
Light fantastic 
years, “we move on to the aesthetic 
pleasure that can be derived from light-
ing in the garden.”

The indoor-outdoor relationship that 
characterizes California modern archi-
tecture is a significant consideration in 
Weller’s design process. “Expanding the 
perception of space, making the living 
areas seem larger by extending the view 
out, is often a primary goal of landscape 
lighting design,” she says. 

Defining the perimeter of the land-
scape is always a good place to start. “The 
edge may or may not be the actual prop-
erty line—it depends on the project,” says 
Weller. “Clear definition of the edges of an 
outdoor space gives people a sense of well 
being. It is a psychological response.” 

Once the edge is defined, Weller turns 
to creating the rest of the composition, 
highlighting focal areas, providing sparkle 
light in specific spaces, and providing 

Spotlight on landscape lighting: laying the  
groundwork for instant drama and ‘wow factor’
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If the exterIor of your modern 
home is missing ‘wow factor,’ a splash  
of high drama may be waiting just 
around the corner in the form of low-
voltage landscape lighting.

Landscape lighting is a simple and 
relatively low-cost improvement project 
that can make a big difference in how 
the house and garden look after dark. 
Path lights guiding visitors to the front 
door, or discreet spotlights drawing 
attention to a sculpture or water feature, 
are just two of the nearly infinite pos-
sibilities. They can also bring a measure 
of safety and security to your life. 

The starting point for a successful 
landscape lighting project for a modern 
home, most design professionals agree, 
is finding the right balance between 
basic lighting elements and special 
effects. The first step is usually to con-
sider practical concerns such as safety 
and adequate path lighting.

“Once we have identified those 
aspects of the project,” points out 
Sherry Weller of Weller Design, a San 
Rafael-based lighting designer of 20 NIGHT LIGHTS. Top: In this evening Eichler setting, indoor and outdoor spaces are attractively blended together. Above: Candle lanterns add a splash of glow and sparkle. 

FOCAL AREAS. Top: In the same backyard setting  
as the opposite page photos, spotlights lend a  
dramatic touch to a bamboo sculpture. Above:  
Marin-based lighting designer Sherry Weller. Continued pg 33

“This is especially important when 
working with mid-century modern 
homes with large window walls. At night, 
if there is no lighting outside to draw 
the eye outward, the perception of space 
inside stops at a dark window. In those 
situations, the right lighting in the garden 
can quite literally expand the room all the 
way to the edge of the property.”

Tom Stewart of the Urban Farmer 
Store, a Bay Area irrigation and land-

scape lighting retailer, agrees. Stewart, 
who grew up in an Eichler, recalls how 
his former family home ideally lent 
itself to gardens and outdoor activity, 
especially during summer evenings.

“That’s when lighting is a natural,” 
he says. “As the light level drops at 
dusk, the opportunity arises to do 
something entirely different in the gar-
den, and to see it in a whole new way.”

All landscape lighting projects, 
regardless of size, should be designed 
for balanced lighting. This a composi-
tional strategy, as Weller points out, not 
unlike a painter’s approach to a paint-
ing. “Glare and over-lighting should be 
avoided, and at the same time you don’t 
want to have important outdoor areas 
that are completely dark,” she says.

low-level ambient light along pathways. 
Many mid-century modern homes 

include an extension of the roof over a 
terrace, patio, or deck. This overhang 
provides a valuable opportunity for 
effective lighting-design techniques. For 
these situations, Weller likes to install 
fixtures that can bounce light off the 
roof extension down onto the patio or 
deck surface below. This has the effect 
of visually extending the interior ceiling 
and floor planes, from the house into 
the garden.   

  Outdoor cooking and dining areas 
are an example of garden spaces that 
require a higher level of ambient light-
ing. The recent trend toward extensive 
outdoor kitchens brings with it an 
entire set of lighting challenges. When 

designing a lighting plan for these 
spaces, Weller treats them quite literally 
as outdoor rooms. 

“They require task lighting, general 
area lighting, and sparkle,” she says. 
“Sparkle is the use of light both to 
accent an area and set the mood. 
Candlelight that creates points of light 
set around the outdoor dining area is 
one example of this idea.”

Swimming pools and water features 

present special opportunities when it 
comes to landscape lighting design. The 
play of light that emanates from a water 
feature or pool is an example of how 
lighting can create a special mood in 
the outdoors. Nearby vertical surfaces, 
walls, fences, or hedges can be made 
more interesting and dramatic by the 
reflection of soft shadows that come 
from a lighted pool.

Not all landscape lighting has to be 
high tech or expensive. Low-tech options, 
such as candles, lanterns, and tiki torches, 
can also be effective in the garden. “These 
are all temporary, but they can really add 
both glow and sparkle to an outdoor 
space when it is being used for a party or 
gathering,” says Weller. 
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Low-voltage electrical and fixtures 

Strings of holiday lights are probably 
the simplest and least expensive way to 
provide attractive temporary outdoor 
lighting. Wrapping the trunks of trees 
with small white lights and stringing lights 
in tree canopies is often done, yielding 
instant and impressive results for an insig-
nificant outlay of time and money. 

Tom Stewart has frequent conversa-
tions with homeowners who want to 
undertake landscape lighting projects 
but are a full of uncertainty and don’t 
know where to start. “They have driven 
by a well-lit house that they like, or a 
neighbor has put in lighting and they 
have become inspired,” Stewart says. 
“As we talk, I try to get an understand-
ing of a homeowner’s technical ability 
and his or her willingness to do the 
work themselves. This is key.” 

Some retailers, including the Urban 
Farmer Store, offer test kits on loan  
that consist of a basic transformer,  
wiring, and fixtures. These can be  
taken home, and then arranged by 
homeowners in different configura-
tions. It’s a great way to get a sense early 
on for how the garden will look when 
the project is complete.  ■ 

Additional photography:  
courtesy Weller Design

Special thanks to the Amdur family  
of Terra Linda for the lovely lighting 
scheme of their Eichler home

STORY RESOURCES
Sherry Weller  
Weller Design: wellerdesign.net 
Tom Stewart  
Urban Farmer Store (three Bay Area locations):  
urbanfarmerstore.com

LIGHTING  
MANUFACTURERS 
FX Luminaire: fxl.com
Kim Lighting: kimlighting.com
Hadco Lighting: hadco.com
In Lite (for LED): in-lite.eu/en_EN/home

LIGHT & SHADOWS. In the three photos above and left, strategic lighting brings out this home’s architectural details as well as the sculptural qualities of the garden. 

LIGHT FANTASTIC (continued from pg 29)

While some homes have line-voltage 
systems that are wired directly to the 
electrical system of the house, the 
majority of landscape lighting installations 
are stand-alone low-voltage systems. 

Low-voltage lighting systems 
are typically made up of three basic 
components: a transformer, a low-voltage 
electrical cable, and the light fixtures that 
perform various functions. 

Since low-voltage systems operate 
on only 12 volts of electricity, they are 
reported to be completely safe for do-
it-yourself homeowner installation. One 
does not need to be knowledgeable 
about electricity or hire an electrician to 
install this type of system.

From experience, Tom Stewart, our 
Urban Farm Store resource, believes 
that the most important factor when 
selecting a landscape lighting fixture 
is the quality of the light. “It is tempting 
to look at a particular product and say, 
‘wow that looks great,’ but thought 
should also be given to how it is going 
to work. The fixture is basically a light 
holder. Oftentimes landscape lighting 
is almost invisible once it is installed, 
so it will be the light that you are really 
making a decision about.”

Both Stewart and Marin lighting 
designer Sherry Weller agree that there 
is a relationship between the cost of a 
light fixture and its longevity. Long-lasting 
outdoor fixtures are likely to be more 
expensive because they have to be able 
to withstand the weather. If a fixture is not 
made with structural integrity, it will corrode 
and fail fairly quickly. The replacement cost 
will wipe out any of the initial savings that a 
low-quality fixture may have provided. 

When project budgets are tight, 
Weller uses a phased approach, installing 
the wiring and transformers and only 
some of the fixtures. Additional fixtures 
may be installed in the future as time and 
budget allow. 

Stewart believes that there are 
important differences that can be found 
in the more expensive fixtures that will 
ultimately make for a better installation.

“The quality of construction is very 
important because landscape lighting 
has to be rugged and durable,” he says. 
“This is especially true if you live near the 
coast or in a micro-climate that has a 
marine influence.” 

Solid copper fixtures with brass 
fittings will last a lot longer than plastic or 
even cast aluminum. Copper and bronze 

fixtures will develop a patina over time 
that is commonly considered an attractive 
quality. On average, quality fixtures will run 
between $50 and $150 each, although 
you can certainly spend a lot more. 

Once fixtures have been selected, it 
is time to make decisions about the type 
of bulb or lamp that will be used. Popular 
lamp options include halogen, xenon, and 
LED (Light Emitting Diode) technologies. 
Each of these bulb types produces a 
different kind of light. Xenon gives off a 
warm light and is considered desirable 
for general illumination, but by mixing 
in some halogen bulbs, which feature a 
colder, white light, foliage in the garden 
will look sharp and sparkle. 

LED lighting is becoming much more 
available. Among its advantages are 
long lamp life, low maintenance, energy 
savings, and a size that is incredibly 
compact. Kits for retrofitting existing 
systems with LED are also available. 

Solar-powered fixtures are another 
option for landscape lighting; however, in 
general they offer very low light levels when 
compared to hard-wired options. Weller 
likes to use this type of lighting in situations 
away from the house, where it might be 
difficult or expensive to run wiring. “Solar 
lamps offer a way to provide lighting on a 
path or set of stairs that might otherwise 
present a hazard at night,” she says. 

CapolaVoro. The glowing shade of this fixture actually  
becomes a design element in the garden composition.

MacchiaUltimo. While a very versatile design, this  
ground level fixture must be waterproof and durable.

MolluscoMuro. Blending into the surrounding material,  
this fixture also functions as an important safety measure.

PostModerne. Ideal for the clean and modern design 
setting, this fixture along the path disappears after dark. 

DiamantePiccolo. Tall, petite fixtures like this one are  
ideal for highlighting adjacent plantings and surfaces.

There are several specific  
strategies frequently used by 
lighting designers to create 
special effects in the garden. 
Here are some:

Moon lighting 
This type of lighting creates the 
effect of dappled moonlight on 
the ground by hanging down 
lights in tree canopies or placing 
them high on building walls.

Path Lighting
Horizontal lighting directed onto 
walking surfaces is extremely 
important for safety. This is most 
often accomplished with small 
freestanding fixtures that are 
spaced at regular intervals to 
mark the path. 

Up lighting 
Creating focal lighting on a 
garden element, such as a tree  
or sculpture, is a great way to 
add drama to the garden and 
draw the eye out into the space.

Flood lighting 
This is another technique used 
to highlight a particular element 
in the garden, or perhaps a large 
tree that has an attractive branch 
structure. Strategically placing  
a series of floodlights away from 
the object can bring out its form 
and provide ambient light for  
the area.

Back lighting 
This technique is especially 
relevant to mid-century modern 
homes that have large expanses 
of wall without windows. By 
washing the wall behind a plant 
(or other garden element) with 
light, the outline of the object 
becomes a silhouette against  
the backlit wall. This can be very  
dramatic. Some architectural 
plants—New Zealand flax, bam-
boo, tree ferns, agaves, and  
other types of cactus are good 
examples—lend themselves  
well to this lighting strategy.

Product photography: 
courtesy FX Luminaire, Inc. 

Lighting for special effect

LunaSonora from FX Luminaire. Fixtures like this, when 
hung in trees, are nearly invisible once installed.

TrellisSolare. Spotlights like this one accent a focal  
point and can be mounted on walls or other structures.
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