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Sculptured wind, virtuoso aerodynamics. Gliders are perhaps the closest our culture has come to the 
fulfillment of that modernist mantra, 'form follows function'. To the unashamed delight of the rationalists 
among us, here at last there is a clear demonstration of pure, unhindered engineering giving birth to things 
of beauty. Q.E.D. 

I beg to disagree. There is much in glider design that transcends aerodynamics or economics, and speaks of 
the personality and taste of the designer. Aesthetics and archetypes do play a large part, although probably 
unconscious, in guiding the hand and mind of the sailplane designer. Doubt it? Then you are cordially 
invited to come with me for a tour of the work of four great German designers of the glass age. 

Schleicher 

I have long marveled that Gehrard Waibel's superb work so uncannily 
resembles some of the larger predators of the sea. In purely aesthetic 
terms, the Schleicher stable probably peaked with the racing-class 
ASW20, a design with unbelievable panache, the work of a young and 
confident artist with an expressionist streak. The shark is undoubtedly 
the formal archetype of this design: pointed nose, tall canopy rails, 
gill-like NACA air intakes at the sides, tapered fin and the strongly 
raked lines of the rudder are all unmistakably shark-ish. It has also 
arguably the sexiest fuselage that ever flew: too bad the wing plan 
form is as straight and uninspiring as the waist of a pre-pubescent girl. 

The ASW22, which by the same token one could associate 
with a manta ray, did not in my view live up to the 
aesthetic promise of the 20. The unwarranted steep sweep 
back of the tail fin and the shallow canopy are evidence 
that the designer got carried away by formal mannerisms 
that today feel quite dated, not unlike a Thunderbirds 
stage-set of the seventies. 

The ASW24 and ASW27, standard and racing-class successors to the 
ASW20, further develop the sea creature theme, only this time the 
analogy is with joyous, thrusting dolphins. The sharp edges are gone, 
replaced by even more voluptuousness, as if the 20's were not tempting 
enough. 

It is disconcerting that these organic, free-flowing fuselages still come 
attached to wings built from straight lines. An aesthetic paradox indeed, 
but easy on the eyes because, being relatively small and very thin, the 
wings tend to vanish visually anyway. 

The ASW-28 however has a very different, larger wing. This wing is 
graced by a nearly elliptical leading edge. Our rational mind hastens to add that this is a necessary outcome 
of the new interchangeable 15/18 meter geometry and of hair-splitting aerodynamic fine-tuning. But 
subconsciously what else is going on? Does one not feel that this larger wing would jarr with the 
voluptuousness of the body if it had been drawn on a straight-edge? 

As a concluding remark on the aesthetic character of the Waibel's work, it is remarkable and unique for its 
almost full evolutionary cycle, from the somewhat gothic pre-19 designs through the mannerist ASW-22 to 
the high baroque ASW-28. 

Schempp-Hirth 

The other grand old German manufacturer, Schempp-Hirth, has a visual trademark: it is of course the 
complex three-dimensional geometry of its wings, a tradition hailing back to the Minimoa that was their first 
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great commercial hit. Their present glass offerings feature more polyhedraling, with multiple changes of 
taper and dihedral, than any other manufacturer�s. 

Since the arrival of Klaus Holighaus at the factory in the sixties, 
Schempp-Hirth has maintained a remarkable consistency in overall 
fuselage shapes. There are essentially two cockpits, the single seater 
and the double seater respectively, both descending very closely from 
the Cirrus of the late sixties. There are variations in tailboom length 
and in the wing-fuselage mating, and after the Nimbus-4 noses 
became sharper, but this hardly matters for the present discussion. 

A unique feature of Schempp-Hirth is the option of a smaller cockpit 
size available for the small-span single-seaters. The 'a' cockpit of the 
Ventus and Discus is objectively sleeker than any other contemporary 
production glider except the SZD-56 Diana, but strangely enough the 

overall proportions of the all the Disci, Venti and Nimbi can only be described as well built if not stocky. This 
is partly due to the fuselages being relatively short so that they do not have the opportunity to taper down 
to spindly proportions, but it is of course also an aesthetic (an structural) preference. 

It is undeniable that Klaus' design aesthetic borrows from western classical canons: quasi-golden ratios 
abound, as in the vertical stabiliser. There are subtle visual corrections, as in the slight curvature of the 
canopy rails, that echo analogous distortions of the eaves and footsteps of the Partenon. 

Notwithstanding, there is an overall visual tension that is alien to the classic ideal, particularly in the latest 
Disci and Venti. Perhaps it stems from the short longitudinal coupling or the marked sweepback. Perhaps it 
is the abundance of singularities or cusp points generated by the polyhedraling: visual restlessness. But 
again, there is a formal parallel to all the above characteristics in the natural world, and it has to be the 
hawkish profile of the bird of prey that, incidentally, graces the Discus logo. 

Glaser-Dirks 

The Glaser-Dirks range of sailplanes, currently manufactured 
by DG Flugzeugbau in Germany and AMS in Slovenia, has a 
very distinctive and striking identity, characterised by the 
uncompromising use of straight lines not only for the wing 
plan forms but also, surprisingly, for the fuselage.  

I offer the conjecture that the aesthetics of the DG range is 
indebted to architectural precedent. Building design is 
deeply informed by a fundamental aesthetic truth, that of 
weight or gravity as generator of an opposition between 
above and below, best expressed in the line of the horizon 
where earth and sky meet.  

What if not this same horizon defines the cleavage between the shallow but solid cockpit walls and the large 
and airy canopies of the DG fuselages? Is it not along the horizon that the long tailbooms and the straight, 
cantilevered wings are drawn out? 

Yet other subtle connections evoke naval architecture. The vertical empennage, tall and quite unaccountably 
divided in equal areas of fixed fin and moveable rudder, is nothing if not a stylized sail. The DG series is 
perhaps gliding's counterpart to the cruising yacht, deliberately conceived as a comfortable aerial carriage 
designed with safety and relaxation in view. It certainly looks the part. 

Aviation in its inception inherited much from shipping, in vocabulary and techniques. DG seems to have 
unearthed this link and in so doing shows an aesthetic kinship to the so-called �heroic� phase of 20th century 
modernist art and architecture, spellbound to a universal machine aesthetic, understood at the time as faith 
in elemental surfaces as building blocks of composition. Is it a coincidence that one of the founders of 
Glaser-Dirks is a civil engineer? Which just leads us to admit: the shape of the carbon spar extensions in 
early flapped DG's is pure building engineering. 
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Rolladen-Schneider 

Finally we arrive at the doorstep of the remaining wunderkind of the German glass revolution. I claim that 
the archetype of Rolladen-Schneider designs is no shape but rather an concept: continuity. 

Continuity is forcefully expressed in the aerodynamics of LS gliders. The 
designer strove to eliminate every change in direction, section or alignment 
that he possibly could. By dint of thoroughness instead of fancy detail, an 
essentially separation-free airflow was achieved. LS gliders have always been 
noted for their quietness in flight. They are visually quiet and restrained as 
well. 

This continuity has expressed itself also in a singular constancy over time. Wolf 
Lemke arrived quickly at his classical fuselage shape: the LS-2 of 1972 already 
achieved a configuration that has essentially held until the present day, in spite 
of a thousand variations in detail: the LS-3 sprouted a taller tail at mid-
production, inherited by the LS-4; the LS-6, shorter and slimmer, later begot 
the slightly bigger empennage introduced for the LS-7; fuselages grew and  
shrank through permutations of rudder chord in response to wing span... 

A word about winglets. These aerodynamic appendages were 
invented to mitigate a major discontinuity: wings end suddenly at 
wing tips. Lemke seems to have remained quite unimpressed, 
however, by the typical winglet design that entails in itself so many 
discontinuities: sudden changes in chord, dyhedral, toe-out and so 
on. The single sweep of Lemke's winglets is a masterpiece in 
keeping with the formal and aerodynamic principles of Rolladen-
Schneider. How nice it is that they also perform so well. 

In its refinement and in having no visible archetypes beyond the 
influence of previous glider design, I must admit that the work of 
Rolladen-Schneider is to me by far the most satisfying, a true 
pinnacle of design aesthetics. 
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