
SHAPING LIGHT WORKSHOP  
Nancy Yen-wen Cheng, University of Oregon, nywc@uoregon.edu 

Light reveals our visual universe. Light shapes how we perceive form and the 
boundaries of space. Light gives vitality to immutable form, revealing the 
familiar in new ways.  Small adjustments in light intensity, composition and 
viewpoint can yield big changes in highlights and shadow patterns.   

Experiment with light and shadow effects by manipulating surfaces, found objects and 
material properties.  Sculpt sheet materials to produce aesthetic effects, working with 
shininess, translucence, and color. Use one effect to design a screen that modulates the sun 
for the south-facing wall of a private meditation chapel.  Daylight should animate the three 
meter cubic chapel, changing the space from dawn to dusk and over the seasons, for varying 
contemplative moods.   
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LIGHT Photograph light and shadow experiments. 

  - substitute objects and background form 
  - adjust color, shininess or transparency  

 
   Select 3 top images 
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SCREEN Create 3D motifs,  
  Combine individual motifs to make at least 3 

screens (30cm x 30cm).  
  With a partner, photograph under different 

lighting conditions.  

- increase intensity, edit down to essence      
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MODEL  In groups, build a daylighting room model, a 
light-tight box with an opening for the screens, 
doors for cameras, and scale figure or furniture.  
Interior surface reflectance is important.  Mask 
all cracks.   

  Study how color can enrich the designs. 
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REFINE Refine, photograph with sun movement 

  Plan group exhibit of screens, models and 
images.   
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REVIEW  Develop group exhibit for feedback.  Prep 
verbal & visual presentation. 

 



 
LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

Students will learn how to aesthetically control light and shadow 
through hands-on experiments.  Students will explore design as 
discovery, carefully observing for emergent visual phenomenon in 
material manipulation. We will study how architectural surfaces, 
materials and apertures can be activated by changing light and we 
will play with how surfaces can be cut, creased, crimped, carved, 
or colored to create light and shadow effects. 
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TOOLS & MATERIALS 
- strong portable light 
- camera 
- a craft knife such as an X-acto knife 
- a cutting mat  
- a metal ruler / straight edge for cutting 
- pencil + eraser 
- a triangle or rolling ruler or parallel rule (or graph paper) 
- compass for drawing circles 
- connectors: glue, pins, tape, clips, zip-ties, wire, needle & thread 
 
For screens: 
- materials with interesting optical properties s white or colored 
papers, metallic foils, colored cellophane or acetate, etc.  
 
For daylighting model:  
- opaque cardboard (such as light colored mat board) OR foamcore 
and black paper to wrap on the outside 
- black masking tape or electrical tape 
 

 

 


