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The Last Tree 
 

+ Q&A with director Shola Amoo 

British writer-director Shola Amoo’s second feature, The Last Tree, is a semi-
autobiographical coming-of-age film set in the early 2000s. It centres on a 
young boy named Femi of Nigerian descent who’s being fostered by a white 
parent, Mary (Denise Black), in Lincolnshire. As Amoo explains: ‘The story 
starts when his biological mum (Gbemisola Ikumelo) picks him up, takes him 
to south London to live with her, and we follow his trials and tribulations as he 
tries to find his identity within a new culture in a multicultural London.’ 

‘There are elements of the film taken from my life,’ Amoo says of his 
connection to the narrative, which charts the journey of Femi into his teens. 
‘The rest is amalgamated with other experiences I’ve heard around foster 
care, and friends who’ve dealt with this idea of double-consciousness: being 
of one community and living within another. It’s all woven together.’ That 
sense of struggling with the values and culture of an unfamiliar community 
also extends to Femi’s experiences of visiting Lagos, where his biological 
father lives. 

Following a young black character in a rural, predominantly white region like 
Lincolnshire is something audiences aren’t used to seeing in British cinema. 
Amoo is well aware of how his use of these environments upends what many 
viewers may be anticipating. ‘That was a very important thing,’ he says. ‘It’s a 
story that takes place across three distinct locations in three distinct times. 
They couldn’t be more different from each other. In many ways, Lincolnshire 
feels a world away from Lagos. The notion of subverting expectations of a film 
with a 99% black cast, and a black lead, that takes place in these locations – 
that was really a key proposition at the start.’ 

For much of the film, Femi is played by the magnetic Sam Adewunmi, who 
was born and raised in London. For roughly the first half hour, and in some 
later scenes that jump back in time, a younger Femi is played by first-timer Tai 
Golding. Amoo says he was ‘looking for someone who was expressive, where 
at the same time you could always engage with the concept of them having 
two layers: what’s presented and what’s underneath. They [both] had a look 
right between the eyes suggesting they’d seen things and had experiences.’ 

‘Younger Femi didn’t see a script,’ he continues. ‘With the young kids, it was 
important that we built the character with them, rather than try to restrict them 
with the script and bring them to a certain place. I come from a background 
of documentary, so I really wanted to be able to capture those moments in as 
raw and authentic way as possible.’ 

The Last Tree is more traditionally cinematic than Amoo’s previous feature,  
A Moving Image (2016), a multimedia film concerning gentrification. But the 
director sees a shared spirit between the two: ‘The Last Tree is very much 
informed by A Moving Image in the sense of how free and loose the latter is. 
That’s a film that mixes documentary and fiction and other mediums together. 
We’re not doing that explicitly in The Last Tree, but I think the essence of  
A Moving Image, being a freewheeling following of characters, is definitely 
there. I shot [The Last Tree] like I shoot documentaries, in the sense that it’s 



 
 

still very much about the discovery. It’s still about fluidity. It’s about the stuff 
that isn’t planned as much as the stuff that is planned.’ 

It’s Amoo’s second collaboration with cinematographer Stil Williams: ‘Stil and 
I worked together on the short film Dear Mr Shakespeare (2016). We were 
really hyped with what we got out of that and felt we developed a way of 
working that was exciting visually and took cues from a lot of places. We 
wanted to amplify that in The Last Tree. It’s a film that takes place in three 
distinct locations, so we were able to find a way to highlight those locations 
but also build a seamless bridge. 

‘One of the key things was the idea of a story that is 100% driven by a lead 
character’s perspective. How to create that perspective visually required 
developing shots that meant we were always able to follow that character, 
feeling inside the character’s head. The kind of lenses we would use in 
different spaces to communicate the freedom or the claustrophobic nature of 
the space, the difference between the vistas in Lincolnshire and the more 
claustrophobic urban environment in London. All of these things played into 
the way we were thinking about the perspective. And also, how to really make 
black skin pop in British cinema in a way we hadn’t really seen.’ 

‘Music is really useful in the film for highlighting that identity crisis,’ Amoo 
continues. ‘And the fact that with Femi, a young black teen in a predominantly 
black school, there is a notion of the music he should be listening to, but what 
he’s listening to on his headphones is different to the music he’s mentioning 
to his friends. 

‘There was always a concept of wearing a mask to cover oneself, to protect 
oneself, and then we’d have the moments where you let that mask down.  
The Cure was a really great band to communicate that and worked with the 
idea of the character liking something that he perhaps shouldn’t be supposed 
to like in the space that he’s in. It’s playing with the identity angle and it’s 
playing with the preconceptions one might have about a young black teen at 
that time.’ 
Josh Slater-Williams, bfi.org.uk, 11 September 2019 
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Cast 
Sam Adewunmi (Femi) 
Gbemisola Ikumelo (Yinka) 
Denise Black (Mary) 
Tai Golding (younger Femi) 
Nicholas Pinnock (Mr Williams) 
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BFI SOUTHBANK 
 

Welcome to the home of great film and TV, with three cinemas and a 
studio, a world-class library, regular exhibitions and a pioneering 
Mediatheque with 1000s of free titles for you to explore. Browse special-
edition merchandise in the BFI Shop. 
 
We’re also pleased to offer you a unique new space, the BFI Riverfront – 
with unrivalled riverside views of Waterloo Bridge and beyond, a delicious 
seasonal menu, plus a stylish balcony bar for cocktails or special events. 
Come and enjoy a pre-cinema dinner or a drink on the balcony as the sun 
goes down. 

 
BECOME A BFI MEMBER  
 

Enjoy a great package of film benefits including priority booking at  
BFI Southbank and BFI Festivals. Join today at bfi.org.uk/join 
 
 
BFI PLAYER 
 

We are always open online on BFI Player where you can watch the best 
new, cult & classic cinema on demand. Showcasing hand-picked 
landmark British and independent titles, films are available to watch in 
three distinct ways: Subscription, Rentals & Free to view.  
 

See something different today on player.bfi.org.uk 
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Saint Maud + Q&A with director Rose Glass 
Thu 2 Sep 17:45 
The Last Tree + Q&A with director Shola Amoo 
Sat 11 Sep 17:00 
Il Postino (The Postman) + Q&A with director Michael Radford 
Sun 12 Sep 17:00 
An Evening with Roger and James Deakins 
Sun 12 Sep 20:30 
Absolute Beginners + Q&A with director Julian Temple and 
cinematographer Oliver Stapleton BSC 
Wed 15 Sep 20:25 
The Souvenir + Q&A with director Joanna Hogg 
Fri 17 Sep 17:45 
The Selfish Giant + Q&A with director Clio Barnard 
Mon 20 Sep 20:50 
 

 
 
 

Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit + Q&A with director Beeban Kidron 
Thu 23 Sep 18:00 
Kurt & Courtney + Q&A with director Nick Broomfield 
Sat 25 Sep 14:30 
Theatre Girls + Q&A with director Kim Longinotto 
Sun 26 Sep 15:40 
Surge + Q&A with director Aneil Karia 
Tue 28 Sep 17:40 
Of Time and the City + Q&A with director Terence Davies 
Sat 2 Oct 14:15 
Rocks + Q&A with director Sarah Gavron 
Sat 2 Oct 17:30 
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