
Did you know that if animals had never evolved in flight, nature would 

never have created flowers and trees? This episode traces the history of 

flight from the prehistoric insect to our modern globalized jet age. From 

Leonardo da Vinci’s first blueprints imagining flight through the Wright 

Brothers innovative design techniques, viewers learn how humans have 

been able to achieve flight and transform the world in the process. How 

has an aerial view changed human perspective, and how did humans use 

technology to travel to the moon? Viewers will gain insight into the cen-

trality of flight throughout history. 

Curriculum Links
H2®’s Big History series is a great fit with a range of courses and units on history, science and technol-
ogy, social studies and global studies. It is most appropriate for high school students but is suitable 
for middle school students as well. The series can be used as a companion to the Big History Project 

online course and curriculum. (Visit www.bighistoryproject.com to learn more.)

Identif  ication Terms
The terms below are used in this episode; defining them will help students understand some of the 
concepts explored in this series. Using a dictionary or another resource, students can find definitions 
for these terms before or after watching the episode. As they are watching, students can also keep a 
list of terms from each episode in the Big History series to define.

atmosphere  defy  density gravity  mutation
combustion engine delicate extract  ingenuity zeppelin

Discussion Questions
1.  In this episode gravity is described as “the enemy of flight.”  

What do you think this means?   
2.  Could humans exist without gravity? Discuss. 
3.  Why are humans not able to fly like birds? 
4.  What were the keys to the Wright Brothers’ quest to achieve 

flight? 
5.  What aspects of our planet make flight possible? How has flight 

been a survival mechanism for both humans and animals?
6. What does it mean to describe our atmosphere as “an  
     invisible ocean”?

Defeating Gravity



Activities
1.  Da Vinci’s Flying Machine. Leonardo da Vinci created the blueprint for an ornithopter flying ma-

chine. Research his designs and write an essay describing or create a drawing depicting his flying ma-
chine. Then, describe or discuss da Vinci’s design. What was innovative about his flying machine? Why 
would it ultimately fail? 

2.  The Right Atmosphere. In this episode, we learn about how the Earth’s atmosphere provides the 
right conditions for flight. Yet it wasn’t until the turn of the 20th century that humans achieved flight. 
What conditions made flight possible, both in the atmosphere and as the result of human invention? 
Create a short timeline of flight starting with the Big Bang and ending in the late 20th century. 

3.  Hindenburg in Retrospect. The Hindenburg disaster shocked the world in 1937. Working individu-
ally or in small groups, research this event and write a newspaper article about the disaster from a Big 
History perspective. What conditions made the Hindenburg flight possible? What conditions caused it 
to end in tragedy? 

4.  Aluminum Examined. In this episode, viewers learn about the importance of aluminum to flight.  
Research this chemical element. What is aluminum and how has it been cultivated over time? Create  
a short visual presentation about aluminum’s properties and uses. 

Ref  lections After Watching
What were the three most interesting things you learned from watching this episode of Big History?

Web Links
Background on the Wright Brothers from History.com:  
www.history.com/videos/wright-brothers#wright-brothers

Additional information about Leonardo da Vinci: 
www.history.com/topics/leonardo-da-vinci

Background information on the Hindenburg disaster: 
www.history.com/topics/hindenburg

Big History Project:
www.bighistoryproject.com

Related Reading
Note: These books are recommended for educators and advanced student readers who may want to read 
selections from these books to further their understanding of the topics explored in this episode. 

Da Vinci, Leonardo. Leonardo’s Notebooks. (Black Dog and Leventhal Publishers, 2007).

Grant, R. G. Flight: The Complete History. (DK Publishing, 2007).

Helfand, Lewis (Author) and Sankha Banerjee (Illustrator). The Wright Brothers: A Graphic Novel.  
(Campfire, 2001).
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