
 
 

Death Becomes Her When The Lady Vanishes 

[…] 
The Syncope Effect Of Hysteria and Hunger on The Ecstatic Her 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Sometimes you canʼt be sure the person is still breathing. This kind of intensity only lasts for a short period at any one 

time. When the profound suspension lifts a little, it seems like the body slowly comes back to itself and is nourished only 
to die all over again and give fuller life to the soul. Total ecstasy does not last long. 

But even after the rapture has passed, the will remains so deeply absorbed and the mind so transported that so days the 

mind is incapable of understanding anything that does not awaken the will to love. And the will is so wide-awake to love 
that it is fast asleep to all attachments to any creature. 

Oh, what bewilderment the soul feels when she returns to herself! How intense are her desires that God use her 

however he wants! The soul would gladly have a thousand lives to be able to give them all to God. She wishes that 

everything on earth could be a tongue to help her praise him. She has this strong urge to sacrifice herself for him, but 

the power of her love makes the soul feel that what she has to offer is insignificant. She realizes that the martyrs didnʼt 

accomplish much in enduring the torments they endured because with the help of our Beloved such suffering is easy. 
Sill our souls complain to His Majesty when he deprives us of the opportunity to offer ourselves as sacrifice to Him”. 
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Introduction 

 
Anorexia mirabilis is an extreme religious and spiritual practice associated with young women and girls of the Middle 

Ages who held aspirations toward martyrdom. Literally it means a ʻgreatʼ starvation and a ʻmiraculousʼ lack of appetite. 

The practice, predominantly engaged by young Catholic women ~ Miraculous Maids ~ supposedly employed it as a 

vehicle to attain higher relations with God, hoping to receive His divine voice. The absence of sustenance in the gut in 

exchange for divine vocalic sonority, anorexia mirabilis was frequently accompanied by self-mutilation, self-flagellation, 

and a variety of self induced inflictions. Life long chastity was a prerequisite for the young women, who performed their 

holy starvations in an attempt to cultivate an inner purity and piety, many survived on the Holy Eucharist to signify their 

total devotion to Jesus, and the fasting could extend to months, years, or to a final tragic conclusion culminating in their 

premature deaths. The allure of the ʻspecial achievementʼ of prolonged fasting was confirmation to these female 

practitioners that the body was a separate entity from the spirit.  It has been suggested that some felt inebriated by the 

hunger for God, and claimed that from this edible absence they experienced possessions of religious enlightenment, 
which then made them spiritually replete. 

“Food was not, however, merely a metaphor for interaction with the divine. It was the heart of religious practice. Whether 

or not penitential asceticism in general characterized their lives; the women all fasted in order to prepare themselves for 

Christʼs body and blood. Several of them where incapable of eating ordinary food when they experienced the filling of 

Christ The mass (and / or reception of the Eucharist) was frequently the occasion on which these women received 
ecstatic union with Christ. And the sweetness of ecstasy was often experienced as palpable food”1 

Anorexia mirabilis participatory Saints include St Catherine of Sienna (1347-1380) and St Veronica (1st C A.D.). St 

Catherine would refuse food but would allegedly feast on the sores of the sick and diseased and St Veronica would fast 

for five days and then would chew five orange pips representing the wounds of Christ. St Rose Of Lima (1586 – 1607)) 

was the first Catholic Saint born in the Americas in Lima Peru, and in emulation of St Catherine of Sienna she would only 

digest bitter herbs in the pursuit of spiritual fortitude. St. Rose wore a circlet of silver studs around her head concealed 

by roses imitating the crown of thorns worn by Christ, it is alleged every night as a penance she slept on a bed of broken 

glass and stones. She was known to self flagellated three times a day and in keeping with the rigors of her ascetic life, 

disfigured her face by cutting it and infusing the scars with pepper to detract admirers. St Rose of Lima took a vow of 

perpetual virginity which thereafter she re-doubled her penances. For fourteen years she received voices, visions and 

revelations with intermittent periods of intense ecstasy. Such self-imposed cruelties as seen in the lives of St Rose and 

other female saints have not been uncommon.  Saints and Martyrs who practiced anorexia mirabilis were rewarded for 

their chaste and ascetic lives and sometimes had privileges bestowed on them in the form divine visions and ecstatic 
unions- although the perpetrators were not to expect such mystical gifts. 

During the Renaissance the Church viewed the practice of anorexia mirabilis as heretical and possibly satanically 

inspired, especially in regard to its auditory hallucinations and accompanying Divine visions.  The practice although not 

with religious intent still survives today and is now known by the more familiar nomenclature of anorexia nervosa. The 

corporeal disintegration and gaunt physiognomy of the female sufferer, practitioner and / or patient from the middle Ages 

to the 21st Century are exact in appearance, but the causation and initial reasons on the embarkment toward self-

starvation would appear to be different. The Middle Ages dealt with the interiority of its subjects being and the 21st 

Century malaise served to chastise the exterior of the being, but these umbrella assumptions are far too simplistic.  It 

would be an impossible task to attempt to chart the causation and individual pathologies of young women across 

centuries, extricated from their own historical context and separated from their governing social strata, one enters the 
problematic arena of diagnosing from a distance the anorectic epochal body.  

                                                
1 Caroline Walker Bynum Holy Feast and Holy Fast; The Religious Significance of Food to Medieval Women (pg 117) 


