
Mathieu Gascongne – Nigra sum 

 

 

Source: GB-Cmc MS 1760. French origin, early 16th century, now in Magdalene College, 

Cambridge. 



This is the text Gascongne used: 

Song of Songs 1:4 

Nigra sum sed Formosa 

Filia Jerusalem 

Ideo dilexit me Rex 

Et introduxit me in cubiculum suum 

 

Song of Songs 1:5 

Nolite me considerare  

quod fusca sim quia decoloravit me sol 

 

Posuerunt me custodem 

in vineis  

 

Song of Songs 2:5 

Fulcite me floribus, 

stipate me malis, 

quia amore langueo. 

 

I am black but beautiful, 

Daughter of Jerusalem 

Therefore have I pleased the Lord 

and he hath brought me into his chamber 

 

 

Look not upon me,  

because I am black, because the sun hath 

looked upon me 

they made me the keeper of the vineyards 

 

 

 

Strengthen me with raisins,  

refresh me with apples,  

for I am faint with love. 

 

Note that in the third line Gascongne used the singular filia instead of the original filiae. 

 

 

Original clefs: 

 

 

Ligatures are indicated by a bracket above the notes. 

 

 

 

 

 



Text placement was not easy in this piece: in several instances the rhythms don’t present a clear 

match for the text fragment placed below the notes. Especially the bit from bar 61 onwards, where 

quod fusca sim has to fit (too) many notes:  

 

This is the tenor part; quod is a minim f at the end of the previous line. To begin with, the words 

quod fusca sim suggest to me a syllabic treatment, as do the opening four notes. In that case you 

have reached the final syllable sim on the b-flat. What next? Repeat the words? How many times 

before it begins to sound silly? Or make a long melisma, or a few shorter ones; you could also start 

with a melisma at the beginning, singing quod on the first three notes, and fus on the b-flat. And 

then what? The following notes still don’t present a snug fit to these three words. 

As I couldn’t really find a satisfactory way with just these three words, I decided to reuse the 

previous line of text (Nolite me considerare), adding quod fusca sim, which provided possibilities 

for a more natural match between text and rhythm, and to avoid too much quod fusca sim. 

 

The ending of this 3-part motet is quite remarkable: the languishing is illustrated by all voices 

descending to the bottom of their range, but on the final note the top part suddenly is divided into 

three, producing an A-minor chord (sharpening the C wouldn’t suit the atmosphere): 

 
By the way: I ignored the quia (qr) on the D, in order to have amore on the same motif each time.  

The blackened E at the end is a bit puzzling. Coloration usually means that the note has to be 

shortened, but on a final chord that doesn’t make sense. So it is probably best ignored. In order to 

have all notes sung, the top parts require at least two singers each, having one alto crossing over on 

the final note. 

Bert Schreuder 
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