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the soul, evil spirits, and the undead: 
vampires, death, and burial in jewish 
folklore and law

Saul Epstein and Sara Libby Robinson

abstract

When discussing Jewish burial laws, Radbaz, a sixteenth-century rabbi, quotes a story about 
a dead woman possessed by a vampire-like demon, causing hundreds of deaths. The story 
attributes the woman’s transformation to the fact that her corpse had remained unburied for 
three days—violating statutes that require standing vigil over a dead body and then burying 
it as soon as possible. While this story conforms to the well-known tropes of epidemiology and 
social marginalization found in the scholarship of vampire folklore, it also underscores the 
importance of adhering to Jewish burial laws, and stresses society’s collective responsibility in 
caring for all people.

keywords
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For nearly two millennia, Jewish rabbinic tradition has mandated detailed 
practices around death and dying. From the time a person lies on his or her 
deathbed until the last clump of dirt covers the grave, Judaic systems of law are 
designed to bring order to a period of acute crisis. These guidelines help those 
preparing for life’s end, those who interact with them as they die, and those 
who prepare them for burial. In their writings, rabbis throughout the ages have 
attempted to derive deeper meaning from these detailed laws and customs. The 
rabbinic literature that has developed over time, therefore, stresses that death 
serves as a means of atonement for the sins of the deceased and his family, and 
emphasizes the respect to be shown to the deceased’s body. As Jewish tradition 
believes the dead will be resurrected in the messianic era, burial preparations 
also focus on preparing the corpse for this anticipated event.1 Unlike other areas 
of rabbinic law (halakha), many of the rules regarding burial practices, which are 
practiced to this day, seem to have developed for the most part in the absence of 

preternature, Vol. 1, No. 2, 2012
Copyright © 2012 The Pennsylvania State University, University Park, Pa.

PN 1.2_03_RobinsonEpstein.indd   232 16/08/12   5:35 PM

This content downloaded from 160.36.178.25 on Sun, 20 Sep 2015 05:56:36 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


	 saul epstein and sara libby robinson	 233

any formal documentary guide. Indeed, a single rabbinic treatise, ‘Evel Rabbati, 
which records funerary and mortuary practices of the second and third centu-
ries, remained the primary text on this subject for the next 1,400 years. Beyond 
this example, however, Judaic customs around death and dying passed orally 
from generation to generation through to the early modern era.2

This changed in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries with the emergence 
of a new body of texts that sought to consolidate and preserve customary prac-
tices. Part of the impetus for this change came from the establishment of socie-
ties called hevra kaddisha, whose members were charged with preparing corpses 
for burial.3 Members of these societies frequently found the rituals they needed 
to apply intricate and involved, so they sought written texts about the subject. 
But there were other reasons for this comparatively sudden shift toward the 
written word. At just this time, significant numbers of Jewish exiles from Spain 
and Portugal—known as Sephardim—were beginning to arrive in eastern 
Europe, and to mingle with their Ashkenazi brethren there. Sephardic Jews, 
of course, followed customs often quite different from the Ashkenazim. Both 
communities sought the composition of such manuals to maintain a vital link 
with their own unique traditions.4

But this was more than just a process of consolidation, for, with the advent of 
printing, all parts of the Jewish world enjoyed greater exposure to the esoteric 
works of the kabbalah, and these had many things to add about the practices 
related to death.5 So while these works preserved many of the venerable, trusted 
precepts found in Evel Rabbati, they also borrowed from kabbalistic teachings, 
creating a host of new traditions.6

However, many rabbis saw the increasingly complicated web of laws and ritu-
als around dying as having more than just spiritual significance. As heirs also to 
a rich folklore centering on evil spirits, demons, and monsters, these rabbis saw 
the rituals as vital in protecting the dying and the deceased from such evil crea-
tures and other malevolent beings.7 Indeed, they understood that a dead body 
bereft of a soul could attract demons that had it within their power to possess 
the body and then make use of it. As a result, much of the literature on death 
that emerges at this point tends to justify the rituals it describes in terms of the 
kabbalah, and as protection against some of the preternatural beings believed to 
roam the world in Jewish folklore.8

Nevertheless, one monster that seldom appears in Jewish texts is the  
vampire—the dead that leave their graves at night in order to attack and kill liv-
ing members of their community, either by sucking their blood or through suffo-
cation.9 The rarity of vampires in Jewish folklore may have to do, in part at least, 
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23 4	 preternature

with the way in which vampirism was coded in distinctly anti-Christian terms.10 
But  it is also likely a consequence of the passage in Leviticus that explicitly 
prohibits Jews from ingesting blood, stating, “The life of the flesh is in the 
blood.”11 But this article takes as its starting point a spellbinding story told by 
an anonymous storyteller found in a work by the sixteenth-century Egyptian 
rabbi David ben Solomon Ibn Abi Zimra (Radbaz), later republished in a book 
of customs and traditions in 1896, that offers the cautionary tale of what appears 
to be a distinctly Jewish “vampire.” The story concerns the body of an old woman 
that was—significantly—left unburied and unguarded for three days. During 
this liminal period the body seems to have become possessed by a vampire-like 
demon. After she was finally interred, the storyteller describes how she would 
appear to residents of her neighborhood, who, shortly afterward, would die. 
After just forty days, the death toll had climbed into the hundreds.

Because of the relative scarcity of Jewish vampires, Radbaz’s citation of this 
story deserves close attention, and needs to be examined on a number of levels. 
Fundamentally, stories about the preternatural tell us much about the societies 
that created them. But what was this particular vampire supposed to teach its 
target audience? As this article will show through a close reading of Radbaz’s 
text, this vampire story seems to have been intended to underscore two crucial 
aspects of Jewish burial law: the need for a quick burial, and the need to guard 
the body (shmirah). Radbaz’s use of a Jewish vampire story to help him make 
his point at this period of ritual reformulation also brings into play some crucial 
issues related to Jewish notions regarding the nature of the soul, respect for the 
dead, respect for the living, and ultimately, respect for God.

two essential laws of jewish burial

Before we can analyze the Jewish vampire story in its context, we must first 
review some of the Jewish burial laws that underlie Radbaz’s text.

Burying the Dead in a Timely Fashion

One of the few laws dealing with the dead that can be found directly in the 
Hebrew Bible concerns the timing of the burial. Deuteronomy 21.23–24 
describes a case where a person has received capital punishment and is then 
hanged.12 After the hanging, the verse states, “his body shall not remain all night 
upon the tree, but thou shalt surely bury him the same day; for he that is hanged 
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is a reproach unto God [Elo-him].” The meaning of the second half of the verse 
is disputed in the Jewish exegetical tradition on the basis of the translation of 
the Hebrew word Elo-him. Commentators who focus on a more literal reading 
of the text, like the medieval Samuel ben Meir, prefer to understand Elo-him as 
“judges.” Accordingly, they interpret this passage to mean that one must bury 
a convicted criminal to prevent anyone who disagreed with the sentence from 
blaspheming the judges who imposed it. By burying the corpse as soon as possi-
ble, all reminders of the judge’s ruling are removed from sight.13 Other commen-
tators, though, follow the early rabbinic interpretation of the verse, and translate 
Elo-him as God.14 The Mishnah, the third-century c.e. rabbinic presentation of 
the laws of the Torah, states in Tractate Sanhedrin that one who sees the corpse 
of someone condemned to be hanged for blaspheming God would be reminded 
of the embarrassment to the Divine caused by the offender.15 The Gemara, 
which contains discussions and interpretations of the Mishnah, and with it 
constitutes the Talmud, discusses this issue in detail. Rabbi Meir cites a par-
able explaining the prohibition: “To what is this matter [of not letting a corpse 
hang overnight] comparable? To twin brothers [who lived] in one city; one was 
appointed king, and the other took to highway robbery. At the king’s command 
they hanged him. But all who saw him exclaimed, ‘The king is hanged!’ Where-
upon the king issued a command and he was taken down.”16 Rabbi Shlomo 
ben Yitzchak (Rashi)17 explains this parable by drawing on the Jewish tradition 
that understands man as created in “God’s image” (Genesis 1.27). Accordingly, 
a human corpse must be treated with great respect in order to avoid bringing 
shame upon the divine.18 Thus both Maimonides and Rabbi Yosef Karo, in their 
respective compilations, the Mishnah Torah and the Shulchan Aruch, understand 
that the law requires a corpse to be buried as soon as possible.19

That said, Jewish law does permit exceptions in a few particular circumstances. 
For instance, the Mishnah allows a delay in burial for the sake of the deceased’s 
“honor” in order to gather the things necessary for interment.20 This was extended 
by later rabbinic authorities to allow time for the dead’s relatives and friends to 
gather. Burial might also be delayed if death occurred on a major Jewish holiday, 
when many types of work are prohibited. But apart from these narrow excep-
tions, any delay of the burial is frowned upon in the Jewish tradition.21

Guarding the Corpse

Jewish tradition dictates that a deceased’s body may not be left alone from the 
time of death until burial, a practice called shmirah (guarding).22 While keeping 
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the vigil of shmirah, individuals must remain awake and typically spend their 
time reciting Psalms.23 The term first appears in the Babylonian Talmud in the 
context of discussions regarding the Shema prayer, which must be recited twice 
daily.24 According to an anonymous statement in the Talmud, whoever per-
forms shmirah, even if he is not related to the deceased, is exempt from all the 
commandments of the Torah, including the recitation of the Shema.25 Rashi 
explains in his commentary that one is exempt because he is “involved with a 
commandment.”26 Further on, the text records an apparent dispute regarding 
the behavior appropriate for two people, both of whom have the responsibility 
of guarding a dead body: “If there were two [watching], one goes on watching 
while the other recites [the Shema], and then the other watches while this one 
recites. Ben ‘Azzai says: If they were bringing it in a ship, they put it in a cor-
ner and both say their prayers in another corner. Why this difference?—Ravina 
said: They differ on the question [of ] whether there is any fear of mice [on board 
the ship]. One held that there is a fear of mice and the other held that there is 
no fear of mice.”27 Ravina, who lived in the last generation of rabbis recorded 
in the Talmud, explains that both opinions in this dispute agree that the need 
to guard the deceased takes precedence over the recitation of the Shema. The 
guardians must protect the body from vermin eating it, and the dispute cent-
ers on whether one must worry about this concern on a boat. Maimonides and 
Rabbi Yosef Karo, though, record in their legal codes that in all circumstances, a 
person who performs shmirah is exempt from reciting the Shema.28

some jewish monsters and vampires in folklore

One of the best-known characters in Jewish folklore is a female demon known 
as Lilith. According to legends recorded in the Babylonian Talmud, Lilith was 
Adam’s first wife. In folklore, though, one of her roles is analogous to that of the 
succubus, the female monster who seduces men while they sleep, causing them 
to have seminal emissions. More frighteningly, she was also believed to attack 
newborn babies (particularly boys who had not yet received their circumcisions 
and girls who had not yet undergone their naming ceremonies) and women who 
had just given birth.29

Another well-known folkloric spirit manifestation, common from the 
sixteenth-century onward, is the dybbuk, the spirit of a dead person who 
enters the body of the living. Parasite-like, the dybbuk speaks in the voice 
of the deceased and acts through its host, engaging in transgressive acts of 
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sexuality, heresy, and sometimes even bodily violence.30 Dybbuk spirits tended 
disproportionately to be male; they were the souls of sinners who could not find 
rest in the afterlife, and who either wished to seek refuge from the torment of 
their limbo or to continue to enjoy the sins of the flesh through the body of their 
host.31 By contrast, some two-thirds of their victims were women, and nearly all 
were under thirty. Dybbuks could be banished through exorcism ceremonies, 
usually performed by rabbis. Ultimately, the publicity accorded dybbuk pos-
session served as a communal lesson in repentance and reform in preparation 
for the afterlife, and although the dybbuk’s victim might temporarily act out 
transgressive behavior, such episodes ultimately reinforced community norms 
of behavior.32 According to recent scholarship, recorded cases of dybbuk pos-
session became widespread during the sixteenth century and continued in vari-
ous communities until the early twentieth century.33

Disembodied demons and dybbuks, however, are not vampires.34 Unlike 
Lilith, who enjoyed a pervasive presence in Jewish folklore for centuries, or 
dybbuk possession, which boasted several dozen recorded cases, examples of 
Jewish vampires in folklore are extremely rare. One possible exception might 
be the estrie, a vampire-like monster described by the renowned Jewish folk-
lorist Joshua Trachtenberg. According to Trachtenberg, the estrie is a cross 
between a monster and a shape-shifting witch who takes the form of a woman 
and lives on a diet of human blood—particularly that of children. He retells 
the story of an estrie who fell ill and attempted to attack the two women who 
were attending her. Unfortunately for the estrie, the women thwarted her 
attack, denying her the blood she needed, causing her to die.35 While interest-
ing in and of itself, Trachtenberg’s text gives little context for the story, and 
makes no effort to assess its sociological or anthropological significance. Thus, 
for a better understanding of the issues at play in Radbaz’s story, and the wider 
lessons to be learned about vampire folklore, we must turn elsewhere.

In his seminal work Vampires, Burial, and Death, Paul Barber examines the 
vampire and its related folklore from the perspectives of anthropology, sociology, 
and forensic science. According to Barber, vampire lore helps cultures explain 
issues of disease, death, and decomposition. As he comments, from antiquity, 
people’s instinct has been to “blame death on the dead.”36

Much of Barber’s source material comes from institutional reports filed dur-
ing the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries that describe suspected vam-
pires and the steps taken by local populations to deal with them.37 One of the 
best known of these cases centered on a Serbian man named Peter Plogojowitz 
who died in 1725. Within ten weeks of his death, nine people had died after 
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238 	 preternature

suffering from a short illness. From their sickbeds, each claimed that Plogojowitz 
had visited them in their sleep, lying on them, and throttling them, “so that they 
would have to give up the ghost.”38 Because of the uproar caused by these deaths, 
Plogojowitz’s body was exhumed and examined for signs of vampirism. Accord-
ing to the report, the villagers found him in a much more preserved state than 
expected, and he exhibited traces of blood on his mouth. Declaring him a vam-
pire, the villagers first staked him, and then burned his body to ash.39

For Barber, the Plogojowitz story is illustrative, for it suggests that one of 
the principal sociological roles of the vampire is as a scapegoat in the face of an 
epidemic. When villagers exhumed and “killed” suspected vampires, they did so 
because they believed that the corpse turned vampire was causing more deaths. 
Indeed, “Nosferatu,” one of the synonyms for vampire, means “plague-carrier.”40 
And this seems to hold true, for the majority of documented vampire hunts 
usually occurred in response to some unexplained illness in the community.41

Barber’s other crucial observation centers on the relationship between social 
marginalization and folkloric perceptions of the predisposition for vampirism. 
It was often believed, for instance, that illegitimate children or those born with 
birth defects might later become vampires—so, too, might the antisocial, alco-
holics, the immoral, the promiscuous, and the excommunicated. But it was not 
just one’s body or personal failings that could lead to such an abhorrent fate; 
the cause of one’s death, particularly if it was sudden and violent, could also 
trigger vampirism. Barber cites the case of a Greek vampire whose eternal des-
tiny was sealed by a triple curse of fate: he was “sullen and quarrelsome” in life, 
and later murdered “no one knew by whom nor how.”42 Although portrayed 
as supernatural, there are biological explanations for all aspects of the vampire 
myth. Unlike the pale, gaunt vampire of our own contemporary fiction, vam-
pires identified by these troubled villagers were usually heavyset, with flushed 
or darkened faces.43 Moreover, when exhumed, suspected vampires were found 
relatively less decayed than was to be expected—their hair and fingernails had 
grown longer, and new skin was growing beneath the old. Some reports suggest 
that they bled freely when cut and even showed traces of fresh blood on their 
lips.44 The body of Peter Plogojowitz matches this description point for point; 
indeed, one report noted that the corpse had “some fresh blood in his mouth, 
which, according to the common observation, he had sucked from the people 
killed by him.”45 When he was subsequently staked, “much blood, completely 
fresh, flow[ed] also through his ears and mouth.”46

Bloating and the appearance of new skin, nails, and hair are all part of 
decomposition. Lacking oxygen, the blood darkens, giving the corpse’s face a 
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darker color. Noises the corpse seems to make in the grave, such as the apparent 
sound of “chewing,” or the groans it emits when a stake is plunged into its heart, 
are all the result of the release of pent-up gases. It is not at all unusual for blood 
to remain liquid, and details such as the blood around the mouth—as with 
Plogojowitz’s corpse—can be attributed to the work of maggots, for their bites 
can resemble stab wounds. In addition to causing the appearance of blood at 
the mouth, pressure from gas can force blood out of the eyes and nose. When 
moisture from around the mouth is exposed to material from the deceased’s 
shroud, it can become plastered to the face, causing it to look as if the corpse was 
chewing at its burial clothing.47 As we will see, all these explanatory variables—
epidemiology, marginalization, and forensic science—will play important roles 
in Radbaz’s story of a distinctly Jewish vampire.

rabbi david ibn abi zimra’s vampire story

This Jewish vampire story appears in a text written by Radbaz titled “Mezudat 
David” (David’s fortress).48 Radbaz was born in Spain around 1479. His fam-
ily left Spain when the Jews were expelled in 1492 and first moved to Morocco 
then Safed, in what is now northern Israel, where he studied in some of the 
religious seminaries located there. By 1514, he had moved to Egypt, where he 
was appointed the av beit din (chief justice) of the rabbinic court of Cairo, rising 
eventually to become the city’s chief rabbi. In this latter capacity he served for 
forty years, becoming wealthy and widely esteemed. Radbaz was a great scholar, 
with an almost encyclopedic knowledge of rabbinic texts. He is well-known for 
his collection of close to three thousand legal responsa that dealt with the wide 
range of issues over which he presided during his years in Egypt and the Holy 
Land. He was also a prolific writer, authoring several Talmudic commentar-
ies, a work on the methodology of the Talmud, and some important liturgical 
pieces.49 But he was also widely recognized as one of the preeminent scholars 
of the kabbalah, writing, among other works, a kabbalistic interpretation of the 
Hebrew alphabet, and another of the Song of Songs. He then retired, first to 
Jerusalem and later to Safed, where he lived out the rest of his life. The date of 
his death is not known precisely, though most scholars place it around 1573.50

Radbaz wrote the Mezudat David around 1554. This work is part of a genre 
of rabbinic literature called taamei hamizvot (the reasons for the command-
ments) that seeks to explain the reasoning behind the 613 commandments (miz-
vot) of the Torah.51 Radbaz objected to the approach adopted by Maimonides, 
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which sought only rational explanations for the mizvot. Some commandments, 
according to Radbaz, could be explained only esoterically. For him, a person 
who understands the mystical repercussions that the observance of certain 
commandments will create on high will be more likely to focus more on their 
proper intent (kavanah). Radbaz hoped that the focus of the Mezudat David on 
the relationship between daily observance and the workings of the divine would 
improve Jews’ relationship with God as they lived their everyday life.52

Mizvah 436 in Mezudat David concerns the impurity of the dead. Radbaz 
turns to the biblical source of this mizvah, Numbers 19.11, which states that 
anyone who touches a dead person will be ritually impure for seven days. To 
return to purity, this person must be doused with a mixture of water, various 
plants, and the ashes of a red heifer on the third and seventh days of his impu-
rity. He must then immerse himself in a ritual bath (mikveh) at the conclu-
sion of this period. Radbaz notes that just five verses later, at Numbers 19.16, 
any person who enters a building containing a corpse must also go through the 
same purification ritual. In both cases, the impure person is considered an av 
hatum’ah, a chief level of impurity. Lepers,53 men who have seminal emissions, 
and the carcasses of animals also have the status of av hatum’ah. However, only 
a dead body can transmit its impurity to a person, either directly or indirectly, 
causing those in its presence to become an av hatum’ah. Thus a human corpse is 
deemed to be the most impure type of thing, and so is called avi avot hatum’ah 
(the grandfather category of impurity).54 Given this unique status of the corpse, 
Radbaz goes on to explain why this is the case.

The concept of ritual impurity in Judaism is very complex and scholars 
through the centuries have tried to elucidate its meaning.55 Recognizing the 
difficulty in understanding these tenets logically, Radbaz turns to more eso-
teric modes of understanding. He begins by explaining that a dead body retains 
remnants of the impure vices in which a person engaged while alive. Since these 
stains remain, it is important that people should separate themselves from the 
corpse. He further explains that a Jewish soul has an intrinsic “spirit of holiness 
and purity” to it, a spirit that can purge itself of any “impure spirits and powers” 
that wish to attach themselves to the body. For Radbaz, this means that when 
a person dies and this holy spirit departs the body, the corpse becomes akin 
almost to a vacuum in that it can no longer prevent penetration by impure spir-
its. As a result, the body becomes contaminated and spreads this to everything 
it meets. To Radbaz, then, it is the flight of this purifying spirit at death that 
explains why the principle of avi avot ha-tum’ah applies only to the corpse of a 
Jewish person.56
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Radbaz’s description of a dead body bereft of its pure soul becoming 
a vacuum vulnerable to demons and evil spirits, is in keeping with other 
widely held beliefs prevalent in the Jewish world during the sixteenth cen-
tury. Among these was the idea that demons caused illness and epidemics.57 
In order to thwart the evil spirits who might wish to take over the newly 
vacated body of the deceased, or to spread illness among those present at 
the deceased’s bedside, a number of protective measures needed to be taken. 
Mourners were to be careful that none of the deceased’s limbs should hang 
over the bed, but rather remain decorously folded close to the body. Other 
actions included lighting candles (since evil spirits fear light), opening win-
dows, and reciting Psalms.58 It was also common to throw out all the water 
contained in vessels in the house of the deceased, making sure that it was 
poured into the ground rather than into other bodies of water.59

Radbaz uses these ideas as the basis of his kabbalistic explanation of the 
mizvot related to the treatment of the dead. First, he explains, it is clear that 
the dead need to be buried as soon as possible after death, for the “powers of 
impurity” operate more often at night, and “anywhere they turn, they will act 
wickedly.”60 Further, the rule that the body must be guarded until it is interred 
is obviously to prevent these evil spirits from entering the body at all. He then 
quotes “the words of one of the great [scholars] in a commentary of Genesis 
Rabbah but I do not know his name,” who expounds on the verse in Deuter-
onomy 21.23–24.61 The anonymous author cited by Radbaz explains that the 
reason a corpse should not be left hanging overnight is to protect the body from 
those “spirits and demons” that “control” the night, looking for souls from which 
they can derive enjoyment and dead bodies which they can possess. The anony-
mous author then begins a tale that reinforces the importance of burying a body 
immediately—the story of a Jewish vampire.62

Listen my son to the story of an old woman who lived to be nearly one 
hundred years old. The residents of her village considered her stingy 
toward the poor63 and she was suspected of causing [bad things to occur] 
all her life. She had sons, daughters, sons-in-law, and daughters-in-law, 
but she did not live with any of them. She [rather] lived alone, although 
her children provided for her, in addition to traveling and trading [for 
their business purposes].

She died while her sons were away on business, and her death remained 
unknown for three days. When her sons came to her house, they found 
her lying dead in the middle of her house, her mouth open, her hands and 
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legs bent, her tongue hanging out of her mouth, and her eyes open. After 
they had buried her, every night, she would visit those who were ill. They 
were awake, but they imagined they saw her in their waking imagina-
tion or [she] would call to them or hit them, and within seven days they 
would die.

After forty days, more than two hundred people had died, and all testi-
fied that she had called out to them in their imagination and hit them. 
The deaths, plagues, and her appearances did not stop until they burned 
[her corpse]. And fifteen [days after her death] when they opened her 
casket,64 they found that she had half-swallowed her [burial] hat.65 Her 
headdress was unrecognizable save for its strings, and blood was flowing 
from her mouth and eyes.66

This story is also cited by Abraham Isaac Sperling in his seminal work on 
Jewish customs, Sefer Taamei haminhagim u-mekorei Ha-dinim, originally pub-
lished in 1896. Sperling’s book examines all aspects of Jewish life and identifies 
reasons for certain traditions. In the section dealing with Jewish death, burial, 
and mourning practices, he attempts to explain the reason for shmirah. In doing 
so, Sperling cites Ma’avar Yabbok, one of the most comprehensive texts regard-
ing Jewish death and burial practices in seventeenth-century Europe.67 Written 
by Rabbi Aaron Berakhiah of Modena as part of the canonization of death 
ritual discussed above, Ma’avar Yabbok devotes a chapter to shmirah for the 
deceased and the problem of why people are exempt from performing other 
commandments during this time. In this, Rabbi Aaron’s explanation largely 
agrees with that of Radbaz, connecting it with the evil spirits that roam the 
earth, and their desire to take on a body for themselves. When one of these evil 
spirits gets access to a dead body, Rabbi Aaron concludes, “woe to the person 
who turns toward them.” Guarding the body of the deceased from evil spirits is 
so very important that those who perform this service do not need to recite the 
Shema or other obligatory prayers.68 To reinforce this concept, Sperling quotes 
in later glosses the story from Mezudat David, citing it in “the name of one of 
the Great Ones.”69

analysis of the story

Radbaz’s story bears several striking resemblances to the vampire scares explored 
by Barber. Like the Greek murder victim-cum-vampire, the woman is described 
as antisocial. She fails to give charity to the needy. Her neighbors appear to view 
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her as a source of bad luck, or perhaps as someone in possession of the evil eye, 
who can make bad things happen to those she dislikes. Clearly, this woman was 
not only marginalized by her neighbors, but also lived in a self-imposed isola-
tion. She had a large family that provided for her, but rather than live with any 
of her children, she preferred to live by herself. No one else appears to have lived 
near her or visited her regularly; if they had, her death would have been noticed 
much sooner, and the danger perhaps averted.

In the story, the unfortunate manner of her death—alone and unnoticed—
quickly devolved into a classic epidemic turned vampire hunt, à la Peter 
Plogojowitz and his undead brethren. Even though the story does not include 
all aspects of the archetypal Christian vampire tale, there are certainly enough 
diagnostic elements here to justify the use of the term “vampire”: after the old 
lady’s death and eventual interment, she appears to the sick people in her com-
munity, shouting at them or hitting them, and subsequently they die; her neigh-
bors focus on her as the reason for this spate of deaths and conclude that in 
order to halt the epidemic, it is necessary to disinter and cremate her body.

The fact that the old woman’s remains were disinterred and then cremated 
should be taken as a sign—either of the desperate lengths to which the com-
munity was willing to go in order to halt the epidemic in their midst, or to 
the fact that the story is most likely apocryphal and did not actually happen. 
Cremation is diametrically opposed to the Jewish laws of burial. In The Jewish 
Way in Death and Mourning, Maurice Lamm states categorically that Jewish 
law forbids cremation, and that a person who has been cremated cannot be 
buried in a Jewish cemetery. Moreover, even in the event that the deceased left 
instructions to be cremated, his final wishes should be ignored. The mere act of 
disinterment is also strictly prohibited and allowed only in a few circumstances, 
such as if an individual was accidentally buried in a non-Jewish cemetery and 
their body is being transferred to a Jewish cemetery, or if their body is being 
reburied in Israel.70

Several things are clear from the description of the woman’s body. As 
described in the story, the state of her corpse does nothing to dispel the com-
munity’s idea that she is the cause of the plague. They find that the corpse 
appears to have chewed on and half swallowed its burial headdress, and blood 
is coming out of her mouth and eyes. As noted by Avriel Bar-Levav, the mere 
circumstance of a corpse’s mouth being open and swallowing its shroud was 
considered the catalyst for plagues in a community.71 Of course, we know from 
Barber’s study of forensic science this can be attributed to the normal process 
of decomposition.
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According to Barber’s conception of the relationship between perceptions of 
vampirism and social marginalization, we need look no further for an expla-
nation of why this reclusive, miserly old woman was blamed for causing this 
rash of deaths from beyond the grave. Something more, however, is at work in 
Radbaz’s vampire story, for despite her miserliness and reclusiveness, becoming 
a vampire was not the fault of the old woman. Rather, the story implies that her 
sons and the rest of her family should be held accountable for her fate. They 
had not paid proper attention to her welfare; by extension, it was they who were 
responsible for her vampirism. If they had simply delegated someone to check 
on her regularly, for example, her dead body would not have remained alone and 
untouched for three days. Rather, it would have been buried properly, according 
to the tenets of Jewish law, and no vampire scare and hunt would have ensued.72

implications of the story

If the old woman is a possible Jewish vampire, it is important to understand 
the significance this story has in context. Why did Radbaz find it necessary to 
relate such a story in a work dedicated to explaining the reasoning behind the 
commandments? In Radbaz’s worldview, demons and other supernatural beings 
existed. He also acknowledged the power of dreams and the messages they carry. 
In one of his responsa, for instance, he required that an individual take action to 
remove a decree of excommunication that he foresaw in a dream.73 This could 
explain why the community members of the vampire story excavated the body 
and cremated it, despite the severity of the prohibition against cremation within 
Jewish law. By presenting this story from an anonymous source, Radbaz appar-
ently viewed the graphic description of the old lady’s transformation as reinforc-
ing the need to treat the dead properly.

For the “great scholar” quoted by Radbaz, this is a prime example of why one 
cannot leave a body unburied overnight. He sees the fact that the old woman 
was not buried for three days as the reason for her supernatural appearances in 
her community and the death of two hundred individuals. When discussing the 
commandment not to leave an individual unburied overnight, in Mizvah 552, 
Radbaz could have also cited this story. Instead, he gives an esoteric explanation 
similar to that of the Talmud in Sanhedrin regarding the respect that is due to 
the image of God found in the deceased.74 By deciding to tell the story in the 
context of his discussion of the need for shmirah, Radbaz surely thought that its 
message would help explain this legal requirement. It might also have served for 
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him as a mystical rationale for shmirah in situations with no cause for concern 
about vermin and rodents. Rabbis, from the fourteenth century to the present, 
have debated this question. All seem to agree that the requirement applies in all 
cases, but they give only the vaguest arguments in its support, citing obliquely 
such things as the honor of the deceased.75 Thus Rabbi A. I. Kook, the first 
chief rabbi of Palestine under the British Mandate, writes that later authorities 
require shmirah for unnamed “other reasons.”76

In a book trying to explain the reasons behind all the commandments, Radbaz 
was certainly attempting to find an esoteric meaning behind this practice, for 
understanding what could happen to the dead if shmirah does not take place 
will give Jews the proper attitude when performing this sacred practice. The 
gory description of the corpse serves as a reminder of what can happen if a body 
is left alone. Living a couple of generations prior to the emergence of canonical 
texts dealing with the treatment of the dead, Radbaz nonetheless supported the 
establishment of a responsible group within the Jewish community dedicated to 
handling the dead.77 Like Aaron Berakhiah of Modena, Radbaz sought to give 
deeper meaning to the burial rituals. His explanation of spirits attacking the 
empty body, also cited in Maavar Yabbok, has become an accepted explanation 
of this tradition.78 In Radbaz’s hands, the story of the old grandmother thus 
gave strength to the long-standing practice of shmirah.

conclusion

Ultimately, there is something quite fundamental, even transcendent about 
Radbaz’s tale of a Jewish “vampire.” The story serves as an arresting and enter-
taining illustration of the importance of both shmirah and immediate burial in 
Jewish law. In exploring these key tenets of Jewish burial traditions, however, it 
becomes clear that there are even more important things at stake in the story. 
One is the responsibility of the community for the welfare of the individual. 
Essentially, Radbaz’s vampire story turns Barber’s paradigm of social marginali-
zation on its head. Despite the old woman’s reclusiveness and miserliness, nei-
ther of these negative character traits made her a vampire and a danger to her 
community. It was, and is, the community’s responsibility to care for all its mem-
bers and to monitor the welfare of each person in order to safeguard everyone’s 
ultimate well-being. Regardless of whether a person is well liked, or even like-
able, whether a person enjoys a place at the heart of the community or clings to 
its periphery, everyone must be cared for, and no one may slip through the cracks.
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At its deepest roots, the burial laws and explanatory stories explored in this 
article are a testament to Judaism’s perspective on the divinity of the human 
soul. All are created in the image of God and carry a sacred spark in their soul. 
As such, the same rules of swift burial and respectful vigil apply to everyone, 
even old, mean-spirited, antisocial grandmothers and criminals sentenced to 
capital punishment. Even when the sacred spirit and divine spark depart, the 
body retains an echo of God’s image. The reverence shown toward the dead in 
according them a proper burial testifies not only to a person’s ultimate vulner-
abilities, but also to God’s majesty and care for all His creations.79

appendix

Hebrew text from Mezudat David, Mizvah 436 (Zolkiew, 1862), 63b.

ישמע בני מעשה באשה אחת זקינה שהפליגה בקרוב לק’ שנים וספרו 
עליה אנשי מקומה כי עיני’)ה( רעה בעניים והיתה חשודה כל ימיה 

והיה לה בנים ובנות וחתנים וכלות ולא היתה דרה עמהם אלא יחידה 
בביתה ובניה היו מסדרין לה פרנסתה והולכין בסחורה כללו של 

דבר מתה בעוד היו בניה בסחורתם ויותר בג’ ימים לא נודע מיתתה 
וכאשר באו בני’)ה( מצאוה מתה באמצע הבית מושלכת ופיה פתוח 

וידה ורגליה עקומות ולשונה תלוי’ חוץ לפיה ועיני)ה( פתוחות. וכאשר 
קברוה בכל לילה ולילה היתה באה בהקיץ לחולים בדמיון שלהם או 

קורא אותם או מכה אותם ובתוך ז’ ימים הי)ה( מת. ועד מ יום מתו יותר 
ממאתים נפשות וכלם טרם מיתתן העידו על קריאתה אותם בהקיץ או 

על הכאתה אותם ולא נפסק המות והדבר ודמיון ממנה עד ששרפוה 
וכמו ט”ו למיתתה פתחנו הקבר ומצאנו מגבעת שלה בלועה בתוך פיה 

. . . .ולא היה ניכר מכל המצנפת רק השביצים לבד והיה דם נובע מפיה
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