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INFRATHIN: ADVICE FOR ALIENS

Part 1. Infrathin: Advice for Aliens 

Infrathin: Advice for Aliens was made over a long period of time 
between 2007 and 2015. It began as a response to the rapid 
increase in refugees arriving in Australia. Much effort had been 
put into discerning the physical needs of those arriving in boats 
after long journeys. However little effort was made to determine 
what cultural needs such people or “aliens” might have. The idea 
of being foreign or alien was barely grasped by a population that 
has barely begun to overcome its own culture shock at being in a 
strange land. It was hardly surprising that the problem of being 
alien was still dealt with in a provincial administrative way rather 
than with any sensitivity to the strangeness of Australia. It was 
simply assumed that there were a number of facts that people 
had to learn and once they learned they could pass a “citizenship 
test.” Somehow this was going to make it possible for aliens to 
become citizens. No real thought was given to how the “facts” 
came to be facts and whether or not this “how” was important. 

To most of us that live here, there are images that constitute 
a structure of truths. These images have names that form the 
argument set within what we call our culture. These images come 
from all sorts of sub-cultures within the broader world. Literature, 
theatre, art, sport, cinema and many other forms of culture, 
popular or otherwise, are filled with them, some more permanent 
than others but all constituting our everyday system of words and 
things, truths and values. Things like “The Blue Mountains,” “The 
Red Square” and “The Sound of Music” are some of the well known 
ones, while “The Portable Hole,” “The Third Man” and “The Ladies  
of Avignon” maybe less well known.

The problem for aliens is to learn to recognise firstly that such 
things exist and secondly how they constitute a cultural reality 
and as such are the truth in the country to which they have come. 
Simply giving them a list to learn fails to take into account the 
lifetime of experience and accretive assembly of “things” each 
citizen has gone through. The feeling that such a system is rational 
and logical disguises the many other forms of argument from which 
this cultural system has been constructed. Indeed, the claim that 
something is “illogical,” is simply a rhetorical attack on something 
they don’t like, mostly made by citizens for whom the term logic 
has no real meaning at all.

In order to get under the cultural assumptions built into our 
system of language, one must get under the judgment of reality. 
No distinction can be made between what is the actual world and 
what is used to represent it, such as words of images. Infrathin: 
Advice for Aliens equalises all forms of representation and indeed, 
treats “reality” as one of those forms. This is done by reducing 
everything to the thinnest possible form, the thinnest possible 
representation or “infrathin” as Marcel Duchamp called it and as he 
said, “like the warmth on the surface of the seat left from someone 
sitting.” At the thinnest state, things become simple coloured 
geometric shapes that citizens can see refer to the real things by 
similitude – they are representations. However for an alien, they 
are the core of the thing itself out of which a new world can be 
assembled. Infrathin: Advice for Aliens presents 52 of these things 
as the thinnest possible representation of things in space. A book of 
essays argues not by grammatical, rational logic but by the logic of 
likeness, so as to give possible directions for developing the things’ 
meaning in time. The video assembles the images as a “world” from 
the thinnest possible slices of time, or “gifs,” then assembles these 
as a system of meaning in multi-dimensional spatial arrangements. 
It assumes that while aliens have no grasp of human culture, they 
will have an understanding of multi-dimensional space-time.  
The first part of the video introduces the thinnest spatial slices 
as time. The second part develops the context within which those 
slices might appear. The third part shows the world of perspectival 
reality, a floating world of the thinnest representation of ideas 
set orthographically among the many dimensions into which this 
perspectival reality is brought into being.

Part 2. Why is Infrathin: Advice for Aliens an artwork?

Can you imagine a world without people? Or if not without people 
then perhaps imagine a world without the means that people have 
for communicating, without language and without the idea that 
there is a true world somewhere underneath all that talk. Without 
language, there is no truth. This is not to say that language is 
somehow false. Rather, it says that the moment there is language, 
the need for truth comes into being. Truth seems to be provided 
with a system, a structure within which it not only can appear, but 
must appear. The prosaic aspect of language, such as grammar, 
syntax, time, case and logic combine a representational system 
that struggles to express the inexpressible, the other worldliness 
of the noumenal world, called into almost being by the presence of 
language. In prosaic language there is no likeness between a thing 
and its name. Each word is a “sign” in the sense that it is used 
to stand for the thing it represents yet is not like it. The correct 
ordering of signs, as a system of judging truth is filled with its own 
elegance, even when the truth obviously lies elsewhere. Prosaic 
language cannot see that which is not systematic, not grammatical, 
rational or logical. For that another kind of language and a very 
different form of argument is needed.

The figurative world lives within the prosaic language of description. 
The figurative world consists of likening things to each other as 
evidence of their presence. The hiss of the snake is present at the 
start of the word “snake,” a little note that evokes the snake’s 
presence. That little hiss at the word’s beginning is an “affect” 
that subliminally reminds the hearer of what the snake does. 
Within prosaic argument, figurative language makes its affective 
argument by simulation, by likening itself to the thing to which it 
refers. As such it is a very different form of logic to the rational logic 
of prosaic language. The figurative argument is one of affinity of 
representation or similitude.

Figurative language argues that presence is the focus of 
aesthetic practices such as art, poetry, music and the many 
forms in which truth is not rational but yet still has an inner  
logic of likenesses. This is why Infrathin: Advice for Aliens,  
is an artwork rather than an essay, philosophical work or  
some other prosaic argument.

Part 3. Alienation in Infrathin: Advice for Aliens

Astute readers will by now have realised that Infrathin: Advice 
for Aliens, is mired in late nineteenth century / twentieth century 
philosophy, Marx’s Das Kapital, semiotics, anthropology and 
duchampian art making and what passes for theory in Duchamp’s 
writing, much of which came from his stoic and ironic outsider 
status in both Paris and New York under the influence of figures 
such as Alfred Jarry and Friedrich Nietzsche. Every one of them was 
an alien, especially Marx, which is why I began the small book in the 
exhibition with a few words about Marx’s alienation.

Alienation links this work, Infrathin: Advice for Aliens, with other 
works. My purpose is to see how alienation can be re-configured 
so that it is no longer a pathological human condition. This is 
because the idea that alienation is pathological underpins much 
of the broader pathology of human life on Earth. The deep 
sense of being alien is what drives the destruction of the Earth’s 
environment. It’s as if being alien, we cannot survive without 
wrecking the place simply because humans don’t fit in. However 
alienation is also a central characteristic of what makes humans 
human – the mystery of what it is to be a person and what drives 
the best of human production, its art, music, philosophy and 
so on. The great beauty of humanity is vested in the uncanny 
mystery of the person as an alien.
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The concepts that underpin contemporary art can at times be 
challenging and yet spending some time with art and ideas can 
often reward the viewer with small glimpses at a truth that is 
often hidden in the daily grind of living.

Infrathin a term coined by Marcel Duchamp refers to the space 
between spaces, the residue, the memory, the essence of 
a moment left behind once the moment has passed. It is a 
transient, ephemeral experience – we know it but it’s hard to 
define. Duchamp described it as “the warmth of a seat which 
has just been left” as “the sensation of difference where the 
difference is too small for our senses to actually have noticed it”.

In Infrathin: Advice for Aliens artist Tom Loveday approaches this 
notion of sensitivity to difference through the lens of the migrant 
experience. Differences in things such as language create gulfs of 
distance, isolation and separateness. Language is a construct that 
defines the reality or truth of the world around us - does replacing 
the words and symbols that describe this reality alter the truth? 

The Mercury Gallery space has presented some of Wollongong 
Art Gallery’s most innovative, interesting and challenging 
contemporary exhibitions. The Gallery would like to thank Tom  
for his commitment to this project and we hope you will be 
engaged and challenged by this exhibition.

John Monteleone, Program Director


