












The Meaning of Koliva Ingredients 

 
 

The word koliva comes from the Ancient Greek work “kollivos” which means kernel. 

In the past, families of the deceased would prepare and offer koliva on silver trays for the 
memorial services (“mnimosyno” which means “memory”), which in Greece take place on the 

40th day, during the third, sixth and ninth months, and in the year. Back then, koliva were served 
straight from the tray after the service. Today, they are offered in small paper bags 
accompanied by a plastic spoon and napkin. The idea behind the offering is “with memory to 

embrace the loved ones we’ve lost”. 

The practice of making koliva dates back to ancient Greece to what was called “panspermia”, 
which means “a mixture of wheat seeds and nuts”. Besides being offered in memory of departed 

souls, it was also prepared to celebrate major life occasions such as marriage or harvest. Very 

similar to Greece’s celebratory embroidered breads. 

Made with kernels of wheat, nuts and pomegranate, “panspermia” was prepared and offered 

during fertility festivals, and particularly during the three-day “Anthestiria” held in Athens to 
welcome spring and in honor of Dionysus, the god of wine and the divine mediator on earth 

between the living and the dead. In this way, “panspermia” was considered a tribute to the 

cycle of life, death and rebirth.  

Spiritually, koliva also stands for our coming to terms with the idea of death and 

understanding that we too are a part – albeit very small – of the eternal cycle of death and 

rebirth like as the wheat seed which ‘dies’ before it can bear a plant from which we harvest one 

of the planet’s basic staples. 

 

 

Koliva is not just a mixture of wheat, fruit and nuts. From start to finish, every 
single ingredient and preparation step carries a special meaning that goes back thousands of 

years. 



You start by soaking and then boiling the wheat kernels just enough to be soft but not mush. On 
some Greek islands or in mountain villages, the wheat was taken to church to be blessed before 

preparation. For me the hardest part of making koliva is the drying of the boiled wheat kernels 

which takes all night, and of course, the decoration. 

Greek tradition has it that the basic ingredients for koliva should be nine, representing the Nine 

Ranks of Angels who watch over us. 

►As a basic staple symbolizing the earth, wheat represents the body of the deceased and is a 
symbol of hope and resurrection. According to Apostle Paul in the First Epistle (letter) to the 

Corinthians, a grain of wheat must drop to the ground and die before it returns to bear life. Very 
much as in the case of human life which too, according to the Orthodox faith, is part of 

the dynamic cycle of death, resurrection, and eternal life.Ready-made patterns for koliva 

decoration. 

►The nuts: we use walnuts and sesame seeds symbolize fertility and reproduction of life.  

►The almonds white like the color of our bones represent our common fate as humans. Death 

is equal to all. As is the chance for resurrection and the eternal life. 

►The wonderful spices cinnamon, nutmeg and cumin epitomize the richness and aromas of a 

well lived life, of appreciation, fulfilment and contentment. 

►The green parsley or mint depending on regional traditions is a wish “Efchi” for a peaceful 
rest as is mentioned during the sermon: “eternal rest in a place of light, richness, freshness; 

where there is no pain, no sorrow, and no sadness”. 

►The raisins go back to the Greek god of wine, Dionysus, and carry through to the time of 

Christ. They signify the pleasantness of life and the sweet blood of Christ. 

►To represent the “lightness of the soil”, we use bread crumbs or chick pea flour. 

►For an afterlife in brilliance and wealth, Greeks add pomegranate seeds to the koliva. I 

should remind you that Hades, the god of the dead, used a pomegranate to lure Persephone, 
the goddess of spring and prized daughter of Demetra to the underworld, where she became his 

wife.  

►Lastly, the fine powdered sugar symbolizes the uplifting sweet welcome into paradise.  

So as you can see, taboo aside, koliva is a wonderful blend of all of the earth’s prized products 

and the best life has to offer. 

 



Prosforo Orthodox Offering Bread 

Prosforo, pronounced PROHS-foh-roh, means "offering" and is made by members of the Orthodox faith 
as altar bread for celebrations of the Divine Liturgy. The bread consists of two loaves baked together, 
one placed on top of the other. The double loaf represents the divine and human nature of Jesus 
Christ, and each loaf is stamped with a special seal. Traditional Greek homes reserve a pan that is 
used only for making prosforo (in Greek: πρόσφορο). 

 

 

 
F i r s t  t h i n g s . . .  
According to our faith, the definition of HOLY is "set aside for God".  
 
All the items and utensils we use for the preparation of prosphoro are 'set aside' to be used only for 
this holy purpose. We try to never use these utensils for general cooking or anything else. It is best if 
possible to store them in a separate container, to be brought out only when preparing prosphoro. This 
includes towels. 
 
The traditional way people set about this work, is as follows:   
Firsly, the kitchen is cleaned thoroughly. 
We  bathe and and put on clean clothes, an apron and headscarf or covering before commencing. 
  
All the while, from the beginning of the preparations, a mindful and prayerful attitude should prevail. 
 
Once the utensils are set out ready to start, a candle is lit and incense is burned while prayers are 
recited or read out, or a recording of a prayer service is played. In monasteries, one of the monastics 
reads or chants prayers or psalms or the supplicatory canon to the Theotokos. Alternatively, the 
Jesus prayer is recited continuously. 
 

"Lord Jesus Christ have mercy on me" 
 

 

 

 

https://www.thespruceeats.com/horiatiko-psomi-greek-bread-1705594


 

Dough for prosphoro is very different to most bread doughs. It needs to have a much lower hydration, 

for better stamping and to lessen the development of large air cells. 

 

Recipe: 

5 cups Durum Wheat Flour 

2 cups All purpose flour  

4 tsp. salt 

3 tsp. yeast  

3 cups lukewarm water 

 

Note: we never use oil or pan sprays when making Prosphora.  Use melted bees wax to coat the pans only 

 

Recipe using starter: 

800 grams Durum Wheat flour 

8 grams salt 

400 mls lukewarm water 

40-80 grams of starter made with all-purpose flour 

 

https://www.prosphoro.com 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zaIvWaBei6M  (in Greek but good visual process) 

 

 

https://www.prosphoro.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zaIvWaBei6M
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