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Shifting Into Consciousness 



ARTIST STATEMENT 

My practice explores the intersections between the physical, virtual and spiritual spaces we inhabit. I am particularly 
interested in the relationship between human evolution and consciousness, attained through the complex process 
of shaping the natural world into technological inventions. From the humble technology of string, invented by our 
Palaeolithic ancestors, to the complex digital and virtual technologies of today, humanity continues to evolve and 
develop. 


The six-week Culture at Work studio residency started out questioning the lack of scent in the digital world. Scent 
perception involves the most ancient and primitive part of our brain and has played a crucial role in our evolution 
and physical survival. Yet it also has the power to transport our consciousness to another realm and is used exten-
sively in spiritual practices. However, attempts to introduce scent into virtual reality have so far been rudimentary, 
unsuccessful and a low priority. With this in mind, I researched the practical mechanics of scent release in virtual 
reality and aimed to develop a work that took on some of those elements, including the need for mechanical extrac-
tion between scents. The use of fans refers to the “real world” physical mechanics necessary to make the “virtual 
world” mimic the physical. 


In making this work I wanted to incorporate as much technology as possible! The work is highly technological and 
involves algorithmic geometric patterns, laser etched/cut plywood, 3D printing, microcontrollers, coding, electron-
ics, mechanics, Bluetooth, synthetic scent molecules and a contemporary fluoro incarnation of the primitive tech-
nology of string. Nevertheless, the visual aesthetic of the works, the waxed wood panels and crocheted mats, 
evokes the hand crafted techniques of the past. Viewers are requested to wear slippers to experience the work. This 
has a dual purpose. By taking the time to put on the slippers, the viewer is required to slow down in a world that is 
increasingly fast past and constantly connected. Significantly, the wearing of slippers also encourages a sense of 
taking care. Technologies bear a double edged sword and care is necessary in how we use technology, as arguably 
the never ending drive for technological advancement has led to the current Anthropocene crisis. These works 
reflect on past technological progress, highlight the sweet and seductive appeal of new technologies and consider 
the role that technology will play in shaping the future. 


As noted by the curator, what started as a simple idea for implementation over a short 6-week period, became 
increasingly complex.  From technical challenges in achieving the desired laser etch finish and resolving 3D printing 
issues, to inventing a custom scent release robot by hacking a plastic spray bottle, the process of making this work 
has demonstrated the human challenges of unifying hand and technology. 


Many thanks and deepest gratitude to those who have assisted me along the way with this project: Tim Johnson 
and Gavin Smith from Robots & Dinosaurs, James Oliver and Mark Scarcella from Powerhouse Museum, Jim Ward 
and Karam Hussein from the UNSW Art & Design Makerspace and finally a very special thanks to Sam Gentle for 
pulling all the electronics together and most importantly, putting the magic into the beans! Thank you also to Sherryl 
Ryan and Ivana Jirasek from CULTURE AT WORK for their unending encouragement, mentoring and confidence in 
this project, despite the numerous challenges. 


Helen Amanatiadis 



Each of the four interactive works in Shifting into Consciousness are comprised of a wall and floor piece. The wall 
pieces sit at eye (and nose) level, and each depicts a crisp digitally-created labyrinthine trace of line on plywood, 
with a circular 3D printed fan blade in the centre. Each is partnered with a ‘magic mat’ positioned directly under-
neath, crocheted by the artist from builder’s fluorescent and black/white string in striking optical patterns. Unbe-
known to the viewer, a step on each mat activates a wireless mechanism that releases a sweet scent from the 
corresponding wall work, and triggers the fan to spin. The four works vary in visual patterning, crochet colour and 
sweet aromatics and offer a rich sensory and meditative experience. Key to the whole project is giving ‘visibility’ to 
scent – which is otherwise invisible in its technical and technological delivery, and ‘invisible’/ autonomous in our 
detection. It is a unique and powerful construct. 


For its apparent simplicity, the work has taken the artist countless hours to design, resolve and produce. I am re-
minded of the adage ‘Design is so simple, that’s why it is so complicated’ by Paul Rand, who describes the excru-
ciating process that all creatives - artists and scientists alike - know well. Amanatiadis embraced many practical 
and technological challenges in this residency. Translating elaborate geometric motifs onto raw plywood sheets via 
laser was not straightforward. Then, immersion into computer coding and electrical circuitry – with expert input – 
enabled her to build the ‘invisible’ technology to drive the scent release with the use of mini micro-controllers that 
became affectionately known as the ‘magic beans’.


Shifting into Consciousness gives our precious sense of smell a heightened status; but behind the elegant work, 
Amanatiadis explores what it means to be human and what we use technology for. In our current Anthropocene 
era, which draws on all the magic moments/technologies of our ancestors, it is too easy to lose vital perspective. 
We must thank artists, with Amanatiadis solidly among them, for reminding us what that is, or can be. 


Ivana Jirasek  

COMPUTER PROGRAMMER 

In a sense, all technology traces its lineage back to the simple lever. Arrange it one way, you can trade force for 
distance. Another, and you trade distance for force. But you always trade something. Archimedes once said "give 
me a lever long enough, and I can move the Earth." He left off the part where, to move the Earth one centimetre, he 
would have to push that lever across the entire Milky Way galaxy. Today, our technology is far more sophisticated, 
but it's important not to forget that fundamental principle. Technology isn't magic; you're always trading something 
for something else.


Sam Gentle 

CURATOR’S STATEMENT 

Helen Amanatiadis’ residency at CULTURE 
AT WORK explores technology as a natural 
and creative extension of our humanness: a 
playground for innovation. Her interactive 
installation Shifting into Consciousness 
elegantly consolidates that inquiry and 
offers an innovation of her own, which is an 
outcome worth celebrating.  


It is good to be reminded of the historical 
significance of technology as a tool that 
has raised human consciousness. The 
development of string, the wheel and the 
microchip have been permanent game 
changers in human existence, and continue 
to be. All are symbolically represented in 
Amanatiadis’ work, but with a refreshing 
comment of her own. Being aware that 
technology can also obscure human skills 
and senses, her work has integrated an 
engagement with the olfactory – the an-
cient, primal sense the digital world has 
easily by-passed.  
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