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On the Multiplicity of Time

My conception of Time has been for long, that “as it was in the begin-
ning, is now, and ever shall be, world without end.” That Time was one, 
indivisible, and always present and that our inability to conceive that 
the past, the present, and the future were one and the same thing came 
only from a lack in our nervous system. The lack of what is called, in too 
simple a term: a sense. However, the discoveries of the last several years 
in physics, astronomy and mathematics seem to prove that not only one 
Time exists in length, but that many Time(s) exist.
     In fact, it is not even in question that astronauts, going fast enough 
and far enough, would at the end of five years of their Time come back 
to an earth older by one hundred, two hundred, or many more years.
     On the other hand (and this is not a requisite in view of what I have 
said) if the theory of black holes is true, astronauts could return to earth 
in an epoch that preceded the one in which they had originally departed.
     Let’s take the latter case: An astronaut leaves today, the 2nd of Oc-
tober, 1978, and returns to earth on the 29th of May, 1453 of our Era. 
(The date of October 1978 or 1453 are without importance, it could just 
as well be March 2978 and 46 B.C., or any other dates). Indeed, from 
the reappearance on earth of our astronauts (in 1453) the course of our 
Past is fractionally changed (maybe greatly, maybe very minutely, but 
still is changed) because our Past (which glides on our Time) existed as 
we know it, but is different from the other Past which existed through a 
fractional modification of ours, but existed just as much as ours for more 
than five hundred years. This new Past (new for us) at a certain moment 
adheres to ours because the presence of the astronauts has modified a 
spot of out Time (but only a spot).
     Therefore, one could visualize the Time(s) as ribbons flying, adhering 
to each other, touching at different points along their length, mingling, 
blending, tangling at various points . . . and growing endlessly. And on 
one of those ribbons, in fact on more than one (certainly on many, but 
without our knowledge of it or even our realization of it) our individual 
and personal Present glides as a European railroad car (in which we 
occupy a compartment, part of our continuous Present) rolls along the 
rails. In other compartments, compartments in which we move some-
times, are our life neighbors, our contemporaries with whom we share 
de ci – de la, the continuous present of a given aspect of ourself. And, 
therefore, our reality must, at a moment, be almost the same.



    We are, therefore, each one of us, in each Time but one aspect of 
ourselves. The Times are probably indefinable in number and always 
increasing as they intermingle . . . and does that not imply that the pos-
sible aspects of ourself are also infinite . . . and that our self (unaware of 
each tangential aspect) is necessarily infinite?

René Fontaine, 1981



Time?

René Fontaine, (1915 – 1995) would have been 100 years old February 7 
of this year. 
    Who would submit to portraiture, let alone a serial portrait which re-
quires an involvement of a year? It is a daunting thing to do something 
daily for an extended period and much more so to engage the participa-
tion of another. René lived conveniently exactly next door to me in the 
same building on Telegraph Hill in San Francisco. It was only a matter of 
steps from his apartment to my camera setup. No travel, laziness, sick-
ness, forgetfulness allowed to arrive at a year of portraits. Not a week-
end away, not a day off, and it might be asked “to what end?” by each of 
us, and likely internally often was. As it has turned out, 35 years later, it 
was for this publication. 
    His was one of my greatest friendships. He always denied that he 
was my mentor, perhaps his kindest gesture and most important lesson 
or proof of my gullibility. In retrospect, he certainly was a mentor. You 
cannot choose your teacher, your teacher chooses you. Pure serendipity 
brought us near one another, my simply having rented the apartment 
next to his. I had intended to stay in San Francisco for two years, but 
my relationship with René is the reason I have stayed so much longer. 
He had a profound and ethical embrace of history and a kindness in 
not expecting one to know what he knew, only to show a willingness to 
learn. His aristocratic bearing was enhanced with a witty, surrealist hu-
mor. Through his relations I was introduced to many people with whom 
I have collaborated and been extensively engaged over the last 35 years. 
He opened San Francisco to me.
    René made his own photographs as a way of honoring things near 
him. They are close to the Polaroids of Tarkovsky but without the sym-
bolist, spiritual overtones. He used his small automatic camera as a 
diaristic tool recording an intimacy without pretension. Only a few 
people ever saw them. They were pasted into his journals. There is in 
them a tender visual adoration and respect for the precious things of his 
intimate life, creating evidence of the quotidian, the amusing, the banal. 
His photographs are of dearly nurtured plants, objects, friends, locations 
and pets.
    René once told me that he better remembered the stories that had 
been told him about his past, particularly his youth, than those his mem-
ory had provided him. I am left remembering the portraits I took of him 
more than the days we spent together taking them. Photographs with 

Edwin Manchester, 1848Edgar Allan Poe



their specificity threaten, if not extinguish, the comfortable texture of 
our memories. I remember countless conversations with him, but none 
specifically from the time that any of these portraits were exposed.
    A year’s trajectory in a series of daily photographs of someone who 
questioned time in a most fundamental way challenges the whole pur-
suit. René was haunted by people’s cosy and consistent misconception 
of time as being simply linear. He likened our course through time to 
that of a worm eating its way through a preciously printed folio – would 
the worm understand its content? It is an idea that he shared in his 
correspondence with John Fowles who later used it in the title essay in 
his book Wormholes: Essays and Occasional Writings (Henry Holt and 
Company, New York, 1998). As a child he was fascinated by a print he 
had in his room of Albrecht Dürer’s Melencolia I, 1514 and I cannot help 
but wonder how it might have shaped his thoughts about the complexity 
of the world and our experience of it.
    Why 365 images when one could or maybe should suffice, the con-
struct of a year being an invention born of our earth’s relationship with 
the sun? Can we know more about René from 365 images than from 
one? J. Robert Oppenheimer after having patiently tolerated a portrait 
sitting with Philippe Halsman asked him why he had taken some 20 ex-
posures, when had he thought about what he had wanted to accomplish 
in advance he might have only needed to make one or two, saving them 
both time. 
    The notion of time is so very integral to the ability to make a single 
exposure. One must deal with fractions of seconds, ratios, and simple 
algebra. Imagine the work of a street photographer being published in 
a monograph consisting of perhaps 200 photographs, each exposure 
being 1/60th of a second in duration. The whole oeuvre would then have 
taken exactly 3 minutes and 20 seconds of actual light capturing time. 
From such a small bit of actual time we accept these photographs as a 
cumulative tapestry representing the external world. 
    The portraits in this book took less than 1 second for the whole year. 
The daguerreotype of Edgar Allan Poe required an exposure of a few 
minutes. When a piece of film is exposed to light, it takes time for emul-
sion to absorb enough light to effect a change in its chemistry. Whether 
the film does this quickly or slowly is not of great philosophical import, 
but we refer to films as either slow or fast. That is to say, slow or fast in 
their abilities to gather light. The light has not changed its speed, only 
the chemistry is different in different emulsions. There is too casual and 
unfortunate an adoption of terms seemingly related to time but in fact 

not profoundly so. Is there a different relation to a photograph and time 
if an exposure has taken several minutes or even hours instead of a 
fraction of a second? Do we learn more or less about René through 365 
images on “fast” film than about Poe through a lengthier single image 
on a “slow” plate? 
    Each photograph is a lie about time. How can a fraction of a second 
even pretend to suggest a truth? How can a time exposure of say 60 
minutes ever capture the truth of a nighttime sky, with the stars track-
ing in concentrically circled streaks along a black expanse? It can never 
show something that would be available to our sensibilities in any imag-
inable physical realm. 365 portraits can tell a great deal about René, but 
never a truth. 
    With the notion of a still, we harbor the notion that we are seeing time 
stopped. It is a fiction of photography to imagine time in stasis. There is 
comfort in believing we can get a handle on time when we select isolat-
ed moments and freeze them as though in amber. Perhaps we should 
call them ambergraphs. Does it then imply that when we look at any 
photograph, which can only show us the past, we are in a sense time 
traveling?
    Chris Marker made a film, La Jetée, almost entirely of stills. Projected 
at 24 frames per second, it remains simply a progression of black and 
white photographs, tipping the hand of cinema’s deepest secret, that 
the movement is made of still images, and telling a story of traveling in 
time. In one and the same photograph, seen years apart by the same 
character, he can identify himself as both the young observing boy and a 
shooting victim: a child witnessing his own death in the future.
    I created a video of all of the portraits in this magazine (https://vimeo.
com/124132224), about one per second, which changes this work into 
something wholly different, the form demanding at least a few minutes 
of attention even if the viewer is propelled as much by the Berlioz as 
by the succession of images of René. Photography does not generally 
command our attention in the way that works do that demand our time: 
music, architecture, dance, cinema, sculpture. Or rather, people large-
ly imagine that photography doesn’t require time. The result is, again, 
something impossible in reality: it is a fallacious pretension to suppose 
that 365 images amounts to a reality. Running them together makes the 
notion even more nonsensical.
    I’ve another video of an origami master folding a goldfish out of a 
single piece of paper but played in reverse, an idea of Mihai Nadin’s 
(https://vimeo.com/125717573), perhaps seeking illustration of his the-



ories of anticipatory systems. We carry that anticipation into situations 
where it is not relevant. There is no real difference in seeing the video 
of René run forward or backward, no point in seeking a reality through 
chronological order. The images in this magazine are chronological, 
but the chronology is not a narrative. Yet we remain dependent on the 
dates, which are subject to error, if not outright subterfuge as in the case 
of Araki who intentionally dated his images a year in advance of their 
exposure to make them feel urgent in a time sense when they were ac-
tually exhibited or published. There is also a design imperative required 
to encompass 365 portraits, a discipline in order to clarify our grasp of a 
year of images. Is it following Muybridge, Disdéri, the Bechers? Or, as I 
prefer to imagine, is a grid simply organically essential? There is not in-
vention, there is only recognition followed quickly by appropriation. All 
has always been here. One doesn’t read to learn, one reads to recognize. 
It is already in us.
    Photography, presumed instant, takes time, through the film being ex-
posed, developed, and then proofed. Digital technologies have lessened 
it, but there is still a lag. A photograph is already over before we ever 
get to see it, disrupting our chronological notions of “now” and “then”. 
There are theories that everything we experience is already in the past. 
A sensation in our finger can only be responded to after the information 
has arrived at the brain, taking time – however infinitesimal. We are 
always living in the past. 
    There is, though, a direct physical connection between Poe or René 
and the portraits of them. I am fascinated by the magical fact that parti-
cles of light that touched René’s face, or Poe’s, reflected directly onto the 
film and ultimately onto these pages in an intimate connection. Truly, 
light writing. 
    René named his daughter Ligeia after the story of that name in which 
Poe paraphrases Francis Bacon: “ ‘There is no exquisite beauty,’ says 
Bacon, Lord Verulam, speaking truly of all the forms and genera of beau-
ty, ‘without some strangeness in the proportion.’ It is ridiculous to imag-
ine that these portraits address anything about René or about the time 
he gave to the original endeavor, which represents less than a second. 
Mine is not a narrative as such yet it remains somehow a narrative of 
one year of a life. 

Dennis Letbetter

https://vimeo.com/124132224 https://vimeo.com/125717573

Origami videoVideo of all of the portraits
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Paean

Man, part of Nature, having with time become conscious of fate, which 
is, if left to its natural state, one of pain, torture and annihilation, decid-
ed (how and when we do not know), through the power of his mind, to 
separate himself from the subjugation of the chaotic horrors which are 
common to everything that lives on this earth. 
 
And man became, through his teaching elite, that strange being which 
has spent his life acknowledging to himself the dreams of shielding 
conscience. Man’s mind constructed love, and beauty, and kindness and 
generosity, and ideal, and sacrifice. All concepts that should be but have 
no reality in the natural unstructured materialism of the terrestrial world.

But as the dreams had taken concrete form (as some men’s behavior 
indicated) he succeeded in constructing an armour that protected him 
from the horrible reality of nature. It is these rooted dreams that make 
life bearable, sometimes even pleasurable to the elite. We reject as 
much as we can the oblivious murderous brutality of the (foreign to our 
feelings) outside world. We dwell in our books, our abstract studies, in 
the companionship of our cherished dogs and other pets; we bathe in 
conversation at the corner of the lighted chimney, with our companions 
and friends. We enjoy the smell of the floor wax in the ancient museums 
when we admire again a sculpture or a painting, so often seen that it 
is part of us. We exult at the Alleluia. This world of ours is all made up 
indeed, but this dream, this common dream of the Humanists is our only 
reality, our bulwark against the despair of the horrible and unfathomable 
unknown.

René Fontaine. 1992


