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Overview 
Purpose  
Understanding Standards packs are intended to provide teachers, lecturers and 
assessors with a clear understanding of the marks that have been awarded to 
specific examples of candidate evidence and the reasons why these have been 
awarded. They may be used in centres: 
 
♦ to prepare for the assessment of the relevant course component 
♦ as benchmarks to help assessors judge the evidence produced by their own 

candidates 
♦ for training purposes 
 
The commentary and candidate evidence should be read in conjunction with the 
relevant coursework assessment task and the marking instructions.  
  



  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Candidate evidence – contextual 
analysis 
Further expressive portfolio evidence for this candidate can be found here: 
https://www.understandingstandards.org.uk/Subjects/ArtandDesign/AdvancedHig
her/ExpressivePortfolio 
  

https://www.understandingstandards.org.uk/Subjects/ArtandDesign/AdvancedHigher/ExpressivePortfolio
https://www.understandingstandards.org.uk/Subjects/ArtandDesign/AdvancedHigher/ExpressivePortfolio


  

Contextual Analysis 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

‘Ephemeral Rays’ by Charlotte 
Smith 



  

Site-specific installation: Location as an integral 
element 

In 2013, Charlotte Smith produced a site-specific installation for her degree show, 
held at Chatham Historic Dockyard. Her installation quickly gained the attention 
of the art world. 
‘Ephemeral Rays’ consisted of hundreds of used and burnt out lightbulbs hanging 
together at different lengths placed in front of a large window in one of the 
dockyard buildings.   

 
 



  

Smith’s artwork is constructed 
from old light bulbs which she 
collected to make the piece.  One 
of the first artists to use everyday 
objects to make artwork Marcel 
Duchamp who was part of the 
Dada movement. This movement 
was a reaction against the horror 
of the First World War and was 
deliberately absurd and 
nonsensical. Even the name of 
the movement is a meaningless 
word. 
 
Duchamp began to display 
ordinary objects which he called 
‘ready-mades’ in art galleries.  At 
first, he combined objects to 
create artworks. An example is 
‘Bicycle Wheel’ where he attached 
an old bicycle wheel to a stool. 

 
         
     ‘Bicycle Wheel’ (1913) by Marcel Duchamp 
 
 
 
Duchamp took his ideas further in his 
most well-known piece ‘Fountain’.  He 
took a urinal and signed it with ‘R Mutt 
1917’.  It is regarded as an example of 
‘anti-art’ and was not exhibited in the 
New York exhibition that he submitted 
it for as it was thought to be too 
offensive. Later, it became very 
famous and influential. 
 
Smith’s piece is more serious in mood 
but creating art from everyday objects 
is still controversial to some viewers. 
The idea of suspending used 
lightbulbs to create an artwork may 
not seem like ‘art’ to a lot of people 
who relate art to traditional techniques 
like painting and sculpture. 

         ‘Fountain’ (1917) by Marcel 
Duchamp 

 
‘Whether Mr Mutt with his own hands made the fountain or not has no 
importance. He CHOSE it. He took an ordinary article of life, and placed it so that 



  

its useful significance disappeared under the new title and point of view – created 
a new thought for that object.’ 

Marcel Duchamp 
 
Duchamp seems to be saying that in choosing an object, the artist is being 
creative.  It is transformed into ‘art’ by placing it in the location of an art gallery 
which gives the object a new meaning. This was the beginning of conceptual art 
where the idea is the most important thing about the work. 
 
Another difference between Duchamp’s ‘ready-mades’ and Smith’s piece is that 
hers is an installation, a large scale construction which creates an interactive 
experience for the viewer.  Although viewers can walk around Duchamp’s pieces 
and see them from different angles, they can walk right into Smith’s piece.  
 
Smith appears to be influenced by the development of installation art which can 
be traced back to 1933, when Kurt Schwitters created Merzbau.  This was an 
environment of several rooms created in his house in Hanover, Germany. Like 
Duchamp, Schwitters was also associated with the Dada movement and was 
pushing the boundaries of art. 
 
Schwitters kept adding to the installation so that it was constantly changing. He 
worked on Merzbau over a period of years. It developed continually as he added 
columns and found objects, so that his studio itself became a work of art which 
visitors could walk around inside.   
 

‘Merzbau’ (1933) by Kurt Schwitters 
 
This idea of creating environments was taken on by other artists since then and 
the installation has become an accepted art form. 
 
In the 1960s, American artist, Allan Kaprow created environments, which he 
called ‘happenings’.  He said of his first environment: 
 



  

‘I just simply filled the whole gallery up … When you opened the door you found 
yourself in the midst of an entire environment … The materials were varied: 
sheets of plastic, crumpled up cellophane, tangles of Scotch tape, sections of 
slashed and daubed enamel and pieces of coloured cloth … five tape machines 
spread around the space played electronic sounds which I had composed.’  

Allan Kaprow 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘Stockroom’ (1961) by Allan Kaprow 
Kaprow went on to produce a number of ‘happenings’ where the viewer became 
part of the experience. He used different locations not always galleries. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘Yard’ 
(1961) 

by Allan 
Kapow 

 
At this time, the idea of ‘art’ changed.  It was no longer always a painting or 
sculpture to be viewed in a gallery. Installations became a major art form 
throughout the 1960. In the late 1980s there was a resurgence of interest in 
conceptual art, including installation. These installations often took up an entire 
room or gallery space.  With some installations, the viewer could enter the work 
of art and walk around inside it.  With others, the viewer could walk around it or 
view if from a distance if it was fragile. Some installations also incorporated light 
and sound, or interactive elements. 



  

 
 
Damien Hirst’s ‘Pharmacy’ is an 
example of an installation which 
transforms an environment into 
‘art’ because it has been placed in 
a gallery. It makes the viewer 
consider the pharmacy 
environment and its deeper 
meaning. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
           
      ‘Pharmacy’ 
(1992) by Damien Hirst 
                     

 
 
It could be assumed 
that Smith would be 
familiar with Cornelia 
Parker’s work, in 
particular, her 
installation, ‘Cold Dark 
Matter: An Exploded 
View’ (1991). This 
installation is made of 
fragments of a garden 
shed, which was 
blown up by the British 
Army for the artist.  
 
As with Smith’s 
‘Ephemeral Rays’ light 
plays an important 
part in this installation, 
casting dramatic 
shadows. Perhaps 
Smith was inspired by 
this effect when she 
created her installation 
so that light and 
shadow became key 
elements of the work. 

 
 
 
 
 
 



  

Smith’s piece is site-specific which means it is a work of art designed for a 
specific location which has a relationship with that location.  The installation was 
part of “Joining the Docks,” a degree show for University of Kent art students that 
took place at the Chatham Historic Dockyard in summer 2013. At Chatham 
Dockyard warships were built, repaired and maintained for the Royal Navy for 
over 400 years. Smith does not appear to have been inspired by the nautical 
history of the building but the idea of light, the age of the building and the passing 
of time itself. 
 

 
 



  

 
The building creates an impact on the installation.  There is an echo of light from 
the sunlight through the window, and across the room, making the focal point the 
lightbulbs as they refract the light in different directions, reflecting off each other 
and across the room, due to their curved surfaces. 
 
Their curved surfaces also create a contrast with the very horizontal line of the 
string leading down and the windows making them more prominent and stand 
out, despite the vast amount, the contrasting shapes help you view them all with 
precise detail. 
 
The busy layered structure and wide variety of the bulbs contrast with the almost 
empty room making the bulbs stand out and become stronger as a collection.  
The strength created by this piece is also contrasted with the idea that though all 
the bulbs are broken and burnt out however together they create something 
visually powerful. 
 
Smith’s use of the light shining through the lightbulbs picks up the dust floating in 
the air, this was intentional to emphasise time passing and the decay and the 
history behind Chatham Historic Dockyard, creating the idea that the lightbulbs 
are bringing life and energy to the building making a positive symbol of the 
lightbulbs.  
 
 

 
In the installation two main colours of bulbs were used, transparent and white.  
Due to most of the subject matter being transparent, the white bulbs stand out 
and become more prominent and give an idea that the lights are giving the 
positive energy of life.  It is obvious that through the glass in the lightbulbs 
distortion is created with the other bulbs and string and the brickwork in the 
background, this perhaps suggests changes over time.   



  

 
 
 
The shadows cast by the bulbs draw 
attention to the cracked and worn wall 
behind the piece.  These darkened 
shadows could suggest the darkness 
attempting to take over the light, the 
shadows cast on the walls also 
suggest the deep imprint of the past 
being left behind after a period of 
decaying.   
 
The use of the name ‘Ephemeral 
Rays’ also reinforces this idea of 
decaying as the meaning of 
ephemeral is for something to be not 
permanent and not last very long. 
Showing that like the decaying 
building the rays from the sunlight 
shining through the bulbs is 
temporary. 
 
 
 

 
Smith’s piece is aimed towards the public visiting a gallery or museum space.  
This is shown due to the placement of the installation, in the tourist destination of 
Chatham Historic Dockyard.  Therefore it was placed there for many people to 
view.  The large scale of the piece makes it possible for large groups to view and 
interact with it.   
 
Smith has been inspired by the idea of light, space and time and this is shown 
using the sunlight shining through the bulbs and picking up the dust in the air 
which gives the idea of emptiness and the dust shows the idea of time passing.  
This inspiration of space and time is shown by the large amount of empty space 
around drawing the eye towards the space rather than the main subject of the 
lightbulbs.  Thus, reinforcing the idea of decaying and time passing as the eyes 
are drawn towards the cracks on the wall.   
 

The use of the burnt out 
lightbulbs strongly shows 
the influence of 
deconstruction and decay 
as the bulbs have been 
used until they are unable 
to be used again, being 
damaged over time.  This 
is shown by the burnt 
filaments at the top of 
each bulb and the burnt 
darkened glass at the 

bottom of each bulb, created by the passing of time. 
 



  

This installation captures the powerful strength of natural light and the importance 
of light in our society. She has conveyed the industrial history of the building. 
 
The installation was made specifically for the Chatham Historic Dockyard location 
as a temporary exhibit. In order to capture their work, installation artists 
sometimes make films and Smith did this with ‘Ephemeral Rays’ making a film 
‘Eternal Ephemeral Rays’ which she screened at ‘Galvanize’ which was multi-
disciplinary project exploring culture through art performance, installation and 
music. In this way, the film itself became a piece of art, a video installation. 
 
The artwork went onto have yet another life when it was reinstalled at the Turner 
Contemporary Gallery.  However, the meaning of the work seems to have 
changed when it was moved from the dockyard. 
 
‘Originally installed at Chatham Historic Dockyard, Ephemeral Rays depicted the 
volume of a fleeting ray of light beaming through a window of the Galvanising 
Shop. Reinstalled at Turner Contemporary the work evolved into a new form; 
drawing on the stunning expanse of sea and sky, the infinite horizon line was the 
focal point of the composition.’  

Charlotte Smith 
 
,  

 
 
 

 
‘Ephemeral Rays’ by Charlotte Smith relocated at Turner Contemporary 

 
The piece appears to have been rearranged and the relationship with the location 
is different. The installation looks smaller in its new location as it is dwarfed by 



  

the scale of the building.  The quality of light is different so shadow is less of a 
feature and the modern building gives the work a different atmosphere.  
 
It has been hung higher up, so that viewer can no longer walk amongst the 
lightbulbs.  This time the lightbulbs seem out of reach.  So although it is the same 
subject matter, the new arrangement and location has changed it completely 
which reinforces how important location is in site-specific art, suggesting that the 
location is an integral part of the work itself. In its now location, the installation is 
neither better nor worse, but it is definitely changed. 
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