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SUMMARY

The article analyzes the Jewish attitude towards blood, conceived both as
the vehicle of life, and as a polluting product of feminine bodies. The
author analyzes numerous Biblical sources concerning the
‘unapproachable’ blood of menstruation, the role of blood in the
generation of the fetus, the blood as source of illness, the practice of
bloodletting, and finally the idea that male menstruation exists as a
peculiarity of the Jews.

1. Introduction

When Noah and his family stepped down from the Ark, they were
blessed by the Lord, who delivered in their hands “all that moves
upon the earth” (Gen. 9:2). There is however a strict condition to
the killing and eating of animals (which was not granted to Adam):

“But flesh with its life, which is its blood, you shall not eat. And surely
your blood of your lives I will require; at the hand of every beast will 1
require it, and at the hand of man” (1bid. 9:4-5).

This is one of the Noahide laws, enacted in the Bible for all
humanity, long before the Decalogue. Nothing of the kind has been
ruled in ancient civilizations, neither in Mesopotamia, nor in Egypt,
nor in Greco-Roman lore.

Even before Noah, death is characterized by the spilling of
blood. After Cain had killed his brother Abel, the Lord exclaimed:
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“What have you done? The voice of your brother’s blood cries to me Sfrom
the ground. And now cursed you are from the earth, which has opened her
mouth to receive your brother’s blood from your hand” (Gen. 4:10-11).

The Hebrew text uses here in both verses the plural form (i.e.,
bloods), which is interpreted in the Talmud as including Abel’s
blood and the blood of all the descendants he would have generated.
Another interpretation suggests that Cain did not know wherefrom
the soul leaves the body, and therefore hit and injured Abel in many
places, until he reached his neck (b. Sanhedrin 37a). -

Blood is thus, in the Bible, the characteristic element of both life
and death.

Moreover, blood (Heb. dam) is included in the word ‘man’ {(Heb.
adam), whereas adam is obviously derived from adamah (= earth,
cf. Gen. 2:7).

The Midrash! (Lev. Rabba 15, 2) offers a homiletical reflection
on the word adam:

“Man (adam) is in a state of balance, half water and half blood. If he is
worthy, none of these is in excess on the other If sinful, however, either the
water is in excess and he becomes hydropic ( hydropikos), or the blood is
in excess and he becomes ‘leprous’ (metsora ). This is how adam (may be
understood): “or blood” (o-dam)”.

I guess this passage may be interpreted as follows: If blood or
water are in excess with regard to their normal (balanced) state,
such and such diseases appear. Dropsy (hydropikos) id quite
evident, but why ‘leprosy’? Tsara at (here metsora, the leprous), is
a term used in post-biblical literature for any kind of erythema, or
red eruption of the skin. The idea is that in case of plethora, the
blood oozes from the vessels, hence the red color of the skin.

2. Blood in Scripture

The word dam, in all its forms, appears 322 times in the Hebrew
Bible, of which 145 times in the Pentateuch and 177 times in the
Prophets and Hagiographa. The context is mainly threefold: 1) The
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definition of life and death; 2) Sacrificial offerings; '3) Mer.ls.truag
blood. To which we might add the topic “Blood and circumcision,
although this is rather developed in the Talmud.

2.1 Blood is the seat (or vehicle) of life

i ic principle in bibli / is closely related to
This basic principle in biblical anthropology is ¢ ' :
the interdiction of consuming blood. We read (Deut. 12:23-25):

“Only be sure that you eat not the blood. For the blooc{ is the life. And you
may not eat the life with the flesh. You Sha{l not eat it, you shal{ pour Z
upbn the earth like water; you shall not eat it, in order ?hat zt.may g]f' v;/le‘
with you and with your children after you, when you will do that which is
right in the eyes of the Lord”™2.

This injunction appears in similar terms in Leviticus 17:14:

“For the life of all flesh is its blood, on which its life depends. Therefore 1

said to the Children of Israel, you shall not eat the b.lood of any kind’gf
flesh, for the life of all flesh is its blood, whoever eats it shall be cut off”>.

A few verses above, there is a significantly differ§nt version,
where strangers who reside among the Children of Israel are
included in the strict interdiction of eating blood. And the text

continues as follows:

“For the life of the flesh is in the blood, and I have given it to you upon
the altar to make atonement for your souls. For it is the blood that makes

atonement for the soul” (Lev. 17:11).

According to the first quote, the life (Heb. nefesh) i.s its blood,
whereas the second says that life is in the bloo.d. There is moreover
a third formulation that seems rather strange, if tgken 11terg11y. The
context is the following: If someone has hunted bltdg or animals for
food, their blood must be poured out and covered with dust,

“For the life of all flesh, its blood is in its life (Heb. damo benafsho hu)”
(Lev. 17:13).
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Obviously, the literal translation can hardly be retained.
According to the 11th century commentator Rabbi Salomon
Yitshaqi (“Rashi”), one should understand it as follows: “Its blood
is for it like its life”. Hence the KJV translation reads4: “For the life
of all flesh is its blood, on which its life depends” .

Rabbi Moses ben Nahman (“Ramban”, 13th cent.) takes the term
nefesh (life) as meaning here rather ‘body” - I would say ‘organism.’
He transiates therefore: “The life of all flesh is, in its organism, its
blood”.

Rabbi Obadia Sforno (Italy, 15-16th cent.) explains that the
(principle of) life of any living being is its blood, that is to say, the
bloody spirit (Heb. hqg-eid ha-damii). He obviously has in mind the
spiritus vitalis (or pneuma zootikon) of the ancients.

We should however be very careful not to read the Bible with the
eyes of ancient physicians, in the anachronistic perspective of
Greek physiology. It is true that the three Hebrew terms usually
understood (rather superficially) as meaning ‘the soul’ - nefesh,
ruah, neshamah - are semantically related to ‘breathing’s.
Neshamah is the spiritual, immortal soul instilled by the Lord. Ruah
is the breath of life. And nefesh (or nefesh hayah) is the vital
principle. The latter phrase is applied in Scripture to both animals
and humans®, it may also be seen as meaning ‘living organism, or
‘living being’. Nefesh sometimes also designates a person, an
individual, as in Lev. 2:1 - “If anyone will bring an offering ...”

When a person dies, his/her nefesh disappears’. It may thus be
considered as the most essential factor of human life, and is
intimately associated with blood.

Another quote is relevant to our topic. It says (Lev. 19:16): “Do
not stand [aside] on [seeing] the blood of your neighbor [in
danger]”. The King James Version has, quite literally: “Neither
shalt thou stand against the blood of thy neighbor”, whereas the
Koren Bible is more explicit: “Neither shalt thou stand aside when
mischief befalls thy neighbor”. Be this as it may, ‘blood’ stands here
clearly for ‘life’.
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2.2 The Blood of Covenant

The blood of the covenant (Heb. dam berir) was in talmudic times

related to the practice of circumcision. In the Bible;, it is ment‘fréefi
in the context of the first offering after the Revelation (Ex. 24:4-8):

Spri j he people, and said:
“And Moses took the blood and sprinkled it on t d sa
Bﬁgold t(f)zi blood of the covenant, which the Lord has made with you

concerning all these words”.
The second mention is in the Prophetic Writings (Zach. 9:11):

“... Because of the blood of your covenant, I have sent forth your
prisoners from the pit in which there was no water”.

Most commentators consider that thi's covenant refelir;,1 todthfl,;
former quote, while others assert thgt it refers to the P O(t))l od
circumcision. In the Talmud and Midrash® it deslgns ht e bO(;n
spilled during circumcision. It is stated that a .chﬂd who is | ?,ﬁe
without a foreskin must go through a procedure involving a rrllgrg |
incision, in order to give issue to a drop of blgod (b. Shabbat : a).

Another biblical episode may be recalled in this context. Bfé; o;ria1
leaving Egypt, the Children of Israel were requested to sacrifice
lamb (Ex. 12:7.13),

“ nd put it on the two side-posts and on the
uﬁg?edrtfl?;fgilitthfetzZehilZfei C; ]%7 And the blood shall be to you for a

token upon the houses where you are. And when I see the blood, I )will pass
over you, and the plague will not be upon you to destroy you ...

i i f the lamb was mixed
According to the Midrash® some blood o lix
with blood c%f circumcision and smeared on the door-posts, filling

thus an apotropaic function.

2.3 The Blood Avenger .
The blood avenger is called in Hebrew go’el ha-dam, lit. the
redeemer of the blood.
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“The revenger of blood himself shall slay the murderer: when he meets
him, he shall slay him” (Num. 35:19).

' Ho‘wever, in case the murder has been performed without
mtentl.on, the ‘culprit’ will be saved from the hand of the avenger,
and will abide in one of the “cities of refuge”.

“Lest the avenger of blood pursue the slayer, while his heart is hot and

overtake him [...] and slay him, though he was not worth death”
(Deut. 19:6). y of dea

Most commentaries consider that intentional murder must in any
case be substantiated by judicial authorities. Who knows whether
this function of ‘revenge’ was ever carried out ...

On the other hand, anybody should feel responsible whenever
he/she sees someone in danger. This is clearly stated in Lev. 19:16
as follows: : ’

“Do not stand [aside] on | seeing] the blood of your neighbor [in danger]”.
Here again, ‘blood’ stands quite clearly for ‘life’.

2.4 Blood and Sacrificial Offerings

Without describing in detail the different kinds of animal
sacrifices, let us only stress here the importance of pouring out their
blood. Some blood was sprinkled on the side or on the horns of the
altar, or else on the veil. The rest was drained out at the base of the
alta;‘. Blood was also smeared on specific places in the process of
purification, as for someone who had recovered from “biblical
leprosy”’10,

The sprinkling of the blood by the priest was symbolically
meant to to represent atonement for a sin committed, or for having
been putn a state of impurity. It was as if the person who brought
the animal to the priest was expiating with his own soul/life/blood,
ﬁngl t?le spilling of the animal’s blood regenerated his/her own

eing!l,
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It appears thus that expiation, atonement and purification - are
the theological categories related to the sprinkling of the blood of
the sacrifices.

2.5 Menstrual Blood and Metrorrhagia

Menstrual blood is called in Hebrew dam niddah, i.e., the blood
of (the woman who is) remote, or distant - read ‘unapproachable’.
The periods are nicely called in Scripture derekh ha-nashim, i.e., the
‘way of women’.

A woman who has an issue of blood is called zavah. We read

(Lev. 15:19-20):

“And if a woman has an issue, and her issue in her flesh is blood'?, she
shall be seven days in her menstrual separation. And whoever touches her
shall be unclean until evening. And everything that she lies upon in her
separation shall be unclean; everything also that she sits upon shall be

unclean”.

In case a man has intercourse with a menstruating woman, he
will be unclean for seven days as well (ibid. 15:24). If such
intercourse is performed knowingly, both protagonists incur the
death penalty, however its implementation is left to the Heavenly
Court!3.

A menstruating woman is thus unclean and ‘unapproachable’ for
her husband for seven days!4, irrespective to the duration of
bleeding. This biblical injunction has however been modified in
talmudic legislation, as will be shown further.

In case a woman has an issue of blood unrelated to menses, the

Bible rules as follows:

“And if a woman has an issue of her blood many days, not in the time of
her menstruation, or if it runs beyond the time of her menstruation, all the
days of the issue her uncleanness shall be as (for) the days of her
menstruation. she shall be unclean [...]. But when she will be cleansed of
her issue, then she shall number to herself seven days, and after that she
shall be clean” (Lev. 15:25-28).
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In this case, the woman remains unclean seven days after the full
cessation of the metrorrhagials. This should be kept in mind, in
view of the later talmudic ruling.

Let us remark that there are in the Bible no superstitious
practices related to menstruation. The transmission of impurity by
contact, or even through intermediary factors (bed, chair) pertains
to cultural anthropology, neither to superstition, nor to medicine.

A menstruating woman is sometimes called davah, i.e., ‘ailing’
(cf. Lev. 15:3; 20:18). This term includes both physical and
psychological uneasiness. I like to render the derived noun madveh
by ‘affection,” thus stressing the affective dimension of pain. Is this
due to an unconscious feeling of loosing part of her ‘principle of
life’? Or perhaps, in as given context, could it be a reaction to the

fact that she is not (yet) pregnant? Wishing to remain on the safe
side, let us just say that she feels ‘unwell’.

3. Blood in the Talmud

3.1 Blood in Dietary Laws

Meat of permitted animals can only be cooked and eaten once
blood has been evacuated as thoroughly as possible. The term
kosher, i.e., fit, permitted, ritually lawful, is widely known in non-
Jewish circles. Blood may be evacuated in two ways, either by
salting the meat, or by roasting it on the grill. Without going into
more detail, let us remark that most of the blood has been evacuated
previously during the process of ritual slaughtering (Heb. shehitah).
The animal is suspended head down, in order to drain its blood as
thoroughly as possible.

Regarding the issue of blood, and without relationship to dietary
laws, there is in the Talmud an interesting figure of speech: “Blood in
(i.e., with) which the soul issues” (Heb. dam she-ha-neshamah yoiset
bo). This designs blood that sprouts forth in a jet, in a continuous
flow!o. The first issue - for instance in bloodletting - as well as the last
drops (Heb. dam tamtsif) are not included in this definition.
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3.2 Menstrual Blood

i i fers uncleanness. The
Only the blood coming from the matrix con
uterus yis called either rehem (a b1b1§)a11 St)erm)l; Zr rgztiqeo[;i"ngtehg
i - f. Lev. 20:18), or heder
fountain, the source - of blood, ¢ ' . nner]
] - 1d English), or gever (lit.
chamber), or eim (the mothe.r 50 in ol e o8
in which the embryo is like buried], gf. - Sha .
gra;;iv{emdenominations for one organ!’, thl_s obviousty shows its
ontological importance. One of these terms 1s relevant to our ‘[;)plC,
the ‘fountain’ of blood. Consequently, the blood that issues trom
other parts of the genital organs does not confer uncleanness. .
According to Rabbi Meir (2nd cent.) .orée ghf;é;i ;}Ot. Cr{r;g;}ay
ho has never menstruated (b. Nidda - Inci Yy
gqgn%izeZes - a Jewish sect that flourished around'the fn‘s_t century
C.E. - at least those who married, imposed on their putative wives
t of fecundity!8. . o
) telse;arding the};ength of the period through which a mensnuatgz'g
woman is b‘unapproachable’ (Heb. niddah) to her husbagd, talmuh1c
sages of the 4th century decided to assimilate menstruation to ot i:é
kinds of bloody issues. From then on, a menstruatlél{g \xéc’)}ntz(t)n szz?ch
i hat she “sees blood”,
not be approached during the ‘days tl , o ]
es added seven days of cleamng . Then she - full
?rlis:% bath in the evening. This law is 1mplemeinte<31.by rteé:ﬁgg:
i i au
this very day. It is quite remarkable that talmudic
flzgsttﬁ)e llegal gowzr to change a biblical law, it illustrates the
icity of Jewish law (Heb. halakhah): _ _
plajxtlrgtier important remark is that the impurity (or uncleann%ssd
Heb. tum’ah) of the woman or of those who togched her, or her ei ,
chai-r etc., only hampered them from approaching thp Hgly rligm? €.
The laws regarding purity have therefore no pr.actlcal implica 1or]1C
since the destruction of the Temple in 70 C.E., with the exception 0

the rules concerning intercourse.

3.3 Physiology and Embryology -
The generation of the fetus is described as follows in the
Midrash!?:
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“The womb (here eim = the mother) of the woman is full of blood [...] and
by the Lord’s will a drop of semen (Heb. labnut - lit. white matter) falls
into it - at once the fetus (lit. “‘child ') is created. A metaphor: Put some

milk in a dish, add some (curdling) substance, at once the milk is (like)
congealed and stands stil]”20.

The coagulation metaphor can be found in ancient medical
literature, particularly in Aristotle’s De Generatione (1, 327a 15-
26). The retained blood of the mother is thus the primary matter
from which the fetus develops, whereas the male semen is seen as
the active element: it changes the status of the blood from being
liquid into solid matter. The female part is passive, whereas the
male seed is active. However the blood of the woman was
sometimes considered as being the “female seed”?!. Such a theory
had an impact on the origin of the sex of the offspring, and is indeed
documented in the Talmud and in biblical commentaries.

For Aristotle, however, the female does not contribute any
semen. We read (ibid. 729a 22):

“If, then, the male stands for the effective and active,
the passive, it follows that what the Jemale would co
the male would not be semen, but material Sfor the s

and the female [...] for
niribute to the semen of
emen to work upon”22,

For the Talmudists, the blood of the fe

tus comes from the mother.
We read (b. Niddah 31a):

“There are three associates in (the creation of) man: the Lord, the Jather

and the mother. The father generates (lit. “sows’) the white (seed), from

which bones, sinews, nails, the brain that is in the head, and the white of
the eyes develop. The mother generates the red, from which derive skin
and flesh, blood, hair, and the black (part of) the eye. The Lord contributes
spirit (Heb. ruah), the soul (Heb. neshamah), the brightness of the face
(i.e., countenance), the sight of he eyes, the hearing of the ears, the speech

of the mouth, walking of the feet, and faculties of knowledge,
understanding and discerning”.

Preuss calls this excursus a ‘moral teaching

'23. To me it seems
rather that it pertains to the field of cult

ural anthropology.
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1 imi t in ancient Hindu
identally, there is a very similar stgtemen : :
ﬁciifélrea%?/ Moreover, Needham mentions that natives {ﬂ Nf}:)é
(l}e’nea hold that red flesh is provided by the mpther, whpleas
w;ﬁte bones are provided by the father?s. Blood in the main organs
tral role in talmudic lore. . ‘
pla%ig Cl?/ler is the source of blood - as s.tated in Galljc_tlmc
hysiology?26. It is also the seat of anger, but 'thIS is due to thlet 1d et (;
ﬁogto blood. Its name (Heb. kaved = heavy) is apparently relate
t it is the heaviest of all organs. o
therlflalgtstphlie; (Heb. tehol) is red and looks like blood, 11tlli hg\zgvierl;
> Mar Samuel, who was well train
A ish of spleen on the day he was
ical knowledge, used to eat a chsh of sp
rb?:glgalt was considered that blood issuing from the spleerlld\;/lhilg
0 ene;i did not come from within the organ - such blood wc;lu a .
bgen forbidden (cf. b. Kerithut 21b), but from thg:dwaliis osf tth ee :;ftaof
i red a
in other ancient sources, the spl.een was conside :
i:i;r}lltoer (it eliminates the black bile, which )%:nerates melancholia
- this is not recorded in the Talmud)?®. ‘ '
h(’)l“\;/llefle;art (Heb. lev, Aram. libba) is not descnbeq 1r11 the;tTalrargi
i i ions, of psychological traits, 1
It is the seat of intellect, of emotions, 0O 3 alts, rathe
it 1 d that “blood from the hea y
than of blood. However it 1s state e e Kidnese,
sumed (together with blood' from the spleen,
?Zt)be};l(())?)d vessels are mentioned in the following context (b.

Hullin 45b):

. . .
“Ameimar (ca. 400 C.E.) said in the name of Rabbi Nahman, TZe(r)il ea:g
three (great) vessels, one extends to the heart, one to the lung, an

the liver”.

i first mentioned, probably the aorta,.tl'lere was a
disﬁfs%?ﬁ%it&én two sages (4th cent.), whether a?y injury to this
vessel, or only a serious one, renders the animal un ét. b a single

Slaughtering (Heb. shehitah) must be Pel’fOl.’ﬁlg \Zvered) ngle
cut in the neck (by which both Caroud‘ arteries wi et S ’ ,
most of the animal’s blood will be spilled in a short time.
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garment or on a bed-cloth i
Cleannoss ) ool was blood or not - again a problem of
Seven reagents are listed in i
' the Mishnah (m. Niddah -
;I;;);ta no)f theni lalklih?e solutions. Among them minerZI :Ikgli;]l)e,
» vegetal alkaline (borit) and urine “th h
(e gl . at has fgrmented for
N d ilga)_ Or nuances were also taken into consideration (b.
difé?;i];gz’ g}llce Cnoolt)erd Roman ‘gynecologist’ (2nd cent.) mentioned
‘ as means of differentiatin betwe
tcho;ngilgl fro}rln the uterug and from other parts of theg body.zf;illir?}lfogg
he o Cg{l ]daonnc},y r&erclflons Eihat' %arments stained with menst;ual
| 'ean_se with the woman’s own urine3o
bIOégcglr;i;ngetodgﬁebrl;l tZ?ra (beg. 4th cent.) the color of me.nstrual
Ot Irom one country to anoth i
20b). Some among talmudi o . ronioredah
‘ _ Some . ¢ authorities were i
Specialists’ in such differential diagnosis of blood St(;(i)l?ss lggiréi(; *

3.4 Fathology

A strikin i :
58b): g medical aphorism of the Talmud reads (b. Baba Bathra

“At the head of all [causes of] di
b of] diseases, I am, the blood; And ar the head

blo’([)‘g)isi ;ej;:i:gf tot ghi: central role played by plethora (excess of
pathology, hence the prevalence of b i

echoes medical theory and ice i mes (1) g g™,
' practice in these times (and th

the Middle Ages). The analo  blood st ot

e Mi Ages). gy between the color of blood

wine 1s evident and may be related to i oncont. ot

4 ’ : the ancient co

t Egcrggattg%ﬁ eIn Af]act, tl:ie importance of plethora in patholog;;l ﬁ; geif

rac €Xandrian period, althouch Erasi i

limits to the amount and frequency of bleegdimg?;:s TS put stict
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Another medical aphorism may be added here. It reads (b.
Bekhorot 44b):

“Said Rabbah bar Rav Huna (d. 322 C.E.): Plenty of blood - plenty of
shehin; Plenty of semen - plenty of tsara’at”.

Both shehin and tsara’at are skin conditions, the latter has been
translated above as “Biblical Leprosy”. The commentator Rabbi
Salomon Yitshaqi (‘Rashi’) explains:

“One who has (too?) much blood and does not have bloodletting
performed, will develop a condition called shehin. No precise diagnosis
can be forwarded, this condition may include any erythematous skin

disease 33,

Blood flow from the genital organs may occur to women (Heb.
zavah) and to males (Heb. zav). Such conditions are mentioned in
the Bible (Lev. 15:1-15; 19-30) and further discussed in the
Talmud34.

Regarding women, the flux mentioned in Leviticus is clearly
abnormal genital bleeding. As regards men, it may be any kind of
discharge, including gonorrhea. Such a flux confers uncleanness to
both men and women. After cessation of the issue, they count seven
days for ‘cleansing’, they bathe ritually, wash their clothes, and are
clean. It should be remarked that only blood coming “from the
fountain” (i.e., from the uterus) confers impurity to the woman.
Thus in case it is made clear that the blood comes from a vaginal
wound, she remains clean. The Talmudists mention the use of a
speculum (b. Niddah 66a), which permits such a differential
diagnosis.

Anemia and hemophilia are mentioned in the Talmud, although
the term hemophilia was obviously unknown.

The disease yeragon, mentioned in Scripture (Deut. 28:22) is
usually translated as ‘icterus’ (jaundice). Hebrew yarog means both

‘green’ and ‘yellow’, depending on the context. In the Talmud, it is
also used for ‘pale’3s. One child was brought to a sage who found
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that he was pale ( yarog), he therefore postponed circumcision “until
the baby’s blood will fall into him™3¢, Three former children had
died following circumcision, but this one survived.

It was then ruled that if two children of the same mother have
died after circumcision (apparently from bleeding), the third child
should not be circumcised?’. Moreover, in case this happens to the
sons of two sisters, the son of another sister should not be
circumcised. On the same folio of the Talmud (Yevamot 64b), it
says that there are families in which the blood is fluid, while in
others it coagulates (easily). Again, the term ‘hemophilia’ does not
appear, but it is striking to find in these case histories an illustration
of the genetic transmission of the disease, which was first described
in academic medicine at the beginning of the 19th century?8. Bloody
spittle and bloody stools will be now briefly considered.

If someone who has a flux from his genitals spits on a person
who is clean, the latter becomes unclean and must wash his/her
clothes. He/she must also take a full bath, and remains unclean til}
the evening (Lev. 15:8).

On the other hand, blood on the stools, or issuing with urine,
does not confer uncleanness. However blood that issues before, or
after urination, does confer uncleanness to a woman, for it might be
of uterine origin.

We spoke above of a speculum used for vaginal or uterine
examination. There is however no documentation of such a
procedure made by male physicians or sages. Women usually
performed these examinations alone, or helped by other women. Or
else, a stained garment was presented to local rabbinical authorities,
who decided whether 1)thiswasa bloodstain, and 2) whether it was
of uterine origin or not.

Fasting is related to blood, for it causes a diminution of both fat
and blood. Fasting also causes halitosis (i.e., offensive breath, Heb.
reiah ha-peh)3.

One sage prayed after a fast as follows: “Be it Thy will that the
Jat and blood that I have lost be g if it had been offered on the altar,
and accepted”,
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3.5 Bloodletting

Bloodletting is mentioned quite often in both versions of the

Talmud (Palestinian and Babylonian). Only a few aspects will be

tive
mentioned here®0. It was performed more often as a preven

s a therapeutic procedure.
meﬁirthggrguel (31‘dp cent.), who was knowledgeable on both

medicine and astronomy, made several statememt;1 0; ‘o]a?dgggi;
tively once a month. For the

1t should be performed preven

éle frequenc}; should be decreased!. Samuel also quoted an

aphorism that reads:

“After bloodletting, [one should] drink at once, [whereas] e;ztin% [ Z,nay be
po&lp(med T up to [the time requested to walk] one and a half mile”.

Tt is stated elsewhere (Derekh Erets Rabba, no author named):

[ his blood is on his head”, whic
“Whoever fasts after bloodletting, > he el
means that he forfeits his life. Another anonymous dictum reads

(Shabbat 70a):

“If one does six things [one after the other], he will {lze zmmedlar?ly Je
comes back from a tiring journey, has then bloodletting pezljformeclzi ghas
to the bath, drinks and gets drunk, sleeps on the floor ar

intercourse”.

One Rabbi remarked: “(He dies) only if h.e‘does these six th)mgz
in that order of succession”. Another adds: “In that sequence,
> » k))‘
lies; in another order, he becomes sic . .
dw;ust after this statement, it says: “There are ezght' thz{@gs lhgtrc;;;
dangerous if (done in a) great amount, byt 4b?eneﬁczal in mode
ity”. The last item cited is bloodletting®2.
quégg@’ back to Mar Samuel. We said that he was knqwle@geible
not only on medical lore, but also on astrogorrg - (\;\ihéfllz gmg goziei
i V ar Samuel said that bloodle g
days included astrology. Mar o e s,
formed on Sundays, Wednesdays or Friday ) :
Ez\sgfer the planet Mars rules#? and this is dangerous. On Mondays
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and Thursdays, the Accuser
Heavenly Court is in session#.

Specific days in the month were also consi
0
therefore unfit for bloodlettin g. neidered dangerous, and

Be this as it may, bloodlettin i i
g g was then the medical operat
excellence, as featured in the following story (b. Beraldlljotr 866(21)1:p€r

(Satan) is on the watch, for the

“Said Rabbi Aha (4th cent. ): Whoever enters
bloodletting should say (i.e., pray): ‘May it b
provide healing to me, and thatr You heal me,

[healing], as it is hardly the
to it”45,

[a clinic in order to sustain ]
e Thy will that this procedure
. Jor [...] Your healing is true
province of men to heal, although they took

Then comes another sage - of high
who ruled as follows: ® 18T repute - named Abbaye,

“One should not speak in this way (i 4 /
: y (i.e., as Rabbi Aha did), for we h
been taught by the school of Rabbi Yishmael (2nd cent. ) z‘ha)z‘ ;;t iswviritctl;};

in Scripture]: ‘And he will be thorou ’
;o ghly healed’ (Ex. 21: j
confers permission to heal [to human healers]”. (e 2109) wehich

Bloodletting is thus the paradigmatic example chosen by the

1 S

4. The Blood of Virginity, the Blood of Desire

4.1 The Blood of Virginity

The Blood of Virginity (Heb. dam bethulim) i 1Ssui

at deﬂoration of the bride. This blood does no)t lcsotr?ffn]‘3 ﬁ(z:?eleislggi
(m. Niddah 11, 1). It is due to a local wound, not to bleeding from
the uterus. However, talmudic authorities of the third century ruled
that after the first full intercourse the husband must Wi‘[hdr;‘ilf as if
that blood were “from the source”. No intercourse is thus perr;ntted
Fhrough the next seven days. One noteworthy reason for this rulin

is that during the first intercourse the bride is usually apprehensiveg
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even often fainthearted, and this could cause her to menstruate. In
that case, “blood of virginity” could well become mixed with
menstrual blood4¢.

We do not discuss here the case of the wife accused of not having
shown the signs of virginity, her parents being invited to bring to the
Elders “the tokens of virginity” (Deut. 22:13-21).

4.2 The Blood of Desire

The Blood of Desire (Heb. dam himmud) is an issue of blood,
which may occur when a young woman is demanded in marriage
and greets this with pleasure (b. Niddah 66a). Although such an
issue does not confer uncleanness according to Scripture, the
Rabbis were more stringent, again fearing that desire might cause
untimely menstruation. Such a ‘psychosomatic’ reaction might also
be triggered by announcement of oncoming marriage projects, or
when the girl is requested to prepare herself for the wedding.

It was therefore ruled that whenever a woman has accepted an
offer of marriage, she must wait seven days before being allowed to
have sexual relations.

It has been remarked that a small discharge of blood may
happen around ovulation, when indeed desire is more readily
aroused in women#’. Another case is documented on the same folio
(Niddah 66a):

“Once came before Rabbi Yohanan a woman who had observed an issue
of blood whenever she came home after her ritual bath. - It might be, he
said to her, that the envy of the women in your town has risen against you.
Make therefore arrangements for your marital relations to take place at
the riverside (Lit. on the river). Others said (i.e., counseled): Reveal [vour
problems] to your friends (in order that the envy of the other women be
checked)”.

It appears that bleeding after the ritual bath (which made

intercourse impossible) could, in the eyes of these Talmudists, be
caused by witchcraft, initiated by jealousy.
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5. Blood and anti-semitism

'Alth.ough not based on biblical and/or talmudic literature, we
will briefly comment on two allegations, which led to attacks

against the Jews, the hateful blood libels, and the cur;
male menstruation. » and the curious theory of

5. 1 Blood libels

Blood libels have been recorded since antiquit i
Against Api_on, Josephus Flavius mentions th(it t%eh}et\;: x(e)f;
accused of kidnapping a Greek victim once 2 year, fattening him in
their Templg, then sacrificing him and partaking of his flesh48

.In the degﬂe Ages, the alleged victims were most frequ.enﬂ
children, th‘e first recorded case being William of Norwich ( 1144)y
&1}6 mosit: Wl?ely circulated one being Simon of Trent (Italy. 1475)’

€ want only to stress here i ich ¢ .
oy on éogical e some medical aspects, which could be

In the libel of Trnava (Slovakia, 1494)49, the Jews
of having drawn blood from a Christian)boy, which C\Ziliz iﬁgﬁsgg
used for‘s'everal medical purposes, such as: 1) to heal the wound of
'01rcum01s_10n;' 2) as an aphrodisiac; 3) for alleviation of the
Inconveniencies of menstruation - for women and for males

Blood libels were staged well into the 19th century an;i even
ea}rly 20th century, we only mention the Damascus affair (1840), the
Tlszagszlar50 case (1882-3) and the Beilis case (1911). ’

Incxdentally, Wwe may mention here, regarding the use of human
blood for medical purposes, that the Midrash (Ex. Rabba | 34) tells
a story according to which Pharaoh, the Egyptian n;ler who
oppressed the Hebrews, was smitten with ‘leprosy’. He was advised
to bathe in human blood, and Hebrew children were specially slain
for this purposes!. This is obviously not a historical document.

5.2 Male Menstruation

Male Menstruation was through i i
‘ gh the Middle Ages and well into
the Early Modern Period considered as a peculiarity of the Jewss2,
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In 17th century Spain, for instance, physicians mentioned this
periodical issue of “impure blood”, often associated with the
frequency of hemorrhoids in Jewish males. This purging of impure
blood ‘demonstrated’ the racial impurity of the Jews, it was also “a
punishment for having spilled the blood of Christ”. One Spanish
author thus wrote: “On Good Friday all Jewish men and women
experience a flow of blood”. Juan Quifiones, a court physician to
king Philip 1V, sent a pamphlet to the inquisitor Fray Antonio de
Sotomayor in 1632, advocating this symptom as a method for
recognizing persons suspected of belonging to the Jewish race.
These physicians apparently believed that male menstruation was
an organic certainty.

6. Conclusions

There is an enormous amount of literature on the diverse aspects
of the topic “Blood in ancient Jewish culture”. Captions like “Blood
in religion and folklore,” ‘Menstruation’, or “Women in Judaism”
are widely documented>3.

The prohibition of eating blood in Jewish law has been discussed
repeatedly as well54,

Blood as a symbol of life has been the subject of studies such as
those of Marc Vervenne and Jacob Milgrom (among many others).

Theologians, Anthropologists, Historians, specialists of Jewish
law and folklore, of feministic studies, have discussed such topics,
using diverse approaches and methods.

My aim in this essay was only to provide a widespread
documentation on the use and meaning of ritual and cultural
practices related to blood, as exposed in Bible, Talmud and
Midrash. A detailed discussion of these diverse aspects was
obviously beyond the scope of the present essay.

Without wishing to reduce the Israelite culture to the Hebrew
language (although Christian mysticism considered Hebrew as the
basic and primitive language of humanity)®3, the fact that the word
adam (man) contains the word dam (blood) and is itself contained
in adamah (earth) - is indeed striking and meaningful.
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The human being is a creature “of flesh and blood” (basar va-

dam )6 aqd blood is the vehicle, or even the essence of life. Th
preservation, and optimal realization of human life bein forém i
in the J?WISh tradition, one should not be surprised to gmeet Osh
such a rich material on this vast and essential topic | .
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