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REVIVING A CLASSIC: AN IN-DEPTH LOOK AT THE UPSTAIRS DOWNSTAIRS 2010 TV
SERIES

The world of television period dramas has seen many revivals, but few have carried the weight of
expectation quite like the Upstairs Downstairs 2010 TV series. A BBC reimagining of the beloved
1970s original, this three-part series (followed by a second series of three episodes) sought to
introduce a new generation to the intricate lives of both the aristocratic masters and the servants
who kept their grand London townhouse running. Set in 1936, against the backdrop of the
abdication crisis and the rumblings of another world war, the series offered a fresh yet nostalgic take
on the classic upstairs-downstairs dynamic. For fans of historical fiction and high-quality British
drama, this revival remains a fascinating, if occasionally polarizing, chapter in television history.

The Historical Context and Setting of the
Revival

The Upstairs Downstairs 2010 TV series wisely chose not to simply remake the original but to
create a new story set in the same universe. Instead of 165 Eaton Place (the original address), we
are introduced to 165 Eaton Place in Belgravia, London, now occupied by a new family: the Holland
family. The year is 1936, a pivotal moment in British history. King George V has just died, and the
scandalous romance between Edward VIII and Wallis Simpson is about to shake the monarchy to its
core. This historical tension provides a rich, textured backdrop for the personal dramas that unfold
within the Hollands' home. The decision to set the story in the 1930s was a deliberate one, allowing
the show to explore themes of social change, the decline of the aristocracy, and the looming threat
of fascism in Europe, all while maintaining the core appeal of the original concept.

Meet the New Cast: The Holland Family
and Their Staff

At the heart of the Upstairs Downstairs 2010 TV series are the new characters who quickly
became the focus of audience investment. The family is led by Sir Hallam Holland (played by Ed
Stoppard), a stockbroker and a man of integrity who is politically progressive but bound by his class
expectations. His wife, Lady Agnes Holland (Keeley Hawes), is a kind and capable woman who
struggles to manage a household that is both a home and a stage for social appearances. Adding
complexity is Lady Maud Holland, Hallam's formidable mother, a widow who embodies the rigid
values of a bygone era. She is played with steely grandeur by Eileen Atkins, who also co-created the
series. The Holland household also introduces a teenage son, Eustace, and a free-spirited American
relative, Pamela (Ellie Kendrick), who brings a modern, questioning perspective.

Downstairs, the kitchen and servants' hall are equally populated with compelling personalities. The
head of the household staff is Mrs. Bridges (Sheila Steafel), the cook, who is a direct link to the
1970s series (though played by a different actress, she shares the same name and passion for her
kitchen). The new butler is Mr. Pritchard (Adrian Scarborough), a meticulous and somewhat secretive
man who has his own complicated past. The young footman, Johnny, and the housemaid, Lily,
provide a youthful energy, while the fearsome kitchen maid, Ivy, adds a touch of comic relief and
streetwise pragmatism. This ensemble cast is carefully balanced to recreate the dynamic of rigid
hierarchy and covert alliances that defined the original series.

Key Storylines and Plot Developments

THE ABDICATION CRISIS AND SocIAL UPHEAVAL

The Upstairs Downstairs 2010 TV series uses the abdication crisis as a central plot engine. Sir
Hallam's political connections put him at the heart of negotiations, while his wife and mother have
sharply contrasting views on the king's relationship with an American divorcee. These debates
mirror the broader societal divisions of the time. The servants, too, are affected, as the crisis forces
them to question the very fabric of the social order they serve. The show deftly weaves historical
events into personal narratives, such as when a dinner party devolves into a heated argument about
monarchy and morality.

PERSONAL SECRETS AND RELATIONSHIPS

Beyond the historical backdrop, the series excels in its intimate character studies. Lady Agnes
discovers she is pregnant, a source of joy but also tension within the family, especially given the
high mortality rate of childbirth in the era. The butler, Mr. Pritchard, harbors a secret connection to a
dangerous political figure, injecting a thriller element into the domestic drama. Meanwhile, the
footman Johnny finds himself torn between his loyalty to the house and his growing feelings for a
woman outside the servants' hall. These personal arcs, while smaller in scale than the historical
events, provide the emotional core that made the series so watchable.

THE INTRODUCTION OF A NEw CHARACTER: THE AMERICAN INFLUENCE

The character of Pamela, the American niece, is a standout addition. She arrives from New York with
modern ideas about gender equality and social justice. Her presence challenges the established
order both upstairs and downstairs. She befriends a maid, discusses politics with the footman, and
even questions the necessity of a class system. Her flirtation with a left-leaning journalist creates a
subplot about the rise of political extremism. This character serves as a useful device for the writers
to comment on the era's contradictions without being anachronistic.

Production Design, Costumes, and
Atmosphere

A period drama lives or dies on its visual authenticity, and the Upstairs Downstairs 2010 TV
series delivers magnificently. The townhouse at 165 Eaton Place is sumptuously recreated, with
meticulous attention to detail. The upstairs rooms are filled with chintz, dark wood, and oil paintings,
evoking the comfortable wealth of the upper class. Downstairs, the kitchen and servants' quarters
are practical but cramped, contrasting sharply with the spacious drawing rooms. The costume
design is equally impressive. The women's dresses shift from the dropped waists of the 1920s
silhouette to the more structured, tailored looks of the 1930s. The servants' uniforms are faithfully
replicated, from the starched aprons of the maids to the formal morning coats of the footmen. This
visual richness immerses the viewer completely in the period.

Critical Reception and Comparisons to the
Original

The Upstairs Downstairs 2010 TV series received mixed to positive reviews upon its release.
Many critics praised the performances, particularly those of Keeley Hawes, Ed Stoppard, and Eileen
Atkins. The attention to historical detail and the high production values were also widely
commended. However, some viewers and critics struggled with the pacing. The 1930s setting, while
rich in dramatic potential, required a different narrative rhythm than the sprawling, decade-spanning
original. The original series unfolded over six years and 68 episodes, allowing for gradual character
development and plot evolution. The 2010 revival, with only six episodes total, had to be more
compressed, leading to some storylines feeling rushed or underdeveloped.

Another common criticism was the absence of the original characters. While the show respected the
continuity (Mrs. Bridges is a nod to the original), many fans hoped for a direct continuation or more
explicit connections. The decision to create a new family and a new set of servants was both a
strength and a weakness. It allowed the show to explore a different era and social milieu, but it also
meant losing the nostalgic pull of Jean Marsh's Rose or Gordon Jackson's Hudson. Nonetheless, for
viewers unfamiliar with the 1970s series, the 2010 version stands as a compelling, self-contained
drama.

Why the Upstairs Downstairs 2010 TV
Series Matters Today

In an era of streaming services and endless content, the Upstairs Downstairs 2010 TV series
remains a notable example of the classic British period drama genre. Its themes of social change,
the clash between tradition and modernity, and the personal cost of political upheaval are as
relevant today as they were in the 1930s. The series also serves as a gentle reminder of the power
of ensemble drama. Each character, from the highest lord to the lowliest maid, has a story worth
telling. The show's intimacy, its focus on the daily lives of its characters, offers a counterpoint to the
epic scale of series like "Downton Abbey," which also debuted in 2010 and became a global
phenomenon. While "Downton" enjoyed broader commercial success, the Upstairs Downstairs
2010 TV series arguably offered a grittier, more politically engaged look at the same period.

Conclusion: A Worthwhile Revival for
Period Drama Fans

The Upstairs Downstairs 2010 TV series may not have achieved the legendary status of its
predecessor, but it remains a beautifully crafted, intelligent, and thoroughly engaging piece of
television. Its strengths lie in its strong performances, its evocative setting, and its willingness to
engage with complex historical issues. For anyone who enjoys period dramas about the British class
system, it is a rewarding watch. Whether you are discovering the world of 165 Eaton Place for the
first time or returning to it with fond memories of the original, this revival offers a rich, satisfying
drama that captures the tensions and elegance of a bygone era. It stands as a testament to the
enduring fascination with the lives of those who served and those who were served, and the invisible
lines that connected them both.
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