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PREFACE  
 
 
 
In the extensive bibliography devoted to the works of San Juan de la Cruz 
(Saint John of the Cross), little attention has been paid to most of his 
minor poems. Among the latter, a collection of romances has elicited even 
less interest among sanjuanista scholars. While a handful of studies can be 
found, they are principally in Spanish or Italian.1 Even among those works 
that consider San Juan’s poetry in depth, scholars have often ignored the 
romances, questioned San Juan’s authorship of them, or dismissed them as 
unworthy of inclusion alongside the saint’s great lyrical poems. 
 The present work intends to address some of these issues; first, by 
offering an in-depth examination of San Juan’s Romancero on the Trinity 
in English. Secondly, it ties the content of these poems to sources in 
theology and scripture with which the poet was familiar through his 
university training. Next, it considers the audience to whom the poems 
were initially addressed as well as the possible influence of Teresa of 
Ávila on his poetry. Lastly, it links the style and imagery to the saint’s 
better-known poems and prose commentaries. 

Editions of the Complete Works 

 The first compilation of the works of Juan de la Cruz was 
prepared some twenty-five years after his death by a fellow Discalced 

 
1. See, for example, the studies by Gloria del Carmen Balderas Rosas, El 
romancero de San Juan de la Cruz. Poesía popular y hondura mística (Xalapa, 
Ver., México: Universidad Veracruzana, 1997); Divo Barsotti, La Teologia 
spirituale di San Giovanni della Croce (Milan: Rusconi, 1990); Miguel Ángel 
Diez, “<<Nueve romances>> Glosa Bíblica,” in Poesía y teología en S. Juan de la 
Cruz, 2 vols. (Burgos: Editorial Monte Carmelo, 1992), 2:477-555; José Fradejas 
Lebrejo, “Sobre los romances de San Juan de la Cruz,” in Simposio sobre San Juan 
de la Cruz. Ponencias (Ávila: Miján, 1986), pp. 53-68; and M. A. Cadrecha, San 
Juan de la Cruz. Una eclesiología del amor (Burgos: El Monte Carmelo, 1980). In 
addition to these longer studies, I have published two articles that deal with the 
first six of the Trinitarian romances: “‘On the Creation:’ San Juan de la Cruz,” 
Renascence 59 (fall 2006): 3-15; and “Two Trinitarian Romances of San Juan de la 
Cruz,” Studia Mystica 18 (1997): 60-71. 
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Carmelite, Diego de Jesús, and published in 1618 in Alcalá de Henares.2 
The first critical edition arranged by another Carmelite was that of 
Gerardo de San Juan de la Cruz that appeared in three volumes between 
1912 and 1914.3 This version was eventually superseded by the definitive 
Spanish edition prepared by P. Silverio de Santa Teresa and published in 
four volumes by the Carmelite press in Burgos between 1929 and 1931.4 It 
is this critical edition of the saint’s works on which subsequent scholars 
drew, especially in translating San Juan’s works.5  
 Initial translations of the complete works first appeared in French 
(1621) and then Italian (1627), attesting to the presence of the Discalced 
Reform in these countries.6 The first version in English did not occur until 
the nineteenth century (1864) under the guidance of David Lewis.7 The 
definitive critical edition in English, however, was the work of E. Allison 
Peers, who based his translation on the edition prepared by P. Silverio and 
with whom he collaborated as he prepared the Complete Works for 

 
2. Obras espirituales que encaminan una alma (Alcalá [de Henares]: 1618). This 
edition did not include the Cántico espiritual, as Manuel Diego Sánchez, San Juan 
de la Cruz. Bibliografía sistemática (Madrid: Editorial de Espiritualidad, 2000), p. 
89, #306, points out. See Pier Pablo Ottonello, Bibliografia di S. Juan de la Cruz 
(Rome: Edizioni del Teresianum, 1967) and Sánchez for a more complete 
examination of the various editions of the saint’s works. 

3. Obras del Místico Doctor San Juan de la Cruz, edición crítica y la más correcta 
y completa de las publicadas hasta hoy con introducciones y notas del Padre 
Gerardo de San Juan de la Cruz, y un epílogo del Excmo. Sr. D. Juan Vázquez de 
Mella, 3 vols. (Toledo: Viuda e hijos de J. Peláez, 1912-1914). 

4. Obras de San Juan de la Cruz, Doctor de la iglesia, editadas y anotadas por el 
P. Silverio de Santa Teresa, C. D., 4 vols. (Burgos: Monte Carmelo, 1929-1931). 

5. Other Spanish editions of interest are the Vida y obras de San Juan de la Cruz, 
eds. Crisógono de Jesús, O.C.D.; Matías del Niño Jesús, O.C.D.; and Lucinio 
Ruano, O.C.D. (Madrid: Editorial Católica, 1946), that became the standard text in 
Spain. In addition, the Obras completas (texto crítico popular), ed. P. Simeón de la 
Sagrada Familia, C.D. (Burgos: El Monte Carmelo, 1959), is also of interest. Both 
of these editions have continued in print since their initial publication dates. 

6. These are, respectively, Les Oeuvres spirituelles pour acheminer les âmes a la 
parfaite union avec Dieu, trans. M. R. Gaultier (Paris: 1621); and Opere 
spirituali...composte dal ven. P. F. Giovanni della Croce, trans. P. Fr. Alessandro 
di San Francesco (Rome: Appresso Francisco Corbelletti, 1627). 

7. The Complete Works of Saint John of the Cross, trans. D[avid] Lewis, eds. the 
Oblate Fathers of Saint Charles, with a preface by Cardinal Wiseman, 2 vols. 
(London: Green, Longman, 1864). 
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publication in three volumes in London (1934-1935).8 It was to these two 
editions that Kieran Kavanaugh and Otilio Rodríguez turned in their 
translation of the Collected Works, first published by Doubleday in 1964 
and subsequently revised for the Institute of Carmelite Studies press in 
1991. 

Poetry editions 

 Publication of the poetry of San Juan has enjoyed an even longer 
history. Modern Spanish language editions of the poems have been 
prepared by Peers (1933), Blecua (1946), Jiménez Lozano (1982), and 
Ynduráin (1984).9 As noted earlier, Balderas Rosas (1997) prepared a 
study focused solely on the saint’s romancero. While these are by no 
means the only editions of San Juan’s poetry, they indicate the continued 
interest in his works through the modern era. 
 At the same time, bi-lingual editions of the poetry have also been 
published, beginning with Peers’s 1947 collection published by Burns 
Oates as a separata of the complete works.10 Perhaps the most popular 
edition of the poems is that of Roy Campbell, that first appeared in 1951 
and subsequently has been republished by a number of presses.11 More 
recently, other poets have presented their own translations of San Juan’s 
poetry, among them John Frederick Nims (1959), Willis Barnstone (1968), 
Antonio T. De Nicolás (1996), and Ken Krabbenhoft (1999).12 

 
8. The Complete Works of Saint John of the Cross, translated from the critical 
edition of P. Silverio de Santa Teresa, C.D., ed. E. Allison Peers, 3 vols. (London: 
Burns Oates & Washbourne, 1934-1935). This edition has been reprinted 
numerous times by various publishing houses. The version cited in the present 
study is that published by The Newman Bookshop, 3 vols. (Westminster, 
Maryland: 1946). 

9. See the bibliography for individual entries of these editions. 

10. Poesías, ed. and trans. E. Allison Peers (Liverpool: Bulletin of Hispanic 
Studies, 1933). 

11. Poems of St. John of the Cross (New York: Pantheon Books, 1951). Campbell 
notes that he uses Silverio’s Spanish text to guide him. See the copyright page of 
his first and subsequent editions for this acknowledgment. The present study relies 
on the edition published in New York: Grosset & Dunlap, 1967. 

12. See the bibliography for individual entries for these translations. 
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Translating poetry 

 Each of those who has attempted a bi-lingual edition of San 
Juan’s poetry has acknowledged the difficulty of the task before him. On 
the one hand, a “faithful” translation of poetry is virtually impossible, or 
so claimed any number of critics.13 The reasons are many. As Nims points 
out, “the poet is not only expressing ideas and feelings, but expressing 
them in sounds that are a kind of magical equivalent of what they say. The 
poet is uniting sound and sense” (Preface p. v). The decision often facing 
the translator, therefore, is to choose between reproducing the sound or the 
sense of the original. 
 When confronted with this dilemma, Peers prefers sense. In his 
comments on translation of Silverio’s edition, he explains that he is 
attempting an “accurate and reliable version of S. John of the Cross’s 
works as it is possible to obtain.” Nevertheless, he also admits that “to 
keep the translation, line by line, ‘au pied de la lettre,’ is, of course, 
impractical” (Translator’s Preface, p. xix). Eventually he makes clear that 
he “hit upon the long and metrically unfettered verse-line suggestive of 
Biblical poetry in its English dress” (p. xxii). The result tends to sacrifice 
artistry for literalness. 
 In his preface to Campbell’s edition, D’Arcy comments favorably 
on Peers’s approach, when he remarks that “the great merit of this form of 
translation is that it serves to let the true likeness of St. John appear and 
avoids the disguise imposed by prose” (Preface, p. 4). As he turns his 
attention to Campbell’s translation, however, he finds that it captures as 
far as possible “the accents of a genuine experience” found in the original 
Spanish. Still, the inherent difficulty of expressing the essence of mystical 
union through the medium of human language challenged both San Juan 
and his translators (D’Arcy “Preface,” p. 5). As a poet himself, Campbell 
allows his reader to “feel the freshness and the intensity of the mystic and 
see how the verse leaves the ground and soars to the heights without 
passing beyond our sight. The ecstatic poems have, too, a movement and 
metre which belong very closely to the mood, and these have been caught 
in the translation” (Preface, p. 7). Nevertheless, D’Arcy also points out the 
added difficulty faced in what he calls “the more measured poems,” that is, 

 
13. John Frederick Nims, Preface to The Poems of St. John of the Cross, trans. 
John Frederick Nims, 3rd ed. (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 
1959), p. v, repeats the truism that “poetry cannot be translated.” In “Considerations,” 
p. 133, he cites Mallarmé’s summation that “poetry is not made out of ideas, but 
out of words.”  
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those that rely more heavily on theological language, as is the case in the 
romances. Here sense predominates over sound by necessity (Preface, p. 
8). 
 In his own translation of San Juan’s poetry, Nims also considers 
the tension between the thought expressed in the poem and the freedom of 
the verse (Considerations, p. 132). He goes on to argue that “the translator 
has an obligation to form as well as to content” (p. 133). His goal is to “re-
create” the poem as far as it is possible to do so. In the process, he finds it 
necessary to “add this or that” in order to reconcile rhyme, rhythm, and the 
differences between Spanish and English expressions (p. 133). What he 
did discover in his study of San Juan’s works is the fact that “the poet 
liked simple everyday expressions, popular, colloquial words that occur in 
folk song and that the country people would be likely to use. Rarely a 
literary word” (Considerations, pp. 133-134). He faults those translators 
who ignore the simplicity of the original in order to utilize more “literary” 
language. Still, Nims’s attempt to re-create the poems of San Juan in 
sound and sense leads the reader away from the literal into the more 
poetical. In effect, he writes a new poem altogether. 
 Willis Barnstone also brings a poet’s sensibility to his translations 
of San Juan’s great lyric poems. When confronting the romances, however, 
he abandons any attempt to render them as poetry. He rationalizes this 
decision by commenting that “because [they] are so markedly inferior to his 
others poems, their authenticity has been questioned.” Nevertheless, he 
includes them, but in his edition he does not translate them as poems, 
“because [he does not] think that he could make them good poems in 
English; in Spanish they detract from rather than add to the poet’s work, 
despite an occasional felicitous phrase.”14 Instead, he renders each of the 
romances in prose. 
 While neither de Nicolás nor Kavanaugh and Rodríguez approach 
their translations in quite the same way as their predecessors, each pays 
attention to the problem inherent in the exercise. For example, de Nicolás 
finds fault with those who decide “to publish his translated poetry simply 
as poetry,” eschewing in the process “the religious experience from which 
the poetry emerges.”15 Kavanaugh does not offer an ars poetica for his 
approach to translation of San Juan’s poetry, but the results adhere more 

 
14. Introduction to The Poems of Saint John of the Cross (Bloomington and 
London: Indiana University Press, 1968), p. 34. 

15. St. John of the Cross, Alchemist of the Soul. His Life. His Poetry (Bilingual). 
His Prose, trans. Antonio T. De Nicolás (York Beach, Maine: Samuel Weiser, Inc., 
1989), p. 6. 
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closely to sense rather than sound. In regard to the romances, he concurs 
with others when he asserts that “as poetry, these [poems] do not match 
the literary quality of the other poems” in Juan’s corpus. Still, he goes on 
to explain that “we find in them ... the great themes of John’s theological 
and spiritual thought” (Introduction, p. 43).16 
 More recently, Krabbenhoft (1999) has followed Nims’s lead in 
attempting to capture the poetry as poetry, rendering the verse in his own 
straightforward style. His choice of language avoids the overly “literary” 
in favor of the simple, colloquial vocabulary preferred by his predecessor. 
Unfortunately, like Kavanaugh, he does not offer the reader any indication 
of his theory on translation of poetry, leaving the work itself to stand on its 
own merits. 
 In choosing a translation of the romances, this study opts for 
Campbell’s for a number of reasons. On the one hand, his falls between 
the strictly literal and the overly “literary” versions already cited. On the 
other, it is the edition most readily available to the majority of possible 
English readers. Although this is the primary source for re-transcription 
and commentary, it is not exclusively cited. In certain instances, 
Campbell’s translation is compared to that of others. In others, those of 
Peers or Kavanaugh and Rodríguez are cited as needed. This is most 
evident in citations of both the lyric poems as well as the prose 
commentaries. 

 
16. Kieran Kavanaugh, O.C.D., Introduction to the Poetry in The Collected Works 
of St. John of the Cross, trans. Kieran Kavanaugh, O.C.D. and Otilio Rodríguez, 
O.C.D. (Washington, D.C.: Institute of Carmelite Studies, 1991), p. 43 Earlier (pp. 
33-34), he contends that “the themes he dwells on also remain constant: union with 
God, its trinitarian origins and final outcome in glory; Jesus Christ, Word and 
Beloved; faith, as both the content of the mystery and the obscure way to union; 
love, the going out from self to live in the other; the active and passive 
development of the theological life; the communication of God in silent prayer, the 
appetites, a dynamic of sin and destruction.” See also Luis Jiménez Martos, 
Introducción to Poesía completa (Madrid: Novelas y Cuentos, 1977), p.48, who 
recognizes that “estos glosarios de asunto evangélico se ciñen más a lo teológico 
que a lo poético” [these glossaries of an evangelical subject adhere more closely to 
the theological than to the poetic] (my translation). He also dismisses those who 
doubt San Juan’s authorship of these poems by comparing their language to that of 
the Spiritual Canticle (pp. 48-49). 
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ABBREVIATIONS 
 
 
 
S.  Subida del monte Carmelo (commentary on the Noche 

oscura) 
 
CE.  Cántico espiritual (both poem and commentary)1 
 

CE a    Cántico espiritual (Sanlúcar de Barrrameda 
edition) 

  
CE b  Cántico espiritual (Jaén edition) 

 
N.  Noche oscura (both poem and commentary) 
 
Ll.  Llama de amor viva (both poem and commentary) 
 
Dichos.  Dichos de luz y amor (Sayings of Love and Light)2 
 
M.  Moradas (The Interior Castle or the Mansions) of St. 

Teresa of Ávila3 

 
17. See Colin Thompson, The Poet and the Mystic. A Study of the Cántico spiritual 
of San Juan de la Cruz (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977) for a detailed 
study of the history and problems of the redactions of the Cántico espiritual. 

18. With some exceptions, these abbreviations are those used by Luis de San José, 
O.C.D. in his Concordancias de las obras y escritos del doctor de la Iglesia, San 
Juan de la Cruz (Burgos: Monte Carmelo, 1948), p. xv.; and Diccionario de San 
Juan de la Cruz, ed. Eulogio Pacho (Burgos: Monte Carmelo, 2000), p. 13. 

19. This abbreviation is taken from Luis de San José, O.C.D., Concordancias de 
las obras y escritos de Santa Teresa de Jesús (Burgos: Monte Carmelo, 1965), p. 
9. 



 

 

 



INTRODUCTION 

SAN JUAN DE LA CRUZ AND THE ROMANCERO 
 
 
 

Composition 

In December 1577, the future San Juan de la Cruz (Saint John of the 
Cross) was abducted by members of the Carmelite order opposed to the 
Discalced Reform begun by Saint Teresa of Ávila, which Juan had joined 
as a young friar.1 He was taken from Ávila to Toledo where he was 
imprisoned by his brothers in religion and pressed to renounce the 
Teresian reform. In August of the following year he managed to escape 
captivity in the Toledo Carmel and sought refuge with the Discalced nuns 
in the same city. There, as witnesses later testified, he “estuvo todo el día 
contando los muchos trabajos que había padecido allí” [he spent the entire 
day relating the many trials he had undergone there] (my translation).2 He 
also recited the poems that he had composed while imprisoned. In the 
opinion of Bernard Sesé, this period of imprisonment proved decisive in 
San Juan’s poetic achievements.3 Among those that the nuns recalled were 
the Cántico espiritual (Spiritual Canticle); the Cantar del alma que se 
huelga de conocer a Dios por fe (Song of the soul that is glad to know God 

 
1. “Discalced” refers to the choice by members of the Reform to wear sandals 
(alpargatas) rather than shoes as an ascetical practice. In 1577 they were still part 
of the Order of Carmelites, only becoming a separate order in 1593.  

2. Eulogio de la Virgen del Carmen, O.C.D., San Juan de la Cruz y sus escritos 
(Madrid: Ediciones Cristiandad, 1969), p. 111, cites the “Declaración desde 
Sabiote de las religiosas antiguas de Toledo” (Declaration from Sabiote by the 
former nuns of Toledo), made by the nuns who were present. They included 
Francisca de San Alberto, Leonor de Jesús, Francisca de San Eliseo, and María de 
San Angelo. All translations are mine unless otherwise indicated in the text. 

3. “Autobiografía secreta de San Juan de la Cruz (1542-1591), in Actas del XVI 
Congreso de la Asociación de Hispanistas: Nuevos caminos del hispanismo. Paris, 
del 9 al 13 de julio de 2007, ed. Bernard Sesé, Pierre Civil, et al. (Madrid-
Frankfurt: Iberoamericana; Vervuert, 2010), n.p. 
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by faith) usually known by its the repeated refrain, “Aunque es de noche” 
(“Though it be night”); and "unos romances que traía de cabeza . . . que 
había él mismo hecho. Son tres y todos de la Santísima Trinidad" [some 
romances that he had memorized . . . {and} that he himself had composed. 
There are three and all of them about the most Blessed Trinity] (my 
translation).4 
 Although a seemingly straightforward declaration of facts, the 
reference to the “three” is but one of many anomalies surrounding these 
romances. What is unclear from this testimony is whether the witnesses 
are counting the Cántico, the Cantar, and the Romances as the three 
poems referred to or have in mind only the romances themselves. 
Arguably, only the first two or three of the last group actually treat the 
doctrine of the Trinity, using the opening verses of the Gospel of John as 
their point of departure. The remainder of the romances consider the 
Creation, Incarnation, and Birth of Christ, concepts inherently present in 
John’s prologue and, by association, related as well to the Trinity. Adding 
to the confusion, San Juan composed a total of ten poems in this particular 
genre. Are only the first three of the ten we currently number the ones to 
which the witnesses refer or are those dealing with the Trinity all but the 
tenth, which is based on the psalm, “Super flumina”? Eulogio de la Virgen 
del Carmen argues for the possibility that the three cited in the testimony 
actually constitute the nine we know today (San Juan de la Cruz, p. 113, 
n. 4). Still other scholars contend that the nine are, in fact, a single poem, 
one of some three hundred plus verses divided into nine sections of 
unequal lengths.5 Yet another group reads the nine as three poems based 
on the thematic changes evident in the content and the subjects alluded to 
in the titles provided by a later editor. In the present study, the romances 

 
4. Cited in Eulogio, San Juan de la Cruz, p. 114. See, also, Fr. Bruno, O.C.D., 
Saint John of the Cross, ed. Fr. Benedict Zimmerman, O.C.D. (New York: Sheed 
and Ward, 1932), p. 425, note 104, who transcribes the testimony of Magdalena 
del Espíritu Santo. 

5. See Federico Ruiz Salvador, Introducción a San Juan de la Cruz: el escritor, los 
escritos, el sistema, Biblioteca de Autores Cristianos, vol. 279 (Madrid: Editorial 
Católica, 1968), p. 162; George H. Tavard, Poetry and Contemplation in St. John 
of the Cross (Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 1988), p. 20; and Gloria del 
Carmen Balderas Rosas, El romancero de San Juan de la Cruz. Poesía popular y 
hondura mística (Xalapa, Ver., México: Universidad Veracruzana, 1997), p. 64, all 
of whom read the nine as a single poem. In contrast, Melquíades Andrés, San Juan 
de la Cruz. Maestro de espiritualidad (Madrid: Ed. Temas de Hoy, 1996), p. 74, 
considers them nine poems with a clear doctrinal unity. 
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will be presented as nine poems and divided according to the titles 
ascribed to them by subsequent editors, while the lines will be numbered 
sequentially. 
 Another detail clouded by the testimony of the nuns is the 
identity of the person who first transcribed the poems. Isabel de Jesús 
María, who was a novice in the Toledo foundation at the time of Juan’s 
escape, later testified that one of the nuns wrote the poems down as the 
friar recited them. She also mentions that “en esta casa ... los tenemos” [we have 
them {i.e. the romances} in this house] (my translation).6 From Toledo Juan 
made his way south to the Carmelite monastery in Beas where a different 
nun testified that he had written the poems himself while imprisoned and 
carried them with him when he escaped (Eulogio, San Juan de la Cruz, 
p.115). Yet another witness explained that “un día pidió el P. Frai Juan (al 
carcelero) que le hiciese charidad [sic] de un poco de papel y tinta, porque 
quería hacer algunas cosas de devoción” (Efrén, San Juan de la Cruz, 
p.117) [one day Father Juan asked {the jailer} to do him the favor of 
providing a little paper and ink, because he wanted to make a few 
devotional things] (my translation). The witness was Madre Ana de San 
Alberto, who swore that Juan himself had confided this information to her.7 
Whether committed to memory and later to writing, what is clear is that 
these short poems are among the first of the saint’s compositions both in 
chronology and in content as well.8 At the same time, their presentation to 

 
6. Efrén de la Madre de Dios, O.C.D., San Juan de la Cruz y el misterio de la 
Santísima Trinidad en la Vida espiritual (Zaragoza: PP Carmelitas descalzos, 
1947), p. 116, cites from the “Carta en respuesta al precepto de declarar cuanto 
supiese sobre la vida ejemplar del primero Descalzo” [Letter in reply to the precept 
to declare whatever she might know about the exemplary life of the first Discalced 
{friar}] (my translation), which Isabel sent from the Carmel in Cuerva. See, also, 
Bruno, Saint John of the Cross, p. 185, who cites the testimony of Constança de la 
Cruz and Isabella [sic] de Jesús. Kieran Kavanaugh, O.C.D., Introduction to the 
Poetry in The Collected Works of St. John of the Cross, trans. Kieran Kavanaugh, 
O.C.D. and Otilio Rodríguez, O.C.D. (Washington, DC: Institute of Carmelite 
Studies, 1991), p. 34, points out “the critical problem concerning the original 
reading and selection of the codex [of the saint’s works]” due to the absence of 
autograph versions of the vast majority of them. 

7. Cristóbal Cuevas, “La poesía de San Juan de la Cruz,” Introducción a la lectura 
de San Juan de la Cruz (Salamanca: Junta de Castilla y León, 1991), p. 286. 

8. Divo Barsotti, La Teologia spirituale di San Giovanni della Croce (Milan: 
Rusconi, 1990), pp. 74-75, comments that “sono queste la prima vera opera del 
Santo. Tutte le opere che seguono, ne dipendono, perché le suppongon–
suppongono infatti la sua meditazione sul mistero dell’Incarnazione divina” [these 
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the nuns of the Toledo convent was in character for the friar, for he had 
served as spiritual director of nuns in Ávila prior to his sequestration and 
would continue to do so after his escape. Since women such as these were 
not fully literate, an oral recitation was perfectly in keeping with their 
usual mode of instruction by priests.9 In that sense, as Swietlicki observes, 
these poems were aimed at an audience more attuned to popular song 
rather than the lyrical poetry composed in the Renaissance style that 
characterizes San Juan’s mystical works.10 

The Form 

 The romance is a traditional Spanish verse form comprised of 
octosyllabic lines of assonantal rhyme in the even-numbered verses. It 
most closely resembles the ballad form in English in its narrative style, 
content, and oral presentation.11 Ramón Menéndez Pidal notes that 

 
are the earliest nuptial poems by the saint. All of the works that follow derive from 
them, assume them–assuming in effect his meditation on the mystery of the divine 
Incarnation] (my translation). At the end of his study (p. 205), Barsotti goes further 
and claims that the romances best express San Juan’s thoughts and feelings 
regarding the doctrine of the Incarnation. Jean Baruzi, Saint Jean de la Croix et le 
problème de l’expérience mystique, 2nd ed. (Paris: Félix Alcan, 1931), p. 186, 
suggests that both opinions could be correct: “Il se peut que les deux traditions 
soient exactes et que l’une se rapporte à la première phase de l’emprisonnement et 
la seconde à la dernière” [one could say that the two traditions are correct and that 
one relates to the first phase of the imprisonment and the second to the later phase] 
(my translation). 

9. I am paraphasing Antonio de Nicolás, ed., Saint John of the Cross, Alchemist of 
the Soul. His Life, His Poetry (Bilingual), His Prose, trans. Antonio de Nicolás 
(York Beach, Maine: Samuel Weiser, Inc., 1989), p. 54 here. 

10. Catherine Swietlicki, “La deidad enamorada: Un estudio a lo profano de San 
Juan de la Cruz,” in Homenaje al profesor AntonioVilanova, ed. Adolfo Sotelo 
Vázquez, 2 vols. (Barcelona: University of Barcelona Press, 1989), 1:677-678. She 
also remarks that “los nueve romances son, en forma e imaginería, composiciones 
poéticas que podían ser fácilmente absorbidas por la cultura oral, o leídas sin 
dificultad por lectores no muy bien educados” (1.686) [the nine romances are, in 
form and imagery, poetic compositions that could be easily absorbed through oral 
culture, or read without difficulty by readers who were not well educated] (my 
translation). Literacy in this context refers to an ability to read and write Latin, a 
skill uncommon among women of the time. 

11. Alex Preminger and T. V. F. Brogan et al., eds., New Princeton Encyclopedia 
of Poetry and Poetics (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993), p. 712, defines 
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romances are brief epic-lyrical poems that were sung with instrumental 
accompaniment simply for recreation or for common work.12 Over time 
the epic connections disappeared and the romance began to reflect 
subjective and emotional elements “para dejar lugar a la intuición rápida y 
viva de una situación dramática” (Flor nueva, pp. 12-13) [in order to 
provide space for the rapid and lively intuition of a dramatic situation] (my 
translation).  
 What was predominantly a poetic form admirably suited to 
secular themes was equally appealing to religious imitation and rewriting. 
Wardropper notes that “popular piety depended on the intervention of a 
skilled poet, who could turn secular folk songs into aids to devotion.”13 
While San Juan’s romances are not, strictly speaking, the contrafacta 
considered by Wardropper, Juan’s re-purposing of the poetic form to 
strictly theological themes “divinizes” what is otherwise a ballad that lends 
itself to amorous musings.14 In the context of monastic life, the 
Romancero was often used as a poetic vehicle for transmitting doctrinal 
points to a less sophisticated audience.15 Margaret Wilson considers the 

 
the form. Colin Smith, ed., Spanish Ballads (London: Bristol Classical Press, 
1996), p. 7, provides its etymology: “it comes from a Vulgar Latin adverb romanīce, 
‘in the vernacular tongue’, which in a substantivized sense appears in the 13th and 
14th centuries as romanz, romançe, ‘poem in the vernacular’ (i.e., not in the Latin 
of the clerks).”  

12. Flor nueva de romances viejos (Madrid: Espasa-Calpe, 1938), p. 9. 

13. “The Impact of Folk Song on Sacred and Profane Love Poetry in Post-
Tridentine Spain,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 17(1986): 485. 

14. I am using “divinizes” in the sense of “a lo divino” conversions (contrafacta) 
of otherwise secular poems by religious figures. Both San Juan and Santa Teresa 
take such an approach when they use the refrain “Vivo sin vivir en mí” of a 
popular love song to write their own spiritual contrafacta. Dámaso Alonso, Poesía 
española: ensayo de métodos y límites estilísticas, 5th ed. (Madrid: Gredos, 1971), 
pp. 229-30, describes San Juan as “fundamentalmente, e intencionalmente, un 
poeta ‘a lo divino’” [fundamentally, and intentionally, an ‘a lo divino’ poet] (my 
translation). Ignacio Elizalde, “San Juan de la Cruz: simbolismo metafórico,” 
Actas del Congreso Internacional Sanjuanista Ávila, 3vols. (Ávila: Junto de 
Castilla y León, 1993), 1:297, contends that “la auténtica poesía no es un 
‘contrafactum’, una simple sustitución del sentido profano por un sentido sagrado.” 
Rather, it is “una penetración real, aunque parcial, del misterio” [authentic poetry 
is not a contrafactum, a simple substitution of the sacred sense for the profane...it 
is a real, although partial, penetration of the mystery {itself}] (my translation). 

15. Romancero refers to a collection of romances. 
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genre “a fairly natural choice for San Juan when he had a story to tell.” His 
poems thus belong "to the tradition of convent verse, to whose combined 
purposes of instruction and diversion the genre of the romance viejo was 
well-suited.”16 Among the Carmelites, the composition of verses served as 
both recreational activity and spiritual exercise.17 Hence, San Juan’s 
request for paper and ink in order to compose some “devotional works” 
places him well within Carmelite tradition. At the same time, his romances 
are a virtual meditation on the nature of the Trinity, an approach that 
separates them from his purely mystical works (de Nicolás, Alchemist of 
the Soul, p. 56).18  
 The poems in question clearly form a coherent dialogue that 
advances theological, mystical, and scriptural points. Indeed, their very 
unity of purpose is both their strength and their weakness. For that reason 
José Camón Aznar, among others, reveals mixed feelings about the results 
when he opines that San Juan seemed to pay more attention to theology 
than form in these compositions. He laments the monotony of the rhyme, 
yet praises the profundity of thought and theme.19 Dependence on the 
imperfect tense endings of -ía and -aba may contribute to a sense of 
monotony, but they also recall the epic origins of the form itself since it is 

 
16. San Juan de la Cruz. Poems (London: Grant & Cutler, 1975), pp. 25-26. See 
Emilio Orozco Díaz, “Poesía tradicional carmelitana (Notas para una introducción 
a la lírica de San Juan de la Cruz),” Estudios dedicados a Menéndez Pidal 6 
(1956): 424, who situates the saint’s poetry within the greater Carmelite tradition, 
including “festividades, actos conventuales, viajes de fundaciones y visitas e 
incluso, el puro goce colectivo en algunas de las recreaciones” [festivals, 
conventual functions, trips for foundations and visits, and including the pure 
collective joy in some forms of recreation] (my translation). 

17. Fernando Lázaro Carreter, “Poética de San Juan de la Cruz,” in Actas del 
Congreso Internacional Sanjuanista Ávila, 3 vols. (Ávila: Junto de Castilla y León, 
1993), 1:29. 

18. Bernard McGinn, “Mystical Consciousness: A Modest Proposal,” Spiritus 8 
(2008): 58-59, contends that “the trinitarian basis of John’s view of mystical 
consciousness is the root of its Christological dimension–the union of the divine 
and human natures in the person of the Word is both the exemplar and source for 
how the mystic unifies the divine way of knowing and loving present in the ‘center 
of the soul’... and the ordinary human knowing and loving that the mystic must 
still employ in daily life, but now in a transformed fashion.”  

19. Arte y pensamiento en San Juan de la Cruz (Madrid: Editorial Católica, 1972), 
pp. 130-31. 
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the tense best suited to narrate history.20 Its very monotony, however, may 
also overlay the composition with a sense of melancholy as George H. 
Tavard contends.21 
 Similarly, inasmuch as the content of the poems is theological, 
the choice of the imperfect is appropriate since, in order to speak of eternal 
truths concerning the central doctrines of Christianity, the tense serves to 
underscore the timelessness of the message conveyed. Lucinio del 
Santísimo Sacramento calls San Juan’s romances the best theological 
treatise the saint ever wrote, presumably outstripping even the prose 
commentaries of his more famous liras.22 Not all agree, however. Tavard 
questions whether the form easily lends itself to theological nuance 
(Poetry and Contemplation, p. 27), while Wilson considers the works 
"quite impersonal . . . giv[ing] the impression of having been written with 
the edification of others in mind, others less advanced in spiritual 
development than the poet himself" (San Juan de la Cruz, p. 9).23 Whether 

 
20. José María Moliner, San Juan de la Cruz. Su presencia mística y su escuela 
poética, 4th ed. (Madrid: Ediciones Palabra, 1991) p. 185, believes that the 
imperfect verb endings “dar un sabor legendario a sus composiciones” [give a 
legendary flavor to his compositiions] (my translation). Balderas Rosas, El 
romancero, p. 43, sees the choice of rhyme as a return on the poet’s part to the 
origins of romance in the epic. For Wilson, San Juan de la Cruz, p. 27, the 
“writing is simplistic rather than simple, and the plodding use of imperfect and 
conditional verbs to sustain the assonance . . . tiresome.” On the other hand, 
Baldomero Jiménez Duque, Juan de la Cruz: Camino y mensaje (Ávila: 1987), pp. 
70-71, defends them: “aunque sean romances, género sencillo y poco brillante, 
contienen bellezas, de fondo, por supuesto, pero también de forma” [although they 
may be romances, a simple and less brilliant genre, they contain some charm, of 
substance, of course, but also of form] (my translation). 

21. Poetry and Contemplation in St. John of the Cross (Athens, Ohio: Ohio 
University Press, 1988), pp. 22-23. 

22. “La doctrina del cuerpo místico en San Juan de la Cruz,” Revista de 
Espiritualidad 3 (1944): 190. 

23. Swietlicki, “La deidad,” p. 687, agrees: “No es difícil suponer que San Juan 
quería compartir su devoción a la Trinidad con otros: con oyentes o lectores menos 
letrados” [it is not difficult to suppose that San Juan wanted to share his devotion 
to the Trinity with others: with less-educated listeners or readers] (my translation). 
Juan de la Cruz Martín, El silbo de los aires amorosos. San Juan de la Cruz 
(Madrid: Editorial Eneida, 2005), p. 94, observes that “los receptores de su obra 
son gente sencilla: frailes (ordenados o legos), monjas iletradas (iletradas por 
marginación impuesta...), seglares devotos [y otros]” [the audience for his work are 
simple folk: friars {ordained or lay}, illiterate nuns {illiterate because of an 
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it is edification or simply a personal choice to contemplate the meaning of 
the doctrines at the center of the poems, the saint utilizes this popular 
poetic form in a way that sets them apart from the other works that he 
wrote in traditional Spanish verse (Swietlicki, “La deidad,” p. 678). 
 In spite of the coincidence of their composition with the better-
known and more critically acclaimed liras, the romances have received 
neither great praise nor extensive interest from contemporary scholars. 
Indeed, there are those who question whether San Juan de la Cruz actually 
wrote them.24 E. Allison Peers dismisses them as “octosyllabic expressions 
of religious doctrine, devoid of poetic feeling,” and, more damning, “no 
better than those of many a third-rate rhymester.”25 Dámaso Alonso, who 
reintroduced San Juan’s poetry to a wider audience “desde esta ladera” 
(from this shore; that is, from a secular rather than a religious point of 
view), is hardly glowing in his opinion of them either. Although he 
recognizes the saint’s tendency toward “a lo divino” approaches, 
especially in his traditional verses, his observations concerning the 
romances are lukewarm at best.26 José Manuel Blecua is equally tepid in 

 
imposed marginalization...}, devout laypersons {and others}] (my translation). 
Giles Hibbert, O.P., “San Juan de la Cruz. The Poet and the Theologian” in Leeds 
Papers on Saint John of the Cross. Contributions to a Quatercentenary 
Celebration, ed. Margaret A. Rees (Leeds: Trinity All Saints, 1991), p. 157, n. 18, 
dismisses these poems as “the ‘dressing up’ of intellectual ideas in ‘pretty 
symbolism’ for the sake of ‘lesser intellects’.” 

24. Moliner, San Juan de la Cruz, p. 184, writes: “los romances son unas obras que 
parecen pertenecer a otro autor. No nos parecen de S. Juan de la Cruz, sino de un 
poeta del siglo XV” [the romances are works that seem to belong to another 
author. They don’t seem to be San Juan’s but, rather, those of a fifteenth-century 
poet]. He goes on to theorize that the saint intended to become a “juglar a lo 
divino” [a divinized jongleur] (my translation). Jiménez Lozano, ed., Introducción 
to Poesía, p. 55, remarks: “muchos críticos han puesto en duda la paternidad de 
Juan de la Cruz con respecto a algunos de esos poemas porque se les consideraba 
indignos de él, de su estro poético” [many critics have doubted Juan de la Cruz’s 
paternity with respect to some of those poems because they consider them 
unworthy of him {and} of his poetic inspiration] (my translation). 

25. St. John of the Cross and Other Lectures and Addresses 1920-1945 (London: 
Faber and Faber, Ltd., 1945), p. 18; and Spirit of Flame. A Study of St. John of the 
Cross (Wilton, CT: Morehouse-Barlow Co., 1946), p. 46. 

26 In La poesía de San Juan de la Cruz (desde esta ladera), 6th ed. (Madrid: 
Aguilar, 1966), p. 80, he writes: “en su rusticidad y monotonía no dejan de tener 
transparencia, difícil virginidad, agraz encanto” [in their rusticity and monotony 
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his evaluation of them: “en algunos momentos, empezamos a vislumbrar 
matices y expresiones de cierto interés” [at times we begin to discern 
certain interesting shades and expressions] (my translation).27 Colin 
Thompson agrees with most of the criticism presented by his predecessors, 
but contends that “hay momentos de belleza donde vemos que sabe 
apreciar la tradición popular de los romances y aplicarla a la Biblia y a la 
obra redentora de la Trinidad” [there are moments of beauty where we see 
that he knows how to appreciate the popular tradition of the romances and 
to apply it to the Bible and to the redemptive work of the Trinity] (my 
translation).28 In their defense, Barsotti contends that the very simplicity of 
the verse is the ideal form for presenting the essence of Trinitarian 
doctrine (La Teologia spirituale, p. 90). 
 What is evident in the criticism regarding San Juan’s romancero 
is the divide between literary considerations on the one hand and 
theological approaches on the other. For those critics who read the 
romances for their literary value, these simple poems are invariably found 
wanting in contrast to the soaring verses of San Juan’s great liras. The 
romances are clearly lesser literary works, but that fact should not deter a 
closer reading of them for their content, inspiration, and audience, as well 
as for their connection to the poet’s better-known works. These aspects of 
the Romancero of San Juan de la Cruz are at the heart of the present study. 

The Gospel of John 

 The obvious source of inspiration for San Juan’s romances is the 
prologue to the Gospel of John, as the Carmelite clearly states in the 
opening title: “Sobre el Evangelio ‘In principio erat Verbum’ acerca de la 
Santísima Trinidad” (Upon the Gospel ‘In the beginning was the Word’ 
about the Most Holy Trinity).29 The reading of this passage as part of the 
Mass--consisting of the opening verses from John (1:1-16)--became a 

 
they still have transparency, difficult integrity, {and} immature charm] (my 
translation). 

27. José Manuel Blecua, ed., Prólogo to San Juan de la Cruz, Poesías completas y 
otras páginas (Zaragoza: Ebro, 1961), p. 17. 

28. “Literatura, teología y experiencia en San Juan de la Cruz,” in Presencia de 
San Juan de la Cruz, ed. Juan Paredes Núñez (Granada: Universidad de Granada, 
1993), p. 162. 

29. In order to avoid confusion, I will refer to John of the Cross as “San Juan” or 
“Juan,” henceforward, and to John the Evangelist as “Saint John” or “John.” 
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customary devotion sometime in the Middle Ages. It eventually began to 
be recited regularly by the priest after the dismissal and blessing as the 
“last Gospel.” In 1570, Pope Pius V made it an official part of the Roman 
Rite.30 Before the separation of the Discalced from those Carmelites 
following the mitigated rule, members of the order celebrated the liturgy 
of the church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, a Gallo-Roman Rite. In 
1586, under the direction of the new provincial, Nicholas Doria, the 
Discalced adopted the new Roman Rite.31 Thus, while San Juan would 
have begun his priestly life reciting the former liturgy, he would have 
finished with the latter. More importantly, he evinced early on a devotion 
to the Trinity beyond that expressed in the composition of the romances or 
the recitation of the last Gospel. Yet another witness in his beatification 
process testified to his predilection for saying the Mass of the Trinity: 
 

...Decía Fray Juan con mucha frecuencia, cuando se lo permitían 
las rúbricas, misa votiva de la Santísima Trinidad. Una de las 
monjas de Granada le pregunta un buen día: ‘¿Cómo, mi padre 
Fray Juan, dice tantas veces misa de la Santísima Trinidad?’; él 
respondió con gracia pero muy seriamente: ‘Téngole por el mayor 
santo del cielo’.32 
 
[Fray Juan frequently said, when the Ordo permitted it, the votive 
Mass of the Blessed Trinity. One of the nuns in Granada asked him 
one day: ‘Father Juan, why do you say the Mass of the Blessed 
Trinity so often?’ He responded graciously but seriously: ‘I take it 
as the holiest one of heaven.’] (my translation) 

 
Clearly, the doctrine of the Trinity remained an integral part of the saint’s 
devotion and meditation even after his ordeal in the Toledo prison. 

 
30. http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/06659a.htm February 14, 2011, pp. 6-7. 

31. The Catholic Encyclopedia. An International Work of Reference on the 
Constitution, Doctrine, Discipline, and History of the Catholic Church, eds. 
Charles G. Herbermann, et al., 15 vols., s.v. “Carmelite Order.”  

32. J. V. Rodríguez, “Trinidad y Vida Mística en San Juan de la Cruz. Fe-
experiencia-doctrina,” Estudios Trinitarios 16 (1982): 218, citing the Biblioteca 
mística carmelitana, ed. P. Silverio de Santa Teresa, O.C.D., 20 vols. (Burgos: El 
Monte Carmelo, 1915-1935), 14:121. 
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Scriptural Commentaries 

 Beyond the direct reference to John’s Gospel, however, other 
sources influence the romances, sources which are evident both within the 
poems and in the background of the poet. José Fradejas Lebrero calls 
Juan’s work a "mosaico bíblico" (biblical mosaic), one that draws on other 
Gospel sources as well as on the Nicene Creed.33 Miguel Angel Diez 
describes the poems as expressions of the poet’s personal creed as well as 
a synthesis of his theology (<<Nueve romances>>, p. 478). The romances 
also speak to Juan’s education at the University of Salamanca and to his 
particular devotion throughout the years to the Trinity. His use of scripture 
to underpin and explain theology, most especially mystical theology, thus 
ties these “minor” poems in content and imagery to his more famous liras. 
 As a student of the Jesuits in the Colegio de la Doctrina in 
Medina del Campo prior to joining the Carmelites, the young Juan de 
Yepes learned both practical and artistic skills as well as the rudiments of 
Latin grammar.34 Later, at the University of Salamanca he was enrolled as 
an artista, that is, a student following a three-year course of study in logic, 
natural philosophy, and ethics.35 Along with other Carmelites he resided in 
the Convent of San Andrés where the students were introduced to the 
studium generale as well as to the works of the Carmelite masters, John 
Baconthorp and Michael of Bologna, as prescribed by the Chapter of 

 
33. “Sobre los romances de San Juan de la Cruz,” in Simposio sobre San Juan de 
la Cruz. Ponencias (Ávila: Miján, 1986), p. 61. Ruiz Salvador, Introducción, p. 
162, concurs, observing that the romances "suponen un sistema profundamente 
biblico y cimentado en la mejor teologia de Cristo y de la Iglesia" [suppose a 
profoundly biblical system based on the best theology concerning Christ and the 
Church] (my translation). Xabier Pikaza, “Amor de Dios y contemplación cristiana: 
Introducción a San Juan de la Cruz,” in Actas del Congreso Internacional 
Sanjuanista Ávila (Ávila: Junto de Castilla y León, 1993) 3:56, links San Juan’s 
approach to the Gospel to that of medieval theologians who viewed it as ‘historia 
salutis’ (salvation history). Donna Buhl LeGrand, “Mystic Poetry in Literary 
Historiography: The Case of San Juan de la Cruz,” Romance Language Annual 5 
(1993): 448, discerns traces of Old Testament and Islamic sources in the imagery 
utilized here. 

34. Sesé, “Autobiograpfía secreta,” n.p. 

35. Bruno, Saint John of the Cross, p. 34, notes that San Juan was registered as an 
‘artista’ from 1564 to 1567 and as a priest and theologian from 1567 to 1568. Efrén 
de la Madre de Dios, O.C.D. and Otger Steggink, O.C.D., Tiempo y vida de san 
Juan de la Cruz (Madrid: Editorial Católica, 1992), pp. 142-143, describe the 
curriculum for each year. See also Baruzi, Saint Jean de la Croix, pp 118-119. 
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Venice in 1548.36 Although there is no record of Juan matriculating in 
theology, the possibility of auditing lectures in this subject existed, and it 
is likely that he took advantage of it (Efrén and Steggink, Tiempo y vida, 
p.166).37  
 When Juan de Santo Matía (as he was known after his profession 
in the Carmelite order) arrived in Salamanca, the university was in the 
midst of curricular change initiated by Francisco de Vitoria and carried on 
after him by subsequent rectors. The official texts with which theology 
students began were the Liber Sententiarum (Sentences) of Peter Lombard 
and the Summa Theologica of Thomas Aquinas (Efrén and Steggink, 
Tiempo y vida, pp. 152-153). Although Thomas’s Summa held pride of 
place in the curriculum, nevertheless, professors were free to augment 
their lectures with the works of other theologians (Crisógono, Vida de San 
Juan, pp. 57-58). In his study of the Carmelite’s sources, Howells asserts 
that “we can only assume Juan made an original combination of those 
ideas he found most useful,” whether from Scripture or from his 
theological studies. While he cited the Bible, he “seldom cite[d] his 
authorities ... but his scholastic learning is clear.”38 Among some of the 
faculty a desire to combine the study of theology with that of scripture also 
obtained (Baruzi, Saint Jean de la Croix, pp. 121-122). In this regard 
Scholastic theologians reflected Thomas’s own approach, where 
philosophical and biblical commentary went hand-in-hand in teaching 
sacra doctrina.39 It was also an approach championed earlier in the 

 
36. Crisógono de Jesús, Vida de San Juan de la Cruz, ed. Matías del Niño Jesús 
(Madrid: Editorial Católica, 1982), pp. 59-60. 

37. See also Bruno, Saint John of the Cross, p. 30. He alludes to just such freedom 
to choose (pp. 32-38; however, Hibbert, “San Juan de la Cruz,” p. 135, asserts that 
“the systematic theology of Thomas Aquinas...now completely dominated the 
faculty.” 

38. John of the Cross and Teresa of Ávila. Mystical Knowing and Selfhood (New 
York: Crossroad Publishing, 2002), pp. 16-17. 

39. James Weisheipl, O.P., Introduction to Saint Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on 
the Gospel of John, 3, eds.James A. Weisheipl, O.P. and Fabian Larcher, O.P. 
Aquinas Scripture Series, vol. 4 (Albany, NY: Magi Books Inc., 1980), Part I, p. x, 
cites Nicholas M. Healy’s explanation of the approach: “The pedagogical function 
of theological inquiry is to train readers of Scripture so that they read it more 
profoundly and with less error, in order that they may go forth into the world and 
preach the gospel. The best kind of training is that whereby students discuss 
Scripture under the authority and guidance of the master, using reason and 
dialectic.” 
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century by the primate of Spain, Cardinal Cisneros, in his foundation of 
the University of Alcalá de Henares. 
 By the summer of 1567, Juan had completed the three-year 
course of study in Artes even though there is no record of him taking the 
degree of bachiller (Efrén and Steggink, Tiempo y vida, p. 164). He was 
ordained a priest but remained in Salamanca after being named prefect of 
students in the Carmelite college. The post suggests that he was considered 
competent to guide others even as he was free to study theology.40 Fr. 
Bruno speculates that during the scholastic year 1567-1568 Juan probably 
attended lectures by Master Mancio of Corpus Christi and others dealing 
with explications of the Summa Theologica as well as other patristic 
sources dealing with the doctrines of the Incarnation and Redemption 
(Saint John of the Cross, p. 38). In short, the future mystic and Doctor of 
the Church left Salamanca with a firm foundation in Thomistic thought but 
one less speculative than pragmatic and concrete in application (Ruiz 
Salvador, Introducción, p. 94). While he acknowledges his debt to 
scholastic theology in the prologue to his commentary on the Noche 
oscura (Dark Night [of the Soul]), he is not averse to citing sources other 
than Thomas in his other prose works.41 
 Among those on whom he draws are thinkers whose writings 
formed the basis of his university education. Thus, he cites the Pseudo-
Dionysius, Saint Gregory the Great, Boethius, Saint Bernard of Clairvaux, 
and Saint Augustine (Ruiz Salvador, Introducción, p. 90). His references 
to both the Gospel and the Trinity evoke the works of John Chrysostom, 
John of Damascus, and, not surprisingly, Peter Lombard (Efrén, San Juan 
de la Cruz, pp.18-26). There is also evidence that he might have been 
familiar with the writings of the Victorines and, possibly, Saint Anselm of 
Canterbury. Clearly, the Bible figures prominently among the influences 
on his work, most especially in the case of the romances the Gospel of 

 
40. Weisheipl, ed., Introduction to Commentary on the Gospel of John, p. 7, points 
out that a “Bachelor of the Sentences” was one who “after listening to others for 
about four years...would himself become a bachelor and perform certain duties 
under a particular master, his main professor of theology.” 

41. N. 1.4.2 in Vida y obras completas de San Juan de la Cruz, eds. Crisógono de 
Jesús, O.C.D., Matías del Niño Jesús and Lucinio Ruano, O.C.D., 7th ed. (Madrid: 
Editorial Católica, 1973), p. 625. See “Abbreviations” page for references to San 
Juan’s works. Spanish citations from San Juan’s works will be taken from this 
edition of his complete works unless otherwise indicated. 
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John.42 Yet there are also allusions to the Gospel of Luke and the epistles 
of Saint Paul in these same poems.43 The foundation of his theology was 
thus set at Salamanca, but its application to his poetry and prose drew on a 
variety of sources both academic and popular. 
 Commentary on the Gospel of John had attracted the earliest 
writers in Christianity, among them Origen (c 185-254), John Chrysostom 
(347-407) and Augustine (354-430). While it is unlikely that San Juan read 
any, save, perhaps, Augustine’s Tractates on the Gospel of John, it is 
conceivable that he was familiar with the Commentary on the Gospel of 
John by Thomas Aquinas. What is clear is that Aquinas cites Origen and 
John Chrysostom as well as Augustine in his works, so that Juan de la 
Cruz may have been exposed indirectly to these Patristic writers.44 At the 
same time, Peter Lombard’s Sentences served as a veritable compendium 
of Patristic writing, especially the works of Augustine. 
 Initiating his Romancero by citing the prologue to the Gospel of 
John is an appropriate place to begin a series of poems that will elucidate 
the doctrine of the Trinity as well as provide a rich trove of imagery that 
Juan eventually incorporates into many of his other poems. The evangelist 
introduces themes that reappear in what follows in the Gospel, such as the 
contrast between light and darkness; the invitation to become children of 
God; the role of faith in the Christian experience; the relationship between 
the Persons of the Trinity, especially that between the Father and the Son; 
the Creation; and, finally, the Incarnation.45 This very connection between 
the Gospel and the theology of the Trinity is also characteristic of each of 
the commentaries that precedes San Juan’s poetic rendering. 
 Origen’s Commentary on the Gospel of John, which was 
probably written between 230 and 232 A.D., proffers both a literal and a 

 
42. Kieran Kavanaugh, O.C.D., ed., General Introduction to John of the Cross,. 
Selected Writings, preface Ernest E. Larkin, O. Carm. (New York: Paulist Press, 
1987), p. 28, argues that “John found the main support for his teaching in the 
Bible. He saw the Bible as a unique and inexhaustible source of our knowledge of 
God.” 

43. M. A. Cadrecha, San Juan de la Cruz. Una eclesiología del amor (Burgos: El 
Monte Carmelo, 1980), pp. 21-22 

44. See Weisheipl, Introduction to Commentary on the Gospel of John, p. 12, 
where he enumerates Thomas’s reliance on the Fathers of the Church in the 
Commentary. 

45. I am paraphrasing John A. Sanford, Mystical Christianity. A Psychological 
Commentary on the Gospel of John (New York: Crossroad, 2001), p. 13 here. 


