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Although you can certainly pop into 

your local craft shop and grab a 

package of photosensitive paper for 

purposes of making nearly instant 

sun prints, there is another way to 

harness the energy of the sun as an 

art medium. The results may require 

a bit more patience, but extending 

the sun-print process here allows 

for deeper exploration of the science 

behind the pretty prints that result. 

This is also a great project for taking 

on the road, since the materials 

needed are so simple and so few, 

and every new environment you visit 

will present unique opportunities for 

collecting and arranging specimens 

for stunning sun prints.

What you will need

 C BRIGHTLY COLORED CONSTRUCTION 

PAPER (lower-quality papers will  

fade faster)

 C NATURAL ARTIFACTS YOU’VE GATHERED 

SUCH AS LEAVES, STONES, BRANCHES, 

AND FLOWERS

 C A FLAT SURFACE WITH GOOD SUN 

EXPOSURE

 C TAPE (optional for windy days)

Whatever the Weather-9-23-15.indd   135 10/23/15   10:08 AM

From Whatever the Weather by Annie Riechmann and Dawn Suzette Smith. 
Reprinted by arrangment with Roost Books. www.roostbooks.com.



SCIENCE BEHIND THE SCENES: Bleached by the Sun
Most of us recognize that sitting out in the hot sun for a good 
spell will lighten or bleach favorite fabrics and other things with a 
distinct color to them. But the science behind this phenomenon 
is perhaps less well known, even though it is driven by the same 
power that makes so many other things happen: the sun and its 
powerful energy. In the case of things with color, the sun’s energy 
changes the chemical structure of the molecules that make up 
pigments. As the molecules break down and change, so does the 
color of the item in question. “Photodegradation” is a word used 
to describe color fading. So, as the sun rains energy down upon 
the everyday objects in our world, vibrant greens fade to muted 
yellows and bright reds become softer shades of pink or orange.
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What you will do

Take a walk in the woods or browse the 
backyard and gather up a good armful of 
things to use for your print.
 Lay the construction paper out 
on a flat surface and spend some time 
arranging your objects on the paper to 
your liking. If there is a slight breeze, tape 
the paper down and choose objects that 
will not easily be blown away.
 Leave your solar print setup sitting 
out in the sun for a number of hours. 
Check periodically to see how the 
pigment around the objects begins to 
fade or change color while the areas 
underneath the objects maintain the 
original hue and brightness of the paper. 
Once the color has faded enough to see 
a print, remove all of the objects and 
enjoy your print.

 c 
By using construction paper instead of photosen
sitive paper you can slow the process down and 
help your child to make the connection that it is 
the sun that is fading the chemicals and dyes in 
the paper, therefore creating the design.
 c  
You can also try to cover paper with different 
brightly colored paints and do the activity with 
your painted papers. Painting a rainbow and 
covering only parts of the rainbow with sticks or 
other straight objects would work well for this 
type of investigation. Do some shades retain 
their color better under the sun than others?

EXPLORE

M  re

These prints make great cards 
for special occasions. Simply 
fold the construction paper in 
half (or cut off a section to fold) 
and paste a bit of plain paper on 
the inside to make a space to 
write or draw a special greeting 
for the intended recipient.
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