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HOLOFERNES (PERSON) [Gk Olophérnês] The arch-enemy of the Jews in the book 
of Judith. Though ms evidence fluctuates between holo- (= Vg) and olo-, the latter is 
clearly original to the Greek text. Likewise original is olo- as opposed to oro-, the more 
correct Persian form of the name. Inscriptional and numismatic evidence from Priene and 
Knidos of the 2d century B.C. gives both spellings, and literary evidence likewise attests 
some fluctuation. Polybius (3, 5.2; 32, l0; 33, 6) and Aelian (Var. Hist. 2, 4l) support oro-, 
while Appian (Syr. Wars 47) and Diodorus (31, 19.2-3, 7) read olo-. Because of 
uncertainty in the mss, editions vary on the aspiration of olo-. 
 Second in command to Nebuchadnezzar, “king of Assyria,” Holofernes was sent to 
wreak vengeance on “the entire western region” for failure to obey a royal call to arms 
against “Arphaxad king of the Medes.” The punitive expedition is said to have taken 
place shortly after the Jews’ return from exile. Part of its alleged purpose was the 
destruction of local cults in order to promote the worship of Nebuchadnezzar. When 
Holofernes stood poised to capture the (unknown) Jewish town of Bethulia, the reputed 
gateway into Judea, with its inhabitants suffering from lack of water and contemplating 
surrender, Judith, a pious widow, set out for the enemy camp. Armed with piety, beauty, 
and cunning, she killed the great general, whose severed head was carried to Bethulia as a 
trophy and hung from its wall.  
 How the author came by Holofernes as the name for one of the protagonists in his 
romance is not clear. No general of the historical Nebuchadnezzar is likely to have borne 
a Persian name. A broad consensus of modern scholarship, however, assigns the book to 
Maccabean times and sees it as a reflection of Jewish altercations with the Syrian 
government. Interesting parallels have been noted between the Seleucid general Nicanor 
(cf. 1 Macc 7:26–49) and Holofernes. Connection with Orofernes, a Cappadocian prince 
who in 159/58 B.C. usurped the throne with the assistance of Demetrius I Soter of Syria 
(who sent Nicanor against the Jews), seems not unlikely. The new king lost no time in 
making himself odious on account of his avarice. Moreover, almost two hundred years 
earlier (341 B.C.) another Cappadocian prince by the same name had assisted Artaxerxes 
III Ochus in his reconquest of Egypt. Our author may have fused the two Cappadocian 
princes as a basis for his Holofernes. 
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