Light Pillars

Light pillars are an optical phenomenon in which a vertical beam of light appears to extend above and/or
below a light source. Light pillars typically occur in arctic regions due to the temperatures required for
such an event. When the atmosphere becomes extremely cold, flat ice crystals form in the air close to
the ground. These crystals reflect natural and artificial light, taking on the color of the light source. The
phenomenon is known as a sun pillar if the light comes from the sun (usually when it is near the horizon).
The light source could also be the moon but is most common from terrestrial sources of light such as
streetlights. This phenomenon could be used to investigate properties of light and how the behavior of
light waves change as they pass through different mediums.

Additional Resources:
EarthSky What is a sun or light pillar?
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objects and entering the
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determine the effect of
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different materials in the
path of a beam of light.

that waves are reflected,
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through various materials.
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The Idaho Science Coaches are a group of Science specialists funded by the Idaho State Department of Education who provide research-based

o0e science professional development for educators in Idaho. The inclusion of resources on this page does NOT constitute an endorsement or
recommendation of any specific online material, program, or by any person or group who has contributed. These resources are provided
solely to support implementation of the Idaho State Content Standards in Science and improve student learning.

Idaha Science
Coaches



https://earthsky.org/earth/what-is-a-sun-pillar

