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Improving Reality 2013

Welcome to the third edition of Lighthouse’s conference, Improving 
Reality. The conference is all about exploring how artists, designers, 
technologists, architects and writers are changing our perceptions 
of reality. We often speak about augmented reality, but in this 
conference, we ask if we can go one step further and speak about 
improving reality. This year we are delving into the technological 
infrastructures which make our contemporary digital culture possible. 
Over the course of the day we’ll be hearing critical revelations of 
the systems that shape our world, talks about artworks inspired by 
science, speculative stories about unlikely inventions, narratives of 
radical alternative futures, and much more.

The more heavily encoded our world becomes, the harder it is to read. 
Our technologised world is becoming opaque. Pervasive automated 
machine surveillance gives us the impression that machines are 
watching our every move.  Algorithms are loose within the stock-
market, automatically engineering trades.  Entire cities are being 
planned for the exclusive use of machines.  As technology becomes 
more ubiquitous, our relationship with our devices is becoming 
evermore seamless, and our technical infrastructure is becoming 
ever more invisible.  We passively rely on this infrastructure for the 
information and communication that helps us situate ourselves in 
the world. But, we are precariously unaware of how it works, what it 
looks like, and how it is defining and shaping our lives. 

In the three sessions of Improving Reality 2013, we will look at these 
issues from a number of different perspectives. 

Keep up to date

WIFI Network: improvingreality13  -  Password: ireality13

Follow: #ireality



Social, political and technological infrastructures are the invisible 
“dark matter” which underlies contemporary life, influencing 
our environment and behaviour. This session explores how the 
spaces where we live, such as our cities, are being transformed 
by increasingly interlinked technological and architectural 
infrastructures. We will see how artists and designers are making 
these infrastructures visible, so that we may better understand and 
critique them.

Session 2. Re-imagining Reality

Our increasingly technologised world, with its attendant 
infrastructures, is in a constant state of flux. This session 
explores how artists, designers and writers are imagining how our 
infrastructures may evolve.  We will learn what writers might reveal 
about our infrastructures, using tools such as design fiction. We 
will go on tours through worlds that artists are growing, rather 
than making, using new materials like synthetic biology and 
nanotechnology. And we’ll see how artists are imagining new realities 
using techniques from futurism and foresight.

Session 3. Reality Check 

The growing reach of technological infrastructures and engineered 
systems into our lives creates uneasy social and ethical challenges. 
The recent scandals relating to the NSA, the revelation of the PRISM 
surveillance programme, and the treatment of whistleblowers 
such as Edward Snowden and Bradley Manning, have revealed 
how fundamentally intertwined our civil liberties are with our 
technological infrastructures. These systems can both enable, and 
threaten, both our privacy and our security. Ubiquitous networked 
infrastructures create radical new creative opportunities for a coming 
generation of makers and users, whilst also presenting us with major 
social dilemmas.  In this session we will look at the social and ethical 
questions which will shape our technological infrastructures in the 
future.  We will examine algorithmic infrastructures, power dynamics, 
and ask, “whose reality we are trying to improve”.

Session 1. Revealing Reality 
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Paul-Choudhury, and writers Lydia Nicholas, Tim Maughan, Tom Hunter, Nan 
Craig, Holly Gramazio and John Turner will be reporting live from the conference.



Schedule

10:00  Registration

10:50  Welcome by Honor Harger

11:00  Session 1: Revealing Reality 

  Timo Arnall 
  Keller Easterling  
  Frank Swain 

13:00   Break 
 Visit to the Immaterials exhibition 

14:00  Session 2: Re-imagining Reality 
  Paul Graham Raven
  Maja Kuzmanovic
  Alexandra Daisy Ginsberg

 Tobias Revell

16:00  Break – Coffee/Tea

16:30  Session 3: Reality Check 

  Farida Vis 
  Georgina Voss
  Paula Le Dieu
  Justin Pickard 

18:30   End

  Plus Tiny Talks by Tom Armitage & Holly Gramazio



Timo Arnall 
Timo Arnall is a designer and filmmaker, 
who is currently Creative Director of the 
influential design agency, BERG.  He is 
based in London and Oslo, where he is 
currently working on a PhD.  
Prior to joining BERG, Timo led an 
international research project investigating 
emerging wireless technologies through 
design at the Oslo School of Architecture 
and Design (AHO). Timo has also taught at the Copenhagen Institute 
of Interaction Design, Umeå Institute of Design, the Royal College of 
Art and the Interaction Design Institute Ivrea.  He regularly talks about 
design, media and technology at conferences such as Reboot, Lift, 
Design Engaged, Foo Camp and MoMo Amsterdam.  He is one of the 
authors of the collaborative exhibition - Immaterials, produced with 
Einar Sneve Martinussen, Jørn Knutsen, Jack Schulze and Matt Jones, 
which is currently on show at Lighthouse.

Talk Synopsis

Our cities are comprised not only of the physical, visible architecture 
and infrastructure that we can see and touch, but also of immaterial 
and invisible technological infrastructures that have a profound 
impact on how we experience the world.  WiFi, GPS, RFID and mobile 
networks are the invisible materials, mechanisms, and infrastructures 
which enable contemporary digital culture.  But our inability to see 
these systems thwarts our capacity to understand their importance. 
Expanding on the ideas explored within the Immaterials exhibition 
(http://is.gd/immaterials) at Lighthouse, Timo will show how making 
technological infrastructures visible, through photography, animation 
and film, enables us to develop better understandings about the 
invisible technological environment we exist within.  

 Website: elasticspace.com      Twitter: @timoarnall



Keller Easterling 
Keller Easterling is an architect and 
writer from New York, and a professor 
at Yale University. She is a highly 
respected and cogent analyst of how 
network theory can help us understand 
infrastructure. Her books include Enduring 
Innocence: Global Architecture and its 
Political Masquerades (MIT, 2005) and 
Organization Space: Landscapes, Highways and Houses in America 
(MIT 1999).  She has lectured and published widely, and her research 
and design work has been most recently exhibited at the Storefront 
for Art and Architecture in New York, the Rotterdam Biennale, 
and the Architectural League in New York. Her forthcoming book, 
Extrastatecraft: the Powers of Matrix Space (Verso, 2014) takes her 
analysis of infrastructure further, examining global infrastructure 
networks as a medium of polity.

Talk Synopsis

Space has become a mobile, monetized, almost infrastructural 
technology, where infrastructure is not only the urban substructure, 
but also the urban structure itself.  Keller’s talk will show how 
some of the most radical changes to the globalizing world are being 
written, not in the language of law and diplomacy, but rather in the 
language of this matrix space.  Massive global infrastructure systems, 
administered by mixtures of public and private cohorts and driven by 
profound irrationalities, generate de facto, undeclared forms of polity 
faster than any even quasi-official forms of governance can legislate 
them. The enigmas of this infrastructure space do not distance it 
from, but rather return it to, the purview of art.  In her talk, Keller 
will outline how access to the real city is found not only in object 
forms but also in active forms—the information immanent in urban 
organizations and dispositions.

Website: architecture.yale.edu/faculty/keller-easterling     



Frank Swain 
Frank Swain writes about science and 
where it is leading us. He is curator of 
Futures Exchange on the web platform, 
Medium, author of the book, How to Make 
a Zombie and creator of the website and 
blog, SciencePunk.com. 
He has written for Arc, Wired, New 
Scientist, Slate, Stylist, the Huffington 
Post, the Guardian and the Times, as 
well as developing factual shows for BBC Radio 4 and Bravo.  He 
previously worked at the Royal Statistical Society, training journalists 
in science and statistics.

Talk Synopsis

Cities have never been egalitarian spaces. Those who build them do 
so to manifest their ideals in steel and concrete. As a key space in 
which these conflicts play out, it is imperative our infrastructure is 
made visible. Maps have the power to do that, throwing a light on the 
city’s secret motives. But maps can also be used to distort our image 
of the city, further concealing its agenda, defining and even limiting 
how we see the world.  Frank will take us on a guided tour of how 
maps have helped shape our understandings of built infrastructure, 
and provided us with powerful tools and metaphors which define 
how we navigate our environment.

Website: frankswain.com       Twitter: @SciencePunk



Paul Graham Raven 
Paul Graham Raven is a writer, researcher, 
foresight consultant and critic currently 
based in Sheffield. He has a particular 
interest in the cultural interfaces and 
contested interstices of technoscience.  
He writes fiction and commentary for 
leading publications, and for his own 
websites, Futurismic and Velcro City 
Tourist Board.  
For the past two years, he has been a researcher at the University of 
Sheffield, examining infrastructure futures. His forthcoming academic 
research will explore the sociocultural legibility of infrastructures.  
Earlier this year, he published an essay elucidating ‘Infrastructure 
Fiction’ (is.gd/infrastructurefiction), one of our key themes for the 
conference.
Paul lives a stone’s throw from the site of the Battle of Orgreave, 
accompanied by a wiseacre cat and sufficient books to constitute an 
insurance-invalidating fire hazard.

Talk Synopsis

Paul is going to talk about infrastructure, about what we mean 
(or think we mean) when we say that word, and about why 
infrastructure is not so much invisible as illegible: omnipresent, 
ubiquitous, but almost always Someone Else’s Problem.  He will 
compare the Someone Else’s Problem problem to the “hypnosis of 
normality” which Anab Jain (designer at Superflux) suggests design 
fiction is intended to dispel. Paul proposes that the tools of design 
fiction and critical theory can, and should, be turned outward upon 
the complex, interdependent and surprisingly fragile metasystems on 
which our lived reality is utterly dependent.

Website: paulgrahamraven.com        Twitter: @PaulGrahamRaven



Maja Kuzmanovic
Maja Kuzmanovic is an artist and design 
futurist originally from Croatia, now based 
in Brussels.  She is the founder of FoAM, 
a distributed laboratory for speculative 
cultures.  Prior to FoAM, she experimented 
with mixed reality and virtual reality in re-
search institutes across Europe, lectured, 
as well as collaborated with technologi-
cal arts collectives such as Post World Industries and Pips:Lab. Her 
particular approach to people and technology has been recognised by 
the MIT’s Technology Review and the World Economic Forum, award-
ing her the titles of Top 100 Young Innovator (1999) & Young Global 
Leader (2006).  
Her current work explores the techno-social aspects of food, as 
well as blending futurist scenarios, improvisation, disaster drills and 
meditation in future pre-enactments. She has recently commenced 
an apprenticeship in the art of doing nothing.

Talk Synopsis

The process of reimagining requires being aware of what is, what has 
gone before and attempts to answer the tricky questions of “what 
if...” 
Maja will talk about how FoAM create real life labs to explore these 
questions using methods such as ‘future pre-enactments’ and 
alternate reality narratives, attempting to transform speculative 
fiction into embodied foresight. As the loops between imagination 
and reality can be either tightened or unwound, reimagining becomes 
a heuristic process of perpetually walking into a swarm of possible 
futures, immersing ourselves in what might be and finding ways to 
thrive in conditions of uncertainty.

 Website: fo.am/people/maja          Twitter: @deziluzija



Alexandra Daisy 
Ginsberg
Daisy Ginsberg is an artist, designer 
and writer, best known for her ground-
breaking work with synthetic biology. Her 
work has been exhibited and published 
internationally, including at MoMA New 
York, the Art Institute of Chicago, the 
Israel Museum and the National Museum of China. In 2011, her 
collaborative work E.chromi was nominated for Designs of The Year 
and Index Awards, and she won the World Technology Award for 
Design. Daisy received the first London Design Medal for Emerging 
Talent in 2012. 
Daisy studied at the University of Cambridge, Harvard University and 
the Royal College of Art. As Design Fellow on Synthetic Aesthetics 
(Stanford University/University of Edinburgh), she curated an 
international project investigating the critical discourse between 
art, design and synthetic biology.  She is currently co-curating Grow 
Your Own, a major exhibition on synthetic biology at Science Gallery 
Dublin.

Talk Synopsis

We assume design will make things ‘better’, but what do we mean 
by better? Longer-lasting? Cheaper? Sustainable? Hi-tech? Whose 
‘better’ ultimate shapes our common future? Now synthetic biology 
is attempting to transform biology – and life with it - into a design 
and engineering discipline, finding ways to ask these questions is 
as important as ever. Daisy will talk about her work within synthetic 
biology, asking: can we use design to shape our future, rather than 
perpetuate the present?

Website: daisyginsberg.com       Twitter: @alexandradaisy 



Tobias Revell 
Tobias Revell is a critical designer and 
artist from London.  A graduate of the 
Royal College of Art’s Design Interactions 
programme, he now teaches Design for 
Interaction and Moving Image at the 
University of The Arts London and guest 
lectures on several other programmes. He 
is an associate with design-futures studio 
Superflux and a researcher with ARUP’s Foresight + Innovation team.  
He exhibits his artwork widely, most recently at Ars Electronica 
in Linz, Milan Design Salon, and Z33 gallery in Belgium. Tobias is 
interested in the wider ramifications of ideas that come loaded with 
change, futures and technologies and the way critical design can 
be used as an antagonist tool for provoking conflicts between set 
narratives, beliefs and ideologies for awareness, debate and alternate 
interpretation.

Talk Synopsis

The world is in economic turmoil, in the midst of a new kind of 
reformation, and some of the most dramatic transformations 
are being seen in how people, product and labour are valued and 
exchanged in the digital world. Through the lens of his projects, 
including Mercenary Cubiclists and New Mumbai, Tobias will talk 
about his interest in the conflicts between capitalism and the digital 
and how various attempts at translating between them have resulted 
in unwanted side effects and unforeseen futures.

Website: tobiasrevell.com        Twitter: @tobias_revell



Farida Vis 
Farida Vis is a Research Fellow based in 
the Information School at the University 
of Sheffield. Her Fellowship is on the 
theme of ‘Big Data and Social Change’, 
focusing on social media, data journalism 
and citizen engagement. As part of her 
social media work, she is interested in 
critical methods for better understanding 
social media, Big Data and algorithms. She was recently appointed to 
the World Economic Forum’s Global Agenda Council on Social Media. 
She is a founding member of Open Data Manchester and currently 
leads two funded projects on the politics and possible future(s) of 
urban agriculture in the UK. She was part of the team involved in 
Reading the Riots, as research project about the use of social media 
in the 2011 London riots.  

Talk Synopsis

What does the algorithm see? In this talk Farida will take a closer 
look at how algorithms position us. As the researchers Kitchin and 
Dodge have recently suggested, algorithms tend to make themselves 
visible when something breaks, through visible ruptures. Farida 
will examine one such recent rupture and consider the workings of 
algorithms as objects situated within a cultural political context - 
made and designed by humans. Whilst invisible most of the time, 
such ruptures offer important opportunities to think about how they 
increasingly mediate our lives and realities.

 Website: sheffield.ac.uk/is/staff/vis       Twitter: @flygirltwo



Georgina Voss
Georgina Voss is a researcher and writer 
based in Brighton and London, currently 
working for the Royal College of Art (RCA). 
Her work explores intersections around 
technology practices and ethics, industrial 
sociology, and gender and sexuality. 
Before the RCA, Georgina was a Research 
Fellow on Brighton Fuse, a project that 
analysed the growth of Brighton’s successful creative, digital and 
information technology cluster. Georgina was also Research Manager 
at Tinker London where she ran the Homesense project, featured 
in the Talk to Me exhibition at MoMA in New York. She has a PhD in 
Technology and Innovation Management from University of Sussex, 
where she is also a visiting fellow. Her work has been published in 
Wired and the Guardian, and in many academic journals including 
Science and Engineering Ethics and Sexualities.
She is currently working on a book, Stigma and the Shaping of the 
Pornography Industry, due to be published by Routledge in 2014.

Talk Synopsis

Georgina will ask whose reality gets to be improved, in a talk 
entitled ‘Esoteric Content’. The British government may trumpet 
that ‘Innovation is Great!’ but the ways in which technologies come 
into being are shaped and skewed by powerful social and economic 
forces. This talk moves between the ‘bacon-wrapped economy’ of 
the Bay Area, the structure of venture capitalists’ social networks, 
‘picking winners’ in energy policy, and illegitimate hedonising 
technologies to explore which realities are being opened up and 
which will be shut down.

Website: pyrografica.com              Twitter: @gsvoss



Paula Le Dieu
Paula Le Dieu is a Digital 
Director originally from Australia, and now 
based in London. She is currently working 
with the Mozilla Foundation on their 
Webmaker programme, and developing 
her own projects. She has recently 
joined the board of Lighthouse, and is 
on the boards of Sheffield’s Doc/Fest 
and the Open Knowledge Foundation. Paula has worked with many 
media and cultural organisations, such as the BFI, where she was 
Digital Director until 2012, the BBC, the Guardian, Fairfax, Creative 
Commons and Ofcom. She is the co-creator of the Bus Tops Project, 
one of the key Cultural Olympiad commissions, which transformed 
the tops of bus shelters in London into messages boards for stories, 
thoughts and shout-outs. 
Paula has given talks at conferences around the world, including the 
Do Lectures in Wales and Power to the Pixel in London.

Talk Synopsis

We are faced with a constant set of questions about our role in this 
new networked era. Do we simply continue as consumers or passive 
audiences as others shape our civic, cultural and economic lives? Or 
do we make the most of the affordances of the technology and par-
ticipate? Paula will use her work over the last 15 years to illustrate 
models of open culture and will highlight some of the risks our exist-
ing cultural institutions face as a new generation emerges expecting 
“quotable culture”.

 Website: www.ledieu.org             Twitter: @archiville



Justin Pickard 
Justin Pickard is a writer, researcher, and 
gonzo futurist, based in Brighton.  After 
obtaining degrees from the University of 
Sussex and Goldsmiths, he is pursuing 
a PhD at the University of Sussex. 
His research is focused on the lived 
experience of climate-linked uncertainty 
in urban India. Outside of the university 
context, his critical and professional activities see him grappling with 
the potential implications of new trends, technologies and social 
practices; unravelling tacit assumptions and concealed biases; and 
working to collate and synthesise early signals of change.  For the 
past 2 years, he has been part of a team teaching young people the 
tools of foresight and innovation at the Futures Institute, part of 
Duke University’s TIP programme.
His writing has appeared in several publications, including Arc, and he 
has given talks at conferences such as Lift in Geneva.

Talk Synopsis

What does it take to leave a lasting dent in the world? With an eye 
to the next 10-15 years, Justin’s talk will take a closer look at some 
current and ongoing attempts to “improve reality” on a global scale. 
Between the billionaire philanthropist and the subsistence farmer 
with access to a shared smartphone, who gets to decide what counts 
as ‘improvement’? Is technology ever the answer? What kind of 
technology? Whose voices count? And what, if anything, can we 
usefully say about what happens next?

 Website: justinpickard.net            Twitter: @justinpickard



Tiny Talks 
Over the course of the day, there will be interventions and tiny talks 
from artists and designers involved with Lighthouse’s Brighton Digital 
Festival. Expect appearances from:

Tom Armitage

Tom Armitage is a technologist, writer and designer based in 
London.  He makes tools, toys, and art out of hardware, software, 
and the network. He is the maker of Tower Bridge / Making Bridges 
Talk (2008), Spirits Melted Into Air (2012) and many other works. 
Until 2012, Tom was a designer at Hide&Seek. He has spoken on 
technology, design, and games at conferences around the world, 
including at last year’s dConstruct in Brighton.
Tom will be talking about The Literary Operator, a new project 
commissioned by Lighthouse, made in collaboration with the writer 
Jeff Noon, based on his writings for Twitter.  
Website: infovore.org/about                 Twitter: @tom_armitage

Holly Gramazio

Holly Gramazio designs games for Hide&Seek, a studio based 
in London, that works at the point where games meet culture. 
Hide&Seek started life in 2007 as a festival of social games and 
playful experiences on London’s South Bank. In the last five years 
Hide&Seek have worked with Royal Opera House, eBay, Cadbury, the 
BBC, Warner Bros, Wieden & Kennedy and Film4. They also make 
their own games, such as Tiny Games, a collection of small, quick-
to-understand games, that sit in the real world, inviting participation 
from interested passers-by. They sprang from the challenge of fitting 
a complete game into the 140 characters allowed by Twitter. 
Holly will speak about the series of Tiny Games Lighthouse has 
commissioned for Brighton Digital Festival 2013, that are dotted 
around Brighton’s city streets. 

Website: hideandseek.net                Twitter: @severalbees



Honor Harger

Honor Harger is a curator from New Zealand who has a particular 
interest in science and technology. She is Artistic Director of 
Lighthouse, the producers of Improving Reality. Lighthouse is a digital 
culture agency based in Brighton that works at the intersection 
of the art, film and the digital creative industry sectors, producing 
vibrant, inspirational programmes that show how important artists 
and filmmakers are in a changing media landscape. 

Simon Ings

Simon Ings is a novelist and science writer living in London. He is 
editor of Arc, a digital magazine about the future from the makers of 
New Scientist. Arc are our media partner for Improving Reality 2013. 
His books include The Weight of Numbers (2006), The Eye: A Natural 
History (2007), and Dead Water (2011). His forthcoming book is a 
history of science under Stalin (for Faber). 

Scott Smith

Scott Smith is a critical futurist from the USA. He is the founder of 
Changeist, a lab, research tank and studio created to identify and 
make sense of weak signals of change. His work is built on over 
20 years’ experience studying the development of technology and 
tracking social and cultural evolution around it. His main focus is 
exploring how we perceive and construct futures. He is also co-
developer and lead instructor for the Futures Institute at the Duke 
University TIP programme.

Moderators

Website: changeist.com            Twitter: @changeist

Website: lighthouse.org.uk                Twitter: @honorharger

Website: simoningsmirror.wordpress.com            Twitter: @simonings



Brighton Digital Festival

Lighthouse is pleased to be at the heart of Brighton Digital Festival 
2013. This year’s Brighton Digital Festival features over 100 
exhibitions, performances, meet-ups, workshops and outdoor events, 
that run alongside Brighton’s iconic digital design conferences, for 
the whole month of September. It builds bridges between Brighton’s 
thriving digital creative industries and Brighton’s equally vibrant arts 
community. 

It is run by members of Brighton’s arts and digital communities, and 
administered by Wired Sussex in association with Lighthouse, with 
support from Arts Council England.

One of the main themes running through Lighthouse’s programme 
for the festival is how digital networks can be made visible, physical 
and tangible in the real world. Some of the highlights of the 
programme are:

Tiny Games by Hide&Seek, 1 - 30 September 2013
http://is.gd/tinygames

Immaterials, 5 September - 13 October 2013
http://is.gd/immaterials

Black Mirror with Charlie Brooker, 12 September 2013
http://is.gd/charliebrooker

Cube Cola Trading Post, 18 - 22 September 2013
http://is.gd/cubecola

reFramed: The Great Storyscape, 26-27 September 2013
http://is.gd/storyscape

Digital Late, 26 September 2013
http://is.gd/digitallate

Full programme details at: http://is.gd/bdf2013
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