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Rustling petticoats, ringlets and bling jewels; dark secrets and afternoon 
romps. Lace up your corset for Belgravia, another addictive costume drama 
from the creator of Downton Abbey. Juliet Rieden goes behind the scenes.

   Is Belgravia the  
new Downton?
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a delicacy and ambiguity about it.”

Opposite Lady Brockenhurst is 
Anne Trenchard, one of the newly 
burgeoning middle class, played by 
acclaimed comedy actress Tamsin 
Greig. “What I was intrigued by  
was the fact that even though women 
seemed less powerful at that time, 
Julian has put two women centre 
stage and has focused on their power, 
which is that they have secrets about 
the continuation of the family line.  
It’s what they do with that information 
which drives the story.” says Tamsin.

Scandalous secret 
The drama began life as Julian’s 
bestselling novel and the plot and 

dialogue stick very closely to the 
original. It is a fevered fable of secrets 
and scandals among the upper echelons 
of London society in the 19th century 
and involves a clever double time 
frame, opening with a ball on the  
eve of the Battle of Waterloo and  
then shifting to 26 years later in  
the porticoed doors of London’s  
grandest neighbourhood.

Driving the constantly changing 
narrative are two families: the 
Trenchards, merchants, and the 
Brockenhursts, aristocrats at the very 
top of Society’s ladder. At a legendary 
ball in Brussels hosted by the Duchess 
of Richmond, young lovers Sophia 
Trenchard (the Trenchards’ only → 

T
here’s nothing like global 
anxiety to elicit a retreat into  
nostalgia, so the screening of 
new British TV period drama 
Belgravia is very timely.  

It’s from the pen of Downton Abbey 
creator Julian Fellowes and is 
consequently already creating quite  
a stir. While the plots and eras are 
different, like Downton, Belgravia 
boasts glittering locations, lush 
costumes and a story that unpicks  
the chasms between the classes. 

“Belgravia is the sort of comedy  
of manners and upstairs-downstairs 
drama that Julian writes incredibly 
well,” says producer Colin Wratten, 
who spent 12 enjoyable months 
making the show. “But he also writes 
women incredibly well, and at its 
heart Belgravia is about two strong-
willed matriarchs who are separated 
by a class divide but who are both 
suffering from the death of a child.”  

“I was in Downton Abbey,” says 
veteran actress Dame Harriet Walter, 
the star of Belgravia, who plays one  
of those leading matriarchs, Lady 
Brockenhurst. “People will probably 
compare Belgravia with Downton 
Abbey, but this is very different from 
that series. Where it is similar [though] 
is in the fact that Julian creates 
characters on every level of the social 
order and has an equal amount of 
interest in all of them ... there is a lot 
going on between the lines. There is  

Above: Dame Harriet Walter  
as Lady Brockenhurst. Right: 
Acclaimed actress Tamsin Greig 
in her finest as Anne Trenchard.

“Belgravia is about two 
strong-willed matriarchs.”
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daughter) and Lord Edmund Bellasis 
(the Brockenhursts’ only son) forge an 
ill-fated legacy that will create scandal 
for generations to come. 

“The ball was an extraordinary acme 
for a certain kind of tragic privilege. 
Uniquely entitled young men with 
their nice fiancées, wives and sisters 
were dancing at the Duchess’s ball. 
They then left the dance floor to  
go straight to the battlefield,” says  
Julian Fellowes. “Many of the details 
fascinated me. As the men left and the 
women were weeping, some people 
carried on dancing. Some of the young 
officers were still in their dress coats 
when they died at Waterloo two days 
later. There’s something about that 
image that is both glamorous and 
incredibly sad.

“I wanted to focus on a cross-class 
relationship, and one of the things 
about warfare and living away from 
London is that normal social rules are 
suspended. It is said to be much easier 
to cut through the barriers of society 
during a war than at any other time.”

The ball actually happened – on 
June 15, 1815 – and Julian’s attention 
to historical detail brings a richness to 
his storytelling. “The past has always 
fascinated me, even as a child,” he tells 
me. “I was very lucky to get interested 
while my great aunts were still alive. 
When I was 15, I was able to talk to 
my Great Aunt Isie, who was born in 
1880. She was presented to Queen 
Victoria. That was really interesting  
to me. I was talking to someone who 
was effectively from another planet. 
Later in life, I benefited as a writer 
from her teachings because she was  
10 years older than Mary Crawley in  
Downton Abbey.”

Like Downton, it is again the  
women who dominate in Belgravia. 
 “I am always interested in women 
who are dealing with the limitations 
of their own day,” Julian explains. 
“We didn’t invent clever and 
ambitious women, but in those  
days they had to use ingenuity and 
tactics to get their way, which makes 
(I hope) for rewarding viewing.  
Also, remember that, in Society, the 
women were more powerful than  
the men.  

servants are omnipresent. So, when 
the aristocrats talk about their secrets, 
the servants hear everything and start 
to piece things together between them ...”

Adam James plays handsome 
philanderer John Bellasis. He is 
expecting to inherit the Brockenhurst 
fortune until he uncovers a potential 
spanner in the lineage. “You always 
have to have a rogue, someone the 
audience love to hate, and John is that 
man,” says Adam. The character is 
motivated by “plain, venal ambition. 
He is trying to attain the lifestyle he’s 
been brought up to believe he will 
inherit,” adds Adam. “But it’s hard to 
defend his behaviour. The minute he 
discovers his inheritance might be 
threatened, he does everything in his 
power to win. He uses all the tools in 
the box, from charming humour to 
slightly stronger tactics. He’s always 
got his eyes on the prize. He knows 
how to look after number one. I don’t 
play him as a bog-standard villain. 
There is a human aspect to John 
which Julian draws so beautifully.”

Changing times 
The mid-19th century era Julian has 
chosen marked a notable change in 
the social hierarchy of the times and 
industrialisation also had a huge 
impact. “Belgravia deals with  
evolving social advancement. You 
have industrialists and nouveaux 
riches suddenly rubbing shoulders 
with, and living in the same area as, 
aristocrats. It’s a very rich world,” 
explains producer Colin Wratten. 

The British class system is certainly 
endlessly fascinating, but I suggest 
that in Julian’s dramas there is also  
a sense that class is something that is 
stifling and destroying British society. 
Is this for dramatic effect or is this 
striking at the truth of class system?

“It is true that class interests me  
and you have put your finger on the 
central dichotomy: is it preserving 
traditions, giving useful lessons in 
correct behaviour and generally 
keeping the spirit of Britain alive?  
Or is it a cruel set of lies used to 
subjugate the British by persuading at 
least three-quarters of them that they 
are not quite good enough?” Julian → 

“When Becky Sharp [the heroine in 
Thackeray’s famous novel Vanity Fair] 
asks Lord Steyne to get her into Society, 
he replies that he cannot do it. She 
would need the help of his wife. So, 
here, Caroline Brockenhurst uses  
her armoury of power to get what she 
wants. She also tries to control Anne 
Trenchard, but Anne has the best 
weapon of all – she couldn’t care less 
about any of it.”

Swirling subplots reveal scheming 
servants and a very raunchy extra-

marital affair, giving the drama a 
frisson of breathless naughtiness and 
intrigue. “The servants are slightly less 
moral than they are in Downton. That 
makes for a very interesting dynamic,” 
muses Colin Wratten. “We are used  
to seeing very noble, upstanding 
servants like Carson, the butler in 
Downton. But some of the below 
stairs characters in Belgravia have  
no pensions, so they have to earn  
a few extra pounds whenever 
opportunities might arise. The 

Above, left: Jack Bardoe plays dashing Charles Pope. Above, right: Ella Purnell  
as Lady Maria Grey. Below and opposite: Belgravia’s rich costumes, grand sets  
and striking locations have seen the series compared to Downton Abbey.  
Opposite, below: Tamsin Greig with Alice Eve as Susan Trenchard.
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replies. “I suppose the 
correct answer is ‘All 
of the above,’ but, 
dramatically, it is a 
useful device to ratchet 
up the tensions in 
social situations, 
providing a truthful 
framework for 
disappointed ambition 
and discontent. After 
all, the dynamic of 
people wanting to join 
the ‘haves’ is still with us as much as 
ever. You only have to do the social 
round in Los Angeles to know that.”

To make a period drama zing, 
viewers also need to be able to relate 
to the characters and their situations, 
even though they are from a bygone 
time, says Julian. “Period dramas have 
to tell us about ourselves to catch on. 
There is something quite interesting 
when you demonstrate that human 
nature doesn’t alter. Crinolines and 
carriages may change but audiences 
see people with impulses they 
recognise, making choices they would 
make. The fact that those characters 
are in a top hat or a tiara doesn’t 
make any difference.”

Dame Harriet agrees. “There is 
something safe and comforting about 
looking at the past and thinking that 
we are well out of it. We can look 
back and smile. At the same time,  
the people in period dramas are very 
similar to us, and that makes it really 
interesting. It’s like looking at old 
paintings and realising that they were 
flesh and blood. They may have had 
different moral structures and clothes, 
but they were still pretty much us.”

I ask Julian if he bases his characters 
on people he knows. “I think it was 
Evelyn Waugh who said ‘Novelists 
don’t make much up,’ and I think the 
same might be said of screenwriters. 
You often draw on characteristics of 
people you have come across, but  
of course you might change their age 
or their sex or anything else, so it is 
not as simple as writing portraits.  
One thing does amuse me. People love 
to think that they are the inspiration 
for a character, even when they are 
not sympathetic. They are always 

disappointed to hear that they are not.  
So I just borrow the line, ‘I couldn’t 
possibly comment’,” he jokes.

Location, location 
Of course, production values are also 
key to a hit series, and enormous 
energy went into creating the world  
of Belgravia. “There were several 
major challenges, including the very 
large cast. There are 65 characters  
and 107 different locations and sets.  
A lot of them were locations for just 
one scene. When you’re writing a 
novel, you can write what you like. 
Your mind is conjuring up a shop,  
a library or the [London private 
members’] Athenaeum Club. But on 
TV, you have to see all these places.  

In addition, the aristocrats have two 
houses – in Belgravia and in the country 
– so we needed to find those, which 
was a very big ask!” says Colin Wratten.

“One of the biggest challenges was 
the fact that the drama is set in 
Belgravia, a very distinct part of 
London with white stucco buildings 
and very grand architecture. But there 
is no way you could film there because 
it’s now full of embassies and high 
security, so to find that world was a 
challenge. It led us around the country 
to locate other similar squares.” 

After endless searching, Colin found 
Moray Place in Edinburgh, which he 
used as a stunt double for Belgravia. 
“The problem is that it is sandstone 
rather than the brilliant whites of 

Belgravia. But as it was the best 
location we had, we had to deal with 
that and created the white appearance 
through CGI [computer-generated 
imagery]. You are always nervous 
when you’re a hostage to fortune in 
that way, but I think it looks brilliant.” 

Julian is known for his pernickity 
detail and Colin admits he’s never 
worked on a production where so much 
emphasis was placed on the small 
stuff. “We had an etiquette adviser on 
set all the time. For instance, he would 
advise the actors that people back 
then didn’t touch. They never shook 
hands. They would bow and curtsy 
instead. Sometimes actors would say, 
“okay” or “hi”, but the adviser would 
point out that people didn’t say that at 
that time. We had to be rigorous about 
the formality of our vocabulary.”   

And then there are the costumes, 
which for the women involved layers 
of rustling petticoats and punishing 
corsets. “In 1841, crinoline was not 
invented, so women wore four or five 
heavy petticoats underneath their 
dress,” says Tamsin Greig. “Obviously, 
we had to wear that because it’s such 
an incredibly authentic production. 
That way, the actors are completely 
immersed in the experience of the 
otherness of being alive back then.  

It was hard. Anything you do in those 
costumes takes a mental and 
biological reorganisation. There is  
no way to prepare for that, unless  
you spend your time before filming 
wearing a corset! It turns out that  
the body needs to be able to move  
and breathe and stay healthy!”

The show comprises six episodes, but 
there have been reports of a second 
series, especially after positive reviews 

in the US, where Downton has a cult 
following. So why is it that we love 
period dramas so much?

“Almost everyone is curious about 
their own family’s past and the period 
drama really builds on that, tapping 
into a general curiosity about how we 
lived then,” answers Julian. “What I 
always find fascinating is not how 

different things were, 
but how similar their 
emotional reactions 
were to our own, 
certainly by the time 
you reach the 19th 
century. We tend to 
think that because,  
for example, there  
was a lot more child 
mortality, they must 
have been less attached 
to their children than 
we are, but there  
is a mountain of 
testamentary evidence 
to show they were 
devoted parents in 
many, if not all, cases.  
I think perhaps they 
were better than we  
are at dealing with 
grief or pain. As a 
generation, we seem  
to believe we can live 
our lives without 
experiencing either, 
when they knew 
they couldn’t.”

There is always  
a sense of the royal 
family hovering in  
the background in the 
worlds Julian creates. 
It’s another element 
that brings a unique 
popularity to the 

dramas, but I wonder if he can 
imagine a day when Britain will no 
longer have a monarchy. “I never discuss 
the monarchy,” he says, “but I will say 
it continues to be central to British 
life. As for the day you ask about,  
I hope it never comes to pass, but 
either way, I will be long dead.” AWW 
 
Belgravia is on Foxtel’s BBC First  
and Foxtel on Demand.

Detail is crucial  
to the series: an 

etiquette adviser 
was on set to guide 

the actors, and  
the costumes were 
heavy, particularly 

the women’s.

A contemplative 
Lady Grey (Ella 
Purnell). Above:  
The servants are 
central to the  
show’s subplots. 

“There are 65 characters  
and 107 locations and sets.”


