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To the Discalced Carmelites of Castile, 
with abiding memories of their hospitality and kindness 
in Madrid, Avila, and Burgos, but above all of their devo-
tion to St. John of the Cross, I dedicate this translation.





CONTENTS

Introduction by E. Allison Peers ......................................................9

Dark Night ........................................................................................17

Book the First....................................................................................21

Book the Second ...............................................................................91

About the Author .......................................................................... 213





9

INTRODUCTION  
BY E. ALLISON PEERS

Translator and Editor

Somewhat reluctantly, out of respect for a venerable tradition, we 
publish Dark Night of the Soul as a separate treatise, though in real-
ity it is a continuation of the Ascent of Mount Carmel and fulfills 
the undertakings given in it:

The first night or purgation is of the sensual part of the 
soul, which is treated in the present stanza, and will be 
treated in the first part of this book. And the second is of 
the spiritual part; of this speaks the second stanza, which 
follows; and of this we shall treat likewise, in the second 
and the third part, with respect to the activity of the soul; 
and in the fourth part, with respect to its passivity.1 

This fourth part is the Dark Night. Of it the saint writes in a 
passage which follows that just quoted:

And the second night, or purification, pertains to those 
who are already proficient, occurring at the time when 
God desires to bring them to the state of union with God. 
And this latter night is a more obscure and dark and terri-
ble purgation, as we shall say afterwards.

In his three earlier books he has written of the Active Night, 
of Sense and of Spirit; he now proposes to deal with the Passive 

1. Ascent of Mount Carmel, book 1, chapter 1, section 2.
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Night, in the same order. He has already taught us how we are to 
deny and purify ourselves with the ordinary help of grace, in order 
to prepare our senses and faculties for union with God through 
love. He now proceeds to explain, with an arresting freshness, 
how these same senses and faculties are purged and purified by 
God with a view to the same end—that of union. The combined 
description of the two nights completes the presentation of active 
and passive purgation, to which the saint limits himself in these 
treatises, although the subject of the stanzas which he is glossing 
is a much wider one, comprising the whole of the mystical life and 
ending only with the divine embraces of the soul transformed in 
God through love.

The stanzas expounded by the saint are taken from the same 
poem in the two treatises. The commentary upon the second, 
however, is very different from that upon the first, for it assumes 
a much more advanced state of development. The Active Night 
has left the senses and faculties well prepared, though not com-
pletely prepared, for the reception of divine influences and illu-
minations in greater abundance than before. The saint here pos-
tulates a principle of dogmatic theology—that by himself, and 
with the ordinary aid of grace, man cannot attain to that degree 
of purgation which is essential to his transformation in God. He 
needs divine aid more abundantly. “However greatly the soul 
itself labors,” writes the saint, “it cannot actively purify itself so 
as to be in the least degree prepared for the divine union of per-
fection of love, if God takes not its hand and purges it not in that 
dark fire.” 

The Passive Nights, in which it is God Who accomplishes the 
purgation, are based upon this incapacity. Souls “begin to enter” 
this dark night 

…when God draws them forth from the state of begin-
ners—which is the state of those that meditate on the 
spiritual road—and begins to set them in the state of 



Introduction   11

progressives—which is that of those who are already con-
templatives—to the end that, after passing through it, 
they may arrive at the state of the perfect, which is that of 
the divine union of the soul with God.

Before explaining the nature and effects of this Passive Night, 
the saint touches, in passing, upon certain imperfections found 
in those who are about to enter it and which it removes by the 
process of purgation. Such travelers are still untried proficients, 
who have not yet acquired mature habits of spirituality and who 
therefore still conduct themselves as children. The imperfections 
are examined one by one, following the order of the seven deadly 
sins, in chapters (2–8) which once more reveal the author’s skill as 
a director of souls. They are easy chapters to understand, and of 
great practical utility, comparable to those in the first book of the 
Ascent which deal with the active purgation of the desires of sense.

In chapter 8, St. John of the Cross begins to describe the 
Passive Night of the senses, the principal aim of which is the pur-
gation or stripping of the soul of its imperfections and the prepa-
ration of it for fruitive union. The Passive Night of Sense, we are 
told, is “common” and “comes to many,” whereas that of Spirit “is 
the portion of very few.” The one is “bitter and terrible” but “the 
second bears no comparison with it,” for it is “horrible and awful 
to the spirit.” A good deal of literature on the former Night existed 
in the time of St. John of the Cross and he therefore promises to 
be brief in his treatment of it. Of the latter, on the other hand, 
he will “treat more fully…since very little has been said of this, 
either in speech or in writing, and very little is known of it, even 
by experience.”

Having described this Passive Night of Sense in chapter 8, 
he explains with great insight and discernment how it may be 
recognized whether any given aridity is a result of this Night or 
whether it comes from sins or imperfections, or from frailty or 
lukewarmness of spirit, or even from indisposition or “humors” of 
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the body. The Saint is particularly effective here, and we may once 
more compare this chapter with a similar one in the Ascent—that 
in which he fixes the point where the soul may abandon discursive 
meditation and enter the contemplation which belongs to loving 
and simple faith.

Both these chapters have contributed to the reputation of St. 
John of the Cross as a consummate spiritual master. And this not 
only for the objective value of his observations, but because, even 
in spite of himself, he betrays the sublimity of his own mystical 
experiences. Once more, too, we may admire the crystalline trans-
parency of his teaching and the precision of the phrases in which 
he clothes it. To judge by his language alone, one might suppose at 
times that he is speaking of mathematical, rather than of spiritual 
operations.

In chapter 10, the saint describes the discipline which the soul 
in this Dark Night must impose upon itself; this, as might be log-
ically deduced from the Ascent, consists in “allowing the soul to 
remain in peace and quietness,” content “with a peaceful and loving 
attentiveness toward God.” Before long it will experience enkin-
dlings of love (chapter 11), which will serve to purify its sins and 
imperfections and draw it gradually nearer to God; we have here, 
as it were, so many stages of the ascent of the Mount on whose 
summit the soul attains to transforming union. Chapters 12 and 
13 detail with great exactness the benefits that the soul receives 
from this aridity, while chapter 14 briefly expounds the last line of 
the first stanza and brings to an end what the saint desires to say 
with respect to the first Passive Night.

At only slightly greater length St. John of the Cross describes 
the Passive Night of the Spirit, which is at once more afflictive and 
more painful than those which have preceded it. This, neverthe-
less, is the Dark Night par excellence, of which the saint speaks in 
these words: 
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The night which we have called that of sense may and 
should be called a kind of correction and restraint of the 
desire rather than purgation. The reason is that all the 
imperfections and disorders of the sensual part have their 
strength and root in the spirit, where all habits, both good 
and bad, are brought into subjection, and thus, until these 
are purged, the rebellions and depravities of sense cannot 
be purged thoroughly.

Spiritual persons, we are told, do not enter the second night 
immediately after leaving the first; on the contrary, they generally 
pass a long time, even years, before doing so, for they still have 
many imperfections, both habitual and actual (chapter 2). After a 
brief introduction (chapter 3), the saint describes with some full-
ness the nature of this spiritual purgation or dark contemplation 
referred to in the first stanza of his poem and the varieties of pain 
and affliction caused by it, whether in the soul or in its faculties 
(chapters 4–8). These chapters are brilliant beyond all description; 
in them we seem to reach the culminating point of their author’s 
mystical experience; any excerpt from them would do them an 
injustice. It must suffice to say that St. John of the Cross seldom 
again touches those same heights of sublimity.

Chapter 9 describes how, although these purgations seem to 
blind the spirit, they do so only to enlighten it again with a brighter 
and more intense light, which it is preparing itself to receive with 
greater abundance. The following chapter makes the comparison 
between spiritual purgation and the log of wood which gradually 
becomes transformed through being immersed in fire and at last 
takes on the fire’s own properties. The force with which the famil-
iar similitude is driven home impresses indelibly upon the mind 
the fundamental concept of this most sublime of all purgations. 
Marvelous, indeed, are its effects, from the first enkindlings and 
burnings of divine love, which are greater beyond comparison than 
those produced by the Night of Sense, the one being as different 
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from the other as is the body from the soul. “For  this (latter) is 
an enkindling of spiritual love in the soul, which, in the midst of 
these dark confines, feels itself to be keenly and sharply wounded 
in strong divine love, and to have a certain realization and  fore-
taste of God.” No less wonderful are the effects of the powerful 
divine illumination which from time to time enfolds the soul in 
the splendors of glory. When the effects of the light that wounds 
and yet illumines are combined with those of the enkindlement 
that melts the soul with its heat, the delights experienced are so 
great as to be ineffable.

The second line of the first stanza of the poem is expounded 
in three admirable chapters (11–13), while one short chapter (14) 
suffices for the three lines remaining. We then embark upon the 
second stanza, which describes the soul’s security in the Dark 
Night—due, among other reasons, to its being freed “not only 
from itself, but likewise from its other enemies, which are the 
world and the devil.” 

This contemplation is not only dark, but also secret (chapter 
17), and in chapter 18 is compared to the “staircase” of the poem. 
This comparison suggests to the saint an exposition (chapters 18, 
19) of the ten steps or degrees of love which comprise St. Bernard’s 
mystical ladder. Chapter 21 describes the soul’s “disguise,” from 
which the book passes on (chapters 22, 23) to extol the “happy 
chance” that led it to journey “in darkness and concealment” from 
its enemies, both without and within.

Chapter 24 glosses the last line of the second stanza—“my 
house being now at rest.” Both the higher and the lower “portions 
of the soul” are now tranquillized and prepared for the desired 
union with the Spouse, a union which is the subject that the saint 
proposed to treat in his commentary on the five remaining stan-
zas. As far as we know, this commentary was never written. We 
have only the briefest outline of what was to have been covered in 
the third, in which, following the same effective metaphor of night, 
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the saint describes the excellent properties of the spiritual night of 
infused contemplation, through which the soul journeys with no 
other guide or support, either outward or inward, than the divine 
love “which burned in my heart.”

It is difficult to express adequately the sense of loss that one 
feels at the premature truncation of this eloquent treatise. We 
have already given our opinion2 upon the commentaries thought to 
have been written on the final stanzas of the “Dark Night.” Did we 
possess them, they would explain the birth of the light—“dawn’s 
first breathings in the heav’ns above”—which breaks through the 
black darkness of the Active and the Passive Nights; they would 
tell us, too, of the soul’s further progress towards the Sun’s full 
brightness. It is  true, of course, that some part of this great gap 
is filled by St. John of the Cross himself in his other treatises, 
but it is small compensation for the incomplete state in which he 
left this edifice of such gigantic proportions that he should have 
given us other and smaller buildings of a somewhat similar kind. 
Admirable as are the Spiritual Canticle and The Living Flame of 
Love, they are not so completely knit into one whole as is this 
great double treatise. They lose both in flexibility and in substance 
through the closeness with which they follow the stanzas of which 
they are the exposition. In the Ascent and the Dark Night, on the 
other hand, we catch only the echoes of the poem, which are all but 
lost in the resonance of the philosopher’s voice and the eloquent 
tones of the preacher. Nor have the other treatises the learning 
and the authority of these. Nowhere else does the genius of St. 
John of the Cross for infusing philosophy into his mystical disser-
tations find such an outlet as here. Nowhere else, again, is he quite 
so appealingly human; for, though he is human even in his loftiest 
and most sublime passages, this intermingling of philosophy with 
mystical theology makes him seem particularly so. These treatises 
are a wonderful illustration of the theological truth that grace, 
far from destroying nature, ennobles and dignifies it, and of the 

2. In his introduction to Ascent of Mount Carmel.
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agreement always found between the natural and the supernatu-
ral—between the principles of sound reason and the most sublime 
manifestations of divine grace.
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DARK NIGHT

Exposition of the stanzas describing the method followed by 
the soul in its journey upon the spiritual road to the attain-

ment of the perfect union of love with God, to the extent that 
is possible in this life. Likewise are described the properties 

belonging to the soul that has attained to the said perfection, 
according as they are contained in the same stanzas.

Prologue
In this book are first set down all the stanzas that are to be 

expounded; afterward, each of the stanzas is expounded sep-
arately, being set down before its exposition; and then each line 
is expounded separately and in turn, the line itself also being set 
down before the exposition. In the first two stanzas are expounded 
the effects of the two spiritual purgations: of the sensual part of 
man and of the spiritual part. In the other six are expounded var-
ious and wondrous effects of the spiritual illumination and union 
of love with God.

STANZAS OF THE SOUL

1. On a dark night,  
Kindled in love with yearnings—oh, happy chance!— 
I went forth without being observed,  
My house being now at rest.
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2. In darkness and secure,  
By the secret ladder, disguised—oh, happy chance!— 
In darkness and in concealment,  
My house being now at rest.

3.  In the happy night,  
In secret, when none saw me,  
Nor I beheld aught,  
Without light or guide, save that which burned in my heart.

4. This light guided me  
More surely than the light of noonday 
To the place where he (well I knew who!) was awaiting 
me— 
A place where none appeared.

5. Oh, night that guided me,  
Oh, night more lovely than the dawn, 
Oh, night that joined Beloved with lover,  
Lover transformed in the Beloved!

6. Upon my flowery breast,  
Kept wholly for himself alone, 
There he stayed sleeping, and I caressed him,  
And the fanning of the cedars made a breeze.

7. The breeze blew from the turret  
As I parted his locks;  
With his gentle hand he wounded my neck  
And caused all my senses to be suspended.

8. I remained, lost in oblivion;  
My face I reclined on the Beloved. 
All ceased and I abandoned myself,  
Leaving my cares forgotten among the lilies.
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Begins the exposition of the stanzas that treat of the way and 
manner that the soul follows upon the road of the union of love 
with God.

Before we enter upon the exposition of these stanzas, it is well 
to understand here that the soul that utters them is now in the 
state of perfection, which is the union of love with God, having 
already passed through severe trials and straits, by means of spiri-
tual exercise in the narrow way of eternal life whereof Our Savior 
speaks in the Gospel, along which way the soul ordinarily passes 
in order to reach this high and happy union with God. Since this 
road (as the Lord Himself says likewise) is so strait, and since there 
are so few that enter by it,3 the soul considers it a great happiness 
and good chance to have passed along it to the said perfection of 
love, as it sings in this first stanza, calling this strait road with full 
propriety “dark night,” as will be explained hereafter in the lines 
of the said stanza. The soul, then, rejoicing at having passed along 
this narrow road whence so many blessings have come to it, speaks 
after this manner.

3. See Matthew 7:14.


