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Foreword


BY JULIAN FELLOWES


So Downton Abbey is at last approaching touch-down, after six years on what has really felt at times like a magic carpet ride. We have taken a family, their servants and their friends, and tried to show how that world operated from before the Great War to the febrile 1920s, a curious time, with one foot among the Victorians and the other set firmly in the age of jazz and movies and air travel and, above all, change.


However much new frontiers were being reached by women like Edith, living lives that would have seemed incredible to their great grandmothers, it was still a world of tradition and it would not be until after the Second World War that the upper classes began to abandon the rules they had lived by since (what felt like) time immemorial. In this book, Jessica dissects their customs and habits, and tries to help us understand them. They were complicated, more complicated than they are generally allowed to be in fiction. They lived in splendour but with a sense of ordinariness. Pomposity and self-importance were not admired but nor was the abandonment of dignity. Things must be done correctly but not excessively, and this we have tried to demonstrate through the behaviour of Robert Grantham and his family. Most of these people derived much of their sense of identity from the house and the estate that they counted as their family seat. Many of them still do. Even when the house has gone, you will find paintings and engravings of it all around their homes and so Downton/Highclere has rightly been at the centre of everything. The point being that, whether or not we approve of it, this existence seems to give off a sense of security, which is perhaps one of the fundamental appeals of the show.


Of course their annual round was unshakeably divided into seasons, not just those of the calendar but the months allotted to sport and social activity. The Bible tells us there is a season for everything, which must be one of the few philosophies it shares with Burke’s Peerage. Because there can be no question that, from long before this era, the notion that there was a right and a wrong way of doing things, and a right and a wrong time to do them, seems to have taken hold in every European society worthy of the name. While the activities and the days of the year they were practised may have varied, the concept is still with us today.


We have always made a great play of the clothes our characters wear, the men as well as the women, as the importance of dressing appropriately, for the date or the activity undertaken, was very much part of their sense of self. One of the giveaways of the ‘outsider’ was that he or she would be incorrectly dressed, and to find oneself wearing the wrong clothes, to arrive at a function wrongly kitted out, was everyone’s worst nightmare. This has almost gone now because most of us hardly care, but it has only gone recently. As a child, I remember our very modest household was firmly steered by the notion that clothes must change at certain points of the year and these rules were closely observed. One of the cardinal crimes for my mother was the wearing of summer outfits before the correct season had been reached. She regarded the idea that a sunny day justified a summer dress as feeble in the extreme, and certainly my Scottish grandmother lived by the saying, ‘Nay cast a clout ’til May is out’ – although this always led to an argument as to whether it referred to the end of the month or the blooming of the may flower.


The London season still held mighty sway between the wars and, in the series, we have tried to show this, with both Sybil and Rose serving time as debutantes and being presented to the King, in Rose’s case on screen. In those days, the June opening of the Summer Exhibition at the Royal Academy was still considered the start of the action and then would follow the garden parties at Buckingham Palace. In my childhood these included Presentation of that year’s debutantes, which had switched from evening courts during the 1930s. Then came the race meetings and of course, alongside all this, the cocktail parties and coming out balls for the debs.


But quite apart from the man-made demands of a social season, estates like Downton were also dominated by nature and the growing year. It seems strange to this generation who will cheerfully eat sprouts in May and strawberries in December, but it is not long since all of us, of every type and kind, were governed by the natural laws. In fact I have my own suspicions that the sense that the Crawleys were not bigger than the natural world around them has been another source of our popularity. At home in my youth, the Fellowes family would eat our vegetables and fruit entirely in accordance with the proper time for harvesting them. In fact, in those days, eating things out of season, taken from the freezer or flown in from southern Spain, was considered vulgar and show-off and much frowned upon.


Actually, while this practice sounds right when people talk about it, in fact it involved eating broccoli or lettuce for weeks on end which could be testing, although I do not remember ever getting tired of eating raspberries. I think I was a pretty disgruntled child anyway and I recall once being so sick of the regimen that I stood up during dinner (there must have been something else that had provoked me, though I could not tell you what) snatched a vegetable dish and dashed it against the opposite wall, where it shattered and fell in pieces to the floor, followed by long, slow dollops of cabbage. Plop, plop, plop. For a moment there was complete silence, in which you could literally have heard the proverbial pin drop, and then my father started to make a low, rumbling noise which developed into the roar of a lion with toothache. He began to rise to his feet so I fled the room, running through the house until, inevitably, he caught me in the hall, snatched up a riding crop and belaboured me. It is one of the most vivid memories of my youth. I am not, as it happens, much of a fan of corporal punishment these days, but I have to concede that I never did anything of the sort again.


Nature also shaped the lives of the Crawleys and their ilk when it came to the sporting year, always a major factor for the British upper class. Abroad, this proved less decisive. The Season established by Caroline Astor for New York in the aftermath of the Civil War, was a winter affair, centred at one time on Thanksgiving and later shifting the focus to Christmas. I love Thanksgiving, with its emphasis on family and its gift-less lack of commercialism, but this winter timing was quite different from the way things were done across the Atlantic. British Victorians were far too sports minded to spend their winters chatting in drawing rooms and queuing in carriages for admission to a ball. Their Season dwindled through July until in August it was time to go north to start killing things. Shooting – first grouse, then partridge and at last pheasant – would take them to the first of February, by when hunting was under way and that continued until mid March when it was almost time to open the London house and prepare for hunting of a different sort.


Of course ritual of the kind we have explored in the series is all supposed to be over and done with now and, to be honest, in the 1960s and 1970s, it did rather look as if we’d reached the final days. Women packed away their hats and gloves, white tie was in retreat and debbing was on the way out. Contrary to most articles on the subject, coming out did not finish with the end of Presentation in 1958 but carried on for another two decades at least, initially with the debs curtseying to a giant cake in the ballroom of Grosvenor House at Queen Charlotte’s Ball, presided over by some female grandee of the hereditary sort. I witnessed this in June 1968, with the girls, all in white, descending a gleaming staircase in pairs before plunging in obeisance to the cake and the Countess of Mar and Kellie, surreal as it now sounds, even to me. In fact, I enjoyed it, attending my share of London and country dances, staying with strangers in houses of astonishing discomfort, but I did suspect that the loss of Royal patronage meant the process could not survive indefinitely, and so it proved. Attempts have been made to revive it over the years but unsupported by those families who would need to support it before it could work. As a concept, it is, as we say now, out of time.


Still, other rituals keep going that the Crawleys would almost recognise, Ascot, for example. Its atmosphere may be more corporate today than it once was but it is still enjoyed by many, who are content to watch the few enjoying it even more than they are from the safe protection of the Royal Enclosure. Wimbledon is alive and well, so is Henley, even if it’s no longer fashionable. There are fewer private balls today but plenty of charity ones and the sporting year continues to dominate the posh social scene, certainly from August to the end of January, despite the efforts of the antis. The fact is people like tradition. They like to know what’s what. They yearn to understand what is expected of them at any given event, what they should wear, whom they will meet there, what they should say. There was a theory in my youth that everyone was aching to throw off the rules and do it their way, but although we tried, and plenty of my generation went off to India and Nepal and Kathmandu, to study Eastern religions and smoke dope (though not me, I hasten to add), in the end a lot of us sneakily had our hair cut again, dug out our dinner jackets from the back of the wardrobe and went on with things, much as we had always done.


I am glad to think that our study of this life and this period of our history, through the antics of one family and their dependents, has given as much pleasure as it has. Glad and now a little sad that it is drawing to a close. All good things (and bad, for that matter) must come to an end, and it is time for Downton Abbey to take the high road. I hope we’ve represented truthfully what a family like the Crawleys would have gone through, adjusting to the new order. We have tried to show a family surviving as their way of life is threatened, just as we have demonstrated the problems and adjustments that would have faced them. Of course I’ve been asked many, many times what I attribute the programme’s great popularity to and, while I am not an authority on this most elusive of subjects, I would suggest that there is something in the study of people who were recognisably creatures of the twentieth century, yet were still observing many of the rules and rituals of the nineteenth, that feels alluring, a place where men and women seemed to know who they were and what they were supposed to be doing here. Naturally, I don’t believe they really had the answers to the great diurnal questions any more than we do, but I suspect they were a little better than we are at making it look as though they did.


JULIAN FELLOWES August 2015
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Opera singer Dame Nellie Melba entertains the Crawleys in the imposing Great Hall.
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THE GREAT HALL


MARY: How many moments of Crawley history has this room seen?


MATTHEW: With many more to come.


The stage is set for Downton Abbey in the Great Hall, the beating heart of the house. The confidence that Highclere Castle’s Victorian Gothic architecture projects was especially chosen by the writer and producer Julian Fellowes, executive producers Gareth Neame and Liz Trubridge, and production designer Donal Woods. The setting for this show was to be a house in which lived a grand, established and even fearless family… one that was, however, about to undergo changes that would rock its very foundations. Inside, the hall is the best demonstration of the house’s most extravagant statements of bravura, heritage and riches – and so we begin our celebration of Downton Abbey.


In this room we have seen the show’s most significant arrivals – as when Matthew and Isobel Crawley met the family and senior servants for the first time – and it has been the setting for the house’s biggest celebrations, whether Christmas or a wedding party. Substantial and imposing, with a pointed-arched ceiling and panelled skylights, reaching the full height of the house, with a stone gallery all around, the feeling is reminiscent of an ancient castle and was doubtless designed to put visitors firmly in their place.


A double wooden door, always opened by a smartly liveried footman, if not Carson himself, ushers a guest through the smaller outer hall with its beautifully patterned marble floor and stone arches, before they are led out into the great atrium itself. The eye is drawn up to the gallery, which swoops above the first floor, the height of eight men. Hanging beneath it are the coats of arms of every earl and countess of the house.


Significant family portraits hang on ornate, seventeenth-century Spanish painted-leather panels on the lower walls; tapestries hang above; various Chinese chests and antique lamps are dotted about the room – even the quickest of glances would tell you that this is the house of an old and notable family. By the time you have been taken through and announced to Lord Grantham, his importance and grandeur will be etched on your mind.




SARAH


Are they all for the Crawleys?


BRANSON


These are the marriages. One side’s Crawley and the other is the arms for every countess.


SARAH


And the present Lady Grantham? 
I don’t see one with a dollar sign.





For the best view, an observant guest could sit gingerly upon an armchair by the hall’s fireplace, and watch the comings and goings of the family and its servants. Whether you come down the stairs from the bedrooms or up the stairs from the servants’ quarters it is not possible to enter any of the house’s state rooms, with the one exception of the dining room, without crossing the Great Hall. This was demonstrated to great effect in one of the key opening scenes of the very first episode, as described by Julian in the first script.


In a long tracking shot, we follow the maid as she crosses the Great Hall into the marble-floored entrance hall, and on into a small library. She checks the fire. It has not been lit, so she moves on into the main library, vast, gilded and splendid. The first footman, Thomas, has just finished opening the shutters, and he passes her without a word, as she kneels and glumly starts to brush out the grate. We follow Thomas…


When we first arrived, as viewers, at Downton Abbey, we were shown the layout of the house we would come to know well by watching the servants as they prepared the house in the early hours of the morning. One of the chief attractions of Highclere for filming is that its simple arrangement – a circuit of rooms surrounding the hall – is easy for an audience to grasp. First, we followed the route of Daisy, watching her as she woke the other servants at six o’clock, having already lit the bedroom fires for the family, laid the breakfast for the servants and blackened the kitchen stove. Having done that and gathered her basket, she went up the stairs, through the green baize door that firmly separates the servants’ quarters from the family’s rooms, and into the Great Hall. In that moment, Daisy gave a quick glance at the sudden high ceilings and made us aware of the change of pace, the grandeur of the house in which she laboured. We knew that although it must be familiar to her as a place of work, the Great Hall nevertheless had the ability to stop her in her tracks a little – to keep her, as it were, in her place. Daisy walked through the Great Hall and into the small library; another housemaid ordered her to continue to the larger library and in there we picked up Thomas, emerging from the drawing room with a tray of last night’s drinks. He took the viewer straight back out into the Great Hall before walking into the dining room, where he admonished William: ‘You’re late when I say you’re late.’ In one swift tracking shot, brilliantly directed by Brian Percival, we understood the hierarchy of the servants and the layout of the house’s ground floor.


In the thirteen years since we first arrived at Downton Abbey, a vast number of people have come through the front door. The Dowager Countess, still in her Edwardian corset and skirt, remains as imperious in 1925 as she was in 1912 – she walks through the door now as a guest but for thirty years, when her husband was alive, she was the chatelaine of this great house. Reluctantly and diffidently, she has made way for her American daughter-in-law, Cora, a woman who has embraced the mores and modern dress of her daughters with the relief of someone who was bound too long by strictures and rules alien to her culture. Cora now stands confidently in the hall to greet her husband’s mother when she arrives.
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The impressive Great Hall is used by the Crawleys for larger parties, although only recently have they served cocktails.





The most significant arrival had to be that of Matthew and Isobel Crawley. They entered the Great Hall for the first time in their lives as the heir apparent and his mother. The family assembled for the meeting, and Carson arranged for the servants to be lined up. If Matthew and his mother hoped for a low-key beginning to their new life, they were to be disappointed. William, the second footman, opened the front door; Thomas, the first footman, held open the inner glass door. Robert stepped forward to greet them, while behind him were assembled the entire family and the senior servants. Matthew and Isobel, arriving completely alone, were not at their ease.


Before Matthew and Isobel Crawley came to Downton Abbey, we had seen them in their modern Manchester townhouse. We had then followed their uncomfortable arrival at Crawley House in the village, with Molesley already installed as butler and valet. Matthew found everything about the new way of life absurd. Before they had even gone to ‘the big house’, there was an awkward moment when Mary went down to Crawley House to invite them to supper, only to overhear Matthew saying that he would choose who he would like to marry as he thought the family would be ‘pushing the daughters at me’. And of course back at Downton, everyone was furious that Cora’s dowry had been tied up in the estate, which meant the entire fortune, as well as the title, house and land, was to go to this relative stranger. The set-up was one of huge reluctance on both sides, which was brilliantly borne out by the now famous exchange between Isobel and Violet.




ISOBEL


What should we call each other?


VIOLET


Well, we could always start with Mrs Crawley and Lady Grantham.





Others have shared a similarly cold welcome. Through the door have passed blackmailers, frauds, flirts, card-sharps and police inspectors. When Tom arrived in the middle of the night, soaking wet, having walked from the station after fleeing Dublin, Robert was furious – he had left Sybil behind, pregnant, to fend for herself. Later, when Sybil eventually returned home, safe and sound, she was first spotted by Tom as she came in to the Great Hall – he ran down the stairs and they embraced passionately, with Tom in tears, apologising for having left her.


The servants, of course, never arrive through the front door. There has been only one exception – when Thomas returned as Acting Sergeant Barrow to manage the house as a place of convalescence for wounded officers during the war. It was a moment that Thomas relished.


At Highclere, the Great Hall is known as the Saloon and was initially conceived by Sir Charles Barry. Barry had won the competition to design the new Houses of Parliament after the previous Palace of Westminster burned down in 1834, and was chosen by the 3rd Earl of Carnarvon to completely remodel the house’s exterior in 1842. The building that appears as one comes up the drive is actually a Victorian stone envelope wrapped around an older mansion house. So as not to disappoint the visitor on stepping inside such a fabulously elaborate building, Barry meant the Saloon at least to match, with the other rooms to follow. Unfortunately, the earl did not have the funds to redo the whole house. After Barry died suddenly, he asked Barry’s draughtsman, Thomas Allom, to complete the Saloon. Architects can be sniffy about the resulting ‘bastard Gothic’ palette of this room, with its mixture of Jacobean and Tudor influences – ‘a very gimcrack effect’ said a writer in Country Life magazine in 1959. The oak staircase leading off the hall took almost a year to carve by Messrs Cox and Son of London, and a further ten months to install. The Red Staircase, seen on screen only once when William Mason was taken to a bed during the war, leads to the second floor and the former nursery rooms.



[image: Image]

The arrival of Matthew and Isobel Crawley at Downton Abbey. The line-up of family and servants is perhaps designed to be intimidating.





There is a great advantage to this layout in filming terms, as Julian Fellowes says: ‘It’s such a simple layout for a big house, with all the rooms opening off the central hall and the access to the servants’ quarters off the main hall too – usually they’re buried at the end of a long passageway. For a narrative, that’s great.’


The Great Hall is not only the entrance to the house, it is the room in which the Granthams’ seasonal celebrations and parties are carried out. The 18-foot-high Christmas tree is placed there, surrounded by presents for the servants as well as the family and the village’s children. This was also the scene of Robert’s surprisingly emotional farewell to Tom, who was at that time about to embark for America, at the end of series five.
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Rose’s birthday surprise for Robert: a performance by jazz singer Jack Ross, with whom she was in love.
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This scene from the fifth series finale, was filmed in the middle of July on one of the hottest days of the year.
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Despite Robert dismissing it as a fad, Rose persuades him to get a wireless, so that the family and servants can hear King George V’s first radio address on 23 April 1924.





[image: Image]




DAISY


I like the idea of a wireless; to hear people talking and singing in London and all sorts.


MOLESLEY


What’s so good about that, when you can go to the Music Hall in York? I’d rather hear a live singer, me.





Rose’s surprise party for Robert’s birthday with the jazz band playing – led by her amour Jack Ross – was held in this room. It was here that preparations were made for Lavinia and Matthew’s wedding, only to be hastily cleared away after she tragically, and suddenly, died from Spanish flu. Not, however, before she had seen Matthew and Mary kissing in the hall, as they danced to a record on the gramophone player. Afterwards, Matthew believed he and Mary had killed Lavinia, that she had died of a broken heart, which meant it was some time before he could allow himself to love Mary again. It also meant that when he inherited the fortune from Lavinia’s father, he was reluctant to accept. In short – it was a pivotal moment.


After Sir Anthony Strallan jilted Edith at the altar, the flowers and decorations were abruptly taken down. Poor Edith – she would have had to run through the bedecked hall in her wedding dress to get to her bedroom, where she flung herself on the bed in sobs.


If they don’t have as many parties in this room as one might think at Downton there’s a reason for that. There’s an enormous Middle Eastern rug in the hall that belongs to Highclere Castle and it’s quite a palaver to have it taken up for these big events, so Julian agreed not to write them in too often.




ROBERT


What on earth can we show them to give them their money’s worth? 
Lady Grantham knitting?
Lady Mary in her bath?





As we have watched the series unfold, we have seen the original purpose of the Great Hall slowly become outmoded as the needs of the house evolve and change. Where once it stood as an emblem of power and prestige, it now functions almost as a museum, an object of curiosity, housing inhabitants that live a way of life that is in danger of becoming outdated if not downright antagonistic to the new political and social structure of the post-war world. Mary and Robert must do daily battle to keep their estate intact as taxes rise, the cost of living increases, servants demand higher wages if they are to stay at all, tenant farmers prefer to buy their farms and property developers offer enticing bids for land. When Master George Crawley comes of age in 1941, he will most likely be fighting in the Second World War. If he survives it, his estate almost certainly won’t unless his mother has been exceptionally forward thinking. There are signs, however, that she might be.


In opening the house to a paying public, as we saw in series six, Mary acknowledged there could come a time when the family home itself would function as a business and earn its keep, as well as the land. While this is a familiar tale in Britain today, in 1925 only a very few country houses had begun to do this. Longleat was the first stately home to open full-time to the public on a commercial basis and that didn’t happen until 1949. Paying visitors to the gardens were relatively common but only as charity fundraisers. However, the seeds were sown for a new way of life for country houses during the inter-war period and this was something Julian and the other producers very deliberately wanted to show. ‘It is a bit of a cheat,’ says Julian. ‘Houses were not thrown open to the general public until after the Second World War and were criticised for doing it. On the other hand, these houses were always open to the public if you were middle-class and respectably dressed, as with Elizabeth Bennet going round Pemberley with her aunt and uncle in Pride and Prejudice, and occasionally they were thrown open for a day for charity. It could be a source of income, but I have the family as completely unable to see this. Only Tom understands – that’s truthful, I think.’ In any case, the family revealed themselves not to be much cop as guides. ‘That’s my gag,’ laughs Julian. ‘On the whole, families like that thought it was common to know too much – your archivist would be the one to know anything. Those scenes are a reminder of that kind of upper-class philistinism that reigned in our country until the 1960s.’




ROBERT


Let us remember the sacrifices that have been made and the men who will never come back, and give them our thanks… Remember, this is not just the end of a long war, but it is the dawn of a new age.
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The entire family and staff gather in the Great Hall to mark the end of the war, at the eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the eleventh month.







VIOLET


But why should anyone pay to see a perfectly ordinary house?


ISOBEL


Not everyone lives in a house like Downton Abbey.


VIOLET


Roll up, roll up, visit an actual dining room! Complete with a real-life table and chairs!
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Violet and Cora struggle to explain the Crawley family history. Julian’s joke was that grand families never knew their own ancestry in detail.







VIOLET


I didn’t run Downton for thirty years to see it go lock, stock and barrel to a stranger from God knows where.





Executive producer Gareth Neame says: ‘I saw the final series as a way of connecting our audience directly with the show. This was illustrated in a few ways – firstly in character arcs, there’s more of a sense of this world coming to an end and giving way to our own modern age – such as Molesley’s considering a change of career because he knows he’ll never make butler, or Carson moving out of his bachelor room and on to marital co-habitation with his new wife.’ Gareth also explains that references are deliberately put into the scripts that link the audience with the past: ‘Bertie Pelham referred to his first commercial flight, and received the response that one day we will all get about like that. These are the details that link our world with theirs.’ Finally, perhaps most significantly, given that so many people buy tickets to look around Highclere Castle today because of its fame as the set for Downton Abbey, the episode about the open day was carefully planned, says Gareth: ‘It’s about the relationship that most viewers and tourists have with these kinds of houses today – buying tickets and going round them. In doing this episode, we gave context to that experience and hopefully directly connected Downton with the lives the viewers themselves lead. We wanted them to watch, say, Daisy, and realise, “That was my grandmother.” When the little boy asked Lord Grantham, with the uninhibited scrutiny of a child, “Why do you live in such a big house?” perhaps he was asking what millions of fans around the world have been wondering.’


In this book, as in the show, we shall explore the house, the people who live within it and how their lives have changed since we first met them.
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The drawing room is the most feminine of the state rooms.
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THE DRAWING ROOM


EDITH: I sometimes feel we should make more scenes. 
About things that really matter to us.


GILLINGHAM: It wouldn’t be very English.


Unquestionably the prettiest of the state rooms, the south-facing drawing room is, as Isobel remarked to Lord Merton during her visit to Cavenham Park, one of the feminine rooms of a house. There are pale pink sofas, delicate wooden chests of drawers, displays of Meissen china and a grand piano, covered by a fringed silk shawl, all of which signal the use of this room for gentle purposes – sitting and chatting, leaning on the mantelshelf or playing a pretty composition for others. On the walls hang bolts of green French silk, given by Alfred de Rothschild in 1895 to his illegitimate daughter, Almina, then the chatelaine of Highclere Castle. Unseen by the viewer is a set of narrow cupboards that sit between the double doors from the drawing room to the smoking room (not used for filming), which used to hide the 5th Earl of Carnarvon’s collection of Egyptian antiquities. Vases of beautiful cut flowers can always be seen in this room, as well as scattered throughout the house – these are always real and constantly changed by the props department.


At the start of the day, the housemaids begin their work in here – drawing back the curtains, opening the shutters, plumping up the cushions, dropping the larger cushions on the floor (the only way to get them properly plumped) and dusting the marble chimneypiece. In the first series, we saw Daisy lay her last fire of the morning in here before being sent on her way by Mrs Hughes – ‘Get back to the kitchens before anyone sees you.’ Now she is under cook, the fires will be done by a hall boy or scullery maid. In here at this time, too, the footmen gather up the glasses from the night before and take them to be washed in the servery.


This work is always done early, before the family rises. This was for convenience as much as anything – it’s easier for the maids to get on with their work if they’re not doing it around the family (as anyone who has vacuumed around a person sitting on the sofa is painfully aware). Only the dining room would be cleaned later, after the family had finished their breakfast. It did mean, of course, that housemaids and their employers rarely caught sight of each other and explains why the master of the house may not know all his servants’ names, or even recognise them, in spite of the fact they lived under the same roof. It was, after all, a very big roof. Once this hubbub of cleaning activity is over, the room will lie fairly dormant until evening.


The term ‘drawing room’ comes from the sixteenth century ‘withdrawing room’, which referred to the occasion when a master of a house would withdraw from the larger saloon or hall to a smaller room, usually with a distinguished guest, away from the crowds or dancing, to have a quieter conversation. In 1871, an architect, Robert Kerr, published The Gentleman’s House; or How to Plan English Residences, in which he divided areas of the house according to the sex for whom they were intended. According to him, the drawing room was most emphatically a ‘Lady’s Apartment’ to which the women would withdraw after dinner, while the men had cigars in the smoking room. Kerr’s recommendations seem to have been read closely by whoever designed the drawing room at Downton Abbey: ‘The character to be aimed at in a Drawing-room is especial cheerfulness, refinement of elegance, and what is called lightness as opposed to massiveness. Decoration and furniture ought therefore to be comparatively delicate; in short, the rule in everything is this… to be entirely ladylike.’




CARLISLE


So the fashion for cocktails before dinner hasn’t reached Yorkshire?


MARY


I could get Carson to make you one, but I won’t guarantee the result.





Despite the sunny aspect of this room, it is used hardly at all during the day. If Violet or someone from the village comes to see Cora, they may both sit in here – particularly on a bright morning, when the room is especially pleasant. But, most commonly, the room bookends the dinner. People wait in here before dinner (without drinks) for everyone to gather. If they are down earlier than the others, Cora may tend to a tapestry, making the most of the last of the day’s light, Robert may read a book. Afterwards, this room is where the women retire to for their coffee, with the men joining them shortly afterwards for their last drink or two of the evening.


Even under Cora and Robert, boisterous events are rarely held in here although it was the setting for Martha Levinson’s extraordinary ‘indoor picnic’ when Mrs Patmore’s oven failed at the last minute. And a cocktail party – a daring new innovation that arrives at Downton several years after it has become a London fashion – has been hosted in here. After the war, cocktails would only be served for a party; even in 1925 serving them before dinner was a hurdle too far for Carson.



[image: Image]

After dinner, the Crawleys and their guests gather in the drawing room. The servants leave drinks on a tray so that the men can help themselves.






[image: Image]

Major Bryant sits thoughtfully in the makeshift dormitory. The blankets, sourced by the props team, were thought to have come from a First World War naval hospital.







VIOLET


If there are relapses, what then? Amputation in the dining room? Resuscitation in the pantry?





So perhaps there are fewer scenes in here than in the other state rooms. But that’s not to say it hasn’t seen its share of Downton drama. It was in here that Sybil revealed her outrageous evening trousers, styled on the magnificent costumes of the Ballets Russes. She and Branson also announced their engagement in this room, much to the consternation of the family. There has always been plenty of gossip exchanged and whispered asides after dinner, of course. Not to mention Violet’s bewilderment at being serenaded by Martha Levinson during her indoor picnic.


But the room’s most startling development came with the First World War, when it was decided, after Isobel and Sybil dreamt up the idea, that the house should be used as a place of convalescence for wounded officers, once they were discharged from the village hospital. The room was transformed into a ward, with narrow iron beds lined up close together. Acting Sergeant Thomas Barrow and Nurse Sybil tended to the officers, aided superbly by Edith, who found books for them to read or helped them write their letters home.


As noble as this cause was, it wasn’t immediately welcomed by everyone in the family, not least Violet. But with the guiding hand of Dr Clarkson and orderlies from the hospital, the house found its metier during the war. Cora, particularly, relished the challenge of managing the officers and their needs, which brought her purpose and a sense of usefulness for the first time in her life. The fact was that for women of Cora’s generation, if you were well-married and reasonably bright then that would be to your advantage – but it wouldn’t translate into a career. Ladies’ occupations before the war largely consisted of planning their wardrobe, a few charitable functions, checking with the cook and housekeeper that things were going to plan and fretting about their children’s marital prospects. We may find this derisory now but it wasn’t laziness or ineptitude that kept them stuck there – it would have been seen as socially, even morally, outrageous to consider doing anything else.



[image: Image]

Sybil persuaded her dressmaker to make her an outfit in the Ballets Russes style. She delights in revealing it to her family.
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Adding insult to injury: Violet is serenaded by Martha at the indoor picnic.





There were plenty who disagreed, of course, and the war gave many women a chance to change this, when they found themselves left behind to cope without their men who were at the front. This is seen in the detail of Downton Abbey: it was the work she did as a nurse that gave Sybil the strength to defy the expectations of her parents by marrying Branson. Edith learned that there was more than one way of going about life: she never stopped hoping she could marry and settle down to a more conventional life but so long as challenges were thrown at her, she continued to meet them. Indeed, by 1925, she positively relishes the power she holds as owner and publisher of a magazine with a London office. Mary was, perhaps, the least changed by the war itself but she certainly learned to embrace modern ideas as she headed into the 1920s. I doubt, for example, that she would have suggested that she work as the estate’s agent before the war. We have seen both Edith and Mary leave the pleasures of embroidery behind to their mother’s generation and move, as it were, out of the drawing room and into offices. Now, they have work to do.
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Mary’s style has evolved dramatically over the six series.





 


Lady Mary Crawley


MICHELLE DOCKERY


Mary, as the eldest daughter of three sisters, grew up to feel a certain kind of guilt for not being a boy. It has made her tougher than most and created a determination to do right by the estate. This meant seeking a rich and powerful husband, one who would give her an important position in life; when we first met her, Mary was engaged to Patrick Crawley, Robert’s heir. Not that she loved him – in fact, she was at times ruthless to a degree that even her grandmother felt she could do with a little softening of the heart. ‘Mary’s not above doing the wrong thing if she thinks that’s what the moment calls for,’ says Julian.


‘I’ve always loved her complexity,’ says Michelle Dockery. ‘As a character, I’m always surprised by her. She’s incredibly human – she can be as kind as she is mean. She goes to dark places and is always learning.’ From the years 1912 to 1925, we’ve watched Mary grow from a girl to a woman: ‘All that self-discovery,’ says Michelle. ‘When I first read the part, I thought she was a younger version of Lady Sylvia McCordle [the part played by Kristin Scott Thomas in Gosford Park]. I wasn’t expecting Mary to change, I thought she would remain mean and petulant. But she’s evolved so much. She has those sides to her when she’s trapped and cornered. I like it when she behaves badly – that’s more interesting.’


For Michelle, the turning point in Mary’s life was the death of Kemal Pamuk, of course. ‘She began as quite an arrogant young girl,’ she says. ‘Mary was quite shaken and vulnerable after the incident. That vulnerability opened her up, and put her in touch with her emotions rather more.’


But it was also the love of Matthew that changed her. ‘Mary presents a version of herself that is lovable for Matthew,’ says Julian. He changes her and after his death, she feels that had he not, had she stayed as hard as she was before, she might have been less unhappy. ‘Mary certainly isn’t a walkover,’ says Michelle. ‘She doesn’t like to be told what to do. When she has an opinion about something, she won’t back down… [But] Matthew brought out something in her she never knew she had.’ Michelle loved her storyline with Matthew: ‘When he was engaged [to Lavinia Swire] in series two, and then we had that pay-off at the end – she was at her most vulnerable. I did love series four because it was something I wasn’t expecting and I had great stories. Mary was in a dark place and Carson was the one to bring her back to life.’


As often happened with the children of the house, she has a close relationship with Carson, as a long-standing servant and one that she probably spent quite a lot of time with as a young girl. ‘He is another father figure to her, in a way,’ says Michelle. ‘When it comes to emotional matters she goes to Carson rather than to anyone else. She can be honest [with him].’



[image: Image]

Viewers loved watching the romance of Lady Mary and Matthew Crawley, with its eventual happy ending – so soon to be followed by tragedy.
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There’s not much sisterly love between Mary and Edith.





Mary’s relationship with Edith is rather more complicated and, despite everything they have been through, has changed remarkably little from the antipathy they felt towards each other in the nursery. ‘As much as Laura [Carmichael] and I find it fun because we’re such good friends – we’re always really excited when Julian writes a row between them – I often found it difficult because my relationship with my sisters is the complete opposite,’ laughs Michelle.
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