
Imagining Flight:  Explorations by Dayton Artists 
 
 
 Imagining Flight was inspired by the centennial of Orville and Wilbur Wright’s 
remarkable achievement.  The Wright Brothers of Dayton had to imagine flight before they 
could invent it.  And that critical leap is what connects the Wright Brothers down through 
the century to the remarkable artists in this exhibition.  
 
 It is striking how many contemporary artists in Dayton explore aspects of flight in 
their work. This can be explained by the heightened awareness of flight in our community 
due to the historical presence of the Wright Brothers and the continuing presence of Wright 
Patterson Air Force Base and the Dayton Air Show.  
 .   
 There is a strong tradition of imagining flight in the history of art--flight must be a 
basic human yearning. One of the most important Greek gods depicted in painting and 
sculpture was Hermes, the messenger, who wore winged sandals on his feet.  Huge 
winged reliefs protected the city gates of the Babylonian city of Ishtar.  And the belief that 
actual human beings could successfully fly was first visualized by an artist—Leonardo da 
Vinci.  His wonderfully detailed sketches predated the invention of the glider and the 
helicopter. 
 
 It is interesting to note that the airplane itself is not often found in the work of 
modern and contemporary artists, except for those working in the documentary mode. 
(One exception is the comic book jet fighters of Roy Lichtenstein.) Is this because the 
airplane is so pervasive in our society that it is no longer a magical object?    But even 
though the airplane as an image is rare in contemporary art, the idea of flight is often a 
theme, in terms of perception, myth, or dream. That presence is an important one.  
 
 The artists in Imagining Flight take highly personal approaches to the theme, 
employing a wide range of media and inspiration.  Some regional generalizations can be 
made, however.  Because of well-established painting programs at area universities—
including the former school at the Dayton Art Institute and present day art departments at 
the University of Dayton and Wright State University—painting is a favored medium.  And a 
strong fiber presence, rooted in the Ohio craft tradition, is also seen. 
 
 Katherine Kadish turns to the Greek myth of Icarus and its lesson about human 
hubris.  Icarus’ mistake was not that he wanted to fly, but that he wanted to fly higher than 
anyone else—flying close to the sun, the wax in his wings melted, and he plunged to his 
death. His brother Daedalus, more cautious, flew closer to the earth and survived.  In 
Kadish’s retelling, Icarus fails by simply trying to fly too far—to the moon.  The large scale 
of the painting allows the viewer to enter Icarus’ world; we experience him as a companion, 
not a small object seen from the ground. Despite his mythical wings, he is also more of a 
contemporary figure, as reaching the moon was a driving force in space exploration during 
the 20th century.  
 
 Other smaller works, abstract on paper, document the artist’s life-long fascination 
with the perceptual changes that happen when one flies.  They are abstracted aerial views 
that express what the artist calls “the freedom inherent in the idea of flight.”   
 

Perception of the landscape also informs Jean Koeller’s paintings. Instead of wide 
vistas, she focuses on the forms of 19th-century industrial buildings that surround her 3rd-



 2 

floor studio in downtown Dayton.  Her driving question is “What do birds see?”  This 
floating viewpoint allows her to discern the geometric ordering of the ground as seen from 
above, resulting in new patterns that are not normally seen.  Unconstrained by gravity and 
the restrictions of the ground, a freer handling of paint results, celebrating both the 
mundane and the beautiful aspects of an historic Ohio city. 

 
Flying in its basic sense means escaping from the forces of gravity.  For many 

years Andy Snow has photographed the dancers of the renowned Dayton Contemporary 
Dance Company, one of the most highly regarded African American dance troupes in the 
United States.  In his work, dance becomes human flight, due to the unique ability of the 
camera to isolate and exaggerate as the defining moment in a sequence of events. We 
can imagine that these exuberant figures will not be coming back to the earth—forming 
what the artist calls the ”reality of dancers as electric angels.”  

 
Artists in Dayton are surrounded by the artifacts of flight, whether those of the 

Wright Brothers at the Dayton Aviation Heritage National Historic Park sites or later 
permutations at the United States Air Force museum, the largest military aviation museum 
in the world.  And it is a time-honored tradition for artists to use museum collections for 
study and sketching. 

 
Diane Fitch’s forays into the cavernous halls of the Air Force Museum have 

resulted in eerie, florescent-light tinged paintings of obsolete airplanes and the upright 
flight suits of long dead pilots.  The sinister, dream-like quality of these images, with their 
absence of living human figures, is the artist’s testament to the linking of flight with war and 
destruction.  These images have a personal poignancy—the artist, like many who 
experienced the Cuban Missile Crisis as children, had nuclear war nightmares during that 
time and afterwards. In addition to the color and light, strong diagonals create sense of 
claustrophobia in these paintings, a quality often found in night terrors.   

 
Ray Must also sketches at the Air Force Museum.  As a child in the 1930s he 

became enamored of such romantic aviators as Wiley Post.  His sketches combine a 
sense of whimsy with a love for the history of flight and historic airplanes. In addition to his 
masterful sketching, Must works in other media.  Beginnings, which is an homage to the 
pioneering German glider pilot Otto Lilienthal, who influenced the Wright Brothers, 
combines photoengraving with collage.  Aircraft Suspended strips airplanes at the Museum 
to their essential geometry, and is created with charcoal and eraser marks.   

 
Flight is a ubiquitous presence in the natural world, so it is no surprise that two 

artists explore this theme.  Both use a common material—paper—but employ different 
techniques and widely different dimensions. 

 
Diane Stemper creates small-scale books to focus on the effortless, instinctual 

flight of birds and insects.  Burn looks at a natural disaster from the non-human point of 
view.  When forest fires burned out of control in Mexico and Central America several years 
ago, the sight of flocks of fleeing parrots was the first signal that something was wrong.  
The artist admires their ability to see and escape from danger—through instantaneous 
flight.   

 
Final Flight was inspired by the insects that, after dying, amass in the doors, 

windows and shingles of the artist’s house in Oxford.  Their exotic diversity and detail 
fascinate her.  Drawn to the work of illustrators who accompanied long sea voyages in the 
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Age of Exploration, Stemper realized that she did not have to travel far distances but could 
follow in their footsteps by ironically staying home.  For her: 

 
The book is about the end of one’s flight, about the struggle to stay  
aloft, to keep going even though a deep tiredness slows the will and the wings. The 
bees and the cicadas mutter and mutter to the very end but 
the moths that slip quietly in between the shingles of my house exhibit 
hope.  Perhaps they think that the end will only be a pause and soon, 
after the weather warms up, they can take off again.  
 
Yasue Sakaoka’s birds, though less literal, are no less poetic.  Their pure white 

forms are simply and geometrically suggested by the ancient art of origami—Japanese 
paper folding.  Combined with simple materials of string and bamboo they become huge, 
floating flocks that are perfectly arranged.  No other elements—such as colors or 
feathers—are needed to project the artist’s unique expression of the essence of flight in 
nature. 

 
The idea of flight has always conjured up new worlds.  Jud Yalkut  “goes back to 

the future” with his video installation piece that incorporates edited and digitally 
manipulated excerpts from the early Flash Gordon science fiction serials.  The serials, 
inspired by a popular comic strip that debuted in 1934, aired in American movie theaters 
from 1936-40, those innocent years before the outbreak of World War II. Yalkut’s homage 
includes photomurals, a videotape for viewing, and a recreation of a Flash Gordon style 
spaceship. In the artists’ words, it: 
 
 …is conceived as a tribute to earlier American visions 
 of the future.  As Arthur C. Clarke has stated, “The future isn’t what 
 it used to be.”  Flash Video incorporates this sense of levity, which 
 may help brighten our emergence into a new age. 
 

Artifacts of flight other than airplanes are also plentiful in Dayton.  One of the 
world’s most complete archives of Wright Brother’s written material is found in the Paul 
Laurence Dunbar Library at Wright State University.  Performance artist Will Davis has 
studied the archives to present an audio-oriented performance using an electronic 
synthesizer, sampler, and effects processor.  His epic poem Escape from Earth will feature 
songs, stories, and sounds drawn from such primary sources as the Wright Brothers’ 
diaries and recordings of the early Wright airplane engines. 

 
Anne Hubler’s fiber works often celebrate varied aspects of the arts in her 

hometown of Dayton.  Two of her major works celebrate flight.  Flyover recreates a poster 
designed by John Emery and Dwayne Swomstedt for the dedication of sculpture by the 
same name on July 4, 1996.  David Black’s Flyover commemorates the Wright Brothers’ 
first flight and was commissioned after an international competition. A monumental work of 
aluminum and stainless steel with a ceramic tile base, it is located at the southern gateway 
to downtown Dayton.  Three rails arc along the path of the Wright Brothers’ first sustained 
flight.  Pairs of white cross bars—representing the plane’s two wings—sit along the arced 
rails at equal intervals.  The signatures on red ribbons on the lower corner of the quilt were 
collected the day of the sculpture’s dedication. 

 
Hubler’s Tribute to the Tuskegee Airmen documents a DCDC (Dayton 

Contemporary Dance Company) ballet On the Wings of Angels that premiered in 1998, the 
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30th anniversary of the company. The Tuskegee Airmen were the legendary black pilots of 
World War II whose major unit, the 332nd Fighter Group, was one of the most decorated 
organizations of the war.  After the end of the war, the unit became the 332nd Fighter Wing 
and was stationed at Lockbourne Air Force Base outside Columbus.  

 
Rather than art about flight or airplanes, Ron Kaplan focuses on art that was 

actually on airplanes.  He reproduces in acrylic the “nose art” emblems of World War II, 
using large squares of airplane aluminum.  These examples of vernacular art vary greatly, 
from pinup girls to cartoon characters and fearsome mythical animals.  They share bright 
colors and simplified line, allowing them to be clearly seen from a distance. All recall the 
protective talismans that human beings have created since the beginning of time, and 
especially in the 20th century with the first forging of war, death, and the airplane.   

 
Each artist in Imaging Flight, though working with different tools than the Wright 

Brothers a hundred years ago, explores, like them, the myriad landscape of creation and 
the perception of space. The American writer William Langewiesche in his Inside the Sky: 
A Meditation on Flight, talks of how pilots have an “aerial view”: 

 
I mean “aerial view” now in a large sense, not just the view from  
an airplane in flight, but the habit that it breeds—a frank and distant 
way of seeing one’s surroundings even when on the ground. 
 
This “frank and distant” vision also enables these Dayton artists to stretch the realm 

of the possible. 
 
 

 Kay Koeninger, Executive Director 
 Dayton Visual Arts Center 

 
 
 
 
 

   
 
 
  


