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USE YOUR ILLUSION

My third setting of poems by Michael Robbins, Use Your Illusion attempts to find a musical
analogue for Robbins’s brilliantly funny, savage, often religiously-informed, pop-culture-
saturated imagery. As in 2014’s Plastic Robbins Band, I use enriched textures such as glissandos,
quarter tones, and a variety of extended techniques to destabilize fundamentally tonal, even
poppy musical material. References to other composers and songwriters from Arnold
Schoenberg to Michael Nyman, Weezer to Taylor Swift, mirror Robbins’s use of mangled
quotations, and the music is often fragmented, as if falling to pieces as it’s being performed.

Just as Robbins’s work often cloaks itself in strict poetic forms, so too does my piece
follow systematic formal constraints. Harmonically, Use Your Illusion consists of every possible
two-part combination of major and minor triads arranged into an overarching progression.
These harmonies are activated by five contrasting textures, each comprising five tiny rhythmic
cells. However, although complex precompositional processes were used to determine the order
and disposition of all harmonic, rhythmic, and textural elements, these calculations were no
more than tools toward the realization of a fundamentally musical concept. The actual act of
composition using these elements was entirely free; only the material’s order and disposition was
predetermined.

Originally composed in 2016 as a companion piece to Arnold Schoenberg’s Pierrot
Lunaire and utilizing the same ensemble, Use Your Illusion was reconceived in 2024 for piano

quintet, and lasts from 35-40 minutes.



1. TO THE DRONE VAGUELY REALIZING

EASTWARD

This is a poem for President Drone.
It was written by a camel.
Can I borrow your phone?

This is for President Mark Hamill.

Newtown sounds a red alert.
Mark Hamill asks if Ernie’s burnt.
Every camel’s a first-person shooter.

The Prez’s fez is haute couture.

It seems strange that he should be offended.

The same orders are given by him.
Paging Pakistan and Yemen.
Calling all the drone-dead children.

The camel can’t come to the phone.
This is for the drone-in-chief.
Mumbeai used to be Bombay.

The bomb bay opens with a queef.

2. USE YOUR ILLUSION

It’s a gorgeous day, not a bat in the sky.
The topography’s square with the recon.
Contents may have shifted during rapture.

Let’s put the Christ back in Xbox.

This baby is disgusting. Fuck you, baby.

Get a job. You have the worst taste in art.

A real Winston Churchill, this one. Your lot’s loss?

So lose. Lost the attitude. Lose the dress.

I was saying something about a baby.
It had eleven dimensions, kind of
a dim bulb. The last of a tiny race.

Just a shadow on a milk carton now.

I saw myself in half then make myself
disappear. Maybe the other way round.
Let’s hear it for my lovely assistant.
She’s the lower half of my body, sawn.

I open the cabinet and poof she’s gone.

3. THE SECOND SEX

After the first sex, there is no other.
I stick my gender in a blender
and click send. Voila!

Your new ex-girlfriend.

You cuckold me with your husband.
I move a box with Ludacris.
The captain turns on, we begin our descent.

Be gentle with me, 'm new to this.

I say the wrong thing. I have OCD.
My obsessive compulsions are disorderly.
I say the wrong thing, did I already say?

I drive my dominatrix away.

The coyote drives her in a false-bottomed van.
He drops her in the desert. The bluffs are tan.
She’ll get a job at Chili’s picking up butts.

I feel ya, Ophelia, 1 say to my nuts.

And there is pansies. That’s for thoughts.

4. OVERNIGHT

The FedEx logo, feral,
felling deer with its arrow,
likes shooting monkeys

in a barrel. It gets Lyme disease.



The ironies! Arrows and
the telltale Target logo rash
I sing. The love of evil.

The root of cash.

My bluish and my human foot
around the child soldier’s neck
absolutely has to be there.

We demur to dissect.

I shall be telling this far hence
in a speeding Mystery Van
traveling furiously toward you.

Get out as early as you can.

5. WITHIN A BUDDING GROVE

The rabies virus is half my age.
Its engine’s any bartender.
It’s part meerkats at the zoo at prayer,

part Nobodaddy Tabernacle Choir.

All boners are my brothers.
Alps on Alps arise.
The waitress serves the fatal virus.

She’s never seen The Rockford Files.

O huntress, suitably attired,
you’re going to need a tetanus shot.
You’ve got a suitable vagina.

I do not want what you haven’t got.

I come from a land of ice and snow.
I'll reboot your Southern charms
with the brute brute boot of a brute like me.

All boners are my brothers in arms.

6. IN THE AIR TONIGHT

All my love come tumbling down
and I get wild pregnant with Jesus.
I feel a wild harbor in my pants

and the boats with all their lights.

I have some oats in a thing of leather.
My toast always lands Christ-side up.

Kid! I’s coming out my ears.

Don’t you want to be there when we all get born?

Let’s carry rope together in a glade.
Boom Boom Mancini survived on ferns
and roots for a month on Fire Island.

I led the search party. It’s what I do.

I too dislike you. I rock down to
Electric Avenue. Let’s reinvent then die
behind the wheel. I've been waiting

for this moment for all my life.

Oh Lord.

7. BIG COUNTRY

Fiddle no further, Fuhrer. Rome is built.
It took all day. Now let us so
love the world. 'm just thinking out loud.

My stigmata bring out my eyes.

The smallpox uses every part of the blanket,
and the forest is a lady’s purse.
The Indian is a pink Chihuahua peeking

his head from the designer zipper.

Out here it’s mostly light from the fifteenth
century slamming into the planet.
I can’t see the forest for the burn unit.

All the planet does is bitch bitch bitch.



I know it’s last minute but could you put
out my eyes? At the subatomic level,
helmeted gods help themselves to gold.
Up here? The body’s an isolation ward.

8. LOSE MYSELF

Yeah, I got the bug. Got razzle dazzle,
dazed and refused. I'm with stupid.
Step up, chump. I’m OK, cupid.

Main man on the data dump.

I’m erotic baggage and cholo spit.
I'm the motherfucking the.

I invented it. ’'m a bucket

of Colonel Sanders,

Kentucky Fried Panzer man.

I’m a bare midriff in a sharkskin suit.
I got twenty-seven dollars!
I’'m homing in on your boo.

It’s all over now, Bobbie Sue.

Yet tarry awhile. Set a spell,
Big Bad Leroy Iffucan.
It takes three miracles to make a saint,

just one mistake to make a man.
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Eric Shanfield

6. IN THE AIR TONIGHT

USE YOUR ILLUSION

Michael Robbins
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