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THE UNWRITTEN
COMMANDMENTS:
UNDERSTANDING
DOWNTON ABBEY
RULES
HOUSEHOLD
STAFF LIVED BY

Few  television  series
have  captured  the
imagination of viewers
quite  like  Downton
Abbey.  Beyond  the
opulent  gowns,  the
sweeping  love  stories,
and the dramatic twists
of  fate,  what  truly
anchored the show was
the  intricate,  almost

s a c r e d ,  s o c i a l
machinery  that  kept
the estate running.  At
t h e  h e a r t  o f  t h i s
machinery  were  the
servants ,  and  the
Downton  Abbey
rules  household
staff followed were not
merely  suggestions;
they  were  the  rigid,
unbreakable laws of  a
bygone  era.  These
rules  dictated  every
aspect of service, from
how to address a Duke
to  how  to  po l i sh  a
s i l v e r  s p o o n .
Understanding  these
regulations  is  key  to
app rec i a t i ng  the
dynamic  above  and
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below  sta i rs .  Th is
article  explores  the
d e t a i l e d  c o d e  o f
conduct,  the  strict
hierarchy,  and  the
fascinating  protocols
that  defined  the  lives
of the Crawley family’s
servants.
T h e  w o r l d  o f  a n
Edwardian  country
house was  a  kingdom
unto  itself,  and  the
Downton  Abbey
rules  household
staff  adhered  to  were
the constitution of that
kingdom.  These  rules
were  des igned  to
e n s u r e  a b s o l u t e
discretion,  flawless
service,  and  a  clear
separation  of  class.
They prevented chaos,
maintained the dignity
of both the family and
the  servants ,  and
e n s u r e d  t h a t  t h e
massive,  complex
estate functioned like a
well-oiled  clock.  While
the  show  dramatized

these interactions,  the
real i ty  was  just  as
strict.  Let  us  descend
the  back  stairs  and
e x p l o r e  t h e s e
fascinating protocols in
detail.

THE UNDISPUTED
HIERARCHY: THE
CHAIN OF
COMMAND BELOW
STAIRS

Before  understanding
specific  etiquette,  one
must  grasp  the  rigid
social  structure of  the
servant’s  hall.  The
Downton  Abbey
rules  household
staff  concerning  rank
w e r e  a b s o l u t e .  A
footman did not speak
directly  to  the  Earl;  a
scullery  maid  did  not
address  the  Lady’s
M a i d  w i t h o u t
p e r m i s s i o n .  T h i s
hierarchy  was  based
on  proximity  to  the
f a m i l y  a n d  t h e
"quality"  of  the  work
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performed.  Clean,
visible  work  (l ike  a
butler  serving  wine)
held higher status than
dirty, hidden work (like
a  hall  boy  cleaning
boots).

The
Upper
Ten: The
Domain
of Mr.
Carson
and Mrs.
Hughes
A t  t h e  t o p  o f  t h e
pyramid  stood  the
Butler, Mr. Carson. As
the commander of the
male  staff,  his  word
w a s  l a w .  H e  w a s

responsible  for  the
wine cellar,  the silver,
t h e  d i n i n g  r o o m
service,  and the  male
servants.  Direct ly
beneath him, but equal
in  stature,  was  the
Housekeeper,  Mrs.
Hughes. She ruled the
female  staff,  the  linen,
the  cleaning,  and  the
maids.  The  Downton
A b b e y  r u l e s
household  staff
dictated that the Butler
and  Housekeeper
maintain a professional
distance  from  other
servants,  often having
their own sitting rooms
(the  Housekeeper’s
Room and the Butler’s
Pantry)  where  they
conducted  business.
Following  them  were
t h e  C o o k  ( M r s .
Patmore), who reigned
s u p r e m e  i n  t h e
kitchen, and the Valet
(Mr.  Bates,  initially)
and  Lady’s  Maid
(Anna,  later).  Valets
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and Lady’s Maids had a
unique  status;  they
were  the  personal
servants of the master
and  mistress,  giving
t h e m  a  c e r t a i n
p r e s t i g e .  T h e y
answered  only  to  the
B u t l e r  a n d
Housekeeper (and their
employer directly).

The
Lower
Servants:
The
Engine
Room of
the

Estate
This group included the
Footmen  (William,
T h o m a s ,  A l f r e d ,
J immy) ,  the  Head
Housemaid  (Anna),
the  Kitchen  Maid
(Daisy), the Chauffeur
(Tom  Branson,  before
marrying  Sybil),  and
the  Nanny .  These
r o l e s  w e r e  s t i l l
considered  "upper"  or
"senior"  compared  to
the truly lowest ranks.
The  Downton  Abbey
rules  household
staff  strictly  forbade
fraternization  between
u p p e r  a n d  l o w e r
servants ,  though
friendships  naturally
formed.
Finally,  at  the  very
b o t t o m  w e r e  t h e
scullery  maids,  hall
boys,  and  k i tchen
porters.  They  were
often seen rather than
heard,  performed  the
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hardest physical labor,
and  had  the  leas t
contact with the family.
The rules dictated that
they eat in the kitchen,
not the Servants’ Hall,
and rise early to light
fires and scrub floors.

STRICT
PROTOCOLS OF
ADDRESS AND
DEFERENCE

T h e  m o s t  v i s i b l e
Downton  Abbey
rules  household
staff  were  those
regarding  speech.
Language was a tool of
class distinction.

Addressing the
Family:
Servants
addressed the
Earl and
Countess as "My
Lord" and "My
Lady." Children
of the house
were "Lady
Mary," "Lady

Edith," and "Lady
Sybil." Young
male heirs were
"Lord Grantham"
(to distinguish
them from the
Earl) when they
were older, or
"Master" when
young.
Addressing the
Staff: Senior
staff (Butler,
Housekeeper,
Cook) were
addressed by
their titles: "Mr.
Carson," "Mrs.
Hughes," "Mrs.
Patmore." The
use of "Mrs." for
the Housekeeper
and Cook did not
denote marital
status—it was a
title of respect.
Valets and Lady’s
Maids were often
called "Mr.
Bates" or "Miss
O’Brien." Lower
servants (maids,
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footmen, kitchen
maids) were
called by their
first names
(Anna, Daisy,
William) or their
position ("Hall
Boy").
The Invisibility
Rule: Servants
in a room with
the family were
expected to be
"invisible." This
meant no
speaking unless
spoken to,
walking silently,
and never
making eye
contact. When
the family
entered a room,
servants were
expected to face
the wall or leave
quietly. This
protocol is
perfectly
captured when
the family
descends for

dinner.

UNIFORM AND
PRESENTATION:
THE LIVERY OF
LOYALTY

The  Downton  Abbey
rules  household
staff  regarding
appearance  were
strictly  enforced.  Your
uniform  dictated  your
exact  p lace  in  the
order.

Male Staff
Butler:  The  Butler
wore a tailcoat  of  the
finest  cloth,  a  stiff
white  collar,  a  white
bow  t ie,  and  white
gloves (for service). He
was  the  epitome  of
elegance.
Valet: The Valet wore
a  lounge  su i t  o r  a
m o r n i n g  c o a t ,
reflecting  his  role  as  a
gentleman’s  personal
attendant.  He  did  not
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wear livery.
Footmen:  Footmen
were  the  peacocks  of
the  staff.  They  wore
the  family  l ivery:  a
b r i g h t ,  d e e p  r e d
tailcoat  with  brass
b u t t o n s ,  a  w h i t e
w a i s t c o a t ,  w h i t e
gloves,  and  powdered
wigs  (a  tradition  that
was  fading  but  stil l
observed at Downton).
T h e i r  l i v e r y  w a s
designed  to  impress
guests.
Hal l  Boy/Under-
Butler:  These  roles
wore  simpler  jackets,
often  black,  without
the  decorative  livery.

Female
Staff
Housekeeper:  The
Housekeeper  wore  a
severe,  long  black
dress,  often  with  a
chatelaine  (a  chain

holding keys,  scissors,
a n d  a  n o t e b o o k )
hang ing  f rom  her
wa i s t .  Th i s  was  a
symbol of her authority
and responsibility.
Lady’s Maid: A Lady’s
Maid  wore  a  plain,
high-necked  black
dress  with  a  simple
a p r o n .  S h e  w a s
expected  to  be  neat,
d i s c r e e t ,  a n d
unobtrusive.
H o u s e m a i d s :
Housemaids  wore  a
uniform  distinct  from
the  kitchen  staff.
During  the  morning,
they  wore  a  simple
cotton  dress  with  a
canvas  apron.  In  the
a f t e r n o o n ,  t h e y
changed into  a  "best"
uniform: a black dress,
white cap, and a neat
wh i t e  ap ron .  The
Downton  Abbey
rules  household
staff  stipulated  that
caps must be crisp and
starched.
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Kitchen Maids/Cook:
The Cook wore a white
d r e s s  a n d  a p r o n ,
reflecting  the
cleanl iness  of  the
kitchen. Kitchen maids
wore  simple,  durable
cotton  dresses  and
aprons,  often  covered
by a sacking apron for
rough work.

THE DAILY
RHYTHM: SERVICE
AND DOMESTIC
PROTOCOL

The  Downton  Abbey
rules  household
staff  governed  the
schedule  of  the  day.
There was no concept
of "free time" until the
family retired.

Morning
Service

6:00 AM: The
housemaids
began lighting

fires in the main
rooms and the
family’s
bedrooms. They
would brush
clothes left out
from the night
before and lay
out clean towels.
8:00 AM: The
family received
morning tea in
their rooms. The
servants had
already had their
own breakfast
(often porridge
and tea) in the
Servants’ Hall.
9:00 AM -
11:00 AM: The
upstairs rooms
were cleaned.
Beds were made,
chamber pots
emptied (a task
for the lowest
maids), carpets
swept, and
dusting
completed. The
Downton
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Abbey rules
household staff
dictated that no
family member
should ever see
a servant
cleaning a room.

Luncheon
and
Afternoon
Service
Luncheon  was  a  less
formal  meal,  but  the
footmen  still  waited.
The  family  ate  in  the
dining room, while the
senior  servants  ate  in
the Servants’ Hall. The
Downton  Abbey
rules  household
staff regarding posture
were  strict:  servants
stood  straight  with
hands  behind  their
b a c k s  w h e n  n o t
actively serving. In the

afternoon,  the  ladies
changed into afternoon
dresses, and the maids
were  responsible  for
l a y i n g  o u t  t h e s e
clothes.

The
Grand
Dinner:
The Peak
of Service
The dinner service was
the  most  important
ritual  of  the day.  This
w a s  w h e r e  t h e
Downton  Abbey
rules  household
staff  were  most
visible.  The  process
was an intricate ballet:

Preparation:1.
The Butler (Mr.
Carson)
inspected the
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dining room. He
checked the
placement of the
silver, the quality
of the candles,
the folding of the
napkins (often
into elaborate
shapes), and the
setting of the
table.
The Gown Call:2.
The Butler and
Lady’s Maid
(Anna) would
assist the family
in dressing,
having laid out
their chosen
evening wear
hours earlier.
The3.
Announcement
: Dinner was
announced by a
footman or the
Butler: "My Lord,
dinner is served."
Service: The4.
Butler and
footmen served.
The Downton

Abbey rules
household staff
dictated a
specific order:
ladies were
served first, in
order of
precedence
(Lady Grantham,
then the
daughters, then
other female
guests). Men
were served in
order of social
rank.
The Invisible5.
Hand: Servants
stood behind
each diner. They
did not speak.
They anticipated
needs—refilling a
wine glass,
removing a dirty
plate, offering
the next course.
The timing was
impeccable. The
main course was
served from the
left, and plates
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removed from
the right. Wine
was poured from
the right.
The6.
Withdrawal:
After the meal,
the ladies
withdrew to the
drawing room.
The footmen
would then serve
port and coffee
to the gentlemen
in the dining
room. The
servants waited
in the hall until
they were
needed.

BELOW STAIRS
ETIQUETTE: THE
SERVANTS’ HALL
RULES

The  Downton  Abbey
rules  household
staff did not apply only
to  serving  the  family.
They also governed life
below stairs.

Seating at the
Table: Seating in
the Servants’
Hall was strictly
by rank. Mr.
Carson sat at the
head of the
table. Mrs.
Hughes sat at
the foot. Mr.
Bates (the Valet)
and Mrs. Patmore
(the Cook) sat
near the head.
Daisy and the
scullery maids
sat at the far
end.
Silence at
Meals:


