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Introduction: A wooden donkey and an ancient mystery

In many cities around the world, Holy Week erupts with processions, palm branches, and
deeply rooted rituals. But few know that one of the first public acts announcing Christ’s
Passion didn’t originate in Seville or Rome, but in the devout and austere heart of Central
Europe, particularly in the old Germanic territories. At the center of this nearly forgotten
tradition stands a singular and deeply symbolic figure: the Palmesel, or “Palm Donkey.”

This ancient custom, embodied in statues of Christ riding a wooden donkey—pulled through
the streets on Palm Sunday—reveals a tangible link to the Gospel. Yet more than that, it
poses a timeless question: How do we walk with Christ toward Jerusalem? Are we, like
the children of Israel, waving our palms? Or do we stand aside, failing to grasp the profound
paradox of a King who enters in humility?

This article is an invitation to discover, learn from, and be spiritually renewed by this hidden
gem of medieval piety. It still has much to teach us. Let’s begin.

1. What is a Palmesel?

The Palmesel (literally “Palm Donkey” in German) is a statue depicting Christ riding on a
donkey, typically mounted on a wheeled platform and pulled through the streets in
procession on Palm Sunday, reenacting His triumphal entry into Jerusalem.

Unlike the more elaborate southern European processions adorned with gold and flowers, the
Palmesel is humble, wooden, and often modestly painted. The focus is not on spectacle, but
on symbolism: Christ the King enters not in military glory, but in meekness, riding a
beast of burden.

2. Origins and History: From Ritual to Sacred Art

Palmesels are documented as far back as the 13th century, especially in regions that now
comprise Germany, Austria, and Switzerland. They were intimately tied to the medieval
liturgy, when the Palm Sunday procession was one of the most important liturgical events
of the year.
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In an era when most of the population was illiterate, the Church used sacred art as a living
catechesis. The Palmesel became a moving image of the Gospels, a sort of “living
Gospel.” The faithful didn’t just hear the Word—they saw it roll past their eyes.

In some cases, the priest or a child dressed as Christ rode a live donkey. More commonly, a
wooden statue was used. The procession included hymns, palm branches, incense, and
pauses for prayer along the way.

3. The Zurich Palmesel: The Oldest in the World

One of the most iconic examples—and possibly the oldest surviving Palmesel—is the
Zurich Palmesel, dated to around the year 1300. It is now preserved in the Swiss
National Museum, though it originally came from Zurich’s Fraumünster Church.

This particular Palmesel is fascinating not only for its age but also because it offers a rare
glimpse into how medieval cities celebrated Holy Week. Unlike the later Baroque drama, this
figure shows a serene, almost sorrowful Christ—fully aware that the cries of “Hosanna!”
would soon turn to “Crucify Him!”

Zurich, before the Protestant Reformation, was deeply Catholic. This statue may have been
one of the first Holy Week processional “steps” in Christian history, serving as a direct
historical root of today’s Holy Week traditions.

4. The Theology of the Palmesel: A Powerful Symbol for Our Time

Behind the Palmesel’s simplicity lies a profound theology that still speaks to us today.

The Meekness of the Messiah: Christ enters Jerusalem as King, but not like the rulers
of this world. He rides a donkey—the animal of the poor. This image challenges our
ideas of power, success, and glory. What kind of king are we waiting for?
The Fulfillment of Prophecy: The scene fulfills Zechariah 9:9 — “Behold, your King is
coming to you; righteous and having salvation is He, humble and mounted on a
donkey.” The Palmesel isn’t just art—it’s the embodiment of fulfilled prophecy.
A King Who Passes By: The procession reminds us that Christ enters our own
Jerusalem today. Will we go out to meet Him? Will we spread our own palms—our
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good works, our humble faith—before Him?

5. Are Palmesels the First Step of Holy Week?

Without a doubt. Both liturgically and historically, Palmesels represent the visible,
solemn, and public beginning of Holy Week. They are the threshold between Lent and
the Passion. Through them, the Church began to narrate the mysteries that would culminate
in the Easter Triduum.

In fact, we might say that Palmesels are the “grandparents” of modern processions,
from Seville to the Philippines. While Baroque processions speak of sorrow and glory, the
Palmesel speaks of the moment of choice—when the crowd rejoices… but betrayal is
already stirring.

6. The Modern Revival of the Palmesel

In recent years, many towns and parishes across Germany, Austria, and Switzerland have
begun restoring their ancient Palmesels and reviving the Palm Sunday processions.
Some are even creating new statues in the medieval style, blending sacred art with
evangelization.

In an age of secularism, where faith is often pushed into the private sphere, these public acts
of popular devotion carry particular weight. They’re not folklore—they are visible
testimonies of a Church still walking with her Lord.

Even more so, the Palmesel offers a prophetic challenge to modern culture. It shows us
a King who does not dominate but lays down His life—a God who enters the city of man
disarmed, yet full of love.

7. What Can We Learn from the Palmesel Today?

Return to Gospel Simplicity. In a world of noise and performance, the Palmesel
teaches us the power of humility, silence, and essentials.
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Reclaim the Public Face of Faith. Like those medieval Christians pulling the statue
through the streets, we too are called to joyfully and confidently show the world that
Christ lives and walks among us.
Remember that Holy Week Begins with a Decision. Will we follow the humble King
all the way to the Cross—or only while there is cheering? The Palmesel forces us to face
this question honestly.

Conclusion: The Lesson of a Donkey and a King

The German Palmesel, with its aged wood and solemn stride, may seem like a relic of another
time. But in truth, it is a compass for our own. It reminds us who Christ truly is, how He
enters our lives, and what kind of response He desires.

Next time you attend a procession or celebrate Palm Sunday, remember that wooden donkey
that once rolled through the streets of medieval Zurich. And remember: Christ still enters
the Jerusalem of your heart today.

Will you clear the path for Him?

Did this article inspire you? Share it—and help others rediscover the living roots of our
Catholic faith.


