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Introduction

 


For the benefit of the fellow just back from
ten years in a cave in Tibet, let me enlighten you: Downton Abbey
is a British television series set in the early 1900’s about an
aristocratic family and their servants. It first aired in the UK in
September of 2010, and then made it to America on Masterpiece
Theater in January of 2011. I’d call it a “sophisticated soap opera
for people who wouldn’t be caught dead watching soap operas,” but
that would probably not sit well with sophisticated folk who could
argue rings around my collar. So fine: it’s a “period drama.”

Like many Americans, sophisticated or not,
I’m a big fan. But it can be a frustrating show to watch due to the
setting. It’s a world I (and I suspect most Americans) know very
little about.

First off, it’s “Downton,” not “Downtown”
Abbey. Until I realized this, I kept wondering what this family in
the country had to do with what I assumed would be a story about
monks living in the middle of a city. But it’s not downtown, and
there’s nary a monk or nun in sight.

If they ever explained why they call their
house an “Abbey,” I missed it. Maybe it’s just one of those
British/American things, like they say “bonnet” for the hood of the
car and “boot” for trunk, and “fanny” for… well, look it up. So
maybe “Abbey” means a “big friggin’ house.”

What the characters say and how they say it
are a bit of a bother. The family members speak rather clearly for
the most part. The mother, Cora, is an American, so no problem
there. But even if the words are clear enough, you don’t always
know what they’re talking about, with words like “entails.” It’s
worse with the servants, as some of their marble-mouthed accents
are impossible to decipher. The series should have been sub-titled
in “American.”

Another thing that makes the show difficult
is that there are so many characters. By the time we get to through
Season 3 we’ll have seen about 24 main characters and another 38
minor ones. It’s a lot of work to remember who’s related to whom or
who works under or over someone. Especially in the beginning, it’s
easy to confuse one character for another - heavy set, middle-aged,
dark-haired and well-dressed male servant: is that Carson or Bates?
Thin dark-haired, middle-aged female servant: is that Hughes or
O’Brien? They do kill off a few characters every season, which
should be helpful, but then obfuscate everything again by
introducing new ones.

The timeline can be tricky, too. In Season
One we go from 1912 to 1914 in some rather large jumps. Only
occasionally do they flash a date in the beginning; it’s more
likely a character will refer to something that could clue you in,
like mentioning he’s been at Downton for two years now.

Fortunately, you don’t need to understand
everything to enjoy the show. It’s beautifully filmed, the period
details are fascinating, and you usually get a general sense of
what’s going on. But because I really do like the series, I thought
it worthwhile to dig in with a DVD copy and try to decipher Season
One of show for my fellow Americans.

So sit back and let me ‘splain it, Lucy.

Cheers! (A British expression of good wishes,
sometimes used before a drink, or when starting or ending a
conversation.)


 


 


 


Episode
One

 


The series starts with a close up of a
vintage Morse code signal device tapping out a message. A steam
whistle interrupts and a vintage train rolls through the warm glow
of the English countryside. Then the theme music, eight note
tradeoffs between piano and violins that will eventually provoke a
Pavlovian response: it must be 9:00 Sunday night, so relax, get
comfy and immerse yourself into the world of early twentieth
century wealthy English aristocrats - welcome to Downton Abbey.

Part of the appeal for me is the Sunday night
time slot. There’s usually not much to like about Sunday nights.
The freedom of the weekend is over and it’s time to get ready for
the tyranny of Monday. But can I please put off reality a little
while? How about escaping into a world where, for some characters
anyway, Monday is just another day to be gently woken by servants
who cater to your every whim and need? And the most pressing
concern is what to wear? But not too pressing: your valet or lady’s
maid has thoughtfully picked out some items out for your
consideration.

I could get used to that. Sounds better than
waking to NPR’s Steve Inskeep telling me the latest bad news from
around the world, then stumbling downstairs for coffee and bagel,
then picking out from whatever clean clothes available a
combination that I hope will still match when I get into the
sunlight. (Is it just me, or do other people have trouble telling
blue from black under certain indoor lights?)

Anyway, back to the opening: A man is shown
riding on the train. Since I’ve seen the whole series, I know he is
John Bates, the soon-to-be valet. The telegraphers tell us there is
bad news this morning (“Oh my God” one says) and in the next shot
we see the grand abbey itself.

Inside the house a subtitle informs us it is
April, 1912. Two women servants struggle to wake up, and one, Anna,
mumbles “Sa once in ma la I wanna sleep a come nat early,” which I
believe means she’d like to sleep in.

Next we’re in the kitchen and the cook, Mrs.
Patmore barks out questions to Daisy the kitchen maid. Not sure
what Mrs. Patmore is actually saying; sounds like “Is the fire
feel?” and “Oh my my, will wonders never cease, you having us all
for breakfast?” and “you finished blocking the stove?” To every
question a harried Daisy replies “Yes, Mrs. Patmore.”

The servants bustle about getting the house
ready for the day, a rather formidable task. There are fires to
start, curtains to open, tables to set.

Well, when I get up I do open the living room
curtains and in the winter raise the thermostat, but truth be told
there wouldn’t be a lot for servants to do at my humble abode.

Back to Downton: already we can tell there’s
a class structure, even among the servants. Some are dressed in
suit and tails, some modest maid uniforms. Others, like Daisy the
kitchen maid, are in very plain clothes. We see Daisy preparing a
fireplace, and one of the other maids asks her something like “what
are you doing in the dark?” Daisy replies “you want here a bunch a
curtains in me dum sin.” As many times as I replayed it I couldn’t
translate that any better. The other maid says something about
“Electricity not the devils work, Skeleton Park even has it in the
kitchen,” to which Daisy replies “what for?” Finally Daisy is told
to “get back downstairs before anyone sees you.”

Next a mopey looking young woman leisurely
rises from her luxurious bed and looks out the window; Lady Mary
has awoken. Get used to her moping - she’ll do this a lot.
Sometimes I just want to shake her and say “Good lord, woman,
you’re rich and beautiful and live like a princess - would it be
too much to ask for you to smile once in a while?” She rings a bell
that sounds in the kitchen where Thomas, the footman, pauses at his
breakfast to wearily observe, “Ah, they’re up.”

The morning paper arrives and of course must
be ironed before being read. I assumed ironing was a ridiculous
exercise to make it look nice, but it was really done to set the
ink so it wouldn’t make a mess on the master’s hands. I’m hard
pressed to iron a shirt, much less my newspaper. (And it’s easy to
imagine viewers a few years from now musing at the quaint concept
of an actual “paper” newspaper).

Soon the master of the house, Robert Crawley,
the Earl of Grantham, descends the grand staircase accompanied by
his faithful dog. Since Robert and his wife Cora are often referred
to as Lord and Lady Grantham, I assumed Grantham was their last
name. But apparently that is their title, and their last name is
Crawley.

Robert is often addressed simply as “your
Lordship.” I thought that rather nice, so I suggested to my wife
she start to address me like that. She pretended to misunderstand
and called me something rather less elegant by changing the “p” to
a “t”. Ah, the insolence.

At the breakfast table we learn the news of
the day is the sinking of the Titanic. The ill-fated telegram
arrives saying Robert’s cousin James and James’s son Patrick went
down with the ship.

This is a key plot development – James and
Patrick were in line to inherit the house and title. This despite
the fact Robert has three daughters. It’s explained that the girls
can’t inherit; the title goes to the closest male relative, who
unfortunately just drowned.

Back in the dungeon, er I mean the kitchen,
the new valet arrives - John Bates. O’Brien, the lady’s maid, seems
to take an instant dislike to him, but then she dislikes most
everyone. While Lady Mary mopes, O’Brien scowls. She is a
conniving, unpleasant woman who only smiles when she’s slipping the
knife into someone’s back.

This also brings up an interesting point.
Some of the servants are referred to by last name, some first.
Those with more prestigious jobs get called by their last name,
like Carson (the Butler), Hughes (Head Housekeeper) and O’Brien
(Lady Grantham’s Lady’s Maid.) The servants below them are called
by their first name, like Thomas (footman), Ethel (housemaid) and
Daisy (kitchen maid). And to add to the fun and confusion, we learn
in a later episode that when the family and servants visit another
household, the servants are then referred to according to the
family member they serve. Thus “Bates” becomes “Grantham.” (Bates
is valet for Robert Crawley, but I guess because Robert is also the
Earl of Grantham they call Bates Grantham instead of Crawley. I
told you it’s confusing.)

Back to Mr. Bates – he arrived limping and
using a cane, which caused a few of the staff to wonder aloud how
he could do his job, what with the stairs and all. “I can manage,”
he reassures them. We later learn that Bates served in the Army
with Robert.

Meanwhile Lady Mary’s reaction to their
relative’s deaths is, “Does this mean I have to go into full
mourning?” We learn what she means is that she and Cousin Patrick
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