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THERE’S NOTHING LIKE AN ENGLISH SUMMER, IS THERE? EXCEPT AN ENGLISH 
WINTER. DOWNTON ABBEY, A BRITISH CULT TV SERIES AND ITS FANDOM
Lucia Tralli, Università di Bologna

Abstract
The British TV show Downton Abbey�LV�D�VLJQL¿FDQW�FDVH�±�ZLWK�LWV�XQSUHFHGHQWHG�DQG�XQ-
expected worldwide success – in a more general evaluation of the contemporary media en-
vironment, and of European TV productions in particular. This article explores the Downton 
Abbey�³SKHQRPHQRQ´�WKURXJK�D�VXUYH\�RI�LWV�IDQV¶�RQOLQH�DFWLYLWLHV��7KH�¿UVW�LQWURGXFWRU\�SDUW�
of this essay focuses on the concept of Cult TV Show and its possible application to this pe-
culiar product. The second part extensively discusses Downton Abbey fans’ online activities, 
PRQLWRUHG�IURP�$XJXVW�WR�6HSWHPEHU�������7KLV�SDUW�LV�IRFXVHG�RQ�¿YH�GLIIHUHQW�IDFWRUV�RI�
WKH�VHULHV�LGHQWL¿HG�DV�WKRVH�WKDW�PDLQO\�UDLVHG�WKH�LQWHUHVW�DQG�DSSURYDO�RI�WKH�IDQV��)LQDOO\��
the last part of this article draws some conclusions about the global nature of Downton Abbey 
fandom and about the series status as “mainstream cult.”

The award-winning, critically acclaimed period drama Downton Abbey, created and written by 
$FDGHP\�$ZDUG�ZLQQHU�-XOLDQ�)HOORZHV�� WHOOV� WKH�VWRU\�RI� WKH�DULVWRFUDWLF�&UDZOH\�IDPLO\�DQG�
their many servants, all living in the beautiful countryside estate, Downton Abbey. Set over a time 
SHULRG�WKDW�H[WHQGV�IURP�WKH�VLQNLQJ�RI�WKH�7LWDQLF�±�ZKLFK�RSHQV�WKH�¿UVW�HSLVRGH�±�WKURXJK�WKH�
First World War – encompassing the second season – to the Roaring Twenties in the third season, 
the show revolves around upstairs-downstairs dynamics, telling the compelling stories of charac-
ters that face a world that is rapidly and permanently changing. With the third season’s premiere 
in the UK collecting an average of 9 million viewers,1 the astonishingly high ratings in the US 
giving the Public Broadcasting Service (PBS) its highest ratings in years,2 the series’ enormous 
VXFFHVV�LQ�RYHU�����FRXQWULHV�DQG�LWV�OLVWLQJ�LQ�WKH�*XLQQHVV�:RUOG�5HFRUGV�DV�WKH�PRVW�FULWLFDOO\�
acclaimed show on television of 2010, Downton Abbey can easily claim its inclusion in the realm 
of cult TV. But what is so compelling about the lives and tragedies of the Crawley family and their 
HVWDWH"�3URGXFHUV��ZULWHUV�DQG�HYHQ�PHGLD�FRPPHQWDWRUV�ZHUH�DSSDUHQWO\�VXUSULVHG�E\�Downton’s 
enormous success which exceeded all expectations.3 We have decided to explore this series from 
the fans’ point of view, trying to map their online activities and focusing on features of the series 
they seem to appraise as valuable of their time and attention. As a result of this survey, we have 
LGHQWL¿HG�VRPH�IDFWRUV�RI�LQWHUHVW�DPRQJ�Downton fandom and we will describe in detail the main 
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ones: the Romance factor, the Dowager factor, the Writing factor, the Historical/Retro Fashion 
factor and the Silliness mode.

A British cult TV show

Before starting to dig into Downton’s IDQGRP��ZH�ZDQW�WR�JLYH�VRPH�ZRUGV�RQ�WKH�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�
the cult TV show and how it could be relevant to the aims of our investigation. 
&XOW�PHGLD��LWV�YHU\�GH¿QLWLRQ�DQG�LWV�IDQGRP�KDYH�EHHQ�WKH�FRUH�RI�D�ORQJVWDQGLQJ�EUDQFK�RI�

studies4�GHYRWHG�WR�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�ZKDW�GH¿QHV�FXOW�PHGLD�DQG�ZKDW�GLIIHUHQWLDWHV�WKHP�IURP�³QRU-
mal” media. We are exploring a scenario in which Downton Abbey has been claimed to be “part of 
our culture” and “one of the TV shows that our generation will remember,”5 thus some parameters 
VSHFL¿HG�E\�FXOW�PHGLD�VWXGLHV�FRXOG�EH�YHU\�XVHIXO�IRU�JXLGLQJ�RXU�VXUYH\��
0XFK�UHVHDUFK�RQ�FXOW�WHOHYLVLRQ�VHULHV�WULHV�WR�GHWHUPLQH�WKH�³FXOWQHVV´�RI�D�VKRZ�RU�¿OP�E\�

starting from its inner characteristics as a text, following the path traced by Umberto Eco’s famous 
GH¿QLWLRQ��

[A cult work] must provide a completely furnished world so that its fans can quote characters and 

episodes as if they were aspects of the fan’s private sectarian world, a world about which one can make 

up quizzes and play trivia games so that the adepts of the sect recognize through each other a shared 

expertise. Naturally all these elements […] must have some archetypical appeal.6 

As we will see, the factors that captivate fandom’s interest in Downton Abbey can be connected 
to inner aspects of the show as a text, such as characters and plot, or setting and costumes: Down-
ton�SURYHV�WR�EH�D�YHU\�IXUQLVKHG�ZRUOG�LQGHHG��RQH�LQ�ZKLFK�IDQV�FDQ�VWUROO�DURXQG�DQG�SLFN�XS�
ZKDW�WKH\�OLNH�
5REHUWD�3HDUVRQ�DQG�6DUDK�*ZHQOOLDQ�-RQHV��LQ�WKHLU�UHFHQW�FR�HGLWHG�YROXPH��Cult Television,7 

SRLQW�RXW�WKDW��³DQ�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�DQG�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�FXOW�WHOHYLVLRQ�PXVW�EH�SUHGLFDWHG�RQ�WKH�IXOO�
circuit of communication, that is, texts, production/distribution, and audiences.”8 In their opinion 
the visibility of cult programs: “arises from the distinctive practices of cult television fans, which 
include the formation of loose interpretative communities and the production of tertiary texts.”9 

As for audience visibility, Downton Abbey has surely engendered quite a vast active fandom. 
$OWKRXJK� WKH� VKRZ�JDLQHG� VRPH� DWWHQWLRQ� LQ� WKH�PHGLD� IRU� ³HFFHQWULF´� IDQ� DFWLYLWLHV�� OLNH� WKH�
costume dinners organized by Downtonians for communal viewings of the show,10 the majority 
of fan communities are mostly “invisible” and “common” – those will be the core of our focus. 

As for the general context, in the last two years the media hype around Downton has been mas-
VLYH�±�LQ�VSLWH�RI�D�PHDJHU�SURPRWLRQDO�FDPSDLJQ�IURP�QHWZRUNV11 – and has attracted more and 
PRUH�YLHZHUV�WR�WKH�VKRZ��HQFRXUDJLQJ�D�FROOHFWLYH�H[SHULHQFH�WKDW�EURXJKW�EDFN�³WKH�VHQVH�RI�
anticipation we felt about watching television again.”12 The term “cult” has been widely applied to 
WKLV�VKRZ�LQ�QHZVSDSHUV��PDJD]LQHV�DQG�SXEOLF�GLVFRXUVH��PDQ\�DUWLFOHV�GH¿QH�LW�DV�D�³SKHQRP-
enon,”13 a “must-see TV show”14 and it has been listed on the British CultBox website alongside 
RWKHU�ORQJVWDQGLQJ�IDQ�IDYRULWHV�OLNH�Doctor Who.15 

Moreover, we cannot neglect that part of the series’ success outside the United Kingdom is due 
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WR�LWV�³%ULWLVKQHVV�´�7KH�³%ULWLVK�PHGLD�IUHQ]\�´�DV�)UDQFHVFD�&RSSD�GH¿QHV�WKLV�FRQFHSW�LQ�GH-
VFULELQJ�WKH�RULJLQV�RI�$PHULFDQ�IDQV��RI�%ULWLVK�WHOHYLVLRQ"��16 started long before Downton and 
KDV�URRWV�LQ�PRUH�WKDQ�MXVW�WHOHYLVLRQ��DV�WKH�HQRUPRXV�VXFFHVV�RI�HYHU\�-DQH�$XVWHQ�¿OP�DGDSWD-
WLRQ�KDV�FRQ¿UPHG��8QGRXEWHGO\��Downton�EHQH¿WV�IURP�D�VRUW�RI�³%ULWLVK�WKULOO´�WKDW�KDV�FDXJKW�
television audiences, although it is certainly not the only successful English TV show now being 
praised all over the world. Both longstanding cult show Doctor Who, in its latest “re-incarnation” 
���������DQG�WKH�ODWHVW�UHERRW�RI�D�P\WKLF�¿JXUH�RI�(QJOLVK�OLWHUDWXUH��6KHUORFN�+ROPHV��Sherlock, 
2011-), are at the moment included among the “must-see” TV shows. However, while the majority 
RI�WKHVH�VKRZV�SHUWDLQ�WR�WKH�VFL�¿�RU�P\VWHU\�JHQUH��Downton Abbey, as a “classic” period drama, 
is indeed a very unsual series to become cult TV. 

PBS has been the American provider of British media from the mid-1970s. Its long running 
series Masterpiece, which hosts Downton��KDV�EHHQ�WUDQVPLWWHG�RQ�WKH�QHWZRUN�IRU����\HDUV�DQG�
IHDWXUHV�PRVWO\�³KHULWDJH´�¿OPV�DQG�79�VKRZV��:LWK�LWV�KLJKEURZ�TXDOLW\�RI�VFULSW��DFWLQJ��DQG�
costumes, Downton�DSSHDUV�WR�EH�QRW�VR�GLVWDQW�IURP�WKH�PLQLVHULHV�DQG�79�¿OPV�WKDW�Masterpiece 
has been airing in the US to mixed results. However, not only was Downton’s success unprece-
GHQWHG�LQ�WKH�KLVWRU\�RI�WKH�QHWZRUN��EXW�LWV�JOREDO�DSSHDO�VHHPV�FRQ¿UPHG�E\�RXWVWDQGLQJ�UDWLQJV�
in almost every country in which it airs.17 Moreover, the series managed to engage a young audi-
HQFH��D�¿UVW�IRU�WKLV�NLQG�RI�JHQUH�18 
7KH�HQRUPRXV�VXFFHVV�RI�WKLV�VHULHV�EULQJV�XV�WR�D�FUXFLDO�HOHPHQW�UHJDUGLQJ�WKH�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�FXOW�

media: the “niche vs. mainstream issue,”19 with cult TV usually diverging from the latter. As Matt 
Hills argues in Mainstream Cult, an essay dedicated to Doctor Who,20 the “mainstream vs. niche” 
DXGLHQFH�LV�LQGHHG�D�IDFWRU�FRQVLGHUHG�E\�PDQ\�WR�EH�RI�YLWDO�LPSRUWDQFH�LQ�GH¿QLQJ�ZKDW�D�FXOW�
�79�VKRZ��LV�JLYHQ�WKH�WHUP¶V�RULJLQ�LQ�WKH�PLOLHX�RI�WKH�IDQWDV\�DQG�VFL�¿�JHQUH��DOZD\V�GHHPHG�
WR�EH�WKH�UHDOP�RI�D�JHHN�DQG�VXEFXOWXUDO�DXGLHQFH��
7KHUHIRUH��LW�LV�GLI¿FXOW�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�KRZ�D�SURGXFW�FDQ�EH�³FXOW´�DQG�DW�WKH�VDPH�WLPH�DWWUDFW�

millions of viewers, which is the case for both Doctor Who and Downton Abbey. 
It is in regards to such a contradiction that it has become challenging to simply address series 

such as Doctor Who and Downton Abbey – which attract millions of viewers – as cult TV, for their 
³FXOWQHVV´�GRHV�QRW�DOZD\V�¿W�LQWR�ZKDW�ZH�KDYH�VHHQ�DV�FXOW�PHGLD�SDUDPHWHUV�

Fandom under the lens

2XU� VXUYH\� WRRN�SODFH� IURP� WKH� ODVW�ZHHN�RI�$XJXVW� WLOO� HDUO\�6HSWHPEHU�������D�YHU\�EXV\�
period for Downton fandom awaiting – and then commenting about – the third season, which 
premiered in the UK on 16 September 2012. 
,Q�WKH�PDWWHU�RI�IDQGRP�UHVHDUFK��ZH�EHOLHYH��SDUDSKUDVLQJ�7LVKD�7XUN�ZRUGV�21 that while the 

special cases of fan activity are often poignant and understandable outside fandom, it is the more 
typical and ordinary fan activities, and their numbers, that can really give us meaningful insights 
WR�DQG�KHOS�XV�WUDFH�VLJQL¿FDQW�SDWWHUQV�DQG�WUHQGV�ZLWKLQ�IDQGRP��
0HWKRGRORJLFDOO\�VSHDNLQJ��ZH�FKRVH�WR�DGRSW�D�PL[HG�VWUDWHJ\�RI�TXDQWLWDWLYH�DQG�TXDOLWDWLYH�

DQDO\VLV�LQ�RUGHU�WR�HIIHFWLYHO\�PDS�WKH�¿HOG�RI�WKH�(QJOLVK�VSHDNLQJ�IDQGRP��,Q�VRPH�FDVHV��ZH�
could use tools for data scraping and collecting that provided us with samples and measurable 
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data.22� ,Q� RWKHU� FDVHV�� WKLV� NLQG� RI� DQDO\VLV�ZDV� LPSRVVLEOH� ±� HVSHFLDOO\� IRU�7XPEOU� EORJV� DQG�
posts.23 
,Q�RXU�VXUYH\�ZH�KDYH�QRW�PDGH��DQG�LQ�PDQ\�FDVHV�FRXOG�QRW�PDNH��DQ\�JHRJUDSKLFDO�GLVWLQF-

tion regarding Downton fans: with the notable exception of the live-tweet feed that was mostly 
composed of UK Twitter fans following the third season’s premiere on TV, most activities could 
KDYH� EHHQ� SXUVXHG� IURP� DQ\� SODFH� LQ� WKH�ZRUOG�� KHQFH� FRQ¿UPLQJ� WKH� WUDQVQDWLRQDO� QDWXUH� RI�
Downton fandom.

We tried to map a large range of activities: from the well-established, such as fansites, to the 
most recent, such as Tumblr; from the most immediate, such as live-tweet comments during the 
DLULQJ�RI�DQ�HSLVRGH��WR�WKH�PRVW�WLPH�FRQVXPLQJ��VXFK�DV�IDQ¿FWLRQV�DQG�IDQYLGHRV��:KLOH�VRPH�
results are strictly connected to the moment under observation, such as Twitter feed and blog 
SRVWV��UHVXOWV�IURP�IDQ¿FWLRQV�DQG�IDQYLGHRV�DUH�DVFULEDEOH�WR�D�ORQJHU�ODSVH�RI�WLPH��7KURXJK�WKLV�
intricate scenario of fan reactions and responses to the show we hoped to provide a veritable image 
RI� WKH�PXOWLOD\HUHG�IUDPHZRUN�LPSOHPHQWHG�E\�RXU�FRQYHUJHQW�PHGLDVFDSH��RQH�WKDW�VHL]HV�RQ�
“the new eases of opportunity brought about by digital technologies, broadband internet and the 
wider set of technologies and internet uses clustered under the ‘Web 2.0’ umbrella.”24 
*LYHQ�WKH�GDLO\�WUDI¿F�RQ�7XPEOU��DURXQG�����SRVWV�SHU�GD\�WDJJHG��'RZQWRQ$EEH\�SOXV�GR]-

HQV�IRU�RWKHU�WDJV�UHIHUHQFLQJ�WKH�VKRZ��DQG�EDFNOLQNV�E\�RWKHU�ZHEVLWHV�DQG�EORJV��ZH�HVWLPDWHG�
Tumblr to be pivotal for Downton fandom’s activities and decided, during the period mentioned 
above, to daily observe the website for collecting data for our survey.

As for fansites, once one of the most common fan activities on the web, we have retrieved very 
IHZ��RQO\�����DQG�WKRVH�ODFNLQJ�D�YHU\�KLJK�YLVLW�UDWLQJ��,Q�WKH�PDWWHU�RI�IDQ¿FWLRQ��ZH�FRQVLGHUHG�
WZR�GLIIHUHQW�SRUWDOV��IDQ¿FWLRQ�QHW�DQG�DUFKLYHRIRXURZQ�RUJ��VHOHFWHG�IRU�WKHLU�ORQJHYLW\�DQG�LP-
portance among the fans. Using tags and descriptions to identify and classify the texts, we sampled 
2108 stories (about Downton Abbey). We collected a sample of 837 fanvideos on the videosharing 
portal YouTube��VRUWHG�E\�XVLQJ�WDJV�DQG�NH\ZRUGV��$V�IRU�7ZLWWHU��ZH�FRQVLGHUHG�WZR�GLIIHUHQW�
NLQGV�RI�DFWLYLWLHV��RQ�RQH�KDQG�ZH�REVHUYHG�WKH�IDQPDGH�SUR¿OHV�RI�FKDUDFWHUV�RI�WKH�VKRZ�DQG��
on the other hand, we monitored the live twitter feed during the UK third season’s premiere, col-
lecting and analyzing a sample of about 22,000 tweets.25 

Everyone goes down the aisle with half the story hidden. The Romance factor

2QH�RI�WKH�PDLQ�IDFWRUV�RI�IDQ�LQWHUHVW�LQ�DQ\�¿OP�RU�VKRZ�LV�IUHTXHQWO\�WKH�URPDQFH��WKH�ORYH�
stories between two or more characters. If these love stories are written in the actual text, they are 
GH¿QHG�³FDQRQ�´�LI�WKH�MRLQLQJ�RI�FKDUDFWHUV�LQWR�D�FRXSOH�LV�RQO\�D�IDQWDV\�RI�WKH�IDQV��LW�UHSUHVHQWV�
a “non-canon” pairing. In the world of Downton there are three main canon couples for whom the 
DXGLHQFH�URRWV��/DG\�0DU\�&UDZOH\��WKH�HOGHVW�GDXJKWHU�RI�(DUO�*UDQWKDP��DQG�0DWWKHZ�&UDZOH\��
the designated heir of the estate; Lady Sybil Crawley, the youngest and rebellious sister, and Tom 
Branson, the chauffeur for the family, the interclass and scandalous couple; and Anna Smith, head 
KRXVHPDLG��DQG�-RKQ�%DWHV��/RUG�*UDQWKDP¶V�YDOHW��WKH�GRZQVWDLUV�FRXSOH��

The main concern of fanvideos is without a doubt Mary and Matthew, the most beloved – and 
vidded26 – couple, with their classic “will they, won’t they” plot, complicated by patrimonial is-
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sues, severe war injuries and other unfortunate love interests getting in the way. 365 out of 837 
videos created by Downton Abbey fans focus on this couple, with an overall counting view of 
about 3,000,000 visualizations, followed by Sybil and Branson with 136 videos and Anna and 
Bates with 44. Moreover, 40 videos are dedicated to all the three couples together, in montages 
that also show scenes of other “minor” pairings. With an overall of 585 videos about couples, 
romance is the most addressed topic in Downton’s fanvids. 
,Q�ERWK�IDQ¿FWLRQ�SRUWDOV�WKH�PDMRULW\�RI�VWRULHV�DUH�FODVVL¿HG�DV�³URPDQFH�´�����RXW�RI�����RQ�

DUFKLYHRIRXURZQ�RUJ�����DERXW�0DU\�DQG�0DWWKHZ���DQG������RXW�RI������RQ�IDQ¿FWLRQ�QHW������
about Mary and Matthew, 252 about Sybil and Branson and 164 about Anna and Bates). In the 
FRQWH[W�RI�IDQ¿FWLRQ��ZKLFK�PRUH�HDVLO\�SHUPLWV�IDQV�WR�VSHFXODWH�DQG�LQGXOJH�LQ�QRQ�FDQRQ�VWR-
ries, we have also a considerable group of stories about non-canon couples such as Mr. Carson, the 
EXWOHU��DQG�0UV��+XJKHV��WKH�KHDG�KRXVHNHHSHU��2Q�IDQ¿FWLRQ�QHW�WKHUH�DUH�����VWRULHV�GHGLFDWHG�WR�
this non-canonical pair, almost as many as those dedicated to Sybil and Branson. 

On Twitter, via fanmade accounts, we can witness some (fan-made) romantic interactions. Usu-
ally the majority of posting activity occurs between episodes: fans love to recount the parts of the 
VWRU\�WKDW�KDSSHQ�RII�VFUHHQ�WKURXJK�WKHVH�7ZLWWHU�SUR¿OHV��)RU�H[DPSOH��WKH�IDQPDGH�#/DG\B0B
&UDZOH\� DQG�#&DSWDLQ&UDZOH\� H[FKDQJHG� WZHHWV� UHJDUGLQJ�0DU\� DQG�0DWWKHZ¶V�KRQH\PRRQ�
LQ�)UDQFH��ZKLFK�KDSSHQHG�HQWLUHO\�RIIVFUHHQ�EHWZHHQ�WKH�¿UVW�DQG�VHFRQG�HSLVRGH�RI�WKH�WKLUG�
season.27 Their long awaited wedding was one of the main storylines of the premiere and one of 
the main topics during the live-tweet (3000 tweets). The high excitement of fandom for this event 
FDQ�EH�VXPPDUL]HG�E\�XVHU�#VRSKLHBJDGG��³7KLV�LV�OLNH�WKH�UR\DO�ZHGGLQJ�DOO�RYHU�DJDLQ�´28 

I’m a woman, I can be as contrary as I choose. The Dowager factor

One of the most important, and most beloved, assets of Downton Abbey, in the eyes of its fan-
GRP��LV�/DG\�9LROHW�&UDZOH\��'RZDJHU�&RXQWHVV�RI�*UDQWKDP��SRUWUD\HG�E\�WKH�OHJHQGDU\�'DPH�
0DJJLH�6PLWK��0RWKHU�RI�WKH�(DUO�RI�*UDQWKDP�DQG�grandmama of the three Crawley sisters, her 
FKDUDFWHU�LV�D�WUXH�IDQ�IDYRULWH��+HU�FDXVWLF�DQG�DEUDVLYH�VSLULW��KHU�XQVLQNDEOH�UHVSHFW�IRU�(QJOLVK�
traditions and old-fashion aristocratic life style, but, most of all, her fulminating one-liners that 
spare nobody (nor our titles for this essay and its paragraphs) outline a complex character that ap-
parently everyone in the fandom loves to the core. It’s not by chance that the most seen fanvideo 
posted on YouTube, with more than 500,000 views, is a montage of her most memorable quotes 
from season 1, Downton Abbey: Top 10 Maggie Moments.29 2QO\�¿YH�YLGHRV��DPRQJ�WKH�����ZH�
have gathered, are dedicated to this character, but they alone collect over 1 million of views. 
,Q�WKH�IDQ¿FWLRQ�DUHD��WKHUH�DUHQ¶W�PDQ\�VWRULHV�ZULWWHQ�H[FOXVLYHO\�DERXW�KHU��6WLOO�KHU�FKDUDF-

WHU�LV�OLVWHG�LQ�DOPRVW�HYHU\�IDQ¿FWLRQ�DV�D�VLGH�FKDUDFWHU��7KLV�FDQ�FRQ¿UP�KHU�VWDWXV�DV�RQH�RI�
Downton’s most beloved inhabitants, one that must be present in the stories told about this world. 

There are multiple fanmade Twitter accounts about the Countess30 and during live-tweets many 
users simply re-tweet her lines. During the premiere about 1000 tweets referred directly to her 
character, mostly cherishing her return on the screen.
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You’ll find there’s never a dull moment in this house. The Writing factor

I love it because it’s a posh soap-opera written by a poet. 

It brings together my love for plausible-but-unlikely sentimental scenarios, 

huge ensembles and great writing.31 

The series’ writing, the storylines, and their portrayal by the actors appear to be an important el-
HPHQW�RI�LQWHUHVW�IRU�IDQV��$V�0DUN�-DQNRYLFK�DQG�1DWKDQ�+XQW�DUJXH��IDQV¶�³SHUVLVWHQW�LQWHUHVW�LQ�
scripts and the ways in which they develop characters and story lines shows the insistence on lit-
erary values, as does the concern with the devices and techniques of storytelling.”32 These values 
are an instrument in the eternal struggle of “real” fans to position themselves against “despicable” 
inauthentic commercial media and anti-fans.

This interest can be located, on one hand, in the story arch of every character, and, on the other, 
in the ensemble of events. Much attention is given, for example, to the events of the First World 
War that absorb every episode of the second season and affect almost every character. In the gener-
al commentary about the series, both on Tumblr posts and on Twitter, the series’ “great writing” is 
usually stressed and endlessly cited by fans. During live-tweets many users praised the quality of 
the show and its writing: “Downton Abbey is quality TV!,”33�³-XOLDQ�)HOORZV��\RX�DUH�D�JHQLXV��(S-
isode one of Downton Abbey�ZDV�GLYLQH�IURP�WKH�¿UVW�VFHQH�WR�WKH�ODVW��6FUHHQZULWLQJ*HQLXV�´34 
In the days after an episode aired, half of the Tumblr posts discussed the faults and credits of the 
plots and the authors’ development of the story, criticizing quite harshly any unwanted element. 
,Q�RXU�VDPSOH������IDQYLGHRV��KDYLQJ�DOPRVW�D�PLOOLRQ�YLHZV�RYHUDOO��FDQ�EH�OLQNHG�WR�WKLV�NLQG�

of interest. Some are recaps of entire episodes or seasons.35 Others focus on general themes of the 
VHULHV��XVXDOO\�RQ�DQ�HPRWLRQDO�OHYHO��OLNH�³UHJUHW´�RU�³IRUJLYHQHVV�´36 Many are tributes to the en-
semble of the cast, but there are also 36 character vids, videos that focus on a single character story. 

Besides the couples and Lady Violet, Downtonians usually show a very broad interest for each 
character: although the series has a large cast, all the minor characters have enough screen time 
WR�PDNH�WKH�DXGLHQFH�IHHO�DWWDFKHG�WR�WKHP��7KH�RQH�PRVW�GLVFXVVHG�LV�SUREDEO\�7KRPDV�%DUURZ��
the scheming footman. Aided by his accomplice, O’Brien, Thomas is the only evil character in 
the show. The fact that he is portrayed as a closeted homosexual and a “troubled soul” enhance 
KLV�DSSHDO��7KH�LQWHUHVW�LQ�KLV�¿JXUH�LV�FOHDUO\�GHPRQVWUDWHG�E\�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�RQH37 of the only two 
videos dedicated to his character has collected about 350,000 views, “classifying” it as the second 
most viewed video of all Downton Abbey¶V�YLGHRV��7KRPDV�LV�TXLWH�SRSXODU�DOVR�LQ�IDQ¿FWLRQV��
especially in the slash categories.

What is a week-end? The Historical/Retro Fashion factor

It feels like such a different period drama to any others that have been before, 

kind of more updated. The characters are brilliant, 

such amazing storylines. The setting of the house is gorgeous!!! 

The costumes, the hair!38

I wish I was born around the time of Downton Abbey I love all the dresses, houses and cars.39
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We can easily apply to Downton what Andrew Higson asserts are the pleasures of so-called 
%ULWLVK�KHULWDJH�¿OPV��

7KHVH�¿OPV�DUH�VHW�LQ�WKH�SDVW��WHOOLQJ�VWRULHV�RI�WKH�PDQQHU�DQG�SURSULHWLHV��>���@�LQ�FDUHIXOO\�GHWDLOHG�DQG�
visually splendid period reconstructions. The luxurious country-house settings, the picturesque rolling 

green landscapes of southern England, the pleasures of period costume [...] are among the more fre-

TXHQWO\�QRWHG�DWWUDFWLRQV�RI�VXFK�¿OPV�40

A pivotal part in fan fascination in Downton Abbey is without a doubt its historical setting, 
WKH�¿UVW�WZR�GHFDGHV�RI���th century. Through the series, the contemporary audience can witness 
a period of disruptive changes and innovations in history, a far away world transforming into 
something more similar to the contemporary world, an occurrence audiences can easily empathize 
ZLWK��$V�&ODLUH�0RQN�VWDWHV�LQ�KHU�ORQJVWDQGLQJ�UHVHDUFK�RQ�ERWK�RII�DQG�RQOLQH41�KHULWDJH�¿OP�
audiences, there are recurring pleasures and interests that people display regarding these products. 
One is the “value of authenticity,” the accuracy of the historical aspects of the story. In Downton, 
fans are clearly fascinated by these aspects, from the First World War, to the rules, manners and 
etiquette of the Edwardian society that have such a huge impact on the development of the sto-
rylines. Alongside posts and discussions about these features of the series,42 there are also websites 
dedicated to the series’ historical period.43

2Q�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��0RQN�LQVLVWV�RQ�WKH�³TXDOLW\�YDOXH�´�ZKLFK can be epitomized by fans’ en-
JDJHPHQW�ZLWK�WKH�YLVXDO�DVSHFWV�RI�WKH�¿OPV��,Q�Downton elements such as settings, decor, period 
IXUQLWXUH�DQG�REMHFWV�DQG��PRVWO\��IDVKLRQ��DUH�LQYDOXDEOH�DVVHWV�WKDW�DUUHVW�WKH�QLWSLFNLQJ�DWWHQWLRQ�
RI�IDQV��:H�FRXOG�HYHQ�DI¿UP�WKDW�WKH�FRQWLQXRXV�H[FKDQJH�RI�LPDJHV�DQG�*,)V�RQ�7XPEOU�FDQ�EH�
entirely considered a general appraisal for Downton’s visual pleasures, especially the costumes. 
)DQV�DUH�TXLWH�REVHVVHG�ZLWK�WKH�IHPDOH�FDVW¶V�RXW¿WV�DQG�IURFNV��WKH\�GDLO\�SRVW�VHWV�RI�SLFWXUHV�
RI�D�VSHFL¿F�GUHVV�RU�WKH�FRVWXPHV�RI�D�FKDUDFWHU�GXULQJ�DQ�HSLVRGH��6RPHWLPHV��WKH\�HQJDJH�LQ�
EDFNJURXQG�UHVHDUFK� WKH�YLQWDJH�SLHFHV�XVHG�E\� WKH�FRVWXPH�GHSDUWPHQW��7KHUH� LV�HYHQ�D�EORJ�
dedicated solely to the lamps used in the show with references to actual antiques.44

7KHUH�DUH�VSHFL¿F�7XPEOU�EORJV�GHGLFDWHG�WR�WKH�VKRZ¶V�IDVKLRQ��VXFK�DV�GRZQWRQ�LV�OLIH�WXPEOU�
com and styleatdownton.tumblr.com. On YouTube, there are 44 tutorials made by fans on how 
WR� UHSURGXFH� WKH� ORRN��PDNHXS� DQG�KDLUVW\OHV� RI� WKH�&UDZOH\� VLVWHUV��'XULQJ� WKH� OLYH�WZHHW� RI�
the premiere many tweets were dedicated to Lady Mary’s wedding dress and about 1000 tweets 
UHIHUUHG�GLUHFWO\�WR�IDVKLRQ��³,�MXVW�ORYH�WKH�SHULRG�FORWKLQJ�RQ�'RZQWRQ�$EEH\��0DNHV�PH�IHHO�
under-dressed just watching it!”45 

Life is a game where one must look ridiculous. The Silliness mode

/DVWO\��ZH�ZDQW�WR�SRLQW�RXW�DQ�DVSHFW�WKDW�LV�QRW�OLQNHG�WR�D�VSHFL¿F�IDFWRU�RI�LQWHUHVW�EXW�LV�PRUH�
a “modality” of fan behavior. During the last twenty years of the fan studies debate, presented as 
a semiotic resistance to the top-down content imposed by “The Powers That Be”, the other modes 
by which fans interact with their object of affection have often tended to be neglected. One is what 
ZH�KDYH�FDOOHG�WKH�6LOOLQHVV�PRGH��)DQV¶�DSSUDLVHG�HQF\FORSHGLF�NQRZOHGJH�DQG�H[SHUWLVH�DERXW�
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their favorite show, and their ability to handle its intra-textual and meta-textual elements, can also 
be found in more whimsical and spirited activities made just for fun. 

In the case of Downton we have blogs that feature the adventures of puppet-versions of char-
acters as Mr. Bates (everyonelovesavalet.tumblr.com) and Mrs. Hughes (mrshughesadventures.
tumblr.com) pictured “on tour” in different locations. 
7KHUH�DUH�DQ\�NLQG�RI�PDVK�XS�EORJV�� IURP�Telegrams from Downton, that combine pictures 

of Downton characters and sexually explicit text messages, to a long list of blogs that mash-up 
Downton with other television series such as Abbey of Thrones, Downton Greendale, Arrested 
Downton, and so on.46 The same principle of playfully combining elements can be seen in fan-
videos that mix content from the series with other media text or that play with genre conventions 
DQG�FRGHV��$PRQJ�WKH�PRVW�YLHZHG�IDQYLGV�ZH�FDQ�¿QG�D�Downton Abbey-Mean Girls Trailer,47 
and several Downton Abbey horror/suspense videos48 that build alternate narratives for the show. 

Maybe the most peculiarly bizarre activity of all is the “Free Bates” movement.49 It started at 
the end of season 2 when Mr. Bates was convicted for a murder he did not commit. Fans built 
DQG�SURPRWHG�WKH�OLEHUDWLRQ�FDPSDLJQ�¿UVW�ZLWK�JUDSKLF�PDQLSXODWLRQV�DQG�*,)V��WKHQ�ZLWK�DFWXDO�
merchandise such as signs to be used during marches, mugs and t-shirts with “Free Bates” printed 
on them. The campaign rapidly went viral as members of the cast started to wear the “Free Bates” 
pins and t-shirts in public events.

Don’t be defeatist, dear, it’s terribly middle class. My fandom is better than yours

:H�KDYH�FRQGXFWHG�WKLV�VXUYH\�WU\LQJ�WR�¿QG�ZKDW�±�IURP�D�IDQ¶V�SHUVSHFWLYH�±�GLIIHUHQWLDWHV�
Downton from other shows and what peculiar features attract so many viewers to this “normal 
classic period drama.” Still, our research did not stumble upon any activity or fan behavior that 
might be considered exclusively pertinent to this show and its fandom. Downton’s fans engage in 
PDQ\�NLQGV�RI�IDQZRUNV�DQG�PDNH�H[WHQVLYH�XVH�RI�HYHU\�GLJLWDO�WRRO�WKH\�PLJKW�KDYH�DFFHVV�WR��,Q�
opposition to other viewers or the so-called “anti-fans,” Downtonians defend the qualities of their 
beloved show, its script, its author and its actors with passionate arguments and engage in playful 
DQG�TXLUN\�DFWLYLWLHV�WKDW�DUH�VLJQDOV�RI�WKHLU�IDPLOLDULW\�ZLWK�WKH�WH[W��%XW��DV�VWDWHG�DERYH��VXFK�HQ-
hanced interest is not limited to Downton’s fandom and is noticeable in most contemporary TV-se-
ULHV�IDQGRPV��HVSHFLDOO\�WKRVH�WKDW�FDQ�EHQH¿W�IURP�DQ�³KLVWRULFDO�VHWWLQJ�´�'RXEWOHVV�Downton’s 
creators and show runners have managed to build a truly solid product, which has both a fortunate 
and carefully crafted intersection of features and pleasures largely due to its “heritage status.”

So, how can Downton, a superb production yet hardly different than many series airing nowa-
GD\V��EH�VLJQL¿FDQW�LQ�D�PRUH�JHQHUDO�HYDOXDWLRQ�RI�WKH�FRQWHPSRUDU\�WHOHYLVLRQ�HQYLURQPHQW�DQG��
VSHFL¿FDOO\��RI�(XURSHDQ�SURGXFWLRQV"�&RXOG�LWV�VLWXDWLRQ�WKURZ�VRPH�OLJKW�RQ�WKH�FXUUHQW�FRQGL-
WLRQ�RI�D�JOREDOO\�JURZLQJ�PHGLD�HQYLURQPHQW�DQG�IDQGRP"�

In the Downton case we have different national broadcasting conditions and timing worldwide. 
)RU�H[DPSOH�� LQ�WKH�86��VHDVRQ���DLUHG�LQ�-DQXDU\�������PRUH�WKDQ�WKUHH�PRQWKV�DIWHU� WKH�8.�
premiere. However, if we observe Tumblr blogs and posts, this delay did not seem to bother US 
fandom which obviously watched the third season by other means (peer-to-peer downloading as 
ZHOO�DV�OLYH�VWUHDP�DQG�VWUHDPLQJ�OLQNV�RQOLQH���(YHU\�6XQGD\��8.¶V�³'RZQWRQ�'D\�´�GXULQJ�WKH�
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KRXUV�SUHFHGLQJ�WKH�VKRZ��WKH�ÀRZ�RI�SRVWV�RQ�7XPEOU�LV�¿OOHG�RI�OLYH�VWUHDP�OLQNV�SRVWHG�E\�XVHUV�
IRU�WKH�EHKDOI�RI�QRQ�8.�YLHZHUV��,Q�,WDO\��WKH�¿UVW�VHDVRQ�ZDV�EURDGFDVWHG�DIWHU�D�FRQVLGHUDEOH�
delay in the spring of 2012, almost a year and a half later, on a minor channel, and virtually not 
advertised. The episodes aired together two per evening and in some cases were even shortened. 
The ratings were extremely low and the second season has not aired yet. However, even if viewers 
should be one season and a half behind, and so far exposed to a censored and mutilated version of 
the series, Italy has a particularly active Italian online-fandom. A young Italian woman runs some 
of the most viewed and important websites for Downton fandom, such as downtonline.com and 
PLFKHOOH�GRFNHU\�FRP��7KHUH�DUH�,WDOLDQ�EORJV�DQG�D�ZHEVLWH��GRZQWRQDEEH\IDQVLWH�QHW��GHGLFDWHG�
to the series, and many widely viewed fanvideos have been made by Italian vidders. 

This situation is, again, by no means different from other acclaimed series and is a symptom 
RI�D�SDUDGLJP�RI�79�ZDWFKLQJ�WKDW�KDV�DOUHDG\�FKDQJHG�IRUHYHU��IDQGRP�LV�QR�ORQJHU�OLQNHG�WR�
LWV�FRXQWU\¶V�UHJXODU�EURDGFDVWLQJ�QHWZRUN�DV�WKH�RQO\�SURYLGHU�RI�WKH�REMHFW�RI�LWV�DIIHFWLRQ��$QG��
HVSHFLDOO\�IRU�\RXQJ�DXGLHQFHV��WKH�VHULHV�JHRJUDSKLFDO�RULJLQ�GRHV�QRW�PDNH�DQ\�GLIIHUHQFH�ZKHQ�
it comes to the consumption and appreciation of the product, nor does it affect these viewers’ 
involvement within the fandom.
6RPH�ODVW�UHPDUNV�DERXW�Downton as cult TV-series. 
2XU�¿QGLQJV�UHJDUGLQJ�Downton fandom proves the series to be a “commercially driven TV 

GUDPD�ZKLFK�VHOI�FRQVFLRXVO\�GUDZV�RQ�GLVFRXUVHV�RI�DXWKRUVKLS��VRSKLVWLFDWLRQ��DQG�TXLUNLQHVV�
ZKLFK�KDYH�EHHQ�PRUH�WUDGLWLRQDOO\�OLQNHG�WR�FXOW�79�LQ�LWV�WHOHIDQWDV\�PRGH�´50 Hills argues that: 

concepts of “cult” and “mainstream” have started to break down and coalesce into new patterns of 

FXOWXUDO�PHDQLQJ��)DQ�DFWLYLWLHV�VXFK�DV�RQOLQH�SRVWLQJ�DQG�VSHFXODWLRQ��¿FWLRQ�ZULWLQJ�EDVHG�RQ�WKH�
RULJLQDWLQJ�79�VKRZ¶V�FKDUDFWHUV��DQG�WH[WXDO�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQV�UHYROYLQJ�DURXQG�VSHFL¿F�FKDUDFWHUV�DQG�
relationships, have all now begun to revolve around what might otherwise be thought of as “main-

stream” TV shows.51

While “elements of ‘cult’ and ‘mainstream’ TV are increasingly being re-articulated,” we can 
GUDZ�IURP�WKLV�D�QHZ�³ZD\�RI�WKLQNLQJ�DERXW�WKH�QHZ�PHGLD�GULYHQ�ULVH�LQ�IDQ�DFWLYLWLHV�VXUURXQG-
ing shows that would not conventionally have been thought of as ‘cult’.”52 Through this perspec-
tive, we might be able to clarify Downton Abbey’s peculiar positioning in the cult media context 
and consider it a good example not only of the progressive fading of boundaries between niche 
IDQ�DFWLYLWLHV�DQG�PDLQVWUHDP�PHGLD�FRQVXPSWLRQ��EXW�DOVR�RI� WKH�HPHUJHQFH�RI�D�QHZ�NLQG�RI�
³0DLQVWUHDP�&XOW�7HOHYLVLRQ�´�RQH�WKDW�EHQH¿WV�IURP�LQFUHDVLQJO\�IHZHU�JHRJUDSKLF�OLPLWDWLRQV�

�� *HRUJ�6]DODL��³'RZQWRQ�$EEH\¶�6HDVRQ�7KUHH�'HEXW�RQ�8�.�¶V�,79�´ The Hollywood Reporter, 17 Sep-
WHPEHU� ������ KWWS���ZZZ�KROO\ZRRGUHSRUWHU�FRP�QHZV�GRZQWRQ�DEEH\�LWY�XN�WKLUG�VHDVRQ�GHEXW�UDW-
LQJV���������$OO�WKH�LQWHUQHW�OLQNV�FLWHG�WKURXJKRXW�WKLV�SDSHU�KDYH�EHHQ�ODVW�YLVLWHG�RQ���2FWREHU������

�� 7LP�.HQQHDO\��³5DWLQJV��µ'RZQWRQ�$EEH\¶�6HDVRQ���)LQDOH�*LYHV�3%6�%HVW�1XPEHUV�6LQFH������´ The 
Wrap, 23 February 2012, http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/02/23/idUS106622438720120223.

�� ³:KDW¶V�ZURQJ�ZLWK�HYHU\RQH�LQ�%ULWDLQ"�>«@�+RZ�GLG�,79�PDQDJH�LW"�,W�LV�,79��DIWHU�DOO��KRPH�RI�The 
X Factor […]. ITV does not do period dramas.” See Matt Rudd, “Why Are So Many People Watching 
Downton Abbey"´��LQ�Sunday Times, 17 October 2010, p. 6.
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