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INTRODUCTION

There is no world like the

Bridgerton

world.

Distinctive and sizzling, the Regency-era show based on the fictional books by Julia

Quinn was an unheard-of unicorn—a glamorous period piece that did not take itself

too seriously—when it aired on Netflix in December 2020.

Bridgerton

was an instant

phenomenon. My producing partner, Betsy Beers, and I have produced hit shows

before (

Grey’s Anatomy, Scandal, How to Get Away with Murder

)

,

but we had never

made anything that grabbed the attention of enormous audiences in countries around

the world at the same time. The force of

Bridgerton

is breathtaking to us, and its influ-

ence with fans shows no signs of stopping. As we speak, we are hard at work shooting

Seasons 3 and 4.

Bridgerton

the series was created by the talented writer Chris Van Dusen. What

makes Chris so wonderful is that he brings a unique voice and perspective to the page,

filling scenes with humor and wit, warmth and emotion. His gift was

Bridgerton

’s gain.

I always say that being a show creator is not a simple task. Building a world out of

thin air (or, in this case, from the pages of Julia Quinn’s books) is an intense challenge.

But I also say that no one person ever really creates a show. That has always been true

for the shows I created, and that is true for

Bridgerton

. A TV show starts with the bril-

liance of a script. But a script is a blueprint. The show itself is created by the amazing

team of people who work day by day, week by week, during development, production,

and post-production to make a television series. There are executives and line produc-

ers, actors and directors, set decorators and costume designers, hair and makeup teams,

lighting designers and editors, writing staff and (on this show) historians. And more. All

those people helped to create the world of

Bridgerton

that you see on your screen.

Which brings me to this book in your hands. Betsy and I are producers. We played

key roles in bringing

Bridgerton

to life, from idea to finished product. We saw firsthand

all the extraordinary work done by so many people who helped create this world. And

we wanted to celebrate it. We wrote this book to share with you the craftsmanship,

effort, and beauty of what went into building the world of

Bridgerton

. We also wrote

this book to sneak you a few behind-the-scenes secrets. After all, we could not enter the

world of Lady Whistledown without a few whispers of hot gossip, could we? Settle in.

Loosen your corset. Gentle Reader, this is for you.

—Shonda Rhimes

New York, May 2022
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SHONDA:

Shall we take everyone back to the

beginning? Not to the 1800s but to 2017 and that

hotel room where I was sick and needed some-

thing to read, and there happened to be a copy

of

The Duke & I

by Julia Quinn, the first of the

Bridgerton

novels. I wasn’t into romance novels;

I really didn’t even know much about the genre.

But I picked it up, couldn’t put it down, and then

immediately got my hands on the rest of them

because they were fabulous. And then I passed

them on to you.

BETSY:

I thought you might have hit your head

in that hotel room while you had the flu. Romance

novels? But you insisted that they would be a fab-

ulous show, and you have excellent taste. I was

deeply skeptical because I hadn’t read a romance

novel since I was a teen—I’d certainly never read a

period romance novel.

SHONDA:

Totally—you read the ones of the

1980s, when everyone wore huge shoulder pads

and diamonds.

BETSY:

Right.

SHONDA:

Fair—as far as a period romance, if it

wasn’t Jane Austen, I didn’t really know about it.

I’m not going to dis Jane Austen because I’m not

an idiot . . .

BETSY:

She might get upset.

SHONDA:

She might roll over in her grave. But

Julia Quinn’s novels were just so much juicier than

Austen’s, and they’re written by someone who was

far less confined and less proper. After all, Julia is

a modern woman, not stuck in the constraints of

the age.

BETSY:

Without a doubt. And I never knew that

the ton existed. Austen wrote about a pastoral

society where everyone is in relatively drab clothes

and spent a lot of time in chapels and churches.

SHONDA:

Totally. And they recycled their dresses

more.

BETSY:

Meanwhile, this was an amazing world of

luxury and excess. And she had this crazy device of

a gossip columnist pulling the strings, which was

such a cool concept. Julia created an entirely new,

glamorous, bright world that you had actually

never seen before.

SHONDA:

It really worked. As did the fact that

she built an incredible community that you get to

follow over a decade, but each of the eight books is

a complete story, focusing on different Bridgerton

children as they find love. And she allows people

happy endings.

Once Upon a Time

(in a Hotel Room in Mayfair)





[image: image]

• 17 •

BETSY:

We’ve rarely had that opportunity. We

don’t have to kill anyone off!

SHONDA:

Exactly. We don’t have to come up

with an unbelievable amount of twists and turns,

nobody needs to die. It’s funny, because peo-

ple were so upset when they realized Regé-Jean

Page wouldn’t be back—but that was the point!

He overcame his obstacle, found love, and got his

happy ending. And there are so many great sto-

ries yet to be told. Julia gave us a map, but there

were a couple of ways we could approach source

material: We could stick to every book directly, or

we could use them simply as jumping-off points. I

think we chose somewhere in between.

BETSY:

I agree. And she’s been an amazing col-

laborator and so enthusiastic and supportive. It’s

been great to have her as a constant resource,

along with all the historians and experts who have

been able to school us in the manners of the time.

They created enough structure in some ways for

us to be free.

SHONDA:

And we took some essential liberties.

We immediately started talking about the rumors

around Queen Charlotte, that she was actually of

African descent, which opened a door in my mind

through which the show came to be: not fantasy,

just an alternate reality, an alternate version of

history. That became a very interesting way to tell

this story without belaboring it, or making race

“the thing,” when really, pleasure, sex, and love

are the things.

BETSY:

Let’s be honest: The “thing” was the idea

that Violet Bridgerton had

a thousand

children—

by choice—and wants them to all marry for love,

when nobody did such a thing. Love was a radical

concept at the time rather than

the most import-

ant thing.

SHONDA:

It’s funny to think about this now,

because we are a romantic society—love is the

most important thing, and then you figure out the

rest. It feels almost incomprehensible to marry

someone today who you didn’t love, whereas it

was a rarity in Regency England. Certainly wor-

thy of the gossip columns. The driving factors in

the marriage mart were wealth and status—and

many hoped to find a man who would give them

an heir and then, ideally, die. It’s wild to imagine

that the ultimate promise of marriage was even-

tual widowhood.

BETSY:

I kind of get it, though, because Lady

Danbury is goals. But these Bridgertons and their

love of love keep breaking that mold. They are the

bridge from period to modern storytelling in the

show; we relate to them. And this is important,

because we were looking for all the connective

tissue we could find to create a world that audi-

ences today could project themselves into, char-

acters who they could say, “That’s me.” People

could really relate and find someone in that fam-

ily to relate to, whether it was Eloise, Daphne,

Benedict, or Anthony. And then, of course, there

are their counterparts: There are a lot of people

who feel like they are Kate.

SHONDA:

Exactly. Shall we take people back to

the beginning, beginning now?
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I think we all have moments in our lives we would

love to relive over and over again, and one of mine

is when I got the call from my agent that Shon-

daland wanted to adapt the

Bridgerton

novels. It

was a fairy-tale story of everything going right.

There were signs at every stage that Shondaland

was paying attention and working things through

on their end, and that maybe I would actually see

the world of

Bridgerton

come alive on the screen.

I could tell, based on the questions that were

coming, that everyone at Shondaland had read the

books very carefully and understood the implica-

tions of how interconnected the world could be.

They were crystal clear about which books and

which

characters

they wanted. Everything about it

was fabulous, beyond my wildest dreams.

Julia Quinn on Getting

THE CALL from Her Agent

And I want to make a fine point on that,

because my dreams are not small—but I never,

ever thought that I would see something like this

happen to one of my books. Nobody makes his-

torical romances into television series or movies.

If someone wants to make a period piece, they

make

Pride and Prejudice . . .

again. There’s pres-

tige attached to Jane Austen. If you can put a spin

on her brilliance, then that makes you a visionary.

Nobody was looking to contemporarily written

historical romance novels as source material.

Let’s be honest: It’s a genre that’s written pri-

marily by women. It’s read primarily by women.

It’s edited primarily by women. And you have a

film industry where, up until recently, it’s been

primarily men making decisions. Women’s work
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and joy have never been valued in the same way

as men’s work and joy. Interestingly, those are

themes in the books as well.

I gave up creative control—not because I don’t

trust myself or care about the result but because

I am not going to be the person to tell Shonda

Rhimes how to make television. I had every

faith—and for good reason—that she would know

exactly how to translate the books into television.

And as I also came to know Betsy Beers and Chris

Van Dusen, I had even more faith that Shonda’s

vision of my vision would be realized.

Before Betsy sent me the first script, she

called to warn me that it would be structured a

bit differently and open a bit differently than the

books—that in some ways, they needed to teach

the audience about romance novels. I thought that

was interesting but steeled myself nonetheless,

expecting that I would be a little disappointed.

But when it landed in my in-box, I took my com-

puter to the corner of my house where I could be

alone and read it, grinning the entire time.

It was utterly brilliant. Different, yes, but

beautifully done in a way that I never would have

considered. It was perfect.
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Shonda & Betsy on Giving the

Romance Genre the Props It Deserves

SHONDA:

There is a serious lack of respect for

the romance genre in Hollywood—if we have any

part in blowing that up and showing the incredi-

ble potential of this material, I will be very happy.

Because the fans are incredible, and they deserve

to see what they love on television. It was my

greatest hope that we could give the fans of these

books something they thought was worthy—

while also expanding it into three dimensions.

BETSY:

Yes, we had an incredible opportunity to

not only serve Julia Quinn’s fan base but also draw

in an entirely new crowd, a group of people who

maybe had preconceived ideas about the romance

genre. And what we witnessed was the reverse of

what typically happens with book-to-TV or -movie

translations: People rushed out to buy the books

after watching the show. Usually, it’s the opposite!

SHONDA:

I mean, how amazing is it that we gave

people a hunger—or I should say thirst—to read

books. That’s the best thing ever.

BETSY:

I think the best thing ever is that, hope-

fully, romance novels will no longer be relegated to

“silly lady” fiction.

SHONDA:

Isn’t it interesting how, invariably,

if women are really into something, that thing

is automatically downgraded in category and

shoved into a corner. But when men like some-

thing that women don’t understand, it’s still

vaunted, valued, and special. Look at comic

books: People who don’t like comic books have an

“ugh” reaction, but because they’re typically loved

by men, they have a very lauded place in our sto-

rytelling genre. We can’t stop making comic book

adaptations—while romance books have been

excluded from the screen.

BETSY:

What’s interesting to me is that a lot of

women like Marvel movies in the same way that a

lot of gentlemen were fully engaged with

Bridger-

ton

—and did not need to be dragged to the table.

It’s amazing how many men had a lot to say about

the show: They were invested.

SHONDA:

As they should be!
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BRIDGERTON

PRODUCTION HISTORIAN

DR. HANNAH GREIG ON THE REGENCY WORLD

•

REGENCY REALNESS

•

THE TIME:

REGENCY ENGLAND 1811–1820

THE TON:

THE RICH & FAMOUS WHO POPULATED REGENCY SOCIETY, I.E., “THE BON TON”

Our primary reference points for Regency England are

Jane Austen novels, where we don’t typically get refer-

ences to dukes or duchesses or members of the royal

family. Mr. Darcy and Mrs. Bennet, whom we know

so well from Austen’s

Pride and Prejudice,

have no

titles—they were not in the world of lords and ladies.

We would describe the people who populate Austen’s

novels as upper middle class: The fathers and broth-

ers might be in business, or they might be clergymen

or in the military; and they don’t necessarily own

huge country houses, which were typically owned by

earls, counts, lords, and dukes. The homes that we see

in Austen are medium-sized, if you can believe it. It’s

a slightly different perspective on what it was like to

be wealthy in the eighteenth century, a very different

world than the English aristocracy in

Bridgerton.

The English aristocracy, or “peerage,” is actually

a very small group—a few hundred families—though

immensely powerful, structured around inherited

titles. Duke/duchess is the highest rank that you can

have, followed by marquess/marchioness, earl/coun-

tess, viscount/viscountess, then baron/baroness. Lady

and lord apply to anyone in the peerage, though if

someone is a duke, you are supposed to refer to him by

his title. These titles are either bestowed by the mon-

archy or passed from father to son. It’s a patriarchal

society and therefore run by men.

Not only did these men hold all the wealth, they

also dominated government. In the Bridgerton fam-

ily, Anthony holds the title of viscount, but Benedict,

Colin, and Gregory would be untitled and expected to

make their own way in the world. They would need

careers, potentially in the military or in the clergy.

They might find themselves in business in some way,

or they could represent the family in parliament. This

is where Daphne’s marriage is quite useful to the fam-

ily, as the Duke of Hastings has a lot of money and

therefore a lot of control over things like seats in par-

liament. The duke could be very useful to the broth-

ers by setting them up in careers and securing their

futures. This is also how the circle of society effec-

tively kept itself small and contained, by ensuring

that outsiders never penetrated its power structures.

That small circle also meant the wealth stayed

among these families. The members of the ton were

rich. Filthy rich. For perspective, Jane Austen’s wealthy

but untitled hero Mr. Darcy was famously said to be

worth £10,000 per year as an annual income, which

would be loosely equivalent to £5 million per year (not

too shabby!). Well, the wealthiest member of Regency

high society, including the mega-rich dukes, cleared ten

times that in the early 1800s, around £100,000 per

year of annual income. Yep, that’s £50 million (!!!!) in

today’s money. They were almost incalculably wealthy

compared to everyone else. They drew income from

their vast estates in England, but they also held land

abroad, including plantations worked by enslaved peo-

ple. For context of their immense privilege, a domes-

tic maid might earn £3 per year (plus free board and

lodging)—a paltry £1,500 by today’s standards—while

a working family in the textile industry or similar might

command £15 per year across the family members

(£7,500 today).
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WRITING THE WORLD

“They are just people.”

—Writer and Producer Jess Brownell
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SHONDA:

So I found Chris Van Dusen

first. He was my assistant on the first

season of

Grey’s Anatomy.

As he tells

the story, we were supposed to meet on a

bench on the lot, and he was late, which is

very unlike Chris.

BETSY:

Thank God you forgave him,

because he really has been with us since

the beginning. Chris is just one of those

people who can really do anything: He’s

incredibly creative and always applies so

much effort to any task.

SHONDA:

Bridgerton

was one of my pas-

sion projects, but I knew I couldn’t take

on writing these seasons by myself with-

out putting us seriously behind sched-

ule—Violet has so many children! Chris

Van Dusen is one of us, and I knew I could

trust him to build this world and execute

on our collective vision.

BETSY:

It really was a wonderful col-

laboration: You just can’t put on a show

of this scale—on another continent, in

another time period—without a lot of

teamwork. And Chris’s initial outline was

brilliant. One of the defining features of

any Shondaland script is the stage direc-

tions, and in the first few pages, you know

exactly what the show is about. All the

nondialogue writing gives you the tone of

the show.
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CHRIS VAN DUSEN:

Shonda told me about

the

Bridgerton

books, which I had never heard of

before. I took them home that first night and read

the first one in a matter of hours. I read the second

book the next night, and so on. I was hooked.

I’m a huge fan of the genre in part because

there are all these rules that men and women of

the time had to follow. They all knew exactly what

was expected of them and how to behave and not

to behave. It’s perfect for storytelling because

it’s confined. I wanted to stay true to the time of

Regency but also modernize the world and explore

these characters and stories through a contempo-

rary lens. It works because the stories themselves

are timeless and universal. We know these people

because they are us. In period clothing.

It’s a spirited show with daring people who

talk really fast. The banter is sharp and witty and

at times really, really sexy. We do like to leave view-

ers a little hot and bothered! You don’t always get

that in your more traditional period pieces.

We wanted a freshness and youthfulness to

everything, with lots of sparkle and effervescence.

The volume is literally turned up. But at the same

time, the show thrives in the space of being relat-

able to whoever’s watching, no matter who you

are. It’s also Shondaland, so having such a diverse

group of characters affords us the ability to explore

such an array of storylines. Race is as much a part

of the show’s conversation as class and gender are.

SHONDALAND CHIEF CONTENT OFFICER

ALISON EAKLE:

I immediately understood why Shonda was so

excited—as a development executive and a former

writer, I could see that the series maps perfectly

to an eight-season show. Every story deserves its

own unfurling. Each is contained in a single book,

and yet the books contain an extensive world and

community that you can come back to again and

again. It’s truly brilliant and made for TV.

We finalized the rights deal with Netflix, got

their blessing, and finally, Betsy, Shonda, and I

sat down with Chris Van Dusen, handed him

The

Duke & I,

and asked him to dig in.
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