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Judith is mosaic in the midst of metaphor:

some understand her as literal,

others as allegory,

while the remaining breakers of iconic images

assert her never having existed at all.
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Foreword

The Joseph D. Carrier Art Gallery is honoured to display Heroine of a

Thousand Pieces: The Judith Mosaics of Lilian Broca, a companion piece

and follow-up to the artist’s successful mosaic cycle, the Queen Esther

Mosaics.

The new series takes another in-depth look at female heroism from

a unique vantage point quite dissimilar to that of Esther but one that

broadens our concept of how the ancient world defined female virtue

and heroism. Judith is a very different woman from Esther, and Broca

clearly demonstrates, contrary to popular notions, that the definition

of female heroism and strength in the ancient world was not limited,

as previously maintained. 

Broca’s 2006 solo exhibition of Queen Esther mosaics was received

very well both by the public and by the media. The artist’s large-scale

mosaics and preparatory painted sketches were admirably suited to our

circular space, allowing viewers to walk a purposeful path through the

gallery and meditate in an unbroken process upon the story of Esther

unfolding before them. The Joseph D. Carrier Art Gallery welcomes

the opportunity to provide visitors again with a unique visual experience

through Broca’s Judith series. 

Mosaics constitute an ancient and very durable art form dating back to

the eighth century BCE. Rome and the territories under its vast empire

encompassed the geographical regions of Italy, Britain and North Africa.

In each location under the empire, extensive archaeological investigation

has brought to light a wide and beautiful array of floor mosaics. Ancient

writers described this art as lapide pingere, painting in stone. These

pieces, however, were not just decorative trifles enhancing the domestic

space of the wealthy. Instead, mosaics often recounted important stories

from the ancient world, providing us with a significant visual perspective

on myth, religion, theatre, sea life and human sexuality. Even popular

heroes such as Alexander the Great had their exploits rendered and

recorded on the floors and walls of ancient Roman dwellings. As histo-

rians and curators, we are deeply grateful for the insightful perspective

mosaics provide on the life, customs and even moral preoccupations of

the ancient world. 
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In the Middle Ages, owing to the influence of Byzantium, Venice

became the centre of mosaic art production. There, Greek artists organ-

ized schools and taught the Venetians the skills required to produce

fine works within the genre. The city maintained a flourishing glass

industry dating from the thirteenth century CE and possibly earlier.

Since then, Venice has cornered the market on glass production to such

a degree that any practitioner of the art is at some point required to

travel there to obtain the tools of the trade. It is from Venice that Broca

acquires the raw materials for her work. With glass obtained from the

historic Orsoni atelier, she works with the very same palette and mat -

erials that other master mosaicists have used. These masterpieces can

be found in locations as diverse as Gaudi’s churches in Spain, West-

minster Abbey in London and of course the Vatican in Rome. As this

exhibition will show, Broca’s mosaics fit within an Italian artistic

tradition, from the very materials she uses to the epic themes of her work

and, most importantly, through her mastery of the art form. Broca is

clearly a mosaic maestra, a living treasure, a modern interpreter of an

ancient genre.

It is for this reason that Lilian Broca, a Canadian artist residing in

Vancouver, was invited to exhibit at the 2003 Florence Biennale inter-

national exhibition. At the culmination of this arts festival, Broca was

awarded the prestigious Italian honour, the Lorenzo Il Magnifico Gold

Medal. As well, in 2012, Broca was one of a select group of artists

invited to exhibit at the Clauiano Art Exhibition in Friuli, Italy. This is

the premier international gallery of contemporary mosaic art, dedicated

to exhibiting the work of the greatest masters practising today. Broca’s

reputation is not just confined to Canada and Italy. She has also been

recognized in Turkey, and in 2013 she was invited to exhibit her work in

Gaziantep at the Zeugma Mosaic Museum. Finally, as a testament to

the compelling nature of her work and artistic vision, a documentary

of Broca’s life was filmed in 2012 and since released it has received

numerous awards at film festivals throughout the United States.

We are excited and proud to have Lilian Broca’s latest monumental

mosaic works on exhibit in the Joseph D. Carrier Art Gallery. To the

gallery’s visitors, Broca’s work will demonstrate that this ancient art

form has a vital role to play in the international landscape of the con-

temporary art world.

Rosa Graci

Curator, Joseph D. Carrier Art Gallery

Toronto, 2015
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Introduction

The Italian Cultural Centre (Il Centro) is pleased to host the exhibition of

Lilian Broca’s new mosaic series: Heroine of a Thousand Pieces: The Judith

Mosaics of Lilian Broca. Over the last three years the gallery (Il Museo)

at the Italian Cultural Centre has transformed itself from a collection

and display of Italian Canadian heritage into an institution of a broader

scope. Our function at Il Museo is to preserve the heritage of Italian-

Canadian immigrants living in Vancouver, as well as commemorating

the achievements of their extended families. However, in the process of

creating historical displays for this community, it has become clear that

the Italian Cultural Centre has a more significant role to fill for the

artistic community of Vancouver. There is a deep respect in Vancouver

among the Italian Canadians, immigrants and Italo-philes alike, for the

visual artistic traditions of Italy and the Mediterranean. Many of these

arts, such as painting, sculpture, tapestry and even bookbinding, give rise

to works that are timeless in their beauty, painstaking in their creation,

and reflecting immense skill on the part of the artist. These talents

can only be fully realized after years of intense labour and profound

intellectual and spiritual investigation. 

We at Il Museo are honoured to house Lilian Broca’s Judith cycle which

is the culmination of her career thus far. Broca has devoted her work to

reminding us that there have always been extraordinary women who

have been able to rise above the political and social institutions which

sought to confine their courage and spiritual resolve. Lilian Broca turns to

ancient texts, to the deeds of Biblical Esther and Judith and reexamines

them in terms of modern contemporary consciousness. In this exhibi-

tion, Broca presents to her audience the story of Judith as recorded in the

eponymously named book of the Apocrypha. Depicted as a complete

mosaic cycle in seven parts, Broca returns Judith to the pages of this

ancient text as indicated by the perforated paper framing the top of each

mosaic. This reference to the torn pages of the Apocrypha reminds us

that Judith is not just a slayer of Holofernes or a voluptuous seductress,

false images of Judith which have arisen because of centuries of

decontextualization in the hands of some of the most famous Renais-

sance artists such as Orazio Gentilichi, his daughter Artemisia, and

even Botticelli, Titian and Donatello. 
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Rather, Broca demonstrates that the Judith story is complex, and, as

Yosef Wosk discusses, she can be interpreted through numerous per-

spectives. Judith can be seen as a grieving widow, a dedicated warrior,

a devout woman of faith, as well as the allegorical embodiment of a

nation, revealed through the name Judith, synonymous with Judea. 

The unusual freedom that Judith enjoyed gives her story a masculine

dimension. Unlike most ancient women, she had economic and social

autonomy, as a result of her widowhood and absence of male heirs. She

is offered the spoils of war after the defeat of Holoferenes’ army; an

honour only accorded to male warriors of the highest military rank. Her

protection of her people and their territories earns her a sphere of politi-

cal independence reserved only for elite men. These masculine aspects

of her story have scholars and viewers alike reevaluating, reassessing

and questioning the role of women in ancient society. How is it that a

woman could have so much freedom in an epoch historically associ-

ated with female repression and limited options? Broca’s artistry and

skilled storytelling reassess the role and potential of women in ancient

society. Broca has rightfully positioned Judith in the mosaic genre. Our

heroine’s epic story feels at home in mosaic form where the remarkable

deeds of ancient heroes from myth, literature and history were tradi-

tionally commemorated, brilliantly illuminated in glass and coloured

stone mesmerizing viewers for many millennia.
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The story revolves around a

pious woman named Judith,

who, with courage and cunning,

saves the people of Israel from

falling into the hands of the

Assyrians under the command

of General Holofernes.

The Meaning of the Book of Judith:
Literature, Theology and History

Adolfo D.Roitman

On the occasion of my visit to Vancouver to deliver a lecture on the Dead

Sea Scrolls a few years ago, I had the privilege of meeting artist Lilian Broca.

In making her acquaintance, I discovered the exceptional character of

her professional work as a visual artist working in mosaic and especially her

interest in feminist topics. At that time, she was searching for a powerful

woman as the subject for a new body of work, as she had just finished her

mosaic series on Queen Esther. It was then that I suggested that she explore

Judith as an especially appealing heroine of the Jewish Apocrypha. This

way, Broca’s work might shed light on the different models of women in

ancient Judaism.

I am proud to have been the inspiration for this project, and I believe

that Broca’s artistic interpretation of this intriguing biblical character

will prove a significant contribution to the already long list of works by

exegetes and artists who have attempted for the last two thousand years

to unravel the mystery of Judith.

Through History
The status of the book of Judith varies among different religious traditions.

The work is Apocryphal (non-canonical or non-sacred) for Jews and

Protestants, whereas the Council of Trent established it as deuterocanon-

ical (inspired) for Catholics in 1545–1563, describing it as the “true and

authentic word of God.” There is no unanimity as to its position in the

manuscripts. In the Greek version of the Bible from Alexandria and in

the Latin Vulgate, Judith is set between Tobias and Esther; in the Vatican’s

Greek version, it occurs between Tobias and the Wisdom of Solomon;

and Luther places it at the beginning of the Apocrypha.

Contents
The story revolves around a pious woman named Judith, who, with

courage and cunning, saves the people of Israel from falling into the

hands of the Assyrians under the command of General Holofernes. It

begins in the twelfth year of Nebuchadnezzar’s reign over the Assyrians

from the great city of Nineveh, when Arphaxad, king of the Medes,
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fortifies the capital city of Ecbatana. Considering this an act of rebellion,

Nebuchadnezzar summons the peoples of his empire, ranging from

Elam and Persia to the borders of Egypt and Ethiopia, to join together in

quelling the outbreak of revolt. Although the peoples of the west—Asia

Minor, Mesopotamia, Syria, Israel and Egypt—disregard the call, the

Assyrian king is able to destroy Ecbatana helped only by the eastern troops,

and he vows revenge against those who have been disloyal (chapter 1).

In the eighteenth year of his reign, Nebuchadnezzar calls Holofernes,

commander-in-chief of the army and his deputy, to head out with an

army and punish the rebellious peoples. Without delay, a huge military

force sets out from Nineveh and successfully and smoothly defeats the

western inhabitants. 

Reaching the land of Israel, the Assyrians’ camp faced the Plain of

Esdraelon (chapters 2 and 3). As the Assyrians expect, panic spreads

among the Israelites, who fear for the fate of Jerusalem and the Temple.

Yet instead of falling into despair, the High Priest issues an order to

obstruct the passageways at the borders, especially in Bethulia. He

beseeches God with a fast, supplicating him solemnly not to deliver

the House of Israel to the wicked (chapter 4).

Surprised at this reaction, Holofernes summons his war council in the

camp to learn details about this unfamiliar people. Then Achior, leader

of the Ammonites, after reviewing the people’s history, warns Holofernes

not to attack Israel, as it has been proven invincible as long as it remains

faithful to its God. These challenging words cause Achior to be expelled

from the camp, only to be captured by the Israelites and taken to Bethulia

as a prisoner. The next day, Holofernes, ignoring Achior’s warnings, lays

siege to the city. After thirty-four days, hunger and thirst break the resist-

ance of the residents, who demand that Uzziah and other city leaders

surrender to the enemy. In response, Uzziah requests five more days,

hoping in this time God will show compassion for Israel (chapters 5–7).

At this dramatic moment in the story, the beautiful, wise and pious widow

Judith first appears on stage. Reproaching Uzziah and the elders for

the lack of faith evident in their putting God on trial, she announces

her decision to save Israel, without detailing her plan. After praying

to God for help, she removes her clothes and takes a bath, then dresses

and adorns herself with her best jewellery. Thus groomed and having

supplied herself with ritually pure food, Judith leaves town at night

with her servant and goes to the Assyrian camp (chapters 7–10).

With her beauty and cunning, she makes her way to Holofernes’s tent

and is allowed to stay in the camp, having promised the Assyrians that

God would tell her when and how Holofernes could attack Israel. Despite

residing among the heathens, Judith remains faithful to God. Every
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night, she purifies herself in the spring outside the camp, and during

the day, she touches no unclean food, instead eating from the supplies

that she herself has brought (chapter 11).

On the fourth day, Holofernes invites her to a banquet with the clear

purpose of seducing and raping her. It is during this fateful night that

the characters’ fates change unexpectedly. After the feast, when all

participants leave Judith and Holofernes alone in the tent, the Jewish

heroine beheads the Assyrian general as he lies drunk and slumped on

the bed. Her goal achieved, Judith leaves the camp with her servant as

she has on preceding nights, this time not to purify herself but to return

to Bethulia with the head of Holofernes in the servant’s supply bag.

Once back, Judith recounts her exploit to her fellow citizens, showing

them Holofernes’s decapitated head (chapters 12–13). Shocked at the head

and surprised by the good news, Achior declares his faith in the God

of Israel and is circumcised that very moment. After discovering what

happened, the enemy flees in disorder, while Israel plunders the spoils.

The High Priest comes from Jerusalem to congratulate the heroine in

person. In thanksgiving, Judith goes in procession to Jerusalem to offer

the enemy’s spoils at the Temple, singing a song of victory. After going

back to Bethulia, she returns to her previous lifestyle of widowhood, fasts

and prayer, refusing all marital candidates until she dies (chapters 14–16).

Original Language and Versions
The Greek text of Judith exists in four manuscripts written in uncial

script in the Septuagint translation, prepared in the fourth and fifth

centuries CE.1 Most scholars believe that this text is a version of a work

originally written in a Semitic language, probably in Hebrew given

its many Hebraisms and the presence of many phrases suggestive of

translation mistakes from that language.2 No fragment of this work has

been found among the Dead Sea Scrolls, however,3 and neither has any

ancient Hebrew text thereof come down to our hands.4 Jerome, a Father

of the Church (ca. 347–420 CE), gave testimony that the Latin Vulgate

version he created came from an Aramaic text (“in verbis Chaldaeis”),

probably deriving in turn from a Hebrew or perhaps Greek original.5

Versions of Judith exist additionally in Coptic, Syriac, Ethiopic and

Armenian, all completed from the Septuagint translation.

There are also three important medieval Hebrew texts of the book.

Although A.M. Dubarle defends their originality, arguing that they

would have been close to the Aramaic version used by Jerome in his

translation, most scholars believe that they must have been based on the

Latin Vulgate. Finally, about a dozen late adaptations of the legend are

known starting in the tenth and eleventh centuries in Jewish exegetical

developments (midrashim) and medieval liturgical poems (piyyutim).

5
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Literary Genre
The Book of Judith is intended as a work of historical character, telling

of the exploits of a heroine from Israel’s distant past. The text conveys

credibility by meeting all the requirements of any historical work,

incorporating dates, names of places, historic characters (both known

and unknown) and descriptions of real events without any reference to

the supernatural interventions typical of legends. Yet contradictions,

inaccuracies, errors and gross improbabilities in history and geography,6

as well as the combination of several different stories and biblical char-

acters,7 oblige us to question the historical nature of the work.8

In light of the considerations above, modern researchers have concluded

that the story of Judith is a fiction and have proposed different genres

to define it: an historical novel, a moral teaching story, an allegory, a

political novel, a legend-apocalypse and others. Certain scholars have

taken significant steps in this direction by highlighting the imaginary

(J. Licht) and paradigmatic nature of the narrative (freie parabolische

Geschichtsdarstellung, according to E. Haag)9 and by defining the work

as a “theological novel” (E. Zenger) with traits typical in traditional folk

tales (C. Moore; M.P. Coote).

Writing Date and Location
If an acceptable way to date a work is to take into consideration details

such as names of persons and places, technical terms, traditions, or

references to known historical events, then applying such a methodology

to Judith is problematic as one of the book’s prominent features is that

it presents details corresponding to two different periods, the Persian and

the Hellenistic.10 Researchers agree that the last stage of the work’s drafting

would have happened mainly, if not entirely, during the Hasmonean-

Maccabean, probably in the last third of the second century BCE.

As we would expect, scholars do not agree unanimously on the location

of the writing either. Yet whether because of the geographical knowledge

shown by the author or because of the probable original drafting of

the book in Hebrew, most believe that Judith would have been written

in the land of Israel.11

Structure and Theological Meaning 
The work presents a very complex structural literary plan. To solve its

literary problems,12 we have proposed two supplementary models (A.

Roitman). The first is a pyramid structure whereby the plot can be divided

into five parts: 1. exposition (1:1–4:15); 2. rising action (5:1–7:18); 3. climax

(7:19–9:14); 4. failing action (10:1–14:10); and 5. happy ending (14:11–

16:25).13 The second is a pyramidal chiastic structure.14 designed to identify
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a symmetrical balance between the two halves of the pyramid. According

to this scheme, each literary unit from the first half of the pyramid is

reflected in the second.

When the pyramidal dramatic structure is superimposed upon the

pyramidal chiastic one, the resulting structural model allows us to dis-

cover the existence of two theological themes artfully combined in the

work. The first is the confrontation between paganism and monotheism.

This conflict lies on the periphery of the pyramid structure. (That is, parts

1, 2, 4 and 5 occur on both sides of the climax or chiastic top.) Unlike

other Bible stories, this is not a military or political conflict but rather

a meta-historical and paradigmatic story. The real confrontation is

between Yahweh and anti-Yahweh. This general conflict between these

two spiritual forces expresses itself in the story at three specific levels: the

metaphysical, between Nebuchadnezzar and the God of Israel (1:1–2:13;

15:14–16:25); the national, between Assyria and Israel (2:14–4:15; 14:11–

15:13); and the individual, between Holofernes and Judith (5:1–7:18; 10:1–

14:10). Nevertheless, the religious message is always the same, namely,

the superiority of the Jewish faith. In fact, this is not an original idea; it

appears in other sources in the biblical tradition (see 1 Samuel 17:45–47).

The originality of the Book of Judith, however, lies in the suggestion that

this conflict can be resolved through conversion. According to this work,

the convert Achior seems from a structural perspective to be the only

person capable of mediating between monotheism and paganism. This

universal message is a significant contribution of the work, although it

is not the central religious message.

The second theological theme of the work has to do with the confrontation

between faith and disbelief, which appears clearly at the climax (7:19–

9:14). Disbelief is embodied in the citizens and leaders of Bethulia, who

believe that suffering and pain represent divine punishments for sins

committed (7:28). This quasi-heretical attitude results from their literal

way of understanding retribution as proclaimed by the theology of the

covenant in Deuteronomy (30:15–20). Faced with an approach tending

toward heresy and despair, the author of Judith proposes a review of

the traditional doctrine of retribution at the chiastic top of the pyramid

structure (8:11–27). Under the new interpretation, suffering and sorrow

may have an educational purpose, having a divine test role. Therefore,

in the face of crisis, Israel should not despair but should put all trust in

Him instead. Yet this traditional message with its strong biblical roots

(for example, in the Book of Job) has an original implication in Judith.

This theology does not lead in the book to fatalism or passive resistance

but rather to activism (8:32). Hence the conclusion that this new inter-

pretation of the ancient Deuteronomistic quietist theology would certainly

be the central message of the work.
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Should we be right in identifying the book’s central theological theme,

then it would fit perfectly within the activist and militarist ideology

adopted by the Hasmoneans after their revolt against the religious

persecution started by Antiochus IV Epiphanes (167 BCE) (1 Maccabees

2:23–70) and promoted thereafter under Simon and John Hyrcanus I

and during the reigns of Aristobulus I and Alexander Jannaeus (in the

second half of the second century BCE and the first quarter of the first

century BCE). If that is the case, then the Book of Judith would have had

as its purposes not only a literary-aesthetic one, but also one of presenting

in a plastic and fictionalized manner a reflection in retrospect about the

religious significance of the Maccabean revolt to the history of Israel in

redefining the ancient and sacred biblical tradition.

This activist ideology present in Judith and its almost umbilical connec-

tion with the Maccabees could also explain the reasons why the work

would have been forgotten by Jewish civilization, almost to the point

of disappearing from Israel’s consciousness until medieval times. The

rabbis may have darkened and consciously blurred the Maccabees’ military

victories after the failure of the Jews’ anti-Roman revolts led Israel to

the edge of the precipice (66–73 and 132–135 CE), in order to discredit

radical, military and messianic ideologies for the sake of Israel’s survival.

If this supposition holds true, then one might assume that the rabbis

would also have adopted the same strategy in the case of the Book of

Judith, considering its message counterproductive in view of the political

quietism adopted by the sages. 

When political and social conditions changed in Western Europe around

the tenth century CE, however, and the story of the Maccabees made a

comeback in Jewish consciousness as evidenced by the composition of

the Hebrew book Jossipon in southern Italy during that same century,

the story of Judith also regained popularity among Jews. Since then, the

story of Judith has provided very popular motifs, especially the scene of

the beheading of Holofernes, for literature and illuminated manuscripts,

as well as for Hanukkah menorahs and other works of Jewish art.

8



Notes
1 The Septuagint, or LXX, is the translation of the Hebrew

Bible into Greek as executed by the Jews in Alexandria from
the third to the first century BCE.

2 In recent years, however, the hypothesis of an original book
written in Greek has gained support.

3 These ancient Jewish manuscripts were found from 1947
to 1956 in eleven caves in the Dead Sea area, next to the
ruins of Qumran, a likely settlement of the Essene sect.

4 No reference to the story of Judith occurs in the works of
Jewish philosopher Philo of Alexandria (ca. 20 BCE – ca. 40
or 50 CE) or Jerusalem-based historian Flavius Josephus (ca.
37 – ca. 100 CE) or in rabbinic writings prior to medieval
times (tenth century CE), except for a reference present in
the homily of Rav Ahai (680–752 CE), the originality of
which is uncertain. The first oldest reference appears in a
work of the apostolic fathers, the Epistle of Clement to the
Corinthians 1.55 (from 100 to 200 CE). In addition, the
story of the murder of Sisera by Jael present in chapter 31 of
the pseudo-epigraphical work known as Biblical Antiqui-
ties or the Pseudo-Philo (ca. first century CE) may possibly
have been modelled after the story of Judith’s assassination
of Holofernes.

5 This would prove that despite the absence of any refer-
ence to Judith’s story in ancient Jewish sources, the tale
must have been known in popular circles at the time.

6 Among the numerous historical contradictions, two exam-
ples are that the historical Nebuchadnezzar (605–561 BCE)
was a Babylonian and not an Assyrian king and that the
capital city of Nineveh was destroyed in 612 BCE, years
before he was crowned. Moreover, as an instance of geo-
graphical improbability, we could highlight that the city of
Bethulia, though present in this work, is not mentioned
in any other source. Therefore, we would conclude it to
be the fruit of the author’s imagination.

7 For example, Judith’s story conflates David’s decapitation
of Goliath (1 Samuel 17) with Sisera’s murder by Jael
(Judges 4).

8 Catholic researchers, as well as some Jewish and Protestant
scholars, have tried unsuccessfully to circumvent these geo-
graphical and historical difficulties through pretentious
analytical schemes.

9 The figure of Judith (Hebrew for “the Jewish woman”) is
far from representing a real human being with strengths
and weaknesses. Her features (pedigree, beauty, wealth,
piety, wisdom, courage and cunning) make her a sublime
and perfect paradigm worthy of Israel’s emulation. As the
author says, “Now, she was very beautiful, charming to see
... and she lived among all her possessions without anyone
finding a word to say against her, so devoutly did she fear
God” (8:8 [Jerusalem Bible]). 

10 On the one hand, for example, names such as those of
Judith and Holofernes point to the Persian period. On
the other, the allusions to Nebuchadnezzar as a deified
king (3:8, 6:2) are consistent with the way ancient Jewish
literature presents the Greek-Seleucid king Antiochus IV
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Epiphanes (215–164 BCE). Particularly significant is the pres-
ence in the work of literary elements that indicate a clear
influence of the Apocryphal works 1–2 Maccabees, such
as the display of the commander’s head (Holofernes in
Judith 14: 1, 11; and Nicanor in 1 Maccabees 7:47 and in
2 Maccabees 15:35).

11 A minority has proposed locations in the Jewish Diaspora
as alternatives: Egypt, Syria and even Persia.

12 Such as: Why does the use of direct speech decrease in the
early chapters (2:5–13; 3:2–4) and in the last two (15:9–10;
16:1–17), while it clearly increases in chapters 5–14? Why is
Holofernes described in an indirect manner in chapters 2–3
but straightforwardly in chapters 5–13? Why is Nebuchad-
nezzar mentioned only in the first two chapters? Why is
Achior mentioned for the first time in chapters 5–6, and
why does he reappear after a long absence in chapter 14:
5–10? Why does Jerusalem play a fundamental role only in
chapters 4 and 16?

13 This theoretical model for understanding the literary struc-
ture of the Book of Judith at a narrative level is based on
studies of the dramatic structure of ancient Greek and
Shakespearean drama by German novelist, playwright and
theatre critic G. Freytag (Die Technik des Dramas, 1863).

14 This analysis model was originally developed by Y. Raday to
understand the literary structure of the narratives present
in the Hebrew Bible. “On Chiasm in Biblical Narrative,”
Beth Mikra 20/21 (1963–1964): 48–72.
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Judith as Literary Mosaic:
An Archetype for the Ages

Yosef Wosk

Introduction
Although cloaked in controversy, the Book of Judith remains one of

the finest novellas of the ancient world. It contains poetry and prayer,

seduction, intrigue and murder. It is replete with geography and history,

names and nations, as well as theology, politics and war. Its spectacle

overflows with hubris and piety, beauty and brawn, threats, revenge,

despair, heroism, jubilation and finally peace1 (even a few years of peace

in the Levant is deserving of being recorded in the Holy Books).2

The reader is urged to review Adolpho Roitman’s excellent article in this

catalogue in which he reviews the contents of the Book of Judith along

with its probable origins, divergent versions in disparate languages and

cultures, a discussion on its literary genre, probable dates and some

theological themes.

This chapter will add discussion of Judith as mosaic; the role of the

outsider and the most unlikely hero as a theme in biblical literature;

techniques of survival; Judith as an archetype; how Judith compares

to other biblical heroines and personalities; and biblical hermeneutics

as well as considerations of politics, prophecy and historicity on the

road to canonization.

Quotations from the Book of Judith are recorded as chapter and verse

according to the Catholic Bible. Many important references and insights

are contained in the endnotes: do visit.

CH A P T E R TWO
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Judith is mosaic
she is woman
she is man
she is peasant
and monarch,
wedded widow
and pious priest;
she is supplicant
as she is soldier;
humble yet cunning,
master of prayer
and singer of song;
she is alone
yet commands a nation.
Modest as midnight neath a moonless sky 
yet, in an act of necessary transformation,
she aligns herself with sexuality incarnate.
Enchanting, daring, 
prophet as prostitute, 
she dons the near-naked garb of
Alluria Mysteriosa,
seducing everyman’s eyes, 
capturing their illicit hearts,
and heating their soldiered imaginings
into unbearable desire.

Great wealth becomes her,
herds of oxen and flocks of sheep
carpet the hills; 
yet there is no artificial rank here.
Mistress and maid share the burden:
one bears the bag,
the other the sword,
together they move like shadows at night
in the midst of an army, 
in the jaws of mortal fight. 

Judith Meeting Holofernes, 20 x 25.5" (50.8 x 64.7cm).
Graphite and ink on vellum, 2013. 

Judith Seducing Holofernes, 19 x 25" (or 48 x 63.5cm). Graphite and ink on
vellum, 2014. 
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Judith is mosaic in the midst of metaphor:
some understand her as literal,
others as allegory,
while the remaining breakers of iconic images
assert her never having existed at all.
Some say she was divinely inspired,
others allow lesser value to her texted assertions;
some even claim the author was all about politics, 
about orthodoxies at war with one other
as much as with enemy’s menace at the infirm
gate of last resort.

Was she born in Hebrew, in Aramaic or Greek?
Is she twenty-five centuries old 
or five hundred years less than even that?
Is she ancient mother or tomorrow’s dawn,
Sacred scripture or mythology’s pawn?

Only one thing is certain: 
that Judith is mosaic.
She is ten thousand tesserae,
each one a detail of her complicated confessions,
each one glinting under sun’s searching eye,
each one swaying below moon’s diaphanous skirts, 
each one dancing in the moving mind of an
absent God.

These tiles tell of trembling in the heart of
a threatened people, 
while those strewn fragments give witness
to abuse 
in the dappled tent of an arrogant oppressor,
the torch-lit scene of her most dangerous deed.

Judith’s Revenge, 22 x 14.25" (56 x 36cm). Graphite
and ink on vellum, 2015.
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The Outsider: A Biblical Theme of the Most
Unlikely Hero 
One of the predominant themes in biblical literature is that of being

sensitive to the outsider, to those who are socially or otherwise disen-

franchised. Some reference verses include: “God defends the cause of

the orphan and the widow, and loves the stranger living among you,

giving them food and clothing,” 3 and “You shall not oppress a stranger

for you know the spirit of a stranger because you were strangers in the

land of Egypt.”4

A related theme—the antithesis to the contemporary customs, accepted

laws5 and general expectations—is that the youngest, only child or merely

young often emerge as the unlikely hero or chosen one.6 Some examples

that illustrate this phenomenon in the theatre of what is usually fierce

sibling rivalry include: Abel vs. Cain,7 Isaac vs. Ishmael,8 Jacob vs. Esau,9

Rachel vs. Leah,10 Joseph vs. his ten brothers,11 the blessing of Ephraim

over Manasseh,12 as well as the instances of Moses,13 Samuel,14 David,15

and Jeremiah.16

Judith also fulfills this role as an unlikely hero in that, as far as we know,

not only is she a childless widow but also an only child herself. She

thereby unites the first born with the last and the barren with the blessed.17

This pervasive theme of paying attention to those on the edge—the out-

cast, downcast and disenfranchised—is further amplified in a number

of Torah-based stories and directives (mitsvot) that point our attention to

the peripherals of social, economic, agricultural, geographic, political,

religious, and fashion systems. Besides commandments relating to the

orphan, widow, and stranger, the Torah also exhorts the people to care

for the poor.18 In terms of fashion, the directives include not cutting hair

on the sides of your head or shaving the corners of your beard;19 and that

if you wear clothes with four corners then tie tassels and a blue thread

on the edges (tzitzit).
20 Agricultural proscriptions include: “do not harvest

along the edges of your fields and do not pick up what the harvesters drop.

Leave it for the poor and the foreigners living among you.”21

The nation of Israel, and individual Jews, often inhabit outsider status.

They have been persecuted both at home in their one land and in the

midst of multiple exiles. Depending on the circumstances, their Torah

directs them to both mingle among the nations when appropriate22 but

to remain separate as a matter of principle.23 Other nations have looked

suspiciously at the Jews in a number of guises: as exotic immigrants,

wandering aliens accused of deicide, rejecters of the faiths—pagan,

Christian, Islam, and hundreds more—of their host nations, sinners

who forfeited the covenant, or as economic, social and political pariahs

who pose a potential threat to the status quo.

Judith also fulfills this role as

an unlikely hero in that, as far

as we know, not only is she a

childless widow but also an only

child herself. 
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According to biblical and talmudic teaching, God did not choose Israel

for their appointed mission24 because they were the largest, smartest,

wealthiest or strongest among the nations but just the opposite: they

were meh’aht mi’kol ha’amim, “the least significant among the nations.”25

Judith reiterates this consideration in her prayer when she exclaims

before God: “Your strength is not in numbers, nor does your might

depend upon the powerful. You are God of the lowly, helper of those

of little account, supporter of the weak, protector of those in despair,

saviour of those without hope.”26

At times, biblical geography also conforms to this outsider motif. Unique

to creation mythologies, the Genesis account has the creator planting

“a garden eastward, in Eden; and there He put the man whom He had

formed.”27 This model of sacred geography28 portrays an asymmetrical

centre, an off-centre centre, a Paradise not in the centre of the story

like all the rest in world traditions but rather occupying the periphery.

This often-overlooked biblical depiction presents a view from relative

exile, from the edge, from the outer perimeter—a kinetic, unnatural,

still-in-process, point of view. Here geography echoes sociology, and is

comparable to the commandments mentioned above that care for the

disenfranchised. It also assists with prophetic vision and social action,

for one gains great perspective standing on the outside looking in.

Even God is sometimes characterized as an incidental, disenfranchised

daemon. At the Burning Bush, for example, Moses does not know His

name.29 After Moses’ curiosity had been aroused by the appearance of

an angel disguised as flame30 in the bush that was not consumed, he

was presented with five different names of the almost forgotten Numen.

After all, about two hundred years had passed with no recorded contact

between the God of their Fathers and the now enslaved people. It seems

like a rather desperate reintroduction of the prodigal God to the bewil-

dered children but it eventually succeeded.

Once Moses had been persuaded and armed with miraculous signs,

he and his brother Aaron still have to convince the Elders of Israel, and

then the rest of the people, that he was not suffering from delusions

and that it was not a minor desert deity that appeared to him. It was

the God of their ancestors, the Creator of Heaven and Earth, who had

returned to save them. Not until the Ten Plagues, the Exodus, Splitting

of the Sea, Giving of the Torah, and Entry into Israel did the nations

take note.

Moses, like Judith, was a lone voice in a vast wilderness. Moses, how-

ever, was called by name from the midst of revelation on holy ground31

whereas in the case of Judith it was she who did the calling from her

mundane attic apartment. Times had changed: “Moses hid his face for

he was afraid to look upon God”32 whereas in Judith’s time it was God
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who hid His face and had to be entreated through prayer, piety and

action. Eventually, each in their own way and according to the Zeitgeist,

both Moses and Judith were effective and the nation was redeemed

once again.

In a related teaching story of imitatio Dei, the rabbis remind us to learn

not just social responsibility33 but also humility from the Master of the

Universe. God is described not only as the Most Powerful but also as

the Most Humble, not only as the Exalted Hero but also as the Suffer-

ing Servant.34 God may have legitimate reasons to boast35 about His acts

of creation but the rabbis were just as interested in His humility-in-the

face-of-strength and care-for-the-corners. The Talmud concluded that:

“Wherever you find God’s greatness, you also find His humility.” 36

Emerging from this Theme of the Outsider is the figure of Judith who,

according to logic, may be the most unlikely of heroes, but who, accord-

ing to biblical narrative, is perfectly cast as the leading lady. Women in

biblical times—and, until recently, also in our societies—may not have

had the same overt authority as men but they still found ways to wrest

it from them when it mattered or to exercise it in times of emergency.

In various biblical chronicles, when God was involved in acts of redemp-

tion it was classically described in masculine terms of shock and awe,

as in: “The Lord God brought us out of Egypt with a strong hand and

an outstretched arm (b’yad hazakah u’vizroa netuyah), and with great

terror, and with signs and with wonders.” 37

In contrast, however, an often-repeated refrain in Judith is that God’s

deliverance of the people was accomplished b’yad ishah “by the hand

of a woman.” 38 The same phrase is used when describing Jael.39 Other

biblical women who influenced history include the midwives Shifrah

and Puah, the matriarchs Sarah and Rebecca, the prophet Miriam,

Deborah the judge, and Esther the queen.40 In all of these examples

where women are involved, they use whatever tactic they can devise. 

Metaphorically, women correspond to Israel: both are on the relative

periphery of the nation, or the family of nations. Both women-in-Israel

and Israel-among-the-nations, as well as Israel vis-a-vis God, were

sometimes able to influence events for the greater good. This was often

achieved indirectly from wherever they found themselves and by what-

ever means required. Not being able to muster physical ascendency,

they had to become exceedingly resourceful. They were forced to adopt

such tactics as seduction, logic, emotion, artifice and appeal. When they

wielded a weapon—as did Judith—it was all the more extraordinary.

She who holds the key to the house can enter any home. 

Providence has many messengers who appear in a multitude of mani-

festations. Against all odds the Jewish people have persevered.41 Against

Women in biblical times…may

not have had the same overt

authority as men but they still

found ways to wrest it from them

when it mattered…
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even greater odds, this survival has been activated, for the most part,

through the outsider, the outnumbered, the reluctant, the young and

by the hand of a woman. 

Techniques of Survival
As People of the Periphery, the Jewish people have also been in almost

perpetual motion.

The first words to the first Hebrew were God’s directing Abraham to

Lekh lekha, “Go from your country, your people and your father’s house

to the land that I will show you.”42 Leave the nation of your birth, abandon

nearly everything you have and everyone you know, and travel to some

unknown destination that would become the Promised Land. For four

millennia the people have endured a staccato-like relationship with their

homeland: perpetually yearning but constantly interrupted by the winds

of war. The ideal habitation would be in an independent country of

Israel—whether theocracy, monarchy or democracy—but the often-

scattered Jews have experienced exile more than domicile and persecution

more than peace. In the course of their long history they have resided

in thousands of countries where they found temporary refuge but they

have also been confronted by many challenges. Their response to per-

secution has not always been monolithic. The people have been forced

to be inventive in order to survive and have embraced many techniques

according to what was appropriate or effective at any given moment.

Some strategies of survival43 were gleaned from biblical literature that

served not only as sacred text or informed history but also as multiple

emotional, intellectual and practical templates for every conceivable

arena of life.44

Sometimes the people are passive and nurtured as children in their

mother’s womb; in other instances it seems as if it is only them against

the world, wit against the wicked, and chance survival in the face of

calculated terror. Usually they survive but the victories are never perfect.

They are the walking wounded; the curious remnant of an elder’s dream.

Many have been slaughtered, few saved; more have assimilated than

remained faithful; some have disappeared in the midst of their wander-

ings; others still hide because of fear, rumours, and the sinister sword

that hangs high above their cautious heads.

The Jewish people have learned to accept redemption from wherever

it comes, whether divine intervention, third-party interests, or the need

to manufacture it themselves. These agents of salvation cover the full

range of human endeavour and include miracles or politics, friendship,

force, justice, luck, concealment, patience, study, intelligence, making

oneself useful, simplicity, observance, protection, or theology.
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Sometimes fighting, a call to arms, is appropriate either as an individual

or a full military national response;45 at other times flight into yet another

exile is the most prudent path. Exile—escape from the homeland with the

inevitable splitting and scattering of people throughout the diaspora—

has been a significant source of survival.46

The unfortunate47 list of tactics continues: seduction, sexuality, or other

manifestations of beauty such as the arts and entertainment including

music, literature, architecture and humour; admiration of particular traits,

e.g. you are from an intelligent people48 and therefore, by implication, of

benefit to our country;49 and perceived fear of the Jewish people as a result

of military prowess, legend, rumour, divine intervention or prophecy.

Still other strategies of survival have included business, administrative

abilities and trade, paying extra taxes, penalties or levies, and other imag-

ined economic profits from which the persecutors might gain. Bribery,

theft or lying50 must sometimes be resorted to in addition to gifts, flat-

tering praise or future promises.51 Eliciting favour from a friend, partner,

neighbour or acquaintance can be added to the list in addition to slavery52

and occasionally even laws and reason. 

The story of Judith conveys multiple survival tactics. She lived in ancient

Israel so the people had more options—military and political, for exam-

ple— than if they lived in foreign exile. 

Through her personal piety and encouraging others in similar acts—

she was meticulously observant of the divine commandments and

ritual details of prayer, fasting, charity, washing, and dietary laws—

she hoped to attract God’s favour and intervention.

As backup, Judith formulated a series of practical tactics that included

subterfuge (featuring her secret plan), seduction (dressing provocatively

and seducing the enemy), confronting the leadership of Bethulia,53 devising

a strategy, and organizing the military force. The crescendo was her

audacious decapitation of the greatest general of the generation.

The Book of Judith reveals the portrait of an eternal heroine, one who was

complicated and multidimensional, a woman who arose from obscurity

to inspire the nation to survive persecution and to thrive once again.

Judith as Archetype
Perhaps the overarching motif in the book is that Judith is the personi-

fication of the Jewish people.54 Her name “Judith”55 is the transliteration

from the Hebrew, Yehudit, the feminine form of Yehudah,
56 “Judah.”

Judah—the fourth son of Leah and Jacob—is, once again, not the oldest

brother, not the first born, but the one who acts when appropriate, the

one who demonstrates leadership in crisis, the one who steps up to

save his two youngest brothers, the sons of a youngest sister.57 First he
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engineered the rescue of his brother, Joseph, from death in the pit58 and

then confronted authority59 to prevent his youngest brother, Benjamin,

from being separated from his brothers and his father, Jacob.60 Judah

became the royal brother, the progenitor of the House of David, the

herald of messianic salvation.

Judah is the tribe from which the name Jew and Judaism derived.

Judith therefore implies the Jew. As such, the character is made to bear

a series of archetypal ideals such as her being the most pious, bravest,

wisest, richest, most beautiful,61 most moral and chaste, and most loyal

to God and the people. 

In an historical sense, Judith/Yehudit implies “the one who bears the

burden of Israel; she who represents hope on the path to redemption.”

Judith’s story is Israel’s story with added elements that charge it with

universal implications.62

In this book, Judith epitomizes all Israel. In other biblical sources,

Israel is depicted as a woman, a lover and a bride in contradistinction to

God’s masculine characterization as a passionate suitor and a faithful

groom.63 The metaphor extends not only to joy, tenderness, service and

love but also to jealousy, sadness, anger and separation. Eventually, the

lovers reconcile in this extended cosmic drama of creation in search of

its Creator and the Creator in search of its creation.64

Christian sources adopt this theme, depicting adherents as the New

Israel joined intimately with God/Jesus/Holy Spirit. The union between

Jesus Christ and the church is also compared to matrimony.65 Some

sources describe Catholic nuns as being “married to Jesus” or “married

to the church.” While many take this literally, others understand it figu-

ratively as in a mystical marriage of soul to Soul.

In various Christian texts, Judith was employed as an allegorical vehicle for

the personification of the Church. Also, as a mulier sancta, holy woman,66

“she was made into a typological prefiguration of the Virgin Mary.”67

Judith also embodies the archetypal widow. She remained extremely

devoted to her dead husband’s memory and became a kind of ascetic,

living nun-like, fasting, praying, wearing sackcloth, and isolated in an

upper floor room of her otherwise grand home.68 Her austere actions,

however, carry a message: she perceived that under the threat of attack,

all Israel may soon be “widowed” through many being killed, the loss of

independence, the destruction of the Temple, and the razing of Jerusalem.

In addition, although many others courted her, she refused all expectant

candidates.69 After her heroic deed and elevated status among the people,

she will not marry just any man. In mythological terms she is now a

manifestation of the kallah, the terrestrial bride dedicated to the celestial

deity, the Ultimate Groom, God.70

In various Christian texts,

Judith was employed as an

allegorical vehicle for the

personification of the Church.



How Does Judith Compare to Other Biblical Heroines?
This section will compare and contrast Judith with a number of other

biblical figures. Any of these brief vignettes could be expanded into a

chapter on its own. Let the ancient proverb guide us here when it suggests

“a hint to the wise is sufficient.” 71

How does Judith differ or correspond to other biblical heroines, to those

who rebelled and those who were outspoken, to those engaged in revo-

lutionary acts of defiance or those who acted in quiet solitude, and to those

who challenged its leaders and inspired a nation? How did she relate

to beauty, piety, danger and death; what of her family, friends and allies;

was she singer or saint, dweller in tribal tents or in mountain estate; was

she public orator or reluctant prophet, femme fatale or mourning widow;

how does she compare to king, priest and soldier? We are reminded,

once again, of the complexity that enveloped Judith’s life: although she

may have desired family, love and tranquility, her life was one of mixed

blessings, of tragedy, loneliness, challenge, daring and discipline. Judith

is mosaic and we can only watch in wonder.

Sarah: The First Hebrew Woman
Both Sarah and Judith had a predilection to speak up at pivotal points

in Jewish history.

Sarah noticed that Ishmael—the first-born son of Abraham and his

concubine, Hagar—was teasing Isaac, the young son of her old age.

She urged her husband Abraham to send Ishmael away because of his

bad influence on Isaac. This harsh advice was difficult for him to accept

until God intervened and sided with Sarah: “Everything that Sarah tells

you, listen to her voice.”72 The Sages learned from this verse that Sarah

was greater than Abraham in prophecy.73

For her part, Judith also disagreed with city leaders and summoned

them to her home for consultation. Here, too, her advice was followed

in an uncertain situation that later led to victory over the threatening

army. Once again, a woman’s vision and voice was greater than all the

leaders of the generation.

Sarah and Judith were also both described as being very beautiful.74

Sarah’s beauty was first noted by Abraham75 and subsequently praised

by the Egyptian ministers and Pharaoh.76 Later it was Abimelech, king

of Gerar, who was impressed and took her.77 The midrash later aggran-

dized this characteristic when it noted that people used to stare at Sarah’s

beauty,78 and that she was so exceptionally beautiful that all other women,

by comparison, looked like monkeys.79
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Judith’s beauty became a central pillar in her salvific plan: 

As soon as Judith had ceased her prayer to the God of Israel and

finished all these words, she rose from the ground. She called

her maid and they went down into the house that she used only

on Sabbaths and feast days. She took off the sackcloth she had on,

laid aside the garments of her widowhood, washed her body with

water, and anointed herself with rich ointment. She arranged her

hair, put on a diadem, and dressed in the festive attire she had

worn while her husband, Manasseh, was living. She chose sandals

for her feet, and put on her anklets, bracelets, rings, earrings, and

all her other jewellry. Thus she made herself very beautiful, to entice

the eyes of all the men who should see her…

Then they went out to the gate of the city of Bethulia and found

Uzziah and the elders of the city, Chabris and Charmis, standing

there. When they saw Judith transformed in looks and differently

dressed, they were very much astounded at her beauty and said to

her, “May the God of our ancestors grant you favor and make your

design successful, for the glory of the Israelites and the exaltation

of Jerusalem.”80

From then on, her beauty garnered constant astonishment as when the

Assyrian soldiers “gazed upon her face which appeared marvelously

beautiful to them.”81 Holofernes and his attendants were startled at the

beauty of her face. To further emphasize the point, the author reported

the crowd’s praise: 

They marveled at her beauty, regarding the Israelites with wonder

because of her, and they said to one another, “Who can despise

this people who have such women among them? It is not good to

leave one of their men alive, for if any were to be spared they could

beguile the whole earth.”82

The difference between how Sarah and Judith related to their physical

attractiveness is that Sarah was able to remain modest whereas when

it was appropriate, Judith abandoned her mourning and modesty to

masquerade as the seductive traitor. Both women, however, used their

attractiveness to save their nation: Sarah saved Abraham and their house-

hold;83 Judith saved Bethulia and, by extension, Jerusalem.

A final point of comparison is that Sarah, childless until her ninetieth

year, became the first mother of the Hebrews. Judith, similarly without

children, also became a mother to Israel: it was as if she gave rebirth to

all those she saved.84
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Rebecca: Matriarch
Rivkah, or Rebecca, also stood up to the male authority, her husband,

Isaac, when she switched Esau for Jacob—the older son for the younger

twin—as the one who was to receive the blessing of spiritual inheritance.

When questioned by Jacob as to whether his father might discover the

ruse and curse, not bless, him, Rebecca instantly accepted the conse-

quences and declared: “Your curse will be upon me, my son. Just listen

to my voice” and go do as I have instructed.85

Once again, beauty is a point of comparison for Rebecca, too, is described

as beautiful.86

Rachel: Matriarch
Rahel, or Rachel, deceived her father, Laban—himself the master

deceiver—when she stole his household gods, the teraphim.
87 Although

in the greater scheme of things it was not a major event, it gave her a

sense of separation from her father and signalled a shift in dominance.

Like Rachel, Judith lied to achieve a greater goal when she deceived

Holofernes into thinking that she would lead him unopposed to victory. 

Is an innocent, virtuous or white lie ever acceptable? Although it does place

the teller in ambiguous territory that could easily be abused, it seems that

there are morally legitimate instances when it is justified. A lie for the

sake of survival fits in that category; not presenting full disclosure, eva-

sion of questions, or ambiguity also seems reasonable when expressed

in an effort not to embarrass someone. Conversely, obsessive truth

telling can be used as a weapon; it can manipulate, maim and murder.

Even God is recorded as having told a “white lie” to keep peace in the

home.88 The overwhelming biblical guideline, however, is to “keep far

from falsehood.”89

Rachel,90 like Judith, was also praised for her beauty. It was Jacob’s

being attracted to Rachel, his first love, that—after an extended set

of circumstances—lead to the birth of his twelve sons. They, in turn,

became the Twelve Tribes of Israel. 

Tamar: Messianic Lineage
Tamar married Er, the eldest son of Judah but he died before they had

children. His brother, Onan, then married her in fulfillment of the laws

of levirate marriage. When he also died childless, Judah refused to give

his third son, Shelah, to her fearing that he, too, might die. In a desperate

bid to have progeny through Judah’s family, Tamar then disguised herself

and pretended to be a prostitute. Judah, who was now widowed, saw

her when he was on his way to sheep shearing and thinking she was

a prostitute had intercourse with her. When Judah was later told that

Tamar was pregnant through sexual indiscretion, he prepared to have her
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killed. At the last moment he recanted and confessed when she indirectly

convinced him that he was the father.91

Tamar and Judith both take stunningly autonomous action without

consulting or sharing their plans with anyone. They remove their garments

of widowhood and dress to seduce their antagonists not because they

want to but because it was the only viable resource they could harness.

And [Tamar] took off the garments of her widowhood, and covered

herself with her veil, and wrapped herself, and sat in the entrance

of Enaim, which is by the way to Timnah; for she saw that Shelah

was grown up, and she was not given to him to wife. When Judah

saw her, he thought her to be a harlot for she had covered her face.92

Tamar’s one-time act of deceptive prostitution led to the birth of Perez.

He bridges the ancestral line of Judah that, seven hundred years later,

resulted in the birth of David, king of Israel, and precursor of messianic

redemption. Both Tamar and Judith accomplished their goals: Tamar to

plant, nurture and grow the future heads of Israel, and Judith to cut off

the head of the enemy of Israel. 

A contrast between Tamar and Judith is that whereas Judith remained

a widow for the rest of her life, Tamar’s determination to remarry resulted

in producing an important catalyst in the destiny of her nation.93

Miriam: Sister, Prophet, Singer
Judith, like Moses and Miriam, was known as a stirring singer in Israel.

However, whereas Moses led the men and Miriam the women in the

Song of the Sea,
94 Judith directed all Israel in her Song of Salvation.

95 In

addition, a significant role reversal once again occurred, for not only

did she preside over the procession but the women also went first “while

the men of Israel followed.”

All the women of Israel gathered to see her, and they blessed her and

performed a dance in her honour. She took branches in her hands

and distributed them to the women around her, and she and the

other women crowned themselves with olive leaves. Then, at the head

of all the people, she led the women in the dance, while the men of

Israel followed, bearing their weapons, wearing garlands and singing

songs of praise. Judith led all Israel in this song of thanksgiving, and

the people loudly sang this hymn of praise.

The two songs are actually quite similar in their opening verse.96 This

could be attributed to the Judith song—written about a thousand years

after the Song of the Sea—copying some of the earlier elements in an

effort to demonstrate accepted song style and also attempting to gain

legitimacy through association.

23



In terms of action, Judith is close to the Miriam Model of acting inde-

pendently.97 When her baby brother, Moses, was placed in a small ark

among the reeds at the banks of the Nile, Miriam “stood watch from

afar to see what would become of him.” After Pharaoh’s daughter found

the baby in the ark and had pity on him, Miriam stepped forward and

offered to find a Hebrew woman to nurse the child. Miriam then went

to her mother, Yocheved, or Jochebed, who nursed him until he was

weaned. He was subsequently returned to Pharaoh’s daughter who raised

him as her son and gave him an Egyptian name, Moses.98 If it wasn’t for

Miriam’s care, curiosity and initiative,99 Moses might not have sur-

vived, the Hebrew people might not have been liberated from Egypt

and the Torah might not have been given. World history would be very

different. 

Judith, too, was a lone actor but even more so than most. Whereas young

Miriam had parents and siblings, Judith is depicted as being very alone:

no brothers or sisters, no parents, husband or children. Like Miriam she

stepped forward, spoke up and initiated a plan, but upon completing

her mission the Widowed Warrior returned home alone, a monastic

figuration of celestial correspondence.100

Bithiah: Revolutionary Princess
Judith can also be compared to Bithiah, who was not only Pharaoh’s

daughter but, as a result of her actions, also came to be identified as

God’s daughter.101 Pharaoh had given orders to drown the Hebrew baby

boys but instead of drowning the child she found by the river, Bithiah

defied her father’s orders. She contravened national authority, even her

father, to act according to her conscience. She was the revolutionary from

within the palace. 

Although not a perfect parallel, Judith also displayed subversive thought

and independent action. Through the awakening of her innate authority

during a time of national distress she defied the leaders of the city, took

inspired self-action and saved thousands of people from being slaughtered.

Shifrah and Puah: Activist Midwives
A third comparison to the revolutionary acts of women associated with

the Exodus Chronicles102 is that concerning the midwives Shifrah and

Puah.103 Instead of killing the male Hebrew babies at birth as instructed

by Pharaoh, they saved them. 

Judith, too, was a metaphorical midwife to her nation, not only saving

them from death but also inspiring them in life. The gates of her city

correspond to the birth canal. She instructed the guards at the gate and

then—similar to the midwives when challenged by Pharaoh104—deceived

the rapacious commander.
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Ruth: Convert of Noble Character, Messianic Lineage
Like Judith, Ruth represented an unlikely source of redemption. Although

Ruth was not born Jewish, through her marriage to Boaz she became

the great grandmother of David, who, in his battle with Goliath,

emerged as the archetype of victory in the face of overwhelming odds.105

Ruth was a pure but unwitting ambassador for the underground, the very

hidden path of redemption that flowed through her. She was from the

nation of Moab whose ancestor was born of the incestuous relationship

of Lot and his daughter.106 Intermarriage between Israelites and Moabites

was later forbidden,107 although it may not have been uncommon at

certain intersections of Jewish history. Ruth became the paradigm of the

diligent convert. Her stirring words became the anthem for soulful

sincerity when she insisted to her mother-in-law, Naomi: “Don’t urge

me to leave you or to turn back from you. Where you go I will go and

where you live I will live. Your people will be my people and your

God my God. Where you die I will die, and there I will be buried.” 108

Ruth, too, was an outcast—a foreigner and idol worshipper, an untitled

woman, a widow forbidden in matrimony—who, through love and loy-

alty, transformed historic transgression into personal piety and familial

exile into national return.

The stories of Judith and Ruth differ in a number of details but one

significant disparity is that Ruth, who was widowed and childless, con-

sented to marry once again. It was an act—born of hope, trust, obedience

and love—that, generations later, led to the establishment of the Royal

House of Israel and that, even today, bears the dreams of messianic

redemption.109 Judith, however, demurred; she refused to remarry, which

was contrary to custom and law. Perhaps she had become such an

extraordinary individual that exception to everything was now her rule.

Deborah: Judge and Prophet
Devorah, or Deborah, was ancient Israel’s only recorded female judge and

one of the few women prophets.110 She notably sat in the open under

a palm tree, Tomer Devorah, where the people approached her for judg-

ment.111 Similar to Judith, she rebuked the relative timidity and lack

of trust that the nation and its leadership demonstrated in times of

military crisis. 

In an unheard of reversal of then current social norms, both Judith and

Deborah had enough gravitas to call for the governors to come to them.

Like Judith, Deborah sent for the leader, at that time Barak, and he

acquiesced. However, he was afraid to go to war—even with ten thou-

sand soldiers—without her. She consented to accompany him but told

him that he would have no glory “for into the hand of a woman will

the Lord deliver Sisera [the enemy general].” Barak must have thought
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that “the woman” would be Deborah but, in a surprising twist, a new

character, Jael (see below), is introduced.

Another similarity between the two stories is that both Deborah and

Judith, like Miriam before them, sang songs of praise to God after the

victories.112

Jael: Most Blessed of Tent-dwelling Women
Yael, or Jael, who may not have been Jewish, was the wife of Heber the

Kenite.113 Judith’s cunning was comparable to that of Jael: each in their

own way seduced their targets and lulled them into a false sense of trust.

Both Judith and Jael killed enemy generals while they slept in tents: one

pierced the head, the other offed it. 

In the unfolding exploits of both Jael and Judith, salvation was achieved

“by the hand of a woman.” The recurring archetype of great salvation

by the unlikeliest of actors is once again fulfilled. A difference is that

Judith decapitated the enemy general before the battle whereas Jael

drove the tent peg through the head of the enemy when his army had

already been defeated and he fled the battle, eventually taking refuge in

her tent. Still, he symbolized the entire army and killing him consum-

mated the decisive victory.

It should be pointed out that Jael, like Judith, did not just take accidental

advantage of a passing opportunity. She was active from start to finish:

she went out to meet Sisera; spoke to and reassured him; protected him

in her tent and made him comfortable by covering him with a blanket;

although he asked for water, she gave him milk to drink, something that

contributed to his drowsiness; and then conspired in an alibi so he would

feel even safer and finally give in to exhaustion. She then “took a tent

peg and a hammer, and quietly approached him while he lay fast asleep.

She drove the peg through his temple into the ground, and he died.” 114

Like Judith (“You are blessed, O daughter, by the Lord the most high

God, above all women upon the earth”),115 Jael is blessed: “Most blessed

of women shall Jael be, the wife of Heber the Kenite, most blessed of

tent-dwelling women.” 116

Neither woman dreamt of ever being involved in such astonishing

exploits. One a city sojourner, the other a dweller in tents; one a Jewish

widow, the other a pagan wife; one from the tribe of Simon, the other

a woman of the Kenites; and one wealthy, the other poor. Yet both arose

when necessary, inspired by the same urgency, the instinct of a mother

protecting her threatened child, her nation under siege. 

Women warriors: despots beware!
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Hannah: Master of Prayer
Hannah and Judith uttered some of the most profound prayers in biblical

and related literature. Traditional belief posits that their words tumbled

spontaneously from their souls onto their lips; academic biblical historians,

however, insist that later poet-theologians composed the words and ascribed

them to our heroines. There are hundreds of possible interpretations—

some stand-alone, others complimentary—for each verse. One does not

negate the other; each inhabits its own abode; multiple interpretations

bring added value and contribute to the continuum of understanding.

Two different prayers are recorded in the Hannah episodes at the House

of the Lord in Shiloh: the first was her prayer for a son;117 the second was

her prayer-poem, her song of praise in gratitude for the birth of her son,

Samuel.118 In Jewish liturgical tradition, Hannah’s first prayer of suppli-

cation was held in such high regard that it later became the prototype

for numerous guidelines on how to pray.119 Her Song of Thanksgiving

was also greatly esteemed and chosen as one of the few songs from the

ancient world that was recorded for posterity. It is still recited today.

Meanwhile, our heroine Judith’s song was also accorded the rare honour

of being embodied in Scriptures. It covers points of review and thanks-

giving including the theses/antitheses of “a woman against an army;

seduction against aggression; and beauty against strength.”120 Judith takes

no credit for her actions, deferring all to God who acted through her.

Esther: Queen, Saviour of a Nation
A critical reading of the Book of Judith suggests that it is a conflation

of multiple models borrowed from various sources and does not purely

represent just one historical event or a solitary heroine’s journey. That

having been said, the book does exhibit cohesion and presents an iden-

tifiable agenda featuring plentiful teaching moments, episodes of high

drama and exceptional characterizations. Among the comparisons to

other biblical personalities, none is as striking as Esther.

Judith and Esther shared many characteristics including beauty and

bravery, humility and private passions that had to be sacrificed for the

common good, devising tactics, instructing the people, and unilaterally

stepping forward to implement their daring plans. They both had to

manipulate powerful men in overwhelming patriarchal societies but

their circumstances were different as were their paths to survival.

Whereas Esther worked within the system of palace politics, Judith

created a diversion and took things into her own hands. Whereas

Esther was royalty and had the advantage of some pre-existing authority,

Judith was commoner who had to gain the enemy’s trust through her

beguiling beauty121 and compelling story.
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In some ways, Judith was more Esther than Esther.122 Whereas Esther

had Mordecai—her uncle and leader of the Jewish community in exile—to

both instruct123 and challenge her,124 Judith was alone. She had no male

authority figure to rely upon and no royal bureaucracy to grant favours.

Of course, it should be pointed out that Esther was also decidedly alone

seeing that she was segregated in the palace and cut off from her people.

Mordecai proffered advice from a distance and via messengers.

In a somewhat ironic note, Judith is mentioned as being favoured by

all 
125 whereas Mordecai was only “favoured by most of his brethren.” 126

There is no mention what the people thought of Esther. 

Another difference between them is that Esther did not kill anyone but

thousands died as a result of her intrigue,127 whereas Judith decapitated

an individual and saved the lives of thousands. However, even that state-

ment is not fully accurate for both women initiated the mechanisms for

saving their people and in both instances—in the land of Israel and again

in Persian exile—the liberated population was able to decimate their enemy. 

Judith is consistently celebrated for her observance of religious laws.

Esther, on the other hand, represents an inversion of those practices.

She is the hidden one, seemingly assimilated and void of any outward

sign of ritual activity. Judith, for example, ate only kosher food whereas

Esther—forced by circumstances to live in the palace and not reveal her

heritage—apparently ate what was served and also had at least two feasts

prepared for the king and Haman in which she partook. Although she

may have avoided blatantly non-kosher foods, it is not mentioned in the

text. Judith’s punctilious observance of kashrut, however, is repeated a

number of times and even figures in her plan when the empty food

sack is used to conceal and transport Holofernes’ head back to Bethulia. 

Also, whereas King Ahashvairosh128 chose Esther as one of his queens

and must have had sexual relations with her, Judith can return to her city

and still declare: “Glory to the Lord who has protected me in the course I

took! My face seduced him, only to his own undoing; he committed

no sin with me to shame me or disgrace me.” 129

A further difference is in the unfolding of their schemes. Judith declared

that she had a plan but refused to reveal it to the people, telling them:

“You must not ask what I intend to do; I shall not tell you until I have

done it.” 130 However, Esther’s plan to unexpectedly appear before the

king and supplicate for her nation was known, at least to the Jews. She

further involved her people by asking them to fast for three days to help

ensure her success. They may not have known her exact tactics but they

were apprised of the general plan.131

A prominent shared theme between the Scroll of Esther and the Book of

Judith is that God is not perceived to intervene in any overt fashion. Here,

the Scroll of Esther is the more radical text in that deity is not mentioned

28



at all. In the Book of Judith, God is often referenced and sincerely wor-

shipped but the Almighty never appears as on Sinai nor is there any

communication with Judith through some sort of prophetic agency.

This introduces one of the most important phenomena of an evolving

biblical theology: Passover represents one condition, Purim another,

Judith yet a third. 

The Book of Judith falls between the Passover and Purim narratives. In

the Exodus text, God is depicted as unequivocally conducting the orchestra:

illuminating the Burning Bush, choosing Moses, Aaron and Miriam,

bringing the Ten Plagues, splitting the sea, giving the Torah with its Ten

Commandments, providing food from the sky and water from the rock,

deploying a series of accompanying angels,132 as well as guiding the na-

tion with a Pillar of Cloud by day and a Pillar of Fire by night. 

In the Esther text, however, there is no apparent divine presence. This

represents a completely different modus operandi in the world. It is a

lonelier stage, one on which individuals are the cast and crew.133 The Judith

story offers an intermediate model, one that actively invokes the divine

but still relies on human initiative.

In Judith, similar to the Book of Esther, divine deliverance is catalyzed

not through God, angels, prophets or miracles but by the proactive par-

ticipation of people.134 Miracles are not relied upon and no angel flexes

its wings. Judith may be inspired by the hope of heaven but must act

within the laws of nature. 

The Judith and Esther stories do share a number of characteristics such

as individual women operating alone, feminine beauty135 and seduction

as a means to an end.136

It also seems fair to speculate that both Esther and Judith remained un-

married after the deaths of their husbands. We are informed that Judith

was courted by many but remained a widow.137 No mention is made as to

what happened to Esther after the Haman incident but we can assume

that she remained in the royal harem until the king died. After his death

she would most probably remain forbidden to any other man but must

have still been greatly celebrated by the Jewish population throughout

the kingdom. The life of a heroine does not always end with inherent

happiness. Her life is an amplified account, a public echo, of what the

rest of us experience. The ideal persists but is seldom achieved. 

Finally, the only two rabbinically mandated holidays—i.e. not originating

from the earlier Pentateuch text138—were Purim and Hanukkah. Both

of these post-prophetic holidays feature, at least in part, threatened

annihilation, beautiful women, extraordinary heroines, and military

campaigns. Esther is associated directly with the holiday of Purim while

Judith’s story was obliquely aligned with Hanukkah. 
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How Does Judith Compare to Priest, Prophet, King and
Soldier?

To conclude this section on correlating Judith to biblical heroines, a

cursory review of how she compared to the roles of predominantly male

offices—priest, prophet, soldier and king—will offer further instruction.

High Priest 
In some ways, Judith is depicted as being more High Priest than the High

Priest. Besides performing his duties in the Temple,139 he took only one

recorded action in that he ordered that the mountain passes should be

fortified.140 Judith, however, is often described as very pious and a constant

inspiration to the people. 

The Book of Judith seems relatively modern when compared to earlier

biblical literature. Its listing of a number of Judith’s halakhic religious

observances reads somewhat awkwardly, almost like propaganda for the

faith. In no other biblical book is there such an enumeration of ideologies

and ritual actions attributed to the protagonist, including: zeal for the

temple;141 Israel can suffer no harm unless it sin against God;142 the para-

doxical union of divine determinism and human freedom of choice;143

salvation comes from God and all is in accordance with His will;144 strict

observance of kashrut food laws;145 regular fasting except on the Sabbaths,

New Moons, and holidays whose observance is championed;146 first fruits

and tithes;147 circumcision;148 charity;149 repentance; ritual washings;150

and prayer.151

In addition, the prayers attributed to Judith seem so formal that they were

almost certainly inserted at a later date and meant to serve a particular

theological agenda. Monotheism was being assaulted by competing

theologies and Hellenistic philosophies152 so some of Achior’s and Judith’s

utterances were transformed into vehicles to both defend and promote

the faith. An example is the doctrine of hashkafah prateet, an idea that

includes a discussion on various manifestations of the Infinite Being: not

only is there a Transcendent Creator but also an Immanent Deity who takes

notice of every thought, word and action. That Immanence is also engaged

in sekhar ve’onesh, reward and punishment, implying that people have

free will to decide upon action and receive reward or punishment according

to their deeds. This theme is expressed when Achior,153 the Ammonite

chieftain, reviews Jewish history in front of Holofernes and his minions,154

and again by Judith when she attempts to encourage the people155 and

once again when she unveils her plans to the general.156

Judith is depicted as the most pious soul, perhaps equivalent to a secular

priest157 not just one born to the priesthood. With cunning, daring and

dedication she guided the people from the precipice of defeat and is then

invited to herald the celebrations in Jerusalem.158
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However, after victory is secured and thanksgiving offered she does

not remain in Jerusalem as a rival of the priesthood or as a challenge

to the House of David. She shunned titles and returned to her home.

She respected that she was from the tribe of Simeon; that priesthood

was a family subset of Levi; and that royal lineage flowed through the

House of David from the tribe of Judah. As a result, we can now add

two more positive attributes to Judith’s wreath: humility and wisdom.

Prophet
Judith was more prophet than the prophet de jour; in fact, no prophetic

presence is introduced into the story or even wistfully mentioned.159

There is no reference to any overt or covert communication from above;

the people are bereft of divine messengers. Now it is up to them.

The traditional prophet was an individual called by God to both rebuke

and comfort the people as well as to deliver a revelation—frequently in

the face of fierce opposition—that would support his or her ministry.

These people, whose psyches were invaded by the Ineffable Being and who

were then charged to deliver prophetic messages, were often reluctant

to answer the call. Many attempted to reject the burden of prophecy,

among them Moses, Jonah and Amos. 

When God attempted to choose Moses as His emissary, Moses countered

with a barrage of excuses: he did not feel worthy nor competent, he was

not eloquent and had a speech defect, he was only a younger brother,

he did not grow up among the people and did not know them, no one

would believe him and, besides, he was not familiar with this particular

Voice in the Wilderness. According to the aggadah, Moses argued with the

Holy One at the Burning Bush for seven days and seven nights, plead-

ing with Him to send someone else to bring the people out of Egypt.160

Other examples of the reluctant prophet are Jonah—Yonah “the dove”—

who tried to escape from his calling and was famously swallowed by

a whale,161 and Amos who memorably declared: “I am not a prophet

nor the son of a prophet. I’m just a shepherd and a gatherer of figs.” 162

Judith, conversely, represented a new model of what had once been the

prophetic office. The Age of Prophecy was now at an end but not without

some nostalgia for the perceived distance from deity that it indicated.

However, one should not unquestionably romanticize the Prophetic Age,

for it was also littered with false prophets, court prophets, prophets for

hire, magicians and charismatic poseurs. 

Although Judith was not divinely called to prophecy or chosen for lead-

ership, she was one who was self-inspired by the needs of the day, aroused

by injustice, and concerned for the fate of her nation. She did not seek

glory, honour or sovereignty; only to do what was required. In the midst

of what must have felt like an impossible wasteland, Judith arose, not
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yet a prophet but certainly prophet-like. At one point she convinced

Holofernes that she had prayer-based psychic abilities that would “let

her know when Israel has transgressed” making them vulnerable to

attack.163 She rebuked164 and encouraged165 the people, gave them

perspective and offered hope thereby reconnecting the Presence of

Paradise with the everyday struggles of Dust and Ashes. As such, this

inspired woman drew back the veil and reprised the classic role of prophet.

King and Soldier
No king or other monarchial bureaucracy is mentioned in the Book of

Judith. Political jurisdiction, including military concerns, seems to have

been consolidated with the priesthood and perhaps some provincial or

village authorities. This may have been a subtle nod to the Maccabees who

also emerged from the priestly ranks to usurp military and monarchy.

Judith, however, is also credited with temporarily embracing this royal

role. It is Uzziah, Chabris and Charmis, the town leaders, who come to

her, not her to them. Intrepidly, she spoke truth-to-power. When she spoke,

none of the frightened leaders objected. Just the opposite: they and the

soldiers deferred to her, they placed their trust in her, and took instruc-

tion from her166 without even knowing the full extent of her plan. Judith

offered the last glimmer of hope for those who were fearful, who wavered,

and who were dying of starvation. 

More soldier than the soldiers,

more leader than the king,

prophet in the absence of prophecy,

and priest when others were secluded 

behind towering Temple walls.
167

For all these roles, it was not the mantle of authority or the eminence

of office that led to her success. It was her brilliantly simple plan that

persevered. Force would have met with resistance and failed. This, too,

is woman’s wisdom. 

At the centre of the Book of Judith, the essence of a singular personality

can still be perceived. However, Judith has been so usurped by centuries

of competing forces that she, as an individual, has almost completely

disappeared. As a national religious literary figure she has been made

to serve many masters. And yet, as we peel back the layers of all those

characteristics imposed upon her, we might meet, once again for the

first time, the authentic young woman who dared to inspire a city, save

a nation and embrace the heart of heaven.
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Biblical Hermeneutics and Canonization
Although today’s reader might not question the literal portrayal as pre-

sented in the text, the Book of Judith’s contemporaries would have been

sensitive to its discrepancies in areas such as history, characters, names,

geography, chronology, as well as borrowed or repeated themes from

earlier biblical books.168 For the most part, it was only those who lived in

subsequent centuries who, unfamiliar with the details presented in the

story, would be more prone to defending its literality, probably as part of

their apologetics or defense of the religious messages contained therein. 

The tradition of Jewish literary interpretation is long and deep. Biblical

exegesis has always championed multiple levels of hermeneutical inter-

pretation, including the basic fourfold PaRDeS (Orchard or Paradise):

pshat (literal), remez (hint, allegoric or symbolic), drash (seeks comparative

meaning) and sod (esoteric). Throughout the centuries, multiple other

schools of interpretation arose. These resulted in hundreds of possible

meanings being attached to each book, chapter, story, verse, juxtaposition,

repetition, word, and letter. 

Meaning was even found for the scribal embellishment on certain letters

and for the blank space—like silence between musical notes—separating

letters. A supernal midrash describes the primordial Torah as being

written in black fire upon white fire.169 “The white parchment around

the letters is an integral part of the Torah; without it, the Torah scroll

is disqualified. In fact, the white space is a higher form of Torah. It is anal-

ogous to the white fire of Sinai—a sublime, hidden Torah that cannot

be read in the usual manner.” 170

It seems, however, that the Book of Judith’s peshat is drash; its literal

meaning can best be appreciated as an extended allegory.171 Although

the detailed storyline in itself can be inspiring, instructive and even

entertaining, it employs metaphorical implication, even hyperbole,

to get there. This may be one of the reasons that the book was never

accepted into the canon of Jewish biblical literature, although Catholics,

Eastern and Oriental Orthodox Christians welcomed it. 

If we surmise that it was not absorbed into the Hebrew Bible because

it did not present actual historical events, that argument could be coun-

tered by another book that was canonized under similar circumstances:

the Book of Job. That book is even more radical in that it tells the story

of pious individuals who were, according to some rabbinic opinions,

not Jewish. Neither the geography nor the chronology in Job was ever

confirmed. After extended debate, one of the amoraim expressed his

opinion in the presence of Reb Shmuel bar Nahmani that: lo hayah v’lo

nivrah eleh mashal hayah, “It never happened and it was never created,

rather it was a parable.” 172
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Those who subscribe to the discipline of biblical criticism and those

outside traditional Jewish or Christian belief, might also add the early

biblical stories of Creation, the Garden of Eden, the accounts of the

origins of crafts and industries,173 the Flood, and the Tower of Babel, to

the list of texts that eschew literal interpretation and lean towards allegory,

comparative and mystical meanings.174 They are more mythical than

historical and feature non-Jewish dramatis personae. They are all com-

pelling stories but ones that, like the Book of Judith, might be better—

and more profoundly—understood as keys to symbolic realms. 

The use of mythological components combined with religious, historical

and literary elements, suggest that the Book of Judith belongs to the genre

of biblical metahistory. It may not be true as a particular historical docu-

ment but it bears even greater valence as a psychospiritual representation

that partakes of eternal possibilities.175 In light of other similar precedents

that were canonized,176 it must therefore be concluded that the Book of

Judith’s liberal use of anachronism—indeed, its overt ahistoricity—is not

the reason for its exclusion from the Family of Officially Accepted Texts. 

Another reason that Judith was not canonized in the TaNaKh
177 may

have been because the book was not considered as having been derived

from prophetic ruah ha’kodesh, the Holy Spirit. Good writing alone was

not admission enough to the Halls of Hallowed Scriptures; it also had

to be confirmed as emanating from the Celestial Author.

Perhaps the strongest argument for the Book of Judith’s exclusion from

the Hebrew Bible was because it was associated with the Maccabees and

the Hanukkah story.178 Although the Judith story is described as taking

place approximately four hundred years before the Maccabees, the simi-

larity in both narratives is that it is the spiritually inspired ones—and

not necessarily the traditional leadership tribes, families, offices or

individuals—who sometimes rise up to defend or guide the people.

Even the names of the principals in the two stories are related: Judith

is the feminine form of Judah [Maccabee], leader of the revolution.179

A significant difference between Judith and the Maccabees is that whereas

she retreated to her home after appropriate post-war celebrations, the

priestly Maccabees got caught up in their role as warriors and eventually

usurped the monarchy from the tribe of Judah and its House of David.

They coopted both priestly duties in the rededicated Temple and royal

duties as rulers of the country: an unfortunate yet not uncommon case

of heroes with hubris.

By the time the content of the extended Hebrew Bible was finally settled

some three hundred years later,180 both the books of Judith and the

Maccabees were written out of the canon because now zealotry and

rebellion were not encouraged. Besides being later books, their message

also needed to be subdued. Subsequent wars had been lost, the Temple
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destroyed, Jerusalem ploughed under, revolts crushed, and most of the

people were in exile. The country was under the domination of foreign

military forces. Survival now depended on compromise and cooperation. 

Besides the Book of Judith, both of Hannukah’s principal documents—

the Books of Maccabees and the never-realized talmudic tractate of

Hannukah181 —were excluded from the biblical canon as well as from

the rabbinic Talmud. Two thousand years later, the stories are still told

but the ban persists.182

There are a number of ancient versions and translations of the Book of

Judith—some now obscured or lost—including those in Greek (four

variants), Old Latin, Syriac, Sahidic, and Ethiopic, as well as the Vulgate

translation, some late Hebrew renditions and perhaps Aramaic. The book

was never accepted as part of the Jewish biblical canon,183 a decision

echoed by Protestant Christianity that assigns it to the Apocrypha. Judith

is, however, considered part of the Septuagint and is included as part

of the Hebrew Bible (Old Testament) canon by Roman Catholics and

diverse Orthodox Christian communities.184

Controversy concerning the nature of many antiquarian tomes continues

to percolate. Although most of these texts are excellent examples of

inspired literature and each had its champions as well as detractors,

only twenty-four books (twenty-two according to another accounting,

corresponding to the twenty-two letters in the Hebrew alphabet) were

finally accepted into the Jewish canon.

It should also be remembered that besides the relatively small number

of texts that were incorporated into disparate canons, there are also other

sacred literature categories such as the Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha.

Thousands of disparate texts emerged throughout the millennia of Jew-

ish history: a few still exist in full, others only as fragments; some were

hidden in Dead Sea caves and others beneath the dust of lost synagogue

genizas; a handful are accidently known through hints in related docu-

ments while rarities are rumoured in legend or dressed in a dream. They

are recorded on parchment, paper, clay and stone; chiseled and chipped,

scribed in inks by feathered quill, river reed or metal stylus. Some were

tragically written in blood, others with the carbon of burnt embers

clinging to the remnants of smuggled matches or stolen sticks, or

scratched by crippled cuticles in final desperation into the concrete walls

of indifferent Houses of Horror: Words of Life in the Kingdom of Death. 

In addition, there was always the vast oral tradition, the Second Torah

of Israel.185 It is obvious that not all prophetic literature—the highest

embodiment of Jewish tradition—was perpetuated, let alone what was

considered material of lesser importance.186 Much was preserved; more

was forgotten; most was lost.
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Epilogue
Judith did not necessarily “live happily ever after.” Following your bliss,

finding yourself, and doing whatever makes you happy are rather modern

conceits and current luxuries. After the defeat of the Assyrians, Judith

was praised as “the glory of Jerusalem,” “the great pride of Israel,” and

“the great boast of our nation.” She was lauded with exclamations of

“May the Almighty Lord bless you forever!” and “all the women of Israel

gathered to see her, and they blessed her and performed a dance in her

honor.” Judith lived the rest of her long life, 105 years, in pious integrity

and dignified nobility. She became a legend in her own time but the con-

cept of personal happiness was as rare as it was foreign to her generation.

Happiness was contingent upon the nation, the people, the family, deity

and the dedication to duty. The book’s twin engines—wrapped in drama

and charged by suspense—are patriotism and piety.

May we continue to be inspired by the study of

Judith’s exploits and the telling of her story—

mosaic and archetype, real or imagined. May her

actions, and ours, be made of such memory that

will be handed down to our descendants from age

to worthy age. 

Judith Displaying Her Trophy, 24 x 15.5" (61 x 39.4cm). Graphite and
ink on vellum, 2015.
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Notes
1 “Never again during the lifetime of Judith, nor indeed for a

long time after her death, did anyone trouble the Israelites”
(Judges 16:25).

2 Cf. Judges 3:11, 3:30, 5:31, 8:28; 1 Kings 22:1; 2 Chron. 14:1.
In addition to occasional years of political peace, the people
celebrated Shabbat—the Sabbath, a day of rest, peace and
renewal—every seven days regardless of external conditions.
Noting the importance of Sabbath observance, Ahad Ha’am
(Asher Zvi Hirsch Ginsberg [1856–1927]) famously quipped:
“More than the Jews have kept the Sabbath, the Sabbath has
kept the Jews.”

3 Deut. 10:18. Among many other quotes see Ex. 22:22–23;
Num. 10:32; Deut. 27:19; 2 Chron. 19:7; Ps. 68:5, 146:9. 

4 Ex. 23:9. See also Ex. 22:21; Lev. 19:23; Deut. 23:7, 24:17;
Ezek. 22:7, 22:29.

5 The legal term is primogeniture, the awarding of an inheri-
tance such as an estate, funds or title, to the eldest son. In the
ancient world the firstborn was accorded a double portion.
See Deut. 21:15–17.

6 “Because the tiny kingdoms of Judah and Israel were vul-
nerable to much larger ancient Near Eastern powers such
as the Egyptians, the Babylonians, and the Persians, this
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folk motif portrays God as supporting the more unlikely
heroes, the ‘younger sons.’” Sibling Rivalries and Younger
Sons by Samuel Tongue (www.bibleodyssey.org/en/people/
related-articles/sibling-rivalries-and-younger-sons.aspx).

7 Gen. 4:1–2

8 Gen. 17:15–21; 21:1–8

9 “…the elder shall serve the younger” (Gen. 25:21–26).

10 Gen. 29:16, 18

11 Although Joseph (Yosef) was the eleventh of twelve sons
of Jacob (Yaakov or Israel), he was also Rachel’s firstborn.
Benjamin was not born for a number of years so Joseph
was accorded the role of the youngest. As Rachel’s—Jacob’s
beloved wife (Gen. 29:18)—son, and showing significant
talents of his own, Yosef was Jacob’s favoured son, a situa-
tion that created considerable sibling rivalry (Gen. 37).

12 Gen. 48:9–20

13 According to some, his sister, Miriam, was about seven
years older but there is no scriptural proof for this assertion.
We are told that she watched the basket with Moses in it
floating among the bulrushes and when Pharaoh’s daughter
found it, Miriam approached her with a plan (Ex. 2:1–9).
Aaron was three years older than Moses his brother (Ex. 7:7;
Num. 33:39; Deut. 34:7).

14 1 Sam. 3:3, 10

15 1 Sam. 16:11–13; 17:14

16 “I am only a youth” (Jer. 1:4–8).

17 By saving the city and the nation, it is as if she gave birth to
them. Judith becomes the symbolic mother of Israel.

18 Numerous sources include Ex. 22:25; Lev. 25:35; Deut. 15:11,
15:7, 24:14; Prov. 19:17; Is. 58:10; Ps. 146:7–9; 1 John 3:17.

19 Lev. 19:27

20 Num. 15:38–39; Deut. 22:12

21 Lev. 23:22 and cf. Lev. 19:9

22 “Seek the peace of the city where I have sent you into exile,
and pray to the Lord on its behalf; for in its peace you will
have peace” (Jer. 29:7).

23 Separation is a condition of kedusha, holiness, i.e. separate
from the forbidden. In this case, the separation is not to
denigrate other people for the Torah declared that everyone is
created in the image of God (Gen. 1:26–27), but so that one will
not follow the ways of immorality and those with other gods.

24 This theme is expressed in numerous verses including
Ex. 6:7, 19:5–6; Deut. 4:20, 7:6, 14:2, 26:18–19. Every nation,
every state, every city, neighbourhood, family and individual
has its purpose, potential and mission. This universal prin-
ciple extends throughout all that exists. It is illustrated in
the following rabbinic midrash: “Over every blade of grass
there is an angel that hovers above with a stick in its hand;
as it strikes the grass it calls out, ‘Grow! Grow!’” (Midrash
Rabba, Beraisheet 10:6).

25 Deut. 7:7. Even today, Jewish demographics are modest. One
of the smallest groups among identifiable world religions,
cultures and/or nationalities, the global Jewish population
is approximately 14 million.

26 Judith 9:11

27 Gen. 2:8

28 Yosef Wosk, Two Trees Planted in the Midst of an Enigmatic
Garden: A Four-Dimensional Study of a Neglected Archetype
of Centre as Suggested by Genesis 2:8–9 (Boston University
doctoral dissertation, 1992).

29 Ex. 3:13

30 Ex. 3:2

31 Ex. 3:4–5

32 Ex. 3:6

33 “Just as I am righteous,” says the Lord, “so you, too, be
righteous. Just as I visit the sick, feed the hungry and clothe
the naked, so you do the same” (Sotah 14a). A related talmu-
dic teaching is found in Sifri, Devarim 11:22; also see Shabbat
133b—“Just as He is called ‘merciful,’ so should you be
merciful; just as He is called ‘gracious,’ so should you be
gracious... just as He is called ‘righteous,’ so should you be
righteous... just as He is called ‘pious,’ so should you be pious.”

34 This deific vulnerability is taken to its extreme conclusion
in the Christian gospels and in subsequent theological
councils (e.g. Nicea in 325 CE) that established doctrines
such as those that identified the Trinity and the act of God
giving his only begotten Son for sacrifice/crucifixion. The
redemption, hope and glory follows with the resurrection
and the eventual parousia, the second coming of Christ. In
various Judaic doctrines, God is also described as partaking
in a kind of empathetic suffering with humankind. “Abraham
Heschel rightly said that the essence of Hebraic prophetic
faith is that God takes the people of his covenantal love so
seriously that he suffers for their actions. God “indwells” the
Israelites so that he even goes with them into Babylonian
exile and feels their sorrowful plight. This capacity to feel
for the other in vulnerable love is part of what it means to
be God” (from the online article “The God Who Suffers:
An Argument for God’s Emotions,” by Dennis Ngien, The
GalliReport, Feb. 3, 1997). Cf. Isaiah 53 that introduces the
Suffering Servant as applying to Israel. Christianity later
applied the term to Jesus. The term is used in this essay
in a somewhat ironic twist as appertaining to God.

35 It is not that the Universal Creator “boasts” but we use
human characteristics and the limitations of language to
help understand transcendental principles.

36 “Rabbi Yohanan said, ‘Wherever you find the greatness of
the Holy One, blessed be He, there you find His humility.
This is written in the Torah, repeated in the Prophets, and
stated a third time in the Writings’” (Megillah 31a). In a sim-
ilar vein, the Torah was not given on the highest mountain
but rather upon a modest desert peak; God did not speak to
Moses from a mighty oak or tall cedar but from a humble
bush; and Moses was not chosen leader for his eloquence,
strength or power but rather he is described as being “very
humble, more so than any one on the face of the earth”
(Num. 12:3). See “Greatness is Humility” by Jonathan Sacks
(www.ou.org/torah/parsha/rabbi-sacks-on-parsha/greatness_
is_humility).

37 Ex. 6 –7; Deut. 26:8; Ps. 136:12
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38 8:33; 9:9,10; 12:4; 13:4–8, 14–15; 15:10; 16:5 

39 Judges 4:9

40 For further elucidation of this point see “How does Judith
compare to other biblical personalities?” in this chapter 

41 There is much to discuss here but one example will have to
illustrate the point, that being the British historian Arnold
Toynbee’s labeling the Jewish people a “fossilized” civiliza-
tion and “extinct society”; he was challenged to a debate by
the Israeli ambassador to Canada, Yaacov Herzog which was
held January 31, 1961 at McGill University
(tabletmag.com/jewish-news-and-politics/161156/herzog-toyn-
bee-1961; also listen to an audio recording of the debate at
www.youtube.com/watch?v=2M5Ntu3C0IA).

42 Gen. 12:1. In some ways this was a prefiguration of what
happened four hundred years later when Abraham and
Sarah’s descendants left Egypt and wandered for forty years
before entering the land of their ancestors. The Exodus and
subsequent settlement was an historical fulfillment of the
divine promise to Abraham. 

43 The consideration of multiple techniques of survival was
one of the themes in a series of semesters of study with Elie
Wiesel at Boston University (1985 – 90).

44 “Ben Bahg Bahg said: ‘Turn the Torah over and over for
everything is in it. Look into it, grow old and worn over it,
and never move away from it, for you will find no better
portion than it’” (Pirkei Avot 5:26). Also see introduction to
Nahmanides/Ramban’s commentary to the Torah where he
alludes to the kabbalistic tradition that there are Hamishim
Sha’arei Bina, Fifty Gates of Understanding. All of them—
from the most miniscule particle of matter to ineffable
secrets of the cosmos—are contained in the Torah. Of primary
interest here is the principle of maaseh avot siman lebanim,
“the actions of the fathers are a sign for the children.” This
implies that whatever the patriarchs or matriarchs did, was
somehow recapitulated in various patterns of action by their
descendants. For further discussion, see www.alexisrael.org/
#!lech-lecha---maaseh-avot/cgzj.

45 Armed local or national military response was often impos-
sible, especially when occupied by foreign regimes or when
in exile without the normal accoutrements of statehood.
Occasionally, there were rebellions even under the most
difficult circumstances such as the Bar Kochva Revolt in
Israel against the Romans (132–35 CE) and the Warsaw
Ghetto Uprising (1943) against the Nazis.

46 “Then Jacob was very afraid and was distressed. And he
divided the people that were with him, and the flocks, and
the herds, and the camels, into two camps. And he said: ‘If
Esau comes to the one camp and attacks it, then the camp
which is left shall escape’” (Gen. 32:3–11).

47 It is unfortunate because all these interruptions disturb
Judaism’s overarching desire for shalom, peace, accompa-
nied by the abolition of crime, war and poverty, and with
universal education so that “the earth will be filled with
knowledge…as the waters cover the sea (Is. 11:6–9; 2:4). 

48 “…for that is your wisdom and your understanding in the
sight of the peoples who will hear all these statutes and say,

‘Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding people’”
(Deut. 4:5–7). See “How the Talmud Became a Best-Seller in
South Korea,” by Ross Arbes, The New Yorker, June 25, 2015.

49 Two biblical examples are Joseph in Egypt and Daniel in
Babylon. “Then Pharaoh said to his servants, ‘Can we find
a man like this, in whom is a divine spirit?’ So Pharaoh said
to Joseph, ‘Since God has informed you of all this, there is
no one so discerning and wise as you. You shall be over my
house, and according to your command all my people shall
do homage; only in the throne will I be greater than you’”
(Gen. 41:38–40). “The king answered Daniel and said, ‘Surely
your God is a God of gods and a Lord of kings and a revealer
of mysteries, since you have been able to reveal this mystery.’
Then the king promoted Daniel and gave him many great
gifts, and he made him ruler over the whole province of
Babylon and chief prefect over all the wise men of Babylon”
(Dan. 2:47–48). A third example would be Mordecai in Per-
sia: “…and the full account of the greatness of Mordecai to
which the king advanced him, are they not written in the
Book of the Chronicles of the Kings of Media and Persia?
For Mordecai the Jew was second only to King Ahashvairosh
(Ahasuerus)” (Esther 10:2–3).

50 Although these actions are objectionable in almost every
instance, they may serve as techniques of survival in emer-
gency situations.

51 When Jacob returned after two decades in exile, his brother,
Esau, approached to meet him accompanied by four hundred
men ready to take revenge. Jacob resorted to prayer, divided
the camp into two, made himself appear weak, and sent
delegates with waves of gifts and words of appeasement. In
addition, he wrestled with an angel, sometimes identified
as his brother’s guardian angel sent to destroy him. Many
strategies are often required to survive one threat (Gen. 32–33).

52 In the face of annihilation, some may compromise their
liberty and concede “better slavery than death” (Jud. 7:27);
others, however, might rebel against enslavement no matter
what the consequences.

53 Her home village, depicted as a mountainous town com-
manding access to Jerusalem. There is no historical record
of such a town, either by name or geography. It is used here
as a narrative device to increase the story’s tension: if the
enemy overran Bethulia then Jerusalem and the Holy Temple
would be open to invasion. Speculation as to the meaning
of its name is wide ranging, the favourite being a derivation
from the Hebrew Beit Eloha, the House of God (The Jewish
Encyclopedia, vol. 7, p. 389). Another candidate cites its origin
from the Hebrew word for virgin or virginity, i.e. betulah
(The New Oxford Annotated Apocrypha: New Revised Standard
Version (4th ed.). Oxford University Press). This is an attrac-
tive theory in that it extends the allegory of Judith as being
humble and chaste in addition to her heroism, sense of justice
and dedicated fortitude.

54 Harper’s Bible Commentary, “Judith” by Luis Alonso-
Schokel, p. 810. 

55 The only biblical use of the name Yehudit, Judith, is found
early on (Gen. 26:34). It predates the masculine form of the
name, Yehudah, Judah (Gen. 29:35), by one generation.
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Although the Book of Judith’s date and authorship are in
dispute among scholars, it may have been written circa 100
CE, approximately 1800 years after the introduction of the
unrelated biblical personality. According to a rabbinic
midrash, the first Judith was not a Hebrew but rather the
daughter of B’airi the Hittite from the lineage of Hahm—
one of the three sons of Noah. She became the wife of Esau,
Jacob’s brother (see Ginzberg, Legends of the Jews, vol. 1,
p. 326–27; 358–59). Also cf. another corresponding mascu-
line name, Yehudi, in Jeremiah 36:14, 21, 23. 

56 Yehudah/Judah was the fourth son of Leah and Jacob
(Gen. 29:35). The root of the name derives from the word
for “gratitude” or “thanks,” “acknowledgement” or “praise.”
When the Hebrews/Israelites also became known as the
Yehudim/Jews, the name could then be construed to mean:
“The People Who Give Thanks” or “Those Who Express
Praise and Gratitude.” Another interpretation of the name
Yehudah emerges when the Hebrew letters are transposed to
spell the Tetragrammaton, the holy name of God—YHVH.
A fifth letter—“D” or dalet—remains. It means “door,” delet
in Hebrew, and evolved from the archaic Semitic pictogram
for door. The name Yehudah/Judah could now be understood
as “a door to YHVH” or “God’s door.” Combining the two
previous interpretations results in Yehudi/Jew symbolically
meaning “Gratitude is the doorway to YHVH.”

57 Rachel was the youngest daughter of Laban and little sister
to Leah. By saving Rachel’s children, Judah daringly crossed
the line and potentially gave up advantage from the Leah
Tribes to the Rachel Tribes.

58 Gen. 37:26–28

59 Unknown to him at the time, the authority figure was Joseph
in the guise of Pharaoh’s prime minister (Gen. 44:16–34).

60 Gen. 44:14–44

61 Not only is Judith accredited with zeniths of intellectual and
spiritual achievement but she is also lauded with physical
genius, i.e. beauty.

62 “Judith has attracted more writers, artists, and composers
than any other figure in the Apocrypha” (Encyclopaedia
Judaica, “Judith,” vol. 10, p. 459).

63 The essential nature of the Infinite Being is beyond gender
identity. However, the figurative conceit of assigning male/
female attributes to people, places, things and even gods, is
useful to human consciousness as it attempts to perceive
reality. The practice of genderizing is used often in prophetic
literature, including Hos. 2:14–16; Hos. 3:1, 2; Ez. 16:8–14;
Ez. 16: 59–60; Is. 54; “As a young man…rejoices over the
bride, so shall your God rejoice over you” (Is. 62:5; Jer. 2:2;
Jer. 31:32); Song of Songs, aka Song of Solomon or Canticles
[The entire work, taken as allegory, describes Israel as the
feminine and God as the masculine amid the vicissitudes
of a passionate relationship between two lovers. Christian
tradition interprets it either literally or as an allegory of
Christ as the bridegroom with his bride, the Church]. The
correspondence of Israel = feminine = bride who joins with
God = masculine = groom, is also found in a number of
rabbinic and kabbalistic sources. The giving of the Torah
on Sinai was depicted as a kind of wedding ceremony:

the Jewish people, representing the bride, stand under
the huppah [marriage canopy] with God, who represents
the groom. The Torah, given by God to Israel, symbolized
the eternal ring of betrothal. Also consider the prayer-poem
Lechah dodi, “Come my beloved to greet the bride, let us
receive the face of Sabbath.” Composed in the 1500s by R.
Shlomo Halevi Alkabetz, a Safed kabbalist, it depicts Shabbat,
the Sabbath, as the bride while the role of the male lover
could be God, Israel, or the more immediate prayer minyan
(sometimes composed of initiates into esoteric doctrines). 

64 This bivalent idea was suggested by the titles of two books
by Abraham Joshua Heschel: God in Search of Man and
Man in Search of God. They have been published in various
editions. The principles of attraction, longing, search and
union are not phenomena limited to man/woman or human/
deity. They are recapitulated through all levels of existence
from atom to Adam to the Boundless Continuum that
inhabits infinity.

65 2Cor. 11:2; Rev. 19:7–9; Rev. 21:2, 9–10; Rev. 22:17. In another
text, John the Baptist describes Jesus as the bridegroom
and himself as the best man (Gospel of John 3:29). Also see
Mt. 9:15, Mk. 2:19–20; Lk. 5:34–35; and Mt. 22:2; Mt. 25: 1–13.

66 Judith 8:29  

67 en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Judith

68 Jud. 8:4–7

69 Jud. 16:22

70 Conversely, we should not negate Judith’s profound nostal-
gic love for Manasseh, her deceased husband. The Book of
Judith bears many messages; it could also be appreciated as
one of the great, if not tragic, love stories from biblical and
related literature. See Jud. 8:2–8; 16:22–24.

71 Variations of this expression are found in many cultures.
In Judaic literature it first appeared as an Aramaic proverb—
Dah’ee lah’ha’keemah beer’meezah—in a midrashic com-
mentary on the Book of Proverbs (Midrash Mishlei 22:15). 

72 Gen. 21:9–12. Cf. Gen. 16

73 Ex. Rabbah 1:1. Various other rabbinic observations teach that
in every area of goodness Sarah was the equal of Abraham:
both were equal in their charitable deeds and both were a
blessing for the world (Midrash Shocher Tov, Proverbs 31);
both spread Godliness: Abraham among the men, and Sarah
among the women (Gen. Rabbah 39:21); and in the merit of
Sarah, God blessed Abraham with wealth (Midrash, Mishlei
31) and with all other blessings. The greatest blessing for
Abraham was that he merited Sarah as his wife. As long as
Sarah lived, a “cloud of glory” hovered over her tent and a
light burned from one Eve of the Sabbath to the next, and
her home was full of blessing. This all ended when Sarah
passed away but when Rebecca [her daughter-in-law, Isaac’s
wife] came, everything returned as before (Tanchuma, Chayei
Sarah 4).

74 While Jewish tradition appreciates physical beauty, that
assessment has always been tempered by inner elegance,
spiritual grace and noble characteristics. This is emphasized
in the Woman of Valour chapter in Proverbs that concludes:
“Charm is deceitful and beauty is passing, but a woman who
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fears the Lord, she shall be praised” (Prov. 10:10–31). Also
see the remarkable talmudic description (Ta’anit 30b–31a)
of the ancient holiday of Tu B’Av, the Fifteenth Day of the
Month of Av. It was a kind of marriage festival during which
the unmarried daughters of Jerusalem used to adorn them-
selves in borrowed white garments [borrowed so as not to
embarrass those who couldn’t afford them]. They came out
and danced in the vineyards as the young men gathered
round to watch. The beautiful among them called out to
prospective husbands: “Set your eyes on beauty, for a woman’s
most prized quality is beauty.” Those who came from noble
families exclaimed: “Look for a good family, for woman was
created to have children.” The less attractive said: “Marry me
for the sake of heaven but on condition that you adorn us with
gold jewellery.” Whereas in those days there were multiple
models of marriage, our present culture favours the roman-
tic paradigm while the others have been largely abandoned.
Tu B’Av—the full moon of the otherwise tragic month of
Av [both the first and the second Temples were destroyed,
centuries apart, on the 9th of Av]— also represents the be-
ginning of hope and the fullness of future redemption. 

Another brilliant talmudic story that elevates inner essence
over external superficialities is found in Ta’anit 20a–20b. It
tells of a bizarre encounter between a rabbi and an ugly man: 

Once Rabbi Elazar son of R. Shimon was coming from
Migdal Gedor, from the house of his teacher. He rode
along the riverside on his donkey, feeling happy and
elated because he had studied much Torah. He happened
to meet an exceedingly ugly man, who greeted him, “Peace
be upon you, my master!” R. Elazar did not return his
salutation but instead said to him, “How ugly this person
is! Are all the people of your city as ugly as you?” “I don’t
know,” said the man. “But go to the Craftsman who made
me, and say to Him: ‘How ugly is the vessel which you
have made!’” Realizing that he had done wrong, R. Elazar
quickly dismounted from his donkey, prostrated himself
before the man, and said to him, “You are right. Forgive
me!” But the man replied, “I will not forgive you until you
go to the Craftsman who made me and say to Him, ‘How
ugly is the vessel which you have made.’”

R. Elazar kept on walking after him until he reached his
city. The residents of the city came out to greet him,
saying, “Peace be upon you, O Teacher! O Master!” The
man asked them, “Whom are you calling ‘Master’?”
They said, “The person walking behind you.” To which
the man replied: “If this is a ‘Master,’ may there not be
any more like him in Israel.” “Why?” the people asked.
And the man told them: Such-and-such he has done to
me. “Nevertheless, forgive him,” they said, “for he is a
man greatly learned in the Torah.” “For your sakes I
will forgive him,” said the man, “but only if he never
acts this way again.”

Soon after this, R. Elazar entered the study hall and taught:
“A person should always be pliant as the reed, and let him
never be hard as the cedar [i.e. an admonition to be more
forgiving]. For this reason the reed merited that it should
be made into a pen for the writing of the Torah, tefillin
and mezuzot.”

75 Gen. 12:11

76 Gen. 12:15

77 Gen. 20:2

78 Megillah 14a

79 Baba Batra 58a

80 Jud. 10: 1–8

81 Jud. 10: 14

82 Jud. 10:19. The ironic praise—depicted as being so beautiful
that it must be destroyed—is presented in exaggerated terms.

83 Gen. 12:11–13; 20:11; cf. Gen. 26:6–13 that describes how years
later, their son Isaac used the same deception. In all these
instances, deceit was only employed out of fear of lawless-
ness and murder. Deceit and putting the women in danger
were distressing tactics of survival but deemed necessary at
the time. The most extreme decisions around survival arose
during the Holocaust when people were in hiding from the
searching enemy. A baby among them began to cry. If the
enemy heard the cries, all would be found and killed. Tragi-
cally, the child was suffocated.

84 A similar metaphorical correspondence is found in Deut. 6:7
which instructs the people to “teach your children.” Rashi
comments that “your children are [your] students. We find that
in every occurrence, ‘students’ are referred to as ‘children’…
And just as students are called sons, …so also the teacher is
called a father.” When a teacher instructs a student, it is as if
s/he gives birth to him/her in a spiritual and intellectual
manner. Parents give birth to the body, teachers to the soul;
parents give birth to this world, teachers to the World to Come.

85 Gen. 27:13

86 Gen. 26:7

87 Gen. 31:19, 30–35. It should not be imagined that Rachel
kept the idols as objects of worship as she was now part of
Jacob’s monotheistic family. It is never revealed if she later
informed Jacob of her pilferage.

88 Gen. 18:12–13

89 Ex. 23:7; also see Prov. 30:8

90 Gen. 29:17

91 Gen. 38:24–26

92 Gen. 38:14–15  

93 This is similar to Ruth.

94 Ex. 15:1, 20–21. “The Midrash enumerates ten preeminent
songs in the history of Israel, ten occasions on which our
experience of redemption found expression in melody and
verse. The first nine were: the song sung on the night of the
Exodus in Egypt (Is. 30:29), the Song at the Sea (Ex. 15:1–21),
the Song at the Well (Num. 21:17–20), Moses’ song upon his
completion of writing the Torah (Deut. 32), the song with
which Joshua stopped the sun (Josh. 10:12–13), Deborah’s
song (Judges 5), King David’s song (II Sam. 22), the song
at the dedication of the Holy Temple (Ps. 30), and King
Solomon’s Song of Songs extolling the love between the
Divine Groom and His bride, Israel. The tenth song will be
the Shir Chadash, the New Song of the ultimate redemption,
a completely new musical vocabulary to capture the voice



42

of Creation’s ultimate striving” (chabad.org/parshah/article_
cdo/aid/2744/jewish/Miriams-Song.htm).

95 Jud. 15:12–14; 16: 1–17

96 The Judith song opens: “Strike up a song to my God with
tambourines, sing to the Lord with cymbals; Improvise for
him a new song, exalt and acclaim his name” (Judith 16:1).
Shirat ha’Yam, Song of the Sea, begins: “Miriam the prophet-
ess, the sister of Aaron, took a tambourine in her hand; and
all the women went out after her with tambourines and with
dances. And Miriam sang to them: ‘Sing to the Lord, for He
is the highest of the high. The horse and his rider He has
thrown into the sea’” (Ex. 15:1–18). Cf. the agonizing story of
Yiftach’s (Jephthah) Daughter, Judges 11, especially verse 34.

97 Ex. 2:1–10

98 Although Ex. 2:10 attributes the name to a play on Hebrew
words (“Because I drew him [m’shee’tee’hu] out of the water”),
Moses is familiar to us in the names of Pharaohs Ramses
(Ra’Moses), Ahmose and Thutmose among others. For fur-
ther discussion following rabbinic teachings that attribute
at least ten names to Moses, see www.chabad.org/parshah/
article_cdo/aid/627663/jewish/What-Was-Moses-Real-Name.htm.
Also see Ginzberg, Legends, vol. 2, p. 269–70 and note 57
thereon (found in Notes, vol. 5, p. 400).

99 It takes more than just wishful thinking to effect change.
Miriam exhibited three significant attributes that, together,
overcame opposition: her care (heart/emotion), curiosity
(mind/intellect) and initiative (body/action).

100 This represents a metaphorical correspondence, an expression
of the principle “as above so below”, sometimes expressed
“as within so without.” It has been observed in most tradi-
tional religions and many philosophies, as well as in magic
circles and modern science. See, for example, www.arkin-
time.com/as-above-so-below, with further reading related to
the Upanishads, Egyptian Kingdom texts, Greek philosophy,
Jewish, Christian and Islamic mysticism, and the scientific
writings of Isaac Newton. Often quoted sources for this
principle in the Western esoteric tradition are the writings
attributed to Hermes Trismegistus, including this from
The Emerald Tablet: “That which is Below corresponds to that
which is Above, and that which is Above corresponds to
that which is Below, to accomplish the miracle of the One
Thing.” In his Fourth Way teachings, George Ivanovich
Gurdjieff promoted a comprehensive appreciation of reality,
a union of microcosm and macrocosm, and a demystification
of arcane wisdom when he wrote: “Esoteric knowledge is
knowledge of the whole; ordinary knowledge is composed
of single particular ideas taken separately.” 

101 Bithiah is a form of Bat Yah, “daughter of God.” According
to a midrash, God said to the princess: “Moses was not your
child, yet you treated him as such. For this I will call you
My daughter, though you are not My daughter.” Later on, she
married Caleb for just as she stood up against her father’s
wicked counsels, so Caleb stood up against the disheartening
counsel of his fellow messengers. For rescuing Moses and
her other pious deeds, she was permitted to enter Paradise
alive (Ginzberg, Legends, vol. 2, p. 270–71 and notes thereon).

102 See also Sotah 11b: “Rav Avira expounded: In the merit of
the righteous women who lived in that generation, the nation
of Israel was delivered from Egypt…[In an effort to keep up
the men’s enthusiasm for life and hope for redemption, they
visited] their husbands slaving in the field, where they washed,
anointed, fed and gave them to drink, and then had marital
relations with them among the sheepfolds…” 

103 Ex. 1:15–21. A teaching midrash (Sotah 11b) correlates them
as Jochebed and Miriam or Jochebed and Elisheva, Aaron’s
wife (Ex. 6:23).

104 Ex. 1:15–20

105 1Sam. 17. Also compare the three examples of overcoming
the enemy by an individual when faced with overwhelming
odds: David, Jael and Judith. In two cases the enemy was
decapitated with his own sword; in the third instance, his
head was pierced. These manners of death proclaim ultimate
humiliation.

106 Gen. 19:30–38

107 Deut. 23:3; Ez. 9; Neh. 13

108 Ruth 1:16–17

109 Ruth 4:17. A further level of understanding—sharing several
comparisons and contrasts with Judith—could be gleaned by
investigating the meandering lineage of the Davidic Dynasty
as seen through Bathsheba, a beautiful and determined wife
of David, and mother of Solomon who succeeded his father. 

110 Her story is told in Judges 4–5.

111 She sat in the open so as to be transparent in her judgment,
above reproach, available to the people, and to protect herself
from any sexual innuendo.

112 Deborah and Barak’s song (Judges 5:1–31); Judith’s Song of
Salvation (Judith 16: 1–17).

113 Judges 4:17. There is also speculation that she may have been
an Israelite woman married to a Kenite man. Assassinating
Sisera may have been her way of participating in the victory
of her people against the enemy.

114 Judges 4:21

115 Jud. 13:18–20

116 Judges 5:24

117 1 Sam. 1:9–18

118 1 Sam. 2:1–10; cf. Ps. 113

119 “Rav Hamuna said ‘How many significant laws can be learnt
from these verses relating to Hannah!’” (Berakhot 31a–b). He
then proceeded to elucidate a number of prayer principles
based on Hannah’s prayer that have guided the Jewish
community for the past two millennia. Some of these which
relate especially to the central pillar of daily prayer, the She-
moneh Esrai [the Eighteen Benedictions], include: standing,
being in a reverent state of mind, having intention, praying
in silence but still enunciating the words, one who is intoxi-
cated may not pray, not to sit too close to one who is praying
and to stand until that person finishes.

120 Harper’s Bible Commentary, “Judith” by Luis Alonso-Schokel,
p. 814. 
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121 Of interest here is the theory of binary opposites in struc-
turalism [e.g. as championed by Claude Lévi-Strauss]—
whether in fields such as anthropology, philosophy, literary
theory, or life itself. Applied to the Book of Judith, we surmise
that the beauty accorded to Judith—her physical appearance
in combination with her morality, piety and bravery—could
be appreciated as a counterpoint to the seduction of Greek
culture. By praising Jewish religious observance, along with
a victorious culmination to the story, Judith emerges as a
polemic against Hellenism.

122 There is a considerable amount of literature—scholastic and
homiletic—comparing Judith to other biblical figures, espe-
cially Esther. See “Esther not Judith: Why One Made It and
the Other Didn’t” by Sidnie White Crawford, University of
Nebraska-Lincoln, Digital Commons, 2002.

123 Est. 4:5–17

124 In one of the most stirring challenges in biblical literature,
Mordecai provokes Esther: “Who knows if you have come to
royalty for just such a time as this?” (Est. 4:14). Perhaps the
only reason you have been promoted to your position is that
you would have an opportunity to act on behalf of your people.
And if you don’t, then relief and deliverance will come from
somewhere else.

125 “No one had a bad word to say about her” (Jud. 8:8).

126 Est. 10:3

127 Est. 9:5–16

128 As with many historical details hidden in ancient mists,
the identity of the king in the Book of Esther is subject to
considerable debate. For a discussion on the matter see
en.wikipedia.org/?title=Book_of_Esther. 

129 Jud. 13:16

130 Jud. 8:34

131 Est. 4:8–17

132 Ex. 14:19, 23:20–23, 32:34, 33:2 

133 Just as when an infant becomes a child, the child grows into
adolescence, and the adolescent matures into an adult, so, too,
people are no longer depicted as the children of a Parental
God. One is forced to grow up physically and to mature
emotionally, intellectually and spiritually. According to rab-
binic appreciation of Megillat Esther, the Divine Presence
may seem concealed but it is still active behind the scenes.

134 Jud. 8:32–34; 10:9; 15:9–10

135 Regarding aspects of Esther’s beauty, see The Hidden and the
Revealed: The Queen Esther Mosaics of Lilian Broca by Broca,
Sheila Campbell and Yosef Wosk, with a preface by Judy
Chicago, p. 107; Jerusalem, New York: Gefen Books, 2011.
Also see Megillah 15a: “The Rabbis taught: There have been
four women of surpassing beauty in the world: Sarah, Rahab,
Abigail and Esther…Rahab inspired lust by her name; Jael by
her voice; Abigail by her memory; Mical, daughter of Saul,
by her appearance.” In addition, consider femmes fatales in the
bible: Judith, Esther, and perhaps Eve; also negative models
such as Delilah, Jezebel and Salome (some commentaries
place Eve in this category). For further elucidation see “Femmes
Fatales in the Bible” by Hilary Lipka on the Society of Biblical
Literature website.

136 Esther dressing in her royal apparel and standing in the
inner court where the king might notice her (Est. 5:1), and
Judith dressing provocatively “to entice the eyes of all the
men who might see her.” “Holofernes, on seeing Judith,
loses his head before it has been cut off” (The Interpreter’s
Dictionary of the Bible, vol. 2, p. 1024). 

137 “Many wished to marry her, but she gave herself to no man
all the days of her life from the time her husband, Manasseh,
died and was gathered to his people. Her fame continued to
increase, and she lived in the house of her husband, reaching
the advanced age of one hundred and five. She set her maid
free. And when she died in Bethulia, they buried her in the
cave of her husband, Manasseh” (Jud. 16:22–23).

138 The biblically prescribed holidays are Passover, Shavuot (Feast
of Weeks or Pentecost), Rosh Ha’Shanah, Yom Kippur, and
Sukkot. A series of permitted and proscribed actions were
cultivated over the centuries by rabbinic authorities to help
define the fundamental nature of the Sabbath and holidays.
The only difference between the weekly Sabbath observance
and these holidays is that one is permitted to cook food on
the holidays to add an extra dimension of joy. No such for-
bidden labours were associated with the rabbinic holidays of
Purim and Hanukkah thus defining them as secondary level
festivals.  

139 Jud. 4:14–15; also see Jud. 15:8–10

140 Jud. 4:6–8

141 Jud. 4; 8:21, 24; 9:8, 13; see also 5:19; 9:1; 11:13; 16:18–20

142 Jud. 5:17–21; 11:10–19

143 “Everything is foreseen, yet free will is given” (Pirkei Avot
3:19). See Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Teshuva 5:5.

144 Jud. 8:11–27; 9:5–14; 16:13–17

145 Jud. 10:5; 11:12–13; 12:1–9, 19

146 Jud. 8:6; 10:2

147 Jud. 11:13

148 Jud. 14:10

149 Jud. 16:19

150 Jud. 12:7–9

151 Jud. 9; 11:17; 12:8; 13:4–5; also see 4:9-14. For further commen-
tary see The Interpreter’s Bible, “The Literature and Religion
of the Apocrypha” by Robert H. Pfeiffer, vol. 1, p. 404.

152 Monotheism’s reduction of the idea of God to a Unified Entity
may make it appear as the simplest of all religious doctrines.
It is, however, the most profound and complicated of beliefs
for it must accommodate phenomena such as good and evil,
existence and nothingness, time and space, as well as tran-
scendence and immanence, not as dualities but as existing
within the framework of One.

153 Cf. Three other examples of non-Jews who praised Israel
were Jethro, Balaam (Num. 22–24), and Rahab of Jericho
(Josh. 2). Jethro—Moses’ father-in-law, mentor and priest
of Midian—was also an impressive figure in his own right:
“Jethro rejoiced for all the good which the Lord had done for
Israel, whom He had delivered out of the hand of the Egyp-
tians. And Jethro said, ‘Blessed be the Lord, who has delivered
you out of the hand of the Egyptians and out of the hand of
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Pharaoh, and who has delivered the people from under the
hand of the Egyptians. Now I know that the Lord is greater
than all the gods; for in the very thing in which they behaved
proudly, He was above them’” (Ex. 18:5–12). See also Ginzberg,
Legends, Index volume 7, p. 257, for numerous references to
Jethro in midrashic pedagogy.

154 Jud. 5

155 Jud. 8:11–27

156 Jud. 11:10–11

157 The only official priests—referred to as a kohain [cohen] or
pl. kohanim—in Israel are the descendants of Aaron (Ex. 28
– 29; Lev. 8). Previous to that, the eldest son of each family
served the role (Num. 3:12). Especially after the destruction
of the Second Temple in 69 CE, learned rabbis increasingly
officiated at ritual events.

158 Jud. 15:12–14; 16:1–18

159 Traditional Jewish doctrine ascribes prophecy to Abraham
and Sarah, Isaac, and Jacob. They lived circa 1850–1600 BCE.
The Pentateuch, traditionally ascribed to Moses and dating
to circa 1250 BCE, was the premier book of prophetic revela-
tion and considered on a higher level than later prophetic
literature. The Book of Malachi, circa 440 BCE was the last
official book of prophecy. Rabbi Yohanan went so far as to
observe that after the age of prophecy and “since the Temple
was destroyed, prophecy has been taken from prophets
and given to fools and children [le’shotim u’le’tinokot]”
(Baba Batra 12b).

160 Ex. 3, 4:1–17; also see Ginzberg, Legends, vol. 2, p. 303–326
and notes thereon.

161 The messages in the Book of Jonah were considered so sig-
nificant that the entire four chapters of the prophetic scroll
are recited on the afternoon of Yom Kippur.

162 Amos 7:14

163 Jud. 11:17

164 Jud. 8:9–23

165 Jud. 8:24–27

166 Jud. 8:28, 35

167 Jud. 15:8, however, informs us that after Judith’s victory “the
high priest Joakim and the senate of the Israelites who lived
in Jerusalem came to see for themselves the good things that
the Lord had done for Israel, and to meet and congratulate
Judith.”

168 This is well documented in numerous studies including
Roitman’s essay in this catalogue.

The United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, Introduction
to the Book of Judith (www.usccb.org/bible/scripture.cfm?bk=
Judith&ch), writes: “Within the reign of Nebuchadnezzar
(Jud. 1:1; 2:1), it telescopes five centuries of historical and
geographical information with imaginary details. …The
simple conclusion from these and other details is that the
work is historical fiction, written to exalt God as Israel’s
deliverer from foreign might, not by an army, but by means
of a simple widow.” 

169 Talmud Yerushalmi, Shekalim 6:1, f. 25b; see also Deut. 33:2.

170 ravkooktorah.org/VAYIK64.htm

171 The Book of Judith elicits a great deal of competing theories
as to its origins, purpose and versions. Some traditions and
scholars take it literally: even while acknowledging minor
contradictions in the text, they assert that “the book does not
readily yield to allegorical treatment” (Dictionary of the Bible,
“Book of Judith” article by F. C. Porter, vol. 2, p. 823). Another
example of an entire book explained as allegory is the Song
of Songs. In addition, as early as the first century of the
Common Era, some Jewish philosophers in Alexandria
influenced by Greek thought, especially Philo, argued that
almost nothing in the bible was to be taken literally. It was
a grand allegory with characters and events representing
philosophical principles. In response to these claims, rabbinic
interpreters stated that although there are many legitimate
interpretations, each one exploring a different dimension,
still no verse loses its literal meaning. One interpretation does
not negate another; it only amplifies or complements it, or
introduces a divergent facet among the “seventy faces of Torah.”

172 Baba Batra 15a

173 “And Adah bore Jabal; he was the father of such as dwell in
tents and have cattle. And his brother’s name was Jubal; he
was the father of all such as handle the harp and pipe. And
Zillah, she also bore Tubal-Cain, the forger of every cutting
instrument of brass and iron” (Gen. 4:20–22).

174 Whereas eschatology is the branch of theology concerned
with matters dealing with endings, such as the end of the
world, end of human species, and doctrines concerning
destiny, judgment, the apocalypse and the afterlife, cosmogony
is a theory or story of the origin and development of the uni-
verse; cosmology is the study of the universe and humanity’s
place in it; genealogy is the origin of families; epistemology is
the study of the origin of knowledge; and Origin Myth is a
story or explanation that describes phenomena of the natural
or social world. 

175 Jean Houston defined myth as “something that never was
but always is,” or as “something that never happened but is
always becoming.”

176 Including, according to some critics, the Scroll of Esther.

177 TaNaKh is the acronym for the three sections of the Hebrew
Bible: Torah—the Pentateuch; Nevi’im—Prophets; and
Ketuvim—Writings, aka Hagiographia.

178 Through the haze of competing literary theories associated
with the Book of Judith as to who wrote it, when, where,
and to what purpose, “more probably it is a historical novel
written in the days of the Hasmoneans to inspire courage”
(Encyclopaedia Judaica, vol. 10, p. 452). Eventually, the Book
of Judith lost its popularity in Jewish communities. It wasn’t
until the Middle Ages that the story resurfaced and was once
again associated with Hanukkah. Although neither the Books
of the Maccabees nor the Book of Judith were officially accepted
as part of Jewish biblical scripture, the stories contained
in them were told as people gathered at home around the
hanukkiah (menorah-like candelabrum that is lit each of
the eight nights of the festival), in schools, as material for
synagogue homilies, in song, art, and poetry. According to
its proponents and to the book itself, we are assured that the
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remembrance and praise of Judith would “never depart
from the heart of those who remember the power of God”
(Jud. 13:19), and that her actions would “go down through all
generations of our descendants” (Jud. 8:32). 

179 Harper’s Bible Commentary, “Judith” by Luis Alonso-Schokel,
p. 804–814. 

180 See Encyclopaedia Judaica, “Bible: The Canon; Text,” vol. 4,
p. 816–836; also numerous online articles and their refer-
ences, including: “Development of the Hebrew Bible canon.”

181 Although no separate talmudic tractate was dedicated to
Hannukah, a discussion concerning the holiday is recorded
in a few pages in tractate Shabbat 21a–24a.

182 Studies that compare the Book of Judith with the Scroll of
Esther are fascinating and important. Both feature women
protagonists who save their nation. It seems curious that
Esther—who never mentions God or commandment—was
canonized while Judith—who is the most pious in her beliefs,
heroic in her deeds, and who chants prayers as well as songs
of thanksgiving—is relegated as an outsider. The situation is
further emphasized in the following statement by Maimonides
(Hilkhot Megillah 2:18): “All prophetic books and sacred writ-
ings will be nullified during the days of the Messiah except
the Book of Esther. It will continue to exist just like the five
books of the Torah and the laws of the Oral Torah that will
never cease. Although ancient troubles will be remembered
no longer… the days of Purim will not be abolished, as it is
written: ‘These days of Purim shall never be repealed among
the Jews, and the memory of them shall never cease from
their descendants’” (Esther 9:28).

183 Judith is not found in any Masoretic Texts of the Hebrew
Bible; no Judith remnants were found among the Dead Sea
Scrolls; it is not included in Philo or Josephus; in addition,
after extensive searching I have not found any reference to
Judith in any rabbinic literature—Mishna, Talmud, Midrash
or Responsa—prior to circa the 11th century. If the reader is
interested in pursuing this topic further, search online articles
under such topics as “Book of Judith sefarim hitzonim out-
side books”, especially the article by Michael E. Stone, “Jewish
Holy Scriptures: The Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha” in the
Jewish Virtual Library. Another good overview is provided
by the online article “Christian Biblical Canons” where it
is asserted that “the New Testament canons of the Syriac,
Armenian, Georgian, Egyptian Coptic and Ethiopian Churches
all have minor differences.”

184 Following is a list (Encyclopedia of Religion, vol. 2, p. 174)
of how Jewish and various Christian canons relate to the
Book of Judith: Jewish—the Book of Judith is not included
or accorded religious value in the Hebrew Bible [except for
Ethiopian Jews who accept the Old Testament canon of the
Ethiopian Orthodox church]; Protestant—not included but
accorded some religious value; Roman Catholic—considered
part of the Old Testament canon; Greek Eastern Orthodox—
canon; Russian Eastern Orthodox—included but not equal in
status to the Old and New Testaments; Armenian Oriental
Orthodox—canon; Coptic Oriental Orthodox—not included
or accorded religious value; Ethiopian Oriental Orthodox—
canon; Syrian Oriental Orthodox—not included but accorded
some religious value.

185 “Our rabbis taught: A certain heathen once came before
Shammai and asked him: ‘How many Torahs do you [the
Jewish people] have?’ ‘Two,’ he replied, ‘the Written Torah
and the Oral Torah’” (Shabbat 31a).

186 According to an opinion in the Talmud (Megillah 14a and see
Rashi commentary), 48 male prophets and 7 female prophets
are recorded in TaNaKh, the Hebrew Bible. The Talmud
then asks: “Were there no more prophets than these?” And
responds: “Many prophets arose in Israel; double the num-
ber of those who came out of Egypt.” [The classic number is
that 600,000 men between the ages of 20 and 60—those
who were conscripted for labour and, if necessary, military
service—were liberated in the Exodus. (That did not take
into account the younger and older men as well as the women.)
Consequently, 600,000 became the reference number for
something very large. Therefore, the Talmud asserts in this
somewhat hyperbolic statement, there was a very large num-
ber of prophets—over a million—in the venerable history
of Israel]. “However,” it concludes, “only prophecy that
was needed for the generations was written; that which was
not needed, was not recorded.” 

The above discussion relates only to prophetic oral and
written transmissions. In addition, there were many more
creative productions during the time period in question, i.e.
from circa 1250–200 BCE. In essence, it could be argued
that besides the Pentateuch and Prophets only one example
of representative literature from each of a number of
prototypical categories was included in the ketuvim, the
Hagiographia, third part of the Hebrew biblical canon.
Therefore we have only one collection of psalms, one book of
wisdom proverbs, the scroll of Esther but not the book of Judith,
a single sensuous Song of Songs, the existential Kohelet/
Ecclesiastes, and so on. Not only did the redactors of the canon
adhere to this principle in general, they also utilized a num-
ber of other criteria—e.g. perceived prophetic authenticity,
content, quality, theological and even political considerations—
for adjudicating texts for inclusion in the canon or not.

187 Happiness has been studied through the lenses of many
disciplines. For introductions to a number of them, enter
“Theory of Happiness” on an Internet search engine.

188 Jud. 8:32
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Detail The Flight to Bethulia, 2015.



Fragments of Perceptions:
Judith in Mosaic and Ceramics

Angela Clarke

The Apocryphal Judith is an archetypal figure. She has been rendered in

art in numerous media including painting, statuary and domestic crafts

since her story was first recorded around 163–142 BCE.1 As far as we know,

however, Judith’s story has never before been rendered in mosaic, nor

has the story been depicted as an entire cycle until the present day. In

this essay, I look at the unique contribution of Lilian Broca’s seven-piece

mosaic group representing the story of Judith. The use of mosaic as

a medium and the tale’s full presentation as a cycle not only work to

complement previous depictions of Judith but also offer a uniquely

expanded perspective on the archetypal meaning of her story. 

The Apocrypha
The story of Judith in the Apocrypha tells of a young woman from the

town of Bethulia,2 deeply mourning the loss of her husbandnd dressed in

austere widow’s garb despite her wealth. Bethulia is in imminent dan-

ger of being conquered by the Assyrian army, led by General Holofernes.3

When the council of city elders decides not to deal with the emergency,

Judith takes the town’s survival into her own hands. She transforms

herself, discarding her widow’s weeds and adorning herself in her most

opulent robes.4 Along with her maid, she enters the enemy camp, charms

Holofernes and gets him drunk.5 In a state of inebriated sleep, Holofernes

is beheaded by Judith.6 She and her maid run back to Bethulia in the

middle of the night, Holofernes’s head in a bag as a trophy.7 With his

assassination, the Assyrian army withdraws in panic. Honoured as the

savior of her community, Judith travels to the Temple in Jerusalem where

she dedicates the head of Holofernes and the spoils of his camp to God.8

The Apocryphal text makes many key elements of Judith’s character clear.

First, the heroine is very devout. Even while in the enemy camp, she

observes dietary rules and prayer rituals.9 Second, she remains chaste and

never sleeps with Holofernes.10 Third, after it is discovered that she saved

Bethulia, she is accorded the respect given to a male hero when she

dedicates the enemy’s spoils to God.11 Additionally, she remains a chaste

widow for the rest of her life,12 and the Apocryphal story makes it clear
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that this state of widowhood provides her with a tremendous degree of

independence. She is not bound to anyone’s authority whether financial

or personal. This aspect of her story makes her unique given the general

situation of women in antiquity.13

The story of Judith is generally considered legendary, drawing upon

both folklore and history. For example, the character’s name means

“female Jew,” suggesting a Jewish everywoman.14 The town of Bethulia,

otherwise unknown, means “virginity” in Hebrew.15 The invading

force under Holofernes is described as Assyrian, yet its king is the

Neo-Babylonian ruler, Nebuchadnezzar.16

Iconography 
Although the story of Judith involves many aspects (her meeting with

the elders, her preparations for the assassination, her honours and her

dedication of the spoils), artists have consistently depicted only one of

two scenes: the beheading of Holofernes and the carrying of his head

back to Bethulia. These two scenes are rendered in specific terms, with

unique and identifiable iconography.

Most commonly, Judith is depicted with two items that make her recog-

nizable as the assassin of Holofernes: wielding a sword and holding

his severed head by the hair.17 Alternatively, she is seen with her maid

placing the head into a bag.18 Of the two poses, the former is favoured.

Most artists, whether painters and sculptors (and even in decorative art),

depict her in one of the two; only a few paintings, such as those by

Caravaggio and Artemisia Gentileschi, depict the actual beheading.19

The iconography of Judith beheading Holofernes with a sword casts her

as a female counterpart to the biblical David, who kills Goliath in a duel.20

This association is strengthened by Judith’s consideration during the

period as one of the nine Renaissance female worthies: a canonical list

of women from history who exhibited extraordinary virtue. Like David,

one of the male worthies, she occupies the central position in the cate-

gory of the three good Jews (Joshua, David and Judah Maccabee among

men and Esther, Judith and Jael among women).21 Additionally, in Pru-

dentius’s Psychomachia, a text from the fifth century CE, Judith’s battle

with Holofernes represents the epic struggle of self-discipline (Judith)

over excess and debauchery (Holofernes).22

The depiction of the decapitation of Holofernes by a woman has not

always been received positively. In 1504, Donatello’s statue of Judith with

sword and head of Holofernes (plate 1) was removed from the Palazzo

della Signoria, now the Palazzo Vecchio, in Florence because the city

government felt it inappropriate for the townspeople to view a female

assassin of a man.23 Rather, the city favoured the figure of the Roman

Lucretia, who preferred taking her own life over bearing the moral

stain resulting from her rape by Sextus, the son of the tyrant Tarquin.24
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PLATE 1: Judith, Donato di Niccolo di Betto
Bardi. Bronze, 93" (236cm), 1460.
Palazzo Vecchio, Florence, Italy.



Moral ambivalence is also seen in the depiction of the character as

a voluptuous woman, suggesting promiscuity, as Judith seeks to seduce

and murder Holofernes, using her body as bait. In many representa-

tions, it is apparent that both artist and commissioning audience

distanced her portrayal from the actual Apocryphal text in emphasizing

her seductive and homicidal, rather than her moral qualities. In this

regard, her depiction comes closer to that of Salome, daughter of Herod II,

who demanded the slaying of John the Baptist and the presentation of

his head on a silver platter to her as proof.25

This tradition frequently represents Judith in the nude, the only feature

distinguishing her from Salome being that the latter has the head of the

saint on a charger whereas Judith dangles that of Holofernes from her

hand.26 The story of Judith is thus taken out of context to such a degree

that the beheading becomes the story’s overriding element and the hero-

ine is conflated with a biblical figure morally very different from her.

Domestic Decorative Art
It is in the domestic decorative art of the sixteenth-century, specifically

Italian maiolica pottery (plates 2, 4, 6), and other art forms (plates 3, 5)

that representations of Judith become very ambiguous indeed. The

audience for this genre consisted generally of middle-class families.

The works were not commissioned individually but purchased ready-

made to celebrate important life events, such as marriages and births.

The female images on pieces of maiolica often exemplify conjugal virtues

like modesty and fertility but can also serve monitory functions, display-

ing inappropriate feminine behaviour such as adultery and vanity, of the

kind that we have seen in Judith and Salome’s common portrayal.27

Thus the qualities of Judith as represented on domestic decorative art

run the gamut from virtue to vice. This shows clearly that the artisans

and their audiences were interested in Judith insofar as she could em-

body middle-class feminine roles, such as the proper wife and mother.
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PLATE 6: Judith as Salome, Deruta maiolica
plate, diameter 16.5 cm, Cat. No. XIII-
1767, 1530–1550. The Princes Czartoryski
Foundation, Krakow, Poland.

PLATE 2: Judith as David, Deruta maiolica
plate, c. 1500–1550.

PLATE 3: David, Marcantonio Raimondi,
engraving, 6.75 x 4.25 (17.145 x 10.795cm),
c. 1506 Rijksmuseum Amsterdam.

PLATE 4: Judith as Lucretia. PLATE 5: Lucretia, Marcantonio Raimondi,
engraving, 8.54 x 5.23 (21.7 x 13.3cm),
c. 1511–12. Rijksmuseum Amsterdam.



Judith as heroic assassin and saviour of her people is utterly neglected.

Instead her depiction runs to the polar extremes. She is either a temp -

tress and seductress, like Salome, or, as on the descho da parto, or painted

birth tray, in the Museum of Anthropology in Vancouver, Canada

(plate 7), she is a paragon of maternal or conjugal virtues and associated

with childbirth.28 This piece from the MOA’s collection is curious. Why

should a childless widow appear on an object given to new mothers in

childbirth? The traditional representation in painting of Judith placing

the head of Holofernes in a bag hardly conforms to the usual cherubs

and scenes from the birth of the Virgin depicted on maiolica.29 Clearly,

Judith and her iconography have become so decontextualized that for

the artists of this genre she is just another female exemplar without

reference to the text of the Apocrypha.

Judy Chicago
Judy Chicago’s Dinner Party (1974–1979) ushered in a revival of interest

in Judith and the Renaissance painter Artemisia Gentileschi. Dinner

Party (plate 8) elevated Judith and Gentileschi to the level of feminist

icons. A triangular table of thirty-nine place settings consisting of porce-

lain plates and goblets and finely stitched placemats and napkins, each

dedicated symbolically to an important female from history, the work

served to reclaim forgotten and undervalued heroines. Included in this

symposium were both Judith and Gentileschi.

While Chicago’s monumental work identified and drew attention to the

important role of women in Western history, it also reminded viewers

that women’s contribution was largely within the domestic setting. 

Like the deschi da parto maiolica plates of sixteenth-century Italy, Dinner

Party employs the media of domestic decorative arts, in this case needle-

point and ceramics. The inclusion of Judith associates her strongly with

the traditionally feminine sphere of the home, reinforcing the notion

that a woman operates within the household and not the world at large.

This is ironic, given Chicago’s attempt to elevate her as a feminist icon.

In this way, Chicago, like male artists who depicted Judith in sculpture

and painting, sidesteps the heroine’s unique role in the Apocrypha as a

dynamic person who transcends the normal limited life of a woman to

serve as assassin of her people’s enemy.

Lilian Broca’s Judith
The latest attempt at representing Judith goes beyond Chicago’s work:

the mosaic cycle by Lilian Broca. This work functions on two levels, as

a pictorial cycle and as a monumental mosaic. In seven panels, Broca

represents not just the one or two traditional scenes from the Apocrypha

(that is, the beheading of Holofernes and the carrying away his head) but

the story in its entirety.
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PLATE 7: Untitled, Andrea Negroponte (?),
tin glaze earthenware, Central Italy, 3.7 x
23.2cm, c. 1550–1600. The Koerner
Ceramics Gallery, Museum of Anthro-
pology, Vancouver, Canada. 

PLATE 8: Dinner Party, Judy Chicago,
576 x 576" (1463 x 1464cm), ceramic,
porcelain, textile, 1974–1979.



This format helps us perceive the uniqueness of the story visually. Freeing

the story and figure of Judith from the limits of earlier representations,

influenced notably as they were by the archetypal portrayals of the biblical

Salome and the Roman Lucretia, this full portrayal by Broca unambiva-

lently portrays the Judith of the Apocrypha, neither as a woman who

uses her sexuality for her own gain or for personal vendetta, nor as a

vulnerable one who is raped. 

Instead, Broca reminds us of Judith’s devoutness, chastity and courage.

First, she depicts Judith meeting with the town elders, devising her own

plan in the face of their conviction that surrender to the Assyrians is the

only answer. Second, Judith is shown praying in the desert, asking

devoutly for divine guidance in her task. Third is her initial meeting

with Holofernes. Broca constructs this scene in two separate panels to

indicate that the two never share the same space. In other words, they

never sleep together; while Judith will seduce Holofernes, she never

surrenders her chastity. The fourth panel shows the seduction and

Judith’s manipulation of Holofernes with alcohol, emphasizing that she

incapacitates him with ingenuity, not sex. In the fifth, we see her behead-

ing him. She is not a voluptuous figure gaining pleasure from the act

but instead a female warrior and austere assassin. In the sixth mosaic,

Judith and her maid flee back to Bethulia with Holofernes’s head in a

bag. Finally, in the seventh, she displays her trophy to the townspeople.

The head is persuasive evidence that her people are no longer under

threat, but her restrained composure and modest demeanour reveal that

she derives no prurient pleasure from displaying it.

Whether as a monumental installation in a museum or other public

place, or as private art in a home (to be determined by its final place-

ment), this work reinforces the power of Judith as a woman and fulfils

the promise of Judy Chicago’s work in establishing her as a feminist icon.

The mosaic medium through which Broca represents Judith is very

distinct from domestic art. Traditionally, the form espouses and com-

memorates a specific concept of heroism and indeed morality. Broca’s

new series has much in common with the famous mosaics depicting

Alexander the Great in the private residence of the House of the Faun in

Pompeii and the monumental and public mosaic portraying the Empress

Theodosia in Ravenna. Broca’s work can been seen as a continuation of

this great and still meaningful tradition of art.
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This work functions on two

levels, as a pictorial cycle

and as a monumental mosaic. 
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2Art Historical and Aesthetic
Traditions





A strong revival is under way in the art of

mosaic. The uniqueness of the medium and

the method required to execute a work are

appealing characteristics of this art.
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Judith Meeting Bethulia Elders, 78.5 x 48" (199 x 122cm). Byzantine smalti, ceramic tiles on border. Honeycomb panel, 2012. 
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Judith Praying in the Desert, 72 x 48" (183 x 122cm). Byzantine smalti, gold smalti, ceramic tiles on border. Honeycomb panel, 2012. 



58
Judith Meeting Holofernes. Diptych 78 x 96" (198 x 244cm), each panel 78 x 48." Byzantine smalti, millefiori, gold smalti,
ceramic tiles on border. Honeycomb panel, 2013. 
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Judith Seducing Holofernes. Diptych 73 x 96" (185.5x 244cm), each panel 73 x 48." Byzantine smalti, millefiori, gold smalti, ceramic
tiles on border. Honeycomb panel, 2014. 
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Judith’s Revenge, 70.5 x 48" (179 x 122cm). Byzantine smalti, millefiori, gold smalti, ceramic tiles on border. Honeycomb panel, 2015. 



63The Flight to Bethulia, 74.5 x 48" (189 x 122cm). Byzantine smalti, millefiori, gold smalti, ceramic tiles on border.
Honeycomb panel, 2015.
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Judith Displaying Her Trophy, 73.5 x 48" (187 x 122cm). Byzantine smalti, millefiori, gold smalti, ceramic tiles on border.
Honeycomb panel, 2014.
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* L. Koscianski, “What is Critical Postmodern
Art?” Tamara, the Journal of Critical Postmodern
Behavioral Science (2002): 8.

Sorting Through the Pieces:
Constructing the Legendary Heroine

Lilian Broca

It was Mircea Eliade, the eminent Romanian scholar of religious studies,

who said in the mid-twentieth century that myths and fairy tales provided

models of human behaviour and as such gave meaning and value to

life. Mythological stories speak of eternal aspects of life such as beauty,

love, heroism and the emergence of role models. These tales are passed

down through generations, and the moral wisdom they impart keeps

our respective societies unified. 

Throughout my career, I have deliberately used powerful women figures

from mythology as symbolic figures and role models whose experiences,

I contend, shed light on today’s concerns, thereby becoming relevant to

our contemporary society. In my last three series of artworks, I have

profiled three exceptionally wise and fearless legendary figures: Lilith,

Esther and now Judith. These series tell stories, supporting the “post-

modern assertion that all artist perspectives are valid, but that greater

understanding of society is possible by viewing them through the lens

of individual artworks or narratives.”*

A strong revival is under way in the art of mosaic. The uniqueness of the

medium and the method required to execute a work are the appealing

characteristics of this art. Mosaics, by definition, are made up of small,

individual “bits” incorporated into larger works. Thanks to their highly

reflective surfaces, glass mosaics seem alive or in perpetual motion

as the surrounding light changes. This dynamic interaction with light

transforms the interplay of all elements of a glass mosaic into an

extraordinary visual feast.

The idea of using glass and making mosaics came to me during my

research for the Queen Esther series in 2002. In the book of Esther,

it is written that King Xerxes’s palace was magnificently adorned with

a floor encrusted with rubies and porphyry in pleasing designs—in other

words, mosaics. The brilliance of Venetian glass helped make Esther

a perfect candidate. She not only demonstrated determination, courage,

wisdom and leadership but, conveniently, was also able to wear the rich,

colourful costumes that would be enhanced by the material I elected to use.

CH A P T E R F OU R

This dynamic interaction

with light transforms the

interplay of all elements

of a glass mosaic into an

extraordinary visual feast.



66

The method of making mosaics is almost as ancient as my heroines are.

It is also a labour-intensive procedure. The artist has first to assemble

a large variety of coloured glass. In the distant past, mosaics were placed

high up on churches’ walls and domed ceilings; viewers standing some

thirty feet or more below were able to see the glass colours well integrated.

As a result, those mosaics required fewer colour tones. Today, mosaic

art is viewed from much closer, thus requiring abundant tones of the

same colour. 

Before 2002, mosaics were not at all a part of my artistic output. In my

studio, however, I had some glass remnants, saved over two decades from

my college years when I had briefly experimented with the form. By now

it had become necessary to enlarge my palette, so I began importing

quality glass from Orsoni in Venice, a significant financial investment

that, at the beginning of my mosaic phase, limited my working range of

colours. Once immersed in this new medium, I soon realized that the

brittle quality of glass imposed considerable restrictions never encoun-

tered with other media, such as oil, acrylic, graphite or watercolours.

Yet instead of becoming bothersome, the medium offered an exciting

Queen Esther Seeking Permission to Speak. Diptych, each panel 64 x 44" (162.56 x 111.76cm). Smalti, gems, gold, millefiori, vitreous
glass on honeycomb panel, 2009. (Private Collection)
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challenge. I had to change my way of thinking in order to better present

the qualities of the glass as well as the Byzantine style I chose for the

Esther mosaics, which comprise ten panels executed over seven years,

including two diptychs and one triptych.

The Queen Esther Mosaics, as a body of work, follows the transformation

of a shy, frightened and passive teenager into a self-empowered young

queen. After finishing these, I opted for another powerful figure from

biblical times, who, like Esther, saves her people from annihilation

through courageous deeds requiring much self-sacrifice.

It was Dr. Adolfo Roitman, director of the Shrine of the Book at the

Israel Museum in Jerusalem, who, when visiting my studio in 2009,

Queen Esther with Mordechai. Triptych 64 x 64" (162.56 x 162.56cm). Venetian gold glass and smalti on panel, 2005. (Private Collection)
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… symbolism provides the

means for a continuous

journey between antiquity

and the present day.

prompted me to read the Apocryphal story of Judith and Holofernes.

Until then, I had mainly been acquainted with Judith from dozens of

paintings executed by Old Masters as well as more modern artists. Like

that of Esther, the image of Judith has been a popular subject both in

art and in literature over many eras.

After researching Judith’s life and times, I needed to decide on the style

most appropriate for a woman who was Esther’s complete opposite in

personality and modus operandi. I concluded that the Byzantine style

was not suitable. Judith’s strong and energetic personality called for

action images full of movement and dramatic gestures, a representation

diametrically opposed to that of Esther, whom I had depicted in static

compositions and quieter poses, with an emotional but not exaggerated

facial expression.

A whole new approach was called for, and after weeks of deliberation,

I decided to present the Judith compositions on white sketchbook pages

with perforated tops, showing the transition from black-and-white pencil

sketch to monochromatic two-dimensionality and finally to full colour.

The sketchbook page itself becomes the unifying motif in The Judith

Mosaics, the analog of the wrought-iron lattice pictured repeatedly in

the Esther works. This setting demonstrates the gradual rejuvenation

of an ancient story through its retelling. The sketchbook page with

its black-and-white graphite drawing is a twenty-first century prop. 

The depiction of the heroine’s plight and fighting spirit, with the figure

dressed in biblical clothing and placed in ancient surroundings, provides

a bridge across the centuries. As the black-and-white sketch unfolds

onto the mosaic, slowly repairing, reviving and animating itself into

full-blown colour, the symbolism provides the means for a continuous

journey between antiquity and the present day. 

Unlike Esther with her formal frontal Byzantine poses, the warrior Judith

displays fluidity of movement through theatrical gestures and emotional

expressions. These characteristics in the portrayal of Judith were likewise

popular in the Baroque style of the seventeenth century. It is intriguing

that in artistic terms, the Byzantine and the Baroque are two completely

different styles belonging to separate eras in history. Yet in modern-day

terminology the two words are often used pejoratively, almost synony-

mously, both referring to what is over-complex, indirect or obscure to

the extent of concealing or confusing meaning. My intent of course was

nothing of the kind.
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I began the new series with the usual sketches from live models, all

featured in scenes pivotal to Judith’s story. I used as much authentic

information as I could gather in regard to clothing, jewellery, objects

such as oil lamps and shield designs, and customs of the fifth and sixth

centuries BCE; as the sources proved scarce, I often had to make educated

guesses from the available reading and culled material. Luckily, I had

visited museums, ruins of ancient cities and digs in Pompeii, Gaziantep,

Jerusalem, Corinth, Stymphalia, Agrigento, Piazza Armerina, Syracuse,

Cefalù, Alexandria and other locations, where I had taken photos of

edifices, pottery, mosaics and ancient fabrics. 

Once I painted my rough sketches in acrylics, they became “cartoons.”

I then scanned these at high resolution and printed them on paper at

the size the final mosaics were to be.

Judith Meeting Holofernes; First rough sketch with photos, on vellum.
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Judith Seducing Holofernes; Using the photo of the two models and painting the cartoon in acrylics.

Judith Praying in the Desert; First of several sketches with photos of model.
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Holofernes cartoon in progress with photo of David on easel

Judith Meeting Holofernes; Painting the cartoon using a photo of model for Holofernes.

Judith Meeting Holofernes; Painting the cartoon for the large diptych.
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At this point, the mosaic-making process began. After covering each

printed cartoon with plastic and placing the chosen glass colours near

the working table, I was ready to start.

The process of cutting the glass and adhering it to various substrates

has many words in Latin, depending on the shapes of the tesserae, or

small pieces. The rhythm and manner in which the tesserae are applied,

called andamento in general from the Italian, also have a variety of

specific names. The approach I use is opus classicum, a combination

of opus tesselatum and opus vermiculatum. The former refers to small

cubes arranged in linear geometric shapes, the latter to the worm-like

contouring of various shapes, usually figurative. 

The panels of the Judith series are all executed in what mosaic artists

call the “direct method” on mesh or plastic (a sticky film), both being

temporary substrates. This means that what I see on the working table

is the final image. The transparent plastic and mesh allow me to work

directly on the enlarged photo of the original cartoon. At the same time,

I am able to correct or replace unwanted sections simply by lifting the

tesserae from the plastic and improving their arrangement.

Judith Praying in the Desert; The cartoon painting in progress.
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Judith Praying in the Desert; Always starting with the face and expression, before continuing with the rest of the mosaic.
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Judith Praying in the Desert; The mesh covered sketch is the temporary substrate in this mosaic.
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Judith Displaying Her Trophy; On my working table is the finished crowned head with neck and jewels on the
temporary substrate.

Judith Meeting Bethulia Elders; Judith’s face is slowly emerging.
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Judith Meeting Holofernes; On my working table is the partially finished head of Judith as I am cutting and adhereing the tesserae.
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The naturalistic approach I have taken to the Judith figures includes

an anatomical andamento absent in the Byzantine-style figures of my

Esther series. Here the linear flow of the tesserae follows the curvature

of muscles and bones.

Perhaps the greatest change in the execution of the Judith series from

that of the earlier Esther mosaics was that I had assistance with cutting

and gluing the tesserae. After seven years of solitary work on the previous

group, I felt that such a mammoth project would require more hands,

as the mosaics of Judith are much larger than those of Esther and

would have required more years to complete. I am grateful to Mosaika

Art & Design in Montreal for working with me on this new series.

Judith Seducing Holofernes; Having established the expression on both faces I am proceeding with Holofernes’s hair on the substrate.
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Flipping the mosaics from the temporary to the final substrate at the

Mosaika studio proved not only a shorter but also a far easier affair.

A team of five helped spread the thinset (which has a short life span

before drying), then lifted the heavy panels, turning them upside down

before removing the temporary substrate and revealing the newly

finished mosaic. This experience was a far cry from my precarious

flipping of the Esther mosaics in my own studio, with the assistance

of only one person in lifting the heavy panels.

Getting the mosaic ready for thinset application.

Applying thinset on both the permanent panels as
well as on the back of finished mosaics.

Sandwiching the mosaic after applying thinset on both permanent panel as well
as back of finished mosaic.
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Grouting is common in completing a

mosaic; however, this last step is ren-

dered unnecessary by the use of smalti,

or specialized mosaic tesserae made of

richly coloured glass that contains metal

oxides to produce an almost infinite range

of colour possibilities. A good scrub and

the surface of the glass mosaic sparkles

and shimmers as it comes to life. Many

centuries ago, mosaics were viewed in

daylight with its hourly changes or else

in wavering torchlight or candlelight

inside churches. The intrinsic reflective

quality of polished glass was far more

effective then, as compared to the present

day, when we view the works in unvarying

electric light.

The Judith and Esther mosaic series reveal personal interpre-

tations of two ancient stories that bring forth ideas about

women’s role in society, encouraging contemporary women

to find inner strength and reminding us that we all possess

the potential of the assertive Esther and the courage of the

independent and daring Judith. 

I am indebted to Dr. Adolfo Roitman, Rabbi Dr. Yosef Wosk

and Dr. Sheila Campbell, who answered my many questions

regarding the Apocryphal Judith and the historical context of

the story. A big thank-you to Marc Castilloux, factotum par

excellence, of Mosaika Art & Design. Finally, my gratitude to

Dr. Angela Clarke for inviting me to exhibit at Il Museo at the

Italian Cultural Centre in Vancouver, where she took special

care to best present this Judith mosaic series.  

With Marc Castilloux and the finished mosaics after
removing the temporary substrate.

Flipping the sandwiched mosaic.
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Curriculum Vitae

Education

1969 – 1971 Pratt Institute, New York, USA,
Master of Fine Arts  (Honours) 

1964 – 1968 Concordia University, Montreal, QC,
Bachelor of Fine Arts (Honours)

Teaching Experience

1994, 96, 97 Okanagan Summer School of Arts,
Drawing Instructor

1985 – 1996 UBC, Vancouver, BC, occasional guest
lecturer

1971 – 1984 Kwantlen Polytechnic University, Vancouver,
BC, Painting and Drawing Instructor

Personal Achievements

• Appointed as a Jack and Doris Shadbolt Community Scholar,
a subset of the Shadbolt Fellow in Graduate Liberal Studies at
Simon Fraser University, 2015

• Documentary Return to Byzantium: The Art and Life of Lilian
Broca premiered in Ottawa, Canada, February 2012.
Accepted in five International Film Festivals: The Santa Rosa
International Film Festival, Santa Rosa, CA; The Carmel Art
and Film Festival, Carmel, CA; The La Femme International
Film Festival  Los Angeles, CA; The San Pedro International
Film Festival in Los Angeles, CA; The Vancouver Jewish Film
Festival, Vancouver, BC

• Documentary Return to Byzantium: The Art and Life of Lilian
Broca won Best Documentary award at San Pedro Interna-
tional Film Festival in Los Angeles, CA

• Documentary Return to Byzantium: The Art and Life of
Lilian Broca was acquired by CBC (Canadian Broadcasting
Corporation) television network and aired July 20, 2013

• Guest artist in prestigious Zeugma Museum in Gaziantep,
International Mosaic Exhibition, Oct 27, 2013; Oct 21, 2015

• The Hidden and The Revealed: The Queen Esther Mosaics of
Lilian Broca, Geffen Publishers, NY, Jerusalem, 2011, by Lilian
Broca, Sheila Campbell and Yosef Wosk

• Internationally acclaimed artist and author Judy Chicago
writes preface to the book The Hidden and The Revealed: The
Queen Esther Mosaics of Lilian Broca

Selected Exhibitions

2016 Heroine of a Thousand Pieces: The Judith Mosaics of 
Lilian Broca, Joseph D. Carrier Art Gallery, Toronto, ON

2015 Heroine of a Thousand Pieces: The Judith Mosaics of 
Lilian Broca, Il Museo, Vancouver, BC

2015 Mosaic Arts International 2015,
Painted Arts Bride Center, Philadelphia, PA

A Mosaic Passover Story, Museum of Biblical Art,
Dallas TX

International Contemporary Mosaic Exhibition, Zeugma
Museum, Gaziantep, Turkey

2013 International Contemporary Mosaic Exhibition, Zeugma
Museum, Gaziantep, Turkey

2012 International Contemporary Mosaic Art Convergence – Top
Artists from Around the World Exhibition, Clauiano, Italy

2010 International Mosaic Exhibition AIMC, B&M
Theocharakis Foundation for the Fine Arts, Athens,
Greece

MAI 2010, Smith Museum of Stained Glass Windows,
Chicago, IL

2009 Sum of All Parts 2, Bathhouse Cultural Center, Dallas, TX

2008 Sum of All Parts, Hillsboro, OR

Mosaic Arts International 2008, Miami, FL

2007 Desert Andamento, Mesa Contemporary Art Centre,
Mesa, AZ

2006 Queen Esther Series: The Hidden and The Revealed,
Joseph D. Carrier Art Gallery, Toronto, ON

Beneath the Surface, High Risk Gallery, Chicago, IL

2005 A More Perfect Union: Mosaic Aspirations, Eleven Eleven
Sculpture Space, Washington, DC

2004 Queen Esther Series, Zack Gallery, Vancouver, BC 

Opus Veritas – Fragments of Truth,
American Italian Museum, San Francisco, CA

2003 A New Heaven and A New Earth, Regent College Art
Gallery, Vancouver, BC

2003 Florence Biennale International Exhibition,
Florence, Italy

2002 A New Heaven and A New Earth, Painted City Gallery,
Toronto, ON

2001 Lilian Broca: Mirrors and Reflections,
Frye Art Museum, Seattle, WA

Permanent Collections/Commissions

• Joseph D. Carrier Art Gallery, Toronto, ON

• Frye Art Museum, Seattle, WA

• Vancouver Art Gallery, Vancouver, BC

• Yukon Territorial Art Collection, Whitehorse, YT

• Simon Fraser University, Vancouver, BC

• Maltwood Museum and Gallery, Victoria, BC

• Vancouver City Hall, Vancouver, BC

• The Burnaby Art Gallery, Burnaby, BC

• The Vancouver Public Library, Vancouver, BC

• Kwantlen College, Surrey, BC

• Richmond Art Gallery, Richmond, BC

• Concordia University, Montreal, QC

• The Vancouver Jewish Community Centre, Vancouver, BC

• The Art Gallery of the South Okanagan, Penticton, BC

• Grand Forks Art Gallery, Grand Forks, BC

• CD Cover for Album Kristine Bogyo and Anton Kuerti,
Toronto, ON

• Art collection of Mr. and Mrs. Horatio Kemeny, Vancouver, BC

• Contemporary Wing of Zeugma Art Museum,
Gaziantep, Turkey
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Selected Publications

2015 Journal of Mosaic Research AIEMA, Uludag University
Press, Turkey, vol. 7 pp77–87

2014 University Hill Connections, Vancouver, BC, Spring
Issue, Mar 2014, Lilian Broca — Mosaic Art and
Women’s Issues, by Cathie Gourley 

2013 Mosaic Art Now, USA, Nov 22, 2013,Fashion Victim:
Artist Lilian Broca’s Mosaic Imagery Stolen, 
by Nancie Mills-Pipgras 

beinkandescent; the ezine for entrepreneurs, USA,
Oct 2013, What Queen Esther Knew: Business 
Strategies From a Biblical Sage, by Hope Katz Gibbs 

The Canadian Jewish News, Sep 5, 2013, Film Explores
Artist’s Return to Romania by Rita Poliakov

2012 EZRA Magazine, issue 163, Feb, 2012, Israel, Hebraic
Mosaic by Pnina Moed Kass

Hadassah Magazine, vol. 93 no. 4 Feb/March, 2012,
New York, NY, Lasting Beauty and Inspiration, by
Zelda Shluker

Concordia University Magazine, Montreal, QC,
Comics, Queen Esther and Bob Dylan, by editor

Mosaico na Rede Magazine, Curitiba, Brazil,
The History in Tesserae, by Magaly Floriano

Ottawa Jewish Bulletin, Mar 5, 2012, Ottawa, ON,
Art Book Tells the Purim Story in Mosaics and
Commentary, by Diane Crouse

Jewish Renaissance Magazine, Jan 2012, London, UK,
Esther Reimagined

Mosaic Art Now, Feb 1, 2012, Celebrating (S)heroism in
Mosaic, Prose and Poetry — A Review of The Hidden
and The Revealed: The Queen Esther Mosaic of Lilian
Broca by Nancie Mills Pipgras

2011 Jewish Quarterly, Spring 2011, Jewish Literary Trust,
London, England — photos for article Esther’s Version 
by Anita Diamant

Mosaic Art Now, 2011 Edition, Wakefield, MA,
Lilian Broca — Canada

The Vancouver Sun, Dec 10, 2011, Weekend Review 
Gift Books

Mosaic Art Source, Nov 2011, Vernon, BC, Lilian Broca’s
monumental mosaic series, “The Queen Esther Mosaics”
celebrated in a stunning new book — The Hidden and
the Revealed: The Queen Esther Mosaics of Lilian Broca,
by Donna Young 

The Georgia Straight, Dec 1, 2011, Broca’s Mosaics 
Hit Printed Page, by Jessica Werb

The Alcuin Blog, Nov 21, 2011, The Hidden and The
Revealed

BC BookWorld, winter 2011–2012, Going for Broca,
First Lilith then Esther, vol. 25, no. 4

Jewish Independent, Nov 18, 2011, Contemporary
Ancient Art by Cynthia Ramsay

The Canadian Jewish News, Dec 8, 2011, Book is a
Multi-tiered Portable Museum by Mordechai Ben-Dat 

National Post, Nov 12, 2011, Books and Writers,
A Tale in Tiles

2010 The Globe & Mail, Dec 14, Resurrecting the Art of the
Mosaic by Tom Hawthorne

2008 Makor Rishon newspaper, Mar 23, 2008, Israel, by
Micah Goodman

2007 ORAH Magazine, Feb 2007, Montreal, QC, The Mosaics
of Lilian Broca by Teri Cota

Selected Talks/Presentations

2015 LimmudVan’15, Vancouver, BC, Feb, 2015,
Two Heroines of Antiquity: From Byzantium to
Post-Modernism

Vancouver Academy of Independent Scholars,
Feb, 2015, Two Heroines of Antiquity: From Byzantium
to Post-Modernism, Vancouver, BC

Contemporary Mosaic Art Summit 2015, Oct 2, 2015,
Ashland, OR, Two Heroines of Antiquity: From
Byzantium to Post-Modernism

2014 The Kemeny Collection, Vancouver, BC, The Queen
Esther Mosaics, May 2014

Getty Museum, Los Angeles,CA Two Heroines of
Antiquity: From Byzantium to Post-Modernism

2013 The Zeugma Museum, Gaziantep, Turkey, Return to
Byzantium, Oct 2013

Benyamini Ceramics Center, Tel Aviv, Israel, The Queen
Esther Mosaics, Oct 2013 

San Francisco Jewish Community Center, Lilian Broca’s
Queen Esther Mosaics: A Return to Byzantium,
San Francisco, CA

2011 Richmond Art Gallery, Richmond, BC, Arts For Life
Symposium, Return to Byzantium, April, 2011

Norman Rothstein Theatre, Vancouver BC, The Making
of The Hidden and The Revealed Book, Nov 2011

2010 The Kemeny Collection and Residence, Vancouver, BC,
Women of Power, Queen Esther, Feb 10, 2010  

AIMC Conference, B&M Theocharakis Foundation
for the Fine Arts, Athens, Greece, Return to Byzantium,
Oct 1, 2010

2004 Sidney and Gertrude Zack Art Gallery, Vancouver, BC,
5,000 years of Mosaics

Academy of Independent Scholars, Vancouver, BC,
The Queen Esther Mosaics

2001 Christ Church Cathedral, Vancouver BC, Images of
Creation in Works of Art Through the Ages

The Frye Art Museum, Seattle, WA, The Legendary
Lilith and My Work

The Rainier Club, Seattle, WA, The Legendary Lilith
and My Work
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Books and Art Images in Books

2011 The Hidden and The Revealed: The Queen Esther Mosaics
of Lilian Broca by Sheila Campbell, Yosef Wosk and
Lilian Broca, Gefen Publishing House Ltd., NY, and
Jerusalem, Israel

2010 Mosaic Fine Art Portraits by Pam Givens and Irit Levy,

Mosaic Fine Art Books, USA

Tiffany Studios’ Techniques Inspiration for Today’s Artists
by Edith Crouch, Schiffer Publishers, USA

2008 Feminist Theology with a Canadian Accent, Mary Ann
Beavis editor, Novalis, St. Paul University, Ottawa, ON
2008, Chapter “The Influence of Feminist Theology on
Canadian Women Artists” by Mary Ann Beavis

2003 Lilith avatars et métamorphoses d'un mythe entre
romantisme et et décadence by Pascale Auraix-Jonchiere,
Publisher, Université Blaise Pascal, Clermont-Ferrand,
France, 2003  

2001 A Song of Lilith, Lilian Broca collaborating with Joy
Kogawa, Raincoast Publishers, Vancouver, BC, 2001 

2000 Lilith’s Fire by Deborah Grenn-Scott, Universal
Publishers, USA  



Beyond Sound Bytes

Sheila Campbell

Every morning brings us the news of the globe, and yet we are poor in

noteworthy stories. This is because no event any longer comes to us with-

out already being shot through with explanation. In other words, by

now almost nothing that happens benefits storytelling; almost everything

benefits information. Actually, it is half the art of storytelling to keep

a story free from explanation as one reproduces it… [In storytelling] the

most extraordinary things, marvelous things, are related with the greatest

accuracy, but the psychological connection of the events is not forced on

the reader. It is left up to him to interpret things the way he understands

them, and thus the narrative achieves an amplitude that information lacks.1

Lilian Broca is a storyteller. Her drawings, prints and mosaics all tell

stories. In the earlier works each separate piece independently tells a

story, but in the mosaics there is also continuous narrative from one

panel to another. The above quote distinguishes between telling stories

and basic information transfer. The distinction is clear—information is

just there, a set of facts distilled by the provider, whereas telling stories,

including myths, legends and biblical stories, implies an inherent con-

tact with wisdom and morality, symbolism and significance, layers of

meaning, which the hearer is free to interpret according to his or her

own experience, and which may change on a subsequent hearing (or in

this case, viewing) of the tale. We are conditioned by television and the

Internet to concentrate for only a few moments at a time. When that

happens, storytelling is lost and only information transfer takes place.

The momentous current event is analyzed instantly over and over by

countless journalists. The televised murder mystery is solved in short

chunks of time, interrupted by commercials of almost equal time, all to

fit within one hour. The message, of ever-increasing triviality, is written and

transferred in a limited number of characters, almost instantaneously.

We are urged to speed, rather than reflection.

Lilian has spent a large part of her artistic career telling stories in a

variety of media. Her series on brides appeared as a group of drawings.

These were not a connected narrative but told the story of the tropes and

expectations of brides, the dress, the wedding feast, the enforced/expected

happiness. In each case the superficial
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1 Walter Benjamin, Illuminations (New 
York: Schocken Books, 1955), 89.

Would these images of Queen

Esther and Judith have worked

as well in paint? I don’t think so.

Even if the paint were applied

in thick impasto, the effect

would not be quite so dramatic.

The reflective qualities…and

translucence of the glass…

all add to the intensity of the

visual experience.

C H A P T E R F I V E



imagery is there, but on closer inspection

a darker, more sinister meaning emerges.

This is an early demonstration of her ability

as a storyteller. We see the bride, dressed

in her finery, holding a wire coat hanger.

Is this to hang up the dress, or is it a subtle

hint at the use of a coat hanger for an ama-

teur abortion? In And They Lived Happily Ever

After (plate 1), the bride and her attendants

are juxtaposed to a scene of the possible

future which entails the responsibility of

children, middle and old age, and financial

worries, not at all the fairy tale perfection.

In Kiss! Kiss! Kiss! (plate 2), the frog on the

bride’s lap hints that the groom may be

just that, a frog, and may not transform into a handsome Prince

Charming. The crow or raven in The Trickster (plate 3) teases the ex-

hausted bride as she contemplates her future. 

All of these images tell a story in a quiet way. The superficial trappings

all coincide with expectations, but the additions to these drawings

suggest that there is more to the story, which the viewer supplies for

him or herself. The black and white medium sets a mood for this

storytelling. It is not always a bright and sunny story, so the lack of

colour adds to the intensity of the message. This series in and of itself

cannot be a continuous narrative, but there is a continuous theme, and

the underlying interpretation with its wisdom and morality are there to

be sought out by the viewer.

In her series on Lilith, there is a connected narrative. This is a story which

is known to many but is not universally recognized. These drawings,

lithographs and paintings tell the story from the Hebrew Bible of the

first partner of Adam, but nevertheless each panel can also stand alone

as an interpretation of the various episodes of her short partnership

with Adam. But note, Lilian Broca does not set out simply to tell the

story of Lilith, her problems in partnering with Adam, her desire for

equal status and her eventual departure. Once again, the image can be

read on a superficial level, as simple narrative, or the viewer who takes

the time will begin to read the symbolism and subtle meanings implied

(plate 4, Lilith and Eve, plate 5, An Encounter with Lilith). The artist

manages to insert elements of feminism which are universal and time-

less. In this series she uses both lithographs and painting, adding

touches of colour to some prints. In following this sequence, we get

the impression that there is a logical development in the choice of

medium as well. For the brides series, where the content is rather dark,

black and white drawings are an effective choice of medium. For the
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PLATE 1: And They Lived Happily Ever After, diptych: each 44.015 x 30" (111.8 x
76.2cm), graphite on paper, 1992.

PLATE 3: The Trickster, (76.2 x 104.14cm),
lithograph on rag paper, 1992.

PLATE 2: Kiss!, Kiss!, Kiss!, 44.015 x  30"
(111.8 x 76.2cm), graphite on paper, 1991.



Lilith series, which starts out in black and

white, the story also starts out rather dark.

But as Lilith develops her own confidence

in insisting on her equality with Adam

and her need for independence, the choice

of medium changes to graphite and paint

on spackle, a textured surface with hints

of colour. This change implies a more

positive mood, an optimistic message, a

brighter outcome for the story, or at least

liberation for Lilith. Once again, however,

the emphasis is not on simple narrative

but on suggesting varied interpretations of

each episode. To simply tell the sequence

of events is to pass on information. To

convey events in a cunning manner which

suggests underlying content is storytelling

with the wisdom which tells us that this

story can be read in a variety of ways, but

which particular way is entirely up to the

viewer. Is Lilith being defiant and petulant,

or is she being self-confident? Is she defying

God, as well as Adam, or is she simply

pointing out that she was created at the

same time as Adam, being equal and acting

as God (presumably) intended?

In her series of mosaic panels on the story of

Queen Esther, Broca took a story familiar to multitudes, one presented

by dozens of artists over the centuries, and put her own fresh approach

to it. She told the story of a humble subordinate young Jewish girl from

a village, who rises to the position of queen, mostly by doing what she

was told, and by hiding the fact that she was Jewish, and then, through

subterfuge, has to find a way to become less passive, to actively formulate

a plan save her people. The main story line here is feminism, independ-

ence and her efforts to avoid violence, even though she was not entirely

successful in the latter. In this series Lilian Broca presents a well-known

story, especially beloved to a Jewish audience, as the basis of the Festival

of Purim. That in itself is risky for Broca as it has been portrayed by a

multitude of artists before her over the centuries. What can she bring

to the telling of the story which is new? In addition, she uses realistic

human figures, something which has been out of favour in contem-

porary art circles for some years now. She is presenting a narrative,

again a feature which is almost obsolete in current artistic circles with

the possible exception of the rising popularity of graphic novels. And
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PLATE 5: An Encounter with Lilith, 21 x 29" (53.34 x 73.66cm) graphite, collage,
spackle, on rag paper, 1994. Coll: The Vancouver Art Gallery.

PLATE 4: Lilith and Eve, 22.25 x 42.75" (56.515 x 108.585cm), graphite, acrylics,
collage, spackle, on rag paper, 1996.



then she presents this series in the medium of mosaic. This is an auda-

cious combination of choice of subject matter, manner of presentation

and medium! But the skills which this artist has developed in her story-

telling around The Brides Series and Lilith is put to further use in this

group of panels. In true Renaissance fashion, the story of Queen Esther

is told in a sequence of ten panels, all closely related to one another

in the narrative of the story. There is continuity of characters, setting,

costume style, portraiture. Each panel tells an episode but also contains

symbolism and hints which add to the content. Esther is shown as a

nervous young girl (plate 6), then an anxious bride (plate 7) overwhelmed

in a sumptuous gown which is enhanced with the image of a lion,

the Lion of Judah, balanced against a lion mask which symbolized the

Persian king. The dress is also adorned with a hamsa, the protective

amulet of the open palm and evil eye. On her left side is the wrought

iron panel which symbolizes her prison. The wrought iron panel occurs

repeatedly in the series. One can see this wedding as just an image of

the fact that Esther won the beauty contest and was chosen to marry

the king. Or one can read the symbols and expand the understanding of

what is entailed in this union, namely her need to hide her Jewishness

and her future role in protecting the Jewish people from annihilation.

In the banquet scene (plate 8), Esther is now a confident, mature

woman rather than a frightened teenager, and she is in control of the

situation. However, she is still restricted by her circumstances, as sug-

gested by the wrought iron fence. Haman Leading Mordechai on the Royal

Horse (plate 9) is a triumphant scene, made even stronger by the fact

that the figures come straight out of the panel and confront the viewer.

Queen Esther with Mordechai is a scene of dismay (plate 10). The parch-

ment which they hold is Haman’s decree announcing the proposed

genocide of the Jewish people. Esther is the only one who can take

charge of this situation and reverse it. The scene is one of contrasts,

with the beauty and luxury of the palace against the negative and

alarming content of the scroll. On the left is one of the centaur-like royal

guardian figures which symbolize the Persian Empire. On the right the

matching figure is shown in a state of gradual disintegration. In the

lower half the full figure falls into a simple line drawing, then into a

pile of tesserae or pixels, foretelling the future decline. And here the

wrought iron decorative panel is no longer a barrier, but an omen

hanging over Esther’s head, not imprisoning her but forcing her to

take action. Each one of these panels is more than a statement of fact;

each one is an integrated part of the storytelling.2 In each panel the

viewer needs to take the time to read the content and the symbolism to

fully understand the implications of the abbreviated content.

86

2 See the website www.lilianbroca.com
for a full artist’s statement about these
panels and further interpretations.

PLATE 6: Queeen Esther,
75 x 33" (190.5 x 83.82cm).
Venetian gold glass and
smalti on panel, 2002. 

PLATE 7: Esther’s Offering, 70 x 43"
(177.80 x 109.22cm). Pearls, gems,
and smalti on panel, 2004.
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The story of Judith is also a prime example

of this distinction between storytelling and

information transfer. The actual “facts” of

the story as related in the Apocrypha do not

fit into a historical framework. It is com-

piled from a mixture of people who did

not live at the same time and events which

happened many years apart in different

countries. But put together, the tale is one

which provides a message of wisdom and

morality. In the Judith series once again we have a narrative of a hero-

ine from antiquity. The Apocryphal account mentions events and people

which are not contemporary. The name of the town where she lives is

not to be found on any map. The events which transpire are selected

from a variety of sources, and, just like the story of Queen Esther, it is

a mystery how this story came to be included. To tell this story, Lilian

Broca has chosen mosaic again but uses it in a very different style.

While the Queen Esther series was created in a conscious effort to use

Byzantine style and andamento, the Judith series is less courtly, as the

content does not require the luxurious settings of a royal palace. After

all, Judith, a wealthy widow, lived a simple life in a tent on the top of her

late husband’s house. The story starts off quietly with Judith praying

for guidance. We see her quietly determined, realizing that the town

elders are unable to act and that she alone can and must save her town

(plate 11). But as the story proceeds, there is so much more motion and

action in these panels than in the quiet, almost cerebral scenes of the

Queen Esther panels. We don’t see Judith’s preparations for meeting

Holofernes. That is left to the viewer’s imagination. Nor do we see the

servant who went with her, not only to assist her but for propriety’s sake.

Once again, the viewer has to fill in the gap. We don’t see how she got

past the guards, let alone how she might have been able to find her way

to the commander’s headquarters. She met with Holofernes in his

tent, albeit the well-appointed tent of a general, with all the comforts

aforded to a travelling soldier/commander (plate 12). We see Judith

back again in the tent, in the seduction scene, getting him to drink too

much (plate 13), and then the action commences. The scene of beheading

is of necessity full of violent action and fluttering draperies (plate 14),

as is her flourish of holding up the severed head even though she is

shown now seated and almost peaceful (plate 15). Her victorious return

to Bethulia shows Judith hurrying back home and allows the first and

only glimpse of her attendant servant (plate 16). Once again, how did

she get past the guards carrying her ghastly trophy? Were there no sol-

diers stationed outside Holofernes’s tent? The story as it is presented to

us in the biblical account leaves out a lot of details, and these are matters

which the reader/viewer must consider.

PLATE 9: Haman Leading
Mordechai on the Royal Horse, 
70 x 33" (177.80 x 83.82cm).
Venetian gold glass and smalti
on panel, 2006.

PLATE 10: Queen Esther with Mordechai.
Triptych 64 x 64" (162.56 x 162.56cm).
Venetian gold glass and smalti on
panel, 2005. 

PLATE 8: Esther’s Banquet. Diptych 104 x 38" (264.16 x 96.52cm). Venetian
gold glass and smalti on panel, 2003. 



In each of these scenes, by eliminating all unnecessary details, the

emphasis is on Judith acting alone, taking charge of the situation and

working towards a solution. She is the initiator of all action and consults

with no one else, except perhaps her God. Presumably all the necessary

planning took place during her initial prayer, as we don’t see her asking

again for divine guidance. The die is cast and she is putting the plan into

action, alone and completely independently. In Judith Meeting Bethulia

Elders (we don’t actually see the elders) she has formulated her plan but

has not told them what she plans to do. Her face and her hand gesture

say it all—I have to do it myself! In fact, I read this as her time alone after

meeting the elders. But then, these statements are my interpretation

of the story as I see it portrayed. Someone else may read it differently.

After these two initial panels, the pace picks up, as do the visuals. Meeting

with Holofernes in his tent, she is dressed in her finest, doing all she

can to entice him, to reverse the roles where she is in charge rather than

he. That she succeeded is clear in the seduction scene, where she plies him

with wine and pretends, but does not offer her body. After Holofernes

succumbs to a drunken stupor, Judith is ready to act. In an act which is

clearly abhorrent to her nature, she cuts off his head while he is uncon-

scious, and by that one act she has saved her town from the army; without

their leader, his army is powerless and rudderless. There will be no battle,

the siege is lifted, and the hostile army will retreat in confusion. She

alone has defeated them with one simple act. But the enormity of what

she has done requires her to stop and reflect momentarily, before flee-

ing back to Bethulia. In the final scene we see the servant who carries the

bag containing the severed head and Judith carries the sword. Why

does she take the sword instead of leaving it behind? Is it for protection

on their return journey? Not likely, as she would be no match for a trained

soldier. In fact it would be a hindrance and evidence of her guilt if she

were stopped while leaving the camp. Is it to prove to the elders of the

town that she, and no one else, used it to cut off the head of Holofernes?

Perhaps. Is it an act of absent-mindedness, numbed by her deed? Again

the answer is – perhaps. Storytelling requires that not all questions are

answered, nor is there just one possible answer to all questions. At this

point in the story the narrative stops. Viewers are left to fill in the rest

in their own minds, as they are expected to know the story, or at least

a version of it.

In each of these panels, the artist has grabbed the viewer’s attention and

held it. These images are not thirty-second sound bytes. The viewer must

linger, view every detail and interpret what is seen in light of what comes

before or after. This is theatre on a grand scale, and all viewers provide

their own narratives in their heads. The works demand the full concen-

tration and attention of the viewer. That takes time, concentration and the

effort to interpret and select from various possibilities of interpretation.
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PLATE 11: Judith Meeting
Bethulia Elders

PLATE 14: Judith’s Revenge

PLATE 12: Judith Meeting Holofernes

PLATE 13: Judith Seducing Holofernes



How does the artist create this need in the viewer to pay attention? By the

very medium of mosaic itself and Lilian’s love of colour, which produces

a luscious palette of glorious technicolour. The use of glass mosaic is

essential to this process. Glass has long held a mesmeric effect on the

viewer, and the eye is held on the panel, not only while the brain is

working out the interpretation but also because of the dazzling effect

of the movement presented by light shining through glass. The viewer is

held in place by the very medium used to tell the story. The use of colour

in only part of the panel focuses the attention on exactly what is happen-

ing. This is part of the process of distilling every segment of the story,

to give only the essentials and let the viewer fill in the rest. The parts

which remain in black and white allow the viewer to fill in the gaps. We

don’t need to have it all coloured in. The eye does the rest. To assess

the power of colour, consider for example the trappings of the interior

of the tent in the scene of meeting Holofernes (plate 13). No simple khaki

canvas here. And the intensity of colour and texture in the seduction

scene (plate 14) combines to intensify the reality of the story which is

being told. This is not dry dull history. It is a technicolour movie which

is happening right now, before our very eyes. The challenge is to read

the relevance to our contemporary world, and it is there. The positive

use of feminine influence to defuse a critical situation is a common

solution, even in the present, as is the universal pleasure when the

weak prevails over the strong as in the story of David and Goliath,

although this statement is not intended to condone violence.

Let us now consider what else glass mosaic adds to this presentation.

In sharp contrast to the earlier works, i.e., the brides and Lilith, we now

have full, vivid, glorious shining colour. Would these images of Queen

Esther and Judith have worked as well in paint? I don’t think so. Even if

the paint were applied in thick impasto, the effect would not be quite so

dramatic. The reflective qualities of the glass, the three-dimensionality

and translucence of the glass and the varied texture of the glass pieces

all add to the intensity of the visual experience. The warmth of the

colour, the tactile qualities and the theatrical elements of each panel all

draw us in as participants in the narrative. We simply cannot be passive

observers. When we look at this body of work in sequence, it seems

self-evident that the artist’s selection of medium is a natural progression.

As her skills in storytelling have expanded and become more sophisti-

cated, so too are the demands on the medium which is chosen. There

is a continuity and growth to be seen in the works from The Brides Series,

then Lilith, followed by the mosaic panels for Queen Esther and Judith.

These works are all interconnected, and the Judith series is an expres-

sion of all that went before, producing a cumulative effect. Which is to

say that it seems highly unlikely that the Esther series and the Judith

series could or would have been so successful in a material other than

glass mosaic. Mosaic is not an easy medium in which to work. It requires
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PLATE 15: Judith Displaying Her Trophy

PLATE 16: The Flight to Bethulia



practice, skill and patience. Each of the thousands of pieces has to be

cut individually, yet each must blend into the whole of the image. In a

sense it works almost like an Impressionist painting, but because of

the reflective quality of glass, it does so much more vividly than dots

of paint can ever achieve.

In each of the Judith panels we are presented with a moment in time.

The viewer has just come upon the scene and is definitely right there,

in the moment. With that in mind we might take up the question of

why each panel is presented as if it were a page from a sketchbook.

We see the torn paper at the top and the “incomplete” colouring of the

image. What is the function of a sketch pad? It is to jot down ideas,

preliminary outlines of something else to follow, something more fully

worked out. Here the panels are obviously more than preliminary out-

lines, but the suggestion that there is more to be worked out confirms

all my previous statements. That which is not shown, which still has

to be worked out, must take place in the eye and mind of the viewer.

He or she must ask the questions and fill in the details. This is a subtle

but compelling device to make the reading and experiencing of these

art works most definitely an interactive experience.

Let me end with a personal anecdote. Many years ago, I was making

my first trip to Turkey, to conduct an archaeological survey. We stopped

at a small village to take a tea break. As we looked about, I saw that a

crowd was gathering under a large tree. There was a sense of excitement

and anticipation, and when people spotted my friend and me, we were

urged to join the crowd and ushered to the very front to sit cross-legged

on the ground. At that point my knowledge of the Turkish language was

about six words, all to do with buying food and gasoline, so I really did

not know what to expect. A venerable old man appeared and was escorted

with great respect to his spot under the tree. For the next three quarters

of an hour he told the story of the history of that area. How did I know

what story he was telling? While I did not understand a single word, 

he still made me understand by means of gestures, sound effects and

pointing out local landmarks. He told the epic story of waves of invaders,

on foot and on horseback, of battles won and battles lost. I and everyone

else were spellbound. Obviously they had all heard the story many times

before, but they were all excited to hear it again; apparently to hear

it was a rare treat as there were always slight differences to whet the

appetite. The experience was a great privilege and one I shall never

forget. It taught me how to recognize and appreciate the power of

a real storyteller. 
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