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Play That Funky ... Oh, Never Mind

RahavSegevfor The New York Times
At amonthly Aireoke nightat TrashBar in Brooklyn, Bjsrn TYroque secondrom left, leadsan all-star"jam"
onair guitar.

By DAN CRANE
Published: July 10, 2005 E-Mail This

Printer-Friendly
FOR a smallbut passionatgroupof menandwomen,myselfincluded, Reprints

Thursdaywill be the biggestnight of theyear. pmeL To0s

For weeksl've beenwindmilling in front of mirrors andlimbering up 5,#&5%
my neckin preparatiorfor excessivéheadbanging.I'm watchingmy

carbsandhitting the hay early. Becausen four days,atthe Key Club in Los Angeles]
will be representingNew York againstsomeof the fiercestcompetitorseverto takethe
stagein oneof the mostimportanteventsof our lives: TheU.S. Air Guitar
Championships.

I know the glory of dressingup andfanaticallyplaying aninvisible instrumentin front of
a crowdis not somethinghat everyonémmediatelygraspsWhenl tell peoplel've spent
morethantwo yearsasa competitiveair guitarist,they oftenlook at me bewildered ike a
dog tilting its headat an unfamiliarcommand Or they just laughat me. Following a
segment@bouta competition,JackCafferty,a CNN anchor,oncescoffed:"That'sthe
dumbestthing I've everseen Air guitar?"

And in his book "Air Guitar," DaveHickey, a professorof art criticism andtheoryat the
University of Nevadal as Vegas likens air guitar to art criticism, which he sayscannot
replacethe original work but merely"bob afterit, like a dinghyin the wakeof a yacht."

But I'm hereto tell you that airguitaris morethana bobbingdinghy.Up on stageyou

only have60 second$o convincethejudgesof your airisimilitude,andin those60
seconds/ou musttakeeverythingyou knowaboutrock 'n' roll, boil it downto its essence,
drink it andthenspitit overthe crowdlike bloodfrom the mouthof Alice Cooper.
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In thewords of the two-time (2002and'03) world air guitar champion,ZacMonro
(known asthe Magnet),"Air guitaris the purestartform thereis left."

Sowhatdoesit taketo win anair guitar competitior? After sufferingcontinuallossesfor
threeseasoni eight official competitiondrom New York to Denverto Los Angelego
Oulu, Finland- andcoming insecondplacefour times- | found outon May21 atthe
New York regionalair guitar competition.To paraphrasélietzsche(anidol to manyan
air guitaristymy lossesonly mademe stronger.

Wearinga silver jumpsuitandstarspangledarmbanddilled with dry ice, androcking
underthe monikerBjsrn TYroque(pronouncedu-RAWK), | froze out the other
contendersvith my explosiverenditionof "SetMe Free"by Sweet(an obscureyet classic
glam+ock anthem) Advancedairmanshipto be sure.

Air guitaris not aboutpretendingo be a rock star.You mustbe that rockstar. You might
not needto putdry ice in your armbandgo createsmokycontrailsasyou strum but it
helps.As far asotherwardrobeoptionsgo, nudityis an obviousattentiongetterandhas

becomea performancestaple,but sofar it hasn'twon any competitionsAnd to paraphrase

Twain, clothesmakethe air guitarist.

Anotherkey componenis your stagename.Punsaregood, like AirLingus (anlrish-
Americancompetitor) Air-Do-Well, and Air-satz.Somethingsimpleandto the point,
like the Shred,workstoo. And don'tgo with a slow song,as| mistakenlydid lastyear
with Air Supply'sballad"Making Love Out of Nothingat All," which, whenup against
the lightning-fast licks of "Queenin Love" by Yngwie Malmsteenguickly deflated.You
may want a trackwith which the audiencas familiar, but avoid clichZslike VanHalen's
"Eruption” (theair guitar equivalentto playing "Stairwayto Heaven"in a guitar store)or
Jimi Hendrix'srenditionof "The StarSpangledBanner."

Finally, air guitaris aninstrumentputit's anentirely differentinstrumentfrom the so-
called"real" guitar. Sodon'tfocuson yourfingeringtoo muchasyou play.Rememberif
you hita badnoteonly you will know. Instead.engagethe crowd: makeeye contact,
perchyourselfon themonitorandflutter your tongue; makdansgetouttheir air lighters.

Thoughair guitaris probablyasold asrock 'n'roll itself (Elvis surelyinspiredteeny
bopperdo imitate his swaggeringstrums), itdidn't comeout of the bedroomto gain
cultural cachetuntil Tom Cruise,in briefs,strummed dire pokerto Bob Segerin the
1983 film "Risky Business.'Six yearslater KeanuReevesand Alex Winter, playing
empty-headedAmericanteenagersaisedon arenaock, air-pluckedtheir way through
"Bill & Ted'sExcellentAdventure."

Todayair guitaris everywhereevenBritney Spearswho hasneverperformedwith an
actualinstrumentjmitatesthe fanswho imitate rock starswhenshestrumsthe air wildly

in her2005 vided'Do Somethin™; Will Arnettof "ArrestedDevelopment'tecently
playedair guitarto thethemeof "Law & Order"on "LateNight With ConanO'Brien"; and
Will Farrell playsair guitarwhile serenadindNicole Kidmanin the currentfilm
"Bewitched.”

Thereis also,of coursetheworld crown.In 1996 thefirst Air GuitarWorld
Championshigook placein Oulu, Finlandwith just sevenlocal competitorsThis year's
competitionis on Aug.26 with nationalchampiongrom 13 countriesfrom Australiato
the United Arab Emiratesaswell asthe additionallast minute entrantsvho trek to Oulu
(asl did in 2003)on awhim anda prayer.

The grandprizeis a handmadd-innish guitar andan amplifier signedby Brian May of the
bandQueenWhatan air guitaristwill do with an actualguitaris anybody'sguess.
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And thoughperformersrom the United Statesonly startedcompetingin 2003, we've
reignedair supremefestoonedwith a Hello Kitty breastplateand crimsonkimono,the
Brooklynite C-Diddy wontheworld crownin 2003, anchis femaleprotZgZSonykRok,
alsofrom Brooklyn, tied forthetitle with a New Zealandein 2004.

This year,asthereigningNew York champ,| amconfidentl cando mycity proud.I've
certainlypaid my dues.But my air guitar chopsweren'talwaysso well honed.Growing
up inthe hardscrabblsuburbsof Denver,| alwaysdid my air guitarin private,for fearof
tormentby my olderbrotherandthe public atlarge.

I hadno ideathat jumpingup anddownon mybed,wielding animaginaryax in imitation
of my rock 'n' roll heroeswould yeardater becomean internationallyrecognizedoursuit,
or muchless that I'dbe good atit. Now, | dedicatepartof my life to sharingthe skills I've
learnedwith the world.

Thereis no airguitar school(thoughthereis an annualtraining campprior to the world
championshipn Finland)andno secreformula,but| haveestablishech monthly Aireoke
night (seeaireoke.confor details),which recentlymovedto TrashBar in Williamsburg,
Brooklyn. Think of it asa farm systemfor the majorleagues.

With qualifying eventsin sevencitieswherethousands ofanscheeron score®f
contestantsit is clearthat competitiveair guitaris on ourshoredo stay.As Kriston
Rucker,an organizerof the U.S. Air Guitar Competition, putt, "If there'sonethingthat
Americansdeservao dominatejt's competitiveair guitar."
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