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We have to make a considerable imaginative leap of entering into a world where
religion was taken absolutely for granted and belief in the supernatural
occasioned far less excitement then we might at first sight suppose.
Mediterranean men shared their world with invisible beings largely more

powerful then themselves to whom they had to relate. ***
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The last chapter discusses bulmus stories from Massekhet Ketubot: the story of Mar
Zutra involving an embarrassment in the court of the Sassanid king and the violent story
of a Jewish woman seized by a bulmus during which she is seduced by a Roman man
(Ketubot 61, a). The discussion of Mar Zutra's story, in which Rav Ashi violates the
rules of conduct to save a friend possessed by bulmus by using his finger to feed him
from the king's plate, is understood in the light of Douglas's claim that dirt appears
when the established cultural order is disrupted. This discussion leads to examine a

series of alternative meanings for the story, including a homoerotic one.

In the second, seduction story, the Roman man induces the woman's bulmus by eating a
pomegranate in a way that awakens her lust. The man then extorts her, making her
promise to marry him while under seizure, and then heals her ritualistically. This story
is analyzed both as a violent act of coercion through bulmus induction, and as an act of

seduction which realizes the fantasy of a forbidden sex act with the Other.

I conclude my thesis by referring to a particular type of bulmus that does not involve
eating — incestuous bulmus — showing how the dialectic move performed by the sages
vis-a-vis the ingestive bulmus is in applicable in this case, which is rejected out of hand

with a threat of terrible punishment.



gobbling up whatever is at hand, the Kohelet Rabbah and Kohelet Zutta traditions
describe the alleviation of bulmus by walking and seating to the east of the fig tree, and
avoid direct description of consumption. It is my contention that the Babylonian version
merges contradictory movements, embodying both the intensity of the bulimic urge
(where running is metonymic for eating) and the moderate, judicious curative act (in the
choice of figs from the east of the tree and avoiding any description of the actual

eating).

The opposite movement in the story leads me to explore the role played by figs as
pharmakon in the Derrida-esque sense — such that the material causing the disease also
provides its cure. Accordingly, | suggest that figs not only cure the fit but also awaken
R. Yohanan's passion that has triggered the bulmus ab initio. As opposed to the
Halakhic effort to establish the fig as a kosher cure, understanding its pharmakonic

essence undermines the stability of the sweet medicine.

From here | proceed to a comparative analysis of the stories of R. Yehudah and R.
Yossei, who are possessed by bulmus as they walk along the road. The two stories
present bulmus possessions manifested by immediate, coarse and explicit binging: R.
Yehudah steals a shepherd's bread to satisfy his partial, though violent bulmus, while R.
Yossei needs to binge heavily to alleviate his perverse hunger under full-blown bulmus.
The two sages are portrayed as eating generic foods — bread and a variety of portions
and dishes that are not identifiable as necessarily kosher, nor classified at all.
Accordingly, 1 argue that these stories reverse the trend of meticulous classification and
bring the discussion back to the path so painstakingly blocked during the Halakhic
discussion. Thus I show that eventually, the Babylonian move goes back to square one —
sweeping permission that does not distinguish the amount or type of food ingested by

the possessed.



Lilith. Reference to descriptions of bulimia in Greco-Roman literature indicates that

these cultures also saw it as a kind of possession.

The second chapter discusses bulmus stories, showing that while the Babylonian
Talmud distinguishes between partial and full-blown bulmus, the Jerusalem Talmud
describes only full bulmus. | start with a reading of the Jerusalemite story of King
David, who ate a grotesque amount of holy bread while in a fit (Yoma, 8, 5, 45, b).
Since the Talmudic story is based on the Bible (I Shmuel 21, 2-7), | focus on how the
sages of the Jerusalem Talmud complement the biblical story by exaggerating the
amount of food consumed by the king. | argue that this story is used by the sages to give
a dual interpretation of David's bulmus: on the one hand, it criticizes the violation of the
boundaries between monarchy and priesthood, expressed in a hyperbolic and grotesque
description of his bulimic binge. On the other, it is used as an apologetic fig leaf,
cleansing the biblical character's sin, thus contributing to bringing bulmus closer to the

rabbinic world as a more familiar and less threatening condition.

Next, | discuss the stories in the Babylonian Talmud, which run against its strict
Halakhic current (Yoma 83, a-b). I show that whereas the first story challenges figs'
curative effectiveness, the second completely undermines the classification of food for
people seized by bulmus, described as devouring their food coarsely and even violently.
According to the first story, when R. Yohanan was in a fit, he ran towards a fig tree. His
eating from the east of the tree is interpreted here as an act of wisdom, related to
understanding of nature and taking advantage of its properties to cure the bulmus, since
this is where one finds the sweetest fruits with the strongest curative potential. This
story describes a judicious attempt to cure the seizure on the one hand and a mad rush to
sweet fruits on the other, but no eating at all. Following a review of the story's parallels
in the Jerusalem Talmud and two Midrashim on Kohelet, I show that while the tradition

of the Jerusalem Talmud describes R. Yohanan as possessed by full-blown bulmus,



— from the least impure to the most. This principle leads the sages to construct a food
impurity hierarchy and abandon the fundamental discussion of the bulmus phenomenon
itself. Besides this restriction, Massekhet Shabbat Tosefta proposes a solution that does
not involve violating kosher laws, attributing anti-bulimic therapeutic qualities to the
fig.

This controversy in Tannaic literature is evident in the Jerusalem and Babylonian
Talmuds, both of which tend to adopt the Tosefta's stricter approach and the dietary
legal solution offered by the fig, while the Mishnaic rule is excluded from the
Ammoraic discourse. Both Talmuds tend to classify and hierarchize the impure foods.
This convoluted scholastic discussion, however, yields no final decision, since the
impure foods resist any classification and cause profound cultural discomfort. In view
of Mary Douglas's research, | argue that the intensive and superfluous preoccupation
with the food hierarchy reflects the sages' fear of bulmus, which threatens to disrupt
social order by momentarily suspending the binary distinction between holy and unholy,
permitted and forbidden. After discussing the impure foods, the Ammoraim explore
legitimate options for curing the bulmus, and the Babylonian discussion even suggests

that sweet foods provide sweeping relief.

Following this Halakhic discussion and prior to my literary reading, |1 would like to
argue that bulmus may be also understood as a condition of possession, which
temporarily exempts the possessed from cultural laws due to its liminal nature. My
argument relies on descriptions of the disturbed mind of the possessed, as evident in his
appearance and patent inability to know right from wrong. This argument has a solid
etymological foundation, as the word bulmus consistently appears in rabbinic literature
next to some conjugation of the root 1.n.X. This co-occurrence conveys a sense of
external, physical imposition by another power. 1 also show that the same root is used in

rabbinic literature to describe possessions by spirits and ghosts such as Kurdiakos and



ABSTRACT

This work examines the phenomenon of Bulmus in rabbinic literature, with particular
focus on its resultant cultural tensions. Bulmus is a possessive fit of hunger, expressed
in a craving for immediate ingestion, and requires immediate care due to the danger it
poses. The phenomenon has two main manifestations: full-blown bulmus, where a very
large amount of food is ingested and partial bulmus, where the craver can settle for a
small amount of food to satisfy his hunger. In this work, | propose a literary reading
attentive to the Halakhah encompassing the Aggadah, as well as to tensions emerging

from the Halakhic discussion itself.

In the Introduction, | present a historical review of bulimia in Greco-Roman literature,
and situate the discussion of the rabbinic perspective in a broad cultural context. I
explore references to bulimia in both medical and literary sources, and argue that the

literary use of the phenomenon attests to its cultural currency in the classical world.

The first chapter deals with the Halakhic discussion of bulmus in the Tannaic and
Ammoraic corpus. The bulmus's physical aspect as an intense fit of hunger undermines
the Jewish dietary law system already in the Mishnah, as indicated in its discussion of
Day of Atonement fast laws: "He who is seized by bulmus, they feed him, even unclean
things, until his eyes are enlightened" (Mishnah, Yoma, 8, 6). This sweeping Mishnaic
exemption, with no restriction as to the type or quantity of food ingested, constitutes a
legal precedent which momentarily unsettles the Halakhic system, leaving an
impression that is not effaced even in the Ammoraic discussion. Nevertheless, the status
of bulmus in Tannaic literature is inconsistent, since two Halakhic rules in the Tosefta
suggest different ways of dealing with it. The rule from Massekhet Kippurim is phrased
similarly to the Mishnaic law, but is far more stringent, as it proposes to feed the

possessed "with the less forbidden things first”, in terms of violating kosher restrictions
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