
________________________________________ 
 
© 2003, Peter Levitan.  All rights reserved.  This material may be reproduced and recirculated for Passover seder or 
study use (whether private or communal), or for other nonprofit educational or cultural use, provided that the author’s 
byline and this notice appear.  Except for the foregoing, it may not be reproduced, published (whether in print or 
otherwise), posted on a web site or otherwise disseminated or used for any commercial purpose without the express, 
prior written consent of the copyright owner. 
 

1 

THE BEST SEDER CHECKLIST EVER 
From “The Seder Leader’s Guide” by Peter Levitan 

 
  
 The Seder table should be set with your best tablecloth, dishes, flatware, glasses, and cups. The 
rabbis taught that on Seder nights, every home becomes a surrogate for the Temple, and every Seder 
table an altar. 
 In addition to what you’ll need for each participant’s place setting (plates, flatware, and water 
glasses) and for dinner (trivets, serving dishes, and utensils), you’ll need the items listed below. 
 Asterisked (*) items are those you should have at hand and ready before you start the Seder. 
The others should already be set on the table before guests arrive. 
 
 
Seder Plate. Although Jewish families have for centuries used ceremonial Seder plates made of fine 
china, pewter, bronze, silver, porcelain, copper, painted ceramic or decorative glass with labeled 
compartments for the different ceremonial items to be placed on the plate, any fine plate or platter is 
acceptable.  
 

 
FOREIGN CUSTOMS 
 There are many different customs about the Seder plate itself. Many Libyan and Tunisian 
Jews use a decorative, braided, wicker basket covered with a beautiful cloth for the ceremonial 
foods, rather than a plate. This custom symbolizes that they are ready to take them off the table 
and leave Egypt right away. Bukharan Jews display the ceremonial foods on an embroidered 
silk cloth. And, although most Yemenite families in Israel today use a Seder plate, the Yemenite 
and Persian tradition was to put the Passover symbols directly on the low dining table instead of 
using a separate Seder plate, or to place the items all around the table or in small bowls in front 
of each person. Surrounding the participants with the ceremonial foods created a truly 
immersive environment. When it was time to raise the Seder plate, everyone lifted the table up 
in the air. 
 
 
The following six items are placed on the Seder plate. For the first four items, you’ll also need 
enough for each participant to eat during the Seder: 
 
Karpas (Vegetable): Parsley, cucumber, or non-bitter lettuce. Radish or boiled potato are usually 
used today, but some ancient sages preferred cabbage or celery. They also list coriander and (if 
celery is unavailable) leeks as permissible alternatives. 
 
Maror (Bitter herbs): Romaine or other bitter lettuce (escarole, chicory, endive, watercress, chervil, 
dandelion, etc.), or fresh horseradish root. Since horseradish for maror should be unadulterated, not 
combined with beets or vinegar as in the usual or commercially prepared bottled variety, it should be 
either fresh, coarsely grated root slivered root, both presentations prepared just before the holiday in 
a well-ventilated area. Some leave the root uncovered so it will lose some of its overpowering fumes 
and strength; others store it in an airtight container until it reduces its sharpness enough to be edible,
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but not so much that it loses all its bitterness. A Yemenite custom is to scatter romaine leaves all 
about the Seder table as a reminder of how filled with bitterness our ancestors’ lives were in slavery. 
In Gibraltar, artichokes are used for maror. 
 
Haroset: A paste, usually sweet-tasting and red or brown in color, made with fruit, chopped nuts, 
sweet red wine, cinnamon, and other spices. The traditional Ashkenazic recipe contains apples, 
walnuts, cinnamon, and sweet red wine (recipes are plentiful on the Internet, if you don’t already 
have one). While traditional recipes are the most familiar, nowadays many people concoct their own 
inventive variations, making a paste or chutney using such items as macadamia nuts, pears, 
cranberries, pistachios, Port, candied ginger, orange marmalade, hazelnuts, papayas, honey, plum 
preserves, and/or coconut jam. 
 
Chazeret (Additional bitter herbs): This appears on some but not all Seder plates, so don’t worry if 
it’s not on yours. One of the greatest rabbinic authorities (the sixteenth century mystic Rabbi Isaac 
Luria) included it, but an equally great sage (the eighteenth century Rabbi Elijah of Lithuania, 
known as “the Vilna Gaon”) did not. If your Seder plate includes a place for chazeret, place there 
additional maror for the Hillel sandwich. If you use one bitter herb or vegetable for maror (see list 
above), you can use a different one for chazeret. 
 
Zeroa or Pesach (Shankbone): Lamb shankbone or chicken or other fowl neck bone or wing that 
has been roasted (try a 400º oven for 30 minutes) or scorched over an open flame or under a broiler. 
For vegetarians, the Talmud permits a broiled beet since it’s red and “bleeds” like the blood of an 
animal. 
 
Beitzah (Egg): Hard-boiled egg, which some people boil (for at least five minutes) along with a tea 
bag or an onion skin to turn the egg a brownish color. Before roasting the hard-boiled eggs, puncture 
both ends with the tip of a knife or a needle to relieve the pressure inside the shell to prevent it from 
exploding. Roast the egg, scorched over an open flame or heated in a broiler pan under a broiler 
along with the zeroa (shank bone) until at least one portion of the eggshell is brown. Do not remove 
the shell, but, instead, place the whole egg on the Seder plate. Vegetarians may substitute an 
avocado seed for the beitzah. There are a number of foreign customs involving the beitzah as well. 
The Libyan custom is to place one egg on the Seder plate for every child at the Seder. In Alsace-
Lorraine, the eggs are dyed bright colors. The Moroccan custom is to use Sephardic huevos 
haminados (dark brown, creamy and richly-flavored long-cooked eggs, cooked with brown onion 
skins and coffee grounds) whose reddish-brown color is a reminder of the Nile River turning red 
during the first plague. 
 

 
 
Other Standard Items for the Seder Table 
 
� Candlesticks: Holiday candles (long white paraffin wax tapers) are usually used. Avoid the small 

twenty-four-hour yizkor candles, which are a sign of mourning, or small birthday or Hanukkah 
candles, which will not last through the Seder. Some families light, in addition to the two required 
candles, one additional candle for each child or for each family member, and some families have 
children light their own candles. Using long fireplace matches is helpful for younger children. 

� *Matches 

� Kiddush cup (can be a wine glass or goblet) 

� Elijah’s Cup (can be a large goblet) 

� Matzot: Enough for each participant, plus three matzot for ceremonial use. The traditional Sephardic 
custom is to not place matzot on the table until reading from the Haggadah begins. 
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� Matzah plate (for the three ceremonial matzot) 

� Napkin or matzah cover (for covering the three ceremonial matzot) 

� *Napkin or afikoman bag (or in the Yemenite tradition, a tallit) for wrapping the afikoman 

� Wine cup or glass for each participant 

� Haggadah for each participant (if you have a shortage of Haggadot, two participants can share one) 

� Kippot (yarmulkes) for those participants who don’t bring their own. (At egalitarian Seders, include 
kippot for those women who wear them.) 

� Bowls of salt water (Ashkenazic practice), vinegar (Sephardic and Romaniote practice), and/or haroset 
(Yemenite practice) for dipping karpas and maror 

� *If not already set out at each participant’s place setting, the following items are for blessings: 
 Karpas (see above) 
 Matzah 
 Maror (see above) 
 Haroset 

� Saucers, bowls, or cups for spilling drops of wine during the recital of the Ten Plagues 

� Wine (approximately one bottle per three adults) 
 
 
Optional Items: 
 
� Orange (symbol on the Seder Plate of the need to be more inclusive of LGBTQ Jews within the Jewish 

community) 

� Cushions or pillows for reclining in chairs 

� *Grape juice (for children and/or those who don’t or can’t drink alcohol) 

� Miriam’s Cup (can be a large goblet) 

� *Water pitcher (or cup), basin (or bowl), and towel for hand washing, if done at the table. If using a 
pitcher, fill it with lukewarm water; otherwise use water to fill the basin or bowl. 

� Coasters for wine glasses 

� Flowers and flower vase for the table (both below eye level so as not to become obstacles to 
conversation at the table) 

� *Props for the Ten Plagues (Ping-Pong or cotton balls, novelty frogs, bugs, etc.)1 

� *Props and costume items for children’s skit (bathrobes, sandals, towels, a staff, etc.) 

� *Gifts for children finding the afikoman (including consolation gifts for those who don’t) 

� *Puppets (at least one Moses and one Pharaoh; can also have puppets for Yocheved, Amram, Miriam, 
Aaron, etc.) 

� *Scallions or leeks for each participant (for singing of “Dayenu” Afghani-style) 

� *Lettuce leaves (for eating maror and Hillel sandwich Persian-style) 

� Fifth Cup (for the State of Israel) 

� Extra ceremonial Matzah of Hope or Cup of Hope (commemorating all those who are not yet free) 

                                                
1 These items can be obtained from Oriental Trading Company at http://www.orientaltrading.com. 
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� Empty chair or Chair of Elijah. Moroccan Jews would arrange an elaborate chair with cushions and 
ornaments and leave it empty for Elijah’s arrival. Some families today leave an empty chair at or near 
the Seder table to signify and commemorate different things: the victims of the Holocaust; Israeli 
POWs and MIAs; those killed in the violence and terrorism in Israel; or to remember the victims of 
the violence in Israel on both sides. 

� Small plate of uncooked rice or beans alongside the Cup of Elijah (symbolizing respect for pluralism 
and other traditions and communities within the general Jewish community)2 

 
 
 
 
 There are also foreign customs for decorating and placing other items on the Seder table that you 
can also try: 
 
� Radishes. Yemenites place a pile of radishes with leaves attached and a pile of Italian parsley (for 

karpas) directly on the Seder table, then place romaine lettuce leaves (for maror) atop the radishes and 
parsley. A pile of matzah (at least three) wrapped in a nice cloth is placed in the middle of the table. 
Also placed around the table are several small bowls of haroset, a bowl of hard-boiled eggs, and two 
bowls of meat, one with pieces of roasted meat to commemorate the korban Pesach sacrifice offered 
at the Temple, and the other with pieces of cooked meat to commemorate the korban chagigah 
sacrifice. 

� Bowl of pomegranate seeds on the Seder table. This Egyptian custom serves as a reminder of the 
midrash (tale) that when the Israelites crossed the Red Sea, a mother could miraculously feed her 
crying child by simply reaching out her hand to pick an apple or pomegranate to comfort him or her. 

� Gold and silver jewelry. A custom among Hungarian Jews was to place all of their gold and silver 
jewelry on the Seder table, to commemorate how the Egyptians gave the Israelites gold and silver 
jewelry and vessels just before they departed Egypt.3 

� Fishbowl with live fish. Tunisian Jews place a fishbowl with live fish swimming in it on the table 
next to the Seder plate, to evoke crossing the Red Sea by seeing the fish that swam in the walls of 
water on either side. 

 
 

                                                
2 You may wish to avoid this new practice if your participants will include Orthodox or traditionalist Conservative 
(“Conservadox”) Jews, since it is likely to offend them, and have the opposite effect from that which is intended. 
3 Exodus 12:35. 


