
Air Cannon
Using waves to blow out a candle



Materials:
1. A plastic cylinder container like an 

empty coffee container. (A conical 
shape generates a stronger puff). A 
soda bottle will also work

2. A swatch of strong plastic that can 
withstand light drumming. Like the 
clear plastic that is draped over buggies 
in the rain.

3. Duct tape.
4. An implement to cut a 2cm (diameter) 

hole in one end of the container. 
Parents do this.

5. A candle (optional)

Instructions
1. Remove one end of the container. If it’s a coffee container, 

just take off the cover. If you use a plastic soda bottle, the 
pouring end is the small hole. Then, cut off the entire 
opposite end.

2. Cut a hole in the center of the opposite end of the 
container with no more than a 5cm diameter.

3. Cover the completely open end with strong plastic. Try to 
pull it as tight as you are able and tape it well in place 
around the rim of the container.

4. Your air cannon is complete.
5. Pat the plastic covered end and feel the shock wave exit 

through the hole on the opposite side. It should feel like a 
puff of air. This is because the wave is cause by the initial 
disturbance (patting the plastic). The wave passes through 
the air (the medium) and disturbs the air as it travels. 

6. Place a lit candle in front of the cannon and try to 
extinguish it by patting on the cannon. 



An air cannon controls shock waves cause by a disturbance. The disturbance is caused by 
impacting a piece of flexible material on one end of a cylindrical or conical tube.

The shock waves travels through the air inside the tube. The tube walls preserve the wave 
energy as it travels through the medium (the air).

At the end of the tube, the wave exits the tube through the hole and disturbs the air for 
some distance outside of the tube. After that, the wave prorogates and disburses its 
energy into the surrounding air.   



Questions

1. What is the disturbance that starts the shock wave in the 
air cannon?

2. What is the medium through which the shock wave moves?

3. Why is a tube needed? Would the air cannon work with 
simply a piece of plastic pulled over a short ring, with no 
tube?


