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DAVID FULTON

A Holiday from High Tone:

Politics and Genre in Andrew Davies’s Adaptation of

Daniel Defoe’s Moll Flanders

When Granada commissioned Andrew Davies to adapt Moll Flanders, they were

consciously engaging in an act of TV politics, designed to counter recent BBC

successes.1 That latter organisation had long stood accused of reneging on its public-

service obligations and, in an attempt to compete for audience figures with ITV, of

dumbing down its programmes.  One of its responses was to reassert its commitment to
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such a plethora of popular genres that he would end up with an affectionate, slightly

subversive, postmodern parody of the classic serial.  He certainly developed a playfully

erotic relationship with Moll that would have been wholly inappropriate in his

characterisation of Dorothea Brooke: “It wasn’t long before I began to be a little in love

with her.  The young Moll would have made a wonderful girlfriend—sparky,

ingenuous, passionate….I imagined her as having a strong face, broad shoulders and a

splendid bosom.”(ST) Davies did not stipulate Moll’s sex scenes should be filmed with

the soft focus of Emanuelle, but he made sure they paid ironic homage to its formula of

one coupling every ten minutes or so, a tactic which dismayed Daniel Craig, who

played Moll’s Lancashire husband: “I kept thinking, ‘Not another sex scene!’ There’s at

least four an episode and they’re full-on bums-in-the-air, or up-against-the- wall, or

oops-Missus-there-go-my-trousers.  Obviously they’ve gone for the sex angle….”11

Moll is wittily transformed by Davies into something approaching a soft porn heroine,

the woman of almost inexhaustible sexual appetite, who will hyperventilate at the

slightest hint of dalliance.  “She does, I am bound to say,” remarks Hilary Mantel

somewhat dryly, “seem a little easily roused”.12 Indeed so all-constraining is the sexual

imperative in Moll that she is unable to reconcile herself to any prolonged period of

abstinence.  The novel has her and the gentleman of Bath agree to stay together and

share each other’s beds without making love.  This arrangement lasts for “near two

Year” in Defoe;13 in Davies’s script it does not survive a single night.  Faced with the

potentially repetitious nature of Moll’s heterosexual encounters, Davies makes an ironic

reference to another soft porn convention of the all-women variation by “invent[ing] a

character” merely so that Moll can indulge with her in what he describes as “a little bit

of tastefully filmed lesbian action.”(ST)
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runs away; soon after ending up as a servant in Mrs Allworthy’s House for Young

Ladies or high-class brothel, she is about to be thrown out for lack of accomplishment,

when she suddenly asserts herself: “I don’t need to be told twice; if I do, get rid of me!”

She strongly resists all forms of repression: despite the nuns’ sadistic beatings she

refuses to confess the sinfulness of attacking the priest; although beaten on the orders of

Mrs Allworthy, she keeps silent rather than get Hibble into serious trouble by revealing

that she saw him making love to one of the brothel’s most prized prostitutes.  The film’s

central relationship, which occurs when she falls in love with and eventually marries a

poor artist (John Lynch) for whom she poses, seems engineered to illustrate her doughty

qualities: early in the affair, she threatens to leave the artist’s lodgings on the grounds

that he ordered her to stay and she will “not be told what to do by any man”; when the

artist returns after she has spent the day tidying his chaotic studio and coolly announces

he prefers chaos, she dramatically tips all the shelves upside-down onto the floor; after

he starts to weaken with consumption, she reverses roles and begins to draw him;

though heavily pregnant herself, she finds the strength to nurse him through his final

days, dismiss a doctor who claims five pounds for non-existent services and then give

birth to Flora totally unaided.Behind these strong 90s women one sometimes senses the

presence of Thatcher, ‘the iron lady’, who rose from Grantham grocer’s shop, via

Oxbridge and marriage to a millionaire, to the Prime Ministership and who was

prepared to pursue a risky, jingoistic foreign war merely to deflect attention from

failings at home and to convert England into a police state in order to defeat the miners.

Thatcher’s upward social mobility is mirrored by Davies’s Moll.  “Born in

Newgate Prison…she had a very bad start,” according to Kingston, “but…she doesn’t

see…the fact that she wasn’t born with privileges will hinder her from being taken as a

gentlewoman.”(MMF) She overcomes numerous setbacks to win through to wealth and
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“it was supposed to be a business enterprise, but Mr James Seagrave spoke to my heart

and other parts too.”(II iii)

Moll likes to regard herself as the acceptable, romantic face of capitalism: she is

“a merchant venturer in a small way”(III iii) rather than an investor who “live[s] on

[merchant venturers’] backs like a louse on a sheep”.  Bland is placed as a lesser figure

because though he responds to trade’s romance—“England is a nation of merchant

adventurers; our brave ships circumnavigate the globe and come home laden with the

spoils of enterprise”—he still maintains that “the wisest man is he who sits at home and

draws upon the interest in his investment…they venture their lives, we venture our

capital”.  When Moll characterises her Lancashire husband’s newfound trade of

highway robbery as a kind of merchant venture, he dismisses it as “a high-risk

enterprise”, which forces her to contemplate a capitalism without romance: “and what

was I? Another desperate merchant adventurer with nothing to trade but my beauty

and…wit, adrift on the ocean of poverty, greed and lust with no safe haven in view (III

ii).

Moll continues to find the business ethic alluring even after she has been

reduced to theft: “I… saw myself as a true merchant venturer.  As our brave captains

scoured the seas and brought home their prizes, so I scoured the streets and

alleys….”(IV i) It is small wonder her partnership with Diver, “the best dip in England”,

is celebrated with a toast to “free enterprise” ( IV i). Prostitution after theft is merely

another entrepreneurial opportunity: “This was a business I had never tried before, but

now I thought, Why not?”(IV ii)

Davies has clearly read Ian Watt’s neo-Marxist view of Moll as a female

embodiment of Adam Smith’s homo economicus and thus one might think his script

would stand in relation to Defoe’s novel in the same way Brecht’s Mother Courage and
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woman, by which she means a woman who can support herself without having to go

into service, but with comic prescience she singles out the town prostitute as her

exemplum.  Her bafflement after she ends up as a quasi-servant, quasi-companion to the

Mayor’s daughters is presented in Thatcherite terms: “I never knew quite what I was in

that house: one of them or a servant.” (I i) She later sleeps with the family’s Elder

Brother in the hope of becoming ‘one of them’ through marriage, and although he

finally rejects her, she does secure her objective by wedding his younger brother.  On

his death, she singles out as her next spouse a London tradesman with social ambitions,

who invites her to play the role of gentlewoman to his ‘gentleman draper’.  After he

flees to France as a bankrupt, Moll does temporarily sustain the role as the Virginia sea-

captain’s wife—“I am a gentlewoman again” (II ii)—but poverty on her return to

England prevents her from making the part convincing: she rejects lodgings with other

debtors in the Mint on the grounds she is “a gentlewoman and shall continue so” (I iii),

while a later assertion that she is “a gentlewoman” is met by a landlady’s tart retort: “A

gentlewoman to me is one who pays a fortnight in advance.” (III iii) However, the

descent into poverty and crime proves only a temporary step down the social ladder

because by the final episode she is back in America as a ‘rich’ and ‘famous’ lady (IV

iii).

Moll’s determined pursuit of class mobility is made particularly modern by an

interesting choice of narrative mode.  Davies had to decide whether to retain Moll as the

text’s character narrator, aware, as he was, of the cinematic prejudice against voiceovers

for their archaic, ‘literary’ associations or whether to change to a more objective style.

In opting to follow Defoe, he may have been influenced by youthful memories of the

Nouvelle Vague for his script exploits not only voiceover, but a witty metafilmic layer.

Moll is at all times aware not simply of herself and the ironies she is uncovering, but the
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one when Moll learns her Virginia mother-in-law is her biological mother and runs

across a field towards the camera before stopping just short and delivering her horrified

monologue into it.

Moll’s role as a self-aware, business-minded manipulator of class is, however,

less significant to her modernity than her uninhibited, yet pragmatic approach to sex.

Lascelles saw Moll as “such a…modern character” because she is “a sexually self-

confident woman” who is “very upfront”—“her relationship with men is very direct:

how much are you worth? Do you want to go to bed with me?”(ST, MMF)  Another

way of putting this is that Davies gives Moll a post-feminist independence in

relationships.  On receiving the Elder Brother’s first kiss, she reacts as a prudent servant

(“No, please sir!”), but the next moment seizes the initiative by passionately kissing him

(I i). When he abandons her, she does not react according to her social position, hurling

“I never want to see you again” at his retreating back (I ii). Thereafter she becomes

predatory in her treatment of men, an approach for which Mark Springer and Sarah

Sarhandi find the musical equivalent in a stirring hunting theme on trumpet.  In contrast,

when Densham’s Moll is informed by Mrs Allworthy that “all men are fortune hunters

and therefore deserve to be hunted in their turn”, she rejects the analogy.  With Davies’s

Moll the thrill of the hunt is always subordinated to business considerations: “This was

not love, though far from unpleasant.  It was a business venture” (II i); “I needed a solid

citizen with money in the bank and Mr Bland would do very well until a better offer

came.”(III ii)

Moll’s modernity is a creation of Davies that finds little support in the original.

True, Defoe’s heroine does suffer the deprivations of capitalism, which teach her to

commodify life and even body, but hers is an early capitalist outlook that combines an

obsession with the cash nexus with a dissenting morality that Defoe internalised as a
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unfair stereotyping of women (“it is said by the ill-natured World, of our Sex, that if we

are set on a thing, it is impossible to turn us from our Resolutions”,25) and she lauds her

own ‘Courage’, ’Invention’ and ‘hardiness’ as a female felon26—but she is no believer

in women’s autonomy:

I found by experience, that to be Friendless is the/ worst Condition, next to
being in want, that a Woman can be reduc’d to; I say a Woman, because ‘tis
evident Men can be their own Advisers…but if a Woman has no Friend
to…advise and assist her, ‘tis ten to one but she is undone.27

She therefore commits herself to a series of men, and when her looks desert her and she

turns to crime, she then transfers that dependence onto a woman, her Governess: “I

knew no Remedy but to put my Life in her Hands.”28

Moll does mention her wish to become a gentlewoman at the narrative’s

opening, but does not pursue the theme with the same persistence as Davies’s heroine.

This can perhaps be explained in generic terms for the picaresque, rather than romance,

is the work’s dominant literary type and even among its minor generic features romantic

conventions like mysterious origins, the pursuit of love and upward social mobility are

subordinated to those of spiritual autobiography.  Moll Flanders is generically closer to

Bunyan’s Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners (1666) than Richardson’s Pamela

(1740-41).  Its narrative accrues a semblance of structure largely through the redemptive

pattern of descent into vice, consciousness of damnation, repentance and salvation.

True, Moll’s contrition will be regarded sceptically by modern readers because she only

confesses under the threat of the hangman’s noose and reverts to earlier notions as soon

as her sentence is commuted (she sees no problem in using her wealth, gained from

theft, for buying privileges as a transported felon and eventually setting herself up as a

Virginian gentlewoman).  However, it is essential for narrative success that her words

are given a certain credence when she declares: “I was cover’d with Shame and Tears
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no more”; or “in short it went on to what I expected; and to what will not bear

relating.”34 Her whole attitude may be summed up by the comment: “as for the Bed, &c

I was not much concern’d about that Part.”35 She does not even like to refer to sex

directly, preferring instead such euphemisms as “the last Favour,” “Correspondence”

and “Conversation.”36 Whenever the present perspective allows her a degree of pleasure

in lovemaking, the retrospective one follows with stern moral denunciation. Thus

premarital sex with the Elder Brother is later described as falling to the Devil’s

“unwearied” temptation to be “as Wicked as we pleas’d,” while subsequent assignations

become “frequent Opportunities to repeat our Crime.”37

 On reaching adulthood, Davies’s thoroughly modern Moll narrates her tale with

a cheekiness that declares with what clarity she sees the ironical implications of all that

happens; but Defoe’s pre-modern Moll is rarely in complete control of the ironies she

unloosens; indeed sometimes she—and perhaps even Defoe behind her—is their

unwitting victim.  Thus after robbing a young girl of her necklace, she justifies the

crime as a timely warning: “I had given the Parents a just Reproof for their Negligence

in leaving the poor Lamb to come home by it self, and it would teach them to take more

Care of it another time.”38 However, she seems unaware she is in no position to preach,

that if she really feels pity for the ‘poor lamb’, she should have directed her home rather

than robbed her, that if she sincerely believes parents should closely supervise their

offspring, she should not have farmed her own inconvenient children out, often to

complete strangers, whenever she moved on to a new scene of life.

The distinctively ironic narrative tone of Davies’s Moll, so modern in its

boldness, largely derives from her consistent habit of forcing the viewer to take notice

of the camera’s existence by directing some sly remark at it.  While Defoe’s Moll is a

radically intrusive narrator, conscious of the tale she is shaping as she tells it, she,
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unlike the eponymous narrator of The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy (1759-67)

and the narrators of postmodernist novels, is not interested in baring the device.  Indeed

Defoe, her creator, maintains the contrary illusion throughout his preface that the work

should be classed not as a novel or romance, but a “Genuine…private History.”39

Davies knew his adaptation of Moll Flanders took considerable liberties with the

original in the interests of contemporary relevance; he wanted his heroine to seem

modern in her sexual directness, her witty self-consciousness and her Thatcherite

strength.  Faithfulness was not an issue because he was taking a holiday from serious-

ness, concocting instead an entertainment, in which the playful manipulation of popular

genres produces a version that lightly parodies the whole notion of the classic serial.
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