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Lost and found

By Dylan Cave
Jean-Luc Godard’s maxim that “all you need for a 
movie is a gun and girl” has inspired screenwriters 
and directors across the world, but any producers 
worth their salt know that hard cash and a good 
script helps too. This was particularly true during 
the late 1970s, when the British film industry had 
all but collapsed and independent filmmakers 
were reliant on a tiny network of production 
companies, distributors and investors for finance. 
Although British technical and special-effects 
expertise was blooming, and Hollywood was 
returning to the UK for major productions such 
as Star Wars (1977), Superman (1978) and the 
Bond franchise, smaller independent British 
companies were struggling. How, in 1977, did 
an aspiring new producer get a film made?

It’s the question raised by writer/director/
producer Maurice Hatton in his acutely funny yet 
almost forgotten Long Shot. Set during the 1977 
Edinburgh Film Festival, it tells the tale of two 
filmmakers trying to bring their Aberdeen-set 
adventure movie Gulf and Western to the screen. 

Charlie Gormley is a producer of 
documentaries and short films who’s eager to 
break into features. When a distributor offers 
match-funding on condition the film has a 
name director, Charlie travels to Edinburgh 
with his screenwriter Neville Smith. Together 
they try to track down Sam Fuller, who is 
supposedly at the festival with Wim Wenders 
and The American Friend. Amid the buzz of the 
festival, they encounter different film industry 
professionals, each with an opinion on Charlie 
and Neville’s script, ranging from the useful to the 
downright unhelpful: “Sam Fuller…?” asks one 
of the disengaged festival team “…is he press?”

Hatton was a co-founder of production 
company Mithras Films with Richard de la Mare 
and John Irvin. Set up in the early 1960s, Mithras 
produced a remarkable series of documentaries 
exploring life among different communities in 
British society, from miners (Gala Day, 1963) to 
politicians (The Challenge, 1965) and strippers 
(Carousella, 1965). The Challenge won best 
documentary at Venice, and this award-winning 
documentary instinct is an asset in Long Shot, 
blurring the film’s thin line between fact and 
fiction. Charlie and Neville are playing versions 
of themselves: Smith had written Stephen 
Frears’s debut Gumshoe (1971); Gormley would 
go on to direct Heavenly Pursuits in 1986. 

In scenes that feel semi-improvised, Hatton 
observes the budding filmmakers as they 
mingle cheerily among the festival crowd or 
hold earnest production meetings in a cramped 

rented bedsit. He shot on 16mm using grainy 
soon-to-expire black-and-white stock, which 
gives the film a palpable sense of time and place. 

The naturalistic performances and the 
immediacy of the shooting style keep the film 
fresh, as Charlie and Neville continue to pitch 
Gulf and Western to a veritable Who’s Who of 
the late-70s UK film industry. After approaching 
Wenders to see if he’d be interested in being 
their second choice as director (he’s cheekily 
listed as “another director” in the end credits), 
Charlie has frank and amusing meetings with 
John Boorman, Twentieth Century-Fox executive 

Sanford Lieberson and powerful theatrical 
agent Dennis Selinger. Stephen Frears appears 
as a haughty biscuit salesman. Best of all is Alan 
Bennett as a brilliantly ineffectual doctor, whose 
prescription for Neville’s writer’s anxiety and 
sense of loneliness is Meals on Wheels. Each 
liaison tackles different parts of the filmmaking 
biz with gentle wit. When pitching the lead 
female role to Susannah York, Neville admits 
that the part is still a little underwritten. “And 
you thought of me,” teases York straightaway, 
with only the slightest hint of irritation. 

Between these amusing exchanges, however, it 
emerges that Hatton and scenarist Eoin McCann 
are building a sharp satire about the state of 
the British film industry. With each encounter, 
Charlie is forced into more and more compromise 
about his film. Talking to Lieberson, he blanches 
at the suggestion that he would need to be 
supervised by a Fox-approved executive producer. 
He explains that this happened to a colleague 
who “ended up going for the coffee”. Lieberson 
responds sympathetically, asking whether 
Charlie would also go for coffee, if it meant the 
film got made. “It’s a little heartbreaking,” he adds. 

Although filmed in 1977 and completed in 
1978, Long Shot didn’t see UK theatrical release 
until the summer of 1980. It was met with 
generally warm reviews but, apart from a one-
off Channel 4 broadcast in 1985, has remained 
well under the radar. The BFI National Archive 
holds the 16mm original negatives and there’s 
a fine 35mm print in the BFI’s distribution 
library. It played at the 2010 Edinburgh Film 
Festival, where concern was raised about 
the merits of some of the British films from 
the 70s that are being rediscovered. Those 
concerns shouldn’t apply to Long Shot, a fun, 
intelligent and quietly devastating indictment 
on the British film industry’s darkest days. 

i Long Shot screens in the ‘Projecting the 
Archive’ slot at BFI Southbank on 6 June

A sharp, funny look at the lot 
of the independent filmmaker 
is enlivened by cameos from a 
who’s who of industry figures

Pitching for glory: Neville Smith, Anne Zelda and Charles Gormley in Maurice Hatton’s Long Shot

Stephen Frears is a haughty 
biscuit salesman, Alan Bennett a 
brilliantly ineffectual doctor who 
prescribes Meals on Wheels

Long Shot

‘If you can imagine a 
picaresque comedy being 
forged from the repeated 
lament for a native cinema, 
this is it – and its hard-
knocks humour probably 
succeeds in carrying it 
beyond an in-joke’
Paul taylor ‘Time Out’, 1980

‘Most of Long Shot remains airily and 
delightfully funny as its meandering 
odyssey unfolds to the punctuation of 
Brechtian titles which point the moral that 
achieving success is easy if you abandon 
everything you wanted to achieve’
tom Milne ‘Monthly Film Bulletin’, July 1980
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