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and theory at the University of Oregon, Kyr 
is one of the most prolific composers of his 
generation. Some days he spends as many as 
14 hours composing (it helps that he sleeps 
only four hours a night). He’s written 12 
symphonies, three chamber symphonies, 
three violin concerti, a piano concerto, and 
too many choral works to count: cantatas, 
oratorios, a passion. Patient, tender, emo-
tionally complex, and easily approachable, 
his music draws on Western medieval, Re-
naissance, and Baroque styles—Bach is his 
lodestar—as well as Eastern traditions, es-
pecially the Balinese gamelan.

His oeuvre orbits broad themes planted 
deep since childhood: peacemaking, envi-
ronmental concerns, love, compassion, for-
giveness. That long-ago conversation with 
his mother influenced his 2012 work “The 
Unutterable,” which featured a narration of 
Paul Celan’s poem “Death Fugue” as part of a 
three-month Holocaust remembrance proj-
ect in Austin. Elsewhere, he has integrated 
testimony from witnesses and survivors of 
violence: the 2005 symphony “Ah Nagasaki: 
Ashes into Light,” sung in both Japanese and 
English, commemorated the sixtieth anni-
versary of the atomic bombing with perfor-
mances in Nagasaki and its American sister 
city, St. Paul. More recently, “Waging Peace,” 
a five-movement work, emerged from 400 
pages of written accounts by residents of Ba-
ton Rouge, a city torn by crime and conflict. 

Kyr’s home in Eugene sits 1,000 feet up from 
the valley floor, surrounded by 70-foot trees. 

Deer roam the yard and hawks fly overhead. “I 
live in a forest,” he says. “When I look out the 
window, I don’t see neighbors. The architec-
ture of the Pacific Northwest is trees.” Many 
of his works celebrate nature and call for its 
preservation. For his 2007 oratorio, “A Time 
For Life,” he wrote a choral text weaving Na-
tive American prayers, songs, and chants with 
Eastern Orthodox hymns and Old Testament 
verses; the symphony “Yosemite: Journey into 
Light” combined photographs and video of 
the national park with Kyr’s music. 

As much as anything else, Kyr’s work is 
guided by spiritual exploration. His family 
didn’t attend church—his father was raised 

Catholic, his mother Lutheran—but when his 
parents died in 1981, he found himself explor-
ing religions from around the world. “I discov-
ered that I’m interfaith,” he says. “I celebrate 
with people of all faith backgrounds.” Since 
1993 he has spent about eight weeks each year 
at Christ in the Desert Monastery, a Benedic-
tine abbey in the gorgeous and remote wil-
derness of a New Mexico mesa canyon: “My 
spiritual home.” During solitary hikes along 
the Chama River, he composes music “inter-
nally” and then returns to the monastery to 
write deep into the night. There he created 
one of his most spiritually searching works, 
“Songs of the Soul,” a 47-minute cantata ven-
erating and responding to music by Bach and 
three Renaissance composers. Its companion 
cantata, recorded by the Grammy-winning 
vocal ensemble Conspirare, is “The Cloud of 
Unknowing,” which takes its title and part 
of its text from a fourteenth-century guide 
to contemplative prayer. 

This past year, he helped launch the Har-
vard Choruses New Music Initiative, a pro-
gram for undergraduates. He mentored seven 
students through a seven-month process that 

Douglas R. Bunker asks   if anyone can 
offer a citable source for a definition of 
power, attributed to Stalin, as the “stra-
tegic or intelligent use of cruelty.”

“Union” (January-February).  Hiller 
Zobel noted that in the U.S. Constitution, 
“Union” appears in the preamble (“…a 
more perfect union…”) and in Article II, 
section 3 (“…information of the state of 
the Union…”), among other places. (Ar-
ticle VI, section 6, regarding the new na-
tion’s prior debts, refers to “the Confed-
eration” among the states existing before 

ratification of the Constitution.) Bernard 
Witlieb recommended examples from 
A Dictionary of Americanisms on Historical 
Principles (1946), edited by Mitford M. 
Mathews, including, from the Fredericks-
burg Virginia Herald (February 1829): “To 
the purpose of party leaders, intending to 
accomplish the dissolution of the Union 
and a new Confederacy….”

Send inquiries and answers to “Chapter 
and Verse,” Harvard Magazine, 7 Ware 
Street, Cambridge 02138 or via email to 
chapterandverse@harvardmag.com.
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Before writing anything down, Robert Kyr 
composes his works—music and text—
“internally,” he says, from start to finish.
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