
 The Crib
of Speyer Cathedral

  St Mary and St Stephen

www.dom-zu-speyer.de

Please come again!
Information regarding opening hours, confession times, 
church services and concert is available at www.dom-zu-speyer.de

www.dom-zu-speyer.de

Are you looking for further information?
You can get the latest information on-the-spot at our Cathedral Information Centre on 
the southern side of the cathedral. Here one can purchase admission tickets, audio
guides, books pertaining to the cathedral and various souvenirs.

In order to provide our guests from around the world with information regarding our cathe-
dral and UNESCO World Heritage Sites, we offer guided tours of the cathedral. 
Further information can be obtained at the cathedral chapter’s guided tours office: Domka-
pitel Speyer, Büro für Domführungen, 67343 Speyer, domfuehrungen@dom-zu-speyer.de

Imprint
Text:  Pfarrer Thomas Buchert
Translation: Marcus Berendsen
Publisher:  Domkapitel Speyer
Images: © Domkapitel Speyer, Foto: Klaus Landry
Layout: Thorsten Wolff, peregrinus GmbH

We invite you to say a prayer
Beside Thy manger here I stand,
Dear Jesus, Lord and Savior,
A gift of love within my hand
To thank Thee for Thy favor.
O take my humble offering;
My heart, my soul, yea, ev‘rything
Is Thine to keep forever.

With joy I gaze upon Thy face;
Thy glory and Thy splendor
Is greater than my heart can praise
And songs can fitly render.
O that my mind might truly be
As boundless as the deepest sea,
Twould still be lost in wonder. 

O grant me this abundant grace,
And let it be Thy pleasure
That I may be Thy dwelling-place,
Dear Savior, Sweetest Treasure!
O let me be Thy manger-bed,
Then shall I lift my lowly head
With joy beyond all measure.
Paul Gerhardt

Animals at the crib
Ox and Donkey were already mentioned in the Old Testament. In 
Isaiah 1:3, there is the passage, “the ox knows its master, the donkey 
its owner’s manger.”
The donkey had back then been a useful 
domestic animal and beast of burden for 
a long time, commonly kept throughout the 
Orient. The stubbornness associated com-
monly with donkeys also reflects their 
cleverness. Mary and Joseph journeyed 
to Bethlehem for the census with a donkey (Luke 2:4), and later 
they escaped to Egypt with the help of a donkey (Matthew 2:14), as 
Herod sought to kill the infant Jesus. Later the Messiah rode a don-
key in his triumphal entrance into Jerusalem (Mark 11:7), in order to 
incur death and through resurrection defeat it.
Sheep are integral to any crib, just as a dog is essential to managing 
the flock. Both animals are among mankind’s oldest domesticated an-
imals. They inspire trust and vitality and speak of ancient traditions 
and experiences. Christ is both Easter’s sacrificial lamb and the good 
shepherd of his flock.
Symbolizing Asia, the camel is both a riding animal and a pack 
animal. Isaiah, the Old Testament prophet, refers to the innumerable 
camels of Midian and Epha, who arrive from Sheba and bring gold 
and frankincense (Isaiah 60:6). The camel represents keen percep-
tion, obedience and frugality. It finds water in the desert, a source of 
life in an arid environment.
Symbolizing Africa, the elephant embodies strength, patience, 
wisdom and happiness.
The horse represents speed and the European continent. Horses are 
the mounts of the three kings; Melchior rides a grey horse, Balthazar 
a bay and Caspar is mounted on a black horse.

Further Symbols

Fire and light are important symbols in the manger scene, where 
they are present in candlelight, the lights of Bethlehem and the shep-
herd’s campfire. These sources provide light and warmth and banish 
darkness and fear.
Bethlehem is also a symbol; its name can be translated from the He-
brew into English as “House of Bread”. The meaning of the Messiah’s 
place of birth complements his later self-expressed association with 
bread as his remaining presence: “Take and eat; this is my body.”



“Oh, come,  
 little children”
Father Christoph Schmid (1768-1854) composed the lyrics for “Oh, come, little 
children”, a well-loved and widely disseminated Christmas carol. What was it that 
this priest wanted to convey through the words of this song? Naturally, he was a 
man motivated by deep faith, and the text he provided for this carol attempts to bring 
the youngest amongst us closer to God. The song transports the children “To Beth-
lehem‘s stable, in Bethlehem‘s stall.” And it is there that they will see “with rejoicing 
this glorious sight, our Father in heaven has sent us this night.” 
In the opening four stanzas, Schmid summarizes the story of Christmas, telling the 
children “Oh, there lies the Christ Child, on hay and on straw”, while “Mary and 
Joseph smile on him with love.” The shepherds are not forgotten, and are described as 
“kneeling before him with awe”, and as the Bible recounts, “angels are singing sweet 
songs from above.”
Of course, neither adults nor children can so quickly and simply travel to Bethle-
hem. Jesus was born more than 2000 years ago, and following his death, later rose 
from the dead. The imagery in the lyrics makes clear that the child in the manger 
is the saviour, and the exhortation to go to him, is not just a symbolic appeal to 
children to prepare themselves inwardly, but a summons to everyone, both young 
and old, to believe in Jesus Christ.
The message of the carol “Oh, come, little children” can be understood quickly by 
those of all ages: “Oh, see in the manger, in hallowed light [...] the heavenly Child, 
more lovely than angels, this Baby so mild.” The child in the manger will later 
declare that those who cannot become like little children will not enter the kingdom 
of heaven. Along these lines, we invite you to marvel with the eyes of a child and to 
internalize the deep symbolism of the crib.
May God always be praised and the sight of the crib bring joy to the beholder.
And may the beholder open its heart, as this is the greatest crib there is in the entire 
world.

Speyer Cathedral‘s Crib
A manger (deriving from the French manger = “to eat”) refers  
originally to a feeding trough or ditch in the floor of a stable,  
where Jesus was placed after his birth (Luke 2:7). 
The first representations of the crib date back to the earliest Christian 
times. Already the frescoes and reliefs in the Catacombs of Rome de-
pict Mary with her child in the manger, amongst oxen and donkeys, 
or the Adoration of the Magi. Further depictions are to be found in 
early Christian church buildings or on their doors. In the Middle 
Ages it became customary to begin Christmas Mass with a nativity 
play. 
Finally, in a cave in the forest around Greccio, north of Rome, Saint 
Francis created a manger scene with living figures and animals for 
Christmas in 1223. He wanted to evoke “the memory of the child in 
all its reality”, to match the intensity of the sermon that he delivered. 
From this time on, the figurative representation of the Nativity 
became a common feature in  church interiors and private residences. 
The construction of a crib provided ample room for the imagination, 
untrammeled for the most part by restrictions. However, there are 
certain integral components and figures that are present in most 
nativity scenes. 
Speyer Cathedral‘s crib presents Christ‘s birth in a cave, with three 
buildings and a total of 29 figures. These figures were created in three 
different time periods: the Holy Family with the three Magi, the 
Angel of the Annunciation, the shepherds and shepherdesses with 
child, as well as the water jug and the halo above the cave entrance, 
were created by Professor Otto Zehentbauer from Munich between 
1924 and 1925; individual sheep arrived in 1948 and 1954, fashioned 
by the sculptor Karl Wex from Speyer; and finally between 1996 
and 1999, the sculptor Filip Piccolruaz from St. Ulrich/Grödnertal 
contributed an ox and a donkey, a group of sheep with landscape and 
remains of a wall, the elephant with its calf and mounted drover, a 
horse with its leader, and a camel with two cameleers, one standing, 
the other sitting.  

Explanation of the Figures 
and their Symbolism
The presence of Mary and Joseph at the crib requires no special ex-
planation. Although the colour of their clothing is worth elaborating 
on; Mary, the Mother of God, wears a red dress, with this colour 
associated with love and feeling. Her cloak is blue, the colour of 
belief and contemplation. Mary wears a white veil over her head and 
shoulders, with white indicating her purity (Luke 1:35), and her sub-
mission to the will of God, who wishes to become human through 
her. “Behold the handmaid of the Lord; be it unto me according to 
thy word.” (Luke 1:38)
Joseph’s brown cloak points to his closeness to the earth. He was a 
craftsman and carpenter, a matter of fact individual with both feet  
on the ground, who provided for the sustenance of his family.  
He also appears in a green robe or skirt, an article of clothing typical 
in the East at the time for men as well as women. Green is the colour 
of hope and of good will.

The so-called “inner circle” of a crib also contains three particular 
shepherds, men who were alerted to the happenings of the Holy 
Night by an Angel (Luke 2:8-15). Shepherds were very simple peo-
ple, peripheral figures in Bethlehem without any real social recog-
nition. As Jews they knew that one day the Messiah would be born. 
Their fear was eased by the message of the angel, and bearing their 
modest gifts, they made their way to the stable, which was prob-
ably a cave inside the rocky landscape, the likes of which can still 
be found in the fields around Bethlehem today. The shepherds are 
portrayed as curious, amazed and adoring. They are apparently of 
different ages, one young, another in his prime bearing a shepherd’s 
crook, and lastly an elderly shepherd. According to popular religion 
and tradition, they are also known by name. Cyriacus is old and 
grey, and is shown having taken off his hat in reverence to approach 
and adore the child with humility and respect. Achad is in the prime 
of life, black-haired and holding a staff. He stands before the child in 
a stance typical for young adults. The youngest shepherd is named 
Misael. Usually he is portrayed as bare-foot and lying down, largely 
indifferent to the action around him, dreamy as adolescents often 
are. The Misael of our manger scene is apparently freshly awoken 
and blinded by the rays of light emanating from the angel, who as 
messenger of God, alerts the youngster to the events of the Holy 
Night. Furthermore, the shepherdess bearing a pitcher of water 
belongs to every crib. Water is the source of life and a symbol of 
redemption through baptism. Another shepherdess and her child are 
shown praying before the manger. The parents, father and mother, 
are the first witnesses of faith and the role models for their child.
 

The crib is completed on the 6th of January (Epiphany) with the ar-
rival of the Three Magi. In some biblical translations, the Evangelist 
Matthew refers to these visitors as “wise men” or “astrologers” (Mat-
thew 2:1); in the 15th century the three men began to be referred 
to as “kings”, representatives of the three known continents, Europe, 
Asia and Africa. 
Let us travel back to the time of the Nativity and imagine the ex-
citement that must have rippled through Bethlehem when the magi, 
powerful and well-educated men from foreign lands, arrived in the 
City of David on horses, camels and elephants, with their entourage, 
servants and drivers. They set off from their homelands under the 
sign of a star, however their search would lead them into uncertainty 
and unknown Judea. These men embody the inhabitants of Africa, 
Europe and Asia, and again we encounter the number three. Further-
more, just like the aforementioned shepherds, they represent the 
three ages of humankind: youth, adulthood and old age. 
Melchior (Hebr. = “king of light”) is the name of the oldest of the 
three wisemen, who presents the infant Jesus with a golden vessel, 
symbolizing wealth and power, the universe and eternity. He has 
set aside his crown and sceptre as a sign of his humility before the 
king of kings, Jesus Christ. His cloak is red, representative of love 
and committment, and ornamented with golden tassels on the back. 
Hailing from Babylon, he is the king of light. Moreover, because of 
his age, he is meant to personify wisdom.
Balthazar (Hebr. = “protected by God”) is the name of the magus 
in his prime, who has come from Arabia. His face is fair, but tanned, 
and his striking black beard is kept short. In the manger scene, his 
pose is slightly bent, and he bears a vessel containing frankincense. 
This substance is symbolically associated with sacrifice, worship, 
closeness to God and humanity. He is the representative of the Ori-
ent, wears his crown on his head indicating his self-confidence, and 
wears a blue cloak as a sign of his faith and trust. He radiates vigour 
and assurance.
Caspar is the youngest of the three. His dark skin calls attention 
to his Ethiopian origin and his role as the representative for Africa. 
He wears a relatively short skirt with its blue colour simultaneously 
attesting to his faith and trust in this child of Bethlehem. The red of 
his boots, socks and robe refer to the love he feels for this child. His 
vessel is filled with myrrh, a medicinal plant, foreshadowing the later 
death of this child and the embalming of his corpse. 
Another interpretation of the gifts brought to the infant Jesus regards 
the gold as representing kingship, frankincense the priesthood, and 
myrrh his ultimate role as saviour of the people of the earth.  
(Matthew 2:11)


