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	Downton Abbey

	The February 13, 2012, edition of The New Yorker contains a cartoon by David Sipress depicting a couple standing at a crossroad. A sign indicates that Downton Abbey is to their right and Jersey Shore is to their left. They pause to decide which pop-culture road they should take. Jersey Shore, a so-called reality show about people partying, drinking, and participating in various forms of mayhem, is one of MTV’s highest rated programs. CNN’s Anderson Cooper has accused the show’s star, Snooki, of being a “freakishly tan, beer-guzzling, juicehead-hugging, muscle-loving, Botero-bodied, pint-sized, money-making machine.”
 
	Downton Abbey is the opposite: a period drama with no profanity, nudity, or violence. There is very little sex, and it is only alluded to onscreen. The women wear corsets and the men wear jackets and cufflinks. Important plot points are delivered while the silver is being polished or the fireplaces cleaned, or over a cup of tea. The success of Jersey Shore (and its appeal to the lowest common denominator) is unsurprising: there is little challenge in watching a group of fools being foolish. The show highlights the fast track to fame of reality television and allows the audience to feel superior—as in, “I would never do that”—for a period of time. However, the fact that a British costume drama has also entered the pop-culture zeitgeist is somewhat remarkable.

	In the UK, Downton Abbey began airing in 2010 on ITV on Sunday nights, following Simon Cowell’s The X Factor, which averaged 10 million viewers per episode. Having a popular reality show as a lead-in undoubtedly helped boost ratings, but Downton Abbey was clearly popular in its own right as well. When the first season was released on DVD, it became the highest-selling boxset of all time on Amazon UK. And the show proved to be just as popular when it reached North America, even without the benefit of a televised singing competition running beforehand. It aired as part of PBS’s Masterpiece series, and while it might have been expected that the Miss Marple crowd would tune in, Downton Abbey reached far beyond this limited audience. By the end of the second season according to Entertainment Weekly, the number of women between 18 and 35 watching Masterpiece rose by an incredible 251%—this was a whole new market for PBS. The final episode of season two brought in 5.4 million viewers, the highest ratings for the network in years; higher than critical darlings like Mad Men and Breaking Bad, and, it should be noted, Jersey Shore.
 
	Downton Abbey earned accolades and awards from the industry (among them Emmys, a Golden Globe, and a BAFTA) as well as the admiration of the young and hip. Gawker.com published an article entitled “Why Everyone in the Universe Should Watch Downton Abbey” and regularly posted updates. Slate, Grantland, Entertainment Weekly, Salon.com, and The Huffington Post, to name but a few, published reviews and episode recaps each week. It was like sports fans following March Madness or the Stanley Cup playoffs or Star Wars fans discussing the latest George Lucas reissue of a beloved (or formally beloved) film. It seemed that people couldn’t get enough of watching, then talking about, Downton Abbey. Parodies began to appear on Saturday Night Live; on the Comic Relief TV special; and on YouTube, where you can even watch a gang of mice “acting” out the storylines.
 
	At its core, Downton Abbey is a well-dressed soap opera that is more sweet than gritty, but it is also compulsive viewing. While the drama and spray tans found at the J-Shore, and similar reality-show locations, have their entertainment value, Downton Abbey clearly fills a pop-culture need just as great.
 
	But this isn’t the first television series to examine the lives of an upper-class family and their servants. Upstairs, Downstairs aired between 1971 and 1975, also on ITV in Britain and PBS’s Masterpiece Theatre, as it was called back then, in the US. Created by two actors, Jean Marsh and Eileen Atkins, Upstairs, Downstairs told the story of the Bellamy family, who lived at 165 Eaton Place with a large household staff. The series spanned the years 1903 to 1930, and touched on world events like the sinking of the Titanic, the First World War, the Roaring Twenties, and the start of the Great Depression. The show was popular around the world (claiming to have reached 50 million viewers), and it won various Emmys, Golden Globes, and BAFTAs. It was so well known that a parody appeared on Sesame Street: in “Monsterpiece Theatre,” hosted by Alistair Cookie, Grover demonstrated going upstairs and downstairs on a flight of stairs. Downton Abbey follows in the footsteps of Upstairs, Downstairs in a number of ways, including the fact that its creator was also an actor.
 
	Julian Fellowes, the creator and executive producer of Downton Abbey, is familiar with the world of social hierarchy and the British upper classes, albeit in more modern terms. Julian Alexander Kitchener-Fellowes, also known as Baron Fellowes of West Stafford, was appointed to the House of Lords—the upper house of Parliament in Britain—in 2010. He was born in Cairo, Egypt, in 1949, grew up in the affluent South Kensington district of London, England, and attended boarding schools. He describes his family as middle-class, but upper-middle-class is probably more accurate. His family had money and privilege, but they were the “poor relations” in a rich lot. His father was a diplomat who worked for the Foreign Service before moving to a career at Shell Oil, so Fellowes and his family travelled widely during his childhood. He went to Cambridge University, where he was a member of the legendary Footlights, a theatre group that produced comedic and acting stars like Hugh Laurie, Stephen Fry, Emma Thompson, and most of the Monty Python team.
 
	After Cambridge, Fellowes went to the Webber Douglas Academy of Dramatic Art and spent the next 30 years as a working actor. He lived for a few years in America, trying his luck in Hollywood, but was only ever cast in guest spots on episodic television. When he didn’t get the role of the butler on a revamped version of Fantasy Island, he decided it was time to head home. He was more successful back in the UK, appearing in British television series like Monarch of the Glen and Our Friends in the North.

	In the 1990s, Fellowes turned his hand to writing, while still acting. He wrote miniseries for British television including Little Lord Fauntleroy and The Prince and the Pauper, and published several romance novels under the pen name Rebecca Greville. Then in 2000, on the recommendation of actor/writer Bob Balaban, director Robert Altman asked Fellowes to write a screenplay about an English manor house in the 1930s. Gosford Park marked the beginning of Fellowes’s second act, as he called it; his life changed completely at the age of 52. The film was an international success and Fellowes won both the Academy Award and the Writers Guild of America Award for best original screenplay. Since then, he has published two novels under his own name, Snobs and Past Imperfect; written screenplays for the films Vanity Fair, The Young Victoria, and The Tourist; and penned the script for a stage version of Mary Poppins. Given his reputation for understanding the British upper classes like no other working writer, few were surprised by the 2010 announcement of a new series.
  
	Downton Abbey takes its name from the fictional Yorkshire estate of the Earl and Countess of Grantham. The Earl, Robert Crawley, is married to Lady Cora, an American heiress, and they have three daughters, Mary, Edith, and Sybil. The series starts on the morning of April 16, 1912, the day after the sinking of the Titanic. The opening scenes show the servants preparing for the family to come downstairs: fires are started, breakfast is fixed, newspapers are ironed so the ink won’t stain the Earl’s hands. Then the family awakens to the day, and to the tragedy. Robert receives the news that his cousin James and James’s son, Patrick, were on the great ship and likely perished. This sets the story of Downton Abbey in motion. British law at the time stated that a woman could not inherit a title (like duke, earl, or viscount), so Robert must pass Downton Abbey and his fortune to a male heir. Thus, James’s death is especially hard, as Robert has also lost his successor. And Patrick, his cousin’s son, was engaged to Robert’s oldest daughter, Lady Mary Crawley, which was all part of the plan to keep the estate in the immediate family. With their deaths, the fate of Downton Abbey is in jeopardy.

	When Robert hears about the Titanic sinking, he is also concerned about the poor people travelling in steerage, knowing that they would have been the least likely to reach the lifeboats. Robert is continually portrayed as a man who upholds the divisions in society but who is also aware of the struggles of the lower classes; he even pays for his cook to have an operation on her cataracts rather than letting her go. He is a sympathetic character who understands the privileges and responsibilities of the upper classes. However, though he adores his daughters, Robert cannot betray the rules of inheritance, even if this means his children may lose the rights to their home.
 
	Variations on this theme of female inheritance are common in British literature—think of the Dashwood sisters in Sense and Sensibility or the Bennets in Pride and Prejudice, who could not inherit from their fathers—but in Downton Abbey, the scenario goes even further, since the estate is tied to the title of earl, and you can’t have one without the other. Robert feels pride in Downton and considers it a responsibility much larger than himself.
 
	Although it might seem strange to a North American audience, unfamiliar with the British peerage system, Robert does not push to change the inheritance laws or to find a loophole that would ensure Mary could remain at Downton. (A loophole would mean separating the fortune from the estate or breaking it into smaller chunks.) While some characters—and viewers, for that matter—might see this as not fighting for his daughter, Robert believes he is simply upholding tradition. His immediate family may lose the right to their home, but Downton Abbey will remain intact. For Robert, this is paramount, as he considers it his life’s work to maintain and preserve the world that is Downton Abbey. As he tells Mary, “My fortune is the work of others who laboured to build a great dynasty. Do I have the right to destroy that work or impoverish that dynasty? I am a custodian, my dear, not an owner. I must strive to be worthy of the task that has been set.”

	This inheritance debate continues today. While women can inherit some titles, such as the ruler of England, many others remain strictly for men. If there is no immediate male heir, the title will fall to a distant relative—or it may even disappear. Julian Fellowes’s wife, Emma, a former lady-in-waiting to Princess Michael of Kent, was not eligible to inherit her great-uncle’s title of Earl Kitchener. (Julian Fellowes’s last name is now officially Kitchener-Fellowes, as they have hyphenated their names.) Fellowes has often spoken publicly against this practice, considering it an injustice. It is therefore interesting that he chose to write a central character who is so steadfastly traditional. Viewers find Robert kind and thoughtful, despite his decision to honour the rules of inheritance. And the actor who plays him, Hugh Bonneville, always manages to keep our sympathy.

	Bonneville, a native of London, is also a graduate of Webber Douglas Academy of Dramatic Art. He studied and worked with the Royal Shakespeare Company for a number of years before moving into television and film, with notable roles in the films Iris, Notting Hill, and Mansfield Park, and the television series Freezing, the story of an Englishman married to an American actress. Elizabeth McGovern, who played his wife in that series, also appears in Downton Abbey as Robert’s wife, Cora, Lady Grantham.
 
	Cora is an American heiress whose fortune saved Downton Abbey more than two decades earlier. Their marriage was convenient for both of them—Robert got the money and Cora got the prestige—but they grew to love each other after a year or so. McGovern, an American actress who has lived in England for almost twenty years, can empathize with Cora’s plight of trying to fit into British society—although she doesn’t live in the world of lords and ladies. Both McGovern and Cora have experienced life as an outsider.
 
	McGovern was eighteen years old when she first appeared on screen in Ordinary People. She quickly became the new “It” girl in Hollywood. She was nominated for an Academy Award for Ragtime and acted opposite Robert De Niro in Once Upon a Time in America. She continued to get steady work in films such as She’s Having a Baby and The Handmaid’s Tale, while also making time for theatre in New York. In the early 90s, she married Simon Curtis, director of the TV series Cranford and Freezing, and the film My Week with Marilyn. Since then she has lived in England, while working in both Britain and America.

	Of course, Cora’s journey to England in the late 19th century was very different than McGovern’s. While it was common enough for upper-class families, or royalty, to marry off their children for money, connections, or prestige, it was slightly different for Americans crossing the Atlantic. British society was rigid about its class distinctions, and it was difficult for the poor cousins, as many viewed Americans, to be accepted into the fold. Perhaps if the Americans in question came from “old money” and had the benefit of society breeding—even if it was American society—it would be different. However, many of the heiresses who were a part of the wave that arrived in Britain in the 19th century (the majority between 1880 and 1900) did not fall into this category. Rather, they were from “new money,” their family fortunes having risen quickly during the industrial revolution of the 19th century on steel, trains, and oil, and this kind of wealth filled the upper-class Brits with disdain. The Vanderbilts, Astors, Morgans, Guggenheims, and Rockefellers, who rose from next to nothing to the height of riches, were not considered “proper” by the British upper classes. Cora’s family fell into this category. The major difference—or advantage, as far as the youthful, fortune-hunting Robert was concerned—was that Cora could inherit her father’s fortune, unlike her British counterparts. And Robert needed a fortune to keep Downton Abbey intact.
 
	While social changes in the 18th and 19th centuries allowed some groups to rise through the ranks, like the American oil and steel magnates, they also made a
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