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Of Time and the City (2008)—film #5 in the

Series “Mono-no-aware”

In spite of its centrality to Japanese culture, the
term “mono-no-aware” defies easy definition.
Literally, it means “the pathos of things”, yet its
meaning runs deeper, and relates to the sweet
sadness which is evoked by the passage of time.
This screening series will show how the feeling
of “mono-no-aware” appears in films of
different cultural contexts, and how it helps
cope with our impermanence.

The final film of the series, Terence Davies’s Of
Time and the City (2008), is different from the
other films already shown in that it is a
documentary. Yet the title “documentary”
seems too confining in this case. Of Time and
the City does document the background to
Davies’s childhood—1950s Liverpool—but also
charts the limits of this documentation. For, as
the filmmaker testifies, “we leave the place we
love and then spend a lifetime trying to regain
it,” yet this recovery is impossible. The place
remains, but the feeling attached to it alters.
Accordingly, Davies chooses not to provide a
portrait of the city but rather a poem on its loss,
which is also the loss felt towards the progress
of time, towards the understanding that “what
we are” will soon become “what we were”.
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