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SUMMARY 
 

This research research-creation investigates the organ as a living, interactive system. The project explores 
how the physical and performative gestures of the organist interact with the acoustic properties of the 
instrument and the architectural space, producing unique sonic phenomena and perceptual experiences. 
It emerged from my ongoing work as a composer and researcher particularly in the context of eco-
acoustics and composition, where the instrument is approached not only as a source of sound but as a 
complex, responsive ecosystem shaped by both performer and environment. L’influence des autres 
cultures, de la musique jazz surtout. 

THE PULSE OF SOUND 
 

I have always been drawn to the unseen life of sound. As a child, I would spend hours at my father’s YC20 
Yamaha, improvising freely, feeling each vibration pulse through my fingers into the space around me. 
Even then, the sound of the organ felt alive, capable of carrying memory, emotion, and gesture. Those 
early explorations planted a fascination that has followed me through life. 

Years later, in 2016, that fascination took root in an encounter in Brooklyn, New York. At Unity Temple, I 
found myself before its Hammond organ. The organist welcomed me into a living dialogue between 
body, instrument, and community. The notes were inseparable from gesture, breath, and rhythm; the 
sound carried the weight of history, memory, and collective experience. I glimpsed the organ’s soul—not 
only as a musical instrument but as a vessel of culture, heritage, and life itself. This introduced me to jazz 
organ, revealing a lineage deeply rooted in African American traditions. I became aware of how 
profoundly this practice had transformed the organ in the U.S., while its influence remained less formally 
integrated in European contemporary music. I was captivated by the challenge of bridging these worlds 
and began a personal inquiry: to explore the organ as a living interface between concert practice, 
improvisation, jazz heritage, and contemporary composition.. 

This exploration has taken concrete shape. Composing for the German organist Matthias Geuting offered 
a chance to engage with a different interpretive tradition, enriching my understanding of touch, 
registration, and performance. I spent two weeks at his residency, experimenting with his home pipe 
organ and developing a new work. I conducted interviews with French organists, including Thomas 
Ospital, and explored landmark instruments, notably the organ of Saint-Eustache. More recently, 
encountering the organ of Radio France, conceived for creation, orchestral integration, and radiophonic 
diffusion, opened decisive new horizons, revealing sonic and gestural possibilities I had only begun to 
imagine. 

I now envision composing two works: a solo organ piece and a work for organ and orchestra. These are 
conceived not only for the instrument itself but to resonate on the Philharmonie de Paris organ, 
preserving artistic and timbral intentions. To support this, I am developing a dedicated notation system to 
guide performers across instruments while maintaining subtleties of gesture, touch, and expressive 
freedom. This project represents a continuation of a lifelong dialogue with the organ, exploring its 
expressive potential and articulating a personal voice at the intersection of heritage, innovation, and lived 
experience. 

The Villa Albertine residency offers the ideal context: a space to deepen research, experiment with 
gesture and notation, and connect with new perspectives and audiences. I anticipate producing two 
articles, one on comparative organ traditions and one on notation, alongside materials for the new 
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compositions, complemented by a video and audio “carnet de voyage” documenting the artistic journey. 
The residency allows research to take shape fully, merging reflection, creation, and dissemination in a 
unique environment. 

BRIDGING ORGAN WORLDS 
 

The organ is where sound, gesture, memory, technology, and culture converge. Yet its performance 
practices vary dramatically across geographies, reflecting histories, aesthetic priorities, and cultural roles. 
My project situates itself at this intersection, exploring how contemporary composition can bridge 
traditions while developing a notation system that guides performers across instruments and styles. 

In the United States, the organ occupies a dual heritage. Classical church organs, rooted in European 
traditions, support sacred music, concert performance, and pedagogy in cities such as Boston, New York, 
Chicago, Philadelphia, Los Angeles, and Washington, D.C. Alongside this exists the vibrant world of the 
jazz organ, particularly the Hammond B-3. Emerging from African-American church and club culture in 
the mid-20th century, jazz organists such as Jimmy Smith, Charles Kynard, and Shirley Scott emphasized 
improvisation, groove, and embodied engagement with the instrument. Here, the organ is a living 
partner in performance, shaped by gesture, rhythm, and the body. 

In France, the organ has been central to musical life for centuries, rooted in Catholic liturgy and elevated 
by builders such as Cavaillé-Coll. French instruments, in cathedrals or parish churches, are celebrated for 
polyphonic clarity, rich tonal palette, and architectural integration. Composers from Franck to Messiaen 
cultivated rigorous technique, codified improvisation, and master-student lineages centered at the 
Conservatoire de Paris. The mid-20th-century introduction of the Hammond organ, largely via American 
influence, brought jazz idioms into French musical consciousness, creating a parallel practice of 
improvisation and hybrid thinking. Today, these two worlds coexist: monumental pipe organs and jazz-
influenced instruments. 

The stylistic divergences are striking but complementary. French gestures are economical, interiorized, 
serving musical structure; American organists embrace freer, more physical engagement, prioritizing 
immediate sonic impact. Improvisation in the American tradition is open-ended, shaped by jazz, gospel, 
and experimental practices, while in France it remains highly formalized. Cultural expectations differ: the 
French organist is a guardian of specific instruments and tradition, while the American organist may 
perform, educate, and curate across contexts. 

These contrasts reveal a central challenge for contemporary organ composition: how to create works that 
traverse instruments, traditions, and stylistic expectations without losing expressive intent. Traditional 
notation often limits portability. My project addresses this by developing a flexible system that guides 
performers while preserving gesture, touch, and timbre, enabling works to speak across traditions—from 
cathedral organs to modern concert instruments, from the jazz-inflected Hammond to contemporary 
hybrid practices. By situating composition within this landscape, the project creates a living dialogue 
between histories, cultures, and expressive possibilities, investigating the organ as a laboratory for sonic 
exploration. 
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CROSSING TRADITIONS 
 

My project seeks to bridge two organ traditions: the codified French practice, emphasizing precision, 
timbral clarity, and registration mastery; and the diverse, experimental U.S. practices, where 
improvisation, hybrid influences, and physical engagement open new expressive possibilities. By 
comparing these traditions, the project illuminates how gestural vocabulary, corporeality, and acoustic 
interaction are shaped by cultural context, while producing new compositions that embody and expand 
these insights. 

GESTURE, TEXTURE, AND VOICE 

Although the organ has a pedal for overall dynamics, it does not respond to key pressure like the piano. 
Instead, each note may be sustained indefinitely, each generated by an independent mechanism. 
Chords, aggregates, and clusters carry naturally rich timbres. This condition turns apparent limitations 
into expressive resources. Jazz organ practices provide a model: organists shape phrasing and 
articulation through expansion and contraction of dense textures. Gestures often involve glissandi 
emerging from compact clusters that thin or thicken, generating variations of thickness, timbre, and 
perceived intensity without key pressure. These processes are explored in multiple compositional 
configurations, alongside the pedal’s role in phrasing, accentuation, and temporal articulation. 

 

Ornamentation is integral to my compositional language, influenced by the musical cultures of my early 
listening. In this concerto project, ornaments are not decorative but transformative. Polyphony operates in 
dialogue with this approach, integrating Western thought into a broader, trans-cultural framework. It is 
grounded in harmonic reflection, enriching the organ’s spectral field and revealing internal complexity. 
Polyphony often emerges through multiple archetypal motifs, combined and layered. Their interaction 
may produce repetition, insistence, or litany, evoking geometric abstraction akin to a kaleidoscope, 
where musical structures are continuously reconfigured into hypnotic, enigmatic forms. 

Ornamentation constitutes a structural element of my compositional language (see sketches), informed 
by the musical cultures that shaped my early listening and practice. In the context of this concerto, 
ornaments are not conceived as decorative additions, but as agents of transformation within the musical 
discourse. Polyphony—an essential dimension of my work—operates in dialogue with this approach, 
integrating a Western mode of musical thought into a broader, trans-cultural framework. My polyphonic 
writing is grounded in a reflective harmonic practice that seeks to enrich the spectral field of the solo 
instrument, the organ, in order to reveal its internal complexity. The organ’s intricate sound-generation 
system produces microtonal phenomena that draw the listener into the interior of the sound itself, 
exposing a subtle world of internal motion, inflection, and ornamentation. 

Notation of jazz glissando gesture. 
Alireza Farhang, Duo for organ and voice (2017).
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Polyphony in this work often emerges through the coexistence of several archetypal motifs or gestural 
figures, combined and layered as needed, sometimes to the point of superimposition. The piece 
articulates a repertoire of such figures, whose interaction may produce impressions of repetition, 
insistence, or even litany. This treatment of motivic material can evoke a form of geometric abstraction, 
akin to a kaleidoscope, in which musical structures are continuously reconfigured into hypnotic and 
enigmatic forms. 

WRITING THE INVISIBLE 

The organ’s identity is inseparable from its space: timbre, projection, power, and fragility depend on 
building, acoustics, and culture. Human practices—interpretation, improvisation, registration, further 
inscribe each instrument in a living continuum. This diversity is expressive but poses challenges for 
contemporary composition. My doctoral research on hybrid scores informs a notation system capable of 
transmitting not only pitches and rhythms, but also musical, gestural, and timbral intentions. The organist 
is positioned as co-creator, and notation mediates between composer, instrument, and performer. It 
renders intentions legible—timbral trajectories, gestural behaviors, spatial relationships, and dynamic 
shaping, while embracing the diversity of organs and ensuring works’ transmissibility. 

EXPECTED OUTCOME 
 

The residency is a composer-led journey in which research and creation unfold together. Observation, 
analysis, and experimentation become compositional material. By its conclusion, the project will produce: 

• A corpus of compositional sketches developed on site 

Trois Esquisses for solo organ. Alireza Farhang, 2021.
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• A refined, practice-based approach to organ notation 

• Two short scholarly articles: one on notation, one on comparative organ traditions 

• An audio/video archive documenting artistic exchange, improvisation, and compositional practice 

These outputs are integrated into the compositional process, providing both analytical tools and creative 
inspiration, producing a coherent trajectory in which research and composition are inseparable. 

A JOURNEY ACROSS SOUND AND SPACE 
 

The residency is a research-creation journey, treating the organ as a living, responsive ecosystem. Each 
stage, France, New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, generates knowledge and creative material, forming a 
transatlantic dialogue. Collaborations with American organists unfold through instrument engagement, 
rehearsals, and workshops. Compositional sketches reflect evolving thought, while recordings preserve 
interactions, gesture, and spatial resonance. 

Preparatory work in France anchors the project in tradition (Saint-Eustache, Saint-Sulpice, Philharmonie 
de Paris, Radio France) while establishing contacts, mapping instruments, and framing comparative 
inquiry. The core residency unfolds across: 

ROOTS BEFORE DEPARTURE 

Before departure, the project begins in France with preparatory research and experimentation. Visits to 
emblematic instruments, such as the organs of Église Saint-Eustache, Église Saint-Sulpice, the 
Philharmonie de Paris, and Radio France, anchor the work in the French organ tradition, while meetings 
with performers, composers, and builders, including Charles Balayer, Lionel Avot, Judy Blair, Thierry 
Escaich, Hyun-Hwa Cho, Francesco Filidei, Gerhard Grenzing, and Rieger Orgelbau, illuminate gestures, 
timbres, and spatial practices. These encounters guide initial compositional sketches, allowing gesture, 
registration, and spatial resonance to be explored as creative material. At the same time, practical and 
conceptual preparation ensures a productive residency in the United States: identifying American 
partners, mapping instruments and venues, scheduling meetings and visits, and establishing a framework 
for comparative inquiry. 

The core of this immersive residency unfolds across three major cities, New York, Chicago and Los 
Angeles as laboratories, each representing a distinct organ ecosystem and offering complementary 
perspectives. 

NEW YORK (WEEKS 1–6): DENSITY AND PLURALITY 

New York embodies coexistence: historical church organs, concert halls, jazz and gospel traditions, and 
experimental music communities. Engagement with organists such as Paul Jacobs, Kent Tritle, Cameron 
Carpenter, Brian Charette, Kyle Roussel, and Cory Henry allows deep immersion in plural performance 
practices. Visits to emblematic instruments, the Cathedral of St. John the Divine, Trinity Church Wall 
Street, St. Patrick’s Cathedral, Riverside Church, Madison Avenue Presbyterian Church, and Juilliard—
combined with academic dialogue at Columbia University, CUNY, and independent research networks, 
provide a laboratory for hybrid notation and compositional experimentation. New York demonstrates 
how diverse traditions can coexist, interact, and cross-fertilize, producing insights that inform notation, 
gesture, and improvisational strategy. 
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CHICAGO (WEEKS 7–9): SCALE AND SYMPHONIC MAGNITUDE 

Chicago presents a contrasting paradigm, centered on monumental symphonic organs, expansive civic 
spaces, and orchestral thinking. Engagement with instruments at Fourth Presbyterian Church, the 
Chicago Symphony Center, Rockefeller Memorial Chapel, and St. James Cathedral, alongside 
collaborations with local organists and gospel, jazz, and hybrid practitioners—including David Schrader 
and key figures from Black church traditions, investigates how scale, architecture, and acoustic magnitude 
shape gesture, registration, and creative decision-making. Academic interactions with the University of 
Chicago and Northwestern University provide frameworks for understanding spatial, historical, and 
cultural dimensions of performance. Chicago highlights the transformative power of instrumentality and 
environment, expanding the possibilities of notation and composition. 

LOS ANGELES (WEEKS 10–12): SPACE, TECHNOLOGY, AND EXPERIMENTATION 

Los Angeles offers a forward-looking, experimental environment in which the organ intersects with 
architecture, media, and technology. Collaborations with Cherry Rhodes and experimental musicians 
explore extended techniques, spatialization, and hybrid performance contexts. Sites such as Walt Disney 
Concert Hall, First Congregational Church, UCLA, and USC enable testing of notational approaches that 
integrate gesture, space, and temporal layering. Interdisciplinary exchange with spatial sound 
researchers and media artists demonstrates how the organ can be adaptive and responsive, entering 
dialogue with contemporary artistic practices beyond traditional concert or sacred formats. 

CIRCULATION AND COMPARATIVE SYNTHESIS 

Throughout the residency, each city functions as both a research site and a node in a broader, 
transatlantic network. Observations, sketches, and experiments accumulate progressively, forming a 
continuous dialogue across instruments, performers, and traditions. Audio-visual documentation captures 
interactions, rehearsals, and reflective commentary, preserving the embodied, performative, and 
compositional dimensions of the work. 

By combining immersive fieldwork, collaborative workshops, analytical reflection, and compositional 
experimentation, the residency produces a dynamic, circulating body of knowledge and creative output. 
New notation strategies, sketches, recordings, and artistic reflections emerge from these exchanges, 
ensuring that research, creation, and dissemination travel in both directions between France and the 
United States. The organ becomes not only a musical instrument but a living ecosystem, capable of 
generating and hosting new forms of transatlantic dialogue, innovation, and cross-cultural exchange. 

SHARING THE JOURNEY — SUPPORTS 

 
Anchored in France through a strategic partnership with Radio France, the project ensures that creative 
and research processes abroad remain in dialogue with French artistic ecosystems. Experimentation in 
the United States feeds back into creation, reflection, and transmission in France, generating flows of 
insight that extend beyond the immediate context. The residency becomes a site of mobility, where 
experimentation in the United States feeds back into creation, reflection, and transmission in France, 
generating flows of insight that extend far beyond the immediate context. 

Radio France will provide concrete support at multiple levels: technical resources for high-quality audio 
and video documentation, rehearsal spaces for experimental work, access to its network of performers 
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and composers for consultation and collaboration, and editorial guidance to develop short films, radio 
features, and digital publications. Its production and broadcast platforms will allow the work to reach a 
broad audience in real time, making visible the evolving dialogue between instrument, gesture, and 
space. 

Upon returning to France, transatlantic insights will be reactivated through concerts, workshops, 
conferences, and collaborative sessions, often in partnership with the organist in residence. An 
audiovisual “carnet de voyage” will document rehearsals, experiments, and reflective moments, circulated 
via a dedicated webpage and social networks to share knowledge with artistic and educational 
communities. By combining strong French partnerships with transatlantic engagement, the residency 
embodies Villa Albertine’s ethos of mobility, exchange, and long-term cultural impact, creating lasting 
bridges between performance, scholarship, and public engagement. 
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