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About the Book

‘Come war and peace Downton still stands and the Crawleys are still in it.’

Downton Abbey is loved the world over for its fabulous costumes, beautiful scenery, wonderful characters and intricate plot lines, but what keeps millions of us coming back time after time is the stellar quality of the writing. With each stroke of his pen Julian Fellowes seems to gift us with a cuttingly dry quip from the Dowager Countess, a perfectly timed word of wisdom from Mrs Patmore or a touchingly nostalgic pronouncement from Carson. Here in the The Wit and Wisdom of Downton Abbey, Jessica Fellowes has gathered together her favourite quotes from the complete Downton Abbey oeuvre to take each of us back to the most memorable moments from the show and ensure we are armed with the very best ripostes should we ever need to chastise an impertinent lady’s maid.
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Introduction

Anyone connected to Downton Abbey, whether creator, producer, actor, cameraman or make-up artist, is always asked the same thing shortly after they have revealed that they work on the show: why is Downton such a success?

It’s a fair question. With hundreds of millions of viewers worldwide, the show has won multiple awards including BAFTAs, Emmys, Screen Actors Guild awards and Golden Globes. It even holds a Guinness World Record as the Most Critically Acclaimed Television Show – all of which makes it Britain’s most successful export in television history.

Not only is the show watched and enjoyed by people the world over but it has become a kind of common cultural reference point. Where Brits and Americans will confuse one another with talk of biscuits, chips and cilantro, when it comes to Downton Abbey everyone understands each other perfectly. It doesn’t seem to matter whether Violet’s quick-witted remarks are pronounced in English or Russian, they still elicit the same laughter. Whether women wear mini-skirts, saris or the niqab, they swoon over the details of Lady Edith’s beaded dresses equally. There’s even ‘the Downton Abbey effect’, named to explain the sudden success of things which have nothing in fact to do with the show but have nonetheless enjoyed a benefit – republished books from the era hitting the bestseller lists, visitor numbers to English stately homes increasing year on year, the recent popularity of 1920s baby names, the surge of butlers employed in China. As social media has exploded in the last few years, the Downton Abbey conversation has taken place online between viewers watching the show from their sofas or bamboo mats.

In short, it is a show of enormous, extraordinary and phenomenal success, the like of which is probably not going to be seen again in our own lifetimes. But is there an answer as to why it works so well?

There’s a cocktail of an answer, of course. When the show first began, the whole world was more or less in the throes of the recession, and it is a known truism that when we feel unsafe, we look to the past for comfort – nostalgia is a powerful emotion and Downton Abbey, set at the cusp of the modern age and featuring characters that could have been our grandparents or great-grandparents, delivers nostalgia in spades. It is beautiful to look at, features gorgeous stately homes, good-looking actors and covetable costumes. There’s a wide cast, which means that for almost any viewer there’s a character they either recognise or relate to. There are two family set-ups – the blood-related family upstairs and the one that is artificially created by colleagues working closely together downstairs. We may not either have servants or be servants but we all experience similar rivalries, romances and friendships, whether with siblings, friends or co-workers. The master/servant relationship is at the core of many brilliant dramas, whether Shakespeare or Chekhov. It would take a doctorate to analyse properly, but it seems we are all still fascinated by the boundaries set and blurred between employer and employee.

My uncle, Julian Fellowes, creator and scriptwriter of Downton Abbey, believes it is such a successful show because the audience enjoys watching fundamentally decent people trying to go about their lives, as opposed to the usual television set piece of ‘cops and robbers’. In writing the scripts he sets up as many ‘Downton conundrums’ as possible – dilemmas where it is never clear to the audience whose side to be on. Gareth Neame, the show’s executive producer who first suggested to Julian that he should write a series following the lives of all the inhabitants both above stairs and below in a country house, thinks people love the show because it is a period drama with the pace of a soap opera. Whatever its magic ingredient, there is no denying that Downton has a special something that appeals to everyone, no matter who they are or where they come from.

In compiling this book of Downton Abbey’s best lines of wit and wisdom, I was struck by two things. Firstly, you don’t need to know the show or the relationships between the characters to find their quotes either laugh-out-loud funny or dab-an-eye poignant. (Although, I couldn’t resist a section just on Violet and Isobel’s sparring.) And, secondly, how extraordinary it is that one person should have written all of these lines. There’s no team of writers alongside Julian – he sits, quite alone, wherever he finds himself working, whether at his desk in Dorset or on a plane to New York, and taps out hours and hours of scripts, each containing not only plots for a myriad of characters but also these highly quotable lines. I’m not afraid to say that in the re-reading of these scripts, sometimes for the fourth or fifth time, I had tears streaming down my cheeks. There are millions and millions of appreciative Downton Abbey viewers across the world, and one very proud niece.

Jessica Fellowes


· CHAPTER ONE ·

Life


LIFE IS …

Mrs Patmore: Nothing in life is sure.

Violet: Life is a game in which the player must appear ridiculous.

Carson: In my opinion, to misquote Doctor Johnson, if you’re tired of style, you are tired of life.

Mrs Hughes: My advice, Daisy, is to go as far in life as God and luck allow.

Violet: My dear, all life is a series of problems which we must try and solve, first one and then the next and the next, until at last we die.

Carson: The business of life is the acquisition of memories. In the end that’s all there is.

Blake: I loved Rose’s definition of ordinary life: dancing and shopping and seeing one’s friends.

Carson: Hard work and diligence weigh more than beauty in the real world.
Violet: If only that were true.

ALL THE WORLD’S A STAGE …

Violet: Have we all stepped through the looking glass?

Robert: We all have chapters we would rather keep unpublished.

IF IT ALL GOES WRONG, YOU ONLY HAVE YOURSELF TO BLAME …

Branson: We all live in a harsh world. But at least I know I do.

Mrs Hughes: The Big Parade’s passed by, Mr Carson. We’re just trying to keep up as best we can.

Robert: By thinking sensibly, you mean thinking like you.
Violet: Of course.

Violet: Well, in my experience, second thoughts are vastly overrated.

HOPE …

Bates: Nothing is harder to live with than false hope.

Mrs Hughes: Where there’s life, there’s hope.

Jimmy: I have dreams. But they don’t involve peeling potatoes.

Violet: Hope is a tease, designed to prevent us accepting reality.

Bates: What do they call extreme optimism?
Anna: They call it ‘making the best of things’ and that is what we’ll do.

Cora: There’s nothing more tiring than waiting for something to happen.

Robert: It’s better to know the truth than to live in a cloud of mystery and despair.

FAITH …

Robert: I wouldn’t know what to do. All that crossing and bobbing up and down. I went to a Mass once in Rome, it was more like a gymnastic display.

Sinderby: The second Lord Sinderby may be Jewish, but the third will not. And soon our family will be one more British dynasty with all the same prejudices as everyone else who shops at Harrods!

Violet: Principles are like prayers. Noble, of course, but awkward at a party.

… AND CHARITY

Sybil: It’s the gloomy things that need our help. If everything in the garden is sunny, why meddle?

Mary: It’s easy to be generous when you have nothing to lose.
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Cora: What’s the matter, Robert? Are you afraid you’ll be converted while you’re not looking?
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Henry: I never meant it to happen. Isn’t there something called Forgiveness Through Good Intention?
Mary: Only for Catholics.

UP WITH THE BRITS!

Robert: British justice! Envy of the world.

Pamuk: Why are you English so curious
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