings of family and friends for screening parties, with a passion and fervor which is now reserved only for events such as the Superbowl.6 Hence, Downton Abbey’s popularity showcases that new technologies have not decimated the collective audience or undermined the group viewing experience. Rather, the strategies of “transmedia storytelling” have only further enhanced older patterns and habits. Because now, water cooler conversations needn’t wait for the next day, but can take place simultaneously as we watch, and not just with our friends or office colleagues, but with an entire community of fans situated across the world. Moreover, the opportunities for holding viewing parties need not be contained by the weekly broadcast schedule but can be held at any moment of the group’s preference and convenience. Everyone, from film and television critics to scholars and academics, is mystified by “the passion that has made Downton Abbey one of the most popular series ever to run on ITV/PBS.”7 So much so that to feed audience’s appetite in-between seasons, creative marketing strategists have been hard at work to ensure audience participation in Downton Abbey-inspired ideological universe through consumption of lifestyle options, including fashions, interior designs, cooking, as well as tours and museum exhibits. While major brands have launched a spate of Downton Abbey-inspired lifestyle products and tie-in merchandise available for purchase,8 Highclere Castle, the location where Downton Abbey is filmed, has become a mecca of sorts for its fans, hosting over sixty thousand visitors a year at the height of the show’s success.9 Indeed, according to Katherine Byrne, Downton Abbey’s success has made the Edwardian age, encompassing the early years of the twentieth century when Britain controlled the most far-flung Empire in the history of the world, and leading up to and including the First World War, the small screen’s main preoccupation over the past fifteen years.10 Observing the success of period dramas set in what is also referred to as Britain’s Gilded Age or Age of Empire, Byrne raises an important question: “what kind of resonance [do] the first years of the twentieth century have for the first years of our own?”11 Indeed, this manuscript is similarly invested in understanding why values dominant in the years leading up to a cataclysmic world event in the early twentieth century resonate in the new millennium. What does the preponderance of the past in our present entail for the progression of our future? And what is it about the present moment that we actively seek redress from the past rather than from imaginaries of a better future?

As an avid fan of the show for the past decade and more, I feel compelled to analyze the import of these questions. Because, much like Ien Ang, who despite her keen sensibilities as a scholar and feminist critic, was perplexed by her strange attraction to the cult melodrama Dallas in the late 1970s, I too am puzzled by my deep emotional investment in Downton Abbey’s elegant and uncomplicated world. And much like Ien Ang, I too must necessarily examine the nature and meaning of my absolute delight in Downton Abbey’s representative spheres. At the outset, I am aware that it is not the working of the “melodramatic imagination” (which underlined Dallas’ universal popularity as Ang argued)12 but the promise of stability and permanence ingrained in Downton Abbey’s narrative universe, which drew me to the drama. This is because these sentiments were acutely lacking in my life when navigating tenure in a research university in the years following the financial crisis of 2008. Downton Abbey’s comforting visual and narrative spaces became my safe space and sanctuary, where I could retreat whenever feeling overwhelmed or disoriented by the looming insecurities. However, notwithstanding that I was cognizant of how Downton Abbey’s inveigling and aesthetic visual and cultural spheres as well as its deeply calming ethos could blind its fans to its conservative political ideologies, I relished every detail of its visual composition and narrative structure. Nothing could detract from my pleasure or make me turn away from this cultural juggernaut. So much so that after the broadcast ended on the Public Broadcasting Network, I continued to participate in the dramatic universe by turning to OTT platforms Netflix and Amazon Prime, and eagerly awaited the release of the films. Given my keen investment, it becomes imperative for me to find out if and to what extent my experiences may be symptomatic of an age; and more importantly, what is the meaning and import of our collective pleasures at this juncture of time?

Downton Abbey first aired in 2010 on Public Broadcasting Television and soon became its “most popular program of all times,” and even saved the broadcaster from looming demise by significantly expanding its dwindling audience.13 And soon the integrated global media networks introduced the period drama to audiences across the world and included global audience among legions of the show's fans across the UK and North America. The show’s popularity sustained for over fifteen years, including six seasons and beyond, feeding into audiences’ appetite for hat and frock shows set in grand English country estates that celebrated the prestige and glory of Edwardian England and Britain’s age of Empire. The excitement generated by Downton Abbey in American and global markets has been such that when the series ended on PBS in March 2016, two movies based on the show were commissioned in quick succession, and they both opened to popular acclaim across the world in 2019 and 2022. The British drama’s impressive commendation in the American market, the most profitable as well as the most complex media market in the world, with its winning of numerous US industry awards and nominations, is especially important. Because while consolidating British period dramas’ relevance in popular cultural spheres, it also gave Downton Abbey’s creators, Julian Fellowes and Gareth Neame, reasons to believe that “there are great stories to be told in the past,” which speak eloquently to modern audiences and to their predicaments.14 In the wake of Downton Abbey’s unprecedented success in the UK and North America, several projects exploring audiences’ interest in the imagined and idealized past and center-staging nostalgia as a key narrative trope have been launched. In fact, Downton Abbey’s creator Julian Fellowes has himself been at the helm of many such new projects. Amazon Prime, a key online distribution platform, commissioned Fellowes immediately following Downton Abbey’s successful second season to produce a new series Dr. Thorne; Orion publishing, on the other hand, contracted Fellowes to write a novel on nineteenth-century British society, entitled Belgravia (after one of London’s poshest residences) that released on the Internet in 2016 in imitative nineteenth-century leisure-reading magazine format of weekly releases. The novel has later been adapted as a limited series for the American cable network Epix by the same creative team that produced Downton Abbey. Moreover, NBC, as the leading broadcaster, also hoped to recapture Downton Abbey’s magic and fame by commissioning Julian Fellowes to write and create another dramatic series, The Gilded Age; but this time celebrating the lives of America’s aristocracy comprised of the industrial capitalists from the late nineteenth century. Like Downton Abbey, the series’ métier is to highlight the extreme wealth and privilege of the key protagonists while glossing over the corruption and other excesses that also defined the era.15 On the other hand, Netflix has provided even greater impetus to dramatic narratives featuring idealized visions of England’s glorious past through its original series The Crown, which brought to life the reign of the living monarch Queen Elizabeth the Second. However, not to be outdone by the enthusiastic embrace of period dramas, the Public Broadcasting Channel, the original home of British television in America, filled the slot formerly occupied by Downton Abbey with another lavishly produced heritage drama Victoria, which recreated the early years of the eponymous British monarch. Running into two series, the drama romanticized the long reign of Queen Victoria, which also oversaw the ruthless expansion of British colonies across the world. In addition, there are other, less mainstream limited series like Parade’s End, which, though more cerebral, nonetheless offer highly attractive visuals of the Edwardian period. In contexts defined by the sheer multiplicity and diversity of media outlets and program offerings, Downton Abbey’s singular success has encouraged a spate of cultural productions that offer idealized visions of the historical past for audiences’ consumption, to the extent that our public spheres are overwhelmed by visual displays of conspicuous consumption, consistent with the cultures and values of the aristocratic and upper classes of Edwardian England. And as a thoughtful commentator, astounded by the fervor surrounding the much-anticipated Gilded Age (that finally launched on HBO, as opposed to the original plans of NBC in 2022),16 was prompted to ask: Why is there a disproportionate interest in a certain class and race of people, and what is the import of the sheer volume of stories interested in the humanity of white, aristocratic and extremely wealthy people?17


Because surely dramatic narratives fetishizing wealth, celebrating lifestyles, cultures, and values of only erstwhile British aristocratic classes in a globalized world order, as well as presenting sharp social and economic inequalities as fait accompli of a divinely ordained natural order, should be out of step with the contemporary zeitgeist. And yet, representations on screen of the early years of the twentieth century have become “one of the most influential trends in contemporary television,”18 despite the fact that the contemporary neoliberal globalized world’s dominant rhetoric emphasizes meritocracy rather than hereditary privilege. Discourses of meritocracy define the myth of the American dream, where anyone can succeed irrespective of their origin or status (and purely on the basis of their own mettle and hard work), and where class boundaries and differences can be overcome through practices of hedonist consumerism.19 Notwithstanding the dominance of discourses of meritocracy, Downton Abbey’s narrative emphasizes class as a stark social reality and lays an even greater emphasis on the requirement of acceding to class rules. Its narrative logic suggests that the practice of correct class deportment and decorum marks well-adjusted and happy people. Surely such an accentuation of class boundaries, deference to the task of their maintenance, as well as constant reiterations to constrain and construct one’s dreams according to normative possibilities of one’s class, should not find acceptance in societies where the public has been largely duped into thinking that the “gates of class power and privilege were truly opened for everyone.”20 But period dramas that defy this logic, emphasize clear demarcations of class boundaries, and establish the primacy of the privileged few over all other sections of society continue to be popular. Their conservative view of society and oppositional positioning to contemporary ethos do not detract from period dramas’ remarkable success in recent times. This manuscript explores this anomalous situation by excavating the covalence between hereditary privilege and the true import of the primacy of meritocracy in contemporary neoliberal social and economic contexts. According to Jo Littler, discourses of meritocracy underlying contemporary ethos do not truly challenge the prerogatives of the privileged few in society. Rather, “meritocracy has become a key means through which plutocracy is endorsed by stealth within contemporary neoliberal cultures,”21 and its arguments are largely deployed to deflect attention away from deep-rooted social and economic inequalities and to delegitimize any ameliorative efforts. Perhaps, this is why, notwithstanding stark realities of social-economic inequalities and the ever-widening gap between classes, our popular culture (from television talk shows to tabloid journalism to reality TV to business news) continues to be devoted to inculcating a sense of intimacy and identification with the rich and powerful, as well as to promoting an alignment with the upper classes (rather than one’s own) as the only way to succeed in society.22 Therefore, this manuscript examines Downton Abbey’s popularity in conjunction with tendencies in popular culture, ranging from reality TV (like Keeping up with the Kardashians) to financial news reporting, and their tendencies to focus on personalities, highlight the inordinate wealth of industry Mughals, and to maintain an uncritical stance toward the excesses of the rich and privileged. And it proposes that though postmodernists and poststructuralists are wont to perceive contemporary contexts of flux and flexibility as marked by the absence of any collective project or unitary language of domination, the recent resurgence of period dramas challenges these claims about diffusion and dispersal of power and ideology in the contemporary neoliberal, globalized, and digitized world order. Because according to this analysis, the popularity of period dramas like Downton Abbey is based the on the fact that despite their ostensible uniqueness, period dramas concatenate in unison with other popular culture texts to suture an ideological universe and inform the political-economic consensus in favor of the status quo. Indeed, period dramas may be more efficient than narratives simply fetishizing wealth (as we witness in popular reality television like Keeping up with the Kardashians), because they operate as a synthesis of fantasy and politics, and of manipulation and desire,23 in a way that is much more complex and opaque, and hence much more enduring in its political efficacy.


Period Dramas and Idealized British Society

Downton Abbey’s exemplary popularity can only be understood after taking into consideration the long tradition of period dramas’ extremely favorable reception among audiences in Britain, especially since the advent of color broadcasting in the early 1970s. According to Andrew Higson, the visual aesthetics of the highly successful period dramas and heritage films of the 1970s and 1980s drew on the rich imagery of the quintessential English landscape, and more importantly, on the material artifacts of the large country estates and stately private houses as a way to commodify a certain ideology of Englishness and to offer it for consumption in the domestic and international image markets.24 And the recent resurgence of period dramas in the new millennium further normalizes the recreation of Britain’s historical past as essentially picturesque and keenly focused on the lifestyles and values of the aristocratic and upper classes. Because, according to Katherine Byrne, the popularity of Edwardians on Screen “represents only the most recent manifestation of a longer standing and more wide-reaching obsession with consumption of history, which many historians consider deeply problematic.”25 History is offered for consumption through highly idealized representative spheres, which over the years have developed such a consistent and limited inventory that Cairns Craig26 fears the repeatability of themes and images, as well as the overlapping of creative crew and cast members across different productions, not only give period dramas the feel of “a repertory production” but also put “the genre in danger of turning into a parody of itself.”27 However, none of these dire predictions have come true; rather, the consistent circulation of images celebrating the lifestyles, cultures, and values of British aristocratic and upper classes has naturalized a particular inflection of Britain’s historical past. The popularity of period dramas in international markets has meant that the oft-repeated images have become so instantly recognizable and appealing that they can serve as stock imagery for promoting British tourism abroad. Moreover, the apprehensions of the genre turning into a parody of itself could not be further from the truth, since according to Scot F. Stoddart, “in the theatre, parody is considered the highest of compliments, and if that is true, Downton is considered golden indeed by the profession.”
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