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Improving Reality 2014
Visibility is a Trap 
“There are eyes everywhere. No blind spot left. What shall we dream 
of when everything becomes visible? We’ll dream of being blind.” 
- Paul Virilio (1994)

Welcome to the fourth edition of Lighthouse’s annual conference, 
Improving Reality. This one-day event welcomes an international 
community of creative thinkers who will come together to share and 
discuss some of contemporary culture’s most groundbreaking art and 
ideas.

Lighthouse is an international digital culture agency based in Brighton. 
We develop and present contemporary work from film to photogra-
phy, design to music. We are interested in art that examines our world 
through a critical and imaginative lens. A lot of it relates to technology 
– a powerful and constantly evolving field- as well as politics, issues 
of morality and global events. We aim to illuminate these topics by 
presenting them in personal, poetic and empowering ways.

Artists show us imagined possibilities and offer new perspectives on 
the world. If the work is powerful, you ‘become it’ for a moment - you 
enter that space for those minutes and you feel its argument. 
Lighthouse is interested in this suspended space of uncertainty, 
questioning and critical engagement. Inspired by the words of theo-
retical physicist Richard Feynman - “Curiosity demands that we ask 
questions” - our programmes examine the creative, cultural and 
societal impact of a post-digital age.

Improving Reality brings some of the most exciting creative minds 
together to explore the critical and timely issues we face. 



This year’s theme - Visibility is a Trap - is a visceral response to the 
tension between the tendency to share every detail of our lives, and 
our desire and right for more privacy. But also to the increasingly 
more complex nature of understanding visual information that is 
published, shared and transformed on the countless online networks, 
by individuals, organisations and even bots. 

With a line-up of internationally acclaimed speakers and performers 
– a who’s who of the now – Improving Reality addresses key topics 
including: The Coming of Immediacy, The Aesthetics of Disappear-
ance and The Experience of Visibility.

In light of the Snowden revelations, we now know that the interna-
tional security agencies have been spying on private conversations. 
The web has lost its innocence. Social media like Facebook, Twitter 
and Instagram have changed from symbols of social progress to weap-
ons of mass surveillance. Improving Reality teases out these complex 
issues.

With the intention of edging more toward the festival experience than 
a typical conference, this year we place a greater emphasis on experi-
encing artistic work, including a world premiere of a new music video 
Home by Holly Herndon alongside the screening of other moving 
image work. 

It is my great privilege to welcome you to Improving Reality for the 
first time as the new Artistic Director of Lighthouse.  We hope you 
enjoy the day. Please share your thoughts, ask questions and let us 
know what you think! 

- Juha van ‘t Zelfde 

Keep Up To Date

WIFI network: improvingreality2014 - Password: IR2014
Follow and share: #ireality



11:15 Registration

12:00 Welcome by Juha van ‘t Zelfde 

12:05 Session 1: The Coming of Immediacy 

 John Armitage
 Nathan Jurgenson
 Nadia El-Imam

 Discussion

13:45 Break – Tea/Coffee

14:30 Session 2: The Aesthetics of Disappearance 

 Jananne Al-Ani
 Lawrence Abu Hamdan
 Susan Schuppli

 Discussion

16:15 Break – Tea/Coffee

16:45 Session 3: The Experience of Visibility 

 Daniel van der Velden (Metahaven) 
 + Screening City Rising 

 Holly Herndon
 + Screening Chorus & Home 

 Round up

18:00  End 

18:00 Studio Theatre bar open for post-event drinks

Schedule



Session 1:
The Coming of Immediacy 

We are surfing the zeitgeist at the speed of now, collapsing time and 
space like there is no distance. How can we move beyond the here and 
now to better our world?

 

The headquarters of the National Security Agency in Fort Meade, Maryland (USA). 
Photo by Trevor Paglen.



John Armitage is Professor of Media Arts 
at Winchester School of Art, University 
of Southampton, UK. He specialises in 
the work of Paul Virilio, the French critic 
of the art of technology. John is the 
editor of Paul Virilio: From Modernism to 
Hypermodernism and Beyond (2000, Sage, 
London), Virilio Live: Selected Interviews (2001, Sage, London), Virilio 
Now: Current Perspectives in Virilio Studies (2011, Polity, Cambridge), 
author of Virilio and the Media (2012, Polity, Cambridge), co-editor, 
with Ryan Bishop, of Virilio and Visual Culture (2013, EUP, Edinburgh) 
sole editor of The Virilio Dictionary (2013, EUP, Edinburgh), and 
his single-authored book, Virilio for Architects, will be published by 
Routledge in 2015.

Talk Synopsis

In this short talk, Armitage considers how the contemporary form 
of the telephone promotes our obsession with forms of shared 
participation and social implosion. He argues that the mobile phone 
involves a complex abolition of our sense of space, interwoven with 
unexpected socio-cultural effects, which then create new subjectivities 
as well as new forms of decentralisation that are intuited but not fully 
understood. To politicise these effects, and following the revelations 
of the whistleblower Edward Snowden, he identifies the mobile 
telephone as a new form of media and argues that it is no longer an 
‘extension of man’, as McLuhan suggested, but an extension of the 
US State, which is producing new forms of socio-cultural collapse. 
Armitage explores how the remote-controlled time and space of 
what he calls the ‘terrorphone’ cultivates, among other things, the 
contemporary visualization of speech.  He questions the desirability 
of unrelenting mobile phone interaction as our only ‘intelligent’ choice 
today when such interaction is not a great extension of our central 
nervous system, but in fact a danger to it. 

John Armitage 



Nathan is a social media theorist, a 
contributing editor for The New Inquiry, 
researcher for Snapchat, co-founder 
and chair of the Theorizing the Web 
conference, and is pursuing a PhD in 
Sociology at the University of Maryland. 
His research is driven most fundamentally 
by the understanding that the informational and embodied, the digital 
and physical, the on and offline, are enmeshed. Nathan lives in New 
York City and is currently writing a book about social media and 
photography.

Talk Synopsis

Social media are often built under the logic that life should be held 
still, recorded, doubled as part of a museum-like collection to be 
classified and of course ranked. From followers to likes, everywhere 
your document double is quantified with metrics. This is social media 
designed from the idea that the Web is some separate, virtual, cyber 
space. Nathan coined “digital dualism” to describe and critique this 
and will discuss improving social media by respecting that technology 
is always deeply human - just as the embodied is always technological. 
Humans don’t fit into databases; the smallness of “big” data is 
revealed when embracing the play, the fictions, the spaces in-between 
the posts. The ephemeral flow of lived experience is better left fluid 
than atomized into frozen, quantified chunks. We can do social media 
better by embracing ephemerality and playfulness, by queering the 
binaries of privacy and visibility or the supposed on and offline. The 
trap isn’t visibility but what we do with it.

Website: ww.nathanjurgenson.com Twitter: @nathanjurgenson 

Nathan Jurgenson 



Nadia is the Founding Director and CEO of 
Edgeryders – a growing online community 
and distributed think-tank of citizen 
experts that combines the intense focus 
and rigour of consultancy with the scale, 
openness and democratic legitimacy of 
citizen consultation. Nadia has 
co-authored a number of books and policy publications, held keynotes 
at national conferences. She has a background in engineering and 
design, and puts it to use where it matters most: architecting 
collaboration between diverse individuals and organisations. She was 
nominated for the Swedish Parliament in 2014 and named Minister of 
Labour in a “dream government of New Thinkers” imagined for 
Sweden by the leading financial newspaper in Scandinavia and is 
currently prototyping a groundbreaking new methodology for United 
Nations Development Programme.  

Talk Synopsis

As a result of globalisation and the growing use of the Internet, 
territorial and political borders are dissolving in what could be called 
a “post-territorial landscape”. In this territory of “no more, not yet”, 
many struggle to overcome the inertia of outdated physical, legal, and 
conceptual frameworks still at work in our current legacy systems. Our 
societies need to come up with credible responses. The great tech-
nological shift facilitates rapid innovation, and the dissemination of 
creative responses on a global scale. Interestingly, the more efficient 
initiatives seem to happen at the edges, far from the mainstream. 
Nadia’s talk will present some aspects of Edgeryders, a network, 
gathering more than 2300 people and organisations from around 
the globe, experimenting with everything from developing network-
bartering algorithms, collective intelligence tools and unMonasteries.

Website: www.edgeryders.eu  Twitter: @Ladyniasan and @edgeryders 

Nadia El-Imam 



Session 2: 
The Aesthetics of Disappearance 

When duration and distance become longer, events become more 
abstract. We risk losing connection. How does this removal influence 
our sensibility, our ability to make sense of our environment?

Video (still) from ‘Clouds of Unknowing’, 2014. Silvia Maglioni and Graeme Thomson 
(terminal beach). Commissioned by Lighthouse.



Focusing on photography, film and video, 
Jananne’s recent work references the use 
of lens-based technologies in modern 
warfare and surveillance. Solo exhibitions 
include Excavations, Hayward Gallery 
Project Space, London (2014); Ground-
work, Beirut Art Center (2013) and Shadow 
Sites, Arthur M. Sackler Gallery, Washington DC (2012). 
She participated in the 13th Istanbul Biennial (2013); Sharjah Biennial 
11 (2013); 18th Biennale of Sydney (2012) and the 54th Venice 
Biennale (2011). Her work is in the collections of the Tate, London; 
Mori Art Museum, Tokyo and Darat al Funun, Amman. She is currently 
Senior Research Fellow at the University of the Arts London.

Talk Synopsis

Since 2007 Jananne Al-Ani has produced a portfolio of moving 
image works exploring the disappearance of the body in contested 
landscapes and examining the development of film and photography 
in relation to the technology of flight in the history of 20th 
century conflict. In addition to showing extracts from her films, Al-Ani 
presents a selection of archival material including unpublished 
reconnaissance photographs from WWI: the work of early pioneers of 
aerial photography in the Middle East; and landscape photographs of 
archaeologists working in the region. In her talk, The Aesthetics of 
Disappearance: A Land Without People, Al-Ani considers how historic 
visual material informs and influences the way in which weunderstand 
and represent the present and how the tension between documentary 
and fiction might be resolved in a work of art.

Website: www.janannealani.net 

Jananne Al-Ani



Lawrence Abu Hamdan’s work frequently 
deals with the relationship between 
listening and borders, human rights, 
testimony, truth and law, through the 
production of audio-visual installations, 
graphic design, sculpture, photography, 
workshops and performance. His work with sound and its intersection 
with politics originates from his background in DIY music. His work 
was submitted as evidence at the UK asylum tribunal where the artist 
himself was called as an expert witness. His solo exhibitions include 
The Freedom Of Speech Itself (2012) at Showroom, London, The Whole 
Truth (2012) at Casco, Utrecht and most recently Tape Echo (2013-
2014) at Beirut in Cairo and as part of Positions at Van Abbemuseum.  
His works have been part of group exhibitions at Tate Modern London, 
M HKA Antwerp, the Beirut Art Center and The 2012 Taipei Biennial. 
Abu Hamdan’s writing can be found in Forensis Sternberg press, 
Manifesta Journal and Cabinet Magazine. Abu Hamdan curated events 
at the Reitveld Academie in Amsterdam and at Batroun Projects 
Lebanon. He is part of the Forensic Architecture project team at 
Goldsmiths College London where he is a PhD candidate and lecturer.

Talk Synopsis

London based artist Lawrence Abu Hamdan’s work attempts to 
measure the contemporary relationship between listening and politics, 
borders, human rights, testimony, truth and international law, through 
the production of longer narrative audio documentaries and essays, 
audio-visual installations, graphic design, sculpture, photography, 
workshops and performance. This talk will explore Abu Hamdan’s 
latest body of research and the concluding component of his audio 
documentary series, Aural Contract. 
Website: www.lawrenceabuhamdan.com Twitter: @LAbuHamdan

Lawrence Abu 
Hamdan



Susan Schuppli is an artist and writer 
based in London. She is Acting Director 
of the Centre for Research Architecture, 
Goldsmiths where she received her 
doctorate in 2009. Previously she 
participated in the Whitney ISP after 
completing her MFA at UCSD. Her research 
examines media that emerges of sites of contemporary conflict and 
violence. Recent and forthcoming exhibitions include HKW, Casino 
Luxembourg, Stroom Den Haag, Extracity Antwerp, and Bildmuseet, 
Sweden. She has published widely within the context of media and 
politics and is author of the forthcoming book, Material Witness: 
Forensic Media and the Production of Evidence (MIT Press, 2015).

Talk Synopsis

Evidence suggests that a regime of state secrecy is now operating in 
plain sight. These covert operations include extra-rendition, drone 
warfare and a general state of surveillance. Part of the rationale for 
these operations is an attempt at “making visible” supposed imminent 
global threats. The War on Terror has made this chillingly obvious from 
the failed attempt at exposing the non-existence of WMDs to code-
red security alerts that permit unfettered data gathering by the NSA 
and GCHQ. However this new mode of secrecy cannot be understood 
simply in opposition to regimes of the visible. Are Western powers’ 
secret operations perhaps not so much an attempt to hide illegal 
activities but a conscious decision to wilfully impose new imagined 
orders of truth? Through a series of case studies this presentation 
asks if indeed imagination is the very condition by which secrecy gains 
its traction and political agency.

Website: www.forensic-architecture.org  

Susan Schuppli 



Session 3: 
The Experience of Visibility 

Art shows perspective. When powerful, we become the art for a 
moment, and we experience the world it creates. How not to see, or 
be seen, is up to us.

Still from ‘City Rising’, 2014, by Metahaven.



Metahaven is a studio for design and 
research. Their work reflects political and 
social issues in graphic design objects 
and media. The group’s 2010 publication 
Uncorporate Identity investigated what 
the International Herald Tribune called 
the “purpose and value of design in a neurotic and treacherous 
era of geopolitical instability”. Metahaven’s projects include Black 
Transparency, a multi-year investigation into the relationship between 
transparency and secrecy. As part of this project, Metahaven designed 
a set of merchandise for WikiLeaks that were sold by the organization 
to circumvent a financial blockade disallowing the organisation to 
receive donations via other means. Metahaven is affiliated with the 
Center for Design and Geopolitics at University of California, San 
Diego. Its founders teach at ArtEZ Academy of Arts in Arnhem, at the 
Sandberg Institute in Amsterdam, and at Yale University in New Haven.

Talk Synopsis

The internet introduces a powerful new drug to us: ourselves. A 
substance inviting to explore the depths of human desire and the 
obliquest of connections in search for feedback loops between 
distant souls, usurping the experience of time, and spreading manic 
loneliness, by a constant demand for reciprocity, while invading the 
last unclaimed territory of human existence: sleep. What are the 
connections between the smartphone apps that channel unfulfilled 
promise, their business models, and we the people who have become 
hopelessly possessed by one another? What does it mean when 
pictures are shared? What do they stand for and why are there apps 
that make them disappear before our eyes? We live in an age of 
extreme hyper capitalism, exploding poverty, and free-ranging love.

Website: www.metahaven.net Twitter: @mthvn 

Daniel van der 
Velden (Metahaven)



Holly Herndon is an artist and composer 
currently pursuing a doctorate in 
composition at Stanford University as well 
as touring the world to perform and exhibit 
new work. Her practice centers around 
the laptop as an instrument, and she is 
perhaps best known for using custom 
software to manipulate live voice.  She received her MFA in Electronic 
Music and Recording Media at Mills College. While at Mills she won the 
Elizabeth Mills Crothers award for Best Composer in 2010 for her vocal 
generated piece 195. Her critically acclaimed records Movement and 
Chorus were released on New York based label RVNG Intl. 

Talk Synopsis

Over the past few years, Holly Herndon has been a strong advocate 
for the laptop as perhaps the most intimate instrument we have ever 
known. Herndon highlights the importance to acknowledge that her 
primary instrument also mediates her personal relationships, and 
catalogues her interactions and curiosities, and she has attempted to 
reflect the often fractured coherence of the laptop experience in her 
musical work. Since she began this exploration, we have come to learn 
more about how the intimacy we share with our devices has been 
betrayed and compromised. If what was once perceived a private and 
safe space can now be considered a public space, Herndon believes 
that realisation brings with it interesting implications for performance 
and recording. As well as speaking, Herndon will present some work, 
performance techniques and some video works speaking to this 
matter including the world premiere of new music video Home. 

Website: www.hollyherndon.com Twitter: @hollyherndon 

Holly Herndon



Moderator: 
Juha van ‘t Zelfde 

About Lighthouse 

Lighthouse is an international digital culture agency that supports, 
commissions and exhibits work by artists, filmmakers and other 
creatives, which we present in our own venue and – in partnership 
with museums, galleries and festival - nationally and internationally. 
If you’d like to know more about what we do, or about our venue in 
central Brighton, please get in touch.

Juha van ‘t Zelfde joined Lighthouse as 
Artistic Director in March 2014. He is a 
Dutch-Finnish curator with an interest in 
the present state of art, music, technology 
and the public domain. In 2013 he curated 
the groundbreaking exhibition Dread, Fear in the age of technological 
acceleration, at De Hallen Haarlem. Dread examined the effects of fear 
of a future disaster, whether by terrorism or technological catastro-
phe, on society after 9/11. Artists included: Timo Arnall, Alicia Framis, 
Roger Hiorns, Trevor Paglen, Laurent Grasso and James Bridle. He has 
worked with the Stedelijk Museum, Marres and The New Institute, and 
with a multitude of internationally renowned artists, including 
Thomas Hirschhorn, Haroon Mirza, CM von Hausswolff and Micol 
Assaël. He has written articles about the cultural implications of new 
technologies for VICE, Volume, and De Volkskrant. His book Dread – 
The Dizziness of Freedom was published in 2013.
 

Twitter: @juhavanzelfde

Website: www.lighthouse.org.uk Twitter: @LighthouseArts



Forthcoming Exhibition:
A screaming comes across the sky, 10 Oct 2014 – 8 March 2015 
LABoral Centro de Arte y Creación Industrial, Gijon, Spain 

Curated by Lighthouse and presented in partnership with LABoral, this 
major new international exhibition explores drones, mass surveillance 
and invisible wars. Participating artists include:  Aeracoop (ES), James 
Bridle (UK), Alicia Framis (ES), Laurent Grasso (FR),Roger Hiorns (UK), 
Metahaven (NL), Silvia Maglioni & Graeme Thomson (terminal beach) 
(UK/IT), Mariele Neudecker (DE) Martha Rosler (US), Roman Signer 
(CH) and Hito Steyerl (DE). 

The exhibition explores the increasingly invisible and seamless military 
technologies responsible for the disappearance of hundreds of civil-
ians in wars that are largely conducted secretly and unaccountably. It 
zooms in on the shock and awe of drone warfare, addressing the ethi-
cal and legal ambiguity of UAVs and ‘war at a distance’, by presenting 

Hito Steyerl. HOW NOT TO BE SEEN: A Fucking Didactic Educational .Mov File. 2013. Still image, 
single  screen 1080p .mov file, 14min. © Hito Steyerl. Courtesy Wilfried Lentz Rotterdam



Lighthouse at Brighton Digital 
Festival - Selected Highlights
Lighthouse is pleased to take part in Brighton Digital Festival, 
a month-long celebration of digital culture with exhibitions, 
conferences, events, performances, workshops and outdoor events. 
Our programme includes:

Newstweek – Fact Fixing Bureau - 3-28 September, Lighthouse
A timely, critical and playful new exhibition by Prix Ars Electronica 
Award winning artists Julian Oliver and Danja Vasiliev that invites 
visitors to enter the world of critical engineering and set their own 
news agendas.

Popathon Hack Jam - 12-13 September, Lighthouse
Presented in partnership with Lighthouse and Mozilla, this immersive 
workshop invites practitioners to explore ways to create stories that 
live on the web with other film, web and design creatives.

reFRAMED - 15 September, Lighthouse
Lighthouse and Talking Point present a day of talks aimed at filmmakers 
and other content producers open to innovative ways of telling stories 
and building audiences. Speakers include pioneering visual artists and 
filmmakers Iain Forsyth and Jane Pollard, who will discuss 20,000 
Days on Earth, their first feature film, and its groundbreaking digital 
partner project.

Launch of Nimbus by The Nimbus Group - 10 September, Lighthouse
Lighthouse and the Nimbus Group co-present a rare presentation by 
Chris Watson (BBC Natural History Unit/Cabaret Voltaire) to mark the 
launch of a new immersive sound app.

Full programme details at: www.lighthouse.org.uk

Brighton Digital Festival: www.brightondigitalfestival.co.uk



Presented by:

Supported by:

Part of:

Thanks

We’d like to thank:
Our funders, Arts Council England for their generous support; Fiona 
Fletcher, Phil Richards and the team at Lighthouse; our amazing and 
inspiring speakers; all the members of the arts and tech community 
whose generosity has made Brighton Digital Festival possible; Julian 
Oliver for the title of the conference; Brighton Dome; MyHotel; 
Clearleft for the idea of the programme booklet; and thanks to all of 
you for coming along! 
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