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The Invisible Art 


Every good story/essay/manuscript teaches you, the reader, how to read it.  This is common knowledge for those in the privileged “know.”   The narrator—or author—or writer, or sometimes all three of these people (don’t fool yourself into believing that they are the same person) act as a team of rugged, pith-helmeted guides who aid you in your navigation through a literary safari.  The narrator, author and writer provide this aid in the form of instructions which inform our understanding of presence, if not the intricate workings of the cogs and sprockets buried beneath the layers of finely constructed narrative (which the narrator, author and writer have labored over intensely, no doubt).  This narrative, in addition to teaching you, the reader, how to read the story/essay/manuscript, work to progress the plot, i.e. provide answers to the ever-present question, “what the hell is going on here?”  But sometimes a narrative answers no questions, rather, it strings the reader along with clever tricks, like a magician on a stage, wielding pigeons and wildflower bouquets to distract his audience from the obvious fact that he is nothing but a man.  
PREFACE:

Instructions for this personal essay will directly follow the brief intro (see below) which outlines my adventures in Austin, Texas, in March of the year 2006, wherein my girlfriend called me one evening, excited to tell me about the existence of a local air guitar competition, and how we went and enjoyed ourselves and how the guy who tore our tickets asked me if I wanted to sign up and I said maybe next time; and how I scoped out the competition, said to my girlfriend, “I could totally do that,” and one month later went on to perform in said air guitar competition.  I go into detail about how, in preparation for the competition, I blasted Smashing Pumpkins from the big stereo when nobody was home and stood before the bathroom mirror rehearsing my guitar chops and trying out rock and roll dance moves (like the jump-360-roundhouse-kick, and the jump-up-and-land-in-the-splits move that I tried once and wound up pulling my groin muscle), and my costume, which consisted of black and white Chuck Taylors’,  too-tight black jeans, a black shirt upon breast of which I had spraypainted a glittery “Butt Rock,” a black elastic headband, dark sunglasses, and a black bowling glove.  The intro concludes before I giving any details about the actual competition; that is a scene that takes place in another section so as to increase tension and suspense by leaving you, the reader, at the end of the intro wondering, “Does he win the competition or doesn’t he?”  
INTRO:
Because certain bits of information concerning my air guitar experience have already been disclosed by the writer (or was it the author?), I will kill time here by recounting a fable about the robot air guitarist who traveled near-infinite distances through time and space and light.  This robot was programmed for one purpose, and that was to rock.  Hence the name: Rock-bot.  

The first version was announced by the emcee as Rock-bot 5000.  It trudged in from the back door and down the aisle like Robo-cop.  Its head was silver and shaped like a motorcycle-helmet, its visor was completely black, as if spraypainted that way.  On one side of the head was affixed a radio antenna, on the other side a green motherboard chip with red, blue and white buttons.  The robot wore a smart blue and white striped Seersucker suit, dark shoes (I couldn’t make the brand, but dressy), and a black skull and crossbones tie against a crisp, tuxedo shirt.  It loped up the stairs of the stage and waved at the audience, which responded enthusiastically with applause and hollers like, “A fuckin’ robot! Wooo!”  Rock-bot 5000 saluted the audience.  At that point the lights dimmed and a smoke machine wheezed out a cloud.  

A guitar solo by The Cars descended upon the crowd like a starship, and Rock-bot kick-jumped into the air at the ultimate note.  Its technique was impressive: strumming in time with the frantic music, fingers of its left hand rattling, climbing the neck of the invisible guitar, blistering out the notes faster and higher through the distorting speakers.  Suddenly, like an elbowed radio dial, the song changed to a Jimi Hendrix solo.  Rock-bot 5000 spun its invisible guitar around and began to play left-handed, very authentic.  Another song, Queen I think, buzzed in and the robot slung the guitar to the other hand and fell to its knees in with triumphant authority.  It began undulating and (in perfect time with the song), fell to its back in a fit of pelvic thrusts.

After minutes of cheering the lights came back on and Rock-bot 5000 stood, stoic on the stage.  The emcee, a woman named Jennifer, threw her black hair out of her eyes and put her arm around the robot.  She looked at the audience, raised her eyebrows, and spoke into her handheld microphone, “Rock-bot, ladies and gentlemen.”

The robot won first place that night.  This was only the local competition.  Rock-bot had advanced to the regional competition which would take place two months later, and where it would compete for a chance to win a brand new Fender Stratocaster and free airfare and admission into the National Air Guitar Championship in L.A.  But on this night, at the sweaty end of the local competition, Rock-bot 5000 stood motionless until the spotlight had faded and the people were going home, at which point the robot trudged up the aisle, a bit more quickly than before, out the back doors, across the lobby, and into the men’s restroom.
INSTRUCTIONS

A.)  HOW TO AIR GUITAR IN SIX EASY STEPS:
1.) Pretend to play guitar.  If you have never held a guitar and can not imagine how it should look, pretend like you are holding a three foot broomstick at both ends.  Left palm out, right palm in.

2.) Wiggle fingers.

3.) Thrust pelvis.  Violently, if possible.

4.) Flail elbows.

5.) Kick an imaginary person in front of you.  If you are a pacifist, imagine there are buzzards trying to eat your feet.
6.) Make a face that that tells others, “This hurts bad.”

B.)  HOW TO COMPETE:

Create Your Air Guitar Name


First you must choose a stage name.  Be sure to make it clever.  Puns are always a safe bet.  If you need help there are online resources, such as 

http://www.airguitarnation.com/airname, that can help.  For example, my name is Anthony Bonds, and after plugging my name into the engine, I get Anthony “Airpeggio” Bonds.  Another variant: Anthony “Air To The Throne” Bonds.  And still: Anthony “Airudite” Bonds.  


The assonance in the names is not mandatory.  Even using your own name is optional.  In fact, some of the best air guitar names are not even puns.  Take El Nino, for instance.  Or Buck Nasty.  Or Yuri.  Yuri is a certain Swedish (or Danish) air guitarist’s first name, no glitz or elaboration, just Yuri.  (Yuri was a memorable stage personality in Austin: circumspect at the outset, but on stage he just about had an epileptic fit to an unfamiliar rock solo, throwing his elbows all around the stage with a jerking, spastic fury while his boots drummed the stage in tiny, rapid steps.  He wore a leather jacket over a black shirt with pink, sparkly letters across the chest that spelled: Yuri.  Out of the ten competitors of the first night I saw an air guitar competition, the night I merely watched, Yuri got the worst scores.  According to the US Air Guitar regulations, scores range from 4.0 to 6.0, much like Olympic figure skating.  A certain leather-pants-ed competitor won first place, followed by Sparkle Motion, a female duet lacking in every aspect but sexual parading.  Third place was a guy named Lightening Bolton wearing nothing but his white briefs who spent the whole time on stage mouthing something to the audience and grappling with the sock in his underpants.  Yuri, in spite of a 4.6 average which made him the lowest scoring air guitarist of the night, was awarded honorable mention.  The judges admired his perseverance, I suppose.)


Choose the name that best represents you.

Pick Out A Song


Remember, performances are only one minute long.  So you must be sure that you pick the best minute (i.e. most guitar-filled) of whichever song you choose.  Metal is always a good choice.  Also: classic rock, guitar-based punk rock, even mariachi music as El Nino did.  (El Nino, in addition to being a meteorological phenomenon, won third place in the regional air guitar competition and wore a sombrero, a massive fake mustache, a hemp-woven parka, and a very short pair of hotpants.) Anything with a guitar, basically.  Montages are also acceptable, if not favorable.  A montage allows a well-rehearsed air guitarist to display his/her/its technical savvy through a gamut of musical styles, thereby increasing his/her/its chances of impressing judges.
Hone Your Act


Your act is the second most important factor.  The first is airness, but airness will be explained later in this instructional.  Important rules to remember: air roadies are allowed, but must leave the stage before the performance.  Back-up bands (air or real) are not allowed.  The instrument must be invisible and must be a guitar, i.e. air accordion is not allowed, however air bass is allowed because it is a type of guitar.  Most importantly, have fun!  Be creative!  Or alternatively you could take Buck Nasty’s approach: Make a fool of yourself by dressing like a piece of early 80’s white trash and acting tough and wearing all black and performing to slash-metal that nobody’s ever heard of and be a dick to your fellow competitors in real life by shooting them “evil” glances and blurting to your friends that it’ll be hella fun to kick these fools’ pussy ass!
Sign Up 


There are fourteen cities that host local air guitar competitions.  Entrance fees vary from free to $20.  You can probably just show up, as I did in Austin, and ask the dude who tears the tickets that you want to compete and no force on Earth or heaven can get in your way.  At which point Dude will say something like, “Hell yeah,” or in my case, “Talk to that guy in the corner.”  So go talk to the wiry guy in the corner who’s slouched over a computer, fiddling with the list of competitors’ songs on his music player and tell him that you’ve brought a copy of Geek USA (your song) by the Smashing Pumpkins and that your solo is on track six, at exactly 5:04 minutes.  Once he flashes a thumbs-up, and a look that says, “Now stop bothering me,” that means you’re in. 
(INTERVENTION)

Take a deep breath.

By now you are probably thinking that what the author, narrator and writer have in mind for the rest of this essay has something to do with divulging the contents of the outcome of the final air guitar competition.  However the writer and the author can’t seem to agree on a few of the details, (such as how to tell the story in an interesting that compels, entertains, educates, etc…) and the narrator is, as far as we can tell, nowhere to be found.


By the way, I am not the narrator.  I am not a fictional representation or conglomeration of real-life personas, (as narrators are wont to be).  I am merely Anthony Bonds, a human being just like you, dear reader, and honestly I don’t have any clue what the author, narrator and writer have in mind for the duration of this essay.  I’m not sure they will resolve their differences by then.  But while they argue I’ll continue to stall.

C.)  EVOKE EMPATHY.  BE SHAMELESS:
So now that you have a grasp on what it takes to play the air guitar, and what it takes to compete, give yourself a pat on the back.  Oftentimes we do not reward ourselves for our accomplishments, if we can admit to ourselves that we have, indeed, accomplished anything at all.  To err is human.  To air guitar… divine.  Even when we are in the midst of what may seem, on the surface, a monumental failure, such as ranking last place at an air guitar competition, we must keep our eyes to the future.  Although we may practice for weeks and weeks, sharpening our moves in time with a Smashing Pumpkins song, for example, success is never guaranteed. 

Indeed, our most embarrassing acts may occur at the most inauspicious moments.  During our fist attempt at an air guitar competition, our dark sunglasses fall from our face, but not all the way--they hang down by our mouth.  And though we lunge forward and backward and spin kick, trying to rid ourselves of the sunglasses that won’t fall, our attention shifts from technical aspects of our act that we’ve been practicing ad nauseum for weeks to the increasingly restless crowd beyond the blinding spotlight.

And when our act is over, and the applause is unconvincing, one of the judges remarks that the way our glasses just hung there on our head really made the whole persona lack coolness, and when another judge laughs and asks if that’s a bowling glove on our hand, our initial reaction is to want to run off the stage, to give up on air guitar forever.  But that kind of thinking will only lead us to failure.  If we want greatness we must be great, like Batman, or like the air guitar robot known as the Rock-bot.

D.)  SEEK AIRNESS

Judging criteria is broken up into three major categories.  They are: technical merit, (the more what you’re doing with your invisible instrument corresponds to what one does on an actual instrument, the better you will do); stage presence, (jumping around, getting the crowd to like you); and airness.

The definition of airness is nebulous, yet it is immediately recognizable.  Airness is extent to which a performance transcends the imitation of a real guitar and becomes and art form in and of itself.

Airness can also indicate the effectiveness of the persona that is present on the stage.  People like to see personality, character, caricature even.  People aren’t interested in watching a guy in a bowling glove with sunglasses hanging off of his face flail around the stage meaninglessly.  I know this from personal experience.  

After I got last place at the local air guitar round, I went home.  For a month I considered what people wanted to see.  Clearly they did not want to see me.  But how can I not be me?  What they wanted was something over the top, unexpected.  They wanted an air guitar performer who was unlike them, yet one that they could identify with.  Something like a robot.  

E.)  CREATE A FICTIONAL PERSONA THAT COMPLIMENTS WHO 
YOU REALLY ARE
1. If you want to be a robot, motorcycle helmets create a convincing illusion.  Apply silver spraypaint to the entire surface of the helmet, except for the visor.  Spraypaint that black, but remember to leave a little room at the bottom so you can see your feet while you rock out on the stage.

2. Affix computer scraps, like microchips and antennae, to the helmet to evoke authenticity.

3. Wear a seersucker suit.  Robots should look classy.

4. Consider the history of your air guitar fictional persona.  What does he/she/it like to do in his/her/its free time?  Community service?  Write memoirs?  Calculate pi?  

5. Stay in character throughout your entire performance.

6. Kick ass.

F.)  HOW TO FINISH STRONG:  (THE PART WHERE THE AUTHOR, NARRATOR, AND WRITER FINALLY agree to work TOGETHER AND TIE UP THE LOSE ENDS--qUOTED FROM Anthony BONDS)

“Wearing a motorcycle helmet and jumping up and down in front of hundreds of people takes a lot more energy than one would initially imagine.  And it is nearly impossible to look cool.  But I guess I did.  I could tell by the roar of the crowd that my practicing and preparation had paid off.


“The emcee introduced me to the crowd at the regional air guitar competition as Rock-bot version 5.1.  This was an upgrade from my previous performance, where I was Rock-bot 5000, (upgraded due to a fresh coat of paint on the helmet and a new jacket).  As I walked onto the stage I did this robot walk where you take a step, pause, take a step, pause.  I’ve never seen a robot walk but that’s how I envision it.


“Truthfully, I think that what earned me second place in the regionals was a combination of my song choice and my costume.  I suppose my on-stage antics had something to do with it to, and from what I can tell after watching videos of myself later, I can’t see anything particularly wrong with my act.  But it was the jacket that did it for me.


“I’d spend all morning the day of the competition making this jacket.  I cut it in a straight line down the back and re-attached it by using Velcro.  I wore it for half of the performance and then I ripped it in two and threw them into the crowd.  That made them go wild because it was unexpected.  But what the crowd didn’t know was that my shirt was Velcro-ed together too, and ripping off my shirt at the apex of a guitar solo earned me some serious points I’m sure.

“My song was a montage.  Guitar solos from various genres and time periods, ranging from rock-a-billy swing to Jimi Hendrix.  Everyone was bound to like at least one of the clips, I figured.  

“When my act was over I stood there, shirtless, tie still hanging from my neck, completely motionless and stoic.  I felt suddenly that I was not myself.  I really believed that I was the robot that the crowd wanted me to be.  Where had I gone? I later thought.  Perhaps I have always been a robot just pretending to be a human being, and this moment on the stage is my true nature.

“I discovered that there are two versions of myself.  The first was the mastermind behind the air guitar, the diligent human who practiced in the bathroom mirror, the one who failed with a bowling glove and excelled with a motorcycle helmet.  But the other version of myself was the persona I had momentarily become.  I find it difficult to convince myself now that I am actually a robot with a bent for air guitar, just as I find it difficult to believe that I am who I claim to be in this very essay.  But then, perhaps we know ourselves best by pretending to be what we are not.”
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