AN INTRICATE BLEND OF AIR, PAINT, AND UNBRIDLED CREATIVITY
BRINGS AIRCRAFT OWNERS’ DREAMS TO LIFE

BY DAN PIMENTEL
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RV-8 American Angel over the Oregon Cascades.
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THE ‘HIGH’ ART OF JOHN STAHR

IT’S BEEN NEARLY FOUR decades since John
Stahr, EAA 714251, of Eugene, Oregon, ﬁrst
pulled the trigger of an airbrush, and since 1995,
he’s built a stellar reputation for producing some
of the most elaborate and intricately painted designs on countless experimental and certiﬁed
aircraft, business jets, and helicopters. If you’ve
ever been strolling the homebuilt section at EAA
AirVenture Oshkosh and were stopped in your
tracks, blown away by a custom paint design,
chances are very good it was painted by John.
The difference between the ﬂying artworks John paints and a mere “paint job” is
best understood when thinking about how all
true artists produce their work. To fully grasp
how artistic painters think and work in any
medium, one must step back and visualize the
process these natural-born artists take to bring
incredibly complex ideas to life.
An artist’s mind is hard-wired to harness
the natural creativity that ﬂows from his or her
consciousness like a fountain and propel an
idea through a maze of intricate steps and processes, each one building slightly on the last,
until a beautiful work of art is produced. There

really is no difference between the mental
gymnastics an artist who paints the ceilings of
chapels goes through and an aviation airbrush
artist like John, a proliﬁc leader in the aircraft
painting trade whose stock is currently rising.
In between jetting off to paint another
Grand Caravan on ﬂoats or traveling around
the Lower 48 to turn a business jet into a ﬂying
billboard for a customer, John took some time
out to explain exactly how his process works,
from beginning to end.
Builders of experimental aircraft will
recognize John’s methodical work ﬂow, too,
because it is the same planned, deliberate process they have used in their shops, and it’s the
same one the artist used to construct his own
RV-8, American Angel.
CONCEPT DEVELOPMENT

The initial contact from a customer usually
happens by phone or e-mail, and John calls
this one of the most exciting phases of any job.
“To hear the ﬁrst vision of the client’s dream,”
he says, “it gets me amped up because the
customer is looking for my creative input. New

themes always are refreshing, and they allow
my imagination to churn.”
After that ﬁrst contact, John makes quick
thumbnail sketches just to get his thoughts
captured. Like most artists, his sketchpad is
never far away from his hand, and while waiting at a restaurant or sitting evenings in his
“magic” recliner where his creativity easily
ﬂows from mind to paper, the design begins to
show life through sketches. And sometimes,
inspiration hits when he least expects it. “The
most fun I had doing thumbnail development
sketches was for an Otter with a tropical/nautical theme while I was actually on vacation—
on a sailboat in the tropics!” he says.
Once sketches have been e-mailed to the
client and John knows the basic design, he
begins his “ﬁshing for feedback” phase. Every
job is far different than the previous one, and
the artist seeks out as much info as he can
before moving to digital renderings. “I will
prompt them to help me ﬁll in the blanks,”
John explains, “like what is your N number,
or do you want a subtle look or a real ‘ramp
magnet’ that brings people out of hangars

John ﬁnishes the details of the wing joint on American Angel. The plane is suspended in the shop so the artist can get underneath to paint over his head.
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and the FBOs for a closer look? If there is a
pin-up girl involved, how much va-va-va-voom
should there be? Are you creating nostalgia
or chasing a speciﬁc aviation theme? Could
be a horse theme, could be a car theme. Each
has many details I need to get right. I did one
plane based on the coloration of the Hawaiian
Humuhumunukunukuapua’a ﬁsh!”
After digital renderings are created and the
design is settled, colors selected, and artwork
references gathered, John can start thinking
about actually applying paint. “On the very
big jet projects, I will paint a scaled rendering using the actual paints that will be used to
create a ﬁnished illustration that uses realistic
colors. This painting will eventually make a
nice decorative art piece to hang in the hangar
or office of the customer,” he said.
There is, however, an end point to the initial
concept phase. “There has to be,” John says,
“and it’s the customer who has to decide when
we’ve reached the ﬁnal concept so I can get going on the execution. From that point, I rarely
go off the design on my own without letting the
customer know what I’m proposing. I love to
delight the customer, but not surprise them.”
There are times, though, when the artist
will suggest edits. “I was painting a full-length
whale shark on an aircraft for a sightseeing
operation in the Maldives, Indian Ocean,” John
says. “The concept from the designer at Cessna
was great, but against the white background
of the Grand Caravan, it looked too much like
a trophy ﬁsh hanging on a wall. I was granted
permission by the owner to make some suggestive edits, so I changed the background to an
underwater tone of aqua with a color blend and
rays of sunshine ﬁltering down the vertical tail,
and immediately the whale shark looked like it
is actually in the aqua water of the Maldives. So
much more colorful!”
EXECUTION

Like building a house, John says, you must
start with a great design and plan. But the
foundation has got to be the most important
thing. For an aircraft paint job, this means
that the preparation long before the painting
starts is just as important as the ﬁnal ﬁnish. “Because of all the moving parts on an
aircraft, painting in the unseen places is important to protect metal, fabric, and composite airframes,” John explains. “Disassembly
is the only way to do it right, and that means
lots of tools, documenting with sketches or

John ﬂies with his wife, Patti.

An angel on the left side of American Angel’s vertical stabilizer.

An angel ﬂies escort with an RV-8 and Giles G-202.

photos, and often these steps involve an A&P
mechanic, particularly on jets and bigger aircraft. When it is an experimental, it is often
best to have the builder or owner involved at
this time. Cleaning, scuffing, sanding, etching,
priming, more sanding, body work as needed.
It all leads to the point when the fun part—
the actual painting—can ﬁnally begin.”
Most of John’s airbrushed renderings start
as a primary focal-point image that is either
transferred from paper to the aircraft with
a perforated pounce pattern, or just drawn
with the airbrush like the simplest of char-

coal sketches. “A natural feel for drawing is
important here, as I get ready to start applying
the paint,” he says. “Other main elements of
the artwork are sketched in to establish the
composition. The foreground elements are left
as shapes as I paint the background, establishing the basic color and lighting. The elements
of the design in the foreground get the most
contrast to bring these elements forward to
concentrate the focus in the eye of the viewer.”
And when that begins and paint starts ﬂying through the air onto someone’s cherished
aircraft, that’s when John starts to shine.
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“What sets me apart from the thousands of
aircraft painters in the industry,” he says,
“is that I’m a designer, artist, and illustrator
before I walk into the shop to be a painter. I
have a signiﬁcant amount of time invested in
the design and illustration planning prior to
the job execution. I already can see it done
in my mind. The tricky part is that I have to
make that concept full size, bring the ideas

we had on paper to life. But it also has to be
completed on time, on budget, and in an expedient manner, because people are waiting
on me to get it done so it doesn’t tie up their
aircraft for weeks.”
The most important element of the
execution phase of any project, John says,
is making sure the intent of the work shines
through, because each design has plenty of

underlying meaning. This part of the story is
best described when looking at the wings of
American Angel.
“Creating something special for the aircraft
owner makes the job a joy to paint,” John
explains. “As a way of thanking my wife, Patti,
for her support as we built our RV-8, I created
a tribute to her departed dad, Charlie, who
was a 50-mission P-38 pilot from World War
II. She had a great classic-looking photo of
him as he completed his 50th mission, sitting
proud in the cockpit. I rendered his skyward
gaze in the clouds as if an angel was looking
for pilots to guide in ﬂight. Off in the distance
is a crippled B-17 in need of an escort. It makes
a great feeling for Patti when she looks out
of our bubble canopy and sees her dad ﬂying
with us on our wing.”
THE AIRBRUSH

Tail art on an RV-7.

The art on American Angel’s wing memorializes Patti’s dad,
a P-38 pilot in World War II.

“The airbrush is just a tool, like a scalpel is just
a sharp knife,” John said. “In the right hands,
remarkable things can be done with a common
tool.” But the artist is quick to point out that

The artist works on a giant wave on the tail of a Global Express.
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John’s RV-8 American Angel stole the Portland Roadster Show.

like a scalpel in the hands of a DIY surgeon, an
improperly used airbrush in the hands of an
untrained artist can make bad things happen
to an aircraft’s ﬁnish.
John describes the airbrush as “a tiny
spray gun for getting high-quality, usually
solvent-based paint onto the aircraft surface in a creative way.” It can only spray one
color at a time, so the artist keeps a palette of
colors nearby. He often paints with regular
automotive spray guns to render big backgrounds, but ﬁne, illustrative details almost
always call for the airbrush to execute.
John’s main airbrushes are dual-action,
where the trigger is depressed for air to ﬂow
through and out the tip, and then drawn back
with the foreﬁnger to precisely control the
amount of paint. The airbrush can spray a
tiny line when drawn in close to paint eyelashes and highlights on precise bullet holes,
but with the trigger pulled back and a bit
more distance from the surface is held, a fogging mist or wide line of color can be painted
to ﬁll in color areas or render great lighting

elements, like whitecaps on waves, details in
clouds, or underwater sunbeams.
As he was ﬁnishing his American Angel,
John accepted invitations to place the RV-8
in hot rod shows in Portland and Eugene,
Oregon. Working with his brother, Mike, they
built a runway-themed display that was at the
center of the shows and drew the non-ﬂying
public in so John could answer questions and
tell them the great beneﬁts of building and ﬂying an experimental aircraft. “Since this was a
hot rod show,” he says, “most of the questions
were about the speeds, and the engine.” Taking
GA to the people in a busy off-airport venue
was brilliant. It helped that the aircraft on
display was exceedingly gorgeous, which kept
a crowd around American Angel at both shows.
There is one question that seems to always
come up around a Stahr-painted airplane: “It
sure looks neat! But how much does it cost?”
Builders often assume that even though they
like the idea of having an artistically unique
aircraft, they could never afford it. As a builder
himself, John knows that every customer needs

to work with a budget, and his ﬁrst thoughts
are how to help another aviator create his own
dream, not how much can he get for the job.
While some jobs can take weeks of planning
and execution, which can elevate the ﬁnal cost,
other jobs are faster to execute and thus very
reasonable. John works directly with builders who often are able to contribute their own
sweat equity into a project to reduce costs.
Through John’s career, he has enjoyed the
support of his wife, who was the inspiration
for the bigger-than-life angel that adorns the
entire underside of American Angel. Speaking
about her husband’s talent for creating ﬂying
works of art, she says, “I am continuously
amazed at his creativity; it’s truly a gift. He has
an uncanny ability to positively connect with
just about everyone he comes in contact with,
and instills conﬁdence in his clients to push
limits and be creative so he can deliver more
than they expect.” Along with having “realistic
expectations” about her honey-do list, Patti
assists with the business, and when clients frequently come in for a few days for some per-
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sonal interaction with the artist to participate
in the creative process on their aircraft, she is
happy to make sure they are well-fed. She also
keeps the website current; builders who visit
ArtisticAviation.com can view a portfolio of
John’s work, which often generates new ideas
for their own project.
One example of John’s ﬂying works of art
that is dramatic in design and exquisite in ﬁnish
is Chris Hill’s RVette-8. The RV-8 features a
distinct, custom Corvette theme inspired by the
2003 50th anniversary of the Corvette Chris’
father bought him when he graduated from
the United States Air Force Academy. “Working with John on the design was really fun,”
Chris says. “My original idea was interesting,
but very simple. John suggested things that we
could do, and through 12 revisions, each iteration was a little more of what I wanted, until I
ﬁnally had everything I was looking for: P-51
wing planform in the polished top-down view
of the plane, nose art, classy and racy accents,
polished aluminum, epic under-wing art, and of
course, the Corvette theme.”

Like most of John’s designs, Chris’ RVette-8
is a complete ramp magnet. “On my dad’s trip
home to Del Rio, Texas, with the aircraft, every
fuel stop resulted in a crowd of people walking
over to look at it,” Chris says. “It’s fun having
a plane that so many people want to see, and
inevitably we start talking about ﬂying, which,
like all pilots, I can’t help but enjoy.”
There comes a time in the creation of any
work of art— ﬂying or not—when it has to be
considered ﬁnished. For John, this state is
reached when the clear coat is applied to form
a protective ﬁnish that ampliﬁes the color,
contrast, and focus on the airbrushed art. But
the actual ﬁnale comes when one special piece
of art is placed in an inconspicuous place on
the airframe. “I am proud of my work and feel
that these custom creations deserve the artist’s
signature, so I usually sign my designs with
one simple Artistic Aviation logo under the left
horizontal stabilizer, where you have to look
for it to see it.”
There is no canvas, and a wire doesn’t
hang these works on any gallery wall. But the

very nature of John’s work—artworks that
ﬂy—makes this truly “high art” in a physical
as well as conceptual sense. The only real
difference between what John paints and the
centuries of artists whose work adorns galleries all over the world is that to see an exhibition of this artist’s work, you really need to
visit EAA AirVenture Oshkosh each summer
and walk the homebuilt section.
It is there, between the North 40 and show
center, under the hot sun of a Wisconsin summer, that John’s body of work comes alive. As
another formation of warbirds passes overhead and the smell of grilled brats wafts across
the ﬁeld, this “gallery” feels like the natural
place to view this art, in a setting that feels a
lot like home.
Because it is.
Dan Pimentel, EAA 1073301, has worked in journalism and
graphic design since 1979. He’s an instrument-rated private
pilot and owns a Piper Cherokee 235, and he has been
writing the Airplanista aviation blog (www.Airplanista.com)
since 2005. You can ﬁnd him on Twitter as @Av8rdan.

John paints a whale shark on an aircraft for a sightseeing operation in the Maldives.
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