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The Book of Judith tells a story of a woman with great authority. She was chosen by her 
God to save her people, but this story featuring an “underdog” also alludes to the power of 
womanhood that causes men to loose their heads. Because the Book of Judith only gives 
the facts indispensable to the storyline, a variety of interpretations across generations have 
added to the complexities of her character in that a multitude of characteristics have been 
emphasized and omitted as time has progressed. Artists have long tried to fill these gaps of 
information, but often these depictions juxtapose her womanliness and Holofernes’s 
humiliation.  

 
Adorned in her finest gowns and scented with perfumes, Judith ventured into the enemy 
camp to use her charms to assassinate General Holofernes. Judith, a godly and virtuous 
woman, transforms into a seductress, a tease even, to unarm her mighty opponent. The 
statues and paintings of her depict a deadly woman fueled by righteousness, but in 
investigating these visual depictions of Judith, her choice to act in the name of God allows 
her to conquer and fashions her into unlikely hero, who as a woman is both inspiring and 
fearsome.  

 
Facing utter destruction at the hand of the Assyrian King Nebuchadnezzar, the town of Bethulia 
in the holy land of Israel prepares to surrender. Completely surrounded and plagued by famine, 
thirst, and despair, the elders of the city agree to yield to the Assyrian General Holofernes within 
five days if the Lord does not rescue them. A wealthy and beautiful widow heard news of the 
elder’s proclamation, and she charged her servant to summon them to her home. When they 
arrive, she chastised them for challenging the mercy of the Lord and reminds them of their God’s 
faithfulness across generations. Judith informs them that she has a plan, but the scheme mandates 
her leaving the protected walls of the city to meet Holofernes. The men let her go, so Judith casts 
aside her sackcloth garments of mourning and intentionally adorns herself in her finest gown and 
jewels to transform into a woman to desire. With kosher food and her maidservant, Judith goes to 
the enemy camp. The Assyrians, bewitched by her beauty, lead her to Holofernes. She remains 
there for a four days, leaving only to pray and bath at night, and her beauty develops into deep 
lust in the heart of Holofernes. The night before the surrender of the city, Holofernes invites 
Judith into his tent to feast with her. She encourages him to drink deeply, and he soon becomes 
intoxicated. In his drunken stupor, Judith prays to God for strength and with two strikes cuts off 
the head of Holofernes with his own sword, and her servant places the head into a food bag. In 
the darkness, they flee back to the protection of Bethulia. That morning, a few soldiers entered 
into the general’s tent, expecting to find the body of lovely Judith draped across Holofernes; 
instead, the general’s body was splayed out on his bed—his head rested on a spike in Bethulia. 
The hand of a woman saved Israel. 
 
 But who is this pious and virtuous Judith? The Book of Judith in the obscure Old Testament 
Apocrypha has received little attention in recent times. The Catholic and Eastern Orthodox 
churches are alone in her continued veneration. The tale has been sidelined, and is often 



discussed in specialized studies and books. “The story—known only in the Greek Septuagint, is 
based on a lost Hebrew original… as is generally agreed by scholars today, it is wholly fictional 
and carefully composed for a particular purpose: a historical novel marked by the most intense 
national and religious fervor'.”1 The book of Judith exhibits a counterpart to the unlikely male 
hero, David, and she, like David, assumes responsibility and control to act in the name of the 
Lord.  A woman holds the power to murder the enemy, and she is justified in murder because of 
her righteousness—she is the Lord’s hand of judgment and wrath. She stands as a personification 
of Israel, an unlikely chosen people called to conquer in the Lord’s name, and interestingly, her 
power at hand stems from her womanliness and sexuality. She inspired both horror and comfort 

in the hearts of men. “Judith is, therefore, the 
story of an icon that has been at once central to 
and yet in some ways denied by Protestant 
Western culture, because it contradicts those 
conventional values that societies are accounted to 
encode into their most cherished myths.”2 While 
Judith does indeed cause her enemy to lose his 
head in the name of God, she also reveals the 
power of women to cause men to lose their heads. 
 
The story of Judith features multiple 
characteristics: strength, beauty, wisdom, 
cunning, bravery, and piety, and in the hands of 
artists like Botticelli, Donatello, Caravaggio, 
Artemisia Gentileschi, and Gustav Klimt, a 
multitude of depictions unfold of a woman 
wielding a dagger to remove the head of the 
mighty Holofernes. These representations of 
Judith struggle to encompass her many 
characteristics, significantly the juxtaposing ideas 
of her righteousness as a woman of god and her 
acting as an enchantress. Because of ample 
interpretations, the significance of her power is 
almost that of a ledged. By looking at the variety 
of portrayals of Judith throughout history, I want 
to evaluate the cultural perception of a heroic 
woman owning her body and understand how we 
view strength and power in the hands of a 
woman.The sword hangs in the air as Judith 

pauses in the act to slay Holofernes. Donatello’s bronze sculpture of Judith and Holofernes 
captures the moments between the two fatal strikes, but the image relates less to Judith herself 
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Figure 1. Donatello, Judith and 
Holofernes, ca.1455-1460, bronze, 236 
cm, Palazzo Vecchio, Florence. 



and more to Florentine politics. The statue was made between 1455-1460 for the Duomo 
Cathedral in Sienna, but after the Medici family was expelled from Florence in 1494, the statue 
was moved into a public courtyard in front of the Palazzo Vecchio.  Wearing demure clothing 
and a veil, Judith stands over the nearly naked Holofernes. “His nudity and drunkenness and the 
cushion on which he is propped identify Holofernes as a figure of Lust and Licentiousness, 
whereas Judith represents Chastity.”3 This is the only monumental representation of this 
moment, and Judith is captured straddling his chest, towering over him. Holofernes’s head sickly 
rolls to the side exposing an immense gash on his throat. One of the inscriptions reads, 
“Kingdoms fall through luxury, cities rise through virtues. Behold the neck of pride severed by 
the hand of humility.”4 This haunting message provided insubordinate energy to the Florentine 
people, and at one point, the inscription was removed. Sexual tension is apparent in the way she 
straddles Holofernes nearly nude body and stands on his wrists as the fabric of her long gown 
clings to her body. John of Salisbury once said, “Thus Holofernes fell a victim not to the valor of 
his enemy but to his own vices by means of a sword 
in the hands of a woman; and he who had been 
terrible to strong men was vanquished by luxury and 
drink and slain by a woman.”5 The statue served to 
encourage the people of Florence, and the story of 
Judith provided an analogy for the clever Florentines 
who were blessed and protected by God. The statue 
reminded the people to take heart in the face of 
tyrants.  
 
Judith continued to capture the attention of those 
involved in quattrocento art, with artists like Sandro 
Botticelli. Her story appears in four of Botticelli’s 
works, but multiple aspects of the image contradict 
the biblical story. The most prominent images from 
the Book of Judith are two companion panels of the 
Return of Judith and the Discovery of the Death 
Holofernes.  
 
The works were created as a pair between 1469-1470, 
and the depiction again emphasizes the triumph of the 
weak over the strong. Judith appears youthful and 
serene as she journeys back to Bethulia. Instead of 
returning under the cover of night, Botticelli chose to 
depict the scene in daylight. Dappled gold 
embellishes the scene adding a sense of splendor and 
holiness. “The olive branch she holds in her left hand symbolizes the peace she brings to the 
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Figure 2. Botticelli, Judith Returns to 
Bethulia, ca. 1472, tempera on wood, 
31 cm x 24 cm, Galleria degli Uffizi, 
Florence. 



Jews; the sword she brandishes—a fifteenth-century falchion—is that of Holofernes, which she 
took down from above the bed to cut off his head.”6 Behind her, the Assyrian army prepares for 
battle, blissfully unaware of their leader’s explicit end. The swirling and delicate fabric and 
pastel palate emphasizes her femininity. Her face is wistful, almost otherworldly in contrast to 
her young maidservant following her close behind. Judith resembles the three graces from his 
famous painting, the Primavera. The billowing fabrics conceal her body, while accentuating her 
belly and hips. The femaleness of her appearance harshly contrast with the bloodied weapon in 
her hand. The head of Holofernes rests in a bundle atop the maidservant’s head. His greying 
beard and hair clash with the youthful and supple body painted in the companion piece.  
 
The Discovery of the Dead Holofernes represents a scene not described in the Book of Judith, 
but we can only image the horror the officers felt as they look on the body of their headless 
leader. Men shrink and cover their faces as they see what Judith had accomplished. The raw, 
bleeding flesh of his neck is on full display, illuminated by the light sheets soaking up blood. The 
body is barely covered by the twisting sheet, which testifies to how Judith managed to disarm the 
mighty leader. The near nakedness of Holofernes contrasts with the dress of Judith, highlighting 
how she managed to expose his weaknesses and take advantage of his weakness.  
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Figure 3. Sandro Botticelli, The 
Discovery of the Body of Holofernes, 
ca. 1472, tempera on panel, 31cm x 
24cm, Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence.
  



Later, Botticelli creates Judith Leaving the Tent of Holofernes between 1497-1500. Gone are 
gentle pastels of light blues and transparent yellows, and the colors are replaced with a harsher 
palate of opaque reds and greens and yellows. “Botticelli has contrived an attitude that suggests 

the bloody scene she leaves inside the tent and at the 
same time poises her in cool, heroic triumph as the 
central figure of the picture.”7 The red tent of 
Holofernes frames her and makes her appear 
monumental. Her clothes swirl around her body 
stressing her belly and hips, which empahsize her 
femininity, but her authority remains unconcealed. A 
shrunken head of Holofernes dangles in her left hand, 
while his large sword skims the edge of the panel. She 
looks at the head of Holofernes with parted lips. No 
signs of repulsion or fear can be detected in her face. 
Instead, she appears detached and otherworldly as she 
had in Botticelli’s first painting of her. Judith also 
seems to be older. Her body is elongated to appear 
dignified. Botticelli depicts Judith as an angelic and 
mysterious heroine of undeniable strength and grace. 
Her womanliness is on full display simultaneously 
demonstrating her strength. She is almost like Athena, 
the Greek goddess of wisdom and warfare—a 
surprising character of power. 

 
The Book of Judith holds no clues to how she reacted 
to the gore of her deed. Whereas Donatello and 
Botticelli represent Judith as largely unaffected, 
Caravaggio fills Judith’s face with disgust in his Judith 
and Holofernes, 1590-99. Keeping as much distance as 
possible, Judith slices his neck with mild distaste as she 
would “carving the Sunday Roast.”8 Bathed in stage 
lighting characteristic of Caravaggio’s work, 
Holofernes’s faces cries out in agony as his neck twists 
unnaturally. A vibrant red stream of blood spurts onto 
the sheets, but the gore does not compare to an actual 
beheading. Judith’s beauty is enhanced by the 

placement of her haggard maid beside her. The lined and dropping face grimly watches with the 
sack ready for his head. The Book of Judith makes it clear that the maidservant was actually 
waiting outside for her rather than taking part in the murder directly, so her presence is a 
dramatic addition to highlight the power of youth and beauty.9 Desire disarms Holofernes, and he 

																																																								
7	Lightbown, Sandro Botticelli, 237. 
8 Elizabeth Fletcher, “Biblical Paintings: Judith and Holofernes,” Women in the Bible, (2008) 
http://www.womeninthebible.net/paintings_judith.htm. 
9 “Chapter 13, verse 9,” Book of Judith, United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, (2014), 
http://www.usccb.org/bible/judith/13.	

Figure 4. Sandro Bottocelli, Judith 
with the Head of Holofernes, ca. 
1497-1500, oil and tempera on 
panel with gilding, 36 ½ cm x 20 
cm, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam. 



pays the ultimate price, and Judith’s semi-translucent blouse exposed by the undone bodice 
furthers the idea. “As for silence, in the Judith and Holofernes the verisimilitude of throat-cutting 
has been pushed so far that it is difficult not to imagine Holofernes screaming for one last final 
and horrible moment.”10 His silent scream adds to the grotesque drama of the unfolding scene in 
that he is utterly powerless in his demise. Caravaggio represents Judith in a way that makes her 
seem both prepared and unnerved. She murders Holofernes with outstretched arms. She mildly 
leans her torso away from the gore, but her forearms look well muscular and capable as she 
removed his head. The red fabric behind the scene mirrors the blood spurting from the wound. 
The fabric also mimics Judith’s characteristics—it appears sensuous and soft to the touch, but the 
color is blood red like the gore at hand. While this depicts a traditional scene, “Caravaggio’s 
Judith is less an exercise in history than a modern reworking of an ancient theme, to wit, the fatal 
power that beautiful women wield over men.”11 All men are susceptible to the hand of a woman.  
 

 
Figure 5. Caravaggio, Judith and Holofernes, 1598-1599, oil on canvas, 145cm x 195cm, 
Galleria Nationale d’Arte Antica, Palazzo Barberini, Rome. 
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Throughout her career, Artemisia Gentileschi gives Judith raw and forceful strength, specifically 
in Judith and Her Maidservant, 1612, Judith Slaying Holofernes, 1612-21, and Judith and her 
Maidservant with the Head of Holofernes, 1625. Against darkness, the two women in Judith and 
Her Maidservant pause to listen for noises before they continue to Bethulia. Tension permeates 
the moment, because if caught, Holofernes would not be the only death that night. Judith holds 
the blade uncomfortably close to her neck referring to the recent beheading.12 The blade also 
provides a close comparison between the masculine and feminine. Wispy hair and rosy cheeks 
sharply contrast with the cold iron against her flesh. Kinship radiates between the two women 
with Judith’s hand on her servant’s shoulder. Holofernes’s head is nestled in a basket. He looks 
as if he could be asleep, but the blood trickling from the basket reminds the viewer of the 
uncomfortable truth. Judith is in charge, and her face is focused and cautious. She appears ready 
to end another life if she must. While her 
strength and bravery are on display, we 
are also aware of her vulnerability on that 
fated night. 

 
Moments before, Judith was removing 
Holofernes’s head like in Caravaggio’s 
version. Gentileschi’s first interpretation 
of this bloody scene inspired Della Valle 
to title her a “gran macchina è bellezza” 
or a beautiful war machine.13  We are 
granted a more intimate view of the horror 
than Gentileschi’s second painting in 
1620. In both, Judith and her maidservant 
grapple with the resisting Holofernes, but 
the second attempt is more graphic. Blood 
spurts all over the bed and on Judith’s 
dress. Even the maidservant’s forearm is 
spotted with blood. Though Judith is 
dressed in finery, her sexuality is not the 
focus. Here the climax of the beheading 
takes center stage. The carnage and 
straining detract from Judith’s sexual 
appeal. Gentileschi’s version has been 
scrutinized and viewed as an image of 
“sadism, sacred ritual, irreligious profanity, 
self-portraiture (both psychic and physical), 
heroic feminism, misogyny, murder, sexual 
intercourse, castration, penis envy, 
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Figure 6. Artemisia Gentileschi, Judith 
and Her Maidservant, 1612, oil on 
canvas, 114 cm x 93 ½ cm, Palazzo Pitti, 
Florence. 



childbirth, and even science.”14 Gentileschi’s own encounter with sexual abuse and 
subordination has been the most commonly used lens to peer at this image. Though she may 
have been placing her own frustrations onto Judith, this image exudes raw power and strength. 
Her hands are enlarged, and her whole body seems well muscled. As a team, Judith and her 
maidservant fearsomely grapple Holofernes, and the scene is jarring.  
 

 
 
Another interpretation of Judith and her maidservant encapsulates the moment right after the 
beheading. In Judith and Her Maidservant with the Head of Holofernes, the two women once 
again pause to listen for outside noise. The candle provides the drama of the scene as it sharply 
illuminates certain aspects of the painting. Judith’s face is half cast in shadows like the grotesque 
head of Holofernes on the floor. Judith’s hand specifically is highlighted, paralleling the Book of 
Judith’s emphasis on the “hand of a woman.”15 The sword this time hangs close to the neck of 
the maidservant, and the red canopy in the background hints at the carnage that occurred only 
moments before. Holoferne’s head is almost concealed from view in shadows, so identifying this 
image as a depiction from the Book of Judith is suppose to follow the impression of two armed 
women in the night. The silence appears tangible, and the women’s safety seems more in 
jeopardy than before in Gentileschi’s Judith and Her Maidservant. The edge in Judith’s eyes has 
been replaced with subtlety. Judith is lit and posed in a manner reminiscent of an actress onstage. 
Notice the silk-like fabric of her gown and the delicate way her hand is raised to shield her face. 

																																																								
14 Ibid., 79.	
15 “Book of Judith,” Chapter 16:5. 

Figure 7. Artemisia 
Gentileschi, Judith 
Slaying Holofernes, 1612-
21, oil on canvas, 199 cm 
x 162 ½ cm, Galleria degli 
Uffizi, Florence. 



To exhibit her power, Gentileschi made no effort to minimize the femaleness of Judith. She is 
unapologetically woman, and this makes her accomplishments more noteworthy. She overcomes 
her womanly tendencies to conquer the enemy and save her people. Her being a woman does not 
dilute her authority in anyway—in fact, it boosts her credibility.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The final portrayal of Judith that I will examine depicts her in a most sensuous fashion. Gustav 
Klimt depicted Judith twice in Judith I, 1901 and Judith II, 1909 as a femme fatale. This idea of a 
captivative but deadly woman was a significant theme in the late 19th century. In his first 
painting, Judith bares a breast while the other is scarcely concealed underneath a transparent blue 
and gold fabric. The story melts away from the image leaving the severed head in the bottom 
right corner the only clue to her identity. “A slender sinuous creature with smoldering fire in her 
dark eyes and cruel mouth… puzzles and powers seem to slumber in this alluring woman, energy 
and violence impossible to curb if the glowing coals dampened by bourgeois society were ever to 
ignite.”16 Klimt focuses on the source of Judith’s authority. Had she not been a devastatingly 
beautiful and enticing woman, Holofernes may not have been so easily vanquished. A mighty 
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Figure 8. Artemisia 
Gentileschi, Judith and 
Her Maidservant with 
the Head of Holofernes, 
ca. 1625, oil on canvas, 
184.15 cm x 141.61 cm, 
Detroit Institute of Arts, 
Detroit. 



man needed a fierce component, and no man was left unaffected by her appearance. Her gaze is 
alluring and inviting as she peers out with slit eyes and parted lips. Her garments cascade down 
her body like water, revealing her pale flesh. 
 

 
 
Klimt revisited the subject of Judith and painted Judith II. She seems to dance and turn within 
the frame. Holofernes’s head peeks out of the sackcloth that smuggled it out of the Assyrian 
camp. No longer is Judith blatantly staring at the viewer or frontally nude, but her breasts are still 
emphasized in the image, which again hyper illustrates her sexuality. Her hands are claw-like in 
how they hold the long tendrils of Holoferne’s hair.17 She appears almost gruesome—a twisted 
nightmare of lust. To Holofernes, this may indeed be how she was perceived. Judith was a 
woman he longed for; he writhed in anticipation. That said, his fantasy turned into a nightmare, 
and her body was a deadly temptation.  

 
Judith claims her power solely flowed from her God. In chapter 16, Judith proclaims, “Strike up 
a song to my God with tambourines, sing to the Lord with cymbals; Improvise for him a new 
song, exalt and proclaim his name.”18 Her dedication to God is undeniable, but her strength, 
courage, and understanding appear to be more than temporary gifts from the Lord. She was born 
with great beauty and wisdom, and her courage to use these gifts made her a hero. She saved not 
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Figure 9. Gustav Klimt, 
Judith I, 1901, oil, gold leaf 
on canvas, 84 cm x 42 cm, 
Austrian Gallery, Vienna. 



only the town of Bethulia, but also all of Israel from the Babylonians, and though this story is an 
allegory, it remains provoking and inspiring. Judith, in her womanliness, was used to save her 
people and remained blameless in the eyes of her God. Without her willingness to utilize and 
flaunt her sexuality, this story would have undoubtedly had a different end. 
 
All mankind has wrestled with power. Nations conquer nations; brother contests brother—all for 
the sake of being the best. This desire and wielding of power was largely reserved for men, but 
having a woman hero emphasizes the power of the Hebrew 
God. Using a woman to conquer an enemy both served as an 
example of what a woman could accomplish and also 
honored the Lord. Having a biblical heroine usurp the might 
of a man like Holofernes arouses a desire to reflect. Klimt 
focused on this idea of a femme fatale or a deadly and 
enchanting woman. Caravaggio and Donatello also highlight 
the power of her femaleness in how she unarmed and 
disposed of Holofernes. Translucent fabrics and intimate 
poses collide with masculine forearms and displays of 
strength. Caravaggio harps on the wittiness of a man losing 
his head to a woman. Donatello’s statue became a source of 
solace. The well-known story evolved into a symbol of a 
downtrodden people overcoming their oppressors. A woman 
conquers a formidable enemy, and if Judith, a mere woman 
could accomplish such feats, surely Florence would prevail. 
She towers over Holofernes displaying power undeniably 
belonging to a hero. Her garments emphasizes her female 
body, while she appears almost regal—a goddess of justice. 
Artemisia Gentileschi highlights Judith’s womanhood from a 
female perspective. Raw force is displayed suggesting a 
struggle, and determination dominates her face. She battles 
with to slay Holofernes, and her brow furrows with the effort. 
Blood oozes from his severed neck, and they pause in 
darkness to survey the environment around them. The 
physicality and effort displayed further this idea of her 
surprising victory.  
 
her hands indisputably hold significant power. Judith 
should not be solely significant because she overpowered 
and murdered her enemy. Instead, her decision to act 
deserves attention, because while all the elders and men 
lost heart, Judith had unshakable faith in her God. After 
judging her assets, which included her appearance, she 
decided to act on the Lord’s accord and take the life of 
Holofernes with her own hands. She went; she was victorious. Had Judith complied with the 
elders’ rule, Holofernes would have crushed Bethulia. As Judith left the gates, she intentionally 
dressed in her finery and oiled her body, because she trusted her God to protect her and provide 
her with an opportunity to save all of Israel. She was indeed a woman of power. Her strength 

Figure 10. Gustav Klimt, Judith II 
(Salome), 1909, oil on canvas, 178 
cm x 46 cm, Museo d’Art Moderna, 
Venice. 



flowed from her decision to act, and her sex makes the story more enticing. One can read this 
passage and take heart, because the Lord used a woman to claim victory. Indeed, women are 
powerful in many ways, but the bodies of women have always held the gaze of man. Her image 
will continue provoke thought and inspire. Our eyes feast on her just like Holofernes, but too 
easily we know the outcome of the story—her actions were deadly. Judith is dangerous, but she 
is also an icon of hope and comfort to the downtrodden. A mere woman saved them all.  
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