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St. John of the Cross: The Poetics of Heroism and the Heroism of 

Poetics 

Anthony Francis Butler 

Dr. Charles D. Presberg, Dissertation Supervisor 

ABSTRACT 
 

Since St. John of the Cross’s canonization in 1726, scholarship in 

Sanjuanist study has flourished, often times exceeding the limitations of baroque 

hagiographies that had portrayed him. For example, Dámaso Alonso stands as a 

pioneer for his research on literary contributions to St. John’s writings, while 

many years later, Lucy López-Baralt unravels possible Semitic influences of his 

poetry.  María Jesús Mancho Duque, Elizabeth Davis, and María Jesús 

Fernández Leborans have observed formal and linguistic nuances while Jean 

Baruzi and Geoffrey Mondello have examined his work through the guise of 

philosophy. In religion, to name a few of a very long list of writers, N. Aaron 

Grace, Edward Howells, Adolphe Tanquerey and Fr. Garrigou-Lagrange defend 

St. John’s catholicity and theological appeal.  Today, research continues to offer 

interesting perspectives on our saint’s writings.  From thoughts akin to Emmanuel 

Levinas’s philosophy, influences from Northern Europe, Matthew Fox’s creation 

spirituality, the Corpus Hermeticum, Plotinus and Plato, to psychological and 

psychoanalytical interpretations, contributions abound offering both depth and 

dimension to St. John of the Cross. 

In this study, I make both biographical and literary contributions to 

Sanjuanist studies by exploring and negotiating his life, literature and philosophy 
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as a coherent, contextualized and continuous expression, a poetics of heroism, 

and heroism of poetics. 

In Chapter 1, I demonstrate a dialectical circularity between St. John’s 

early years through the year 1568 and his theological, vocational and literary 

achievements.  Chapter 2 offers a verbal and nominal analysis of the “Cántico 

espiritual” from which I show three new strains of interpretation: First, a personal 

dialogue on the attainment of true love; second, the inclusion of sacramental 

imagery; and third, a heroic trajectory of the poetic soul.  In Chapter 3, I present 

an analysis of “Noche oscura” and “Llama de amor viva,” whereby I demonstrate 

that both poems belong to the same poetics. All in all, this paper shows that St. 

John’s biography, vocation and mystical heights merge, only later to emerge, as 

lyrical expressions of life, theology and divine experience.
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 

St. John of the Cross’s life and writings present a veritable garden of 

curious flowers. Recent studies on our saint’s biography, poetry and prose have 

yielded social, aesthetic and religious aspects of his written legacy that connect 

life, art and religion with his poetry. Still, as extensive and thorough as these 

studies are, they remind us that, as Borges does somewhere: el original es infiel 

a la traducción.  This study continues the investigation.     

In this paper, I recognize biographical, artistic, theological and 

philosophical strains as central undercurrents in St. John’s work.  The question of 

his “work” poses the first dilemma.  Our saint worked as a Discalced Carmelite 

reformer, a theologian, and a poet.  Consequently, an attempt to define his work 

as poetry and then isolate it from the rest of his other work proves futile.  

Likewise, since his life’s vocation and, to use a modern term, “profession,” 

conjoined since his Jesuit education, any further attempt at separating his life 

from his work proves to be a fruitless, even pointless, venture.  My first response 

to this is to reconstruct our saint’s early life from his birth through the year 1568 

when he entered the Carmelite order. From within this time, I examine the 

relation between his life and the socio-historical context of both Spain and 

Europe.  Using New Historicist theory, I demonstrate that the relation between 

our saint’s life and his literature remains interdependent. 

For many, St. John is most famous for his poetics.  The second dilemma, 

therefore, becomes one of understanding how his mystical writings relate to his 

biography.  Moreover, since mysticism entails divine experience, the prospect of 
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scientifically showing that experience presents an insurmountable challenge. 

Nevertheless, through a nominal and verbal analysis of the “Cántico espiritual,” I 

show three new strains of meaning: the personal, the sacramental and the 

heroic, in which understandings on true love, the sacraments and heroism, 

emerge.   

Finally, as a poet of only three mystical poems, the question of how St. 

John binds these experiences becomes the final dilemma.  In the last chapter, I 

demonstrate that St. John’s philosophy and practice of active self-effacement 

connect the creation of two seemingly different poems, “Noche oscura” and 

“Llama de amor viva.”  

Overall, my intention is to relocate St. John’s work, both a personal 

testimony and a pedagogical aesthetics, as an example of heroism.  As a man 

who journeyed from destitution to sainthood, charity1 to mystical heights, and the 

denial of self to love of God and community, St. John’s poetics offer a heroic tale 

while his heroism presents a poetics of life.  

. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

                                            
1 See David Sanderlin.  “Charity according to St. John of the Cross: A 
Disinterested Love for Interesting Special Relationships, including Marriage”.  
The Journal of Religious Ethics.  21.1 (1993): 87-115. 
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CHAPTER 1.  THE POETICS OF FOUNDATION: THE EARLY 
YEARS OF ST. JOHN OF THE CROSS 

 
 
1. 1 Introduction 

Gerald Brenan observes that St. John of the Cross was a saint to the 

people who surrounded him, a popular figure whose miracles and popular 

veneration after his death would silence those who were his enemies in life (83).2  

Today, we possess not the man but his works, as well as works about him by 

historians, biographers, and critics.  Indeed, though our saint no longer enjoys 

the same degree of veneration as in the times immediately following his death, 

and no recent miracles are attributed to him, we find a steady stream of 

historical, biographical or critical studies centering on both his life and his works. 

In particular, hagiographies, encyclopedia entries and historical anthologies point 

to key moments in the creation of his public persona – his birth in Fontiveros, the 

death of both his father and his brother, his arrival in Medina del Campo, his 

entrance into the Carmelite Order, his incarceration and escape, his death, and 

his canonization in 1726.  St. John’s entire life, then, as well as his canonization 

                                            
2 Brennan continues: “Juan de la Cruz, to us who read his writings, was a poet 
and a mystic.  But to his contemporaries he was a saint, with a sanctity doubly 
proclaimed by the austerity of his life and by the fragrant odour given off by his 
corpse.  The people, with their medieval instinct for such things, recognized this 
and canonized him in their own way.  And it was precisely this overwhelming 
movement of popular veneration, issuing from the streets as well as from the 
convents and priories and confirmed by the miraculous cures his relics began to 
effect, that silenced his enemies and led to the first steps for his beatification 
being taken twenty years later.  It is very possible that we owe to it the 
preservation of his poems and prose works, for if he had not died when he did he 
would almost certainly have ended his life in disgrace and never been heard of, 
except as a contumacious or heretical friar who had once been a companion of 
Santa Teresa.”  
 



 4 

after life constitutes a journey or pilgrimage toward union with God and, 

specifically, mystical union with the Godhead.3   

In this chapter, I reconstruct the early life of St. John of the Cross from his 

birth through the year 1568 when he entered the Carmelite order, and I examine 

the relation between his life and the socio-historical context of both Spain and 

Europe.4  I rely for this reconstruction on historical studies of both Spain and 

Europe in the 16th century, analyzing how events of that time impinge upon the 

childhood, adolescence and adulthood of our saint.  Further, I explore in this 

chapter how historical and familial events contributed to St. John’s mysticism and 

poetics. 

As to my method, I draw for my analysis of St. John’s life poetics on core 

ideas of New Historicism, especially as put forth by Stephen J. Greenblatt in his 

article titled “Toward a Poetics of Culture.”  There, Greenblatt argues that New 

Historicism represents a “practice rather than a doctrine” (Veeser 1).  Greenblatt 

also writes that a work of art  

                                            
3 McGreal, Wilfred.  At the Fountain of Elijah: The Carmelite Tradition.  Tradition 
of Christian Spirituality Series. NY: Orbis, 1999. “Pilgrimage is an essential part 
of all religious experience – it is traveling in time and space, but it is also a 
journey of inner discovery. Carmelites found the goal of their journey in a place 
and in a person – the mountain that is Carmel and Jesus Christ, to whom they 
owe total allegiance” (11). 
4 In describing the world of Juan de Yepes, Federico Ruiz Salvador asserts that 
the future saint “[v]ive «enraizado» en corrientes históricas y espirituales” (Obras 
completas 8).  This is an important step in understanding the Saint as a social 
being, apart from his canonization.  As Teofánes Egido demonstrates in “Claves 
históricas” (vid. Works Cited), a hagiography and a biography had different 
intentions.  Thus, a baroque-style hagiography gives only a partial view of our 
saint’s complex life. 
 



 5 

is the product of a negotiation between a creator or class of 

creators, equipped with a complex, communally shared repertoire of 

conventions, and the institutions and practices of a society.  In order 

to achieve the negotiation, artists need to create a currency that is 

valid for a meaningful, mutually profitable exchange.  (12)    

An artist’s expression and his social context, therefore, emulate a kind of 

economy whose return is “measured in pleasure and interest.”  In this context 

“the terms ‘currency’ and ‘negotiation’ are the signs of our manipulation and 

adjustment of the relative systems” (12). 

Along similar lines, Christopher Prendergast points out in “Circulating 

Representations: New Historicism and the Poetics of Culture” that for Greenblatt  

different spheres of discourse are, precisely, different but at the 

same time interconnected in a manner such that each inflects the 

other, as cases of art imitating life and life imitating art, a dialectical 

circularity of text and context, the literary and the social, where the 

literary or the aesthetic is itself an active force in the social 

construction of reality.  (97) 

The terms “dialectical circularity,” “currency,” and “negotiation” effectively 

describe how St. John’s poetry took shape as his personal response to social 

complexities, a dialectic between self and society, an expenditure of self for his 

community and his beliefs, a negotiation with the Deity, itself a dialectic between 

grace and personal agency.  Thus, St. John of the Cross’s writings showcase a 

relation between a heroic man and his social circumstances.  They inform the 
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personal foundation of his negative theology as a valiant, hopeful and creative 

response to poverty and marginalization, and offer a universal call to heroics in 

all societies.   As Nigel Rapport and Joanna Overing point out in their 

anthropological explanation of creativity and imagination: “fresh purchase is 

gained on the relationship between social structure and individual agency when 

‘creativity’ is introduced: the creativity of an individual agent in relation to the 

structure of a social-cultural milieu” (3).  What is more, in the case of St. John of 

the Cross, the poetics informing his mystical lyrics coincides with the poetics of 

his social identity.  In other words, his literary poetics is also a poetics of life, a 

merger and interplay of art, artist, and society. 

In exploring factors that contribute to St. John’s poetic art, his negotiation 

with his social milieu, I present his life in a sequential fashion, from his birth in 

Fontiveros, to his entrance into the Carmelite Order.  This narrative will thus 

concentrate on the jointly historical and poetic context of St. John’s pursuit of 

Christian perfection.  And it will center on St. John’s specific negotiations with 

prevailing moments in theology, philosophy and poetry until his entrance into 

Carmel. 

1. 2  Early Life in Medina del Campo, Foundation  

Peter Tyler observes in the Introduction to his book St. John of the Cross 

that the Saint has been misunderstood: The image of the “gloomy saint” 

obscures a man who is “a deeply loving, gentle and caring soul” (2).  Tyler 

recounts further that “[p]eople travelled great distances to seek his [St. John’s] 

advice and counsel and he was known for the gentleness of his pastoral touch –
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undergoing mortifications himself but never insisting on them for others or laying 

burdens on people greater than they could withstand” (2).  He cites Inge, 

Kavanaugh and Rodríguez, as well as Blessed John Paul II in reference to the 

traditionally negative image of St. John.  To be sure, as Tyler points out, the list 

could be extended exponentially since the 400th anniversary of the Saint’s death.  

Even so, James Arraj contradicts Tyler in St. John of the Cross and Dr. C.G. 

Jung: Christian Mysticism in the Light of Jungian Psychology: “The doctrine on 

self-abnegation, so evident in the Ascent and Dark Night, is much like [St.] John's 

personal appearance which put people off when they first made his 

acquaintance”.  Moreover, Crisógono de Jesús in his Vida de San Juan de la 

Cruz sees both asceticism and affection working in tandem to form St. John as a 

superior theologian, reformer, and confessor.   

And yet, beyond such disputes, it is clear that the family of Juan de Yepes 

during both his childhood and his youth endured the quasi-ascetical struggles of 

instability and poverty.  These early years of hardship schooled our saint in 

detachment from worldly desires and affairs.  They served as building blocks for 

his mystical poetry and his mystical theology in prose – the writings so venerated 

by his contemporaries, religious and secular alike.  

In 1542, in the town of Fontiveros5, Juan de Yepes was born into a poor 

and devout Catholic family. His father, Gonzalo de Yepes, and mother, Catalina 

Álvarez, had two other sons, Francisco and Luis, the latter dying at a young age 

perhaps from malnutrition (Vicente Rodríguez 27; Egido 83).  When the father, 

                                            
5 Fontiveros lies 48 kilometers to the northwest of Ávila, and 67 to the east of 
Salamanca. 
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Gonzalo, died – Juan was only three years old – the family was forced to travel 

about Castile in search of support.  In 1551, the mother rejected an offer to leave 

her eldest son Francisco under the care of her deceased husband’s cruel 

brother.  Instead, the entire family would find a home in Medina del Campo6, 

where young Juan would spend thirteen years of his life, “la permanencia más 

larga de su vida” (Vicente Rodríguez 4). The city and its flourishing economy 

offered the family an opportunity to survive and offered young Juan a formal 

education.  At the time of the family’s arrival in 1551, Medina del Campo was “the 

richest and most active city in Old Castile, where there were more opportunities 

for receiving alms” (Vicente Rodríguez 27).  Joseph Pérez tells of the city’s 

economic importance in terms of the wool industry:   

Durante el siglo XVI, la lana representa, con mucho, la 

principal partida del comercio exterior de Castilla.  En efecto, la 

mayor parte de la producción va destinada a la exportación.  Unos 

agentes hacen sistemáticamente prospecciones en los mercados 

de La Rochelle, Rouen, Londres, Brujas, Florencia… En particular, 

los Países Bajos son grandes clientes desde hace mucho tiempo y 

los lazos dinásticos que, a finales del siglo XV, se anudan entre los 

soberanos de las dos naciones fortalecen esa corriente secular de 

intercambios… De este modo se esboza un eje comercial Segovia-

                                            
6 Lo cierto es que, «por pasarlo mal en Fontiveros», tuvieron que emprender la 
caminata de los pobres, es decir, la que por los años cincuenta conducía al 
núcleo urbano más activo y rico de Castilla y, por lo mismo, el mejor preparado 
para aquellas avalanchas de la mendicidad… (Vicente Rodríguez 84). 
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Medina del Campo-Burgos-Bilbao, en torno a la exportación de la 

lana…  (31) 

Life in Medina del Campo would offer light at the end of a very long tunnel for 

Catalina and her family.  José Vicente Rodríguez and Federico Ruiz point out 

that many Spaniards at the time emigrated from rural towns to larger cities, 

hoping to advance in social status, or “to belong to the nobility since this would 

assure one of respect and honor” (26).7  Yet no facts suggest that Catalina 

pursued such ambitions.  Teófanes Egido observes the following: 

[Gonzalo] era tejedor, al igual que la madre, Catalina Álvarez, 

empleada en un sector que absorbía abundante mano de obra 

femenina en las fases dispersas de la producción textil.  Estos 

trabajadores eran los más afectados en las crisis de subsistencia 

juntamente con amplios márgenes del campesinado inferior.  

Muerto el padre, «que había casado pobremente» con Catalina, 

ésta, viuda y con dos hijos, en pobreza extrema, tuvo que 

                                            
7 Regarding the culto al honor, José María Moliner shows this exclusive social 
demonstration is at odds with Saint John of the Cross’s message.  Would he 
have thought of his mother’s example when writing? “A S. Juan de la Cruz le 
tocó vivir en una época en donde el culto al honor tenía una importancia 
decisiva.  El honor era el mayor patrimonio del alma, y el alma era lo más 
importante, ya que había sido creada sólo para Dios…Compárese esta filosofía 
con la  de Juan de la Cruz.  Eran totalmente contrarias.  Juan enseñaba que 
había que vaciar el alma de toda honrilla y amor propio, para llenarla sólo de 
Dios.  Recomendaba a sus discípulos buscar lo más bajo, lo más abyecto, lo 
más humillante.  Y siendo coherente con su doctrina, buscaba, en su vida, ser 
despreciado y ser tenido en poco.  S. Juan era, en la sociedad de su tiempo, una 
antinomia viviente”  (34). 
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arreglárselas para asegurar la supervivencia de la corta y 

menesterosa familia…. (83) 

As Egido points out: “Juan de Yepes sobrevivió y se educó – lo último, en caso 

excepcionalísimo entre los huérfanos de su alcurnia” (84).  But Egido points out 

how their survival was possible:  “gracias a la caridad colectiva y a las 

estructuras urbanas que canalizaban las limosnas hacia la asistencia social de 

los necesitados y de la que la villa estaba bien dotada entonces”  (85). 

Nonetheless, the local census shows that Juan de Yepes was not content 

to live on caridad colectiva, rather, he left the relative safety of his mother’s home 

heeding the call to serve his fellow citizens dying of the plague. As Egido writes: 

“[n]o aparece Juan de Yepes puesto que no vivía con su madre sino en el 

hospital de las bubas” (85).  According to Eulogio Pacho, Juan enters the 

“Hospital de la concepción o de las bubas, sirviendo en el mismo y pidiendo 

limosnas para la institución y enfermos” (46, my emphasis), thus illustrating the 

future saint’s selflessness and love for his community.8  Central to this action is 

young Juan’s choice to follow the example of Catalina as she devoted her efforts 

to serving her poor family.  In like manner, young Juan devoted his efforts in 

serving the poor and dying in his adopted city Medina del Campo.  Thus, to a 

                                            
8 “In John of the Cross’s life new facets of his personality gradually kept coming 
to the surface. They would germinate in a slow rhythmic pattern.  Then, for 
interior reasons or stimulated from outside, they would blossom as mature 
qualities” (Vicente Rodríguez 212). 
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large extent, the example of his mother’s sacrificial love laid the foundation for St. 

John’s sacrificial love as monk, teacher, and mystic.9  

Catalina probably knew that she belonged to a special class of poor 

women, identified within the city of Medina as “viuda pobre” (85). This placed 

her into a more general category called “pobre de solemnidad” (85).  As Egido 

writes, this status made her  

integrante de un sector social abundoso y predilecto por la caridad 

colectiva de las ciudades, que tenían la obligación de cuidarlo con 

mimo especial y con atenciones de las que no solían disfrutar otros 

grupos o individuos situados en los amplísimos linderos de la 

pobreza no reconocida y en peores condiciones que los de la 

solemnidad, considerados, éstos, cual una profesión bastante 

rentable demandada y, por lo mismo, sometida en su ingreso a 

pruebas selectivas.  (85-86) 

In this light, Catalina’s new location reveals a blend of maternal solicitude and 

shrewdness.  Her decision to enter the city led to young Juan’s education in the 

Colegio de los Niños de la Doctrina and then the Colegio de los jesuitas.  In 

artistic terms, Catalina thus emerges from the family’s home in Medina del 

Campo as the first model of her son Juan de Yepes’s life poetics. 

As already discussed, Catalina’s decision to relocate to Medina del 

Campo was a shrewd one; it allowed her family to survive and it allowed her 

                                            
9 For love in Christianity, see Benedict XVI.  God is Love.  Deus Caritas Est. San 
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2006. 
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family to receive an excellent education.  This education begins in the Colegio 

de la doctrina, where, as Eulogio Pacho asserts, Juan developed intellectual, 

and religious virtues: “aprende algunos oficios e inicia la formación cultural, a la 

vez que pide limosnas para el centro” (46). During these years of formation and 

growth, our saint was able to practice carpentry, tailoring, and painting while 

devoting considerable time to his studies (47). From 1553-1563, “[a]lterna su 

vida en familia con las ocupaciones de estudio y servicio indicadas, sin 

oscilaciones notables”  (47).  Thus, balancing duties of family life, community 

service, education, and manual work, Juan developed the heart and mind to 

become a passionate servant of his community as well as a writer and a builder 

of future communities.10 

In reference to Juan de Yepes’s early years, Jean Baruzi observes that 

“Juan de Yepes no es de los que aceptan un cargo sin que lo demande un 

deseo íntimo.  Lo que hay en él es un alma heroica” (Baruzi 113).  The seeds of 

heroism were therefore planted at an early age for Juan, by way of his mother’s 

example, his selflessness and charity, and from skills he acquires over the 

course of his early education. These habits and skills came to define the core of 
                                            
10 Federico Salvador Ruiz, although less descriptive with the biographical data, 
states that “[t]res rasgos destacan en estos años decisivos: la piedad, en los 
servicios de iglesia, como acólito; el amor a los enfermos, pidiendo limosnas y 
ayudando en el hospital; la afición a los estudios de humanidades, que sigue con 
regularidad en el colegio de los jesuitas durante cuatro años (59-63)” (4-5).  José 
María Moliner describes St. John of the Cross as seeing God in everything: 
“Cada persona contempla el mundo tiñéndole con los colores de su alma.  Juan 
lo percibió a través de su diafanidad, lo contempló sin velos ni celajes, tal como 
era…No sólo vio la belleza de Dios en todas las cosas, sino que vio las cosas en 
Dios, dentro de un marco divino, de un contexto teológico.  Percibió las cosas 
como pares de un todo armónico, que era la Obra de Dios, el Opus Dei, la gran 
epifanía del Amor” (95). 
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both of his poetic art and his prose.  A relevant point in this context comes from 

what Jacques Maritain observes about to poetic creation and the faculties of the 

soul:  

The intellect, as well as the imagination, is at the core of poetry.  

But reason, or the intellect, is not merely logical reason; it involves 

an exceedingly more profound – and more obscure – life, which is 

revealed to us in proportion as we endeavor to penetrate the 

hidden recesses of poetic activity.  In other words, poetry obliges us 

to consider the intellect both in its secret wellsprings inside the 

human soul and as functioning in a nonrational way (I do not say 

antirational) or nonlogical way.  (4) 

The wellsprings of St. John of the Cross’s soul, of his interior and imagination, 

were nurtured during these early years of life in Medina del Campo.   

1. 3 Jesuit Education 

 As a Discalced Carmelite, St. John of the Cross observed the rule of St. 

Albert and lived with other members of a Carmelite community.  José Pereira and 

Robert Fastiggi point out that Carmelites – Calced and Discalced – form a 

mendicant order, sustained by charitable almsgiving, like Dominicans, 

Franciscans and Augustinians, “where self-perfection is primary and the 

perfection of neighbor secondary” (69).11  Indeed, our saint’s major theological 

                                            
11 Pereira and Fastiggi further observe that in contrast to Calced spirituality, 
“Discalced Carmelite spirituality has five common features or themes: 1) of 
perfection involving love and self-abnegation; 2) the acknowledgement of 
common and extraordinary ways to perfection; 3) the use of images and terms 
taken from Teresa of Ávila; 4) the use of images and terms taken from John of 
the Cross; and, 5) the attempt at creating a mystical systematic theology (231). 
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works, whether in poetry or in prose, mark a unique contribution to specifically 

Carmelite spirituality. 

 But St. John’s first major religious influence did not come from the 

Carmelite order; it came instead from the Jesuit order, whose members formed 

young Juan de Yepes’s mind after he finished his elementary education at the 

Colegio de las doctrinas.  According to John O’Malley, S. J., a Jesuit education in 

1599 taught students “eloquent expression,” and it taught them to speak and 

write with “didactic purpose” (4).  Yet, as a primary value, this education would 

not only teach the designated subject matter12 but would also effect “the 

formation of an upright person,” a person who exemplifies reverence for both 

human and divine authority, the virtue of pietas (4).  Moreover, the students 

would draw from classical sources, “the best thoughts [that] have been thought” 

and in “the best style fashioned” (O’Malley 4).  Thus, the Jesuits schooled Early 

Modern Christians in the virtue of pietas, teaching them to assimilate and 

refashion wisdom from classical antiquity into a new and often resounding 

emphasis on “the theme of human dignity” (O’Malley 5).13  In this spirit of 

                                                                                                                                  
 
12 In 1559 Juan de Yepes enters the Colegio de los Jesuitas where, as a student 
of Fr. Juan Bonifacio and Gaspar Asete, he studies Latin, Rhetoric and the 
Humanities, and maybe some philosophy too (Pacho 47.). 
13 O’Malley writes that Humanist education and the university would unite to 
extend the trivium (grammar, rhetoric, logic) and, thus, form the studia 
humanitatis. . O’Malley also observes that Juan de Polanco, St. Ignatius of 
Loyola’s secretary, would later write that “[t]he study of humanidad…helps in the 
understanding of Scripture, is a traditional propaedeutic to philosophy, and 
fosters the skills in verbal communication essential for the ministries in which 
Jesuits engaged” (7-8).  Kristeller notes that “(w)hereas the term ‘humanism’ 
does not occur on Renaissance documents, the term ‘humanist’ appears quite 
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classical and Christian pietas, Jesuit educators taught “basic techniques and 

principles of textual criticism”, thus leading them and their students to produce 

“for the first time in history critical editions of classical and patristic texts” (5).14  

Further, the Jesuit education showed a unique understanding of pietas 

from the standpoint of subject matter and method alike.  On the one hand, the 

pietas of Jesuit education drew on the tradition of Socrates and Plato who 

stressed the primacy of content over form – of justice, morality, and truth as the 

goals of philosophy and all intellectual endeavor.  On the other hand, Jesuit 

education also showed pietas toward the Sophists’ tradition of Isocrates and his 

epigones, enemies of both Socrates and Plato, who stressed the primacy of form 

over content – of victory over an opponent with an attitude of indifference toward 

questions of justice, morality, or truth. In short, the Jesuit method merges 
                                                                                                                                  
frequently during and after the last decade of the fifteenth century, and it clearly 
denotes the professional teacher or student of the studia humanitatis, the 
humanities.  Moreover, the humanities are clearly defined, as early as the first 
half of the fifteenth century, as a cycle of scholarly disciplines that includes 
grammar, rhetoric, poetry, history, and moral philosophy, but clearly excludes 
natural philosophy and metaphysics, medicine and mathematics, theology and 
jurisprudence” (21). 
 
14 I would add that the Bible, too, during the middle and toward the end part of 
the 16th century in Spain would gain a greater acceptance in tandem with the 
return to patristic texts:  “En algunos ensayos sobre la historia de la teología en 
los siglos XIV, XV, XVI se reitera sin matices la afirmación de que el cultivo de la 
teología sistemática trajo como consecuencia el olvido de la Sagrada Escritura.  
Cuando en este período, y de modo especial en los dos siguientes, se habla de 
retorno a la Biblia, el punto de vista del historiador no es la teología en general, 
sino la teología escolar verbosista, la de los problemas sutiles y las cuestiones 
logicales…Pero al lado de aquella teología artificial siguió con vida próspera otra 
de carácter espiritual, pastoral, de vuelos más o menos largos.  Nunca se 
interrumpió la tradición de comentar la Sagrada Escritura.  Además, el amor del 
pueblo a la Biblia era intenso, a juzgar por las numerosas traducciones al 
castellano y al catalán-valenciano y por el influjo de la Biblia en el lenguaje de 
los pueblos peninsulares” (Andrés Martín 310). 
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seeming opposites in a traditional, yet novel, unity.  Even more, this method 

allows the Jesuits to transform or transfigure pagan philosophy and pagan 

rhetoric into a Christian practice, a virtue, of a piece with “the kind of personal 

conversion and transformation that were the traditional goals of Christian 

ministry, in which the Jesuits were so assiduously engaged” (8). 

Indeed, St. John of the Cross’s work as writer and Carmelite reformer 

reflects these values of eloquence, didactic purpose, pietas, and an affinity for 

textual criticism.  First, as a writer, St. John enlists literary and non-literary genres 

to communicate and teach both human and divine wisdom with eloquence of 

expression and religious reverence.  

In his major and minor poems, St. John expresses his personal journey as 

a mystic in aesthetic, artistic terms.  In the theological commentaries of those 

poems, he expresses the same message in didactic terms while communicating, 

beyond his personal journey, his pioneering insights into the classical, Christian 

study of mystical theology.  Lying somewhere between the literary and the non-

literary, between his poems and his theology, his cautelas, or maxims, imitate the 

genre of the maxim, sentence, apothegm, or adage, which traces back to famous 

collected sayings by ancient Greek Cynics and Stoics.  St. John’s maxims offer 

instructions in spirituality to beginners as well as to proficient practitioners of 

asceticism or the mystical arts. They convey both innovative and traditional 

wisdom, joining the personal to the universal.  They do so with eloquence and 

didacticism, thus offering a unique example of inventiveness and pietas at once.  

Lastly, somewhere between literature and life, St. John’s letters include 
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instructions to prioresses, other Carmelite monks, and even laypeople on 

practical matters, ranging from spiritual guidance and monastic rules to matters 

of health and diet.  

All St. John’s writings, therefore, reflect his unique negotiation with a 

currency of contrary ideas and images.  In specific terms, they reflect the identity 

and life poetics he creates from his familial history, his childhood and youth in 

Medina del Campo, his charitable work in the hospital of that city, his mother’s 

example of personal industry and religious devotion, and the uniquely Jesuit 

example of pietas.  These ideas, images, and experiences form the core of his 

identity. They find dialectical expression in writings and in deeds that join 

extremes of spirituality and practicality, of the classical and the contemporary, of 

concern for oneself and concern for one’s community, of the poetic and the 

didactic.  A final paradox in this regard, St. John’s writings reveal how his 

extreme pursuit of Jesuit values leads him to discover and to embrace a non-

Jesuit vocation, his calling to the Order of Carmel. 

1. 4 Entering Carmel 

In 1563, Juan de Yepes enters the novitiate in Medina del Campo and 

takes the name Fray Juan de Santo Matías (Pacho 47; Salvador Ruiz 5).  One 

year later, he enters Salamanca as a student of philosophy and theology.  He 

lives and studies in the convento-colegio de San Andrés, sometimes completing 

courses at the University of Salamanca.  The Carmelite Order emphasizes life as 

a spiritual pilgrimage; it stresses austere mortification of the flesh, as well as 

contemplative prayer.  Such an order would readily attract a devout young man 
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like Juan de Yepes.  He could find in his family’s move from Fontiveros to Medina 

del Campo an image of life as pilgrimage, a journey to a higher moral and 

religious state.  He could understand from his experience of joy and familial love 

in the midst of poverty, the Carmelite emphasis on austerity and mortification as 

an indispensable means to contemplative happiness.  His development as a 

theologian, a poet and a writer reach their stage of completion when St. John 

joins St. Teresa de Jesús to reform the Carmelites of the Mitigated Rule (Calced) 

and to create with her the Discalced Carmelites, or those of the Strict Rule.  

If Carmelites perceived spirituality in terms of pilgrimage and journey, they 

“found the goal of their journey in a place and in a person – the mountain that is 

Carmel and Jesus Christ, to whom they owe total allegiance (McGreal 11).  Fr. 

Wilfrid McGreal goes on to explain: 

Pilgrimage was penitential.  In essence it meant radical change, 

for it marked a break with one’s previous relation to society.  It 

meant loosening the bonds of convention and letting go.  Going to 

the Holy Land [to Mt. Carmel] was seen as enabling a Christian to 

find a new way of meeting Christ.  It was above all an encounter 

with the humanity of Jesus Christ.  (18)   

St. John’s spiritual itinerary toward God – his metaphorical ascent to Mt. Carmel 

from an earthly desert – begins as an ascetical pilgrimage, what he calls “the 

dark night of the senses.”15  On this journey the pilgrim must abandon worldly 

                                            
15 As Gerald Brenan observes: “In the Dark Night we come to the deepest and 
most comprehensive of San Juan de la Cruz’s symbolic themes.  As we have 
said, he took the words that express it from Garcilaso de la Vega.  What then 
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attachments.  The Carmelite view of spirituality as a journey or pilgrimage to God 

is a commonplace of Christian asceticism.16  In the writings of St. John of the 

Cross, the journey to Mt. Carmel represents an allegory or extended metaphor.  

To be sure, as McGreal writes, this metaphor represents an historical, 

geographic search for St. John and his fellow Carmelites:  

Jerusalem, which was the most important goal of this journey, was 

perceived as the centre of the world and the pivot between the old 

covenant and the new.  Jerusalem was also a symbol of the eternal, it was 

a place full of eschatological meaning.  (18)  

As a son in a very poor family, St. John already followed an ascetical path during 

his childhood like that of the Carmelites, marked by poverty and a similar 

detachment from worldly goods. But the worldly detachment he learned in 

childhood demands detachment from self.  In other words, he learned that to 

                                                                                                                                  
was the meaning he gave to them? To this we must go back to the starting point 
of his mystical philosophy.  In the Ascent of Mount Carmel, where we find the 
best account of it, he lays it down as an axiom that, compared to the infinite 
being of God, all the being of the creatures is nothing.  Form this it follows that 
those who put their affections in them are nothing and less than nothing.  Man 
can only be something by allowing God, who alone has real existence, to fill him, 
but for this to happen he must first have emptied himself of every attachment to 
creatures.  Two contraries cannot exist together in the same person, said 
Aristotle, and so, if the choice is to be God, the senses, imagination, 
understanding and will, must all be torn up and uprooted from their usual 
functions, in order that the mind and soul be free to receive God alone.  It is this 
process of tearing up, known as purgation, which is the first meaning given to the 
term ‘Dark Night’.  For since night is a deprivation of light, so the deprivation of its 
ordinary faculties can be called night to the soul”  (133). 
16 See Jonathan Sumption.  Pilgrimage: An Image of Mediaeval Religion.  New 
Jersey: Rowman and Littlefield, 1975. 
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improve oneself requires forgetting oneself.  This is a governing precept of his 

later theological writings, as Dombrowski explains: “To be virtuous, according to 

[St.] John of the Cross, paradoxically requires…that we concern ourselves with 

moral improvement and that we detach ourselves from questions concerning our 

level of character development and achievement” (11).   

McGreal observes that first pilgrims to Mt. Carmel journeyed in the period 

of Christian Antiquity – models for later Carmelites, including St. John of the 

Cross – “in general poor men” (18).17  He adds:   

They had no pretensions to any rank or status because for them 

poverty was an essential part of their life.  Because they were poor 

and had no desire for privilege, they were not committed to the use 

or misuse of power.  They realised that the Christian presence in 

the Holy Land had nothing to do with winning back the holy places 

by military force.  What mattered was a spiritual renewal.  They 

would be there as a presence of people who wanted to live in the 

spirit of the Gospel.  (18) 

The image of these first pilgrims to Mt. Carmel inspires the writings that describe 

St. John’s mystical or eschatological journey to God, or to eternal salvation. 

St. John, now Fray Juan de Santo Matías, would live by strict rules that 

would encourage a life that endured discipline, mortification and obedience, yet 

one that enjoyed meditation, prayer and contemplation.  The difficulty of the 

                                            
17 See Jane Ackerman.  “Stories of Elijah and Medieval Carmelite History”.  
History of Religions. 35.2 (1995): 124-147. 
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ascetics as well as the pleasure of contemplative prayer shapes both the 

pedagogy and rewards described in his ascetical-mystical literature.  In 1190, as 

a community on the verge of formation, the hermits of Mt. Carmel requested a 

way of life from St. Albert, the Latin Patriarch of Jerusalem.  Their rule, 

composed of 18 chapters, outlines the way of life all Carmelites would have to 

obey.  First, it requires that the monks elect and obey a prior – stressing the vow 

of obedience – and that they establish a foundation in a solitary place (or 

wherever donated) – maintaining physical proximity and community.  Near the 

foundation, an oratory had to be built for Mass near the cells where, on Sundays, 

discussions of discipline and spiritual welfare were to take place.  As individual 

monks, they were to stay in separate cells day and night, reciting the canonical 

hours, allowing them to concentrate alone on prayer, “pondering the Lord’s law.”  

The Order’s emphasis on prayer was not taken lightly.  As McGreal writes, if a 

monk did not know the canonical hours, they  

must say twenty-five Our Fathers for the night office, except on 

Sundays and solemnities when that number is to be doubled so 

that Our Father is said fifty times; the same prayer must be said 

seven times in the morning place of Lauds, and seven times too for 

each of the other hours, except for Vespers when it must be said 

fifteen times.  (22) 

In addition to these rules, Carmelite monks had no personal possessions; rather 

everything was held in common (based on the monk’s “age and needs”), 

upholding the vow of poverty.  In terms of agriculture as a self-sustaining 
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community, the monks could own unlimited assess, and mules, yet a limited 

quantity of livestock or poultry. In terms of common practices of mortification, the 

hermits had to fast from the Exaltation of the Holy Cross until Easter, unless they 

were sick or feeble; they were not to eat meat, unless they were at sea, sick or if 

a meal has been prepared with it; had to “use every care to clothe (themselves) 

in God’s armour so that (they) may be ready to withstand the enemy’s ambush.  

(Their) loins are to be girt with chastity, (their) breast fortified with holy 

meditation” (McGreal); they had to work at all times, “keep a tight rein on (their) 

mouths”; and finally, if a fault was identified, it was to be “lovingly corrected,” (21-

26).  Thus, the Rule’s weight on obedience, community, prayer, abstinence, work 

and forgiveness would work to shape St. John of the Cross’s spiritual itinerary, 

his heroic pilgrimage.  He negotiated the strictures of mendicant life, reap the 

rewards of mystical contact with God, in both literature and life.  

In addition to the Carmelite devotion to pilgrimage, another attraction for 

St. John would be the Order’s intellectual history, rich with both theological and 

philosophical foundations.  These primary influences would increase his already 

rich Jesuit education, refining his theology as well as his logic.  In Paris (1260), 

Gerardo de Bolonia served as the Order’s first General, providing an “orientación 

tomista”18 while inspiring a certain “eclecticismo” (Formento Giralt 318) 19.  

                                            
18 Formento Giralt insists that “No debe ser considerado, por ello, como un 
tomista.  Su posición tiende al eclecticismo” (318). 
19 Centuries later “Los estudios de los carmelitas descalzos constituyeron 
preocupación importante de Santa Teresa desde el primer momento de la 
reforma (1568).  Ella, que a sus descalzas no las quería letreras y resabidas, 
quería virtuosos y sabios a los descalzos y a todo clero.  Por eso los carmelitas 
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Andrés Martín asserts that the 14th century was “la edad de oro del Carmelo” 

where the Carmelites would intensify their studies in grammar, philosophy and 

theology in each province (Vol. I 159).  Still not dedicated to any one theology or 

philosophy, Carmelites “proceden con libertad” (159).  Some, such as John 

Baconthorpe, follow Richard of Ghente, St. Bonaventure and Duns Scotus, while 

others embrace intellectualism and aristotelianism (160). By the 16th century, the 

Carmelite poet Bautista Mantuano prefers Scotism, whereas others still follow St. 

Thomas Aquinas.  As Garrigou-Lagrange observes, St. John draws heavily from 

the theology of St. Thomas Aquinas. Nonetheless, St. John’s mystical theology 

remains eclectic, informed by both the intellective and affective traditions of 

mysticism. 

1. 5 Spirituality in the Early 1500’s: Interiority and Exteriority 

So far, this chapter has explored St. John of the Cross’s life as primary 

influence of his poetics, a relation characterized by dialectical circularity, a 

currency of experience and expression.  In a broader perspective, St. John’s 

writings derive additional influence from Spanish religious history in the 15th and 

16th centuries, marked first by an emphasis in interiority, and second, exteriority.  

While seemingly contrary expressions of spirituality, St. John merges together 

both trends, interiority and exteriority, prayer and scholasticism, offering a 

complete path to salvation.20 

                                                                                                                                  
reformados buscaron desde el principio vocaciones universitarias y pusieron sus 
colegios en torno a las principales universidades” (Andrés Martín 162).   
20 Andrés Martin points out that the correlation between spirituality and prayer 
was causal, the former developed by the latter. Prayer, an individual, interior 
expression of devotion, it was believed, fulfilled the spiritual life and propelled the 
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According to many historians, the marriage of the Catholic Kings brought 

political, linguistic, and religious unity to Spain. Andrés Martín observes the early 

years of the Spanish Renaissance21, for him la generación de los Reyes 

Católicos22, for their political unity, the unification of Castile and Aragón as well 

as other regions in Europe; religious unity, the fall of Granada, the expulsion of 

the Jews, and “la exacerbación de los conversos” (Vol. I 245); and global unity – 

                                                                                                                                  
religious to greater advances in spiritual progress.  Andrés Martín adds that this 
correlation is the central theme that connects the most characteristic works of 
spirituality, “desde el Exercitatorio de la vida espiritual, de García de Cisneros 
(1500), hasta los capítulos dedicados por Santa Teresa a la oración en el Libro 
de la vida (1560 6ss) y en las Moradas” (107).  St. John of the Cross’s mystical 
theology merges from this interior expression as a heroic devotion to both a 
personal, and a spiritual itinerary. 
 

21 Samuel Montefiore Waxman raises the question of a Spanish Renaissance, 
most commonly associated with 1492, and how it might contrast with that of Italy 
and France:  “It is nonsense to assert, as so many foreign critics have done, that 
Spain had no Renaissance.  The spirit of Renaissance in Spain was less Greco-
Latino than that in Italy and France.  It was superhumanistic rather than 
humanistic.  It looked for guidance in all things to God rather than to imperfect 
man. The very fact that the most superhumanistic of all the Spanish poets, San 
Juan de la Cruz used the new Italian forms of verse introduced into Spain by 
Boscán and Garcilaso de ls Vega is proof enough that Spain accepted new 
aesthetic doctrines which did not run counter to the teachings of the Church” 
(177).  See also Francisco López Estrada, et. al.  Historia y crítica de la literatura 
española.  Siglos de oro: renacimiento.  Ed. Francisco Rico.  Vol. 2.  Barcelona: 
Editorial Crítica, 1980. 
 
22 Andrés Martín shows how this epoch is marked for its advancements in 
science, discovery and architecture.  “Desde otros puntos de vista, son muchos 
los acontecimientos que dieron contenido a este período y podrían darle nombre.  
Tal la primera vuelta al planeta, realizada por Magallanes (1520-1522); la tesis 
de Copérnico (1473-1543), que coloca al Sol en el centro del mundo; la 
afirmación de Leonardo (1452-1519) de que la ciencia es hija de la experiencia; 
la obra de Miguel Angel (1475-1564) y de Rafael (1480-1520).  A su lado 
podríamos colocar entre nosotros el afianzamiento del descubrimiento de 
América y las últimas y maravillosas manifestaciones de arte gótico y mudéjar en 
la catedral nueva de Salamanca y en la torre nueva de Zaragoza” (11). 
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the discovery of the Americas, “la mayor hazaña de la historia humana desde la 

redención del mundo hasta que lleguemos a ocupar y civilizar otros astros” 

(245).  After eight centuries of internal conflict known by most as the reconquista, 

Spain’s new unity allowed for the flourishing of literary and technological 

advances, the importation of ideas – particularly from Flemish and German 

schools –, international study, an appreciation for culture and art, and the birth of 

science.  Moreover, this unity anticipates Spain’s new status as “[e]l primer 

Estado nacional moderno europeo” (Andrés Martín 246), which marks “la 

aparición de un arte, literatura y cultura característicos incluso en el ámbito 

religioso” (246).  

Almost a century later, what the Catholic Kings had achieved would 

influence St. John of the Cross’s writings in four ways.  First, the country’s open 

borders with the rest of Europe would invite Italian influences to inspire Spanish 

verse.  Second, Northern European mystics would shape St. John’s theology, 

particularly those mystics of the affective tradition of the Rhine.  Third, social 

changes brought an emphasis in interior spirituality, which prompted the 

abandonment of the open, scholastic formalism of religiosity in the late Middle 

Ages.  And fourth, the intense spiritual growth in convent life – owing to the 

marriage of ascetics and intellectual life (Andrés Martín 245) – would provoke the 

search for primitive sources.  These last two influences, the marriage of interior 

prayer with primitive sources, would inspire St. John’s spiritual practice, poetics 

and theology, since a return to primitive sources meant embracing both the 

Gospel, personal agency, and Christ’s humanity as well as his divinity over 
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scholasticism, collective prayer, and awkward philosophical debates.23 Moreover 

the return to primitive sources would spur St. Teresa de Jesús to return to the 

Rule of St. Albert, thereby parting ways with the Mitigated Rule.24 

Later in the first thirty years of the 16th century, under the rule of Emperor 

Charles V, Erasmus of Rotterdam drove Spain toward primary sources, 

challenging certain points of ecclesiastical orthodoxy.  This challenge questioned 

authority, and placed emphasis on personal agency for salvation over collective 

prayer.25  Andrés Martín asserts that 1500-1530 stands out as a universal call for 

                                            
23 Es rasgo normal común a las observancias el deslumbramiento por un 
cristianismo primitivo, interior, evangélico; por la conciencia expresamente 
cultivada de la miseria y limitación moral humana, por las manifestaciones 
externas de penitencia, oración y mortificación como medio de conformarse con 
Cristo paciente.  Interioridad, mortificación y cristocentrismo marcan con hondura 
estos primeros movimientos reformadores. De ahí la devoción a la pasión de 
Cristo, que terminará en la vía del beneficio de Cristo (Andrés Martín 247). 
24 Andrés Martín asserts that returning to fuentes primitivas meant engendering 
an intense spiritual program rooted in devotional writing, theological teaching in 
any of the three vías (Thomism, Scottism, Nominalism) and eventually, 
mysticism, that “constituye la realización suprema de nuestro ideal de reforma” 
(117).  Moreover, since St. John of the Cross was well formed in the Humanist 
tradition, as already discussed, in the Colegio de los jesuitas, his written work 
was directly inspired by this movement; but, as Andrés Martín asserts, the return 
to primitive sources to on different appearances:  For humanists, returning to 
primitive sources was a return to Greek and Latin classics, but for other groups it 
would mean returning to their own respective sources:  Philosophers would seek 
Aristotle and Plato; Erasmus would turn back to the Gospel and to St. Paul; the 
Franciscans to the Spirit of Poverello, to St. Bonaventure, to medieval 
Augustinianism; Dominicans to St. Thomas Aquinas, and so on.  Returning to 
primitive sources would finally make its way into politics, economy, literature and 
religion, thereby amalgamating, it would seem, the social milieu (9).  In like 
fashion, St. John’s return to the Rule of St. Albert exposes the dialectic between 
his mission and other Renaissance men, mendicant or otherwise. 
25 According to Paul Oskar Kristeller, Renaissance Humanism belongs to the 
whole of the Renaissance in all of its phases. Considered to be inspired by Italian 
Humanism, humanism has been found independently in many parts of Europe. 
He explains that “like the Renaissance, although to a lesser degree, humanism 
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Christian perfection, years that underscore personal experience over scholastic 

theology.  This new approach guides the contemplative in prayer and action.  It 

highlights quietud, and aniquilación as well as knowing God through love (Andrés 

Martín; Vol. II 120-123). Although this period predated St. John of the Cross’s 

writings by fifty years, the primacy of personal agency, the example of Christ as 

way to the Father, and the negation of the external in favor of the internal form 

the basis for both his poetics of life and poetics of salvation.  

This spiritual climate thrived in universities and religious organizations 

through 1530. However, in the 1550’s, a revival of liturgical rights began to 

emerge.  Religious began to abandon the emphasis on interiority and 

experience. Bataillon notes that the spiritual climate changed in 1556 with the 

coronation of Philip II, and with that, an aging in national sentiment, instability 

between Protestant Germany and Rome, and the advancement of Protestant 

sects in France, Anglicanism in England and Calvinism in Switzerland (700-701).  

The change to spiritual exteriority, liturgical rights and formalism, seems to 

coincide with Catholicism’s reaction to Protestantism, as Bataillon asserts, “[e]ra 

tiempo, para intransigencia católica, de tomar más clara conciencia de sí misma” 

(701).  Therefore, given Protestantism’s fondness for interiority and indifference 

to deeds and acts (sola fide), an anti-erasmian reform would take place first in 

                                                                                                                                  
extends through several different areas of civilization, such as literature, 
scholarship, historiography, and philosophy, and even through many more if we 
consider the indirect impact of humanism upon the entire range of Renaissance 
culture” (8-9); See Domingo Ynduráin.  Humanismo y renacimiento en España.  
Madrid: Cátedra, 1994. 
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Italy with Paul IV, which provoked the Italian Inquisition to castigate suspects of 

heresy.  The Spanish would eventually follow suit.  With the promotion of Don 

Francisco de Valdés as Grand Inquisitor, “un hombre de natural autoritario y 

ambicioso”, with Melchor Cano “enemigo jurado de la tendencia pietista” as 

theological advisor (702),26 the Spanish Inquisition would not rest in turning over 

every stone in eliminating heresy.  These heretics were believed to be more 

dangerous than Jews or Muslims because “cuanto que sus adeptos tienden a 

liberarse de las obligaciones y mandamientos de la Iglesia…el pueblo no pide 

otra cosa sino ir en pos de un movimiento liberador de esa especia” (708).  

St. John’s writings and work were yet to prosper, since he was born in 

1542. However, the national push toward religious ceremonialism still had a 

strong impact on his times as a Carmelite reformer and mystic.  The 

abandonment of interior prayer pressured our saint “to dissociate himself from 

[los Alumbrados]… against the leanings towards ‘illuminism’ shown by some of 

the men and women under his direction”  (Cugno 3-4).27 

                                            
26 “’Los olía desde lejos como un can de caza’, dirá de él, haciendo un juego de 
palabras con su nombre, uno de sus admiradores” (702).  
 
27 Henry Kamen observes that portraying Spain as a unilateral, non-tolerant 
Empire is inaccurate: [T]he excesses of the time were always, within Spain, 
opposed by a body of opinion so substantial and influential that we must reckon it 
to be not a negligible movement but a major alternative tradition – not necessarily 
‘liberal’ but simply ‘alternative’ – that was no less representative of the Spanish 
attitude of mind than the persecuting mentality which frequently prevailed.  (4)  
R.O. Jones suggests that while the national obsession for honor and the limpieza 
de sangre “llegó a adquirir dimensiones de neurosis nacional,” the Church was 
not as persuasive an entity as was the aristocracy: “No es necesario decir que 
España era un país profundamente religioso, pero algunas de las formas en que 
la religión informó la vida española deben por lo menos ser mencionados…La 
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Indeed, other esteemed members of the Faith would resist the 

internalizing of prayer such as St. Vincent Ferrer: “el religioso que no fuere 

ceremonioso presto será vicioso” (604); and the Dominican Fray Juan de la Cruz 

praised vocal prayers and ceremonial works, defended images and the 

invocation of saints by demonstrating that the veneration of relics goes back to 

the first days of the Church (605). Bataillon explains: 

El erasmismo, de hecho, sin duda bajo la influencia del 

luteranismo, tuvo más bien una evolución en el sentido de una 

revigorización de la fe en los misterios propiamente cristianos.  

Pero en la philosophia Christi, tal como la exponía hacia 1516, y tal 

como se expresa en mucho de sus libros, había un peligro de 

muerte para la dogmática cristiana, y Fray Juan de la Cruz nos lo 

recuerda, sin pensar tal vez en Erasmo, cuando dice: ‘La 

contemplación de la humanidad de Cristo es propia de los 

cristianos.  Los filósofos alcanzaron de Dios grandes secretos, pero 

no el de su encarnación’.  (606) 

Despite mystics’ focus on interior prayer, contemplation and quietude, St. 

John of the Cross’s writings demonstrate both the interiority of the early 16th 

century as well as the years of ceremonialism through the reign of Phillip II and 

beyond. José María Moliner writes that St. John “no quiso saber nada con 

                                                                                                                                  
sociedad española de comienzos del siglo XVI estaba dominada por la 
aristocracia y así permaneció por todo el espacio de esta época.”  (20-21).   
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Erasmo…amó la oración comunitaria… [and] nunca se mostró antilitúrgico, como 

Erasmo, ni individiualista a la hora de interpreter la Escritura” (26-7).28  

The social pressure that abounded in the latter half of 16th-century Spain 

resulted in a movimiento antimístico29, a movement that put St. John of the 

Cross’s work, writings and reformation at odds with a growing intolerance for 

personal religiosity.  However, our saint praises the interior progression of the 

soul toward God, underscores individual experience and contemplation, and 

insists on the negation of the appetites through mortification and ascetic acts 

while underscoring again the centrality of the Church, as well as acts and deeds 

to gain God’s love.  Indeed, St. John’s lyric displays affective spirituality while his 

prose commentaries stress the major points of orthodox Catholic dogma and 

doctrine. As Baruzi notes, “puede decirse que gustó de combinar la Teología 

escolástica y el análisis místico…” (155).  

 

                                            
28  On a more abstract level, Andrés Martín emphasizes that the reformation has 
two aspects: 1) individual and ecclesiastical, and 2) interior and exterior, whose 
synthesis is difficult to realize. Erasmus will antagonize the exterior and 
ceremonial, but will uphold the spirit.  The Spanish reformation is the “integración 
de la totalidad de la persona en sí misma” (115) whose “suprema realización” 
(117) is mysticism. 
 
29 Andrés Martín shows a dangerous consequence that St. John of the Cross 
would have to encounter after writing his ascetical-mystical works.  “Otra 
manifestación importante de ese cambio afecta a la mística.  Las vías del 
recogimiento y del beneficio, especialmente la primera, afirmaban la posibilidad 
de nuestra unión con Dios por medio de la voluntad y el amor, estando en 
silencio el entendimiento, sin conocimiento anteveniente o concomitante.  Esta 
espiritualidad era designada con muchos nombres.  El más común era el de 
teología mística. Por eso la reacción contraria producida en algunos sectores 
religiosos es llamada ordinariamente movimiento antimístico” (Andrés Martín; 
Vol. II 314). 
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1. 6 Conclusion 

St. John of the Cross’s life informs his writings in such a way that 

biographical study demonstrates a poetics of life, a spiritual pilgrimage in poetic 

form that is born of social difficulties, love for God and community and continuous 

self abnegation.  A poor childhood, loving mother, Jesuit education, Carmelite 

initiation and a heightened sense of religiosity contributed directly to his legacy, 

his mystical heights, his canonization, a testimony of the dialectical circularity of 

16th-century Spanish ascetic working as a monk, and the currency of a Christian 

soul traveling up to God. As Frederick Copleston S.J. asserts, Renaissance 

writers “helped to bring to the fore a conception of autonomous man or an idea of 

the development of the human personality which, though generally Christian, was 

more ‘naturalistic’ and less ascetic than the mediaeval conception” (18).  As a 

prominent figure in the Spanish Renaissance, St. John of the Cross joins 

extremes of both natural and ascetic personalities. 
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CHAPTER 2.  THE POETICS OF ATTAINMENT: A PERSONAL, 
SACRAMENTAL AND HEROIC JOURNEY WITHIN THE 

“CÁNTICO ESPIRITUAL” 
 

 
2. 1 Introduction 

In a review on the book Why He is a Saint: The Life and Faith of Pope 

John Paul II and the Case for Canonization by Monsignor Slawomir Oder and 

Saverio Gaeta (Rizzoli Publisher, 2010), Cindy Wooden reveals that “Pope John 

Paul II always took penitence seriously, spending entire nights lying with his arms 

outstretched on the bare floor, fasting before ordaining priests or bishops and 

flagellating himself.”  In that way, Blessed John Paul II sought to achieve what St. 

Paul professed in the Letter to the Colossians: “In my flesh I am following up 

what is lacking in the afflictions of Christ.”  Perhaps less known, his asceticism 

precedes, aligns with and is enlarged by the life and ascetical practice of St. John 

of the Cross.  As George Weigel points out: “The pontificate of Pope John Paul II 

has been one of the most important in centuries, for the Church and the world” 

(4).  Weigel, reflecting on the decisiveness that St. John of the Cross had on the 

Pope as a student states that “Over time, [asceticism] would become the defining 

characteristic of his own discipleship” (62). 

 Asceticism and mortification train the soul to love others and focus less on 

itself, as the teachings of Jesus Christ command: “Thou shalt love the Lord thy 

God with thy whole heart, and with thy whole soul, and with thy whole mind.  This 

is the greatest and the first commandment.  And the second is like to this: Thou 

shalt love thy neighbor as thyself.  On these two commandments dependeth the 

whole law and the prophets”  (Mt 22:37-40).  Nonetheless, St. John of the 
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Cross’s asceticism produces mystical experience, and his poem “Cántico 

espiritual” recreates the journey in which he poeticizes a heroic passage of a 

pilgrim soul (poetic subject, “amada”, lover) toward God (“Amado”, Beloved).   

Scholars of mysticism, such as Evelyn Underhill, Thomas Merton, 

Federico Ruiz Salvador, R. Garrigou-Lagrange, Kieran Kavanuagh, and Eulogio 

Pacho Polvorinos have written extensively on St. John’s mystical steps.  They 

observe that St. John’s mysticism joins radical denial of self to radical affirmation 

(love) of God.  Thus, St. John of the Cross’s asceticism drives him to love his 

neighbor, in step with his love of God.  Yet, St. John gives poetic expression to 

his mysticism, a lyrical expression of denial, love and attainment.  

In this chapter, in an effort to add to Sanjuanist studies, I show that by a 

verbal and nominal analysis of the poem, three new strains of meaning emerge.  

I call these strains the personal, the sacramental and the heroic.  First, the 

personal strain reveals that the “Cántico espiritual” comprises a dialogue 

between the poetic subject, his universe, and God, and concludes with the 

paradoxical understanding that attainment of true love, as God, cannot be 

attained in this world. Second, the sacramental strain reveals the “Cántico” as a 

journey of sacraments, in which the primacy of grace guides the mystic on her 

journey.  Finally, the heroic strain uncovers St. John’s poetic subject as a heroic 

pilgrim who overcomes worldly obstacles, crosses a threshold to engage with the 

Beloved, and returns to her home speaking the truth of her spiritual journey, 

beatific experience, and true love.  Despite separate analyses, the personal, 
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sacramental and heroic strains unite to offer a single message: that St. John’s 

mystical pilgrimage is one of love, grace, and heroism.   

2. 2 The Personal  

The “Cántico espiritual” is St. John’s longest poem.30  The poem combines 

5 heptasyllabic and hendecasyllabic verses (liras) in each of its 39 stanzas.  The 

poetic subject, lover (“Amada”), searches for and journeys toward her Beloved 

(“Amado”) who, it seems, has left her wailing in nature.  Finally, she gazes into a 

fountain, commands his appearance, and the Beloved appears as a stag, thus 

provoking the poetic subject’s soul to soar like a bird.  From this encounter, the 

poem goes on to eulogize the mutual devotion between lover and Beloved 

leading up to the Beloved’s promise to marry her.  The marriage ceremony 

summons a new poetic world of abstract and natural forms while evoking 

imagery from the Old Testament’s Song of Songs.  The poem ends with the 

return of the poetic subject to the world, indifferent to worldly events, love-struck 

with God’s touch and grace.   

                                            
30 There are three recognized redactions of the “Cántico”:  the first, known as CA, 
which identifies the collection of thirty-one stanzas, was supposedly compiled by 
the saint while incarcerated in Toledo, and later shared among the Sisters of the 
Discalced, dating around the third quarter of 1578 (Jones 137).  A second 
redaction, the CA’, extends the thirty-one stanzas to thirty-nine.  A third 
redaction, the CB of Jaén, presents a thorough rearrangement of the latter 
twenty-eight stanzas and the addition of an eleventh stanza, increasing the total 
to forty.  In this study, I have decided to focus on the second redaction, CA’, due 
to its uncontested authenticity; moreover, the CA’ is emblematic of both his 
thought and his experience, combining the mystical effect of his mortifications 
and then, later reflections on love, in Andalusia.  As Crisógono de Jesús points 
out, St. John of the Cross developed the first 17 stanzas in prison, and later 
composed the rest as Rector in Baeza (338). 
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As told by Damaso Alonso in his seminal work La poesía de San Juan de 

la Cruz (desde esta ladera), St. John recreates his mystical experience using 

pastoral imagery, a literary mode found in both secular and religious literature 

that dates back well before the Early Modern period.  On a secular level, one of 

pastoral imagery’s earliest appearances comes in Virgil’s Eclogues.  From that 

point, it makes its way into Sannazzaro’s Arcadia, and then entered Spain 

through the work of Jorge Montemayor, Juan Boscán and Garcilaso de la Vega.  

Nevertheless, St. John enlists pastoral imagery as found in these secular authors 

as well as in The Song of Songs (his true model),31 an aspect of his mystical 

writings that shows direct influence from a variety of inductive sources.  Indeed, 

like Sebastián de Córdoba, St. John of the Cross recreates the mystical 

pilgrimage using contrafacta literary tropes from secular writers.32 

Nevertheless, while St. John draws from both secular and religious 

pastoral imagery33, the following verbal and nominal analysis of the “Cántico” 

shows the existence of a dramatized dialogue that enhances the personality and 

                                            
31 The Song of Songs is Saint John’s chief influence in the “Cántico”.  For the 
Song’s presence in Western culture, see Chaim Horovitz and John Baildam. A 
Two Thousand Year History of the Influence of “Song of Songs” on Religion, 
Literature, Music, and Art. Lewiston: Edwin Mellen Press, 2010. 
 
32 Charles D. Presberg.  “Transfiguring Form:  The Poetics of Self, Contradiction 
and Nonsense in San Juan de la Cruz.”  Laberinto.  Vol. 2. Fall 1998.  Mar. 4, 
2013.  Web. 
33 For a detailed map of cultures that shape Spanish mysticism and St. John, see 
Emilio Orozco.  Poesía y mística: Introducción a la lírica de San Juan de la Cruz.  
Madrid: Guadarrama, 1959; Rodríguez Sainz, Pedro.  Introducción a la historia 
de la literatura mística en España.  Madrid: Espasa-Calpe, 1984. 
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uniqueness of the poem. This dialogue, hidden among traditional pastoral 

allusions to nature, distress and love, uncovers the poetic subject’s process of 

understanding both true love and herself in relation to her Beloved.  

Within the poem’s 195 verses there are 137 conjugated verbs: 41 (31%) 

are present indicative; 29 (21%), preterit; 15 (11%), imperfect; 11 (8%), future; 

and 9 (6%), present perfect.  25 (18%) are imperative. There are 2 (1%->1%) in 

the subjunctive, and 2 in the conditional (1%).  The location of these verbs 

throughout the poem uncovers a verbal pattern that, when organized, 

communicates how the poet comprehends the mystical journey. To be sure, if the 

poem remains a personal, emotional, and enlightened expression of the poet’s 

mystical pilgrimage, it then follows that the poem contains key points of our 

saint’s personal, emotional and enlightened comprehension of the mystical 

experience.  Therefore, the 137 conjugated verbs express actions and states that 

refer directly or indirectly to his mystical understanding as the poetic subject 

progresses.  Mystical experiences traditionally show a development of three 

ways, the purgative, the illuminative and the unitive.34  St. John’s “Cántico 

espiritual” contains a verbal pattern that portrays, in addition to the three ways, 

steps in reasoning that elucidate St. John’s understanding of true love. 

Through the stanzas’ verbal possession we see shifts in tense, and 

therefore, a verbal pattern emerges. Verbal possession compares the stanzas’ 

                                            
34 R. Garrigou-Lagrange.  Christian Perfection and Contemplation:  According to 
St. Thomas Aquinas and St. John of the Cross.  Ed. Kessinger.  Trans.  M. 
Timothea Doyle.  London: B. Herder Book Co., 1949; See Poirot, Dominique.  
Juan de la Cruz y la unión con Dios.  Trans.  José M. Álvarez Flórez. Barcelona: 
Liberduplex, 1999. 
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verbal populations, their conjugations, their tense (past, present, future) and 

mood (indicative, imperative, subjunctive).  Based on these data, three 

categories of stanzas surface: (I) ‘Verb-Heavy’, (II) ‘Verb-Regular” and (III) ‘Verb-

less’.  ‘Verb-Heavy’ stanzas are stanzas with more than three verbs with a 

predominance of one tense or mood;  ‘Verb-Regular’ stanzas have two verbs or 

fewer, and ‘Verb-less’ stanzas do not have a verb.  

Verb-Heavy stanzas present three, consecutive shifts in tense.  From 

stanzas 1-15, the present-tense indicative predominates; from 16-29 the preterit 

indicative carries the weight; and from 30-39, the imperative holds sway (see 

figure 2).  This verbal distribution reveals that the poem hinges on three major 

shifts in tense, each of which flows uninterrupted until the adjacent temporal 

action begins, or the poem ends.  These three shifts enlarge upon both our 

saint’s experience and his reflection on that experience: A) his predicament 

(present indicative, stanzas 1-15), B) past experience (preterit indicative, 16-29), 

and finally, C) what should or must happen (imperative, 30-39).  Again, in the 

tradition of mysticism, the purgative, illuminative and unitive ways correspond to 

the mystic’s negation of the world, his advancement in the mystic journey, his 

spiritual betrothal and then marriage.  While this remains the case for our saint, 

as Garrigou-Lagrange and others point out, the shifts in tense (present, past, and 

command) articulate the saint’s reasoning, reflection and hope while confined in 

prison.35 

                                            
35 And as Rector in Baeza.  St. John spent time consciously amending the poem 
during his time in Andalusia.   
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An analysis of the poem’s nouns reveals an interesting pattern too.  The 

nouns demonstrate what I call an ontological scaffolding of the soul’s world and 

her journey to God.  That is, by way of their relevance to the mystic and his 

journey, the nouns demonstrate a visual hierarchy of significance and importance 

– an organized world – that coincides with both the mystic’s pilgrimage toward 

God and the poem’s progression.  There are 202 nouns in the poem, 35 of which 

are repeated twice or more (see fig. 3): 20 are repeated twice; 8, three times; 4, 

four times; 2, five times, and 1 (‘Amado’) is repeated 9 times.  The noun, Amado, 

Beloved, stands as the most valuable of them all.  The poetic subject repeats it 

the most, and it is the first uttered noun in the poem: “¿Adónde te escondiste, / 

amado, y me dejaste con gemido?” (1-2 emphasis added).  In addition to the 

noun’s repetition and placement, ‘Amado’ signifies both God and salvation, the 

alpha and the omega.  That is, the soul utters ‘Amado’ the most because he 

constantly remains as an object of desire and love for the poetic subject, and he 

serves as the goal of the poeticized mystical journey.36  

The ‘Amado’ as both first noun and goal of the poetic subject anticipates 

other repeated nouns that function as scaffolding in the journey of the mystic.  

The image in figure 4 arranges the frequency of the nouns in a pyramid-like 

structure.  It is not the intention of this study to examine the possible visual 

allowances of the poetic terms or to suggest that St. John was creating a hidden 

calligramme; but the image of the mount, the triangle or even the pyramid-like 

                                            
36 Indeed, St. John, after so many months in a closet-sized cell, tortured, 
malnourished and suffering, must have called upon God as his savior from jail as 
well as his savior from the world.   
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formation, in the time of St. John of the Cross, was a well-known sacred image, 

as ubiquitous as a cross.37  On the one hand, the triangular shape suggests the 

merger of three sides and the use of three angles, a number of strong religious 

signicance (infinity, trinity, Triune God).  On the other hand, the image might 

serve as a metaphor for inductive and deductive knowledge between God and 

pilgrim, a telling insight into mystic understanding. Nonetheless, perhaps the 

most obvious and relevant meaning, the triangle outlines the image of a mount, 

or hill.  Indeed, our saint, when writing the Subida del Monte Carmelo (Ascent of 

Mount Carmel), would draw a mountain to illustrate his ideas regarding the path 

to God (de Jesús 224).  Figure 5 shows a digital copy of Ms. 6296, f.7, BNM, of 

an original Monte signed by our saint and dedicated to Madre Magdalena del 

Espíritu Santo, in which our saint understands the world in light of the journey of 

the mystic and the world’s relation to the heavens.  In the center of the drawing 

Mount Carmel presents the mystical path.  The mount’s base warns of worldly 

elements that hinder the soul from climbing to the top toward God.  As noted in 

the drawing, the soul must deny herself the world, the devil and the flesh, the 

triumvirate of temptation (Dyrness et al. 365).  The steps that the soul takes 

toward God match the nouns in the “Cántico espiritual” in which physical and 

                                            
37 See F. R. Webber.  Church Symbolism: An Explanation of the More Important 
Symbols of the Old and New Testament, the Primitive, the Mediaeval and the 
Modern Church.  Cleveland: J. H. Jansen, 1938: “It seems that the earliest 
Christians hesitated to express so profound a mystery as that of the Trinity in the 
form of symbols. With the coming of fierce controversies in the early Church, 
where it was necessary to defend the doctrine of the Trinity against false 
teachers bpth within the Church and outside pf it, certain definite symbols were 
developed.  What Christians had always believed was now expressed in graphic 
form”  (40). 
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spiritual mortification serves as prerequisite for union.  For example, in the Monte 

image, the direct (and sole) path appears as a series of nadas, which means 

physical and spiritual asceticism through detachment (Tanquerey).  In figure 4, 

nouns from the poem compose a similar structure and offer a hierarchy akin to 

the mystical path.  While the word ‘nadie’ (nobody, no one) appears only twice in 

the entire poem, it lies at the base of the triangular shape where the earthly 

domain, the soul and her song begin the ascent upward through water, beauty, 

the neck of the Beloved, to the blessing (flores) of ultimate solitude (soledad), 

and finally to the Amado, God.  This triangular arrangement of words, like its 

corresponding drawing, portrays an earthly domain, ascent, and God at its 

zenith, a mystical poetics of space beginning with denial, point zero, and 

concluding with acceptance, to the One. 

The use of term Amado at different points in the poem (throughout the 

three major shifts in tense) changes the sense of the term, yet not necessarily 

the meaning.  That is, the Beloved never ceases to be the Beloved; but when 

‘Amado’ appears at different points in the poem, it signals to the poetic subject’s 

understanding of ‘Amado,’ that is, true love.  This understanding changes while 

the poetic subject journeys, and concludes when the poem ends.  The Amado’s 

significance in the present tense stanzas directs the poetic subject’s attention to 

the immediacy of her anxiety in which her helplessness and dismay drive her to 

seek relief in this world.  She realizes that true love (God, Beloved) does not 

dwell in her world, and that her intellect cannot attain him.  Second, in the past 

tense stanzas, the Amado’s significance becomes a reflection on the experience 



 41 

of gaining true love and the truth of true love’s freedom.  Finally, in the command 

stanzas, the Amado changes to signify hope, promise and salvation, a message 

that contrasts the dismay of the wailing soul at the beginning.  The poem 

progresses full circle as the poetic subject returns to home; but the journey home 

resembles more like a coil than a circle, since the poetic subject returns as a 

changed soul, a dynamic protagonist, a soul married to God in mystical rapture.   

‘Amado’ appears in stanzas 1, 4, 8, 12, 13, 17, 26, 27, and 35.  In the first 

stanza, “¿Adónde te escondiste, / Amado, y me dejaste con gemido?” (1, 2), the 

poetic subject asks where the Beloved has fled, a question that alludes not only 

to her confusion, but also to her anxiety as she searches with heart and mind for 

relief.  However, while the poetic subject’s search is guided by love for God, she 

makes use of her intellect (evidenced by the question itself), which impedes her 

advancement.  That is, as intellect advances with interrogation, it slows the 

poetic subject’s journey.  The intellect is a faculty of the soul that, when negated, 

welcomes faith.  Ironically, it is by unknowing that the poetic subject will find 

God.38 Indeed, the soul cannot reach God by use of the intellect or reason, but by 

the soul’s active negation of it as well as her active negation of free will to gain 

love and the memory to gain hope.  The infused virtues of faith, hope and love, 

serve as conclusions as to the whereabouts of the Beloved.  But here at the 

beginning of the poem, the poetic subject struggles to see this truth. 

                                            
38 Diedre Green.  “St. John of the Cross and Mystical ‘Unknowing’”.  Religious  
Studies. 22.1 (1986): 29-40. 
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Accordingly, the soul continues questioning, thus advancing her intellect. 

In stanza 4, the poetic subject uses her intellect to question the “bosques”, 

“espesuras” and “flores,” in which she reveals absence of true love – true love as 

God’s love – from nature.  By the stanza 8, she redirects her questioning from 

her immediate surroundings to life itself: 

Mas ¿cómo perseveras, 

¡oh vida!, no viviendo donde vives, 

y haciendo porque mueras 

las flechas que recibes 

de lo que del Amado en ti concibes? (36-40) 

Her questioning, again directed at life and God, points to an existential paradox: 

that if she fails to find true love in life, life is death.  This conclusion, both rational 

and emotional, gets her closer to the truth of her Beloved’s presence.  Yet, she 

continues questioning, and thus, must continue in her pilgrimage.   

As the poem reaches stanza 12, the intellect ceases to question.  The 

poetic subject gazes into the crystalline font and declares: “¡Apártalos, Amado, / 

que voy de vuelo!” (56-57, my emphasis).  This marks the soul’s entrance into 

the illuminative way and invites the Beloved to appear.  By stanza 13, the soul, 

overcome with emotion, sings: 

Mi Amado, las montañas, 

los valles solitarios nemorosos, 

las ínsulas extrañas, 
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los ríos sonorosos, 

el silbo de los aires amorosos; (61-5) 

This is the last stanza of the first time shift that contains ‘Amado.’  The poetic 

subject has learned an important lesson: true love, Amado and God, does not 

dwell in nature or in the empirical limits of the world meted out by the intellect; 

rather, God appears by denial of self and true love.   

 After stanza 13, the tense shifts to the past, thus changing the sense of 

the term ‘Amado.’  No longer does the lover try to attain her Beloved by intellect.  

In stanza 17, the joy of true love brings to light the freedom of true love, and 

opens up to an intimate experience of exchange in which the poetic subject 

negotiates self for knowledge and an understanding of life: 

En la interior bodega  

de mi amado bebí, y cuando salía,  

por toda aquesta vega,  

ya cosa no sabía  

y el ganado perdí que antes seguía.  (80-85) 

 The verbs ‘bebí’ (I drank), ‘no sabía’ (I didn’t know), ‘salía’ (I was leaving), ‘perdí’ 

(I lost) suggest ingestion, unknowing, leaving and disorientation while recounting 

the memory of the mystical encounter with her Beloved. Ingestion, unknowing, 

leaving and disorientation, in this case, convey, first mutual exchange: the poetic 

subject takes (drinks) from him; and second, reciprocity between the lover and 

the Beloved: the lover gains and loses herself, yet understands that before 

seeing the limits of the intellect, she failed to understand (“ya cosa no sabía” 84). 
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Thus, life, knowing and worldly being deny true life, true knowledge and true 

being; and truth itself as the loving embrace of God, the Beloved, liberates the 

soul of anxiety, pain and nothingness, in the worldly prison. 

In stanza 26, the poetic subject commands nature, and requests the 

pleasure of the southern wind (“Detente, cierzo muerto; / ven, austro” 126-7), in 

an effort to prepare for her Beloved’s entrance who now, dwelling among the 

lover, announces in stanza 27 the soul’s entrance into the “ameno huerto 

deseado” (132).  That both lover and Beloved acknowledge their reunion at this 

place complicates the image of who invites whom.  That is, does the lover 

welcome the Beloved, or does the Beloved welcome the lover? Since the lover 

continually yerns for her Beloved, it stands to reason that God is active in this 

process.  However, the mutual welcoming serves as a valuable message to the 

mystic, namely that while God loves His lover, and the lover loves God, spiritual 

intimacy comes, first, as a consequence of realizing that the intellect is inept at 

attaining true love, and second, that God stands as both true Lover and Beloved, 

seemingly passive, but active, yet both object and goal of the soul as well as 

creator and host. Spiritual intimacy, true love and freedom depend not only on 

the soul’s love for God, but also on God’s invitation. All things considered, in 

contrast to the first 15 stanzas, the soul is no longer active; the Beloved leads 

her, where He commands nature, betrothal, and marriage, the huerto, garden or 

grove, which further signals to a lost paradise regained yet regaled by the soul’s 

mystical encounter with God.    
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Thus, in these past-tense stanzas, the significance of ‘Amado’ changes to 

relate St. John’s reflection on his experience of gaining true love and the truth of 

love’s freedom.  Moreover it confirms a Christian philosophical and theological 

tenet, that the world of the poetic subject lacks true life, knowledge and being 

without the presence of God, and that entrance into his holy space, where true 

love bounds in paradise, is by invitation only.39 

 Stanza 35 holds the only usage of ‘Amado’ in the last shift.  Here the lover 

and the Beloved have achieved perfect union.  The lover sings:  

Gocémonos, Amado, 

y vámonos a ver en tu hermosura 

al monte ó al collado 

do mana el agua pura; 

entremos más adentro en la espesura. (171-5) 

The poetic subject reveals that she has risen to the top of the mount and dwells 

with her Beloved.  They have realized their love, and He has quelled her anguish. 

However, the invitation is extended, this time by the lover, to go further into the 

thickness (“entremos más adentro en la espesura”) where pure water flows (“do 

mana el agua pura”).  This suggests that, while the poem’s ending is but a few 

stanzas away, the journey does not end since the lover will forever adore, yern 

for, and desire her Beloved while alive.  This poem does not end like when 

                                            
39 That the poetic subject’s world lacks God’s presence recalls the poem “Vivo 
sin vivir en mí”: Vivo sin vivir en mí, / y de tal manera espero, / que muero, 
porque no muero. / En mí yo no vivo ya, / y sin Dios vivir no puedo, / pues sin él, 
y sin mí quedo, / ¿este vivir qué será? / mil muertes se me hará, / pues mi 
misma vida espero, /  muriendo, porque no muero (vv 1-10). 
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typical lovers join.  Here, the first-person plural, reciprocal command, “let us 

enjoy” (“Gocémonos”) conveys immediate, mutual love and satisfaction, and yet 

remains on the lips of both the poetic subject who relishes the mystical, loving 

encounter yet desires him continuously while alive.  

2. 3 The Sacramental  

Mystics report visions, feelings, aromas and sounds that the mystic 

perceives while in rapture.  In the Early Modern epoch, with fewer official 

theologies40 than today, theologians subjected persons claiming mystical 

experiences to severe scrutiny.  Stephen Haliczer, in Between Exaltation and 

Infamy: Female Mystics in the Golden Age of Spain, asserts that the 

authenticated mystic carried great social authority, and theologians as well as the 

Inquisition41 examined their testimonies such that anyone deemed inauthentic 

would be castigated, exiled or even put to death.  Many of them women, self-

proclaimed mystics walked a fine line of legality in the time of St. John of the 

Cross.   

Imagery, however, plays a crucial role in communicating what were 

commonly understood as ineffable experiences.42  Since antiquity, religious 

                                            
40 Jaroslav Pelikan challenges this notion, however.  Quoting Obermam, the later 
Middle Ages was a pregnant plurality (10). 
 
41 See Helen Rawlings. The Spanish Inquisition.  Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 
2006; James Reston Jr.  Dogs of God:  Columbus, the Inquisition, and the Defeat 
of the Moors.  New York: Anchor Books, 2005. 
 
42 Thomas Michael Tomasic.  “The Logical Function of Metaphor and 
Oppositional Coincidence in the Pseudo-Dionysius and Johannes Scottus 
Eriugena”.  The Journal of Religion 68.3 (1988): 361-376. 
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aesthetics43 that adorned churches and cathedrals reinforced what an authentic 

mystical experience might have been like.  St. John of the Cross, both an 

authentic mystic and examiner of mystics, had a sincere appreciation for, and 

understanding of, imagery from his own education, mystical experiences and 

writings.  Indeed, St. John’s “Cántico espiritual” abounds in imagery, metaphors 

and symbols that communicate his divine experience, on the one hand personal 

and mystical, and on the other, pedagogical and authentic. 

Here, I hope to show that the “Cántico espiritual” is a journey of personal 

transformation44 that depends on sacramental assistance.  The mystic pilgrim 

transforms into a mystic lover of God through God’s invitation in a journey that 

depends on grace, a central tenet of Catholic teaching. Through an analysis of 

the nouns, I hope to show that St. John of the Cross locates sacramental 

imagery at concise moments of the mystical pilgrimage in order to advance the 

poetic subject toward her Beloved by grace.  

From the poem’s anxious beginning to its celebrated conclusion, the 39 

stanzas that make up the “Cántico espiritual” demonstrate a dynamic relation 

between the lover and her Beloved, feminine and masculine metaphors, 

respectively, for believer and God.  Both the lover and Beloved are apart at the 

                                            
43 See Miguel García-Baró.  De estética y mística.  Salamanca: Ediciones 
Sígueme, 2007; O’Reilly, Terrence.  The Bible In the Literary Imagination of the 
Spanish Golden Age:  Images and Texts from Columbus to Velázquez.  Early 
Modern Catholicism and the Visual Arts Series, Vol. 3.  Philadelphia: St. 
Joseph’s University Press, 2010. 
 
44 See Edward Howells. John of the Cross and Teresa of Avila: Mystical Knowing 
and Selfhood.  New York: The Crossroad Publishing Company, 2002. 
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beginning of the poem, later form perfect union, and separate again at the 

conclusion.  The poem’s structure reflects our saint’s experience, the literary 

traditions from which he borrowed and Catholic teachings on grace and 

salvation.  As a real-life cry of faith, hope, and love for God, St. John conceived 

many parts of this poem under the direst of circumstances in jail.  As a literary 

expression of the Early Modern epoch, pastoral and religious literature and 

aesthetics inform the “Cántico” so as to suggest multiple artistic influences.  

Nonetheless, despite these many influences, his work has an important 

pedagogical objective in expressing the centrality of the sacraments through 

sacramental imagery.  If mystical experiences are real, then the poem must 

reflect the reality of the experience, personal, literary and doctrinal, all in one.  

What is a sacrament? 45  The Catechism of the Council of Trent 

(completed in 1566) explains that a sacrament is a “sacred thing which lies 

concealed” and expresses “certain sensible signs which at once communicate 

grace, declare it, and, as it were, place it before our eyes” (148).  The Catechism 

supports St. Augustine’s belief that a “Sacrament…is a sign of a sacred thing”, 

and St. Bernard’s, “A Sacrament is a visible sign of an invisible grace, instituted 

for our justification” (149).  But to what do sacraments, as signs, point? The 
                                            
45 There are seven sacraments, some of which are administered on a regular 
basis (such as the Holy Eucharist and Reconciliation), others that belong to 
initiation (Baptism, Confirmation, Holy Matrimony and Holy Orders), and one for 
the terminally ill (Anointing of the Sick).  The Catechism of the Catholic Church 
shows that Sacraments fall into 3 categories: Initiation: Sacraments that make full 
members of the Church (Baptism, Confirmation and Eucharist); Healing: 
Sacraments that offer God’s forgiveness and strength (Reconciliation and 
Anointing of the Sick); and Service of Communion: Sacraments that strengthen 
Catholics in their calling (Holy Matrimony and Holy Orders).   
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Catechism states that sacraments, while declaring sanctity and justification, 

extend to the past, the present and the future, allude to the Passion of Christ our 

Redeemer (as a source of sanctification), as well as eternal life and heavenly 

bliss (the ends of sanctification).  Therefore   

Sacraments have…great influence, not only in exciting and 

exercising our faith, but also in inflaming charity with which we 

should love one another, when we recollect that, by partaking of 

these mysteries in common, we are knit together in the closest 

bonds and are made members of one body. (156-7) 

Authored by God alone through Christ, the Catholic Church holds that the 

sacraments are  

necessary for man: to be born, to grow, to be nurtured, to be cured 

when sick, when weak to be strengthened; as far as regards the 

public welfare, to have magistrates invested with authority to 

govern, and to perpetuate himself and his species by legitimate 

offspring.  (160)  

Overall, the Catechism asserts that Baptism, the gate into Christendom, is birth; 

Confirmation, growth; Eucharist, nourishment; Penance, and Extreme Unction, 

healing; Holy Orders, administration; and Matrimony, children.  The Catechism 

also describes a   

…second effect of the Sacraments – which, however, is not 

common to all, but peculiar to three, Baptism, Confirmation, and 

Holy Orders – is the character which they impress on the soul.  
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When the Apostle says: God hath anointed us, who also hath 

sealed us, and given the pledge of the Spirit in our hearts (2 Cor. 

1:21, 22), he not obscurely describes by the word sealed a 

character, the property of which is to impress a seal and mark. 

This character is, as it were, a distinctive impression stamped 

on the soul which perpetually inheres and cannot be blotted out.  Of 

this St. Augustine says: Shall the Christian Sacraments accomplish 

less than the bodily mark impressed in the soldier? That mark is not 

stamped on his person anew as often as he resumes the military 

service which he had relinquished, but one is recognized and 

approved. (166-7) 

With these points in mind, it is easy to see how St. John negotiates the 

soul’s pilgrimage toward God in this mystical journey.  In contemporary Catholic 

teaching, the Catechism of the Catholic Church observes that “Grace is favor, the 

free and undeserved help that God gives us to respond to his call to become 

children of God, adoptive sons, partakers of the divine nature and of eternal life” 

(1996) that “depends entirely on God's gratuitous initiative” (1998) and leads to 

justification before God.  As a future Doctor of the Church, our saint locates 

sacramental imagery to teach of the primacy of the sacraments, grace, and 

justification in this mystical journey. It should be noted, too, that the original 
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meaning of the word ‘sacrament’, µυστήριον, mysterion (mystery) is an apt theme 

for mystic poetry.46 

 In addition to what the Catechism teaches, Dr. Ludwig Ott states that the 

Doctrine of Grace, mediated by the Sacraments, the cooperation of the 

participant and the Church are supernatural mysteries in which God brings the 

practicant closer to Himself: 

In the working out of man’s Subjective Redemption, God 

supports man, not merely by an inner principle, grace, but also by 

an outward principle, the efficacy of the Church in its doctrine, its 

guidance of men and its work of dispensing grace of Christ through 

the Sacraments.  The final object of the Subjective Redemption is 

the Beatific Vision.  (219) 

Ott shows that the sacramental journey hinges on both the subjective and the 

objective.  In like fashion, St. John of the Cross as poet, protagonist, and 

betrothed sets out toward true love, by poeticizing his dependence on God’s 

supernatural grace.  

Technically, the poem contains no sacrament, per se; rather, the poem 

includes sacramental imagery that hint at the primacy of the sacraments in 

mystical pilgrimage.  All of the nouns function to make up the overarching 
                                            
46 Contemporary Catholic doctrine on grace differs from what the Council of Trent 
expounded in the 16th century.  In Trent, grace stands as reward for 
achievement, while today’s understanding aligns with general Christine 
understandings on justification: “Justification is at the same time the acceptance 
of God's righteousness through faith in Jesus Christ. Righteousness (or "justice") 
here means the rectitude of divine love. With justification, faith, hope, and charity 
are poured into our hearts, and obedience to the divine will is granted us” (CCC 
1991).  
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philosophical vision of the poetic world (ars/natura, Chain of Being)47 while 

conveying the paradox of both life without life and knowing by unknowing.  Within 

this poetic world, our saint has located sacramental imagery – very much like the 

sacraments themselves – at key moments of the poetic subject’s journey to God.  

Their location, couched within other elements of the poetic world, incites the 

poetic subject’s trajectory to the Beloved and welcomes the presentation of the 

three ways of mysticism (purgative, illuminative and unitive). Again, these 

sacramental images are not sacraments; rather, they serve as “sacred signs 

which bear a resemblance to the sacraments” that “signify effects, particularly of 

a spiritual nature” (CCC 1667) yet “do not confer the grace of the Holy Spirit in 

the way that the sacraments do, but by the Church's prayer, they prepare us to 

receive grace and dispose us to cooperate with it” (1670).  Therefore, the poem 

both teaches the primacy of grace in the mystical journey through a sacramental 

allegory and expresses the intensity of that journey much like an interior prayer. 

In the “Cántico,” there are 202 nouns, 36 of which repeat twice or more. In 

figure 6, a list of 3-columns displays every noun in the poem, its stanza and 

                                            
47 See Carolly Erickson.  The Medieval Vision.  Essay in History and Perception.  
New York: Oxford University Press, 1980; Donald Kelley.  Renaissance 
Humanism.  Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1991; Arthur O Lovejoy.  The Great 
Chain of Being:  A Study of the History of an Idea.  The William James Lectures 
Delivered at Harvard University, 1933.  Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1964; Francisco Rico.  El pequeño del hombre: varia fortuna de una idea en la 
cultura española. Madrid: Alianza, 1988; Edward William Tayler.  Nature and Art 
in Renaissance Literature.  New York: Columbia University Press, 1964. 
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‘essential characteristic.’  By ‘essential characteristic’ I mean a reduction of each 

noun to its root meaning.  This reduction generalizes each noun in order to 

demonstrate that the poem offers significant images at certain junctures.  Figure 

7 shows that there are 28 general characteristics of all 202 nouns, organized by 

their frequency. For example, the most frequent characteristic, the ‘indefinite’, 

comes from nouns like ‘quién’ and ‘todos’ in stanzas 6 and 7 respectively, as well 

as ‘noche’, and ‘soledad’ in stanza 14, and ‘paz’ in 15.  Other essential 

characteristics of high frequency are ‘people’ with 22 iterations, followed by ‘land’ 

with 20, ‘vegetation’, 19, and ‘body’, 17.  Those that tally the least are the 

essential characteristics ‘metal’ with 2 iterations, and ‘folklore’, ‘tactile’, and 

‘instrument’, with 1 each.  In all, these essential characteristics as well as their 

immediate, surrounding imagery emphasize the role of the sacraments because 

they help advance the poetic subject toward the Beloved.   

 The sacraments are found in the following order and in these locations:  

The first sacrament, Penance, resides in stanzas 1-10.  Ironically, this sacrament 

does not come first in Catholic teaching because it is not a sacrament of 

initiation.  However, penance serves a crucial purpose in the poem as first 

sacrament since it is here the poetic subject confesses her love for God with 

great compunction.  Next, St. John introduces Baptism in stanza 11 through a 

water source, the fountain.  As a sacrament of initiation, baptism welcomes the 

poetic subject into betrothal with the Beloved.  Moreover, baptism functions as 

the door to the illuminative way, an initiation into a deep relation between lover 

and Beloved.  After Baptism, both Holy Eucharist and Confirmation are found in 
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stanzas 16 - 19.  Here, God’s grace motivates the soul to eat and drink with the 

Beloved as well as deepen her passion for Him as a most devoted lover.  Finally, 

in stanzas 27 and 28, Matrimony appears as the finality of the poetic subject’s 

pilgrimage, the completion of the lover’s journey, salvation, knowledge and 

fulfillment.  Stanzas 12-15 and 20-26 do not contain a sacrament.  However, they 

show the after-effects of the soul in a new world after passing through baptism 

and confirmation, respectively. The final set of stanzas, 29-39, also without a 

specific sacrament, reaffirms the entire sacramental system thus presented in 

stanzas 1-28.  

The Sacrament of Penance appears where the soul in compunctio48 

acknowledges her inadequacy, examines her fallibility and stresses her need for 

God’s presence (‘Amado’).49  That the soul commences her journey toward 

beatific vision as a bride, metaphor for the soul, recounting her limitations and 

purging her conscience, is a fitting point of departure because a wound of 

unreciprocated love fuels her journey.  This wound must be satisfied by her 

encounter with the Amado.  However, in order to gain grace for the soul’s journey 

toward God, the lover needs the correct dispensation.  In practice, Catholics – 

earthly pilgrims – enter the confessional with an examination of conscience 

guided by “the intention of returning to God like the Prodigal Son and of 

acknowledging our sins with true sorrow…” (Daily Roman Missal 2342).  The 

                                            
48 OED: 1.a “The pricking or stinging of the conscience or heart; regret or 
uneasiness of mind consequent on sin or wrong-doing; remorse, contrition.”  
49 Jaroslav Pelikan asserts that confession not only accompanies reconciliation, 
but, quoting Gerson, it also declares the truth of faith (3). 
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confessional dialogue between pilgrim and priest and the compunction that must 

find its way into the pilgrim’s heart resemble the first dialogues in the poem, 

where the poetic voice questions where she can find her Beloved.  The journey 

begins 

¿Adónde te escondiste, 

amado, y me dejaste con gemido?  

Como el ciervo huiste, 

habiéndome herido; 

salí tras ti, clamando, y eras ido.  (1-5)   

As a question that seeks knowledge of his location – where the Amado has 

hidden – it suggests previous encounters between the two lovers.  Nonetheless, 

the lover’s loneliness, anxiety and need for the Beloved’s love function as an 

allegory for the lack of grace in the mortal lover.  The missing Amado both 

creates and exacerbates her wound, thereby suggesting that his presence will 

heal her, by restoring her grace. 

 By the second stanza, the soul recognizes her pain, “adolezco, peno y 

muero” (10), a cry she juxtaposes with outward questioning to other “pastores” 

(6). The pain and death that the poetic subject suffers expresses the pain of 

emptiness and, again, the realization of the cause of her pain.  Such 

compunction, as a required emotion for a thorough act of contrition, prompts the 

poetic subject to continue examining her state, a veritable examination of 

conscience. The Sacrament of Penance, as a sacrament of conversion (CCC 

1423), depends on “the conversion of the heart, interior conversion” (1430) that is 
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“accompanied by a salutary pain and sadness which the Father called animi 

cruciatus (affliction of spirit) and compunctio cordis (repentance of heart)” (1432). 

Thus, the third stanza, in which the soul takes the rough path of asceticism 

despite physical limitations or carnal temptations that might impede her progress 

(surpassing “flores,” “fieras,” “fuertes,” and “fronteras” CE 13, 14, 15) poeticizes 

penance, which leads to satisfaction and reconciliation, “joining…with him in 

intimate friendship” (CCC 1468). 

 The resolve of the soul leads in stanza 4 to question the whereabouts of her 

Beloved, this time to non-human nature, all of which has communicated with the 

him:  

¡Oh bosques y espesuras, 

plantadas por la mano del amado! 

¡Oh prado de verduras, 

de flores esmaltado, 

decid si por vosotros ha pasado!   (16-20)            

 Through the first 4 stanzas of the poem, the poetic subject has spoken in 

both centripedal (inward) and centrifugal (outward) directions. In stanzas 1 and 3, 

where resolve, grief and anxiety represent her loss and hope for salvation, she 

speaks inward in a centripetal direction; while in stanzas 2 and 4, she speaks out 

to the world in a centrifugal direction. This oscillation resembles the speech act of 

a confession, at once the penitent turning inward, and again, confessing outward. 

Nevertheless, the soul perceives a sign from a nature abounding with life, color, 
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and joy that resonates the Beloved’s presence.  The figure of God, an allusion to 

likeness and confirmation of His world, animates the earth in stanza 5:   

Mil gracias derramando, 

pasó por estos sotos con presura, 

y yéndolos mirando, 

con sola su figura 

vestidos los dejó de hermosura. (21-25)               

While still in a repentant state, the soul acknowledges at once the good news of 

her future bridegroom and the reality of the Beloved’s absence.  The 

communication between lover and Beloved by way of messengers only sours her 

pleasure of the news and spurs anxiety and sickness, increased by those that 

vagan refiriendo mil gracias de ti allowing for an additional juxtaposition of pain 

(me llagan) and wonder that herald the power of God’s intimate yet unintelligible 

friendship with others (un no sé qué que quedan balbuciendo): 

¡Ay, quién podrá sanarme! 

Acaba de entregarte ya de vero; 

no quieras enviarme 

de hoy más ya mensajero, 

que no saben decirme lo que quiero.            

 

Y todos cuantos vagan, 

de ti me van mil gracias refiriendo. 

Y todos más me llagan, 
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y déjame muriendo 

un no sé qué que quedan balbuciendo.   (26-35)        

Despite these hopeful indications of the Beloved’s closeness, the poetic subject 

remains in spiritual darkness, bereft of light, joy and love.  Her pain merges with 

uncertainty even about her own existence.  In a contradictory manner, she aligns 

death (‘mueras’ 38), life (‘vives’ 37) and conception (‘concibes’40), allusions to 

creation and a signal to her confusion. She questions outwardly twice more in 

order to emphasize her wounded state and her feeling of betrayal: 

Mas ¿cómo perseveras, 

oh vida, no viviendo donde vives, 

y haciendo, porque mueras, 

las flechas que recibes, 

de lo que del amado en ti concibes?            

 

¿Por qué, pues has llagado 

aqueste corazón, no le sanaste? 

Y pues me le has robado, 

¿por qué así le dejaste, 

y no tomas el robo que robaste?  (36-45)           

In the tenth stanza, the poetic voice begs her lover to end her pain, and troubles 

forever (“apaga mis enojos” 46), an indication of the uniqueness (“sólo para ti” 

50) of the Amado’s relief and the ownership that he has over her.  The spark 

(“lumbre” 49) contrasts with the spiritual darkness of the accidental world where 
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the soul now dwells, an indication of proximity, desire and devotion as well as the 

heart that motivates her pilgrimage. 

Apaga mis enojos, 

pues que ninguno basta a deshacellos, 

y véante mis ojos, 

pues eres lumbre dellos, 

y sólo para ti quiero tenellos. (46-50)              

In stanzas 1-10, amid the struggle, confusion, pain and resolve of the soul, 

there are 37 nouns that frame the soul’s repentance.  By reducing them to their 

essential characteristics, we can see that St. John of the Cross uses them to help 

stage the Sacrament of Penance as a platform for the soul’s mystical journey, the 

purgative way.  Of the 37 nouns, there are 6 nouns that convey an abstract 

characteristic, 5 of land, 5 of people, 4 of vegetation, 4 of an indefinite 

characteristic, 3 of animal, 3 of body, 2 of passion, 1 of trait, 1 of edifice, 1 of 

light, 1 of sound, and, finally, 1 of weapon.  As shown, the nouns of an abstract 

character predominate, followed by those of land, people, vegetation and animal.  

Philosophically speaking, these abstract and worldly nouns aid the reader’s 

understanding of the natural world as accidental in the platonic sense, the soul’s 

spiritual dilemma of her Beloved’s absence, and the internal direction she needs 

travel in order to apprehend the Beloved.  According to figure 7, nouns of an 

abstract character appear only 11 times in the entire poem, an indication that this 

first third comprises not only the poetics of the purgative way, but also the poetics 

of desire, absence of being, and worldliness.  That is, following the tradition of 
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mystical expression, the poem does not allow there to be an external answer to 

the soul’s pain in the form of being; rather, the answer dwells precisely in the 

negation of the external, the asceticism of the paining soul, and the faith, hope 

and love that motivate her journey toward true being and love.  

 The next sacrament, baptism, appears in stanza 11.  According to the 

Daily Roman Missal, the fruits of baptism are as follows:  

Remission of Sin; Birth into the new life by which man becomes 

an adoptive son of the Father, a member of Christ, and a temple of 

the Holy Spirit; Incorporation into the Church, the Body of Christ, 

and participation in the priesthood of Christ; [and] the imprinting, on 

the soul, of an indelible spiritual sign, the character, which 

consecrates the baptized person for Christian worship.  Because of 

this character, Baptism cannot be repeated. (2267) 

At this point in the poem, because God has chosen the poetic subject as 

betrothed, the recognition of baptism here as initiation seems at first counter-

intuitive. However, baptism as initiation and harbinger of new life in which the 

soul transforms into the “adoptive son of the Father, a member of Christ, and a 

temple of the Holy Spirit” (1279) supports this stage because it frames the 

entrance into the illuminative way of the mystical journey and promotes the soul 

to relate intimately with her Beloved. 

 Before the Sacrament of Baptism appears in stanza 11, the poetic subject 

in stanza 10 demands an end to her dismay.  Moreoever, she realizes that 

nothing, save the appearance of her Beloved, can appease her condition: 
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Apaga mis enojos,  

pues que ninguno basta a deshacellos,  

y véante mis ojos,  

pues eres lumbre dellos,  

y sólo para ti quiero tenellos.  (46-50)     

Proclaiming that even her sense of sight exists only for seeing God (50), she 

directs her focus away from the world, yet toward herself: 

¡Oh cristalina fuente, 

si en esos tus semblantes plateados, 

formases de repente 

los ojos deseados, 

que tengo en mis entrañas dibujados! (51-5) 

The soul’s wanting eyes of the tenth stanza gaze into a fountain (water) in the 

eleventh, a mirror-like image that reflects her eyes to herself, a reciprocity that 

hopes to exchange anxiety for relief, ignorance for knowledge, and natural world 

for the divine.  

Baptism serves as the gate; it is the plunge (CCC 1214) and “the washing 

regeneration and reneweal by the Holy Spirit…without which none can enter the 

‘kingdom of God’ (Titus 3:5; Jn 3:5)” (1215). In the poem, the soul looks upon her 

own eyes, summons new desired eyes (“los ojos deseados” CE 54), and enters 

the illuminative way.  The gaze into water emphasizes focus on both her object of 

vision and herself, a merger of water, self, desire and comprehension.  Staring at 
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her image in water replicates a metaphorical plunge in which poetic subject 

summons her Beloved.  As St. Paul declares 

 Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ 

Jesus were baptized into his death? We were buried therefore with 

him by baptism into death, so that as Christ was raised from the 

dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness of 

life. (Rom 6:3-4)  

The gaze into the fountain serves as a baptismal threshold, which, after crossing 

that threshold, conjures the Beloved who commands the lover’s return to him, 

“Vuélvete, paloma” (57), as if, ironically, he had been alone and waiting for her.50 

Given the poetic subject’s gaze, it would seem that the Beloved came from within 

her. 51 

The following three stanzas recreate the world after the poetic subject 

crosses the baptismal threshold, an exaltation of its grandeur and beauty.  A 

place that once stood painful and empty, now stands much like an enchanted, 

majestic kingdom in which sounds, colors, designs, and shapes merge to 

heighten the tone of the encounter.  The soul sings to lover and celebrates “las 

montañas” (61), “los valles” (62), “las ínsulas extrañas” (63), “los ríos” (64), “los 

                                            
50 The notion that the Beloved awaits his lover, when it would seem that it was to 
the contrary, parallels the theme of “Un pastorcico” (“A Little Shephard”), one of 
St. John’s devotional poems in which Christ, a lonely pastor, awaits the arrival of 
his shepardess: “¡Ay, desdichado / de aquel que de mi amor ha hecho ausencia 
/ y no quiere gozar la mi presencia, / y el pecho por su amor muy lastimado!” (13-
16). 
51 The image of God living in the soul connects to St. Teresa de Jesus’s Moradas 
del castillo interior. 
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aires” (65), “la noche” (66), “la aurora” (67).  She then announces the protected 

“lecho” (71) in which lover and Beloved soon will lie. 

Returning to the analysis of nouns, there are 5 nouns that have air as an 

essential characteristic, 4 of land, 3 of animal, 3 of indefinite characteristic, 3 of 

water, 3 of body, 2 of encounter, 2 of metal, 2 of people, 2 of sound, 1 of light, 1 

of interior, and 1 of color. The union of land, water, animal and body present on 

the one hand, a geographical, natural landscape that describes the poetic 

journey of the soul in terms of its physical dimensions; while on the other, the 

marriage of images signifies the entrance of the soul into a new way, the 

(illuminative) initiation, so to speak, of the soul’s holy journey.52  Moreoever, that 

such a medley of essential characteristics abounds at this divine entrance 

represents a change for a more hopeful, bright world than what the poetic subject 

lived at the beginning in her state of repentance. 

Stanzas 16 and 17 follow the creation of the new world set by baptism and 

introduce a new sacrament, the eucharist.  By definition, the Holy Eucharist “is 

really, truly, and substantially the Body, Soul, and Divinity of Jesus Christ, under 

the appearances of bread and wine.  The Holy Eucharist is not only a sacrament; 

                                            
52 While baptism in Catholic terms refers to the soul’s initiation into Christianity as 
well as here as a gate to the illuminative way, water has many appearances in 
non-Christian writing, most notably in descent to the underworld in classical 
antiquity, or what is known as katabasis (Robert Turcan, The Cults of the Roman 
Empire.  Tr. Antonia Nevill.  Cambridge: Blackwell, 1996).  Some examples of 
this include The Odyssey, book 11, Plato’s Republic, Aristophane’s The Frogs as 
well as Dante’s La commedia divina, specifically, Il Inferno.  The character’s 
downward progression, transition and return coincide with the soul’s pilgrimage in 
“Cántico”, perhaps alluding to both classical and philosophical influences on St. 
John’s poetry.   
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it is also a sacrifice – the holy sacrifice of the Mass” (CCC 2268n.20).  When 

eating and drinking Holy Communion, the communicant strengthens his union 

with Christ, is forgiven of his venial sins, and is preserved from grave sins (2268).  

As “a sacrament of love, a sign of unity, a bond of charity,” the eucharistic 

sacrifice of His Body and Blood serves as both a “memorial of his death and 

resurrection” and a source of grace that sanctifies the pilgrim’s bond with God. 

In stanzas 16 and 17, the lover and Beloved get closer to each other.  No 

longer separated, they celebrate their intimacy and closeness with spiced wine 

(“adobado vino”) and, immersed in divine balsam fragrance (“bálsamo divino”), 

the soul enters the Amado’s interior wine cellar to drink, and later, loses herself in 

the landscape outside:  

A zaga de tu huella, 

las jóvenes discurran al camino; 

al toque de centella, 

al adobado vino, 

emisiones de bálsamo divino.                   

 

En la interior bodega 

de mi amado bebí, y cuando salía, 

por toda aquesta vega, 

ya cosa no sabía 

y el ganado perdí que antes seguía.  (76-85)           
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The fragrance of the encounter, the entrance into the Beloved’s interior wine 

cellar, the eating, drinking and ensuing condition of the soul allude to the 

sacrament of Holy Communion. Moreover, the soul’s experience as recounted by 

the poet is complicated by shifts in tense and mood: the use of the imperative 

plural in verse 77 (discurran) of the infinitive discurrir (to walk, pass, contemplate 

or, even, confer), followed by past tense verbs (bebí, salía, sabía, perdí), drank, 

leaving, not knowing and lost, in the stanza 17.  An immediate interpretation 

would suggest that these two stanzas refer to two separate moments in time, 

consequently an illogical break in the soul’s progression.  However, given the 

allegory: desire of wine, entrance into interior abode, intoxication and 

forgetfulness; the stanzas recount the immediacy of the lovers’ intimacy as well 

as the memory of that intimate moment leading to the unitive way, a combination 

of the poetic present and past.  An additional interpretation might suggest that, 

much like the change in setting when entering initiation and the illuminative way 

through the sacrament of baptism, this sacrament re-orders human 

understanding by causing a change in rational, linear comprehension (from 

present-to-past, not past-to-present), indicating the complexity of communicating 

mystical experiences. 

 Returning to the analysis of nouns, there are 2 nouns that have direction 

as an essential characteristic, 2 of people, 2 of scent, 1 of an abstract 

characteristic, 1 of animal, 1 of consuming, 1 of encounter, 1 of an indefinite 

characteristic, 1 of land, 1 of light, and 1 of tactile.  Unlike when St. John alludes 

to the sacrament of penance, the allusion to the Holy Eucharist is brief and, 
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obviously, uses fewer nouns here than in stanzas 1-11. However, these two 

different stages of the poem are similar in that third parties, ‘pastores’ during 

penance and ‘jóvenes’ during Eucharist, reveal the soul’s physical, emotional and 

spiritual relation with the Beloved.  During the soul’s repentance, the pastores 

know of the Beloved and express their incomprehensible understanding of Him 

(‘un no sé qué que quedan balbuciendo’), yet during the soul’s intimacy in the 

interior wine cellar, the jóvenes do not enjoy the proximity that the soul enjoys 

with her Beloved, rather are told to walk off (‘discurran’).  This change in relation 

between others, the soul and God reinforces the soul’s advanced physical, 

emotional and spiritual place. 

 The Holy Eucharist thus functions as a necessary stage to salvation, 

engaging the soul in the real presence of the Mystical Body by deepening her 

participation with the Beloved.  Stanzas 16 and 17 poeticize this participation by 

way of the soul’s intimacy with the Beloved as well as eating and drinking in the 

Beloved’s interior wine cellar.  However, the Holy Eucharist does not complete 

the soul’s journey to spiritual matrimony; rather, the lover must continue her 

pilgrimage and, in a sense, confirm her dedication to him.  Stanzas 18 and 19 

recreate the Sacrament of Confirmation, the next sacramental image in the 

journey as well as the second of three Sacraments that impresses a seal on the 

soul53. Stanza 18 reads: 

                                            
53 By this anointing the confirmand receives the "mark," the seal of the Holy 
Spirit. A seal is a symbol of a person, a sign of personal authority, or ownership 
of an object. Hence soldiers were marked with their leader's seal and slaves with 
their master's. A seal authenticates a juridical act or document and occasionally 
makes it secret.  (CCC 1295) 
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Allí me dio su pecho, 

allí me enseñó ciencia muy sabrosa, 

y yo le di de hecho 

a mí, sin dejar cosa; 

allí le prometí de ser su esposa.   (86-90)           

Like in the previous stanzas that frame the Sacrament of Communion, here the 

lover and the Beloved share of each other: He gives her “su pecho” (chest, or 

heart) and teaches her sweet knowledge (“me enseñó ciencia sabrosa”); she 

gives Him herself (“y yo le di de hecho / a mí”) as His wife (“allí le prometí de ser 

su esposa”).  In the hidden abode, ‘there’ (allí), a series of exchanges takes 

place that confirm, first, the love and protection that God has for his lover by the 

gift of chest or heart, and second, the teaching of ciencia, science, or more 

accurately, knowledge (Lat. scire), which impresses upon the lover new 

understandings.  This exchange further augments the relation between lover and 

Beloved through a hidden communication of both heart and mind that confirms 

her commitment and the future matrimony, the last of the Holy Sacraments.  

 The confirmation, the seal that the soul now bears in the form of knowledge 

and love excludes any other allegiance that she might have had: 

Mi alma se ha empleado, 

y todo mi caudal, en su servicio; 

ya no guardo ganado, 

ni ya tengo otro oficio, 

que ya sólo en amar es mi ejercicio.  (91-5)     
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The dedication of the soul to work entirely en su servicio, in His service, by which 

she sacrifices possessions and affiliations (“no guardo ganado”) and vocations 

(“ni ya tengo otro oficio”) for only the love of God (“que ya sólo en amar es mi 

ejercicio”) poeticizes the effects of the Sacrament of Confirmation: “By which we 

are more perfectly bound to the Church and enriched with a special strength of 

the Holy Spirit” (Daily Roman Missal 2267).  Like in stanza 18 and 19, where the 

soul exchanges her unwavering dedication to Him for divine knowledge and 

heart, the Sacrament of Confirmation makes “strong and perfect Christians and 

soldiers of Jesus Christ”.54  

The Sacrament of Confirmation logically stands as the penultimate 

sacramental image because it serves as a necessary step toward spiritual 

matrimony while at the same time fulfilling the sequence of sacraments that 

came before.  In stanzas 1-10, the poetic subject repents with compunction by 

yearning the presence of her Beloved.  This frames the poetics of penance. In 

stanza 11, after staring into water, she enters into the illuminative way and 

initiates her spiritual pilgrimage.  This frames the poetics of baptism.  In stanzas 

16 and 17, she enters the “ameno huerto” where she eats and drinks with her 

Beloved.  This frames the poetics of communion.   Now, in stanzas 18 and 19, 

the soul receives knowledge and heart for her complete dedication to him.  This 

frames the poetics of confirmation.  

                                            
54 Scannell, Thomas. "Confirmation." The Catholic Encyclopedia. Vol. 4. New 
York: Robert Appleton Company, 1908. 21 Dec. 
2011<http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/04215b.htm>. 
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 Returning to the analysis of nouns, there are 3 nouns that have capacity 

as an essential characteristic, 3 of indefinite characteristic, 1 of animal, 1 of body, 

1 of knowledge, 1 of person, and 1 of soul.  Like the Sacrament of Eucharist, the 

essential characteristics of these nouns do not portray a world from which the 

poetic voice began her pilgrimage; rather, she is now in a world of heavenly, 

abstract qualities.  This suggests that the soul has advanced far in her pilgrimage 

and has entered a space unknown to those that do not take the mystical journey.  

Moreover, given the sacramental frame, this new space, on the one hand, 

surrounds the glory of her future matrimony, and on the other, proclaims the 

mystery of the bond between lover and Beloved. The poetic subject emphasizes 

this commitment and mystery, since the only iterations in the entire poem of the 

essential characteristic ‘capacity’ occur here in stanza 19 through the nouns 

servicio (service), oficio (office or profession) and ejercicio (exercise or activity).  

In addition to ‘capacity’, it is the first time the poetic subject utters the word ‘soul’, 

alma, as well as the essential characteristic ‘knowledge’, from the term ciencia. 

These nouns as well as the action of reciprocal exchange emphasize the soul’s 

commitment to her vocation, promising matrimony to her Beloved, while at the 

same time setting the stage of mystical union.  

 Finally, the Sacrament of Matrimony signifies a bond “established by God 

himself in such a way that a marriage concluded and consummated between 

baptized persons can never be dissolved” (Daily Roman Missal 2270n.24).  As 

the Daily Roman Missal adds: 
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The grace to love each other with the love with which Christ has 

loved his Church; A perfecting of their human love; A strengthening 

of their indissoluble unity; Sanctification on their way to Heaven; 

The grace ‘to help one another to attain holiness in their married life 

and in welcoming and educating their children’; An integration into 

God’s covenant with man: Authentic married love is caught up in 

divine love.  (2270) 

 While the poem contains 39 stanzas, the spiritual matrimony occurs in 

stanzas 27 and 28.  Here the poetic subject attains wedlock.   

Entrado se ha la esposa 

en el ameno huerto deseado, 

y a su sabor reposa, 

el cuello reclinado 

sobre los dulces brazos del amado.  (131-135)           

The Bride-Groom (the Beloved) sings the Bride’s (the lover) entrance into, again, 

the “ameno huerto” (delightful garden/grove), where she rests (“reposa”), her 

neck reclined on his sweet arms (“el cuello reclinado / sobre los dulces brazos 

del amado”). This final merger of the two lovers, united and interlocked, positions 

the lover bride in complete delight, as in ecstasy, yet almost lifeless in the arms 

of the Beloved, reminiscent, perhaps, of Christ’s body after crucifixion. In the next 

stanza, the Beloved adds:    

  Debajo del manzano, 

allí conmigo fuiste desposada, 
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allí te di la mano, 

y fuiste reparada 

donde tu madre fuera violada.   (136-140) 

Still united, the Bride-Groom reveals that the lover’s marriage had always been 

arranged, since, under the apple tree (“manzano”), she was married (“fuiste 

desposada”), that there He had given her his hand (“te di la mano”), thereby 

repairing, or redeeming her (“fuiste reparada”) from whence her mother was 

violated or raped (“donde tu madre fuera violada”).  

This declaration, which follows the entrance, marriage and repose of the 

lover, suggests that the Beloved had been waiting for His lover all along,55 that 

spiritual marriage had been arranged since Christ’s crucifixion, by which she had 

been redeemed and saved.  The allegory would point to the apple tree as the 

cross (fruit-bearing wood), the soul’s reparation as redemption and the violated 

mother as Eve, or even the Virgin Mary, mother of Christ, who suffered the death 

of her son.  Therefore, the matrimony of lover and Beloved rests on the memory 

of Christ’s crucifixion, which, given the mystery of the mystical pilgrimage, 

reveals love and knowledge of his death as fruit-bearing life.    

 Returning to the analysis of nouns, there are 3 nouns that have person as 

an essential characteristic, 3 for body, 2 for vegetation, and 1 for passion.  Unlike 

the previous stanzas that frame other sacramental images, there are not many 

nouns here.  The nine nouns that surround this marriage focus on the poetic 

subject and her Beloved, their interlocking, their paradise, and their love.  The 
                                            
55 Again, the notion that the Beloved waited for the lover, despite her great 
journey, matches the devotional poem “Un pastorcico.” 
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rest of this frame deals with action, the present marriage, and the past 

arrangement.  

 The poetic subject, soul of the mystic, must return to where she began.  Her 

mystical pilgrimage, that took her beyond what Plato would call the accidental 

abode, did not kill her.  Her supernatural experience was not death. However, her 

journey was a heroic one given that the poem ends in a return:   

que nadie lo miraba, 

Aminadab tampoco parecía, 

y el cerco sosegaba, 

y la caballería 

a vista de las aguas descendía.    (191-5)          

According to Joseph Campbell, a heroic journey shows that the hero responds to 

a call, crosses a threshold, confronts a supernatural being, and returns with a 

boon for his community.  The hero’s return is of great importance because the 

boon he carries saves his community.  In that light, the soul stands as a hero 

because of her vocation, struggle, marriage and return in a state of calm when, 

nobody was watching (“nadie lo miraba”), the devil gone (“Aminadab tampoco 

parecía”) and the soul’s world rests tranquilly: the siege calming, the cavalry 

rested at sight of the waters (“y el cerco sosegaba / y la caballería / a vista de las 

aguas descendía”).  The vocation, therefore, is a universal call to Christ, to all 

that desire the love of the Beloved. 

 Like the Song of Songs, the “Cántico espiritual” centers on nuptial imagery; 

yet, it poeticizes a Catholic message: that redemption and salvation depend not 
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only on the strength of the mystic hero but also on the grace of God who, having 

sacrificed His only son, awaits the dedication of His pilgrims.  The sacramental 

imagery at each threshold confirms and is consistent with the form, matter and 

rites of the Holy Sacraments, and sheds light on the how the saint 

communicated, saw and realized his journey toward the Beloved.  

2. 4 The Heroic  

 Ernst Robert Curtius writes that a hero is “one of humanity’s ideals, like the 

saint, and the sage.”  He goes on: 

 The idea of the hero is connected with the basic 

value of nobility.  The hero is the ideal personality 

type whose being is centered upon nobility and its 

realization – hence upon “pure,” not technical, values 

– and whose basic virtue is natural nobility in body 

and soul…the hero can play the role of statesman or 

general, as in earlier times he played the role of 

warrior.  (167) 

After enlisting the hero topoi found in epic poetry since antiquity, Curtius credits 

St. Isidore of Seville for his formulation of “the Christian ideal hero,” men like 

Roland, “‘worthy of heaven’” (175). 

 I would like to use St. Isidore’s commentary on the Christian hero as a point 

of departure to argue that St. John of the Cross’s “Cántico espiritual” contains a 

heroic strain.  Clearly, the “Cántico” is not a heroic lay or a heroic epic, rather a 
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lyric poem made up of Italianate verses from the high Renaissance.56  Neither 

are the classical heroic values, sapientia et fortitudo, explicit traits of St. John’s 

poetic subject in the traditional sense.  However, the “Cántico” recasts the soul 

as a triumphant pilgrim who, motivated by true love, overcomes obstacles to 

meet her Beloved, completing a triumph over self and world.  Moreover, while 

reminiscent of medieval, religious pilgrimages as well as the love discourse of the 

Song of Songs, the poem completes a dual function.  First, it poeticizes the quest 

and the realization of the selfless lover for her Beloved as an allegorical 

description of St. John of the Cross’s experience and heroism. And second, it 

teaches the poetics of salvation for lovers of God, men and women that take the 

heroic pilgrimage.  In like fashion, St. John of the Cross plays a complex role: 

that of a poet of this heroic poem as well as that of a real-life hero that teaches 

the way of salvation. 

 Here, I argue that St. John’s poetic subject in the “Cántico espiritual” offers 

a unique case in point of the universal hero in virtue of her departure, mystic 

encounter, and earthly return. The question of St. John’s heroism in light of his 

poetic expression remains one of experience, which suggests, as Denys Turner 

does, that St. John is a modern mystic instead of a medieval one.57  Therefore, 

                                            
56 Andrés Amorós, ed.  Antología comentada de la literatura española: Historia y 
textos, siglo XVI.  Madrid: Castalia, 2006;  Pedro Ruiz Pérez.  Manual de 
estudios literarios de los siglos de oro.  Madrid, Castalia, 2003. 
 

 

57 The poem, however, tells of just one experience.  Denys Turner suggests that 
the Saint’s poetics are ultimately anti-mystic, and relate what a divine experience 
could not be in virtue of the apophatic description. See Denys Turner, Negativity 



 75 

both the poetic subject and poet’s experience underline the stages of the 

Campbellian heroic pilgrimage:  First, the poetic subject’s departure to meet her 

Beloved begins with a call to cross a threshold.  Second, following the threshold, 

the poetic subject passes an initiation that unites lover and Beloved in an intimate 

encounter, where the lover obtains a boon.  Finally, the poetic subject returns 

from where she began her journey with the boon for her community.  This 

threefold trajectory as described by Campbell outlines the mystical pilgrimage of 

St. John of the Cross’s poetic subject. 

2. 4. 1 Departure 

Campbell divides his chapter on departure into 5 sections: “The Call to 

Adventure”, “The Refusal of the Call”, “Supernatural Aid”, “The Crossing of the 

First Threshold” and “The Belly of the Whale”.  The “Cántico espiritual” shows 

phases akin to “The Call to Adventure”, the “The Crossing of the First Threshold” 

and “The Belly of the Whale”.   

Campbell explains that the call to adventure begins by way of a herald (for 

example, the frog in the fairy tale, “The Frog King”) whose  

summons may be to live, as in the present instance, or, at a later 

moment of the biography, to die. It may sound the call to some high 

historical undertaking. Or it may mark the dawn of religious 

illumination.  As apprehended by the mystic, it marks what has 

been termed ‘the awakening of the self’.  (51) 
                                                                                                                                  
in Christian Mysticism. New York: Cambridge, 1998.  See also, Bárbara Mujica.  
“The Apophatic-Kataphatic Dialectic in Teresa de Ávila”.  Hispania.  84.4 (2001): 
741-748. 
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The call to adventure in “Cántico espiritual” comes as the lover expresses her 

solitude.  She asks: “¿Adónde te escondiste, / amado, y me dejaste con 

gemido?” (1-2).  The poetic voice directs this question to her Beloved, the absent 

stag (“el ciervo” 3) who, later in stanza 11, finally appears.  Likewise, the 

emotional state of the poetic subject who pains in search for her Beloved creates 

the impression of instability through her anxiety.  The poetic subject’s outward 

questioning, call for the stag and instability align, first, with Campbell’s notion of 

an animal herald, and second, a certain uneasiness where “emotional patterns 

no longer fit” (51).  

According to Campbell, the setting changes into a “mythological journey” 

in which “destiny has summoned the hero” (58).  This place, “strangely fluid [with] 

polymorphous beings, unimaginable torments, superhuman deeds, and 

impossible delight” (58) parallels the first 11 stanzas of the “Cántico,” which 

portray a chaotic world in step with the anxiety of the lover. As a poem that 

begins in medias res (Wilson 59), the soul starts the purgative way – the ascetic 

stage of suffering, mortification, purification and faith – a difficult stage through 

which the soul must journey to reach her Beloved.  

The hero resolves to overcome external and internal obstacles in order to 

triumph in his quest.  Likewise, Campbell sees the hero as “the man of self-

achieved submission” (16), one who controls his passions by exemplifying 

chivalric virtues.  In the “Cántico” the poetic subject advances by love for her 

Beloved, fueled by the memory of his hiding (“escondiste”1), abandonment 

(“dejaste”2), and escape (“huiste” 3).   
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The next nine stanzas continue to portray the same fluid, chaotic 

landscape as well as the heroic soul’s determination to find her Beloved.  

Immediately after the call, she directs her voice to “pastores” (6), holy men of the 

flock and of nature, who, she hopes, can provide her with some direction. Yet 

she continues to pain and die, “adolezco, peno y muero” (10).  Her quest leads 

her to proclaim that she will go on, “iré”, “pasaré” (12; 15) as well as to abstain, 

“ni cogeré”, “ni temeré” (13; 14). Through her restraint to avoid flowers (“flores” 

13) and face beasts (“fieras” 14), she proves her heroic strength.  

Both internal and external challenges intensify as the poem continues.  

The soul’s need for relief pushes her to cry outward for healing, “¡Ay, quién podrá 

sanarme!” (26), while messangers (“mensajeros” 29) fail to quell her pain since 

they cannot tell her what she wants (“no saben decirme lo que quiero” 30) and in 

turn intensify her wound (“y todos más me llagan” 33), killing her with their 

incomprehensible gurgles (“y déjame muriendo / un no sé qué que quedan 

balbuciendo” 34-5).  

The poetic voice continues to question.  The instability in setting increases 

with the soul’s anxiety.  She asks more complicated questions: 

Mas ¿cómo perseveras, 

oh vida, no viviendo donde vives, 

y haciendo, porque mueras, 

las flechas que recibes, 

de lo que del amado en ti concibes? (36-40)58 

                                            
58  But how you persevere, / O life! Not living where you live; / The arrows bring 
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The complexity of this stanza betrays an important conclusion about the soul’s 

condition and her relation to the natural world. St. John explains that because 

“the soul lives there where it loves” and that she does not enjoy God’s love in the 

natural world, she “breaks forth into lamentations, complaining that so frail a life 

in a mortal body should have the power to hinder it from the fruition of the true, 

real, and delicious life, which it lives in God by nature and by love” (CS 2.4.9). 

Given that the mortality of the soul hinders fruition, it remains that only death 

would bear fruit. Such a paradox shows absolute value of implicit contraries 

(Presberg) through which the value of the natural world demonstrates knowing in 

unknowing, darkness in light and life in death (Stuart xv).59  This paradoxical 

conclusion maximizes the soul’s confusion, thereby creating a need for relief.   

Stanza 10, therefore, finds the soul face to face with the threshold. Yet, 

rather than suicide – the most likely romantic solution to a lifeless life – the lover 

announces her demand for relief “apaga mis enojos” (46), confesses her 

dedication to him, “y veánte mis ojos, / pues eres lumbre dellos / y solo para ti 

quiero tenellos” (48-50) and stares into a fountain.  The “cristalina fuente” (51) 

stands as a mirror and reflects her eyes to herself.  She utters in a protasis: “si 

en esos tus semblantes plateados formases de repente los ojos deseados, que 

                                                                                                                                  
death / Which you receive / From your conceptions of the Beloved (Lewis).   
59 ‘Unknowing’ as a path to ‘knowing’ comes from a long tradition of apophatic 
theology, the best known example being the anonymous Cloud of Unknowing, a 
late 14th-century work in Middle English.  For a thorough examination of this 
tradition, see Denys Turner, Negativity in Christian Mysticism. New York: 
Cambridge, 1998. 
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tengo en mis entrañas dibujados” (52-5).60  By self-submission, dedication and 

love she declares her flight “Apártalos, amado, que voy de vuelo!” (57), 

welcoming the Beloved, who, in the same verse, orders her return to him, 

“vuélvete, paloma,” (57). The appearance of the stage and the soul’s flight mark 

the crossing of the first threshold.  In traditional mystical terms, this new stage 

signifies the beginning of the illuminative way, “adorned with all grace, entering 

into a sweet and peaceful intercourse of love with the Beloved” where love 

begets likeness (Stuart 157, 167; Nieto, 66).  In Campbellian terms, the crossing 

serves as a sign of the beginnings of initiation, and a continuation of the heroic 

adventure.  

The soul has crossed the first threshold by way of her heroic 

perseverance and love for God.  The instability and anxiety cease.  However, the 

heroine continues her pilgrimage to the Godhead, a deeper journey in initiation 

and eventual contact. 

2. 4. 2 Initiation 

Campbell’s chapter on initiation consists of 6 sections: “The Road to 

Trials”, “The Meeting with the Goddess”, “Woman as the Temptress”, “Atonement 

with the Father”, “Apotheosis”, and “The Ultimate Boon”.  The “Cántico” shows 

phases akin to “The Road to Trials”, “The Meeting with the Goddess”, 

“Atonement with the Father”, and “The Ultimate Boon”.   

 The poetic voice recognizes the stag after crossing this threshold.  As 

noted, the threshold appears as a reflection in a water source: the soul reflecting 

                                            
60 O that on Your silvered surface / You would mirror forth at once / Those 
desired eyes / Which are outlined in my heart (Lewis). 
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in the fountain.  The threshold, therefore, stands as a call for both transformation 

and comprehension.  That is, by gazing into the fountain, the soul not only sees 

herself but also comprehends that the natural world fails to contain her Beloved; 

and that his absence, which causes her pain, was not true absence, but real 

presence in the soul of the mystic pilgrim, lover of God.  

Campbell sees this stage of the hero’s path as “a dream landscape of 

curiously fluid, ambiguous forms, where he [the hero] must survive a succession 

of trials” (97).  Now, the setting has changed with the crossing of the threshold.  

The lover’s anxiety has diminished with the vision of the stag, but, still, the 

challenge continues.  As St. John’s mystical theology tells, the pilgrim must pass 

through both dark nights of senses and soul in order to gain spiritual matrimony, 

after which the soul still must depend on the active role of God for perfect union.  

Campbell’s “dream landscape” resembles the entrance into this new stage of 

initiation, and still, akin to St. John’s mystical theology, the Beloved, God, takes 

charge: “Vuélvete, paloma,” (57).  That he summons and makes their union 

possible – despite her wailing – indicates that the Beloved controls the 

relationship, and that it is upon his word that the two reunite, giving him an active 

role in the spiritual marriage.  Along with the lover’s passiveness, a new world 

provokes her to sing wonder and glory: 

Mi Amado las montañas, 

los valles solitarios nemorosos, 

las ínsulas extrañas, 

los ríos sonorosos, 
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el silbo de los aires amorosos, 

The calm night61, “la noche sosegada” (61), lingers, thereby indicating that, first, 

the mystic soul does not dwell in the light – although she will as long as she 

endures the heroic journey toward her Beloved – and second, that immediate 

obstacles will challenge her. The soul sings the first of these challenges in the 

previous stanza, where she finds herelf in a mysterious, occult place: “valles 

solitarios nemorosos”, “ínsulas extrañas”, “los ríos sonorosos” (62; 63 emphasis 

added); and later, logically impossible, contradictory elements: “la música 

callada, / la soledad sonora” (68, 69). 

As our heroine’s journey progresses, the setting changes, which bears 

witness to the majesty of their royal union: “Nuestro lecho florido”, “en púrpura 

tendido” “de mil escudos de oro coronado” (71; 73; 75).  Further, the Beloved 

perfects the lover during their intimate encounter by protecting them “de cuevas 

de leones enlazado”, “de paz edificado” (72; 74).   

Campbell reveals that in the initiation stage, “the senses are ‘cleansed and 

humbled,’ and the energies and interests ‘concentrated upon transcendental 

things’…” (101). In the poem, the soul’s happier state leads her to gain the 

Beloved’s love and knowledge in exchange for her dedication to him: “En la 

interior bodega, / de mi Amado bebí…”, “Allí me dio su pecho, / allí me enseñó 

ciencia muy sabrosa”, “allí prometí de ser su Esposa” (81-2; 86-7).  Here, the 

lover exchanges herself with the Beloved’s drink in the wine cellar in which she 

                                            
61 See Aaron Grace.  Thought and Poetic Structure in San Juan de la Cruz’s 
Symbol of Night.  New York: Peter Lang, 2005. 
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attains heart, “pecho” and very savory science, or knowledge, “ciencia muy 

sabrosa.”  Campbell’s heroic initiation purges and energizes the hero in the same 

way that St. John’s Beloved perfects the poetic subject. 

As the lover and Beloved move toward matrimony the dream landscape 

continues as before, however it incorporates additional allusions to natural 

paradise, “viña” (122), “rosas” (123), “montiña” (125),  “huerto” (128, 132), a 

strong contrast to the stage of departure in the first stanzas.  The promise of 

marriage, which draws a stronger contrast to departure than the beginning of 

initiation, is reminiscent of what Campbell sees as the ultimate adventure: 

[W]hen all the barriers and ogres have been overcome, [the 

ultimate adventure] is commonly represented as a mystical 

marriage (ἱερὸς γάµος) of the triumphant hero-soul with the Queen 

Goddess of the World. This is the crisis at the nadir, the zenith, or 

at the uttermost edge of the earth, at the central point of the 

cosmos, in the tabernacle of the temple, or within the darkness of 

the deepest chamber of the heart.  (109) 

In stanzas 21-26, the intimacy of betrothal leading to marriage increases.  This 

shortens the poetic distance between the two lovers.  The primary action 

between them is to look: “ y en uno de mis ojos te llagaste” (110 emphasis 

added), “Cuando tú me mirabas, / tu gracia en mí tus ojos imprimían” (111-12 

emphasis added), “los míos adorar lo que en ti vían” (115 emphasis added), “ya 

bien puedes mirarme, después que me miraste” (118-19 emphasis added); yet 

the poetic voice remains out of sight in the natural world, “no fuere vista” (97 
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emphasis added).  Their distance, however, while closer now than upon crossing 

the threshold, forbids them to touch.  This abstinence provokes the poetic subject 

to dream of marriage “haremos las guirnaldas / en tu amor florecidas, / y en un 

cabello mío entretejidas” (104-5), and a time when they will be able to lock in 

matrimony. 

  Finally, the lover wishes to set the stage for union by ceasing the cold 

north wind, and welcoming the southern, an open invitation for the Beloved enter 

her garden: 

Detente, cierzo muerto; 

ven, austro, que recuerdas los amores,  

aspira por mi huerto,  

y corran tus olores, 

y pacerá el Amado entre las flores.  (126-130) 

The lover’s desire to welcome her Beloved supports Campbell’s belief on female 

adventurers, that “the adventurer, in this context, is not a youth but a maid, she is 

the one who, by her qualities, her beauty, or her yearning, is fit to become the 

consort of an immortal.”  Campbell adds:  

Then the heavenly husband descends to her and conducts her to 

his bed–whether she will or not.  And if she has shunned him, the 

scales fall from her eyes; if she has sought him, her desire finds its 

peace.  (119)  

The intense waiting period finally ends.  However, unexpectedly, it is the Beloved 

who welcomes the lover, as he sings: 
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Entrado se ha la Esposa 

en el ameno huerto deseado, 

y a su sabor reposa, 

el cuello reclinado 

sobre los dulces brazos del Amado.  (131-35) 

His announcement welcomes the lover to rest in his arms, where he embraces 

his bride.  Her head reclines in his sweet arms, which creates a peaceful and 

happy tone.  The lover has finally arrived in paradise.  However, like the 

unexpected welcome suggests, the Beloved reveals that he had been waiting for 

her, that their marriage had already been arranged: 

Debajo del manzano, 

allí conmigo fuiste desposada, 

allí te di al mano, 

y fuiste reparada 

donde tu madre fuera violada.  (136-40) 

Much like when the lover crosses the threshold (61-70), the Beloved sings in 

praise of their union: 

A las aves ligeras, 

leones, ciervos, gamos saltadores, 

montes, valles, riberas, 

aguas, aires, ardores 

y miedos de las noches veladores, (141-45) 
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The spiritual marriage thus leads to what Campbell sees as the divested 

adventurer: “Ideally, the invested one has been divested of his mere humanity 

and is representative of an impersonal cosmic force.  He is the twice-born: he 

has become himself the father” (136-7). While the spiritual matrimony does not 

merge the lover and the Beloved like Campbell describes, they do gain perfect 

union and, given the new vision that the Beloved waits for his lover’s arrival, and 

sings similar stanzas as when the lover crossed the threshold, both lover and 

Beloved rejoice equally in their matrimony.  The Beloved sings:  

La blanca palomica 

al arca con el ramo se ha tornado, 

y ya la tortolica 

al socio deseado 

en las riberas verdes ha hallado.  (161-65) 

The white dove and the turtledove, birds of devotion and fidelity,62 find 

themselves “en las riberas verdes”, on the green riverbanks. 

Campbell’s final stage of initiation sees the lover obtaining the ultimate 

boon.  Campbell states that the adventurer stands now a ”superior man” who 

“encounters no delaying obstacle and makes no mistakes”  (173).  The gift is an 

indefinite object, most likely a product of their perfect union in marriage, but also 

an existing thing: “aquello” (185): 

Allí me mostrarías 

                                            
62 Luce López-Baralt. “La filomena de San Juan de la Cruz: ¿ruiseñor de Virgilio 
o de los persas?” Revista de Estudios Hispánicos.  24.1 (1997): 27-46. 
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aquello que mi alma pretendía, 

y luego me darías 

allí, tú, vida mía, 

aquello que me diste el otro día: (181-85 emphasis added) 

“Aquello”, that which the soul desired, and that which the Beloved gave remains 

the boon.  The poetic subject describes “aquello”: 

el aspirar del aire, 

el canto de la dulce filomena, 

el soto y su donaire 

en la noche serena, 

con llama que consume y no da pena.  (181-90) 

That is, the gift consists of the breathing of aire, the song of the sweet 

nightingale, the grove and its finesse, in la serene night, with a flame that 

consumes yet does not pain.  The poetic subject must bring back to her home 

this ineffable, peaceful gift.   

2. 4. 3 Return 

Campbell’s final chapter on “The Adventure of the Hero” details the hero’s 

return.  There are 6 parts:  “Refusal of the Return”, “The Magic Flight”, “Rescue 

from Without”, “The Crossing of the Return Threshold”, “Master of the Two 

Worlds”, and “Freedom to Live”.  The “Cántico espiritual” corresponds to what 

Campbell discusses in “Refusal of the Return”, “Rescue from Without”, and “The 

Crossing of the Return Threshold”. 
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The final step in Campbell’s heroic adventure is the return.  The return in 

St. John’s “Cántico” is brief.  In the final stanza the soul returns home.  In 

Campbell’s view, St. John’s poetic subject brings home “the runes of wisdom” so 

that “the boon may redound to the renewing of the community, the nation, the 

planet, or the ten thousand worlds” (193).  In the final stanza the poetic subject 

return recalls her return after attaining perfect union in spiritual marriage: 

  Que nadie lo miraba, 

Aminadab tampoco parecía,  

y el cerco sosegaba, 

y la caballería,  

a vista de las aguas, descendía.  (191-95) 

In what way is this a return?  Well, the poetic subject begins by describing that 

nobody saw him, or it.  This might be a reference to either the Beloved (him) or 

the spiritual matrimony (it), referring to the perfect union. Aminadab’s absence 

refers to an absence of evil.63  Both the calming seige and the descending 

cavalry by water suggest peace, perhaps during a time of war.  Indeed, the 

poetic subject is no longer in the majestic, royal abode nor does she find herself 

in a paradisiacal garden or grove as a bird.  The poetic subject has returned to a 

place of worldly people, soldiers or warriors. 

                                            
63 Haydock’s Catholic Bible Commentary (Songs 6:11): “Aminadab. The devil, 
(Theodoret) or probably some renowned general. Aquila explains it "of the 
people's leader," (Calmet) or "munificent one." (Montanus) --- I knew not what 
forced me to flee with such speed, as if I had been panic-struck, (Calmet) or the 
spouse professes that she knew not that he had retired into the garden of nuts, 
or she would not have been under apprehensions of his being ill-treated by 
Aminadab, as Christ was by Pilate. (Menochius).”   
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Yet this return changes these soldiers or warriors to suppress their normal 

hostile activity by calming them and making them descend.  At the beginning of 

the poem, stanzas 1-10, the poetic subject suffers anxiety and loneliness, but 

now at the end of the poem after spiritual matrimony, she, and others, are at 

peace.  This is the triumph of St. John’s mystic heroine:  She has awarded 

herself and her community God’s peace and love, realized through spiritual 

matrimony in perfect, loving union.  It is a heroic message of good news, an 

evangelization.   

As Campbell asserts, if the hero “is to fulfill [his] promise, not human 

failure, or superhuman success but human success is what we shall have to be 

shown” (207 emphasis added).  In this light, the “Cántico espiritual” poeticizes 

the pathway to salvation for all lovers of God, a heroic pilgrimage that man takes 

toward his Beloved who awaits him.  

As a final point, Campbell affirms that the hero “adventures out of the land 

we know into darkness” in which he accomplishes something, and from which he 

returns, a “return…described as a coming back out of that yonder zone” (217).  

This affirmation describes the general trajectory of the mystic from a secular 

perspective.  In addition to this insight, Campbell asserts that the secret to the 

“yonder zone” lies in that “the two kingdoms are actually one” (217).  While the 

“Cántico” avoids portraying a pantheistic universe, the poetic subject takes a 

similar trip. 

St. John of the Cross wrote this poem because he himself took the mystic 

pilgrimage, thereby gaining true heroic standing in his community beyond the 
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limits of heroic poetry, epic, lay or lyric.  The poetic subject, therefore, is his soul, 

and the mystical pilgrimage is his journey.  In conclusion, the poem serves as a 

real-life boon, a reward to society that teaches the way to salvation.  St. John of 

the Cross both poet and mystical soul, offers a Catholic example of a cosmic 

myth. 

 

2. 5 Conclusion 

St. John’s “Cántico espiritual” stands as a masterpiece of Spanish poetry.  

Oftentimes, anthologies of Spanish literature show this work alongside poetry by 

Garcilaso de la Vega, Fray Luis de León, Francisco de Aldana and Fernando de 

Herrera, all poets of the Spanish Renaissance.  Indeed, St. John’s poetry 

develops similar lines of expression: love for God, interior peace, beauty and 

journey, in as striking and harmonic a poetic style.  Yet, our saint’s “Cántico 

espiritual” expresses a personal mystical experience on the one hand, and a 

religious lesson in salvation on the other.  Like these poets, St. John’s 

experience guided his writing; but unlike them, St. John’s “Cántico espiritual” 

poeticizes a personal, sacramental and heroic journey: the truth of God’s healing 

love, the power of grace, and the universal, heroic message to all pilgrims who 

yearn for the Beloved. 
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CHAPTER 3.  THE POETICS OF EFFACEMENT: MERGING 
“NOCHE OSCURA” AND “LLAMA DE AMOR VIVA” 

 
 
3. 1 Introduction 
 

Blessed Teresa of Calcutta spent her life serving the poor of India. For 

many, the news of her death in 1997 came with prayers for canonization as well 

as the question of who today could come close to her 66 years of selfless charity.  

Surprisingly, David Van Biema wrote that Blessed Teresa of Calcutta might have 

lacked faith and doubted the presence of God in her life. In reference to a 

message64 from Blessed Teresa to Rev. Michael Van der Peet in September, 

1979, David Van Biema states that  

one of the great human icons of the past 100 years, whose 

remarkable deeds seemed inextricably connected to her closeness 

to God and who was routinely observed in silent and seemingly 

peaceful prayer by her associates as well as the television camera, 

was living out a very different spiritual reality privately, an arid 

landscape from which the deity had disappeared.   

                                            
64 She tells: “Jesus has a very special love for you. As for me, the silence and the 
emptiness is so great that I look and do not see, listen and do not hear.”  
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Her biography, Mother Teresa: Come Be My Light, echoes this sentiment in 

which letters “reveal that for the last nearly half-century of her life she felt no 

presence of God whatsoever — or, as the book's compiler and editor, the Rev. 

Brian Kolodiejchuk, writes, ‘neither in her heart or in the eucharist.’” 65 

   This alleged spiritual dryness,66 however, draws on the spiritual 

aesthetics of the Carmelite tradition, and should not be confused with a true lack 

of faith.  Blessed Teresa, as Agnes Gonxha Bojaxhiu, took the name Teresa from 

St. Therese of Lisieux, who had taken her name from St. Teresa de Jesús, 

Carmelite reformer and contemporary of St. John of the Cross.  The dark night, a 

metaphor that St. John uses to describe both the purgation of the senses and the 

soul in asceticism, resembles what Blessed Teresa portrays in her most personal 

correspondences.  Without empirical evidence to prove the contrary, it is likely 

that she, as St. John of the Cross some 400 years before, experienced a 

darkness of the soul similar to that of most holy people.67  

St. John of the Cross’s asceticism leads to mystical understandings, both 

of which he poeticized in his major, mystical poems.  All of St. John of the 
                                            
65 "The smile," she writes, is "a mask" or "a cloak that covers everything" 
(Kolodiejchuk). 
66 As Fr. James Martin, S. J. observes in his explanation of the seven D’s of 
spirituality (darkness, dryness, desolation, doubt, disbelief, depression, despair), 
“confusion stems not only from an imprecise, overlapping and shifting use of 
terms but also from a failure to recognize that everyone who prays will at some 
point encounter many of these states.” 
67 Like Blessed Teresa, St. John of the Cross’s poetry has been misinterpreted. 
Stephen D. More suggests the presence of a homosexual-erotic element in the 
saint’s life. “The Song of Songs in the History of Sexuality”.  Church History, Vol. 
69, No. 2 (Jun., 2000), pp. 328-34.  
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Cross’s major poems, “Cántico espiritual,” “Noche ocura,” and “Llama de amor 

viva” illustrate mystical experience; but “Noche oscura” and “Llama de amor viva” 

as a single poetics best elucidate in lyrical poetry St. John’s philosophy and 

practice of active self-effacement as developed in his first commentary Subida 

del monte Carmelo, a prose commentary that brings together the ascetical-

mystical journey of his religious life, his thoughts and his mission.  While two 

separate poems with differences in both form and content, these poems together 

present his mystical poetics. 

3. 2 The Soul and Effacement  

St. John of the Cross’s self-effacement (self-denial, erasure) requires an 

ascetical life, balanced on charity and work within his mendicant order. In life, St. 

John strove to engage his contemplative community, the Discalced Carmelites, in 

an ascetical life by both his vocation to God as well as his love for fellow man.  

Indeed, our saint exemplified self-denial and virtue to those in his presence by  

founding and building over a dozen religious communities, teaching his fellow 

Carmelites how to live a devout Christian life, and continuously laboring on behalf 

of his Order as an administrator (de Jesús).  With strict observance to the Rule of 

St. Albert, St. John’s life centered on asceticism.  As Garrigou-Lagrange asserts, 

“The term ‘asceticism,’ as its Greek origin indicates, mean the exercise of the 

virtues” (Christian Perfection 14).  He adds that 

Among the first Christians those were called ascetics who devoted 

themselves to the practice of mortification, exercises of piety, and 

other Christian virtues.  Therefore asceticism is that part of theology 
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which directs souls in the struggle against sin and in the progress of 

virtue.  (14-15) 

Garrigou-Lagrange further suggests that the distinction between asceticism and 

mysticsm has often been “exaggerated” by modern theologians.  He stresses 

that 

Moral theology…contains the principles necessary for leading souls 

to the highest sanctity.  Ascetical and mystical theology is nothing 

but the application of this broad moral theology to the direction of 

souls toward ever closer union with God.  (13) 

St. John’s asceticism belongs to a strict method of perfecting the Christian life.  

As Adolphe Tanquerey describes, “All life must needs be perfected, and it is 

perfected by pursuing its end” (1).  Perfection on earth, he adds, “is only relative” 

yet there is an “obligation of striving after it” (1).  Moreover, “Ascetical Theology 

[is] that part of spiritual doctrine whose proper object is both the theory and the 

practice of Christian perfection, from its very beginnings up to the threshold of 

infused contemplation” (5).  Mystical Theology, however, “is that part of spiritual 

doctrine whose proper object is both the theory and the practice of the 

contemplative life…” (5-6). 

St. John of the Cross asceticism, as a theology, poetics and life, belongs 

to a system of mystical sweetness in which contemplation, vision and infused 

virtue arise as an effect of purgation.  In acts of charity, he committed himself to 

empower his community over himself both for his love of God and his desire for 

God’s embrace, but also that his community share the beatific vision.   
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St. John of the Cross’s self-effacement stands as the central action of both 

his own pilgrimage as well as that of his poetic subject, a merger of both the 

denial of self for the love of community and the denial of self for the love of God 

in his theology and his poetry. The Subida del Monte Carmelo (Ascent of Mount 

Carmel), St. John’s first prose commentary,68 gives an account of the major 

theological and philosophical points of his poetry and mystical teachings, and 

explains the general course of effacement.  St. John redacted Subida at the 

request of his Sister Carmelites in order to explain the poem “Noche oscura.” 

Unfortunately, the commentary falls short of its promise to provide a thorough 

explanation of all the canciones (stanzas) like it promises.  Thus, our saint wrote 

the commentary Noche oscura, which is, unfortunately, also incomplete.  St. 

John, motivated by love for his community, believes that souls fail to reach 

salvation because they are misguided, and must delineate “doctrina y avisos, 

para que sepan entender o, a lo menos, dejarse llevar de Dios” (1S. Prol. 4).69 

Like the poems and devotional writings, these commentaries serve to both 

explain and guide his community by incorporating Scripture, tradition, doctrine 

and experience in order to keep them on the path, and encourage them to 

continue working. 

         The tradition of mystical writing in which St. John of the Cross participates 

specifies stages or ‘ways’ (vías).  The Subida treats of the first stage, the 

                                            
68 St. John redacted four prose commentaries: Subida de Monte Carmelo, Noche 
oscura, Cántico espiritual, and Llama de amor viva.  Each of these books explain 
his poems (the first two explain the poem “Noche oscura).  
69 “we shall give instruction and counsel, by His help, so that they may be able to 
understand His will, or, at the least, allow Him to lead them” (Peers). 
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purgative way (vía purgativa), where the pilgrim dedicates his life to prayer, 

mortification and the negation of appetites in order to receive the theological 

virtues of faith, hope and love.  Self-effacement begins here.  This stage differs 

from subsequent vías, the vías iluminativa and unitiva, in which the soul begins 

to lose her active role, and takes on a receptive one.   

In the purgative way, St. John of the Cross uses the term noche to denote 

the virtue of faith amidst confusion, a state in which the soul feels lost, in 

darkness, still attached to this natural world in which he lacks the true light of 

God. The process of physical and spiritual effacement, in which the pilgrim must 

abandon everything, paradoxically, to gain everything (God), detaches the soul 

from her appetites and understandings.  The image of noche points out the first 

stage in the mystic’s journey, a life without God’s embrace, as well as 

mortification, the ascetic requirement of active effacement.   

Ascetic theology has much to do with how the penitent exercises the soul.  

Garrigou-Lagrange shows that tradition teaches of “two quite different regions” 

(The Three Ages Vol 1 48).  He identifies 

The sensitive part of the soul…which is common to men and 

animals; it includes the external senses and the internal senses, 

comprising the imagination, the sensible memory, and also 

sensibility, or the sensitive appetite, whence spring the various 

passions or emotions… (48-49) 

He then identifies that 



 96 

Our nature likewise possesses an intellectual part, which is 

common to men and angels…From the essence of the soul in this 

elevated region spring our two higher faculties, the intellect and the 

will.  (49) 

St. John believes70 that human senses (touch, sight, taste, smell, and, 

hearing) compose the lower part of soul (1S.2.1).71  Active asceticism detaches 

the soul from dependence on them, a passage through three nights.  The first 

night, sees the soul detaching from the senses because attachment to them 

diverts, or dis-tracts, the soul on her pilgrimage.  Moreover, in the second night, 

purgation of the senses leads to detaching from the upper part of the soul 

(1S.2.1).72  This part of the soul consists in the intellect, free will and memory.  

So, after negating the lower part, the mystic strives to detach herself from the 

upper part in order to receive infused theological virtues,73 after which point she 

                                            
70 Regarding St. John’s referent, Federico Ruiz makes an important observation:  
“Juan de la Cruz trata al hombre como realidad viva.  Se ha hecho notar que, en 
sus descripciones de grandezas y miserias, da la impression de trabajar con 
<<modelos>> vivos, teniendo presents en la imaginación datos concretos y 
nombres personales.  Trabaja con materiales de primera mano, palpitantes” 
(Introducción “Síntesis doctrinal” 235). 
71 La primera, por parte del termino (de) donde el alma sale, porque ha de ir 
careciendo el apetito de todas las cosas del mundo que poseía, en negación de 
ellas; la cual negación y carencia es como noche para todos los sentidos del 
hombre. 
72 La segunda, por parte del medio o camino por donde ha de ir el alma a esta 
unión, lo cual es la fe, que es tambien oscura para el entendimiento, como 
noche. 
73 Humans alone cannot create an infused virtue:  “The theological virtues are the 
foundation of Christian moral activity; they animate it and give it its special 
character. They inform and give life to all the moral virtues. They are infused by 
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dwells in complete darkness.74 That is, she strives negates the intellect in order 

to receive faith.  She will challenge the memory in order to gain hope.  Finally, 

she will refuse her free will in order to gain love.  When the soul journeys to the 

end of the purgative way, she enters the darkest, most dismal moment of all 

because the soul must detach completely from any non-divine dependence.  As 

St. John of the Cross asserts, noche refers to  

la privación del gusto en el apetito de todas las cosas; porque, así 

como la noche no es otra cosa sino la privación de la luz, y, por el 

consiguiente, de todos los objetos que se pueden ver mediante la 

luz, por lo cual se queda la potencia visiva a oscuras y sin nada, 

así también se puede decir la mortificación del apetito en todas las 

cosas, es quedarse como a oscuras y sin nada.  (1S.3.1) 

Whether the soul is a beginner or a more advanced practitioner, her 

advancement in the mystical pilgrimage coincides with her asceticism.  That is, 

what she knows, deres and feels all have an impact on her progression.  

However, her moral virtues must lead to theological virtues, the most difficult 

stretch of the mystical journey (2S).75   

                                                                                                                                  
God into the souls of the faithful to make them capable of acting as his children 
and of meriting eternal life” (CCC 1813). 
74 La tercera, por parte del termino adonde va, que es Dios, el cual, ni más ni 
menos, es noche oscura para el alma en esta vida. Las cuales tres noches han 
de pasar por el alma, o, por mejor decir, el alma por ellas, para venir a la divina 
unión con Dios. 
75 As Federico Ruiz points out (Introducción “Síntesis doctrinal” 240), the second 
book of Subida makes strong use of scholastic theology.  Here, St. John outlines 
how spiritual nakedness and self-effacement serves as a requisite to the beatific 
vision.   



 98 

Overall, the Subida advances important philosophical points that make the 

path to salvation ethical and logical.76  First, as St. John suggests, the soul must 

rid herself (desembarazarse) of the temporal world, and acquire (embarazarse) 

the spiritual (1S. Conspecto).  St. John of the Cross believes that if practitioners 

spend more time mortifying the senses, and less time in penitence and voluntary 

exercises, they would go further in one month than they usually do in one year 

(1S.8.4).  He explains the “night” of the senses: 

[p]rivando el alma su apetito en el gusto de todo lo que el 

sentido del oído puede deleitar, según esta potencia se queda el 

alma a oscuras y sin nada.  Y privándose del gusto de todo lo que 

al sentido de la vista puede agradar, también según esta potencia 

se queda el alma a oscuras y sin nada.  Y privándose del gusto del 

toda la suavidad de olores que por el sentido del olfato el alma 

puede gustar, ni más ni menos según esta potencia, se queda a 

oscuras y sin nada.  Y negando también el gusto de todos los 

manjares que pueden satisfacer al paladar, también se queda el 

alma a oscuras y sin nada.  Y, finalmente, mortificándose el alma 

en todos los deleites y contentamientos que del sentido del tacto 

puede recibir, de la misma manera se queda el alma según esta 

potencia a oscuras y sin nada.  De manera que el alma que 

                                            
76 See David Sanderlin.  “Faith and Ethical Reasoning in the Mystical Theology of 
St. John of the Cross: A Reasonable Christian Mysticism”.  Religious Studies.  
25.3 (1989): 317-333. 
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hubiere negado y despedido de sí el gusto de todas las cosas, 

mortificando su apetito en ellas, podremos decir que está como de 

noche, a oscuras, lo cual no es otra cosa sino un vacío en ella de 

todas las cosas.  (1S.3.2) 

Still, St. John of the Cross knows that it is impossible to live in the world and 

leave it at the same time.  He asserts that the path to spiritual marriage is not 

about withdrawal from things “sino del gusto y apetito de ellas, que es lo que 

deja al alma libre y vacía de ellas, aunque las tenga” (1S.3.4).  This is an 

important point in ethics:  his virtue is one of action, since, just as the negation of 

the soul’s understanding brings faith, that of memory will bring hope and that of 

the will, love.  Love, in an erotic, Neoplatonic tradition77 sweeps up the pilgrim 

toward a loving association with God.  Moreover, as Christ told the Pharisees in 

Matthew 22:37-39: “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with thy whole heart, and 

with thy whole soul, and with thy whole mind.  This is the greatest and the first 

commandment. And the second is like to this: Thou shalt love thy neighbor as 

thyself.”  St. John of the Cross writes and works out of love for his community, 

helping them advance on their pilgrimage despite the possibility that he might 

sidetrack himself. 

Further, St. John agrees with philosophers regarding the tabula rasa 

character of the soul.  He concurs that it lives like a prisoner in the body, knowing 

only what external circumstances will allow it to know: “Y así, en tanto que está 

                                            
77 See John M Rist.  “Mysticism and Transcendence in Later Neoplatonism”.  
Hermes 92.2 (1964): 213-225. 
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en el cuerpo, está como el que está en una cárcel oscura, el cual no sabe nada, 

sino lo que alcanza a ver por las ventanas de la dicha cárcel, y si por allí no 

viese nada, no vería por otra parte” (1S.3.3).  Thus, much like Plato’s allegory of 

the cave, St. John’s epistemology recognizes that there is a world to know, 

despite its limited information.  In both Plato and St. John, true knowledge lies 

outside the cave, or the self, and is not understood by those who have not 

walked the path to enlightenment, or, in the saint’s case, to the Godhead.  But, 

unlike Plato’s world where man is released to learn and tell of the truth, St. 

John’s pilgrim is led out by the interior light of God, of which he is image.  The 

interior light dwells within him as the Creator. 

Besides drawing on philosophy, St. John draws on both Scripture and 

logic.  He believes that any lover will automatically subjugate himself to what or 

to whom he loves no matter what, or who, it might be.  Thus, the lover of this 

earth will, consequently, be lower than it.  The lover of God (higher than anything 

created) will dedicate his life to things beyond the earth.  He will purge himself of 

created things that have made him an earthbound prisoner.  Moreover, St. John 

resorts to apparent contradiction and paradox to justify his argument.  To God, 

he assures his reader, pleasure and delight in this world are pain, torment and 

bitterness; riches and glory of this earth are but poverty and misery (1S.4.7).  The 

soul that possesses them, or is possessed by them, is therefore a poor soul, and 

is worn down, tormented, darkened, dirtied, weakened and wounded (1S.6.1).  

The appetites of the world deprive the soul of God: 
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Y, primeramente, hablando del privativo, claro está que, por el 

mismo caso que el alma se aficiona a una cosa que cae debajo de 

nombre de criatura, cuanto aquel apetito tiene de más entidad en el 

alma, tiene ella de menos capacidad para Dios, por cuanto no 

pueden caber dos contrarios, según dicen los filósofos, en un 

sujeto…así, no caben en una voluntad afición de criatura y afición 

de Dios (1S.6.1, emphasis added). 

Thus, darkness becomes a positive, desired property.  And, because the world is 

negative, everything that the soul in this world has learned is also negative.  She 

must un-know the world and ‘acquire the void’ to purge her intellect, memory and 

will.78  The theological virtues of faith, hope and love will thus enter her, or be 

infused.  

        The Subida del monte Carmelo recreates the metaphor of noche at once as 

a metaphor for philosophical understanding of the world, self and action as well 

as a theological guide (even light) to salvation.  Therefore, in like fashion, St. 

John’s mystical poems recreate the ascetical experience of night and the 

mystical reward of the pilgrimage, a poetics of self-effacement. 

3. 3 Two Poems, the Same Poetics 

The poems “Noche oscura” and “Llama de amor viva” form a single 

poetics despite differences in form and content.  All of St. John’s major poems 

                                            
78 See Glenn Young.  “Forget Yourself and Your Deeds for God: Awareness and  
Transcendence of Self in the Cloud of Unknowing”.  Mystics Quarterly.  31.1/2 
(2005): 9-22. 
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were written at different moments, yet they refashion the same mystical 

experience at different stages.  St. John employs similar metaphors and symbols 

to enlarge upon the same mystical reality: the asceticism of the pilgrim soul and 

the mystic reward. While the “Cántico” extends to 39 (or 40) stanzas, a journey of 

salvation of the pilgrim soul that satisfies all three ways of the mystic tradition, 

“Noche” and “Llama” are brief (8 and 4 stanzas, respectively).  Yet, both “Noche” 

and “Llama” poeticize the mystic’s journey at different stages as well as overlap 

with stages of the “Cántico.”  “Noche” presents tropes of space, color and 

intimate reciprocity, as in the first third of the “Cántico,” and “Llama” follows a 

concluding pattern, an interior, contemplative route, as in last two-thirds of the 

“Cántico.”79  These stages at times interlace with the “Cántico” at other stages, 

but all three poems examine the self in relation to God, the power and weakness 

of memory in light of God’s presence, and the celebration of the encounter 

between lover and Beloved. All in all, these shorter poems jointly reveal a more 

complete journey of salvation than when read as separate poems.  This becomes 

clear from an analysis of each poem and of both poems together. 

3. 3. 1 “Noche oscura” 

Like the “Cántico espiritual,” the poem “Noche oscura” poeticizes the 

beatific journey of a pilgrim soul.  The journey starts with her dark loneliness 

where she yearns for, and travels toward, her Beloved; and it concludes with 

their loving embrace.  As a dynamic journey that the poetic subject sings about in 

                                            
79 See María Jesús Fernández Leborans.  Luz y oscuridad en la mística 
española. Madrid: Cupsa, 1978. 
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the past tense, the poem presents a tale of love: it brings the reader back to an 

beginning point of darkness, travels through a crescendo of desire, heralds the 

Beloved’s triumphant entrance, and celebrates a harmonic, concluding encounter 

in which rest and security surround the lovers in paradise.  At each point of the 

journey, space, color, and natural elements match the emotional transformation 

of the poetic voice.  This voice emerges as both a poetic subject and an 

experienced guide who has already traveled the path to spiritual union.  All things 

considered, like the “Cántico,” “Noche” reconstructs the Christian mystic journey.     

Unlike the “Cántico,” however, “Noche” reads entirely like a memory.  

Each verb of the poem is in the past tense (9 preterit and 13 imperfect).  This 

allows the poetic journey to take the form of a secret testimony in which the poet 

discloses information to his community.  Three groups of preterit stanzas create 

segments, or boundaries, that reveal a doctrinal aspect of the journey, yet in 

artistic terms.  The first verb, “salí” (4), marks the beginning of the poem and, 

consequently, the beginning of the journey.  Thus, to leave is to begin.  By exiting 

the dark, calm house, the poetic voice frames the soul’s withdrawal from the 

natural world, or even her body, toward the divine area in which her Beloved 

dwells.  The appearance of a ladder (“la secreta escala” 7) in the second stanza 

would suggest a vertical ascent.  The preterit appears again in the fifth stanza 

where the poetic voice recognizes the power of night as a vehicle toward union, 

exclaimed in subordinate clauses: “¡Oh noche que guiaste!...¡Oh noche que 

juntaste” (21, 23, emphasis added).  The preterit appears again in the sixth 

stanza. Here the Beloved (“quedó dormido” 28) rests on the soul’s breast. 
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Finally, in the last stanza, the preterit portrays the conclusion and celebration of 

the rewards of the soul’s night: 

Quedéme y olvidéme, 

el rostro recliné sobre el Amado, 

cesó todo, y dejéme, 

dejando mi cuidado 

entre las azucenas olvidado. (36-40, emphasis added) 

The predominance of the preterit in each of these three instances invests the 

poem with triplex form, marking three steps toward the Beloved.   

Around these preterit boundaries, the imperfect describes a series of 

mysterious actions:  In the third stanza, “veía”, “miraba” and “ardía” (12, 13, 15); 

in the sixth, “se guardaba”, “regalaba”, “daba” (27, 29, 30); and in the seventh, 

“esparcía”, “hería” and “suspendía” (32, 34, 35).  These moments in the past 

describe where poetic space and the condition of the poetic voice embark and 

disembark from their surrounding preterit boundaries. Leaving the house, and 

secretly climbing the secret latter, is only made possible by the poetic voice’s 

burning desire for the Beloved, “con ansias, en amores inflamada” (2).  Having 

maintained faith and true love in the dark night of the senses, the poetic voice 

climbs toward what in the third and fourth stanzas is the light of the heart that 

fuels and guides the soul: “ni yo miraba cosa, / sin otra luz y guía / sino la que en 

el corazón ardía” (13-15); and then: “Aquésta me guiaba / más cierto que la luz 

del mediodía” (16, 17).  By love, the soul overcomes the challenge of seeing in 

dark space, which directs her toward her object, purpose and destination.  In 



 105 

stanzas 6 and 7, the poetic voice returns to the imperfect.  But she describes a 

natural area as well as an exchange between her and her Beloved.  What was 

dark and interior is now heavenly and open (aire), pastoral (almena), aromatic 

(cedros) and colorful area denoting a paradise where lover and Beloved embrace 

(pecho, cabello, mano, cuello) and share intimacy:  

En mi pecho florido, 

que entero para él solo se guardaba, 

allí quedó dormido, 

y yo le regalaba, 

y el ventalle de cedros aire daba. 

 

El aire de la almena, 

cuando yo sus cabellos esparcía, 

con su mano serena  

en mi cuello hería, 

y todos mis sentidos suspendía.  (25-35) 

Thus, the poem “Noche oscura”, in a briefer way than “Cántico espiritual,” 

completes the ascetical journey with tropes of nature, light and space: darkness 

to light, loneliness to companionship, enclosed space to the freedom of the 

natural and aromatic nature.  Moreoever, “Noche” refashions a linear outward 

trajectory that associates the detachment of effacement with the first steps 

toward spiritual matrimony.   

3. 3. 2 “Llama de amor viva” 
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St. John of the Cross’s last major mystical poem, “Llama de amor viva”, 

also recasts the poetics of salvation.  But, as I will show, the poem concludes 

“Noche.”   

“Llama” does not present a vertical, outward trajectory; rather, the poem 

offers both a variegated and an abbreviated path that concludes with an 

exclamation.  The poem has 4 stanzas, each with 6-verse lyras (sexteto-lira: 4 

heptasyllabic verses in 1, 2, 4, and 5, and 2 hendecasyllabic verses in 3 and 6.  

Thus, “Llama de amor viva” contrasts with “Noche” and “Cántico” in both content 

and form.  In particular, the poetic voice qua guide qua lover in “Llama” makes no 

move toward spiritual matrimony as in “Noche” and “Cántico”; rather, all action 

takes place within a brief period, a moment.  The poetic subject progresses in a 

centripetal fashion, and poeticizes not the encounter between lover and Beloved; 

rather, what she feels. In addition to this change in course and celebration, this 

moment heralds burning love and other paradoxical qualities of hurting, healing, 

relieving and satisfying in vocative statements of praise.  Thus, the “Llama de 

amor viva” celebrates the intensity, the brevity, and the complexity of the mystical 

experience in a more emotional manner than “Noche,” whereas “Noche” 

highlights the longing, the passion, and the mission of the ascetic journey 

outward.  

The poem’s 4 stanzas rely on a total of 13 verbs: 9 in the present tense: 

“hieres” (2), “eres” (4), “quieres” (5), “sabe” (10), “paga” (11), “dan” (18), 

“recuerdas” (20), “moras” (21), “enamoras” (24); 1 in the imperfect: “estaba” (16); 

2 in the imperative mood: “acaba” (5), “rompe” (6); and 1 in the present perfect 
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“has trocado” (12).  Such variety of tenses and moods brings a level of either 

immediate experience – as if the poet had just undergone a mystic experience 

and was compelled to express it that way; or complete finality – as if two-thirds of 

the journey were missing, and the poem served to express the rewards of 

asceticism.  The poetic voice addresses and eulogizes love much like in the final 

stanzas of “Cántico”, except that here love acts as a cauterizing agent of 

salvation.  That is, the passion and love the soul feels and exerts while 

embracing her Beloved transform her worldliness to a heavenly quality.   This 

burning transformation also heals her, as if her wound were sealed.               

 The cauterizing seal harmonizes with Songs 8:6, the last chapter, when 

the search for love ends: “Set me as a seal on your heart, / as a seal on your 

arm; / For stern as death is love, / relentless as the nether world is devotion; / its 

flames are a blazing fire”.  The New American Bible observes that “in human 

experience, death and the nether world are inevitable, unrelenting; in the end 

they always triumph. Love, which is just as certain of its victory, matches its 

strength against the natural enemies of life.”80   

In allegorical terms, these verses from Songs portray the end of earthly life 

as death with new life, a promise. Thus, the embrace of the Beloved fulfills the 

destiny of the lover.  As a messianic interpretation in Christian terms, a bond 

between Israel and God, or a refashioning of middle-eastern matrimonial 

customs, the poem might serve, like the New American Bible suggests, as “an 

                                            
80 “The Song of Songs 8”. New American Bible.  United States Conference of 
Catholic Bishops. http://old.usccb.org/nab/bible_hold/songs/intro.htm. 
Confraternity of Christian Doctrine, Inc., Washington, DC. Web. 2013. 



 108 

inspired portrayal of ideal human love...a description [from God] of the 

sacredness and the depth of married union”.81  Therefore, “Llama de amor viva” 

recounts a similar message, in which love in life conquers future, as in Matthew 

28:20: “behold I am with you all days, even to the consummation of the world.”  

Christ’s love for all souls redeems them from death and conquers sin.  If “Llama” 

makes use of the final steps of the Song of Songs, the courtship between lover 

and Beloved are missing. 

 While “Llama” fails to show linear, outward progression like “Noche” and 

the first stages of the “Cántico”, the poem combines tenses and moods that 

variegate the progression.  This combination intensifies the poetic subject’s 

reaction to her Beloved’s embrace. In the first stanza, the poetic voice addresses 

the flame of love, a flame that tenderly wounds the soul in its deepest center.  

This hints perhaps at a previous union between the flame and the soul thereby 

connecting “Llama” with the first stanza of “Cántico”: “¿Adónde te escondiste, 

Amado...” (1).  The poetic voice (in “Llama”) then recognizes the flame’s new 

behavior (since they had already met) – “pues ya no eres esquiva” (4).  The 

poetic voice then commands that it end – “acaba ya” (5) and break through – 

“rompe la tela deste dulce encuentro”82(6).  Given the traditional character of 

                                            
81 “The Song of Songs”. Intro. New American Bible.  United States Conference of 
Catholic Bishops. http://old.usccb.org/nab/bible_hold/songs/intro.htm. 
Confraternity of Christian Doctrine, Inc., Washington, DC. Web. 2013.  
82 On this line, see Colin P. Thompson. St. John of the Cross: Song in the Night. 
Washington, D.C.: CUA Press, 2003:  “In any case, as O’Reilly has observed, the 
more natural human setting of the line is the chivalric joust.  San Juan uses the 
verb ‘embestir’, ‘to thrust’, ‘to attack’, several times in his commentary, here and 
elsewhere, and jousts were known as ‘encuentros’.  The ‘tela’ was the barrier 
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mystic pilgrimage – the movement from one world to another, or from this world 

to that of the divine – this first stanza achieves what the first 10 stanzas do in the 

“Cántico espiritual” or the first 5 of “Noche oscura.”  In specific terms, the poem 

provides an existential plane in which the poetic voice contemplates the love she 

has for her Beloved whom she will passionately embrace.83  Also, the poem 

provides an interior mobility that allows the crossing of the mystical threshold 

(like in stanza 11 of “Cántico” and stanza 5 of “Noche”).  The second stanza, like 

the first, employs vocative, exclamatory statements.  Yet the absence of verbs in 

verses 7-9 augments the emotion, which, accompanied by the paradoxes 

“cauterio suave” (7), “regalada llaga” (8), suggests worldly incomprehension.  

                                                                                                                                  
placed between the jousting knights, to prevent them doing injury to one another. 
To break it implied that the encounter was violent, and might lead to death.  San 
Juan also has a more traditional image in mind, the ‘tela’ or veil which divides life 
on earth from heaven, and which can only be passed through death.  He explains 
that there are three ‘telas’ or barriers between the soul and God.  The first two, 
the creatures and the soul’s natural operations, belong to the dark nights, to 
which he has already referred to in his discussion of the flame which is no longer 
painful, and to pass through them is a prerequisite for union. The third is the 
barrier of death, which will free the soul from the limitations of the body and 
enable her to enter into blessedness; and because the poem has ‘tela’ in the 
singular it is this last one to which it refers.  It is called ‘tela’ for three reasons: it is 
the boundary between flesh and spirit, between the soul and God and through it 
divinity shines…’Romper’ fits the image of ‘encuentro’ better than others, 
suggesting the forceful and impatient way in which loves acts, and love’s desire 
for all to be accomplished in the minimum possible time; tearing, too, is less 
premeditated and requires less preparation than ‘cortar’ and ‘acabar’ (I.33)”. 
(255-6). 
 
83 See George Tavard.  Poetry and Contemplation in St. John of the Cross.  
Athens: Ohio University, 1988. 
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That is, the “smooth burning” and “regaled wound” fail to convey either pleasure 

or pain; rather they convey antithetical qualities, given that burning is never 

smooth, and a wound rarely comes as a gift. However, in St. John’s mystical 

poetics, paradoxes like these successfully portray the mystery of the bond 

between lover and Beloved.84   In verse 9, “mano blanda” and his “toque 

delicado” (9) follow the smooth burning and regaled wound.  This suggests that 

the Beloved causes the poetic subject to sing in these nonsensical terms, a 

power beyond the natural world. 

 At this point the poem shows how the poetic voice recaptures the mystical 

experience in its expression of complex paradoxes in order to convey an 

incomprehensible message.  The lesson continues as the poetic voice in the third 

stanza continues addressing fire (“lámparas de fuego” 13) in a long, vocative 

verse (13-18), then shifts from the vision of the poetic voice in the first two 

stanzas to her imagination in the third.  Here, space in the form of “las profundas 

cavernas del sentido” (15) 85 function as a metaphor for the lower-half of the soul, 

since negated by vacío (“que estaba oscura y ciego” 16), now illumined “con 

extraños primores / calor y luz dan junto a su querido” (17,18) with the arrival of 

the Beloved “querido” (18). The allusion to the caverns of the soul allows the poet 

to teach of the necessary condition in which the soul must be in order to receive 

                                            
84 See Charles D Presberg.  “Transfiguring Form: The Poetics of Self, 
Contradiction and Nonsense in San Juan de la Cruz”.  Laberinto.  Vol. 2 (1988):  
http://www.gc.maricopa.edu/laberinto/backissues.htm.  Oct 1, 2006.  
85 The “cavernas del sentido” refers to the anatomy of the soul.  Here, the 
senses, “oscuro y ciego” (16), both dark and blind, contrast to the fire, light and 
vision of the beatific encounter.  The lower half of the soul fails to participate with 
the Beloved because the senses pertain to the natural abode. 
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the Beloved as well as convey, as in “Cántico” and “Noche”, the harmonic and 

ordered nature of the created universe with regard to the soul: on the one hand, 

structured and compartmentalized, and on the other, accessible, controllable and 

dynamic, as portrayed in the third stanza. In a sense, the poetic subject 

assimilates the created world from which she must detach.  She combines 

chromatic qualities (“resplandores”, “luz” / “oscuro” 14, 18, 16) that indicate a 

progression from one stage to the next; emotional qualities (“¡Oh” 13) that 

underline the feeling of the ecstasy; shifts in time (“estaba”/ “dan” 16, 18) that 

convey a combination of memory and immediate experience; and a sense of 

ontology or, anatomy, of the soul and world (“lámparas” / “cavernas” 13, 18) that 

match the appearance of objects from both worldly and divine levels.  The 

mystical experience as poeticized here not only challenges worldly 

understanding by offering perplexing logic, but also portrays a harmony of the 

illogical in which the mystical experience reorients the poetic subject and her 

dynamic setting.   

The final stanza, despite exclamatory verses, decreases in intensity.  

There, the poetic voice recalls that the fire lies within the breast as a memory: 

“recuerdas en mi seno” (20).  This memory connects to the final stanza in 

“Noche”: “Quedéme y olvidéme” (36), a reminder that despite man’s inability to 

recall God’s presence, He never leaves the penitent soul and awaits the arrival of 

his lover.  Moreover, the final stanza of “Llama” connects with the final stanza of 

“Cántico” because of the decrease in intensity and the after-effect of love, peace 

and satisfaction.  All in all, the poem recounts the complexities of the final stage 
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of mystical pilgrimage in which contradiction, paradox, intensity and, above all 

else, love, accompany the encounter between the lover and the Beloved.  

 

  

3. 3. 3. Comparison and Connection, “Cántico espiritual” 

 Both “Noche oscura” and “Llama de amor viva” show important 

differences in form and content.  First, the formal aspects of “Noche”: 8 stanzas 

of 5 heptasyllabic and hendecasyllabic verses contrasts with “Llama” and its 4 

stanzas of 6 verses.  Second, in content:  “Noche” there presents a clear 

dynamics of dark to light in the form of a journey, metaphysical allusions to the 

self, the negation of self, ensuing rapture and a strong sense of place; in “Llama”, 

the outward journey is substituted with an interior progression where memory, 

immediacy and the ineffable poetics of mysticism appear in a brief sequence.  

The commonalities lie in their thresholds, space and capacity of the lover to seek 

her Beloved, while allowing herself to be taken by Him.   

 If the “Cántico espiritual” stands as St. John’s greatest poetic 

achievement, the “Noche oscura” and “Llama de amor viva” poeticize segments 

of the journey found in the “Cántico.”  “Noche” recounts how the soul crosses 

threshold and forms perfect union.  This corresponds with stanzas 1-12 of the 

“Cántico.”  “Llama” recreates the poetic voice’s exclamatory adoration of the 

Beloved by using imagery of the soul and of paradox, corresponding with stanzas 

13-17, and parts of 35-38 of the “Cántico.”  As María Jesús Mancho Duque 

points out, in agreement with Eulogio Pacho, the major poems were written in 
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various phases throughout St. John’s earthly pilgrimage.  The effect of multiple 

loci of expression crisscrosses the “Cántico” with “Noche” and “Llama.”  Many 

scholars assert that our saint redacted “Cántico” and “Noche” in Toledo while in 

jail, and “Llama” in Andalucia.  But the poetic parallels challenge this Castile-

Andalusia binary and suggest that a fundamental principal guided St. John: 

effacement. That is, the expression draws from his asceticism, sacrifices and 

love.  Just as “Cántico espiritual” completes the mystical journey from dark night 

of the senses through union, “Noche oscura” and “Llama de amor viva” complete 

a similar journey despite their formal differences, when and where he wrote 

them, and the fact that today they are different poems. 

3. 4  Conclusion 

 St. John’s asceticism led to his mystical spiritual matrimony, major poems 

and finally to his theological prose, in which he explains his verses, connects 

them with his faith and outlines a pilgimage for all contemplatives.  St. John’s 

entire mystical pilgrimage finds its most complete expression in the “Cántico 

espiritual.”  “Noche oscura” and “Llama de amor viva” also center on the mystic’s 

path, but only as a single poetics in which he refashions ascent, joys of betrothal 

and the celebration of spiritual matrimony.  In anthologies of Spanish literature, 

we read both the “Noche” and “Llama” separately as two different poems.  

However, they both make up a single ascetical-mystical vision.  The poetics of 

effacement leads toward interior contemplation with God, and serves as a bond 

between these two mystical poems.  

 

.    
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CHAPTER 4.  CONCLUSION 

 
As the word suggests, mysticism is mysterious.  Since the 19th century, studies in 

mysticism offer an array of ideas not only in literary studies and religion, but also 

in psychology, and philosophy.  For example, William Inge’s Christian Mysticism 

(1899) approaches mysticism from a philosophical standpoint, and explores 

mysticism’s origin and effect in Christianity.  Evelyn Underhill, in her seminal 

work, Mysticism: A Study of the Nature and Development of Man's Spiritual 

Consciousness (1911), touches both western and eastern mystical traditions in 

order to reveal points of comparison and contrast among them.  Steven T. Katz 

in Mysticism and Philosophical Analysis (1978) has studied the elements of 

mystical experience.  More recently, Michel de Certeau, in The Mystic Fable: The 

Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries (1982), explores mysticism in its appeal to 

social sciences and theory. Nelson Pike in Mystic Union:  An Essay in the 

Phenomenology of Mysticism (1992) sees a deep conversation between 

contemporary philosophy and mysticism.  Michael Kessler and Christian 

Sheppard in Mystics: Presence and Aporia (2003) bring to light new age and 

non-religious mysticism.  Still, Josefina López (2010) takes St. Teresa de Jesús’s 

mysticism toward a more holistic comprehension of sense in Los cinco sentidos 

del convento: Europa y el Nuevo Mundo.  In Spain, Francisco Javier Sancho 
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Fermín in Mística y filosofía (2009) collects some of the most important 

philosophical approaches to mysticism since Pike.  Despite notable differences in 

time and place, each of these authors approaches mysticism motivated by the 

elusiveness of mystical reality.  The question of mystical experience, 

understanding and impact remains, for them and others, a question on the 

secrets of life.  

Accordingly, St. John of the Cross’s mystical literature continues to 

challenge researchers and scholars due to mysticism’s range.  Nevertheless, the 

relation between his biography and his writings continues to inspire research.  

Gerald Brenan, José María Moliner, Henri Sanson, Robert Sencourt, Colin Smith, 

Federico Ruiz and Fernando Urbina, for example, explore our saint’s humanity: 

on the one hand, as an educated, poor, yet resilient constituent of 16th-century 

Spain; and on the other, as a Discalced Carmelite that responds to difficult social 

tensions. By joining his social standing, his vocation, and his mystical writings, 

the question of St. John’s mystical experience begins to incorporate more elusive 

details than what many scholars had considered.  In all cases, they envision St. 

John, as Unamuno would say, as a man of flesh and bone. 

In like fashion, this paper explores St. John’s poetry in its social, literary 

and theological scope.  With the hope of retaining his humanity, and exalting him 

as an extraordinary figure, I present new insights regarding the relation between 

our saint and his writing, the lyrical mechanics and philosophy of his mystical 

poetry, and his reception, namely, as a heroic figure.  

Most of all, by locating St. John’s work in a heroic framework, I recast him 
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– author, protagonist and saint – as a relevant figure today whose work promotes 

peace and offers a meaningful solution to some of our contemporary problems.  

A further, more important, step in Sanjuanist studies would be to see how St. 

John’s message might improve human rights and social justice.   As Steven 

Payne suggests,  

Americans are typically portrayed throughout the world as slaves of 

"inordinate attachments" to wealth and power, the virtual 

embodiment of everything in modern society that John of the Cross 

would have opposed: pragmatic materialism, consumerism, 

sensualism, militarism, racism and so on.  (6) 

Perhaps Sanjuanist studies offer a friendly meeting ground for 

conversations on peace and tolerance. 
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APPENDIX A 
 
Major Poems 
 
“Cántico espiritual” 
Canciones entre el alma y el esposo    
 
Esposa: 
     
¿Adónde te escondiste, amado,  
y me dejaste con gemido?  
Como el ciervo huiste,  
habiéndome herido;  
salí tras ti, clamando, y eras ido.           5   
   
Pastores, los que fuerdes allá,  
por las majadas, al otero,  
si por ventura vierdes aquél que yo más quiero,  
decidle que adolezco, peno y muero.           10     
 
Buscando mis amores,  
iré por esos montes y riberas;  
ni cogeré las flores,  
ni temeré las fieras,  
y pasaré los fuertes y fronteras.             15   
 
(Pregunta a las Criaturas)  
    
¡Oh bosques y espesuras,  
plantadas por la mano del amado!  
¡Oh prado de verduras,  
de flores esmaltado,  
decid si por vosotros ha pasado!              20   
 
(Respuesta de las Criaturas)  
    
Mil gracias derramando,  
pasó por estos sotos con presura,  
y yéndolos mirando,  
con sola su figura  
vestidos los dejó de hermosura.               25   
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Esposa:     
 
¡Ay, quién podrá sanarme!  
Acaba de entregarte ya de vero;  
no quieras enviarme  
de hoy más ya mensajero,  
que no saben decirme lo que quiero.           30     
 
Y todos cantos vagan,  
de ti me van mil gracias refiriendo.  
Y todos más me llagan,  
y déjame muriendo  
un no sé qué que quedan balbuciendo.          35     
 
Mas ¿cómo perseveras,  
oh vida, no viviendo donde vives,  
y haciendo, porque mueras,  
las flechas que recibes,  
de lo que del amado en ti concibes?           40     
 
¿Por qué, pues has llagado  
aqueste corazón, no le sanaste?  
Y pues me le has robado,  
¿por qué así le dejaste,  
y no tomas el robo que robaste?               45     
 
Apaga mis enojos,  
pues que ninguno basta a deshacellos,  
y véante mis ojos,  
pues eres lumbre dellos,  
y sólo para ti quiero tenellos.                50     
 
¡Oh cristalina fuente,  
si en esos tus semblantes plateados,  
formases de repente  
los ojos deseados,  
que tengo en mis entrañas dibujados!          55     
 
¡Apártalos, amado,  
que voy de vuelo!   
 
Esposo:    
  
 Vuélvete, paloma,  
que el ciervo vulnerado  
por el otero asoma,  
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al aire de tu vuelo, y fresco toma.           60   
 
Esposa:     
 
¡Mi amado, las montañas,  
los valles solitarios nemorosos,  
las ínsulas extrañas,  
los ríos sonorosos,  
el silbo de los aires amorosos;               65  
    
la noche sosegada,  
en par de los levantes de la aurora,  
la música callada,  
la soledad sonora,  
la cena que recrea y enamora;                 70     
 
nuestro lecho florido,  
de cuevas de leones enlazado,  
en púrpura tendido,  
de paz edificado,  
de mil escudos de oro coronado!               75     
 
A zaga de tu huella,  
las jóvenes discurran al camino;  
al toque de centella,  
al adobado vino,  
emisiones de bálsamo divino.                  80    
 
 En la interior bodega  
de mi amado bebí, y cuando salía,  
por toda aquesta vega,  
ya cosa no sabía  
y el ganado perdí que antes seguía.           85     
 
Allí me dio su pecho,  
allí me enseñó ciencia muy sabrosa,  
y yo le di de hecho a mí,  
sin dejar cosa; 
 allí le prometí de ser su esposa.             90     
 
Mi alma se ha empleado,  
y todo mi caudal, en su servicio;  
ya no guardo ganado,  
ni ya tengo otro oficio,  
que ya sólo en amar es mi ejercicio.          95     
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Pues ya si en el ejido de  
hoy más no fuere vista ni hallada,  
diréis que me he perdido; 
que andando enamorada,  
me hice perdidiza, y fui ganada.              100 
 
De flores y esmeraldas,  
en las frescas mañanas escogidas,  
haremos las guirnaldas  
en tu amor florecidas,  
y en un cabello mío entretejidas:             105     
 
en sólo aquel cabello  
que en mi cuello volar consideraste;  
mirástele en mi cuello,  
y en él preso quedaste,  
y en uno de mis ojos te llagaste.             110     
 
Cuando tú me mirabas,  
tu gracia en mí tus ojos imprimían;  
por eso me adamabas,  
y en eso merecían  
los míos adorar lo que en ti vían.            115     
 
No quieras despreciarme,  
que si color moreno en mí hallaste,  
ya bien puedes mirarme,  
después que me miraste,  
que gracia y hermosura en mí dejaste.         120     
 
Cogednos las raposas,  
que está ya florecida nuestra viña,  
en tanto que de rosas  
hacemos una piña,  
y no parezca nadie en la montiña.             125  
    
Deténte, cierzo muerto;  
ven, austro, que recuerdas los amores,  
aspira por mi huerto,  
y corran sus olores,  
y pacerá el amado entre las flores.           130   
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Esposo:    
  
Entrado se ha la esposa  
en el ameno huerto deseado,  
y a su sabor reposa,  
el cuello reclinado  
sobres los dulces brazos del amado.           135     
 
Debajo del manzano,  
allí conmigo fuiste desposada,  
allí te di al mano,  
y fuiste reparada  
donde tu madre fuera violada.                 140     
 
O vos, aves ligeras,  
leones, ciervos, gamos saltadores,  
montes, valles, riberas,  
aguas, aires, ardores  
y miedos de las noches veladores,             145     
 
por las amenas liras  
y canto de serenas os conjuro  
que cesen vuestras iras  
y no toquéis al muro,  
porque la esposa duerma más seguro.           150   
 
Esposa:     
 
Oh ninfas de Judea,  
en tanto que en las flores y rosales  
el ámbar perfumea,  
morá en los arrabales,  
y no queráis tocar nuestros umbrales.         155     
 
Escóndete, carillo,  
y mira con tu haz a las montañas,  
y no quieras decillo;  
mas mira las compañas  
de la que va por ínsulas extrañas.            160   
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Esposo:     
 
La blanca palomica  
al arca con el ramo se ha tornado,  
y ya la tortolica  
al socio deseado  
en las riberas verdes ha hallado.             165     
 
En soledad vivía,  
y en soledad he puesto ya su nido,  
y en soledad la guía  
a solas su querido,  
también en soledad de amor herido.            170   
 
Esposa:     
 
Gocémonos, amado,  
y vámonos a ver en tu hermosura  
al monte o al collado  
do mana el agua pura;  
entremos más adentro en la espesura.          175     
 
Y luego a las subidas  
cavernas de la piedra nos iremos,  
que están bien escondidas,  
y allí nos entraremos,  
y el mosto de granadas gustaremos.         180     
 
Allí me mostrarías  
aquello que mi alma pretendía,  
y luego me darías  
allí tú, vida mía,  
aquello que me diste el otro día:             185     
 
el aspirar del aire,  
el canto de la dulce filomena,  
el soto y su donaire,  
en la noche serena  
con llama que consume y no da pena;           190     
 
que nadie lo miraba,  
Aminadab tampoco parecía,  
y el cerco sosegaba,  
y la caballería  
a vista de las aguas descendía.               195  
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“Noche oscura” 
Canciones del alma que se goza de haber llegado al alto estado de la 
perfección, que es la unión con Dios, por el camino de la negación espiritual.      
 
En una noche oscura,  
con ansias en amores inflamada,  
(¡oh dichosa ventura!)  
salí sin ser notada,  
estando ya mi casa sosegada.                     5     
 
A oscuras y segura,  
por la secreta escala disfrazada,  
(¡oh dichosa ventura!)  
a oscuras y en celada,  
estando ya mi casa sosegada.                     10    
 
En la noche dichosa,  
en secreto, que nadie me veía,  
ni yo miraba cosa,  
sin otra luz ni guía                                
sino la que en el corazón ardía.                 15     
 
Aquésta me guïaba  
más cierta que la luz del mediodía,  
adonde me esperaba  
quien yo bien me sabía,  
en parte donde nadie parecía.                    20     
 
¡Oh noche que me guiaste!,  
¡oh noche amable más que el alborada!,  
¡oh noche que juntaste  
amado con amada,  
amada en el amado transformada!                  25     
 
En mi pecho florido,  
que entero para él solo se guardaba,  
allí quedó dormido,  
y yo le regalaba,  
y el ventalle de cedros aire daba.               30     
 
El aire de la almena,  
cuando yo sus cabellos esparcía,  
con su mano serena  
en mi cuello hería,  
y todos mis sentidos suspendía.                  35     
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Quedéme y olvidéme,  
el rostro recliné sobre el amado,  
cesó todo, y dejéme,  
dejando mi cuidado  
entre las azucenas olvidado.                     40 
 
“Llama de amor viva”      
 
¡Oh llama de amor viva  
que tiernamente hieres  
de mi alma en el más profundo centro!  
Pues ya no eres esquiva  
acaba ya si quieres,                            5  
¡rompe la tela de este dulce encuentro!      
 
¡Oh cauterio süave!  
¡Oh regalada llaga!  
¡Oh mano blanda! ¡Oh toque delicado  
que a vida eterna sabe                         10  
y toda deuda paga!  
Matando, muerte en vida has trocado.      
 
¡Oh lámparas de fuego  
en cuyos resplandores  
las profundas cavernas del sentido,            15  
que estaba oscuro y ciego,  
con estraños primores  
color y luz dan junto a su querido!      
 
¡Cuán manso y amoroso  
recuerdas en mi seno                           20  
donde secretamente solo moras,  
y en tu aspirar sabroso  
de bien y gloria lleno,  
cuán delicadamente me enamoras!  
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APPENDIX B 
 

Figures on Chapter 2 
 

 (Fig. 1) 

I  

Verb Heavy 

II  

Verb Regular 

III  

Verb-less 

 

(Fig. 2) 

 
PRET X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X                         
PRES                X X X X X X X X X X X X X X           
I 
MP 

                             X X X X X X X X X X 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32 33 34 35 36 37 38 39 

 
 

(Fig. 3) 

Nouns, Repeated 2 or more times 

1: Amado (9x) 

2: Flores, Soledad (5x) 

3: Aire, Amor, Gracias, Ojos (4x)  

4: Agua, Ciervo, Cuello, Esposa, Hermosura, Monte, Noche, Riberas (3x) 

5: Alma, Aquello, Cabello, Canto, Cosas, Espesura, Ganado,  Huerto, Ínsulas, 
Leones, Mano, Montaña, Nadie, Otero, Paloma, Soto, Todos, Valles, Vida, Vuelo 
(2X) 
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(Fig. 4) 

Amado 
Flores, Soledad 

Aire, Amor, Gracias, Ojos 
Agua, Ciervo, Cuello, Esposa, Hermosura, Monte, Noche, Riberas 

Alma, Aquello, Cabello, Canto, Cosas, Espesura, Ganado,  Huerto, Ínsulas, 
Leones, Mano, Montaña, Nadie, Otero, Paloma, Soto, Todos, Valles, Vida, Vuelo 
 

(Fig. 5) 

 
 

(“Les Cahiers de Framespa: Nouveaux champs de l’historie sociale.” 
http://framespa.revues.org/417. Web. 24 March 2011.) 
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(Fig 6) 

 

Nouns, Stanzas and Essential characteristics 

 

Noun Stanza Essential characteristic 

1. Amado 1 People 

2. Gemido 
1 Sound 

3. Ciervo 
1 Animal 

4. Pastores 
2 People 

5. Majadas 
2 Animals 

6. Otero 
2 Land 

7. Amores 
3 Passion 

8. Montes 
3 Land 

9. Riberas 
3 Land 

10. Flores 
3 Vegetation 

11. Fieras 
3 Animals 

12. Fuertes 
3 Edifice 

13. Fronteras 
3 Abstract 

14. Bosques 
4 Land 

15. Espesuras 
4 Land 

16. Mano 
4 Body 

17. Amado 
4 Person 

18. Verduras 
4 Vegetation 

19. Flores 
4 Vegetation 

20. Gracias 
5 Abstract 

21. Sotos 
5 Vegetation 
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22. Figura 
5 Abstract 

23. Hermosura 
5 Characteristic 

24. Quién 
6 Indefinite 

25. Mensajero 
6 People 

26. Todos 
7 Indefinite 

27. Gracias 
7 Abstract 

28. Todos 
7 Indefinite 

29. Vida 
8 Abstract 

30. Flechas 
8 Weapon 

31. Amado 
8 Person 

32. Corazón 
9 Body 

33. Robo 
9 Abstract 

34. Enojos 
10 Passion 

35. Ninguno 
10 Indefinite 

36. Ojos 
10 Body 

37. Lumbre 
10 Light 

38. Fuente 
11 Water 

39. Semblantes 
11 Body 

40. Ojos 
11 Body 

41. Entrañas 
11 Body 

42. Amado 
12 Person 

43. Vuelo 
12 Air 

44. Paloma 
12 Animal 

45. Ciervo 
12 Animal 

46. Otero 
12 Land 

47. Aire 
12 Air 
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48. Vuelo 
12 Air 

49. Amado 
13 Person 

50. Montañas 
13 Land 

51. Valles 
13 Land 

52. Ínsulas 
13 Land/water 

53. Ríos 
13 Water 

54. Silbo 
13 Sound 

55. Aires 
13 Air 

56. Noche 
14 Indefinite 

57. Levantes 
14 Air 

58. Aurora 
14 Light 

59. Música 
14 Sound 

60. Soledad 
14 Indefinite 

61. Cena 
14 Encounter 

62. Lecho 
15 Encounter 

63. Cuevas 
15 Interior 

64. Leones 
15 Animals 

65. Púrpura 
15 Color 

66. Paz 
15 Indefinite 

67. Escudos 
15 Metal 

68. Oro 
15 Metal 

69. Zaga 
16 Direction 

70. Huella 
16 Abstract 

71. Jóvenes 
16 People 

72. Camino 
16 Direction 

73. Toque 
16 Tactile 
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74. Centella 
16 Light 

75. Vino 
16 Eating/Drinking 

76. Emisiones 
16 Scent 

77. Bálsamo 
16 Scent 

78. Bodega 
17 Encounter 

79. Amado 
17 Person 

80. Vega 
17 Land 

81. Cosa 
17 Indefinite 

82. Ganado 
17 Animals 

83. Pecho 
18 Body 

84. Ciencia 
18 Knowledge 

85. Hecho 
18 Indefinite 

86. Cosa 
18 Indefinite 

87. Esposa 
18 Person 

88. Alma 
19 Soul 

89. Caudal 
19 Indefinite 

90. Servicio 
19 Capacity 

91. Ganado 
19 Animals 

92. Oficio 
19 Capacity 

93. Ejercicio 
19 Capacity 

94. Ejido 
20 Land 

95. Flores 
21 Vegetation 

96. esmeraldas 
21 Mineral 

97. Mañanas 
21 Time 

98. guirnaldas 
21 Vegetation 

99. Amor 
21 Passion 
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100. Cabello 
21 Body 

101. Cabello 
22 Body 

102. Cuello 
22 Body 

103. Cuello 
22 Body 

104. Uno 
22 Indefinite 

105. Ojos 
22 Body 

106. Gracia 
23 Abstract 

107. Ojos 
23 Body 

108. Color 
24 Color 

109. Gracia 
24 Abstract 

110. hermosura 
24 Characteristic 

111. Raposas 
25 Animals 

112. Viña 
25 Vegetation 

113. Rosas 
25 Vegetation 

114. Piña 
25 Vegetation 

115. Nadie 
25 Indefinite 

116. Montiña 
25 Land 

117. Cierzo 
26 Air 

118. Austro 
26 Air 

119. Amores 
26 Passion 

120. Huerto 
26 Vegetation 

121. Olores 
26 Scent 

122. Amado 
26 Person 

123. Flores 
26 Vegetation 

124. Esposa 
27 Person 

125. Huerto 
27 Vegetation 



 132 

126. Sabor 
27 Passion 

127. Cuello 
27 Body 

128. Brazos 
27 Body 

129. Amado 
27 Person 

130. Manzano 
28 Vegetation 

131. Mano 
28 Body 

132. Madre 
28 Person 

133. Aves 
29 Animals 

134. Leones 
29 Animals 

135. Ciervos 
29 Animals 

136. Gamos 
29 Animals 

137. Montes 
29 Land 

138. Valles 
29 Land 

139. Riberas 
29 Land/water 

140. Aguas 
29 Water 

141. Aires 
29 Air 

142. Ardores 
29 Passion 

143. Miedos 
29 Passion 

144. Noches 
29 Indefinite 

145. Liras 
30 Vegetation 

146. Canto 
30 Sound 

147. Iras 
30 Passion 

148. Muro 
30 Edifice 

149. Esposa 
30 Person 

150. Ninfas 
31 Folklore 

151. Judea 
31 Land 
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152. Flores 
31 Vegetation 

153. Rosales 
31 Vegetation 

154. Ámbar 
31 Mineral 

155. Arrabales 
31 Land 

156. Umbrales 
31 Abstract 

157. Carillo 
32 Person 

158. Haz 
32 Body 

159. Montañas 
32 Land 

160. Compañas 
32 People 

161. Ínsulas 
32 Land/water 

162. Palomica 
33 Animals 

163. Arca 
33 Interior 

164. Ramo 
33 Vegetation 

165. Tortolita 
33 Animals 

166. Socio 
33 Person 

167. Riberas 
33 Land/water 

168. Soledad 
34 Indefinite 

169. Soledad 
34 Indefinite 

170. Nido 
34 Interior 

171. Soledad 
34 Indefinite 

172. Querido 
34 Person 

173. Soledad 
34 Indefinite 

174. Amor 
34 Passion 

175. Amado 
35 Person 

176. hermosura 
35 Characteristic 

177. Monte 
35 Land 
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178. Collado 
35 Land 

179. Agua 
35 Water 

180. Espesura 
35 Vegetation 

181. Cavernas 
36 Interior 

182. Piedra 
36 Mineral 

183. Mosto 
36 Eating/Drinking 

184. Granadas 
36 Eating/Drinking 

185. Aquello 
37 Indefinite 

186. Alma 
37 Soul 

187. Vida 
37 Abstract 

188. Aquello 
37 Indefinite 

189. Día 
37 Time 

190. Aire 
38 Air 

191. Canto 
38 Sound 

192. Filomena 
38 Animal 

193. Soto 
38 Vegetation 

194. Donaire 
38 Characteristic 

195. Noche 
38 Indefinite 

196. Llama 
38 Light 

197. Pena 
38 Passion 

198. Nadie 
39 Indefinite 

199. Aminadab 
39 Person 

200. Cerco 
39 Abstract 

201. Caballería 
39 People 

202. Aguas 
39 Water 
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(Fig. 7) 

 

Nouns categorized by essential characteristic, and frequency 

1 Indefinite: 23 
2 People: 22 
3 Land: 20 
4 Vegetation: 19 
5 Body: 17 
6 Animal: 16 
7 Abstract: 11 
8 Passion: 10 
9 Air: 9 
10 Water: 7 

11 Sound: 5 
12 Characteristic: 5 
13 Interior: 4 
14 Light: 4 
15 Eating/Drinking: 3 
16 Mineral: 3 
17 Capacity: 3 
18 Encounter: 3 
19 Scent: 3 
20 Color: 2 

21 Time: 2 
22 Direction: 2 
23 Edifice: 2 
24 Soul: 2 
25 Metal: 2 
26 Folklore: 1 
27 Tactile: 1 
28 Instrument: 1 
29 Knowledge: 1 
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