
 think my main feeling about coming 
back to it was fear and trepidation,” Jean 
Marsh confessed, “and would we let the 

original one down? Now I think it’s going to 
satisfy old fans and new fans. It’s got a lot of zip 
in it (but) it is faithful to the past. When it 
actually goes out I’m going to feel absolutely 
terrified. There is a lot of pressure. You feel 
such a sense of responsibility.” 

Over the years, the idea of bringing back 
Upstairs, Downstairs in one form or another 
continued to be suggested to both Marsh and her 
friend and co-creator, Eileen Atkins. Atkins had 
recently starred in the BBC’s Cranford series, 
based on the books by Mrs Gaskell1. Both a 
critical and commercial success, the adaptation 
(and the subsequent sequel) had been written by 
Heidi Thomas2: “Upstairs, Downstairs is not 
dissimilar to Cranford in that it depicts an 
enclosed, separate world that’s intimate and close 
knit but subject to extraordinary pressures from 
outside. 

“I was quite young when the series first began, 
but my parents went out a lot at weekends and we 
had a lenient babysitter! From the third series 
onward, I didn’t miss a single episode. What 
struck me most was the masterly depiction of the 
First World War and its aftermath, all seen 
through the lens of life at 165 Eaton Place. It was 
actually hugely educational, sparked my passion 
for social history and marked the start of my love 
affair with television However, when I re-watched 
the entire saga as an adult, I was surprised at the 
risqué nature of many of the storylines. It was all 

going on in Eaton Place, but I was so innocent 
that adultery, illegitimacy and homosexuality had 
all gone completely unnoticed! It was my 
favourite programme of all time and I cried my 
eyes out when it ended. I was only about 10 or 12 
and I can remember thinking, ‘Why isn’t there 
going to be any more Upstairs Downstairs?’” 

Thomas says that her decision to revive the 
programme was “a lightbulb moment”. She was 
due to attend a meeting with Piers Wenger, the 
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Head of Drama at BBC drama3 when her train 
broke down. Phoning to warn him that she would 
be late, “suddenly, I heard myself saying, ‘And by 
the way, I think we should bring back Upstairs 
Downstairs.’ To this day I don’t know where the 
idea came from. There was a silence – and then 
he said, ‘Heidi. I suspect we are going to 
remember this conversation for a very long time.’ 

“The idea felt almost as harebrained as the 
thought of resurrecting a 900-year-old Time 
Lord must have done in 2005,” says Wenger. 
“Just as with Doctor Who in 2005, you need an 
extremely good reason for reviving a title which 
has already had a good outing, when there’s a 
world of new ideas out there to be taken up and 
made. Would modern audiences be entertained 
by a drama principally set within the same four 
walls? Would a serial notionally about class 
appeal to a so-called classless society? The 
original series might have earned plaudits for its 
acting and writing, but like Doctor Who would it be 
able to escape its legacy of Seventies production 
design and studio lighting? The answer from 
Heidi was unequivocally yes. The more she 
explained her vision for the new Upstairs Downstairs, 
the more I began to understand her belief that 
this great show from the Seventies could speak 

loudly to a 21st century audience too. The power 
in the format, she felt, lay not in production 
values but in its simple conceit, which she was 
sure would stand for as much now as it had then. 
Upstairs Downstairs isn’t so much about a world 
divided by class as two worlds united by struggle. 
Whether rich or poor, master or servant, the 
dilemmas the characters tend to face in the show 
are moral rather than social ones. What 
underpins the drama is the conviction that it’s 
not just wealth and social status which are the 
formative influences on our lives, but that much 
still rests on our ability to shape our destinies 
ourselves.” 

What neither Thomas nor Wenger anticipated 
was quite how long it would all take. They began 
work early in 2008. The biggest hurdle was to 
secure the rights. Fortuitously, Cranford was about 
to be launched in America and Thomas was 
invited to travel to Los Angeles with Eileen 
Atkins: “Eileen was due to travel first-class,” says 
Thomas, “a privilege offered only to senior on-
screen talent. I was doomed to sweat out the 
flight in economy. At the last minute, our 
American hosts telephoned, saying that ‘as Dame 
Eileen does not enjoy air travel’ would I object to 
sitting with her on the aeroplane? And so it came 
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to pass that, over a miniature cream tea served at 
30,000ft, I first broached the subject of reviving 
Updown. There were no witnesses – the only other 
passenger was Kelly Osbourne, who was fast 
asleep.” 

“Heidi is an extraordinarily talented writer and 
it’s always a complete joy to work with her,” says 
Atkins. “She really put such a strong case 
forward.” 

“When we returned from Los Angeles,” says 
Thomas, “Eileen enlisted the support of Jean. As 
huge admirers of the BBC, both were keen on 
our approach.” 

Unfortunately, at this point the rights were 
tied up with a film company. “Piers and I agreed 
to put our dreams on hold,” explains Thomas. 
But when the film fell through, another meeting 
was arranged at a London hotel with Jean Marsh, 
Eileen Atkins and Sagitta director John Whitney. 
“John shared in the rights, and his support was 
crucial. Everything was still top-secret. Arriving 
early, Piers secured a discreet table in a corner, 
surrounded by high, winged chairs. I ran into the 
Ladies to gift-wrap, in triplicate, a large 
collection of DVDs. My shows Madame Bovary, 
Cranford and Ballet Shoes (all of which had starred 
Eileen) were joined by my 1920 drama series 
Lilies, and Piers’ Bafta-winning production of 
Housewife, 49.4 I had impulsively bought them on 
the way to the hotel, hoping they might underpin 
our bid. When I came out of the lavatory, Piers 
was pacing up and down outside, waiting to 
inspect my handiwork. ‘Are the ribbons a bit 
much?’ I asked, indicating the hasty bows of 
grosgrain. ‘Absolutely not,’ said Piers. I suspect 
he would have liked them slightly bigger. 

“As soon as discussions started, we hit a bad 
bump in the road. John, who is quite charming, 
stopped, examined the sandwiches and said: ‘Oh. 
No cucumber. And I was so hoping there might 
be.’ I was out of my seat in a flash. I hunted down 
the maitre d’ and grabbed his sleeve. ‘I absolutely 
have to have a large plate of cucumber 
sandwiches. At the table in the corner. Now.’ I 
must have looked very mad and wild because they 
were on the table in less than four minutes. 
Three hours later, the most iconic brand in TV 
history was ours – ‘subject to contract’. 

Many more cream teas followed as the legal 
details were painstakingly discussed and resolved: 
“Doing the deal was like trying to plait soot,” 

remembers Thomas. “At one point the whole 
thing seemed to hinge on a single piece of paper 
that nobody had seen since 1973. It took roughly 
two-and-a-half years to negotiate the rights. 
Since then, there hasn’t been a day gone by that I 
haven’t talked about it – it’s been a real labour of 
love.” 

The BBC commissioned three hour-long 
episodes, with the intention of following this 
with a full season of 13 if the initial run did good 
business. Thomas and Wenger would co-
Executive Produce, along with Kate Harwood, 
the controller of BBC drama series and serials. 
Thomas began work on the scripts. “I strove for a 
balance between the old and new. Television is 
very different nowadays and people have varied 
expectations. They expect a faster pace of writing, 
whereas if you look at the old episodes they’re 
made up of very theatrical, long scenes that are 
quite static. They feature maybe one or two 
rooms per episode, whereas modern day TV 
allows us to do things at a faster pace. We also 
make use of incidental music, which wasn’t a 
feature in the original series, and the sumptuous 
attention to visual detail is also new. Apart from 
that, everything else feels like the original Upstairs 
Downstairs, which was always our intention. I 
didn’t want to borrow the name and not do it 
justice. This is very much structured in the way 
the old one was – about the relationships between 
two families and each other and how people from 
low down in the social strata react with those 
higher up. This is a sequel, not a remake, or a 
rehash, and we wanted to preserve as much of the 
magic as we could. A great deal of the power of 
the original stemmed from the fact that so much 
of the drama was sparked by, and played out 
within, the walls of 165. We set strict limits on 
the amount of time we spent outside the house, 
and made sure that any exterior scenes – such as 
the spectacular recreation of the Cable Street 
riots – were justified. It is all about finding a 
balance.” 

 “Like every admirer of the show, I have vivid 
memories of the Bellamys and their staff, and 
had to proceed with tenderness and caution. 
Hudson cast the longest shadow and I 
acknowledged his ghost. He feels almost present 
in the house, and Rose has a hard time choosing 
his replacement. Upstairs, I put a younger couple 
– Sir Hallam (Ed Stoppard) and Lady Agnes 



Holland (Keeley Hawes) – at the helm. It felt 
right and Sir Hallam’s job at the Foreign Office 
brings the gathering storm in Europe centre-
stage. He is a baronet, and vibrant Lady Agnes is 
the daughter of an earl: as players in London 
high society, they needed unlimited cash. I gave 
them a vast disposable fortune, based on the sale 
of asbestos mines in India. The house drips with 
money – so much so that when Jean Marsh first 
saw the upstairs she was shocked. She lowered her 
voice, as though Lady Agnes might overhear her: 
‘I think it’s a bit… nouveaux riches.’ But the 
most exciting thing about writing drama is that 
once the broadest facts are in place, little 
unforeseen details about the characters start to 
spring up in a very organic way – for example the 
fact that Sir Hallam and Lady Agnes have been 
unable to have children, and so treat her younger 
sister Lady Persephone as a sort of surrogate 
child – a plan which hits the rocks at once! 

“The house itself remains the central 
character. In the original series, Mr Bellamy was 
quite an influential MP and King Edward VII 
came to dinner. This house remains in Belgravia, 
it remains at the hub of Empire – we’re going to 
have politicians and royalty passing through the 
house. The series will be shot through with 
sensuality. This is a drama very much about 

warm-blooded human beings. In a house like 
Eaton Place, there is a limit to what you can keep 
behind closed doors. The place is a pressure 
cooker and the tensions continue to rise and rise 
until they boil over. Whether the characters are 
upstairs or downstairs they are living in close 
proximity to each other and these are the dramas 
that will engage viewers. When people hear you 
are bringing Upstairs, Downstairs back, they sort of 
stop breathing for a moment because they love 
the programme so much. Everyone involved in 
the new version is very much aware of that feeling 
and they have an extraordinary desire to do it 
justice. The original ended rather abruptly and 
there was a feeling the story had not run its full 
course. People quite rightly felt there was years’ 
more drama to go. 

“Every day, along with Piers, I felt the pressure 
of Jean and Eileen’s faith. They had not only 
entrusted us with the format, but promised to 
appear in the new show. There was, however, a 
delicate matter to address. Dramatically, the story 
of the Bellamys concluded in 1930 – we pick up 
the story six years later. In real life, it has been 35 
years. Jean has worn exceptionally well, but we 
feared she might be accused of accelerated 
ageing. The problem lay with the original 
programme. Although the five series had 
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spanned three story decades, it was not 
considered necessary to age the characters. Jean 
worked out that Rose had been a little over 30 
when the story began in 1903, and therefore over 
60 by the end, but she was never given a strand of 
grey hair, or a single wrinkle. The logic was 
entirely on our side. Rose would, by now, be 
around 66. Not as sprightly as she once was, but 
determined to work until she drops. I found this 
profoundly affecting, and sort of had my arm 
around Rose throughout the writing process. 
Rose is a fascinating woman: a loyal, principled, 
proud, perfectionist, sometimes vinegary 
spinster who feels things deeply and never gives 
up. I loved Rose. I love her now. I hope it shows. 
Both Jean and I relished the idea of catching up 
with her in old age.” 

Jean herself said: “If you had told me 35 years 
ago that I would be playing Rose again – for the 
BBC – I think I’d have had a good giggle. At first, 
I wasn’t sure if it was a retrograde thing to do but 
then I thought, am I being pompous? It was a 
wonderful part. I think Rose got into me as much 
as I got into Rose. With the BBC, it seemed so 
chic, and such an honour. It also had something 
to do with timing. If I didn’t do it now, I might 
not be alive for any more offers. I also felt 
enough time had gone by, that to recreate it 
wouldn’t be offensive and people wouldn’t 
necessarily say to me, ‘Oh no, how could you do 
that, Jean?’” 

She told reporters: “I am hugely looking 
forward to spending time with Rose. I have 
missed her enormously.” Meanwhile, Atkins, cast 
as Sir Hallam’s redoubtable mother, Maud, told 
the press that she would have preferred to play a 
servant: “I would much rather have been 
downstairs – they’re much more fun to play. But 
I’m too old to be employed as a servant.” This 
objection doesn’t actually make much sense when 
you consider that Jean Marsh as Rose is 76 and 
Anne Reid as the cook Mrs Thackeray is 75 but 
nonetheless Atkins “spoke to Heidi about 
wanting to play an interesting character – and 
that she most certainly is! Maud is a woman who 
has been with the British Raj in India, but has 
made use of her time there rather than continue 
to be just English. She’s a rather eccentric 
upper-class woman, who has some surprising 
opinions. What one absolutely didn’t want was 
the usual situation of the mother-in-law who 

disapproves of everything. With Maud you get a 
mother-in-law who’s got her own opinions.” 

For Thomas, the character was “a wonderful 
chance to try something new. It is easy to write a 
battle-axe, and Eileen could play one standing on 
her head. But we wanted to create something 
subtler and more complex; a multilayered, 
intriguing woman who has hopes, secrets and 
regrets. I gave Maud a background in India. As 
the widow of an eminent civil servant, she is one 
of the women who helped sustain the Raj. Eileen 
suggested giving her some intellectual heft, and 
we added scenes where Maud reclines in gold 
pyjamas, dictating her memoirs to secretary 
(played by Art Malik). Eileen also suggested a 
monkey on a lead.” 

“The more I thought about Maud,” says 
Atkins, “the more I thought how very likely she 
would have been to have a huge love for a pet, 
because her child was sent away and put in a 
boarding school in England. All the love she 
would have had for Hallam, she had for the 
monkey. There’s actually a line when Maud 
mentions how Solomon applauds her every 
morning when she opens her eyes. I actually got 

“A cheeky, loud-mouthed, larger than life 
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that from a true story somebody once told me. I 
have cats (not monkeys!) and a while back one of 
them was very sick one night. I was desperate to 
get it to the vet but didn’t have a car. So I ran 
into the road and flagged a passing car down. 
There were two boys in their early 20s who were 
very sweet and took me to the vet’s. We started 
talking and they said how they had just been in 
India on a gap year. But they’d had to leave one 
of their friends behind because he’d fallen in 
love with a monkey. They said that he won’t leave 
the monkey and wouldn’t bring it to the UK for 
it to sit in quarantine for months. This monkey 
actually used to clap him every morning the 
moment he saw his eyes opening. I’ve often 
wondered what happened to him – did he stay 
with the monkey?” 

Solomon was subsequently amended to being 
off the lead, “on the grounds,” explains Thomas, 
“that freethinking Maud would never constrain 
an animal. I did venture a scene in which Maud 
groomed the monkey with an ivory brush, but at 
its audition the monkey made its scepticism clear, 
and threw the brush at Euros, the director, 
several times.” 

The production actually used three female 
capuchin monkeys to play the male Solomon – 
females being easier to work with than males. 
They were called Daisy, Posie and Rosie. But, 
says actress Ellie McKendrick (Ivy) “don’t let 
their floral names fool you. They’re little 
monsters. In one scene she had to attack me. She 
had to scramble up onto my head and entwine 
her monkey hands in my hair which was fun, but 
terrifying. Thankfully, the monkey had a couple 
of very competent trainers. We practised her 
running up my arm several times before doing 
the take to make sure we were both okay with it – 
I think she was more professional about it all 
than I was – and she was actually very well-
behaved in that shot. I had to mime screaming, 
though, so she didn’t get scared. We had to 
record my voice and add that bit in after 
filming.” 

Another cast member, Claire Foy, adds that 
they were near impossible to control: “I had to 
see the monkey before we started rolling, as I 
knew if I just walked in there during the scene, I 
would have a heart attack, so they had to 
introduce it to me. She was just sat there, bum 
squeaking on the table, licking stuff and hitting 

things – like a small child. During the first take I 
had to pretend to be asleep, but I could see her 
out of the corner of my eye just get up, walk out 
of shot, get some grapes and start eating them in 
front of me, looking bored stiff. I couldn’t go 
on; I’ve never laughed so much. She’s big too, 
and if you tried to take something off her she’d 
just grab it back. Safe to say, I have no major 
desire to work with animals again. Then again, 
it’s not every day you’re stuck filming in a room 
with a monkey.” 

Human casting was the responsibility of 
Casting Director Andy Pryor5. “This series has 
been beautifully cast. I was completely enthralled 
listening to them bring the scripts to life at the 
read through,” says Jean Marsh. “I feel very 
happy and very comfortable – I feel very lucky.” 

“Without exception,” says Thomas, “we got our 
first choice of actor for every single part.” 

Upstairs, Ed Stoppard, son of the playwright 
Tom Stoppard was cast as Sir Hallam. Asked what 
had attracted him to the part, Stoppard replied: 
“If it was a single word then it would be the 
complexity of the character. The more layers I 
have to play the happier I am – I enjoy the 
digging away to reveal what’s below the surface. I 
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like characters that are conflicted. The scripts are 
certainly very rich, for which we were all hugely 
grateful. But I am a member of the London 
Library and on almost every single job I do there 
is some benefit to be had in going there and 
pulling two or three books off the shelves. On 
this occasion I pulled out the memoirs of people 
who worked in the diplomatic service and a 
couple of books on the Indian civil service. I 
wanted to get a flavour of the working world 
Hallam would have inhabited. And also a flavour 
of the world that his mother and father would 
have inhabited. 

“Because the Second World War is such an 
enormous crucial event, I think younger 
generations today feel a great affinity with that 
middle section of the 20th Century. (When) a 
character mentions Oswald Mosley or people talk 
about Hitler, even generations younger than 
mine have at least an inkling of what someone’s 
talking about or what the ramifications would be. 
There’s a certain relevance, a certain resonance.” 

“There’s a certain amount of pressure,” he 
admits, “and one is aware of it being a kind of 
iconic brand, almost. But then obviously at the 
same time, you feel very privileged and flattered 
to be a part of it.” 

Keeley Hawes was to play Sir Hallam’s wife, the 
headstrong and beautiful Lady Agnes. Hawes told 
journalists that she had never seen the original 
series “so it was actually like getting any other 
script and reading it and not having an idea of 
what was going to be inside. I didn’t come to it 
with any baggage. One of the first things that 
appealed to me was that it is written by Heidi 
Thomas. She is just such a brilliant writer. The 
scripts were so easy to read, and I was thrilled. I 
just wanted to do it immediately. (Lady Agnes) is 
lovely. She’s very ambitious – but she’s probably 
more ambitious for her husband. She doesn’t 
work and has a lot of time on her hands. She’s 
come from a very posh family and has good 
breeding. But it’s when she and Sir Hallam move 
back to London, having inherited money, she 
suddenly finds that she’s in a world of material 
things that she’s never had. It’s quite exciting for 
her really – but also quite difficult. She’s not 
greedy at all – it’s not just about having things. 
She’s very excited at the prospect of everything 
that London has to offer them. And actually, this 
is all in place of the child that they’ve never been 

able to have. Sadly, she lost her first baby when 
she and Hallam were in America. So all her 
energy goes into her husband and her home – 
but there is a wonderful surprise for them when 
she discovers she is pregnant again. She doesn’t 
want to believe that it might be true because it 
would be too heartbreaking if it were to happen 
again. And when the baby comes, it turns 
everything on its head.” 

“Persie’s a funny one,” says Claire Foy of her 
character Lady Persephone Towyn, the younger 
sister of Lady Agnes. “She’s selfish, headstrong, 
rude and a bit ditsy at the same time. She’s a bit 
troublesome. But she’s also charming, and 
doesn’t really mean anyone harm. She does some 
terrible things, but for some reason you can’t 
help but like her. She loves adventure and she 
definitely goes against convention. Excitement 
plays a massive part in the choices she makes. She 
has to better herself all the time. I think it’s just 
the way she likes her life to be. She doesn’t see 
why everyone has to be so boring all the time. 
Persie feels that she’s not the sister that Agnes 
wants. Agnes wants the debutante, air-headed 
girl who is happy having a pretty frock on and a 

Rachel – parlourmaid and refugee – and the 
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diamond star in her hair. Persie sees it all as 
something she’s expected to do and thinks it’s all 
very meaningless. The problem is that Persie 
isn’t the brightest. Sometimes the things she says, 
thinking she’s being outlandish, is actually just 
stupidity. She has no inhibitions.” 

Asked about the cachet of appearing in the 
series, she said: “You can’t have lived in the 
country if you haven’t heard of Upstairs Downstairs. 
But I think it’s so accessible – it’s a classic. 
Everyone will always be interested in the class 
system. My grandparents watched it. We’re not 
remaking the classic series – we’re doing 
something new with it. So in a way I didn’t want 
to watch it, because we were coming in to it new. 
But I really want to go back and have a look at it 
now that we’ve finished.” 

Heidi Thomas points out that she “tried to 
make the characters easily recognisable from that 
period through research. Other than that, I 
created them from scratch. I just love the idea of 
two families in a house and the tensions that arise 
among them. Downstairs, putting the staff 
together proved rather challenging and piquant, 
as by 1936 servants were much harder to get hold 
of and employers had to take what they could get! 
I knew I had to have a butler and a cook, but the 

key thing for me was to make them as interesting 
as possible. So I felt at liberty to put together a 
team of rather wonderful juveniles and 
eccentrics, some of whom would rather be 
anywhere else! I steered clear of clichés, and was 
determined not to be oppressed by what went 
before as the new cast are all their own people.” 

“The result,” says Wenger, “is a staff who 
ensure that the ghosts of Mr Hudson and Mrs 
Bridges are laid happily and quickly to rest.” 
Adrian Scarborough was offered the pivotal role 
of the butler, Mr Pritchard. Knowing nothing 
about a butler’s job, he says that he had “to do a 
bit of work on that. I hugely enjoyed stepping 
back to the period. It’s such an important era and 
it’s always been a period in history that’s been 
close to my heart. I’ve spent a lot of time in the 
1930s over the years – in my performing life that 
is. It’s lovely to come to something when you 
know a lot about the period. I was blown away by 
the intricacy of everything – the attention to 
detail is to be marvelled at. It’s so helpful from 
an actor’s perspective because you don’t have to 
imagine anything – it’s all there for you. You 
almost live it – when you stand on that set you 
immediately feel part of the house. Everywhere 
you turn there are little pockets of detail – all of 
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those minutiae were immaculate.” 
Of Mr Pritchard, he says: “He’s exceptionally 

efficient and very good at his job. He’s slightly 
anally retentive but I think that’s probably not a 
bad thing. He takes great pride in getting things 
right and making sure that everything is as 
perfect as it could possibly be. I think he’s a wise 
and fastidious person, and a lovely person with a 
genuine heart – and a rather clear moral code. 
He knows what right and wrong is, and what’s 
proper and what’s not.” 

He found the prospect of taking such a key role 
“quite extraordinary and overwhelming to be 
honest – particularly playing this character as I 
think he’s a very important one in the series. 
He’s such an important force downstairs. I’ve 
never done anything like this before. It’s been a 
real thrill for me to get my teeth into something 
juicy. There is a great camaraderie on set and a 
great sense of team work. I think everyone fully 
appreciated and understood that, as characters 
and actors, we were all in this together. There was 
a real sense of community.” 

Veteran actress Anne Reid was cast as Mrs 
Thackeray, the cook and says that she didn’t want 
to be “a replica of Mrs Bridges. Mrs Thackeray is 
a wonderful character. She almost thinks that 
she’s a bit better than the rest of them. I like that 
element – it makes her very different. She’s a 
brilliant cook which is hilarious as I don’t know 

one end of a saucepan from the other. I’m not 
joking. I have only just learned how to work my 
oven and I’ve had it since last April. I love Mrs 
Thackeray. All I did during filming was a lot of 
cream whipping and throwing flour about. I’ve 
put on so much weight. There was this amazing 
food that kept appearing that I had cooked. All I 
did was eat it. It’s a lovely period. I actually took a 
picture of my mother in 1935 to the wardrobe 
and make-up team and asked if they could copy 
her style, and they have done it extremely well.” 

Reid was already very familiar with the series: 
“The original characters were just so loveable and 
I hope that the audience will find our characters 
as interesting and that they will want to follow 
their stories. I watched one of the repeats 
recently. It’s fascinating to see the comparisons 
between then and now. You don’t ever realise 
how limited they were back then. You never see 
them go to the other side of the room because it 
was a three-sided set then. They had two weeks’ 
rehearsal – a very different routine from now. 
From a technical point of view it’s very 
interesting to watch. The first time I did watch 
the old series I was completely enthralled by it – 
like everybody else in the world.” 

Art Malik’s casting as the Sikh secretary Mr 
Amanjit came about when the actor had a chance 
meeting with Eileen Atkins in 2009. “I said to 
her that I had been watching the reruns of the 
classic series and suggested that they should 
revisit it – or even just update it. She said, ‘I’m 
going to stop you there. I can’t tell you anything.’ 
And she made me promise not to say anything 
but told me that she was about to find out from 
the BBC what was going to happen. I went away 
thinking, ‘How lovely – they’re going to bring it 
back.’ I didn’t even consider that there may be 
something in it for me. I was in New York 
filming Sex In The City 26 and my agent called me 
saying that Eileen Atkins had been on the phone 
asking if I wanted to be involved. It is a great 
honour. I’ve known Eileen over the years and 
suddenly you’re there working with her. She’s a 
fascinating woman and an amazing actress. In 
fact, everyone on it was wonderful – we were so 
lucky.” 

Mr Amanjit occupies an interesting position in 
the household, ‘between stairs’. “This is his first 
time in Britain,” says Malik. “I think he’s old 
fashioned with all the right Victorian values – 

“I would much rather have been downstairs…” 



loyal, very trustworthy – which becomes obvious 
as the episodes progress. I think his allegiance is 
100% to her and he is there for the greater good. 
His morality is right in the centre. When he finds 
himself being invited downstairs by the staff, a 
door has been opened for him and I don’t think 
he wants to close it at all! He relishes being a 
member of the family. He’s in the confidence of 
those upstairs – which is great – but being 
regarded by the downstairs staff as ‘one of us’ 
pleases him no end.” 

Malik himself relished the whole experience: 
“It is a character-led piece with superb 
characters. The great thing about a character-led 
piece is that characters can be flawed. And it’s 
when they’re flawed that we are really excited 
about them, and interested in them. I’m very 
happy with the direction the series has taken. I 
think we’ve picked up the mantle and I hope 
people are as pleased with it as I was when I read 
it. I grew up watching this. It just had a lovely 
moral centre. It was a family piece. Just great 
drama, great writing, great stories and great 
acting.” As to fears that attempting the sequel was 
unwise, he said: “I don’t see a problem in 
revisiting things. No one ever questions if you 
want to do Hamlet again.” 

Neil Jackson played the Hollands’ chauffeur, 
Harry Spargo: “Harry has a cheeky outlook on 
life. He’s very meticulous with his job, and takes 
his work very seriously. He likes everything to 
have its place and is very fastidious. But with his 
outlook on everything else he kind of sections 
himself off from the house. He spends a lot of 
time in his own company and he has an almost 
sardonic view of the way everybody else operates 
their business – he has a wry sense of humour. I 
think he sees his role as driver as a far more 
important job than the cooking and the butlering 
– almost that he’s above the rest of the servants. 
He’s incredibly sympathetic. He does get involved 
with the Fascist movement, but that involvement 
comes from a place of innocence. He’s very much 
about working-class rights of the working-class 
man – and that was Mosley’s original message – 
trying to unite the working-class man under a 
common banner. Harry wants to empower 
himself – not fully realising the greater message 
and the greater connotations of the Fascist 
movement and the way it would end. 

“The moment I was given the part I blitzed 
YouTube and looked up footage of Mosley 
rallies, to try and get as much information as I 
could. The beauty of what Heidi has done with 

“Rather wonderful juveniles and eccentrics…” 



the scripts is that they are so incredibly rich – 
there’s so much already in there that is provided 
by the research that she’s done.” 

“It takes all sorts of people to make up 165 
Eaton Place,” says Nico Mirallegro, who plays the 
footman, Johnny Proude. “He’s a cheeky, down-
to-earth young lad from a northern mining 
village. He’s ‘downstairs’ through and through. 
“I’m honoured to have been a part of it – to be 
part of something so special. It has such a 
following. When I found out I got the part, my 
mum was amazed! I think this new series is going 
to be something really special – like the original. 
I really think that it will appeal to a younger 
generation. There are things happening that they 
will be able to identify with. And the characters 
are very identifiable and the audience will be able 
to connect with them. There’s someone for 
everyone.” 

“A cheeky, loud-mouthed, larger-than-life 
troublemaker,” is how actress Ellie Kendrick 
described her character, kitchen maid Ivy Morris. 
“Ivy always has a tendency to kick back against 
authority, so she makes life pretty difficult for 
Rose. She does grow to feel at home in 165 Eaton 
Place, though, and eventually falls into line – but 
I don’t think she can ever be truly tamed!  

“I loved revisiting the 1930s; period stuff is 
always fun because you have to speak and move 
and dress completely differently to how you 
would normally. There was a very knowledgeable 
historian who came in to help us during 
rehearsals, so I had a few chats with her, and of 
course the font of wisdom that is Jean Marsh 
knew everything I could possibly want to ask, so it 
was great having her on set to help us out if we 
weren’t sure about exactly how to do something. 
As a mere youth I didn’t really know much about 
the series before I was offered the role, so I 
wasn’t as affected by its formidable history as 
some people might have been. But it was a 
different story with my family: they were over the 
moon! Especially when they heard it had the 
100% original Jean Marsh in it. It’s great to be 
involved in something that people are so 
enthusiastic about but, it has to be said, it is a bit 
nerve-wracking. The series meant a lot to 
people.” 

Speaking at the press launch of the 
programme, Anne Reid said: “I hope people will 
keep an open mind – and not immediately say 
that it isn’t the same. Because it isn’t the same – 
it’s moved on. I’ve had a lovely time doing it. 
Making a television programme is a bit like 

“Something really special – like the original…” Nico Mirallegro faces the camera 



making a cake – you put ingredients in – a writer, 
director, actors, music etc. – you stick it all in the 
oven and see what comes out!” 

About two months after the rights were finally 
secured, ITV announced that it was launching an 
Upstairs, Downstairs saga of its own. Downton Abbey was 
devised by the actor turned writer Julian 
Fellowes7. “It was a shot across our bows,” admits 
Thomas. “There is, however, a world of 
difference between a country house and the 
sophisticated, urban world of 165 Eaton Place, 
and our drama was set 25 years later. I was sure 
there was room for both programmes, and as 
both practitioner and fan of period TV, was 
pleased to see the genre getting more airtime.” 

Downton Abbey transmitted first and was a huge 
ratings success. ITV immediately commissioned a 
second series and the press did their best to stir 
up rivalry between the two shows. When Jean 
Marsh appeared on the BBC’s The One Show, she 
said: “I think we were all surprised. The new 
Upstairs Downstairs had been in the works for about 
three years. We were trying to sort out … 40 
years of rights and then it also started – Downton 
Abbey – in the Edwardian era, which Upstairs, 
Downstairs did. So it might be a coincidence and I 

might be the queen of Belgium.” Her comments 
were widely reported as was a response from 
Downton star Hugh Bonneville, who posted on his 
Twitter feed: “I thought Jean Marsh was bigger 
than that – running down Downton while bigging 
up Upstairs? Downton never downed Up when 
upping Down. The consensus seems to be that Ms 
Marsh needs a big huggle in the friendly chair. 
Last thing we need is a face-off at the Albert 
memorial.” When asked for her views, Eileen 
Atkins was dismissive: “At first I thought it was a 
bit of a bore, quite frankly. As it happens, I think 
they laid out the groundwork quite nicely. What 
was a little worry is now not a worry at all.” 

Amusingly, when Atkins had lunch with her 
friend and fellow Dame, Maggie Smith, and told 
her that she too was playing a formidable 
matriarch, Dame Maggie said: “Don’t let them 
do that to us. Surely you can see what will 
happen? It will be dame-on-dame action!” 

Downton creator Julian Fellowes offered his 
opinion too: “There are a limited number of 
ways you can bring people of different 
backgrounds and ages under one roof. We have 
all had masses of lawyers’ offices, police stations 
and hospitals, which are obvious, and the staffed 
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house is rather less obvious. I think there is 
certainly room for more than one. Good luck to 
them, say I.” 

“They are very, very different,” argued head of 
BBC drama commissioning Ben Stephenson. 
“Heidi and Julian are completely different 
writers. As different as can be. Heidi is very 
funny. I’m not worried.” 

“While Downton’s great preoccupation is class,” 
believes Wenger, “Upstairs Downstairs is intimately 
involved with history. It was a relief, when Downton 
started, to see how much the two dramas 
contrast, and how happily they could coexist.” 
According to Thomas, “the Upstairs Downstairs team 
were thrilled by the success of Downton Abbey. The 
two shows are very different, but here was proof 
of real appetite for high-class period drama – 
just the sort of thing we’d worked so hard to 
make. We don’t see Downton as a rival, but a 
companion in arms. There is a tendency these 
days to look down on ‘costume drama’, and 
questions are asked about its relevance. But my 
feeling is that so much contemporary TV is 
focused on serial killers, maverick detectives and 
gangsters with a grudge that we struggle to see 
ourselves reflected on the screen. It is a veritable 
roll call of the damned, and yet we are told that 

this is real, this is relevant, this is about being 
British today. Faced with such an unpalatable 
picture, it is not surprising that we seek to sink 
into the past. There is deep comfort to be found 
in the frocks and the flowers and the shining 
hair. In shows such as Upstairs Downstairs there are 
also deeper truths about humanity. Stories about 
rules and why we break them, about suffering and 
belonging. About love, and what it does to you. 
We connect with the past because we can reach 
out and touch it; we look into its eyes and see our 
faces shining back.” 

One aspect of production shared by both 
versions of the series was the fanatical attention 
to detail. “I am passionate about history,” points 
out Thomas, “especially when it is about the 
world ‘writ small’ – hinging upon all the details 
of ordinary people’s lives and experiences. I have 
a large collection of magazines, ephemera and 
housekeeping manuals, dating from 1803 to 
1939, and these are always my first port of call 
when starting work on a period piece. I drew up 
the menus myself, in French. Of course, the 
bigger points of history require heavyweight 
research, and for Upstairs Downstairs I spent some 
time in serious reading, again using many books 
from my own library. I do have my own 
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researcher, Joanna, who can ferret out the most 
extraordinarily obscure pieces of information at 
short notice, e.g. ‘Help! I need a 1936 brand 
name for a really posh gas cooker!’” 

Once writing was underway, it was script editor 
Liz Kilgarrif’s job to double-check every detail. 
Says Thomas: “She can source things like the 
precise wording of a radio broadcast on a specific 
date in the story. We also engaged a historical 
consultant, Juliet Butler, to make sure we had an 
academic overview.” The series was allocated a 
nine-week shoot, during August and September 
2010. “I found it very funny,” says Thomas, 
“when, halfway through filming, I discovered that 
all the ‘upstairs’ characters were in one hotel and 
all the ‘downstairs’ characters were in another. 

The interiors were shot in two South Wales 
studios – Upper Boat Studios in Treforest, 
Pontypridd (also home to Doctor Who and The Sarah 
Jane Adventures), where the downstairs scenes were 
based and Dragon Studios near Bridgend, where 
the upstairs sets were constructed. This was the 
only one big enough in Wales to build the 
drawing room and stairs in keeping with the 
original series. All the sets were the responsibility 
of Production Designer Eve Stewart: “I could 
clearly remember the iconic architectural 
positions of the internal set – how the stairs went 
down to the servants’ quarters and the main 
staircase and its relationship towards the servants’ 
door. Once we had those in place I tried to work 
out the architectural design of the original house. 
The orientation of the servants’ quarters in the 
original would have meant they would actually 
have been next door. So we turned it around a bit 
and expanded it slightly. The scale of (the 
original sets) was interesting for a TV series of 
that era. The attention to detail was quite 
remarkable too. There wasn’t much magic on TV 
at that time and the reality of it was quite special 
– even as the walls wobbled you did still believe 
that they lived there. 

“What is crucial is that we have kept the feel of 
the original design – like Mrs Bridges’ hatchway 
through to the kitchen. I copied the original 
balustrade of the main staircase almost exactly 
and tried to copy the way it turned the corner in 
the hallway. I paid enormous homage to the 
pattern on the hall floor. And of course – the 
iconic wreath in the morning room is still there. 
Once we had things like that in place we started 

to satisfy the script and work out what exactly was 
needed to match this rich, lavish world. Heidi’s 
scripts were very fluid and I didn’t want to 
restrict the storyline by having restricted sets. So 
the sets are very fluid too. I wanted it to feel like 
it was a living, breathing character in its own 
right.” 

The set was built around a huge steel frame 
which bolted together like a great big cube, grid. 
Stewart says it “was actually like building a house. 
We erected the steel structure first, then added 
the wood and then plastered the walls. I was quite 
careful to make sure that the mouldings etc. were 
original and would go to see old guys who still 
ran plaster shops for moulds that matched the 
period. We would often find that they had 1930s 
things lying around in back rooms. I did an awful 
lot of shopping around for original architectural 
salvage – there’s such a rich vein of it in Wales. In 
this world of eco-friendliness, I’m really keen to 
recycle as much as I can. So I went to a lot of big 
reclamation yards. In the servants’ hall all the 
wood and glazed panels that we’ve used are 
original panels from old pubs. All the taps we 
used were original and the fridge was even 
original. The only thing we built was the cooker. 
But even then, with me being so anal about 
research, I found the original drawings from the 
manufacturer and copied them. 

“The servants’ area is pretty near the original 
colouring. But we have given it more of a lustre. 
Because technology has advanced we have been 
able to plaster the walls and give them a glaze – 
which leads to more movement in the colour and 
texture. For upstairs we did quite a bit of 
research before choosing the final colour. We 
went to the Victoria & Albert Museum and 
looked at which paint colours were in vogue at the 
time. We also thought how Lady Agnes would 
want to be totally up-to-the-minute in terms of 
colour schemes. It’s crucial to pay attention to 
detail. I think that if you’re trying to tell a story 
visually then you’ve got to get it all right – you’ve 
got to fit in to the narrative bubble. If there’s 
something jarring or wrong then usually it will 
completely pop that bubble of belief – potentially 
spoiling it for the viewer. It’s especially 
important to get the minute details right for the 
actors. I think it’s essential they can go in to 
cupboards, for example, and be able to interact 
with things in there. It helps them become their 



character. Even every letter or piece of 
correspondence viewers will see in shot has been 
handwritten. Each one is from a different person 
– from the fishmonger to the lawyer. And on 
each one the handwriting is different.” 

“The sets are marvellous,” says Atkins. “The 
kitchen is sensational, but the room I love most is 
Maud’s. I was thrilled that the designers had 
done such a wonderful job. There was something 
unusual and unique about it, but in an opulent 
way.” 

“Returning made me slightly tearful,” says 
Marsh. “The past is there, exquisitely recreated, 
and it’s startlingly upsetting to see the house 
where I lived for five years, and was Rose for 35 
years, looking a mess. I went through a mixture 
of emotions; pleasure mainly but when I thought 
about the people who aren’t here – like Gordon 
Jackson and Angela Baddeley – it was quite 
painful. Normally when I think about them I 
think about them kindly. And I’ve got used to 
them not being here. But it was odd – especially 
when I was filming. There were some scenes 
where I had to act having a sense of déjà vu and 
emotion about the past. To find those emotions 
was easy, but to control it wasn’t.” 

The team were not able to return to the real 
Eaton Place to shoot the exteriors of the house 

because of the London traffic and parking 
restrictions. “Then,” says Thomas, “we had a 
stroke of luck. Euros, our director, discovered 
that Victorian architect P.F. Robinson had built 
an identical terrace in Leamington Spa. We 
filmed all our street scenes there. It was a perfect 
match.” 

“Even the stucco is the same,” points out 
Stewart. The Cable Street riots were re-enacted 
at Mount Stewart Square, Cardiff Bay. 

Make-up designer Christine Allsop and 
costume designer Amy Roberts both had to cope 
with the same pressure of expectation. Thomas 
remembers that Allsop “filled tiny vellum 
notebooks with little dots of lipstick and nail 
polish, a separate palette for each of the female 
characters, ranging from peach through to 
darkest plum. Period detail was referenced at 
every turn but she avoided anything that jarred or 
felt oppressive. One or two fashions were ugly 
enough to be distracting. Eyebrow-wise, the 
high, plucked arch of the Thirties had to be 
softened, and we avoided the rigid, corrugated 
perm. Wigs were hand-woven from natural 
human hair.” 

For the male members of the cast, it was more 
straightforward: “a short back and sides. 
Christine enlisted my support for this before a 
single character was cast, as many actors are 
resistant to short hair. The whole production 
team agreed: the Thirties’ crop was non-
negotiable, and we would not relent even if the 
actor had to be anaesthetised. In the event, even 
the 200 extras we used in the Cable Street riots 
were compliant, although I did hear one mutter: 
‘What next? Sheep dip?’” 

When Thomas first saw Roberts’ sketches for 
the costumes, she says they “took my breath away. 
The joy of Thirties fashions is that they are 
clothes we might covet today: slinky evening 
dresses, chiffon blouses, black lace sleeves. We 
can put them on mentally, imagine them our 
own. Some costumes were rooted firmly in 
reality. Anne Reid, who plays Mrs Thackeray the 
cook, asked Amy to base her look on photographs 
of her own mother, actually taken in the 1930s. 
In contrast, Lady Agnes’s wardrobe is the stuff of 
fantasy. 

One of her frocks, a vintage gown entirely 
covered in gold sequins, weighed several pounds, 
and rattled like a bag of money. Even her 
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ladyship’s nightwear is to die for. ‘Another day, 
another peignoir!’, trilled Keeley, arriving in the 
bedroom swathed in ivory satin with marabou 
cuffs.” 

In the run up to transmission, there was a lot 
of publicity, though much of it still obsessed 
about the so-called battle between Updown and 
Downton. “Move over Downton!” announced the 
Radio Times when it devoted its cover of its pre-
Christmas issue to a large shot of Jean Marsh, 
Eileen Atkins, Keeley Hawes and Ed Stoppard. 
At 9pm on Boxing Day on BBC ONE, the 
continuity announcer declared: “Drama that 
oozes class now on BBC ONE and in brilliant 
high definition on BBC ONE HD. For the next 
three nights we re-open the doors of Eaton 
Place.” 

And the new arrangement of Sandy Faris’ 
world-famous tune swirled out of seven million 
TV sets across the UK. The reviews which 
followed episode one were, perhaps predictably, a 
curate’s egg. Writing in The Daily Telegraph, Ceri 
Radford said “There was plenty to enjoy as the 
cobwebs were dusted off 165 Eaton Place, both 
literally and metaphorically. The scene in which 
Rose Buck, the housekeeper in the original whose 
role was reprised by Jean Marsh for this series, 

revisited her old abode was touching. As Rose 
stood on the stairwell, she imagined the musty 
house in its heyday; we saw the age spots on her 
hand vanish as the dust on the banister faded. 
Given that Marsh came up with the idea for 
Upstairs, along with Dame Eileen, the conjuring 
up of the past was apt. The new family in 
residence should keep us elegantly entertained. 
While Lady Holland, reclining on a chaise longue 
to dictate her memoirs about life in Raj-era 
India or doling out vinegary aphorisms (“Where 
one can’t compete, one aspires”), was the best 
character above stairs, another doughty female 
shone beneath them. The cook, Mrs Thackeray 
(Anne Reid), was a fine comic creation. After a 
party at which the family expected the King to 
make an appearance, but found themselves 
entertaining a Nazi instead, Thackeray lamented 
the wasted effort expended on canapés. “I would 
never have bothered with all those crimped 
edges,” she grumbled, “if I’d known some 
German was going to eat them all.” 

Adam Sweeting of The Arts Desk thought that the 
first episode “felt bogged down with exposition 
and scene-setting, and despite a hyperactive 
subplot featuring Ivy the housemaid and Johnny 
the inebriate footman, it walked blithely into the 

“He’s downstairs through and through…” 



Momentous Events from History trap which 
recently hamstrung Any Human Heart. This may be a 
result of the timorous decision to make only an 
exploratory three episodes, causing everything to 
be crammed in and speeded up. It was like a 
Coles Notes summary of the path to World War 
Two. Thank heavens for Dame Eileen, playing 
Hallam’s feisty and eccentric mother Lady Maud, 
who had returned from decades of colonial 
service in India accompanied by a precocious pet 
monkey and a manservant, Mr Amanjit (Art 
Malik, verging on the ludicrous in beard and 
turban). Hallam (Ed Stoppard, rendered 
virtually immobile by starch and Brylcreem) 
who’s a bit wishy-washy, like one of Bertie 
Wooster’s daft chums from the Drones Club, has 
found himself caught in a titanic clash of wills 
between Lady Maud and his wife. But I don’t 
think Lady Agnes would really have bellowed 
“Perhaps you’ll let me choose my own guests next 
time” across a room full of politicians and 
aristocrats at her mother-in-law, do you? All 
good fun, but this mini-series will be over by 
tomorrow night. We may have to wait for a full-
length run before Upstairs Downstairs II can really 
prove its mettle.” 

In The Independent, Tom Sutcliffe was positive: 
“Upstairs Downstairs turns out to be almost identical 
to Downton Abbey, except in a few essential 
particulars, which should please Heidi Thomas. 
To my eyes it’s wittier, more intriguing and far 
more inventive about the intersection between 
the world at large and the microcosm of an 
aristocratic establishment. If it’s the house that 
matters, then Downton Abbey wins hands down, 
since Highclere Castle is pretty much unbeatable 
as a location. If it’s what goes on inside it, then 
Upstairs Downstairs looks as if it should give ITV’s 
returning series a challenging run for its money. 
It began a tiny bit creakily perhaps, that famous 
theme tune fading away as Lord and Lady 
Holland disembarked from a transatlantic liner 
to open up their new London home. It’s nicely 
directed – in particular a teasingly erotic scene in 
which the daring tweenie shows off bits of herself 
to Johnny under the bathroom door, including 
the scarlet-painted toenails that she’s preserved 
as a hidden badge of her rebelliousness. I wasn’t 
entirely persuaded that Lord and Lady Holland 
would have joined the crowd of policemen and 
scandalised servants outside Johnny’s door after 

he’d injured a man in a pub brawl – rather than 
absenting themselves from this distressingly 
vulgar gathering – but that was only a minor 
quibble. As an exercise in resurrection it was 
really exemplary, the body looking remarkably 
fresh and nimble despite all those years in the 
vaults.” 

In The Guardian Kathryn Hughes focused on the 
issue of class: “The basic lineaments of the 
original drama are everywhere apparent. 
Upstairs, the aristocratic Holland family holds 
parties, dabbles in politics and indulges in 
various eccentricities (a pet monkey is involved). 
Downstairs, an assorted band of cockneys and 
imported northerners with Dark Pasts, fetch, 
carry, gawp and gossip about their betters. 
Nowhere is the appeal of what we might call 
‘servant porn’ more obviously in play. The 
fascination of this rebooted Upstairs, Downstairs is 
that it shows a world where, if you were born in 
the right place, you could pretty much tell 
everyone else what to do. Lady Agnes Holland, 
the new chatelaine of Eaton Place, sweeps 
through her life assuming that other people – aka 
the lower orders – are there entirely for her 
convenience. Porters scuttle to take m’lady’s 

“A lovely person with a genuine heart…” 



bags, cheeky teenagers are suddenly lost for 
words, and even Rose, now elevated from head 
parlourmaid to housekeeper, bites her tongue 
and nods respectfully when Lady A starts 
spouting nonsense. Since Lady A’s only 
qualifications appear to be some killer 
cheekbones and a wardrobe of bias cut silk 
frocks, we must assume that her right to rule rests 
solely on her class. It isn’t a money thing. Half 
the people she comes into contact with are not 
employed by her and, anyway, she’s not 
embarrassed to admit that she’s not exactly flush 
with cash. Her authority, rather, comes from the 
fact that she lived at a time, easily within living 
memory, when being a lady – not necessarily a 
member of the aristocracy, just someone with 
received pronunciation, clean fingernails, and a 
certain self-possession – was enough to ensure 
that everyone else had to do what you wanted, or 
suffer the consequences. And, really, what’s not 
to like? I have to admit I found myself this week 
longing that the year was 1936 and that, just by 
dint of being a lady (not the aristocratic kind, but 
the ordinary sort with cleanish – on a good day – 
fingernails) was enough to make me mistress of 
the universe. You can’t pursue this narcissist’s 
charter for very long before reality kicks in. Most 

of us, if spirited back to the lives of our 
grandparents, would find that we were living on 
the wrong side of the upstairs/downstairs divide, 
firmly situated in the group of people whose 
feelings simply didn’t matter. The risk of not 
being Lady Agnes makes the game not worth the 
candle. Just as erotic porn allows us to imagine 
activities which, if translated into real life, would 
be immoral if not downright illegal, so servant 
porn allows us momentarily to try on attitudes 
and ways of being that our best selves would blush 
to contemplate.” 

Under the headline ‘LAWKS! This’ll give 
Downton a run for its money’, the Daily Mail’s Jan 
Moir scribbled breathlessly: “When things start 
getting emotional, as they quickly do, the new 
Upstairs Downstairs is often like peering into the last 
kennel at an abandoned spaniels’ orphanage. Just 
wait until someone tells them Downton Abbey has 
already stolen their thunder in the 
servant/master costume drama genre this year. 
Yet they should applaud themselves, because 
Upstairs is fabulous, from cook’s hand-crimped 
anchovy canapés to the flutterings of the (no 
doubt) doomed Lady Persie (Claire Foy). And in 
its fine-grained, Farrow & Ball way, it is certainly 
going to give Downton a run for its money. In the 

“Selfish, headstrong, rude…” 



campy dowager stakes, Dame Eileen’s Lady Maud 
is more than a match for Dame Maggie Smith’s 
acid Violet, Downton Abbey’s Dowager Countess of 
Grantham. There are some lines from Maud – I 
can’t even repeat the one about the monkey 
applauding her in the morning – that only Atkins 
could get away with. And brilliant Jean Marsh 
brings a touching, desiccated beauty and appeal 
to lonely old Rose who worked at Eaton Place for 
27 years and is now tempted back as a 
housekeeper, heartbreakingly proud of her name 
on the leather tag hanging on the staff keyboard. 
The attention to detail is immaculate, from the 
Izal toilet paper in the servants’ lavatory to the 
cream and green dish that Mrs Thackeray uses to 
bake her cheese straws. Yes, it lacks Downton’s 
brooding Mr Carson in his black suit. But as 
Lady Maud says, you can’t have everything, my 
dear.” 

Giles Coren in The Times declared himself 
firmly in favour: “(It) is so much better than 
Downton it causes me positively to perspire. The 
critics have all called Upstairs, Downstairs a 
disappointment, but that’s because critics know 
nothing. They’re a couch-bound, whey-faced, 
poorly educated lot who were seduced by all the 
exotic sex deaths, gay blackmail and cringing 
social anachronism of Downton Abbey into thinking 
that it was in some way a more ‘modern’ version 
of the past than we are used to. But it’s plot arcs 
were no bigger than croquet hoops, every 
MacGuffin was resolved within minutes of its 
being laid, and the only reason anything EVER 
happened was because somebody had appeared in 
the back of shot and heard something they 
weren’t meant to hear, and then either went away 
crying or advanced on the camera bellowing 
‘What is the meaning of this?’ It was like watching 
‘Allo! ‘Allo! Updown, on the other hand does not 
strain for our attention. The plot moves slowly. 
Secrets fester without revealing themselves. If 
anyone is gay or crooked or murderous, we don’t 
know yet. The characters are not such 
preposterous parodies: Eileen Atkins seems a 
real, crazy, posh old lady, whereas Maggie Smith 
is a cross between Christopher Biggins and the 
Wicked Witch of the West. I don’t know whether 
she is about to yodel ‘A haaandbaaaaag?’ or cover 
her face with her hands and claim to be melting. 
Updown has humour, which Downton doesn’t. And 
it moves nice and slow, like life. The whole thing 

has a confidence and grace that the squealing, 
attention-seeking Downton does not. And it’s got 
Nazis. Anything with Nazis in it is always 
marvellous. Apart from mid 20th-century 
Europe. I assume it will return. And I hope 
BBC1 and ITV1 schedule them against each other 
like The X Factor and Strictly8, with the loser thrown 
to the crocodiles. Or better still make the cast 
fight each other until only one show survives. 
Keeley Hawes would claw that feeble American 
woman Cora to pieces, and I reckon the fascist 
chauffeur could see off the evil gay footman from 
Downton no problem, especially if he teamed up 
with von Ribbentrop. And then it’s a straight 
fight between Art Malik and Hugh Bonneville – 
but has Bonneville got a massive Sikh warrior 
sword stashed in his room? I think not! Downton 
loses on EVERY level.” 

I deliberately avoided all details and previews 
of the new series, wanting to come to it with as 
few pre-conceptions as possible. I had seen most 
of Heidi Thomas’ previous work and am a great 
admirer of the way she skilfully shifts from 
comedy to pathos to high drama and back again, 
everything driven by often sparkling dialogue. 
Inevitably, I suppose, the first episode had the 
hardest job, to re-establish the concept and the 
character of Rose, as well as introduce an entirely 
new household. I wasn’t keen on the business of 
the silver teapot – apparently all that Rose was 
given for decades of service to the Bellamys. It 
was in direct (and unnecessary) contradiction to 
the scene in the last episode of the classic series 
in which Virginia stresses that Rose is family and 
would always have a home with them. I thought it 
would have been more credible – and just as easy 
to explain that – following Lord Bellamy’s death 
– Rose simply didn’t want to stay in the country. 
Given she had spent so many years in London, 
this seems equally credible and less revisionist 
about the poor old Bellamys. Of the new 
characters, Anne Reid and Adrian Scarborough 
stood out as Mrs Thackeray and Pritchard, 
although I thought the ‘juveniles’ – Ellie 
Kendrick and Nico Mirallegro – were excellent 
too. Downstairs was rather more instantly 
successful than upstairs, where it was very hard 
for Ed Stoppard as decent-but-dull Sir Hallam 
to avoid seeming somewhat wooden. Equally it 
was difficult for anyone to stand out in a scene 
shared with Eileen Atkins, such is the force of 



her presence. The character of Lady Holland, 
though, didn’t strike me as entirely credible. She 
was too warm, wise and understanding – too 
modern, in fact. This made her attitude to her 
children inconsistent. In consequence I 
squirmed a bit during scenes, shared by Stoppard 
and Atkins, which were obviously intended to be 
moving. I did admire Keeley Hawes for having 
the courage to avoid playing for sympathy. Lady 
Agnes’ vulnerability is explored without 
compromising the selfish and blinkered way with 
which such women lived and thought. Equally, 
Claire Foy seized her chance as the minxish Lady 
Persie and played it to the hilt, again with no 
attempt to soften the truthfulness. 

Cynics might have pointed out the many 
apparent similarities to the original series – 
rebellious Lady Persie the new Elizabeth, a 
servant dying in her room and the coffin on the 
kitchen table, a high-born German causing 
scandal and gossip, a disgraced footman 
returning to be fed household scraps by a 
sympathetic maid, sexual liaison in the 
chauffeur’s quarters, a woman giving birth 
during the height of a royal drama, a dinner 
party with political ramifications and so on. 
These didn’t bother me at all – if they were in any 

way deliberate, they were sufficiently different to 
work as a subtle homage rather than a blatant 
steal. I wasn’t keen on the inclusion of Mrs 
Simpson nor the rather revisionist view of her 
role at that time. I enjoyed Johnny upsetting the 
drinks tray over Ribbentrop – but was dubious 
about the audience of gawping servants hovering 
in the doorway. Nor did I believe in Harry the 
chauffeur’s sudden ideological volte-face. But I 
did admire the skill with which Thomas wove the 
various threads of real history into the new 
household at 165. 

I was less sure about the pacing of the three-
episode story. There seemed to be so much to 
cram in that certain themes and characters were 
underdeveloped and thrown away. Throughout 
and especially at the full circle ending, there were 
moments of farce, fairy tale and blatant 
sentimentality. But these were accomplished with 
bravado and charm so that I found it easy to 
suppress the cynic inside me. It all looked 
gorgeous too – the direction was fluid and filmic, 
as one expects from contemporary television 
drama. The design of the house – from the 
dimension-busting entrance hall to the gloomy 
servants’ hall – owed enough to the original 
whilst creating its own style and standard. 

Getting stuck in 



Thomas’ decision to make the house the star – so 
that time spent away from its confines was strictly 
rationed – really paid off. 

A few details that jarred for me – not using 
Alexander Faris’ closing theme, a passing 
reference to the ‘Queen’s English’ – when it 
would have been ‘King’s English’ – Johnny the 
footman bursting in through the front door and 
running up the main stairs. Although I suppose 
this was meant to underline his fear and 
desperation, I still think his conditioning would 
have run deeper and he would have returned via 
the area. Most of all, that credit in the opening 
titles – originally created by Jean Marsh, Eileen 
Atkins, John Hawkesworth and John Whitney. 
Freddy Shaughnessy said himself that the biggest 
mistake he ever made was to turn down a role in 
Sagitta but he did so much to create the world of 
Upstairs, Downstairs, his omission from that list still 
seems, to me, unjust and ungenerous. 

Reaction to the sequel from the survivors of 
the original has not, it must be said, been 
enthusiastic. Perhaps understandably, most of 
those I spoke to didn’t wish to go on record with 
their comments. One senior figure told me, 
sniffily, “I understand that this is Jean and 
Eileen’s pension and that they are cashing it in. 
But it has nothing to do with the real Upstairs, 
Downstairs.” 

Within the BBC, the three-parter was regarded 
as the pilot for a full series and on 10th February 
2010, it was announced that BBC ONE 
Controller Danny Cohen had ordered a second 
series of six, for transmission in 2012. Cohen 
was quoted that he’d made his decision on the 
basis of the “wonderfully imaginative and 
distinctive plans the team have to take the drama 
forward.” The news broke on the same day that 
Jean Marsh was named ‘Old Maid of the Year’ in 

the annual Oldie awards! 
When Heidi Thomas looked back at the end of 

three years plotting and dreaming, writing and 
shooting, she said: “I have finished my long walk 
hand-in-hand with Upstairs Downstairs. We have 
given it our best, it warranted nothing less. I 
think the lasting power of (the series) is rooted in 
its intimacy – it is about a very close-knit group 
of people who depend on one another for all 
things, but could not be more different. There 
are clashes of personality upstairs as well as down, 
but none of the individuals involved could last a 
day alone. To my mind, that is the very stuff of 
life, and we can all relate to it – but the world 
these characters inhabit is very different to ours, 
and the drama is therefore seasoned with 
escapism. There is also a very strong message of 
equality in Upstairs Downstairs, which is often 
overlooked. Because the drama treats both rich 
and poor with an even hand, it says to the viewer 
‘Whether you drip with jewels and are swathed in 
furs, or are wrapped in a pinny and scrub until 
you hands bleed, your story really, really 
matters’. It respects and celebrates every aspect of 
human experience, and that is a powerful thing. 

“Long before our broadcast dates were settled, 
I knew that I wanted the story to conclude at 
Christmas. The end of any drama is about 
completeness, closing the circle, bringing 
everybody home. As Euros Lyn, our lead 
director, once observed: ‘This is a house full of 
orphans.’ One way or another, they all arrive in 
pieces and 165 Eaton Place makes them whole.” 

“I think Upstairs Downstairs has a very special 
energy,” says Jean Marsh. “There’s something 
about it that certainly brings out the best in 
people. Heidi Thomas has been very inventive. 
And like the classic series she has used wonderful 
things from the past. This new series has the 
same energy as the classic. 

“A couple of the scenes from the new series 
took me back to the old days. One of my funniest 
memories happened when the downstairs staff 
were filmed preparing for Christmas. It was our 
job to put up a huge, prickly Christmas tree and 
as we struggled and stumbled trying to lift and 
straighten it, the needles, sharp and sticky with 
resin, stuck in our skin and hair. Over and over 
the director shouted ‘Cut!’, and we started again, 
trying to hide our exhaustion and bad tempers. 
The written dialogue wasn’t enough to cover the “Harry wants to empower himself…” 



scene so we were all extemporising with grunts 
and groans and, ‘Hold your side up, Mrs B’, 
‘Edward, prop it up for hell’s sake’, ‘Rose, ease it 
over, you silly…’ It was hard to keep it in the 
vernacular of the times. A few muttered four-
letter words escaped. Eventually it was up, and, I 
said, without thinking, ‘Phew – OK!’ It’s not a 
word anyone would have said in the early 20th 
century. So when the director shouted, ‘Cut, 
terrific!’ Angela (Baddeley) whispered, ‘You said: 
“OK”.’ ‘No, I didn’t,’ I hissed back. ‘And if I did 
it’s none of your business and what’s more it 
doesn’t matter because I wasn’t in shot.’ ‘How do 
you know?’ she asked. ‘Because I was behind the 
tree with half the branches covering my face and 
hundreds of needles stuck in my skin,’ I replied. 

“Thankfully, filming Christmas 1936 was a 
different affair altogether. The tree was taller and 
wider and more elaborately decorated. I don’t 
know who did the decorating but it certainly 
wasn’t the servants. When the hall lights go off 
and the tree lights come on, Sir Hallam and the 
ladies of the household stand on the stairs 
applauding. Then there are ‘oohs’ and ‘aahs’ 
from the servants.” 

Thomas says that “when we filmed the final 
scenes, watching the Hollands and their servants 
gather round the tree gave me a moment of the 
purest pleasure. Most of the time, a television 
programme is just a television programme. Once 
in a while, it becomes a touchstone, a totem, a 
thing that connects us to a different time. I was a 
child when I first fell in love with Eaton Place. 
Huddled on the set, out of the camera’s range, I 
was a child no longer, but I wept.” 

Jean Marsh adds: “Rose walks over to the 
window and looks out at the night, thinking how 
lucky she is to be back at 165 Eaton Place. Then I 
look back at the tree and think how fortunate I 
am, too.”9 
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Part One 
THE FLEDGLING 
 
Director: Euros Lyn 
First UK transmission: 26th December 
2010 
 
“This house is going to see such life!” 
Lady Agnes 
 
Cast: Keeley Hawes (Lady Agnes Holland) Ed 
Stoppard (Sir Hallam Holland) Jean Marsh 
(Rose Buck) Eileen Atkins (Maud, Lady 
Holland) Claire Foy (Lady Persie) Anne Reid 
(Mrs Thackeray) Art Malik (Mr Amanjit) 
Adrian Scarborough (Mr Pritchard) Neil 
Jackson (Harry Spargo) Ellie Kendrick (Ivy 
Morris) Nico Mirallegro (Johnny Proude) 
Blake Ritson (The Duke of Kent) Anthony 
Calf (Anthony Eden) Emma Clifford (Mrs 
Simpson) Edward Baker-Duly (Ribbentrop) 
Caroline O’Neill (Mrs Proude) Sadie 
Shimmin (Matron) Jack Bannell (Franklin). 
 
January 1936. Sir Hallam and Lady Agnes Holland return 
from a diplomatic posting to Washington and have inherited 
165 Eaton Place. The house has been empty since the 
Bellamy family left and is in need of complete renovation. 
Lady Agnes turns to ‘Buck’s of Belgravia’, an agency run by 
Rose Buck, to find her staff. At first reluctant, Rose soon gets 
stuck in and the house is brought back to life. Then Hallam’s 
redoubtable mother, the widowed Maud, Lady Holland, 
arrives from India and announces that she’s moving in too. 
She has brought her Sikh secretary, Mr Amanjit, and intends 
to write her memoirs. The family upstairs is completed by the 
arrival of Lady Persie, Lady Agnes’s wayward younger sister. 
Downstairs, Rose assembles a staff with some difficulty – a 
cook, snobbish Mrs Thackeray, a housemaid Ivy – just 15 
years old – is recruited from Dr Barnardos, and a teenage 
footman, Johnny. But Rose searches in vain for the perfect 
butler. Meanwhile Lady Agnes plans a smart party to launch 
the Hollands in London. Guests will include Foreign 
Secretary Anthony Eden, and Sir Hallam’s closest friend, the 
Duke of Kent. But as the party approaches, tensions rise. 
Maud constantly interferes with Lady Agnes’s plans – 



adding a certain Mrs Simpson to the guest list in the hope 
that she will bring the new King with her. At the last 
moment, Rose engages a rather eccentric butler, Mr 
Pritchard. But the party, and its aftermath, send shockwaves 
through 165 Eaton Place. Before the night is out, Rose is 
forced to take control. It becomes clear to both families – 
upstairs and downstairs – that 165 needs her to stay. 

Part Two 
THE LADYBIRD 
 
Director: Euros Lyn 
First UK transmission: 27th December 
2010 
 
“We are not forced to accept the things that grieve us…” 
Mr Amanjit 
 
Cast: Keeley Hawes (Lady Agnes Holland) Ed 
Stoppard (Sir Hallam Holland) Jean Marsh 
(Rose Buck) Eileen Atkins (Maud, Lady 
Holland) Anne Reid (Mrs Thackeray) Art 
Malik (Mr Amanjit) Adrian Scarborough (Mr 
Pritchard) Claire Foy (Lady Persie) Neil 
Jackson (Harry Spargo) Ellie Kendrick (Ivy 
Morris) Helen Bradbury (Rachel Perlmutter) 

Anthony Calf (Anthony Eden) Sarah Crowden 
(Instructress) Ian Barritt (Dr Gascoine) Alexia 
James (Lotte Perlmutter). 
 
June 1936. Rose is now officially installed as housekeeper. 
Upstairs, Lady Persie is bored to tears having to fulfil all the 
obligations of a debutante. The London Season is at its 
height, and life at 165 is filled with diamonds, dancing, 
mink capes and champagne. But world events rumble in the 
background – Sir Hallam’s work is affected by Mussolini’s 
annexation of Abyssinia, and a new parlourmaid, Rachel 
Perlmutter, arrives as a refugee from Germany. Rachel does 
not take easily to domestic work, while the other servants are 
disconcerted by her elegance, poise, and dietary habits. 
However, there are celebrations upstairs and down when 
Lady Agnes discovers – after seven long and fruitless years of 
marriage – that she’s expecting a child. She becomes 
preoccupied by her pregnancy and Maud seizes the chance to 
draw closer to her son. He begins to view the rise of the 
European right wing with alarm. Lady Persie falls under the 
spell of Oswald Mosley and his British Union of Fascists. 
Unbeknown to the rest of the household, she forms an 
alliance that will drag her into moral and physical peril. 
Meanwhile, Rachel makes friends with fellow outsider Mr 
Amanjit. She trusts him with her deepest secret – the 
existence of her little daughter, Lotte. But the Cable Street 
riots are on the horizon and this will have far-reaching and 
tragic results for all at Eaton Place. 

Part Three 
THE CUCKOO 
 
Director: Saul Metzstein 
First UK transmission: 28th December 
2010 
 
“It dawns gradually, the knowledge that a child is not like 
others. It took time to accept that she must be put away.” 
Maud, Lady Holland 
 
Cast: Keeley Hawes (Lady Agnes Holland) Ed 
Stoppard (Sir Hallam Holland) Jean Marsh 
(Rose Buck) Eileen Atkins (Maud, Lady 
Holland) Anne Reid (Mrs Thackeray) Art 
Malik (Mr Amanjit) Adrian Scarborough (Mr 
Pritchard) Claire Foy (Lady Persie) Neil 
Jackson (Harry Spargo) Ellie Kendrick (Ivy 
Morris) Blake Ritson (The Duke of Kent) 
Anthony Calf (Anthony Eden) Alexia James 

“The same energy as the classic – a very special 
energy…” 



(Lotte Perlmutter) Christopher Harper (Cecil 
Beaton) Richard Teverson (Esmond 
Harmsworth) Edward Baker-Duly 
(Ribbentrop) Jemma Churchill (Nanny 
Lyons) Emily Bowker (Nurse) Sarah Gordy 
(Pamela). 
 
November 1936. Several weeks have passed since the Cable 
Street riots and Rachel’s death. Sir Hallam feels responsible 
for Lotte and the staff worry for her future. Maud believes 
the child has psychiatric problems. Meanwhile, Lady Persie’s 
life becomes increasingly complex. In the throws of an illicit 
sexual affair with the chauffeur Harry, she also becomes 
obsessed with right-wing politics. Lady Agnes, due to give 
birth in December, has no knowledge of her sister’s activities. 
She throws herself into the preparations – decorating the 
nursery, seeking out a nanny, and arranging to be 
photographed by Cecil Beaton. Mrs Thackeray is enthralled 
by the thought that London’s top photographer is actually in 
the house. She steals upstairs and meets him. Charmed by 
her, he takes her photograph – but when Rose finds out, she 
is furious and Mr Pritchard is caught between the warring 
women. Tensions also deepen upstairs, as Sir Hallam is 

drawn into the burgeoning abdication crisis. His closest 
friend, the Duke of Kent, is desperate to stop his brother 
from abandoning the throne, and begs Sir Hallam for help. 
Anthony Eden also exerts pressure – and so a very special 
dinner is arranged at Eaton Place. Meanwhile, Lotte’s 
mental condition deteriorates, and Maud takes charge, 
whisking the child away to a psychiatric clinic. Sir Hallam 
returns from the Foreign Office late at night, and is furious 
to find that Lotte has gone. He sets out to locate the child 
and establish her fate but in doing so, he discovers more than 
he ever expected. 



FOOTNOTES 
 
1. Thomas’ adaptation of Cranford was broadcast in five episodes on BBC ONE from 18.11.07 to 16.12.07. 

Eileen Atkins played Deborah Jenkyns. It returned for a two-part Christmas sequel (20.12.09-27.12.09), 
this time as a completely original screenplay. 

2. Heidi Thomas (1964-) has written plays performed at the National Youth Theatre, the National Theatre, 
the Royal Shakespeare Company and the Royal Court. She contributed episodes to popular TV series like 
Soldier, Soldier and Dr Finlay and, for the BBC, created, wrote and executive produced her own historical 
drama, Lillies (2007). Her adapatations include the 2003 film of I Capture the Castle, Ballet Shoes (BBC 2007) 
and Cranford (BBC 2007-2009). She won the Best Writer award at the UK broadcasting Press Guild awards 
for her work on Cranford, Lillies and Ballet Shoes and the Writer’s Guild award for her episodes of Cranford. She 
is married to the actor Stephen McGann. 

3. Piers Wenger (1972-) became Head of Drama at BBC Wales in January 2009. His other credits as 
Executive Producer include The Sarah Jane Adventures (2009-), Ashes to Ashes (2009) and Eric and Ernie (2010). 

4. Housewife, 49 (ITV 10.11.06). Written by and starring Victoria Wood as Nella Last, the housewife of the title 
who was one of thousands of ordinary citizens who took part in the government’s Mass Observation 
project. The drama won BAFTAs for Best Drama and Best Actress for Wood. 

5. Andy Pryor has been the Casting Director on the rebooted Doctor Who since 2005. Other credits include 
Whitechapel (ITV 2009-2010) and United (BBC 2011). 

6. Sex and the City 2 (Warner Brothers/New Line 2010). The second movie based on the iconic HBO series of 
the same name. Malik played Sheik Ahmed. 

7. Julian Alexander Kitchener-Fellowes (born 17th August 1949). He started his career as an actor, scoring 
his biggest success in the regular role of Kilwillie in the BBC series Monarch of the Glen (2000-2005). His 
screenplay for the 2002 film Gosford Park won him an Oscar. More recently he wrote the script for Young 
Victoria (2009). His novels include Snobs (2004) and Past Imperfect (2009). In 2010 he was selected to 
become a Tory representative in the House of Lords. 

8. The X Factor (ITV 2004-) and Strictly Come Dancing (BBC 2004-), the two biggest Saturday-night ratings 
juggernauts of the era. The former is a glossy UK-wide trawl to find new pop talent; the latter the chance 
to watch celebrities compete in a glitzy dancing contest. Much is made of the rivalry and competition 
between the two shows. 

9. A note on the sources for this chapter. Many of the quotes come from the BBC’s extensive press pack for 
the series, while others were given to a range of newspapers including the Daily Mail, The Guardian, The Daily 
Telegraph and Wales Online. 


