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FOREWORD

Gareth Neame

‘I had seen Gosford Park, the movie that Julian had written so beautifully. I had been incredibly impressed by it. It was not so much the over-arching whodunnit element but just the simple depiction of its world that captured me.’

It was an inauspicious start. As I alighted from my cab outside Drones restaurant in Belgravia (a suitably traditional venue in which to have a working dinner with Julian Fellowes), there he was, hanging about outside, saying, ‘we can’t eat here, their gas is off.’ So began a meandering journey through a London neighbourhood that I suppose the Crawleys might have known well – although of course they were not invented until later that evening. Eventually we found our haven and over a touristic Italian supper I proposed an idea to Julian that became Downton Abbey.

I had long thought that the setting of an English country house during the Edwardian era would make a very suitable arena for an episodic television series. I have often been drawn to cinema for ideas, adjusting and fine-tuning them for television, where in place of the one-off spectacle of the silver screen you have a much larger canvas on which to paint all the characters. Television also offers the joy of repeated pleasure because your audience is able to connect with the characters on a weekly basis. Naturally, some years earlier I had seen Gosford Park, the movie that Julian had written so beautifully for the late Robert Altman. I had been incredibly impressed by it. It was not so much the over-arching whodunnit element but just the simple depiction of its world that captured me. Having worked in British TV drama for a quarter of a century, I was very familiar with maids, footmen and aristocrats, Britain’s extraordinary inventory of historic houses and also our literary inspiration for drama. But when I watched Gosford Park it struck me how I had never entirely believed in the realisation of the setting in its many previous iterations. For once, I felt comfortable in the hands of the filmmakers and I truly appreciated what a fascinating environment I was being transported into. The film stayed in my imagination.
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Over dinner Julian and I talked about the DNA of the show – agreeing that it should be equally weighted between the family and its servants. It would have the traditional setting of the Edwardian country house but the density of stories and pace of narrative that is more familiar in a contemporary series. We wanted the show to be something that felt tangible and relevant, so that the audience didn’t so much look back nostalgically but could imagine what it would be like to be, say, Mary changing her attire half a dozen times a day to suit the next leisure activity, or Daisy making two dozen fires before dawn. We selected the years just prior to the First World War as the apogee of the country house and indeed the supremacy of the aristocracy, as much because of the similarities between these characters and ourselves as for the differences. Although their display of rather precise behaviour and manners marks them out as different from us, they have motor cars and electricity, hopes, dreams and ambitions, and are as befuddled by the technology of their age as we are by our latest gadgets from Apple.

Despite our excited and animated conversation about the idea, Julian was initially cautious to revisit the ground he had covered so successfully before (he had, after all, won the Academy Award for his Gosford Park screenplay), I think on the grounds that lightning doesn’t strike twice in the same place. However, some days later I received an email, which over no more than a couple of pages described his initial thoughts on all the major characters who would come to inhabit Downton. The inheritance issue, the lack of a suitable male heir, the distant cousin entering their world for the first time were all there from the off. I had a strong sense that Julian had lived with these characters for many years but was only now describing them on the page. At once the world came alive for me.

Julian and I took the project to Laura Mackie and Sally Haynes at ITV, and with their enthusiastic backing I commissioned Julian to write the first episode. I never forget that his opening stage direction set the premise for Downton Abbey in the most economic, but tantalising, way: The sun is rising behind Downton Abbey, a great and splendid house in a great and splendid park. So secure does it appear, that it seems as if the way of life it represents will last for another thousand years. It won’t. The script was a page-turner and, despite 2009 being a low point as the recession hit the TV industry, Laura and her boss Peter Fincham were so convinced by the material that they ordered the series for production.

Making the first series was a lesson in attention to detail, as we sought to re-enact the style and etiquette of another age and bring to the show the best possible production values that we could. It all went so seamlessly that I became convinced that it was too easy and enjoyable and that the result might end up being a disappointment! After all, so many creative successes have to endure torturous journeys and difficult births. Julian and I had now been joined on the project by our key collaborators, the ‘architects’ of Downton Abbey our producing partners Liz Trubridge and Nigel Marchant, lead director Brian Percival, casting director Jill Trevellick, production designer Donal Woods and costume designer Susannah Buxton.

Alongside Julian’s exquisite scripts was the finest cast of British acting talent we could have assembled. What was so satisfying about it was how Jill appeared to have effortlessly combined much-loved and respected actors such as Dame Maggie Smith, Penelope Wilton, Hugh Bonneville and Jim Carter, with those at the very start of their careers, such as Laura Carmichael and Sophie McShera.

The launch of the show on ITV in September 2010 was a resounding hit and its success was galvanised by a rare spike in ratings for the second episode (very unusually suggesting that all those who sampled the first episode not only came back for more but also brought their friends). Within days of the show’s debut, Downton seemed to enter the vocabulary and become one of those rare pieces of television that leaps out of the TV screen and becomes a part of popular culture.

We were lucky to have Masterpiece (part of PBS) as our US partner, who have done so much to bring British writing and acting to American audiences. The show premiered in the US in January 2011 to unusually high audiences and it was then rolled out across the world where, in territory after territory (we are now in over 200 worldwide) the Crawleys and their servants seemed to grip everyone’s imagination. By the time the second series aired in the UK, with the show recognised as Outstanding Miniseries at the Emmy Awards, it was clear that some sort of global phenomenon was beginning to take shape.

Looking back, it is hard to pinpoint what it was that caused such a sensation. There is seldom only one reason for any creative endeavour of this type to succeed; there can be a multitude of explanations. But I believe a key reason for the success was combining a much-loved, familiar and expressly British genre, that of the English country house, with the pace, energy and accessibility of the most contemporary show.

I also believe that audiences respond to clearly defined ‘precincts’ (this is why police and hospital dramas are enduringly popular around the world) and a precinct is exactly what Downton Abbey is. In every community, human beings organise themselves into hierarchies – in the workplace or at home, we all know our place. We are extremely conscious of these things, irrespective of the country or society in which we live. Nowhere are the peculiarities and eccentricities of social hierarchy more defined than in the British class system of the era we had chosen to depict. So while we all recognise the behaviour, it is a very extreme and exaggerated form of what we have experienced ourselves, and this makes for very compelling drama. Furthermore, Julian’s characters can seldom directly express their mood, feelings or intentions. Almost every scene is subtextual to some degree, and again this really gives the viewer something on which to chew. This is a cast of 20 or so core characters – all of them beautifully written and depicted, irrespective of whether the part is large or small – and because they each keep their own stories running throughout the episodes, they offer unique and individual points of access and appeal to the viewer.

‘Downton is unmistakably a drama series, but thanks to the wit of our screenwriter, directors and actors it is also at times extremely funny.’

The word ‘soap’ has occasionally been applied to the show, and despite some people believing this nomenclature hints at a lesser form of drama, it is not a term that has ever bothered Julian and me. If a soap is defined as a weekly drama with an ensemble of characters cohabiting in a specific environment with their myriad personal stories intertwined, then, dramatically speaking, Downton is a soap. I would suggest it is a soap of cinematic production values and the finest writing and acting, but a soap nonetheless.

For many people worldwide the Crawleys have become an extension of their own families, which explains the anguish that greeted the loss of beloved characters such as William, Sybil and, most recently and most heartbreakingly of all, Matthew. Although, of course, it is the loss of such characters that not only provides the twists and turns which audiences have loved, but also provides the opportunity for us to bring in fresh characters, which in turn replenishes and rejuvenates Downton’s world.

Downton is unmistakably a drama series, but thanks to the wit of our screenwriter, directors and actors it is also at times extremely funny. You wouldn’t describe the show as a comedy, yet humour is so much at the heart of it. Few dramas are as laugh-out-loud funny as Downton is. Of course, much of this dimension is in the charge of Maggie Smith, whose bons mots supplied by Julian and whose character’s disputes with the likes of Isobel or Martha are frankly delicious, and clearly hark back to what some real people must have thought and said not so very long ago. But although it is Violet’s ‘zingers’ that make for the sound bites, there is plenty of comedy going on elsewhere with the rest of the gang (who can forget Molesley’s ham-fisted attempts to woo Anna?).

Finally, and I think perhaps most importantly, we have what may almost have been a happy accident of romance. Back at our inaugural dinner, while I knew that love, marriage and the pursuit of these things would be the backbone of the show, just as it is in real life, I had no idea of the dominant effect that this would have on its fortunes. Romance on screen is decidedly unfashionable. We’re pretty good at depicting sex and relationships, desire and rejection, but there is almost no role for non-sexualised love. This is consistent with us living in an age with a total absence of subtext, where almost anything can be said and there is little time to be anything other than direct. How satisfying it is then, in an era of extremely complex relationships, of text-ing and a wide exposure to sex in almost every part of life, to watch the slow burn and simple unravelling of a good old-fashioned romance. Ironically, starved of such apparently stuffy and staid behaviour, audiences around the world have consumed it hungrily. Fellowes is a master romantic storyteller, but we have also been blessed with the chemistry of Michelle Dockery and Dan Stevens, Jessica Brown Findlay and Allen Leech, and all the others who bring this beguiling element of human nature to life in our show.
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It remains to be seen what Downton’s legacy will be. Clearly it has reminded us there is still an appetite for a drama that the whole family can sit down to together, something that aside from Doctor Who was largely thought of as over. Dozens of spoofs, magazine covers, celebrity (and political!) endorsements and fans have emerged. I also believe it has demonstrated that globalisation can touch many forms of entertainment, for while audiences are in some ways becoming increasingly parochial and favouring their own home-grown dramas, those from any country can have worldwide appeal. Audiences in America do not feel that this is a foreign show; they want to spend their time with the Crawleys as much as the Brits do. Subsequent series of Downton have gone from strength to strength, with the growing momentum seemingly most dynamic in the US, where the show is the highest-rating drama ever played on PBS in its illustrious 40-year history. The finale of series three beat the entire competition across all network television.

The launch of the fourth series felt like the right time to produce a companion book about the making of the show, to offer a deeper insight into how it happens. In their own words, the cast of Downton Abbey and our talented crew reveal many of the secrets, previously private experiences and tricks of the trade involved in bringing the show to the screen. It should be a revelatory read for any Downton enthusiast, no matter how much you feel you already know about Britain’s best-known stately home, the family who live there and the servants who work for them.
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‘When I first read the script I couldn’t put it down. I could see each character in my head when I had finished reading. That doesn’t happen very often.’

Hugh Bonneville
ROBERT, EARL OF GRANTHAM

The story of Downton Abbey began with a dinner and an idea. The idea quickly became a concept for a television series, which was snapped up by ITV. Gareth Neame commissioned Julian Fellowes to write the first episode, and from the opening scene the script caught the imagination of the TV bosses who read it and recognised that they had something special.

ITV is the show’s natural home, Fellowes believes. There, he and Neame feel they are better able to present the house’s inhabitants as they envisage them, rather than getting mired in the social politics of a century ago, as might be the case at a more ‘interventionist’ rival.

‘For me, the contention that everything was horrible for everyone except for a few rather unpleasant aristocrats is as untrue as saying everything was marvellous for absolutely everyone,’ Fellowes says. ‘The truth, as always, lies somewhere between the two.

‘We were presenting this very structured, class-conscious society, but at the same time we would deal with all the characters within it with equal weight. We would make an assumption that most of them were trying to live the best lives they could, given the hand they had been dealt. I think that that sense of ordinary, non-heroic characters nevertheless being decent people who are trying to do their best is the central philosophy of Downton,’ he adds.
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For Fellowes, the world of Downton Abbey had begun to take shape in his mind; from the large country house that embodied it to the people who inhabited it, from the major plotlines to the smaller events that they would experience along the way.

In order to create the scripts for this first series, Fellowes carefully mapped out, character by character, a community and the interactions between its members that would tell their story: the rivalry, jealousy, love, hatred, births, marriages and deaths. It was his attention to detail and his vision that has inspired cast and crew alike to become involved in the project.

‘When I first read the script I couldn’t put it down,’ remembers Hugh Bonneville, who went on to play Robert, Earl of Grantham. ‘I could see each character in my head when I had finished reading. That doesn’t happen very often.’

For Fellowes, the first character to take on life was Cora, Countess of Grantham. At the time he had been reading To Marry an English Lord, a book about the young American heiresses who had flocked to marry into the old English families during the Victorian era, to exchange their parents’ newly made wealth for a title and status. ‘But what was it like after that?’ he asked himself. ‘Many of these women were here for years after the way of life they had arrived to preserve had almost become history. What was it like living in a freezing house in Staffordshire which was hideously uncomfortable and far from their roots? The next generation, even the younger sisters of a lot of those women, would not succumb to the fashion for European titles. The sea receded, leaving these women stranded in an alien culture, with English or Scottish children. So I started to play with that.’
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Once he had developed the characters of Cora and her husband, Robert, others began to take shape, each with their own dramatic function. The mysterious new valet Mr Bates provided a spur to the action with his sudden arrival at the house – ‘a very simple dramatic catalyst,’ says Neame. Anna, then head housemaid, emerged as the show’s moral compass, guiding the audience as to how we should view other characters and developments, while remaining far from saccharine. ‘When I read the first episode, straightaway I fell in love with Anna because I thought she was beautifully written,’ actress Joanne Froggatt remembers. ‘A really nice person, but not boring.’ Phyllis Logan (Mrs Hughes) agrees that for her the characters and their characterisation are an important element of the script’s appeal. ‘All the characters are, to my mind, well rounded and intriguing. There’s lots of light and shade to them. They are not one-dimensional and are fascinating to play.’

‘All the characters are, to my mind, well rounded and intriguing. There’s lots of light and shade to them. They
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