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NOWHERE BOY    (Cert (Cert (Cert (Cert 15151515))))    
Reel Issues author: Sally Bedborough Sally Bedborough Sally Bedborough Sally Bedborough    

Director: Sam Taylor Sam Taylor Sam Taylor Sam Taylor----WoodWoodWoodWood    

Produced by: Icon Films Icon Films Icon Films Icon Films    

Length:    93 minutes  

Overview: a story of multiple loss, based on the true  a story of multiple loss, based on the true  a story of multiple loss, based on the true  a story of multiple loss, based on the true 

story of John Lennon’s teenage years. The film explores story of John Lennon’s teenage years. The film explores story of John Lennon’s teenage years. The film explores story of John Lennon’s teenage years. The film explores 

John Lennon’s upbringingJohn Lennon’s upbringingJohn Lennon’s upbringingJohn Lennon’s upbringing and his relationships with  and his relationships with  and his relationships with  and his relationships with 

the two women in his life.the two women in his life.the two women in his life.the two women in his life.    

Cautions: Contains strong language and sex. Pastoral  Contains strong language and sex. Pastoral  Contains strong language and sex. Pastoral  Contains strong language and sex. Pastoral 

note: in talking about death and loss, there is note: in talking about death and loss, there is note: in talking about death and loss, there is note: in talking about death and loss, there is 

potential for some painful personal issues to arise.potential for some painful personal issues to arise.potential for some painful personal issues to arise.potential for some painful personal issues to arise.    

SUMMARY OF PLOT 

The film opens with the scenes from John Lennon’s 

mid-teens. John (played by Aaron Johnson) lives with 

his Aunt Mimi (Kristin Scott-Thomas) and his Uncle 

George (David Threlfall). The young John has an easy 

relationship with his uncle, less so with his aunt who is 

depicted as a straight-laced type.  

John’s uncle dies and at his funeral, a young woman 

appears among the mourners. As secrets unfold, it 

emerges that this is John’s real mother, Julia (Anne-

Marie Duff). John and Julia begin a unique 

relationship, that includes vitality, risk and music. Julia 

is not much more than a teenager herself and she 

presents a very different type to Mimi, although they 

are sisters.  

John rebels against his schooling and his Aunt, and 

finds a measure of respite and refuge in Julia’s home 

although her partner, Bobby (David Morrissey) is not 

keen on John intruding into the family set-up. More 

secrets are revealed and we learn that Julia has had 

some history of mental fragility. There is a showdown 

between Julia and Mimi, in which John’s flashback to 

his five-year old-self is given explanation. A degree of 

healing is achieved all round, but then there is a tragic 

accident. The film ends as the group formed by Lennon 

plan their trip to Hamburg and the legend of the 

Beatles is poised to begin. 

Before he reaches the age of 20 years old, John 

Lennon loses three key parental figures: his natural 

mother and father and his uncle. His story offers the 

opportunity to consider how crises provide fertile 

ground for inspiration and the nurturing of creative 

genius.. 

SOME KEY ISSUES 

Reactions to loss: ‘the stiff upper lip’Reactions to loss: ‘the stiff upper lip’Reactions to loss: ‘the stiff upper lip’Reactions to loss: ‘the stiff upper lip’    ––––    The film is set 

in the 1950s – a time when we might think ‘the stiff 

upper lip’ style of coping with loss was more rife than 

it is now. The national outpouring of grief at Princess 

Diana’s funeral in the mid 90s perhaps signalled a 

change, indicating that the British were becoming 

more willing to show their emotions. But acceptable 

ways of handling tragedy and loss change only slowly 

and we may still find ourselves under pressure to deny 

or carry them alone.  

Reactions to loss: anger Reactions to loss: anger Reactions to loss: anger Reactions to loss: anger ––––    Anger, especially anger that 

results in violence, is as common today as it was back 

in the mid-fifties. As we face the deaths of people who 

are important to us, anger is often a factor. How much 

do we acknowledge this and how can that anger be 

channelled in more helpful ways?  

Reactions to loss: fertile ground for inspiration?Reactions to loss: fertile ground for inspiration?Reactions to loss: fertile ground for inspiration?Reactions to loss: fertile ground for inspiration?    ––––    

Many of our most inspired artists have grappled with 

mental health issues, depression or tragedy. The 

nature vs nurture debate often concludes that we are 

born with a predisposition or tendency for certain 

qualities and talents, but that as we grow, our 

environment shapes us into what we become. This film 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

    REELREELREELREELISSUESepicepicepicepic    

reelissuesreelissuesreelissuesreelissues.org.uk.org.uk.org.uk.org.uk  Nowhere BoyNowhere BoyNowhere BoyNowhere Boy /2 

reveals these forces at work, as we see the influences 

of friendships and tragedies on John Lennon bringing 

out his natural creative gifts. 

CLIPS AND IDEAS FOR RESPONDING 

Clip 1 –  DVD scene 1. Starts at 3.00 minutes to 

6.54 minutes (approx. 4 minutes).  

This opening scene establishes the characters in the 

film and tells us something of their personalities and 

relationships. John and his Uncle George get on well 

and we see the humour for which John Lennon 

becomes famous. Aunt Mimi is a picture of British 

tradition and conservatism. Uncle George collapses, is 

taken to hospital and dies. There is a stark exchange 

of factual information between John and his aunt. The 

final scene at the funeral introduces Julia, John’s 

mother, who he has not seen since he was five years 

old. 

In the whole group:In the whole group:In the whole group:In the whole group:    

• Discuss the way Mimi breaks the news of George’s 

death to John. Do you think she did this in a 

helpful way? Can you imagine what has been left 

unsaid by both Mimi and John? 

• Using a graffiti wall, ask the group to write up all 

the possible losses a person might experience. 

These could range from the loss of a wallet, purse 

or handbag to the loss (death or divorce) of a 

partner. 

• Discuss the reactions to these losses and write 

these up on a separate large sheet of paper. 

• In your opinion, do you think it is more acceptable 

to show emotion for certain losses rather than 

others?  

• What are the ‘more acceptable’ emotions attached 

to loss? Does it depend on who or what is lost? 

• Do you have a preferred way of dealing with loss? 

Does it include the showing of emotion or not? 

Which emotions are you able to show? 

Divide into two groupsDivide into two groupsDivide into two groupsDivide into two groups    

Think of all the euphemisms that we use to avoid 

saying ‘died’, eg passed away, pushing up daisies, 

kicked the bucket …you might be able to find as many 

as 20 or even 30 such sayings. (An unusual one 

appears on a tombstone in a churchyard in 

Morwenstow in Cornwall. It marks the death of a sailor 

and says ‘he slipped his cable’!). 

• Come together in the larger group and discuss your 

findings. 

Whole group Whole group Whole group Whole group     

A funeral can be a tribute to a person’s life, a time 

when we learn much about them that we never knew 

before. A funeral is therefore possibly a time of story-

telling, reflection, remembrance and revelation. In the 

film, secrets come out at this first funeral.  

• What secrets and revelations did the group notice? 

(Things you might pick up are: Julia, who has not 

previously played a part in John’s upbringing since 

he was five years old, comes to join the mourners. 

It emerges that Julia lives within walking distance 

of Mimi’s house. Later we learn that she lives with 

Bobbie and that they have two young girls; and 

further on in the film, it emerges that another of 

Julia’s liaisons has resulted in John having another 

half-sister.)  

Individual activity and optional pair discussIndividual activity and optional pair discussIndividual activity and optional pair discussIndividual activity and optional pair discussionionionion    

• Reflect on a funeral you have attended where you 

learned something previously unknown about the 

deceased. Was this a positive or negative 

experience?  
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Or  

• If you haven’t attended such a funeral, can you 

remember an event – perhaps a family gathering – 

when secrets were revealed? Or when you learned 

something of which you had previously been 

unaware? 

• If appropriate, invite people to pair up and share 

their experiences  

 

Clip 2 - DVD scene 11. Starts at 3.28 minutes to 

5.45 minutes (approx. 2 minutes).  

A short clip depicting the funeral gathering following 

Julia’s tragic death.  Anger is the predominant 

emotion, and this is expressed by John through 

violence. Paul (Thomas Brodie Sangster) and another 

character from John’s band are the victims of John’s 

anger and violence, but Paul comforts John with an 

awkward embrace. This is powerful stuff as we have 

previously learned that Paul’s mother died from 

cancer. John voices his regrets at the missed 

opportunities of the past in his relationship with his 

mother and the lack of future opportunities in the face 

of her death. 

Optional extra for group leaders:Optional extra for group leaders:Optional extra for group leaders:Optional extra for group leaders:    

Look on this website www.christianeducation.org.uk/ 

for a highly recommended resource pack entitled ‘Bald 

Statements’ that explores through sculpture the 

emotions raised by grief and loss. 

In pairs:In pairs:In pairs:In pairs:    

• Do you think there is any place for anger as we 

respond to the death of someone we love? 

• What emotions might arise if we do not 

acknowledge anger? 

• Discuss your feelings as you witnessed John’s 

anger. Can you identify with it in any way? 

• Some religions and cultures have rituals that 

include a kind of violence, eg. the tearing of 

clothes and the shaving of heads. 

• Do we have any equivalents in this country? What 

would be a helpful grief ritual to help us express 

our own losses, and to acknowledge the losses of 

others? 

Write these up and share in the whole group 

In two groups:In two groups:In two groups:In two groups:    

In the film, Paul is the person who seeks John out and 

who places himself in the firing line of John’s anger. 

They then cling to each other in a manly hug. 

List the qualities of people who might be or who have 

been helpful to you in any loss you have experienced. 

Bring the two groups together to discuss their 

conclusions. 

 

Clip 3 - DVD scene 11. Starts at 5.46 minutes to 

scene 12 0.00 minutes to 1.33 minutes 

(approx. 7 minutes).  

Bobby, (David Morrissey) gives John the money that 

Julia had been putting aside for him. John uses the 

money to pay for a recording slot in a recording studio, 

and we see and hear him singing the 

Lennon/McCartney song, ‘In Spite of All the Danger’. 

As he sings, we see his recollections of the vital times 

he has had with his natural mother. There is passion 

and poignancy in his delivery. Following this, John 

announces to Mimi that the band are travelling to 

Hamburg. Mimi signs John’s passport application, and 

as John takes a final look at the house where he was 

raised by his aunt and uncle, we hear the only song in 
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the film that was written and performed by John 

Lennon.  

You can find the lyrics on this link: 

www.lyrics007.com/John%2520Lennon%2520Lyrics

/Mother%2520Lyrics.html  

Discuss in the whole group:Discuss in the whole group:Discuss in the whole group:Discuss in the whole group:    

What signals are given out by playing this song at the 

conclusion of the film? 

'Art grows from joy and sorrow. But mostly from 

sorrow.' (Edvard Munch) 

• Discuss this quote. Do you agree or disagree?  

• Make a list of artists known to you who grappled 

with tragedy or physical, mental or spiritual 

fragility. Share these stories. 

Individually:Individually:Individually:Individually:    

• Look back at the graffiti wall of losses, (see 

questions following Clip 1). If any of these have 

been personal losses that you have experienced, 

consider whether anything creative or positive 

arose from these. 

• Would this story of John Lennon’s teenage years 

encourage you to attempt to express yourself in 

creative ways? If it would, explore which creative 

medium you would use. 

In pairs or in the wider group.In pairs or in the wider group.In pairs or in the wider group.In pairs or in the wider group.    

Share your reflections if you are comfortable in doing 

so. 

GOD’S STORY 

The ‘stiff upper lip’ response to loss The ‘stiff upper lip’ response to loss The ‘stiff upper lip’ response to loss The ‘stiff upper lip’ response to loss –––– 2 Samuel  2 Samuel  2 Samuel  2 Samuel 

18.2618.2618.2618.26––––19.819.819.819.8    

One of David’s sons, Absalom, had manoeuvred 

himself into a position of power and had launched a 

rebellion against his father. Given bad advice by those 

secretly loyal to King David, Absolom then gives 

David’s troops a chance to regroup and gather 

strength. Absalom’s troops are defeated and Absalom 

himself killed by Joab, the commander of David’s 

armies. Despite Absalom’s treachery, David had not 

wanted him killed and he mourns his son’s death 

deeply. In this passage, Joab gives David some straight 

talking and advises him to cease mourning and focus 

on encouraging and galvanising his loyal troops. 

• ‘Life goes on’ is a well-used phrase to encourage 

the bereaved to turn from past pain and to look to 

the future.  

• Draw a sliding scale ranging from overwhelming 

grief at one end and future 

hopefulness/acceptance at the other. Discuss 

David’s position on the scale: from his natural 

inclination, to the position he is advised to take by 

Joab. 

• How would you have advised David with regard to 

the death of Absalom? 

• Where would you put Mimi on this same scale? 

What about John after the death of his Uncle 

George? And following Julia’s death? 

Many of the characters in the film are living and 

labouring under a veneer of tradition and 

respectability. Partly this is due to the culture of the 

time: in the middle 20th century certain attitudes were 

more highly valued than they are in this century. 
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• What is your opinion of maintaining an 

unemotional exterior? Does it help or hinder us to 

resolve our grief? 

• What secrets would have come to light had Mimi 

allowed herself to be more emotional? 

Creative responseCreative responseCreative responseCreative response    

Have available a number of simple figure outlines cut 

from A4 card. 

• Choose one of the characters from the film you 

most identify with. Then, using the card figure, 

write or draw symbols on one side to represent the 

external world of that character: how they present 

themselves to others and how they appear in their 

family or community. On the other side, write or 

use symbols to represent their inner world: what 

secrets lie within them and their hidden emotions. 

• Individually and privately: Do the same for yourself.   

Read Psalm 139Read Psalm 139Read Psalm 139Read Psalm 139 and use creative materials or words 

to express yourself to God, referring to the external 

and internal elements of your card figure. 

 

Anger as a response to Anger as a response to Anger as a response to Anger as a response to loss loss loss loss –––– Psalm 58  Psalm 58  Psalm 58  Psalm 58     

The psalms are good examples of the expression of 

anger and protest. The psalmist seemed to trust that 

we have the space and freedom to bring the most 

negative and unacceptable of emotions before God.  

• Do you think we have lost this freedom? If you do, 

how can it be reclaimed? 

• Try to get a copy of Out of the Deep by Gordon 

Mursell (1989, Darton Longman and Todd Ltd, 

London). Mursell explores prayer as protest. Writing 

about Psalm 58, he says: 

Those accustomed to thinking of prayer in 

terms of the bland sonorities of modern 

liturgy …  may recoil from such uninhibited 

and unadulterated anger, and from such a 

fearful request being directed towards God. 

But anger is inescapably central to everyone’s 

life, however much it is ignored or repressed; 

and it may be precisely our failure as 

Christians to articulate it, in its unpasteurised 

rawness, which conduces contributes to 

making so much of our worship colourless and 

dull.  

So Mursell suggests: 

Before you are tempted to dismiss the fifty 

eighth psalm….read it again as the prayer of a 

victim of football hooliganism or airline hi-

jack; try to imagine, as you read it, someone 

known to you who has been the victim of a 

gross miscarriage of justice; or someone 

whose only child was cut down and killed by a 

drunken driver sentenced to a derisory 

punishment … let it help you to identify with 

what it must feel like to be in such a situation, 

or to bring to mind an occasion when you 

have felt like that yourself; and offer it as a 

prayer, not for vengeance, but for justice. 

• If Julia’s funeral had encompassed anger at her 

untimely death, or acknowledged the missed 

opportunities of her life, do you think this might 

have averted the anger that John expressed in 

violence towards his friends? 

• How could a funeral include ways to helpfully 

express anger? 

• In the film, Paul and John find common ground in 

their bereavements. Consider how a person of 

understanding, possibly with the same or similar 

experiences, might be the most helpful person to 
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stand alongside another who has been effected by 

the death of a loved one.  

• Read Psalm 22.1,2 with passion and anger…  and 

consider how God, through the life and death of 

Jesus, is the God who comforts and strengthens 

through the experience of his own loss and 

bereavement at the cross. 

 

Creativity as a response to loss Creativity as a response to loss Creativity as a response to loss Creativity as a response to loss ––––John 12.20John 12.20John 12.20John 12.20––––26 and 26 and 26 and 26 and 

Mark 14.32Mark 14.32Mark 14.32Mark 14.32––––36363636    

Jesus Christ is himself the seed which lies in wait for 

the right time. The fruitfulness of Christ begins to be 

released by the tragedy of the cross. It is not that he 

chose or welcomed tragedy, but that he accepted it as 

the channel of opportunity to accomplish more than 

could ever be accomplished without it.  

The film portrays John Lennon as a bit of a rebel at 

school. In fact, his headmaster coins the phrase 

‘Nowhere Boy’ as he makes a judgment on where John 

will go in the future based on his performance at 

school. But for those with eyes to see, the seeds of 

John’s imagination and creativity are already present. 

The off-beat humour of Uncle George and the musical 

inspiration of Julia, may have played their part in 

nurturing these, resulting in the unique genius John 

Lennon became. 

Reflective activityReflective activityReflective activityReflective activity    

• Take five large seeds – runner bean seeds would be 

ideal – and assign a seed to each of the characters 

in the film: John, Paul, Julia, Mimi and George. 

Divide the group into five and assign a character to 

each group. Using the image of the seed, discuss 

and write or depict in picture or symbol what were 

the fruits harvested from each character? What 

outcomes did the life and death of these people 

leave behind for others?  

• Now individually, take a seed to represent one of 

the losses you identified earlier. Bury the seed and, 

thinking particularly of emotions, reflect on what 

might be keeping the roots of that seed in place. 

For instance, are guilt and blame present, 

anchoring your seed of loss? Or are forgiveness and 

acceptance present nourishing the roots of the 

seed?  

• Without judging yourself, try to name the positive 

and negative emotions connected with your loss.  

• Can you identify any fruitfulness or harvest that 

has come from the seed of your loss? Any lessons 

learned, wisdom gained, insight or revelation? 

• Now, take the seed to represent yourself. If you as 

this seed were buried, what would your legacies 

be? What harvest do you hope will be reaped from 

your life, including its tragedies and losses?  

Optional reflection Optional reflection Optional reflection Optional reflection     

To conclude, sing or listen to the Taize chant – ‘O Lord, 

the Light of My Life’ – this can be found on the CD 

Songs of Taize, volume two ‘I Lift Up My Soul’.   
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