does not, in fact, rely on her femininity in any way. Indeed, the part of Judith in the Old
English poem could as easily be played by a young boy as by a woman.

There exists a link between female virgins and manhood in other texts in Old
English:

Sexuality is equated with vice and must be rejected. It is associated with

unsavory characters, like the raging tyrant, the inhabitants of the brothel, and the

licentious woman...The virgin overcomes this world through subjugation and
repudiation of her sexuality. This may even involve living in disguise as a man.

(Magennis 3)

Magennis is writing, here, about virgin saints, not explicitly about the Old English Judith,
but there is a strong link between Judith and virgin martyrs. Judith is often described as a
type of Jewish saint by Christian commentators, and Ian Pringle notes that many words
used to describe the character in the Old English are “equally appropriate for nuns, virgin
saints, Ecclesia, and the Virgin Mary” (Pringle 96).

In any case, beyond the link between the character of Judith and virgin saints,
Judith’s status as a female virgin is important to concerns of gender. Because a female
virgin does not engage in many of the actions that define the gender of “woman” (such as
motherhood and other results of female sexuality), she stands outside it. The female
virgin can even, in some cases, take on aspects of the gender of “man.”

The Old English Judith does this quite clearly in several ways, one of which is the
adoption of a position in her community as a kind of war leader. While the Vulgate
Judith advises her people on a course of action which will serve to frighten off the

Assyrians and which result in a rout rather than a battle, the Old English Judith incites her

people to active combat. She is credited with a leadership position over the conquering
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warriors, who are “bold in battle under the banners by the wise counsel of Judith, the
valorous virgin” (Gordon 325), and she is rewarded with the spoils due to a war leader.

It begins to appear, then, that the Old English poet has not only resolved the
problems of the Vulgate Judith’s chastity, but has managed to create a female heroine
who, though she subverts ordinary gender roles and markers, does not ultimately
reinforce misogynistic tendencies. While the Vulgate Judith emphasized only the most
dangerous aspects of femininity (leaving out, for example, the description of Judith as a
consistently wise woman found in the Septuagint), creating a link between female
sexuality and deceit, the Old English Judith does nothing of the kind, allowing the
heroine to exist instead in an (admittedly odd) sexless state.

But, again, as with the Vulgate Judith, proponents of feminist biblical heroines
cannot celebrate unreservedly. First of all, it cannot be denied that, hand in hand with
reducing her threat, the Old English poet has also reduced Judith’s personal agency. The
Old English Judith relies far more on divine intervention than her Vulgate counterpart
and seems, in the end, to be in fact nothing more than a convenient tool for God’s will.
This is in sharp contrast to the active plotting and planning of the comparatively much
more dynamic Vulgate Judith, who is exercising her own will with God’s implicit
permission.

Also, though the link between femininity and deceit (and ultimately, after all,
murder) has been almost nullified in the Old English text, there is no attempt to draw a
replacing link between femininity and virtue. Judith’s virtue is a result of her virginity —

her active rejection of a woman’s role — rather than a result of her femininity. That which
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is most virtuous about Judith is also that which is least feminine, creating an oddly
backhanded kind of misogynistic message in the text.

In the end, though the Old English Judith does not make a clear link between
female sexuality, seduction, deceit and murder, she also does not refute such a link.
Indeed, the link can be read as implicitly present throughout the text, though it is not
made explicit, in Judith’s virginity. That virginity bestows upon Judith a number of
masculine traits, at the same time as removing feminine traits. What virtue she has is
thus linked to, if not completely derived from, her very un-femininity. Judith escapes the
consequences of this characterization by being unassailably chaste. However, the
consequences themselves, the links between femininity and guile, between sexuality and
murder, still remain for other women.

Middle English Judith

A Middle English retelling of the Judith story offers another option for reducing
the threat that Judith’s sexuality represents. The Middle English Metrical Paraphrase of
the Old Testament was composed at some point in the 15" century C.E., most likely
between 1400 and 1410. It is generally believed that the author lived in Yorkshire, based
on the dialect used in the text. As Russell A. Peck writes in an introduction to selections
from the Metrical Paraphrase, the author’s “primary sources are the Vulgate and Peter
Comestor’s Historia scholastica, though he also draws upon popular sources such as
Cursor Mundi and the York plays.” Ann Squires notes, however, in “The Treatment of
the Figure of Judith in The Middle English Metrical Paraphrase of the Old Testament,”

that the segment concerning the Judith story seems to be drawn almost entirely from the
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Vulgate, and “the divergences...from the biblical text do not seem to be due to the
influence of Peter Comestor” (Squires 188).

The Metrical Paraphrase is “an ambitious retelling of the Bible for lay people,”
(Peck 109) which, in addition to a section on Judith, includes “vignettes of most of the
other notable Old Testament women” (Peck 110), including, of course, Eve. Peck writes
that:

In this poem one is struck by the neutrality with which Eve is presented. There is

no raging against her, as is often the case in anti-feministic medieval literature,

though she does play her part in a role that is specifically gendered. (111)

The treatment of Judith in the Metrical Paraphrase has a similarly unexpected and almost

feminist slant to it. According to Peck the author has, throughout the narrative:
heightened Judith’s independence from the patriarchies of the world and at the
same time emphasized her religious devotion. Perhaps that is because, in his
poem, Judith exists exclusively within a religious context. But in his conclusion
he faces the political overtones of the story straight on and proposes without
apology that the story demonstrates “how God wyll pupplysch his power / In

wemen forto fall als fytt / als in men on the same manere” (115)

The Metrical Paraphrase “has attracted very little critical attention” and is
“comparatively little known” (Squires 187). It is perhaps due in part to this lack of
scholarly attention that no one seems to have asked what appears to be a rather obvious
question. Might a writer who unflinchingly tackles a story “so bold in its attack on what
men have deemed to be their privileges that it makes men nervous to write about it”
(Peck 114) be a woman, herself? There certainly were women writing (and almost
exclusively on religious subjects, too) by and during the 15™ century, and though it is

improbable, it is not beyond the realm of possibility that the writer of the Metrical

Paraphrase could have been a woman.
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Aside from musings about the authorship of the Metrical Paraphrase, the text is
interesting as an example of Middle English poetry that attempts to retell biblical stories
in the then-current vernacular. The Metrical Paraphrase also reveals interesting details
about the interpretation of the Judith story by the author and possibly by the audience that
the author was writing for, as well. The differences between the Metrical Paraphrase
version of Judith and its primary source, the Vulgate, point out these interpretations.

The Middle English version of the Judith story begins, like the Vulgate, with
some background information about the characters (in this version referred to as
Nabogodhonosour and Olyfernes). Nabogodhonosour is a king in “Bablion” (Metrical
Paraphrase 1415.6) who “hoped ther was no god bot he” (MP 1417.8) and wants to
conquer all who oppose him and force them to worship him. He assembles an army to be
led by “a dughty duke height [named] Olyfernes” (MP 1419.4) to accomplish this aim.

Olyfernes lays siege to “that Cité¢” (MP 1421.3), which is never identified as
Bethulia in this work, for “[f]ull fawrty days” (MP 1421.11). The people, however, are
strong and firm in their faith, despite the siege. They are reassured by “[t]her byschope
height Elyachym” (MP 1423.5), who cites the example of “Moyses / and of the grett
Abymalech” (MP 1424.3-4), saying: “Yf we werke on swylke wyse / and faynd our God
to plese, / Then sall non yll enmyse / unto us do dysesse” (MP 1424.9-12) (if we work in
a similar manner / and endeavor our God to please, / then shall no wicked enemies / unto
us do harm).

There are two things worthy of note about this speech, before we look at the rest
of the summary. First, that the writer is here echoing a speech which is present in the

Vulgate version of the Judith story, but not in the Septuagint, pointing very clearly to the
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Vulgate as the source. Second, the writer has made a mistake in this echo, substituting
Abimelech for Amalec. Elyachym’s audience are not as bothered as modern scholars by
this error, however, and obediently settle down to pray and wait out Olyfernes, trusting in
their God to save them (MP 1425.1-6).

Seeing that the Jews are not daunted, Olyfernes comes up with a plan (evidently
on his own) to block their water supply. This contrasts interestingly with the Vulgate
version of the story, where Holofernes repeatedly asks advice from his soldiers from
Ammon and Moab. In the Middle English version of the story, those advice-seeking
sessions have been removed and, with them, the character of Achior.

After Olyfernes causes a drought, the inhabitants of the city become worried and
seek out Ozi (Ozias), just as they do in the Vulgate. Where in the Vulgate, however, the
people of the city have the larger speaking part in this complaint, and Ozias merely
capitulates to their demands to surrender, in the Middle English version, the proportions
are reversed somewhat. The people merely say that they would prefer to live and have
their health than to die (MP 1427.9-12). Ozi then launches into a lament all on his own,
which lasts several stanzas, concluding with the suggestion that the people fast and pray
for five days “[a]nd see yf God wyll socour send” (MP 1431.3) by the end of that time. If
“no comforth then be kend,” Ozi says, “this Cyté sone then sall I yeld” (MP 1431.5-6),
expressing his intent to surrender the city to Olyfernes after five days if God does not
take action.

The people all agree to this plan, except for the “wyse woman Judyth” (MP
1432.1). Hearing of Ozi’s plan, she goes to the temple and publicly refutes it, making a

speech very like the one the Vulgate Judith delivers in her parallel situation. As in the
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Vulgate, Judyth then explains that she has a plan, and after securing cooperation, returns
to her home to get ready.

Judyth bathes and puts on her most beautiful and expensive clothing, praying to
God throughout (MP 1437.7-12, 1438.1-6). Her “maydyn,” meanwhile, prepares food
and drink for three days (MP 1438.7-8). After some more prayer, Judyth leaves the city
and shortly encounters some watchmen of Olyfernes, who “merveld of her rych aray”
(MP 1441.1). Judyth tells the watchmen that she is defecting to Olyfernes’ side, and they
cheerfully accept her story, and lead her to their general.

Just as in the Vulgate, Olyfernes is impressed with Judyth and, his heart
“ravyscht,” he “demed that sho suld with hym dwell” (MP 1444.3-4). The choice of the
word “dwell” here provides an interesting echo of Holofernes trying to persuade Judith
“to consent of her own accord to dwell with me” (DR Jth. 12:10) in the Vulgate version.
That word choice makes the Vulgate Holofernes seem less dominated by lust than the
Holofernes of the Septuagint, though it is quite clear in the following lines in the Vulgate
version that Holofernes does indeed intend to have intercourse with Judith. In the
Metrical Paraphrase the same word choice seems to signal an even less sexually-
motivated Olyfernes, though his heart is “ravyscht.”

In any case, Judyth makes quick work of deceiving Olyfernes, and soon has his
trust. He allows her free movement throughout the camp, just as his Vulgate counterpart
has done, but what Judyth does with that freedom is slightly different. Where the
Vulgate Judith uses her nighttime wandering to worship God and later to cover her exit
from the camp, the Middle English Judyth goes out at night to unblock the streams which

supply her city with water (MP 1456.1-12).
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On the fourth day since Judyth’s arrival, Olyfernes believes that he is about to win
his victory, and has a feast to celebrate. Judyth dresses in her very best to attend and
engages Olyfernes in drinking and conversation. “Olyfernes for that fere [companion] /
Of myghty wyne dranke more, / for myrth that thei were mett, / Than ever he dranke
before. / So hymself he oversett” (MP 1459.8-12). Soon, the drunken and beguiled
Olyfernes sends his court away and assures Judyth that the doors are firmly barred (MP
1461.1-4). She tells him that she’ll be with him momentarily, and retreats to her own
room for a bit of prayer (MP 1461.5-12).

When Judyth returns to Olyfernes, he is already passed out in a drunken sleep.
Very quietly, she and her maid creep in and pause for another prayer before Judyth draws
Olyfernes’ sword and “brest his brayn” (MP 1463.3), evidently killing him with a blow to
the head before cutting his head off, as opposed to using two strikes to the neck to kill
him, as occurs in both the Vulgate and the Old English texts.

The deed done, Judyth and her maid hasten back to the city, bearing the head.
Judyth makes an extremely short speech (“Loves God... / That for you hath ordand / To
sett your victory / in a wake womans hand”) and shows the head to the people (MP
1465.5-12). Next, she orders them to display the head on the walls and to go and attack
the enemy army. When Olyfernes’ army discovers his body and Judyth’s disappearance,
they flee in despair; many of them are slaughtered by the inhabitants of the city as they
run (MP 1470-1471).

The people of the city bring the plunder from the battle before Judyth, who orders
them to divide it in just proportions “both to man and wyfe” (MP 1474.4). After a period

of ritual and celebration, Judyth, who is described now as a widow for the first time,
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retires to a life of penance and prayer, and is mourned by her people after her death (MP
1476.5-1478.12).

The segment on Judyth in The Middle English Metrical Paraphrase of the Old
Testament ends with an authorial insertion explaining the meaning of the story. The
author claims to have shown how God can make His will known through women just as
in men. Additionally, the author claims that the story gives an example to men of how
God rewards those who are true in their belief (MP 1479).

Though the Middle English text stays rather closer to the Vulgate than the Old
English, the Middle English Judyth has some things in common with her Old English
counterpart. Chief among these is the reduction of her sexuality and the consequent
removal of seduction as a major force in the narrative. While the Old English Judith lost
her seductive quality by being a virgin, the Middle English Judyth has managed it in a
different manner. She is, after all, identified as a widow, and is not sexless. But the
Middle English Judyth, nonetheless, is far less seductive and sensual than her Vulgate
counterpart.

This is achieved by taking the emphasis on her appearance away from her beauty,
and placing it onto her visible social status. While the Vulgate Judith is “exceedingly
beautiful” (DR Jth. 8:7), even before undertaking any of the feminizing rituals which
precede her infiltration of Holofernes’ camp, Middle English Judyth is “semly” (MP
1438.6). Squires suggests that this word (repeatedly used to describe Judyth), while it
occasionally has the meaning “beautiful,” “is not a vocabulary choice which suggests the

beauty of the seductress” (Squires 189).
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More noteworthy is the fact that neither that word, nor any other referring to a
physical trait, is used to describe Judyth until after she has begun to prepare herself to see
Olyfernes. Though the Vulgate Judith is beautiful to begin with, the Middle English
Judyth seems to be “semly” only when dressed in her finest, and the admiring words used
seem to be descriptive more of her clothing than of her. The purpose of the clothing, it
seems, is not so much to seduce as to impress. Vulgate Judith clothes herself simply
“with the garments of her gladness™ and “all her ornaments” (Jth. 10:3), contributing to a
general sense of beauty and visual appeal. Middle English Judyth, however, dresses
herself in fine silk and satin, ermine furs, precious stones and a girdle of gold (MP
1438.1-5), clothing indicative of an elevated social status. The emphasis here seems to
be on the wealth and status of the woman who can afford to wear such clothing, rather
than on the beauty of either the clothing or the woman wearing it. According to Squires:

the term “semly” (which, indeed, characterizes her clothing rather than Judith

herself) is applied in such a way that the rich display is fitting not so much to her
personal beauty (the “dangerous” use of adornment to deceive) as to her social

status. (190)

The consequence to the narrative of this shift in emphasis from the beauty of
Vulgate Judith to the beauty and richness of Middle English Judyth’s clothes is that
Olyfernes, rather than being seduced by Judyth’s sexuality, is evidently seduced by her
status. He sees her apparel “of so heygh prid” and believes “sho was of grett degree”
(MP 1445.3-4), and seems to be swayed to a positive opinion of Judyth overall based on
her status as a wealthy woman. Judyth herself plays up to this, groveling on the ground

before Olyfernes and showing apparent subservience to him, making herself desirable as

a conduit to power, rather than as a conduit to sex. This behavior “seems to play more on
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Holofernes’ sense of power than his lust, and to relate to Judith’s social status rather than
her physical desirability” (Squires 191).

In the crucial banquet scene, where the Vulgate Judith deliberately seduces
Holofernes, and the virgin Old English Judith is not even present, the emphasis in the
Middle English is again on Judyth’s status. When she appears before Olyfernes, “[h]yr
ryalnes [royalness, queenliness] ravyschyd his thoght” (MP 1459.3), and he imbibes too
much alcohol in a response to the richness of her attire rather than the beauty of her face.

The effect of these narrative choices is that the markedly less sexual Judyth does
not so much seduce Olyfernes as outwit him. In one way, this creates a further similarity
between the Middle English and Old English versions of the story. Where in the Vulgate
it is very clear that Judith has made Holofernes a victim by seducing him, in the Old
English and, to some extent, the Middle English, he destroys himself, taking some of the
culpability for his death away from Judith. As Squires notes:

Once the sense that Holofernes is overpowered by Judith’s beauty is lost, his

deception by her lies and promises appears more culpable. He becomes

responsible for his own downfall, which in turn exonerates Judith. (194)

Unlike in the Old English text, however, the Middle English Judyth is not simply
a passive instrument of God’s will. Olyfernes is shown to be too credulous and too easily
beguiled, allowing himself to be tricked by Judyth even without the blinding force of
seduction in play, but he does not entirely destroy himself, as does his drunken Old
English counterpart. Rather than standing idly by and waiting for him to drink himself
into a stupor, the Middle English Judyth actively engages in both the destruction of
Olyfernes and the protection of her people, demonstrating a degree of personal agency far

beyond both her Old English counterpart and even the Vulgate version.
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The unblocking of the streams leading into the city is the major example of this
increased agency. The Vulgate Judith does nothing to deal with the artificial drought in
the original text, and it is not even mentioned in the Old English retelling. The Vulgate
Judith goes out each night to purify herself and pray, as well as to establish a pattern so
that she will not be stopped by the guards when she ultimately leaves Holofernes’ camp.
The Judyth of the Middle English version “does not even undress but deprives herself of
sleep and engages in hard labour for the good of her people” (Squires 193), unblocking
the springs during this time, instead. Squires notes that “Judith does not expressly ask for
God’s help in achieving this” which “indicates that this is Judith’s own initiative”
(Squires 193).

The Middle English Judyth is also, unlike the Old English Judith, still active in
the destruction of Olyfernes, though that destruction relies far more on deception than on
seduction in this version. Judyth is shown to be at least as deliberate in her lying as the
Vulgate Judith, making flattering promises and concealing her true intent (MP 1451).
Again, however, the author of the Metrical Paraphrase has reduced Judyth’s culpability.
While she is shown to be engaging in deceptive behavior, she is not the only one. In fact,
Olyfernes appears to be trying to delude her just as much as she is, in fact, deluding him.
Each of them make promises they don’t intend to keep (MP 1451-1453), and the
language used to describe those words is identical. According to Squires the author
“presents Judith and Holofernes as equally deceitful, applying the verb “glose” to both of
them” (194).

The overall effect is to excuse Judyth’s deceit somewhat, since it is clear that

Olyfernes does not have honest intentions, either. This seems to be a deliberate attempt
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on the part of the author to remove Judyth from suspect behavior, and goes along with a
general trend in the text towards depicting Judyth as extremely virtuous. In this manner,
the author seems to be attempting to heighten Judyth’s virture in part by lessening that of
other characters.

He renders Ozi, for example, as the originator of the plan to surrender to
Olyfernes, rather than as an elder who is giving in reluctantly to the demands of the
people. In a similar vein, the author has completely removed the pious and virtuous
Achior from the text. In the Vulgate, Achior is the other character besides Judith who has
unflinching faith in God’s ability to protect his chosen people. By excising Achior, the
author of the Metrical Paraphrase increases the importance and impact of Judyth’s
unflinching faith, characterizing her as a woman who “in trewth was trew” (MP 1414.5)
to God’s laws throughout her life. She now stands alone, and is that much more virtuous
because of it.

So far, then, the audience has been presented with a Judyth who does not use her
feminine attributes to seduce, takes actual physical actions to help her people as well as
engaging in subterfuge, and whose lies are partially excused because they are directed at
an enemy who is equally deceitful. Additionally, she is shown to be the most faithful
follower of her God. Her behavior can hardly be said to be threatening, at this point, yet
it is no less effective than that of her Vulgate counterpart. This Judyth, in addition to
most likely having the approval of her audience, also has demonstrable divine approval.

God acts directly to enable Judith to kill Holofernes in the Old English version of
the story, and He looks with favor upon Middle English Judyth’s actions, as well. This is

clear when He is described as knowing “wele that [Judyth] went / to save His pepyll
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exprese” (MP 1438.9-10) and, therefore, sending her “both favour and fayrnese” (MP
1438.12). He acts, thus, to aid Judyth, but it is important to note that, unlike in the Old
English, He does not directly give her the ability to conquer Olyfernes. She prays for
strength, as does her Old English counterpart, right before killing Olyfernes, but God
does not inspire her with courage — the act is entirely her own.

Since Judyth is not a seductress, and since her lying is shown to be no worse than
what Olyfernes himself is attempting to do to her (squarely putting the blame for falling
for it on him, since she is clever enough not to fall for his lies), the actual murder is the
only truly disturbing behavior left to the title character of this version of the story. It is
also, interestingly, an aspect of this Judyth’s gender subversion.

The Metrical Paraphrase Judyth does not seem to posses the same kind of
fluidity of gender as her Vulgate counterpart or the virginal sexlessness of the Old
English Judith. Instead Judyth seems to be for the most part nearly androgynous.
Though she is certainly a woman, she often behaves like a man, and also seems to have
some masculine physical traits. The fact that she, unlike her two predecessors, kills
Olyfernes with a single direct blow to the head (MP 1463.3-4) rather than two severing
chops to the neck, may indicate a strength and ability with weapons that is more
masculine than feminine.

Immediately after this event, of course, Judyth and her maidservant “geydderd
sayme ther geyre / and wyghtly went ther way” (MP 1463.11-12). In gathering together
their gear and going on to leave the camp, the women are somehow behaving “wyghtly,”
an adverb derived from the adjective “wight,” which means brave or valiant but also

physically powerful or strong (MED s.v. “wight”). In Peck’s arrangement of the text,
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“wyghtly” is glossed as meaning “manfully.” The connection between bravery, physical
strength and masculinity seems clear, but the use of the word “wyghtly” at this point in
the narrative is harder to understand. There doesn’t seem to be anything particularly
manful about walking out of a place unopposed (beyond, perhaps, the metaphorical balls
it takes to leave an enemy camp with their general’s severed head in your purse), and it
may be that the author is intimating that there is something manful about Judyth in
general, rather than at that specific time.

Judyth’s actions combine with her unusually aggressive and commanding
presence to render her unlike any other woman, and also unlike any man. According to
Squires:

Unlike other “acceptable temptresses” (such as Tamar or Ruth) who use female

wiles to achieve a socially approved “female” aim of marriage and childbearing

for the good of family or tribe, Judith achieves the “masculine” task of the defeat
of an invading army, adopting authority within her tribe. Judith uses the methods
of the “unacceptable temptresses” (such as Delilah and Salome) to achieve the
same results as the male hero David and the narrative accepts that the end justifies
the means of lies and murder. As with male central figures Judith is the focus of
the narrative and, like the male heroes, the embodiment of her people and their

faith. (188)

But despite being in the position of the masculine hero within the text, Judyth self-
identifies not only as a woman, but as a weak woman (MP 1465.12), contrasting oddly
with the evidence in the text that she must, in fact, be rather strong, as well as with the
above-mentioned “wyghtly.”

Interestingly, weakness is not the attribute most linked to womanhood in the text
of the Metrical Paraphrase. In fact, it seems to be intelligence or wisdom, instead. In

the second line, Judyth is described as a “woman wyse” (MP 1414.2), and she is “this

wyse woman Judyth” again when she enters the narrative (MP 1432.1). Soon after that,
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there is a reference to “womans wytt” (MP 1432.7). Olyfernes’ men, later, make
reference to her “wyles” (MP 1470.8), and Judyth’s own people proclaim that the battle
was won “[w]ith wyll of God and wyt of [Judyth]” (MP 1473.4). Judyth’s wisdom and
ability to use her intelligence to form plans and beguile others seems to be her most
important characteristic — it is certainly the one most often ascribed to her.

Squires asserts that the author, in his concluding stanza, is inviting his audience
“to see this narrative merely as an example of God’s power...which happens to involve a
woman, rather than something which could have been achieved only through those
“dangerous” female qualities which present such a threat to men” (196). The evidence of
the text, however, seems to support the conclusion that in this version of the Judith story,
wisdom and wit may be essentially female qualities. While Squires is certainly right to
note that the author of the Metrical Paraphrase “can be seen to de-fuse the threat which
[Judith’s] powerful femininity poses” (196), I disagree with her assertion that the
Metrical Paraphrase “should be seen as demonstrating God’s power not woman’s”
(Squires 196).

The author of The Middle English Metrical Paraphrase of the Old Testament
almost certainly did see women as inherently weaker, but by writing his Judyth as a
character who defies gender stereotypes quite successfully, and who is the only character
in the narrative who embodies certain positive traits, especially wisdom, he created a
remarkably strong and authoritative woman. The removal of her sexual threat, while not
as ideal as a recognition that female sexuality is not inherently dangerous, nonetheless
adds to the strength of this Judyth (who appears not to have negative traits) and does not

detract from it. The Middle English Judyth, rather than being slotted into “an acceptable
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stereotype, or blend of stereotypes” (Squires, 187), uses gender subversion to exist
outside of many common roles, including those of “weak woman,” and “femme fatale.”
Conclusions

Each of the three versions of the Judith story discussed here has interesting
incidences of gender subversion and aspects of characterization which lend themselves to
a modern feminist interpretation. It is tempting, therefore, to assign a proto-feminist
voice to each author. But it is important to recognize that these Judiths, though strong,
interesting, dynamic women with occasionally quite remarkable depths of agency and
skill, were not written to presage a feminist consciousness. In the case of the Old English
Judith, especially, and perhaps in the case of the Vulgate, as well, authorial intent was
most likely quite the opposite.

Originally, the story of Judith was likely intended as both a critique and an
affirmation of Judaism at the time of the Maccabees. The story, intended to subvert
conservative (patriarchal) systems to some extent, at least, was written with a female lead,
resulting in a narrative which is in many ways gynocentric (rather than phallocentric).
Judith, more than any other female character in the Bible, challenges other scriptural
ideas of what it is to be female, and what a woman’s place in society consists of. Later
translations and retellings of the Judith story must struggle with these issues, often by
trying to simply suppress Judith’s more radical implications.

But the core story remains the same. Judith accomplishes what no other biblical
heroine does — she uses female methods to attain a male end. She is unique among
biblical women. And when an author writes a woman unlike other women, especially

one who must necessarily take on aspects of manhood in order to fulfill her narrative
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duties, he (or she) cannot help but write gender subversion. Thus, the revised Judiths
destabilize the very paradigms they may be intended to reinforce. Additionally, they
provide models of successful gender subversion — each Judith represents, to some extent,
a blend of the characteristics which are normally divided sharply along masculine and
feminine lines. Rather than being punished for this subversive behavior, however, the
Judiths thrive and enjoy great success in their undertakings. It is in this phenomenon,
more even than in the religious messages conveyed in the texts, that the true enduring
power of the Judith story exists.

Each retelling of Judith changes her, for better or worse. Each retelling
challenges the reader’s assumptions about the reality of the society in which the Judith
functions. The Judiths chip away at stereotypes, and subvert the boundaries between
masculine and feminine as surely and as stealthily as they dispatch their enemies. Each
Judith expands a little more the definition of “woman,” and broadens “woman’s”
capabilities, in one direction or another. Perhaps someday there will be a Judith who

finishes the job.
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