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	 Improving Reality 2012
Welcome to the second edition of Improving Reality, a conference that 
playfully and critically looks at how designers, artists, and makers are 
using various technologies to shift our perceptions of reality. 

Over the course of the day, we’ll be hearing inspiring talks and 
speculative stories about radical designs, unlikely inventions, artworks 
inspired by science and much more. Expect a few surprises along the 
way. The day is divided into two sessions:  

How do speculative fictions, alternate realities, and radically new 
conceptions of time help shape our experience of reality?  Today, writ-
ers, designers and artists are working with techniques and ideas which 
only a few years ago would have been considered science fiction.  This 
session presents tales from the edge of reality, near-future designs, 
unlikely inventions, time travel and atemporality.

Artists and designers have an uncanny knack of making the invisible 
visible.  Their work helps us to perceive aspects of the world around 
us which are there, but perpetually beyond our vision.  This session 
presents examples of how artists, architects and designers are visual-
ising scientific phenomena, bringing hidden political machinations to 
light, and revealing the structures of social participation.

Today’s conference is followed by an evening panel session featuring 
some of the most prominent names in speculative fiction, including 
Brian Aldiss and award-winning writers, Jeff Noon and Lauren Beukes.

This year’s event builds on the first Improving Reality conference held
last year.

	 Keep up to date

WIFI: Improving Reality - Password ireality2012
Follow: #ireality

 Session 1. The Edge of Reality

 Session 2. Beyond the Visible
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	 Thanks

We’d like to thank:
Our funders, Arts Council England for their generous support; 
Brighton Dome; the team at Lighthouse (particularly Miriam Randall); 
our amazing and inspiring speakers; the technical crew; all the
technologists, developers, designers, artists and tech companies 
whose generosity has made Brighton Digital Festival possible; Julian 
Oliver for the title of the conference; Wired Sussex for their 
partnership on the festival; Jeremy Keith and Kate Bulpitt for 
Brighton SF; and all of you for coming along! 

Which is administered by:



	 Schedule

11:45 Registration

12:30 Welcome by Honor Harger

12:35 Session 1 : The Edge of Reality - introduction

12:40 Warren Ellis

13:05 Anab Jain 

13:30 Leila Johnston 

13:55 Joanne McNeil

14:10 Discussion

14:30 Break – Coffee/Tea

15:25 Session 2: Beyond the Visible - introduction

15:30 Luke Jerram

15:55 Régine Debatty

16:20 Usman Haque

16:40 Discussion

17:00 Rebekka Kill

17:20 Conference Ends / Break

18:00  Brighton SF with Brian Aldiss, Jeff Noon and Lauren Beukes



 Warren Ellis
Warren Ellis is the award-winning 
author of graphic novels such as Fell 
and Ministry of Space. He is also author 
of the underground classic prose novel, 
Crooked Little Vein.  It is fair to say that 
Warren is considered to be a living legend 
within the world of graphic novels and 
comic books.  He is a 7-time Eagle Award 
winner, and over the course of his career has worked for both Marvel 
and DC Comics on well known titles such as Planetary, X-Men and 
Iron Man. He is most renowned for his original, inventive and highly 
influential titles such as Transmetropolitan and Red, which was later 
adapted into a successful feature film.  He has also been involved in 
experimental digital publishing, most notably SVK, a collaboration 
with artist Matt “D’Israeli” Brooker, and London-based design studio 
BERG. SVK was distributed with an electronic device that enabled the 
reader to expose context material written in invisible ink.
Warren is the subject of the feature length documentary, Warren 
Ellis: Captured Ghosts (2011) directed by Patrick Meaney. His next 
novel, Gun Machine, is due for release in January 2013, and has been 
optioned for development as a television series.

 Talk Synopsis

Warren will speak about the underpinning of Improving Reality in a 
talk entitled How To See The Future. Atemporality and retromania, 
JG Ballard’s “boring future” and “manufactured normalcy” all tend 
to mitigate against Improving Reality, because they tell us whatever 
we do will be kind of dull in the end.  Warren finds this uninteresting, 
and instead would rather hold a seance for the future and launch the 
room into The Science Fiction Condition.

 Website: www.warrenellis.com      Twitter: @warrenellis



 Anab Jain
Anab Jain invents stories, scenarios, 
products and experiences that imbue our 
everyday lives with a sense of the magical, 
and provoke thought and reflection around 
the near future. She is the Founder and 
Co-Director of Superflux, a design studio 
based in London and India.   Working 
both as a consultancy as well as a more 
open-ended research lab, the studio’s projects for organisations such 
as Sony, Forum for the Future, Imagination, Prince’s Foundation, 
and the European Commission, range from the wildly speculative to 
the immediately applicable, but always with a focus on humanising 
technology and its implications. 
Originally from India, Anab has a Masters in Interaction Design from 
the Royal College of Art and has been a TED Fellow since 2009. Her 
work has been exhibited at MoMA New York, Science Gallery Dublin, 
National Museum of China and London Design Festival amongst 
others. She has lectured at the Royal College of Art, VCU Qatar, CIID, 
University of Dundee, Goldsmiths and Architectural Association. She 
has won awards from Apple Computers Inc., UNESCO, and ICSID.

 Talk Synopsis

From re-engineered mosquitoes designed to stop dengue fever, to 
super powered athletes accused of gene-doping, our current news 
stories seem to have leapt straight out of science fiction. Flesh, blood 
and DNA are our new materials and the technologies to use them 
are fast becoming open source. We are creating a ‘third kingdom’ of 
‘hybrid objects’ that are neither ‘natural’ nor ‘artificial’ but something 
entirely new. Anab’s talk will explore how designers and artists play 
a key role in developing cultural understanding of these ‘objects’ by 
decoding and speculating on our relationships and interactions with 
these new hybrid forms.

 Website: www.superflux.in      Twitter: @anabjain



 Leila Johnston
Leila Johnston is a maker and writer 
whose work mixes art, technology and 
humour. She co-hosts the podcast, Shift 
Run Stop, is a regular contributor to 
Wired UK and is the Managing Editor of 
The Literary Platform website.  She has 
recently been creative technologist in 
residence at Site Gallery in Sheffield as 
part of the Happenstance project, which 
Lighthouse is a partner of.
Leila also creates and hosts events, such as a conference about the 
end of the world, The Event (2012); a celebration for the anniversary 
of the ZX Spectrum at the BFI (2012), and a storytelling panel, 
Storywarp (2011). She is a regular contributor to conferences and 
technology gatherings, speaking on subjects such as making things 
fast, hacking for fun, building a Death Star, and life on the Starship 
Enterprise. Her writing work includes the choose-your-own-
adventure book and app, Enemy of Chaos and the book How to 
Worry Friends and Inconvenience People, which was adapted by BBC 
Comedy in 2010. Her current projects include Minotaur: the musical, 
the satirical mysticism site TheInnerHead.com, and a digital cabaret 
called Hack Circus.

 Talk Synopsis

Leila’s talk will cover everything from time-travel to world-endings 
exploring the curious way in which our experience of past, present and 
future is being rewritten. 
For a generation growing up in the years before the Millennium, 
global futuristic fantasies - from the burgeoning internet to alien 
invasions - felt personal. The transition of centuries was weighted 
with expectation. But it came and went without incident because it 
never was about the jetpacks, it was about taking responsibility.  This 
is a talk about how we lost the Future.

 Website: www.finalbullet.com       Twitter: @FinalBullet



 Joanne McNeil
Joanne McNeil is a writer interested in the 
ways technology is shaping art, identity, 
and culture. She is the editor of Rhizome 
at the New Museum, an organization in 
New York City dedicated to the creation, 
presentation, preservation, and critique 
of emerging artistic practices that 
engage technology. Rhizome supports 
artists working at the furthest reaches of 
technological experimentation as well as those responding to the 
broader aesthetic and political implications of new tools and media. 
Previously, Joanne edited the blog, The Tomorrow Museum. Her 
writing has appeared in Modern Painters, Wired, the LA Times, and 
other web and print publications.  She speaks at conferences and 
events around the world, including this year at South by South West 
in Austin, Texas.

 Talk Synopsis

Joanne’s talk will focus on the strangely malleable qualities of time.  
What if a digital photograph taken several years from now looks 
exactly like an image taken today? Digital content appears with 
minimal visual language distinguishing yesterday from tomorrow 
and today. Now habits have emerged in which we communicate with 
the past and even mistake it for the present. This talk will consider 
our experiences with regard to personal memories, archives, and 
databases. Is time itself something mutable on the web, available to 
us to reimagine and remix?

 Website: www.rhizome.org        Twitter: @jomc



 Luke Jerram
Luke Jerram is an artist whose 
multidisciplinary practice involves the 
creation of sculptures, installations, live 
arts projects and gifts.  Living in the UK but 
working internationally, Jerram’s artwork  
often depicts scientific phenomena, 
and includes works such as Tide, Sky 
Orchestra, Aeolus, the Glass Microbiology 
series and Play Me I’m Yours. He is currently Visiting Senior Research 
Fellow at CFPR, University of West of England.
He is unique in that his work has not only been exhibited at major 
international arts venues such as Museum of Modern Art in New 
York, Mori Art Museum in Tokyo, De La Warr Pavilion in Bexhill, the 
ICA in London, and FACT in Liverpool, but also written about in 
science journals such as Nature, British Medical Journal, Science and 
The Lancet. His artworks are powerful and poetic evocations of how 
artists can experience reality differently.

 Talk Synopsis

Luke will talk about how artists can make the invisible visible.  Luke’s 
ongoing fascination with perception is fuelled by the fact that he 
is colour-blind.  He studies the qualities of space and perception in 
extreme locations, from the freezing forests of Lapland to the sand 
dunes of the Sahara desert, and develops artworks that give us new 
ways of seeing reality. Using examples of his own artworks he will 
talk about how glass can be used to visualise microbes, revealing a 
curious tension between beauty and deadliness; how sculpture can 
help us understand planetary motion; and how sound deployed by a 
fleet of hot air balloons can influence dreams.

 Website: www.lukejerram.com        Twitter: @lukejerram



 Régine Debatty
Régine Debatty is a writer, curator and 
critic, and founder of the highly influential 
blog, we-make-money-not-art.com. She’s 
from Belgium, but is currently based in 
London and Turin. Régine is known for 
her writings on the intersection between 
art, design, science, technology, and 
social issues. She contributes to several 
European design and art magazines, and lectures internationally 
about the way artists, hackers and designers use science as a 
medium for critical discussion.  Régine has a weekly radio programme 
called A.I.L. (Artists in Laboratories) on Resonance104.4fm in 
London, and is the co-author of the ‘sprint book’, New Art/Science 
Affinities, published by Carnegie Mellon University. She is also an 
Honorary Fellow of the Royal College of Art in London.

 Talk Synopsis

Régine’s talk will focus on how artists and activists can help us 
perceive hidden aspects of our world and in doing so, perhaps help 
improve reality. She contends that parts of our reality are altered and 
hidden from us, either because we have forgotten how to look at our 
surroundings, or because powerful entities, such as corporations or 
governmental bodies, would rather we see their version of reality. 
Artists, designers and activists can bring these hidden dimensions 
of reality to light, helping us for example, perceive invisible levels of 
pollution, interpret secret military programs, and see through corrupt 
banking practices.

 Website: we-make-money-not-art.com          Twitter: @wmmna



 Usman Haque
Usman Haque is an artist and architect 
who creates responsive environments, 
interactive installations, digital interface 
devices and mass-participation initiatives. 
Based in London, he is founder of Pachube 
(now known as Cosm.com) and director of 
Haque Design + Research Ltd.  His skills 
include the design and engineering of 
both physical spaces and the software and systems that bring them 
to life. His work has been exhibited widely, including at the ICA in 
London, Ars Electronica, Transmediale, Itau Cultural, Sao Paulo, NTT 
ICC in Tokyo, the Singapore Biennale, and the National Art Museum, 
Beijing, China.  He has received awards from the Design Museum, The 
Wellcome Trust, as well as a Swiss Creation Prize, the Asia Digital Art 
Award Grand Prize and a World Technology Award (for art).

 Talk Synopsis

Usman is going to talk about building participative systems. His talk 
will shed light on the often invisible dilemmas of participation, and 
discuss ways that paradoxes can be harnessed to create everything 
from functioning online communities to vast performative spectacles. 
His talk will be illustrated with examples of projects such as 
Flightpath Toronto (2011), a mass-participation spectacle inviting 
citizens to rediscover the wonder of urban flight; Sky Ear (2003-
2006), a floating glowing cloud, embedded with mobile phones 
which users can interact with, and Cosm.com, a real-time data 
infrastructure and community for the Internet of Things.

 Website: www.haque.co.uk & cosm.com        Twitter: @uah



 Rebekka Kill
Rebekka Kill is a practising visual and 
performance artist, a writer and academic. 
She is Head of School at The Leeds School 
of Art, Architecture and Design at Leeds 
Metropolitan University.  Her research 
embraces a broad range of practices: 
painting, drawing, performance, critical 
writing and educational research. She has 
exhibited widely in the UK, and internationally. During her career she 
has taught in a range of education contexts in both studio practice 
and also in critical and historical studies.
She has published academic texts on disciplinary pedagogy in the 
arts, and regularly publishes in non-academic contexts such as blogs, 
fanzines and catalogues. Her PhD is titled “Academic Identity in the 
Arts: Dialogue, Co-existence and a Pedagogy of Potentiality”.

 Talk Synopsis

Rebekka’s presentation, Facebook is like Disco, and Twitter is like 
Punk explores social media through the lens of genres of music.  It 
will be a deeply autobiographical account of her historical obsession 
with music and her more recent obsession with social media, 
highlighting parallels and interconnections between these two areas.

 Website: djtheduchess.wordpress.com       Twitter: @drrebekkakill



 Moderator: Honor Harger

Honor is director of Lighthouse, producers 
of Improving Reality.  Prior to working 
at Lighthouse, she was guest curator of 
the transmediale festival in Berlin, and 
director of the AV Festival in the North 
East of England,. She was the first curator 
of webcasting for Tate where she also 
organised events and concerts at Tate 
Modern.
Honor is slightly obsessed by science. She writes the blog, Particle 
Decelerator, which collects together news from the worlds of physics, 
cosmology and technology. Her artistic practice is produced under 
the name r a d i o q u a l i a. One of their main projects is Radio 
Astronomy, a radio station broadcasting sounds from space.  She has 
lectured widely including at LIFT in Geneva, TED, the European Space 
Agency, the Centre Pompidou in Paris and the American Film Institute.

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

 Website: about.me/honor              Twitter: @honorharger

Lighthouse is a digital culture agency based in Brighton 
that supports, commissions and exhibits work by artists and 
filmmakers.  Occupying an important strategic position at the 
intersection of the art, film and digital creative industry sectors, 
Lighthouse creates vibrant, inspirational programmes that show that 
digital culture is about more than technology and tools; it is about 
ideas, emotion, learning, and aesthetics. We show work in our own 
venue in Brighton, and work in partnership with galleries, museums, 
and festivals, nationally and internationally.  
Lighthouse also manages BFI Shorts 2012, a major short film 
production scheme that will enable up to 17 short films to be 
produced over the next year. We also run the UK’s leading mentoring 
programme for filmmakers, Guiding Lights.



	 Brighton SF
A very special panel follows the conference, 
which brings together some of the leading 
names in speculative fiction and science 
fiction literature.  Complementing some of 
the themes running through Improving 
Reality, Brighton SF features readings and 
discussions by writers who help define our 
notions of the future. Speakers include:

Brian Aldiss
Aldiss is one of the UK’s most renowned science-fiction writers. He is 
author of the celebrated novels, The Helliconia Trilogy, Hothouse and 
Nonstop. Aldiss is also author of the short story, Super-Toys Last All 
Summer Long, which led to the film, A.I.

Lauren Beukes
South African writer, Lauren Beukes is one of the most prominent 
names in speculative fiction today.  She is best known as the author of 
Zoo City, which won the Arthur C. Clarke award in 2011, and has been 
optioned for development as a film. She is also author of the novels, 
Moxyland and The Shining Girls.

Jeff Noon
Hailed as one of the leading lights of ‘weird fiction’, Brighton’s own 
Jeff Noon is author of the highly influential novels, Vurt, Pollen and 
Automated Alice. He has recently published his first novel in a decade, 
the critically acclaimed, Channel SK1n.

Brighton SF is hosted by Jeremy Keith, technical director at Clearleft, 
who organise dConstruct, one of the key conferences in Brighton 
Digital Festival. Jeremy curated the 2012 edition of dConstruct, which 
takes place on 7 September, under the title Playing with the Future.

Brighton SF is ticketed separately from Improving Reality 2012.

 Website: brightonsf.adactio.com       Twitter: @BrightonSF



 Brighton Digital Festival
Brighton Digital Festival 2012 is a celebration of digital culture 
featuring a whole month of events that run alongside Brighton’s iconic 
digital design conferences.  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.

Marking out Brighton as a major destination for digital culture, the 
festival this year includes digital visionaries like Matt Webb (BERG), 
Ben Hammersley, Hannah Donovan (This Is My Jam), and Alice Taylor 
(Makielab), digital artists such as David Blandy and Seb Lee-Delisle, 
and science pioneers such as Kevin Warwick and James Burke. 
They’re among over 50 well-known names giving talks in the first 
week alone.  Team that up with over 100 exhibitions, performances, 
meet-ups, workshops, and the UK’s fastest growing Maker Faire, and 
you’ve got one of the most intriguing digital festivals in Europe. 

Lighthouse’s own twenty-odd projects for the festival explore where 
art meets technology. Highlights include:

Odysseys By David Blandy, 1 - 23 September, Phoenix Brighton
Arcade games, video, digital technology, animation and comics 
collide in the largest ever solo exhibition of internationally renowned 
contemporary artist, David Blandy. 

Fated Dual, 22 September, Phoenix Brighton
An epic full-day gaming tournament, complementing Blandy’s 
exhibition. Game-play takes place on the very arcade machines that 
Blandy’s artwork is installed on. 

Closing Night Performances, 30 September, The Basement
Expect the fantastic, the futuristic and the confounding in an evening 
of music and audio-visual delights, including the uncanny robot 
orchestra of Brighton band, Space Dog.

Full programme details at: http://is.gd/bdf2012
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