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Preface 

 According to Oxford Music Online Guillaume Nivers (c1632-1714) was a very successful organist, 
composer, and theorist who was the first to establish the distinctive style and forms of the late 17th-
century French organ school.  He published three volumes of organ music, of which a single copy each 
was available for this study.  Two of the three possess essentially identical prefatory material of very 
considerable interest and printed from the same engraved plates.  The present book differs only by 
including an equally interesting first page on the “8 Tons de l’Eglise,” or the “church keys” derived from 
the psalm tones (not the ecclesiastical modes) that played so great a part in the development of the 
major/minor key system.  An interesting comparison may be drawn between Nivers’ system of keys and 
that found in the organ collection, Livre de Musique pour l’Orgue (1685) of Nicolas Gigault and those 
implicit in the music of Benigne de Bacilly, which works are also found in this translation series, 
respectively as 17th-Century French Organ Masters and Bacilly’s Remarques Curieuses.  The bulk of the 
present prefatory material regards the stops and mixtures of the organ that were currently used in the 
variety of types of music for organ.  Nivers also wrote an influential treatise on music theory and 
composition, Traité de la Composition de Musique (1667), which Albert Cohen states was probably the 
most influential treatment of dissonance, supposition, in French theory for the rest of the century and 
into the 18th.1 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                            
1 Albert Cohen, “’La Supposition’ and the Changing Concept of Dissonance in Baroque Theory,” JAMS 24, no.1 
(1971): 70. 



4 
 

Table of the 8 Tones of the Church [Church Keys], both Natural and Transposed 
 
 The organ being established in the church for the ornament of the service and for the 
relief/support of the choir, it is appropriate to distinguish the Keys for low voices from Keys for high 
voices, such as are those of the Religious in consideration of those that must be transposed, and to 
choose the Key suitable for the range of the voices.2 
 

 
 
By means of this Table one sees that the book contains two kinds of Keys, all of which can be separated 
and distributed separately for the convenience of those who do not want all but only a part. 
 

Remarks on the 8 Church Keys 
 
 Notice that each Key has two principal pitches or notes:  the one is called the Dominant, and the 
Final.  The Dominant is the one that dominates most in each Key, and the Final is the one on which one 
ends.  The Dominant of the First Key is at the fifth of the Final.  The Dominant of the Second and Third 
Key at the minor third.  The Dominant of the Fourth Key at the fourth.  The Dominant of the Fifth Key at 
the fifth.  The Dominant of the Sixth Key at the major third.  The Dominant of the Seventh Key at the 
fifth.  The Dominant of the Eighth Key at the fourth.  It being understood that the Dominant of the 
Second Key being at the minor third of the Final just like the Third Key, also the two Keys ought to be 
played/fingered in the same way. 
 One can sometimes finger/play the Third so as to serve for the Fourth Key.  What one calls in 
this case the Fourth at the Dominant because it finishes on the Dominant.3  Thus can one sometimes 

                                                            
2 It was a long-standing practice to “adjust” the music to the prevailing range of the chorus, as described at least as 
early as Conrad von Zabern in 1474.  See the translation of Conrad’s work in this same series. 
3 The basic character of the Third Key is A minor, but at this time in music history it is the final plus the third that is 
the characterizing interval (A-C), not the upper part of the mode.  If you transpose the Fourth Key on E to its 
Dominant on A, then you get the final plus third of A-C, and the same interval sequence of T-S-T-T-S-T-T.  See the 
Prelude on Page 72 where the bottom third determines.  The Dorian-like First Key on D is transposed to C with a 
signature of B-flat, but the minor third above C is created by the consistent accidental of E-flat, thus resulting in 
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finger/play the Second so as to serve for the Seventh Key.  Also in this case one says the Seventh at the 
Dominant. 
 The Dominant of the Fifth Key being at the fifth of the Final just like the Seventh Key, and both 
proceeding by a major third, these two Keys also can be played in the same fashion.  The Sixth Key 
proceeding by the major third just like the Eighth Key, although they have different Dominants, the 
former at the third and the latter at the fourth, nonetheless because the third is more perfect than the 
Fourth, both Keys can be played in the same fashion. 
 One ought to make use of the Extraordinary Keys in the Office, in which the chant is too high or 
too low, transposing for this purpose and choosing a Key suitable according to the range of the voices. 
 

Observations on Fingering and Stopping 
The Organ4 

 

                                                            
the same interval sequent T-S-T-T-T-S-T in both Keys with finals of D and C.  The use of a consistent accidental to 
create the Key is common in this era of French music prior to our present concept of what constitutes keys and key 
signatures. 
 

 
4 According to Harvard Dictionary (s.v. Jeu) the word translated here as “stopping” is jeu, the word for the organ’s 
stops or combining stops.  The word translated as “fingering” or “playing” here and elsewhere is the familiar 
toucher. 
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 Notice that there are several things to observe about fingering that it is easier to demonstrate 
and understand at the keyboard than to express and understand on paper because these things depend 
purely on performance and practice. 
 Nonetheless, in order to give some instruction in them, observe the correct position of the 
fingering, the precise equality of cadences or trills,5 the diverse measure (mesure) and movement 
(mouvement) of the pieces, the subtle separation and linking of the notes. 
 

On the Position of the Fingers 
 
 In order to finger pleasantly, it is necessary to do it easily; to finger easily it is necessary to do it 
comfortably, and for this effect to place the fingers on the keyboard gracefully, with suitability and 
equality by curving the fingers a little, mainly the longest ones in order to render them equal to the 
shorter ones, and by selecting the most appropriate fingers for the different passages and harmonies, 
for which here are the most common and general examples.  1 signifies the thumb or first finger; 2 
indicates the second finger, and so on the others. 
 

 
On Cadences or Trills 

 
 Cadences or trills are made by beating two neighboring keys alternately, equally, and rapidly.  
There are three kinds of them, which one names and marks thus:  agrément             ,6 cadence µ , double 
cadence ∝ , whose demonstration appears hereafter.  But, first of all, notice in general that the trills are 
played in four manners.  First in the right hand with the third and fourth fingers; Second in the right 
again with the second and third fingers; Third in the left hand with the first and second fingers; Finally in 
the left again with the second and third fingers.  This understood, the agrément is ordinarily fingered in 
the right hand with the second and third fingers, rarely with the third and fourth; in the left hand with 
the first and second, rarely with the second and third. 
 The cadence is fingered in the right hand with the second and third fingers, but more often with 
the third and fourth; in the left with the second and third, but more often with the first and second. 
 The double cadence is fingered in the right always with the third and fourth and it is terminated 
by descending on the second finger and by ascending on the fourth.  In the left hand it is always with the 
first and second and terminates descending by the third finger, ascending by the first finger.  We come 
now to the particular demonstration of these three kinds of trills, where one sees their diverse 
expressions according to their diverse situations. 

                                                            
5 The term cadence is usually reserved for cadential trills and tremblement for melodic trills. 
6 This is only a very crude approximation.  Nivers gives a symbol like the first half of the cadence’s symbol. 
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 All these little notes are made only in order to express the trill, only the large note being 
counted and on which , as principal, one delays a little after the beating. 

 
 

On the Meter (Mesure) and Movement (Mouvement) of the Pieces 
 
 Ordinarily one accepts three kinds of meter:  the meter of the major sign χ in four beats, that of 
the minor sign Χ or binary sign 2 in two beats, and that of the threefold sing 3 in three beats.  The two 
beats of the minor sign or the  binary sign ordinarily are not worth more than two beats of the major 
sign.   
 The three beats of the threefold sign (or the sign of triple) when there are several eighth-notes 
in the rhythmical unit are worth three beats of the major sign as on page 101. 
 

 
 
When there are only some quarter-notes or some quarters and some eighths in the meter, in that case 
these three beats are worth only one-half of the three beats of the major sign, as on page 28 toward the 
middle.7 
 

 

                                                            
7 As is clear from Nivers’ description, at this stage between mensuration sign and time signature, the sign 
possessed an implication for tempo.  The hierarchy of beat/tempo equivalence that Nivers seems to indicate is:  η 
η in Χ & 2 = θ θ in C.  θs with several εs in 3 = θ in C.  θs with few εs in 3 = ε in C.  In Duos θ in 3 = ξ in C, or very 
rapid beat. 
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But the three beats of the triple meter in the Duos, as on page 60, are still one time faster than the 
preceding, and so this rhythm (mesure) is very fast. 
 

 
 
 The movement (mouvement) of the Preludes, Graves Fugues, Basses, and Recitz of the voix 
humaine and Pleins Jeux, is quite slow, these former from the other Fugues, Diminutions, Basses 
Trompettes, Recitz of the Crumhorn, Duos, Cornets, Grand Jeux, which are more gay, and this from the 
strict Duos in triple meter, quite light.  There is still another movement, special and quite gay, which is 
like making half-dots after the first, third, fifth and seventh eighth-note in each meter (presuming there 
are eight of them).  That is to say of augmenting by the slightest bit the said eighths and diminishing by 
the slightest bit and in proportion those that follow.  One can give this movement to the fugue on page 
14 and to other similar pieces.8 
 

 
 
This is performed with discretion as well as several other things that prudence and the ear should 
govern. 
 

On Separation and Connection of the Notes 
 
 It is a considerable ornament and refinement of fingering to mark distinctively all the notes and 
of subtly connecting some of them, which the method of singing teaches properly.  In order to 
                                                            
8 This is, of course, the technique of improvised rhythmic inequality, which the French commonly called notes 
inégales.   
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distinguish and mark the notes, it is necessary to raise the fingers quickly and not too high, namely that 
(for example) in making a diminution or roulade9 of consecutive notes, it is necessary to raise the one 
promptly in striking the other and likewise the rest, for it you raise only the one, after which you have 
struck the other, then this does not distinguish but confuse the notes. 

In order to connect the notes, it is necessary to distinguish them well, but it is not necessary to 
raise the fingers so quickly, this method is between distinguishing and confusing, or it shares a little in 
both the one and the other.  It is ordinarily most used in ports de voix and in certain passages,10  of 
which here are some examples.  In all these things one ought to consult the method of singing because 
on these occasions the organ ought to imitate the voice. 

Examples of Connecting the Notes 

The two notes that are most necessary to 
connect are here marked with a little line. 

Observe certain thirds where there is a little rod between two notes, such as .  

This is to say that it is necessary to make a strong connection quickly in the said third, such as  
and to hold the two outer notes. 

Notice that the β [B-flat] serves for all the notes that follow immediately on the same degree and so also 
the ν B-natural and the sharp. 

Enumeration of the Ordinary Stops of the Organ 

Prestant, Bourdon, Flutte, Doubiette, Huitpied [8-foot], Seizepied [16-foot], Cymbale, 
Fourniture, Tierce, Quinte, Cornet, Echo, Flageollet, Larigot, Trompette, Clarin, Cromhorne, Voix 
humaine, Musette, Regale, and some other inconsiderable ones.  These last six stops are the ones called 
Jeux d’hanches.   

On Combining Stops 

The Plein Jeu11 is composed of the Prestant, Bourdon, Doublette, Cymbale, and Fourniture.  One 
couples it with the 8-foot and 16-foot also, if there are any [such stops].  If there is no Prestant, one adds 
the Flutte. 

The Tierce Stop, which is also called the Great Stop of Dimuntions, is composed of the Prestant, 
The Bourdon, the Tierce, and the Quinte.  One couples to it the Doublette when one wants also the 8-
foot and the 16-foot, if there are any. 

9 A roulade is a briefly extended, improvised ornament, usually of several diatonic notes and often associated with 
the diminution. 
10 This probably refers to the ornament rather than to a passage of music. 
11 Those stops composing the “full sound” or Full Stop. 
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 The Doux Stop is composed of the Bourdon and the Flutte, or of the Bourdon and the 8-foot, a 
little stronger with Bourdon one adds the Prestant, stronger still one couples the Doublette, sometimes 
also the 8-foot and even the 16-foot also. 
 With the Cornet one sets a Doux Stop of the Basse. 
 With the Jeux d’hanches one ordinarily only sets the Bourdon.  Likewise, the Cromhorne Serpent 
plays well alone.  Nonetheless, with the Trompette one sets the Bourdon and Prestant, also the Clarion 
if one wants, sometimes also the Cornet.  With the Voix humaine one can couple the Bourdon, the 
Flutte, and the Tremblant à vent lent. 
 With the Flageollet or Larigot one sets only the Bourdon. 
 The Grand Jeu is composed of the Tierce Stop (it must be understood with all its components) 
with which one sets the Trompette, the Clarion, the Cromhorne, the Cornet, and the Tremblant à vent 
perdu, if there is one. 
 The rest have discretion, whose combination is at will. 
 Preludes and Pleins Jeux12 are played on the Plein Jeu. 
 Slow Fugues on the great Tierce Stop with the Tremblant, or on the Trompette without 
Tremblant. 
 Other Fugues on a medium stop or on the Little Tierce Stop and the Basse. 
 Duos are played on the upper of the Little Tierce and the Basse of the Great Tierce, or indeed on 
the Cornet and Trompette. 
 The Recits, Diminutions, Basses, Cornets, Echos, Grands Jeux, etc., such as they are indicated in 
the particular piece.  Nonetheless, one can change all of them and play them on the other stops at 
discretion and according to the disposition of the organ. 

                                                            
12 In context, Pleins Jeux is a type of piece performed on the Plein Jeu Stop. 


