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To my nonna and my mamma, 
for teaching me that the best way to keep a 
family together through life’s challenges is 
sharing meals. And to my wife and kids, for 
the constant support and joy.
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INTRODUCTION


Creating a list of definitive rules about pasta is like trying to herd cats. As a chef of twenty years and a born-and-bred Italian, I know that some pasta fundamentals should be followed to get the best out of every dish. But there are so many vastly differing opinions about what’s right and what’s wrong that the minute you make one claim, you contradict another. Pasta is incredibly unifying in its popularity but also the subject of sharply divisive debate—both among the regions of Italy and across international waters.


If you want to understand the tight parameters we’re working within, take the tortellini versus cappelletti debate, which I cover in chapter 2 (Rule 27). Two pasta shapes distinguished by the smallest differences are vehemently defended by opposing sides of Emilia-Romagna in northern Italy. Some argue that the size of the central cavity differentiates the shapes, others the sauces with which they are served. Most would not know whether they have been served one or the other. Who needs Montagues versus Capulets when you have indistinguishable belly button–shaped pasta to argue about?


Needless to say, we Italians take pasta very seriously. It has become inextricably linked with our identity. We cook, we eat, and we preach about pasta every day. Perhaps because of this, there is a growing group we can call the “traditionalists” who have taken it upon themselves to become a sort of pasta police. A menace on social media (I have received many comments from them myself), great arbiters in their restaurants, and the most brilliant of pontificators, these personalities will be the first to point out what’s “authentically” Italian and what’s not. Snapping spaghetti? A hard no. Using cream in sauces? Absolutely not. Cooking pasta until it’s mushy? Forget about it. I admit I have affection for these curmudgeonly characters. I am Italian, after all. We have become protective of our traditions over the years as globalization, commercialization, and migration spread our word across the world and returned it to us unrecognizable. These people are passionate and they are knowledgeable. But are they always right? No. Authenticity is largely an imagined myth. While one end of Italy may be stubbornly against a perceived act against pasta, the other will welcome it wholeheartedly. I am guilty of endorsing and breaking my own rules in equal measure.
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So why trust the rules of a guy who thoroughly enjoys bending them? Because I’d like to offer a third way: some gentle guidelines to make it easier for you to traverse the world of pasta from the perspective of an Italian who doesn’t take the rules too seriously. I want to help you differentiate between a technical rule that will actually make your pasta better (like not overcooking your pasta) and a cultural preference that may have only emerged in recent decades (fish and cheese might go together, after all). Think of this book as your passport to our biggest cultural ticks, so that you’ll know how to hold your own in the kitchen, at a restaurant, when traveling, or when invited into an Italian home.


I love Italy. I love its traditions, its cuisine, and especially its people. It inspires me daily because it’s reflected through my family, my friends, and the many creative people making great food across the country. I would like others to see Italy the way I see it, and the best way to do this is through pasta.
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IT ALL STARTS WITH DOUGH



The very essence of pasta is dough. It’s the foundation from which countless types of pasta variations, shapes, and dishes are built, whether it be fresh egg pasta tortellini plunged into a warming broth, or dried semolina rigatoni served in a satiating combination of guanciale, pecorino, and tomatoes. Knowing your dough gives you a peek into Italy’s regional differences: why you get Apulian orecchiette, Roman fettuccine, Tuscan pappardelle, and Sicilian casarecce. It will also give you an appreciation for what makes each pasta variety unique. If you plan on going hands-first into shaping your own pasta or you’re simply gathering information to order your next dish, dough is the very first step.


Italian DNA is not a prerequisite for excellent dough-making. I grew up with the advantage of watching my nonna and mamma making fresh pasta, but it wasn’t until I finished cooking school and started working in a fresh pasta restaurant in Verona that I began to understand the crucial differences between dough for ravioli, tagliatelle, and lasagne. As there are hundreds of varieties of pasta in Italy, you learn as you go, and practice makes perfect. Here, I will be giving you the tools to help you identify not only what to look out for but also to feel for.


When it comes to dough, you do have to follow some rigid rules, but once you’ve mastered these basics, you can go wild with experimentation. Traditionalists will have a lot to say about all of this and many regions of Italy even have protected recipes that proclaim a Bolognese a true Bolognese, or a carbonara a true carbonara. But I think people should be given room to play—albeit within certain parameters. I love playing with colored pasta, and I love to experiment with different flour combinations to achieve that perfect texture and finish. In this sense, I think having fun is a must when taking on pasta from scratch. So, while the following may not be definitive rules, they are what I believe to be the most important considerations for pasta dough-making.
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Ready, Set, Dough: Prep Your Workspace


Chefs call it mise en place, others call it thinking ahead or getting organized—whatever the terminology, preparation is essential to making perfect fresh pasta dough. Picture an Italian nonna, the counter free of clutter, kneading away like she’s part of a production line. Be that nonna.


To begin, lay out your ingredients, with some spare on hand in case of any mishaps. If the dough is too sticky, you might need to quickly add a touch of flour to get it just right. If your dough becomes dry and crumbly, that extra splash of egg or water will save the day.


When describing their recipes, seasoned Italian home cooks like my discerning mother will offer vague advice like, “Use enough eggs for the proportion of flour.” That’s because a more experienced cook will be able to produce a balanced dough just by the feel of it, but there is no shame in getting the scales out and measuring ingredients, including the eggs.






[image: image]









DANILO SAYS…


Your work surface needs to be free of objects so nothing gets in the way when you’re kneading and rolling out dough, especially for long pasta like tagliatelle or pappardelle.
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Tune Into Dough’s Delicate Dance


Dough-making is not an exact science. Hand temperature, work surface, air circulation in the room, and humidity will all have an impact on the dough’s water content, and therefore how much extra flour, water, or egg you may need to get the texture just right. The aim is to always be in control of the dough’s moisture levels.


The work surface is one area where I am a purist: I believe there is no better surface on which to work your dough than a wooden board. Traditionally used by families all over Italy, wooden boards are porous and suck up additional moisture from dough as you knead, preventing the likelihood of “wet” dough. Though they are less welcome in professional kitchens (in large part due to stricter hygiene rules), at home I still use a special pasta board that’s rectangular and much longer than a typical cutting board. While you can work on a range of surfaces, from stainless-steel tables to marble counters, be aware that most surfaces are stickier than wood and will therefore require more flour, which will be absorbed into the dough and, if you’re not careful, could result in denser pasta.


Surface properties combined with the room’s atmosphere can make or break pasta dough. Pasta hates humidity, so damp basements are a no-go. A well-ventilated space will mean pasta doesn’t stick to your hands or tools. But be warned that a windy space can dry pasta too quickly, making it crumbly and difficult to shape.
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Good Dough Takes Time


Showing dough a little love and patience is key to creating the tastiest pasta. This is particularly true when it comes to folding all the ingredients together and massaging them into the perfect texture. The more time spent palming the dough, stretching and pulling it back together, the more its gluten will develop and activate, binding it into a smooth, supple ball. Unlike with the process of making bread, it’s technically impossible to overknead pasta dough.


Whether kneading is done by hand or a stand mixer is an ongoing source of family feuds all over Italy, but both are acceptable in my opinion. I prefer the more romantic method of kneading by hand, but I have nothing against a mixer, which saves effort when making big batches. It’s what I use most in a professional kitchen because it mimics the movements and gestures of hands. A mixer creates results that are just as good in roughly 5 minutes, whereas with hands you’d be working the dough for about 15 minutes.




DANILO SAYS…


I would try to avoid using a food processor for this stage. While it takes just 2 minutes to “knead” and I have tried it with okay(ish) results, I find that the resulting dough is too soft and loses structure because of the aggressive blade. That said, in the spirit of keeping a distance from definitive statements: Use it if it’s all that is available to you.
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Siesta! Resting Dough Is Essential


Rest will totally transform your dough. Freshly kneaded dough is smooth, elastic, and bounces back, making it difficult to work with. This dough would not hold its shape or roll out into a sheet, folding back like the coils of a tight spring. With rest, dough relaxes and loses its edge, and a gluten mesh forms, making it pliable and easy to mold. Rest is when the wet and dry ingredients really become one. Poke the dough before and after rest to compare how much it fights back.


If you want to use the dough right away, the quickest, easiest way to rest it is to put it in a bowl, cover it with plastic wrap, and let it stand at room temperature for 30 minutes. If you’re using it later in the day, store it in the fridge—though I don’t recommend refrigerating it any longer than overnight (see Rule 6). Traditionally, some would rest pasta with a cloth or towel draped over it, but as this is not airtight, it can dry out the surface of the dough, which you will have to trim off. To reduce your plastic use, airtight containers, reusable resealable bags, and vacuum-pack storage all work—or do as my mamma did: Place the dough on a wooden board and cover it with a bowl.
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Break It Down (One Step at a Time)


Whether you’re making water-based pasta or egg-based pasta, pasta shaped like little ears or big tubes or small parcels, the key to rolling out dough is to take it one step at a time. It doesn’t matter if your tool of choice is a traditional rolling pin or a stainless-steel pasta maker: It’s essential to work gradually from a thick piece of rested dough to the desired width of your pasta sheet.


Lightly flour your work surface and slice the dough into smaller pieces so that it’s easier to work with. Flatten the first slice of dough with your hands and cover the rest with plastic wrap or a dishcloth so it doesn’t dry out. (Alternatively, you can keep the remaining dough in a resealable bag while you work each portion.) Work the dough with a rolling pin to reach your desired thickness, whether that’s completely by hand, or just enough to fit it into a pasta machine. It’s good practice to fold back your pasta sheet into itself initially and then start again; this reintegrates “nerve” in the pasta that has lost its elasticity. While you’re rolling, remember to only dust it with extra flour if it sticks to your hands or the work surface.


Many recipes will say a good pasta sheet needs to be so thin that it almost becomes translucent. But that’s only applicable when you’re making a shape that requires thin pasta sheets. Take spaghetti alla chitarra from my home region in Abruzzo: A thick, robust noodle shape up to 3 millimeters thick, it is made to perfectly catch the region’s hearty sauces. So think of the context of your pasta, why you’re making it, and what purpose it serves, and you will arrive at the density you need.
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Fresh Dough Is the Best Dough


Once you’ve taken the time to make dough from scratch, don’t be tempted to cheat at the last hurdle by freezing it for later. Nor should you make it days before it will be eaten.


Fresh pasta dough is easier to manage and will give you the best results. A pasta dough that has been stored for too long in the fridge becomes soft and sticky because it releases humidity. If it’s refrigerated for 24 hours or more, it oxidizes and becomes a paler, grayish color.


But this shouldn’t mean that you need to be making fresh pasta just ahead of a major family event or a dinner party with friends. The trick is to dry, freeze, or refrigerate pasta once it has already been shaped.
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Know Your Dough(s)!


Pasta is not homogenous. Many types of pasta steadily developed across different regions of Italy—and indeed the world—over time. These variants are a direct result of dough being treated dissimilarly: what goes in it along with how it’s combined and cooked. So the rule here is to be aware that there are variances among doughs: different flours, doughs with egg, and doughs without. Covering every type of dough is a book unto itself, but in the following rules, I share what I believe to be the essentials.
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First Things First: The Flour


Two types of flour make up the majority of pasta dough: durum wheat flour (or semolina) and soft wheat flour. Most commonly, coarser durum wheat flours are used for dried pasta, which is made simply with water and flour, while softer, more finely milled flours are used for fresh pasta made with egg. The former is more suited to extruded shapes and those that need to hold their form when cooked, like rigatoni, penne, and macaroni, whereas the latter is ideal for shapes that require more flexibility or foldability, like tagliatelle and tortellini. However, as always with Italian cuisine, this is not a definitive rule. In Tuscany, for example, there is pici pasta (see Rule 39), made from 0 flour, a soft wheat flour, water, and olive oil. In Italy, 00 (or doppio zero) flour is the most regularly used soft wheat flour, and internationally this is often referred to as “pasta flour.” The difference between 00 flour and 0 flour is that 00 flour is more refined (it’s sifted and finely milled) and therefore needs less liquid when kneading. All-purpose flour can be substituted for either.
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Eggless Dough: Knead to Succeed


The very first pasta dough that was ever made was most likely eggless. Eggs were an expensive commodity in the twelfth century, when pasta began to take the form we know and love today, which means that most people were eating pasta made from just flour and water. Southern Italy is particularly known for this type of pasta and the vast majority of pasta in stores is made with eggless dough.


Eggless pasta is most commonly made from a type of durum wheat flour that we call semola rimacinata (“semola milled twice”). It’s similar to what you might know as semolina but with a finer grind. Compared to plain flour from soft wheat, semola has a more vibrant yellow color and contains more protein and fiber. There are other differences: It’s coarse and lends more texture and a rustic feel to the pasta. Its sturdy disposition is why you get the grooves in your rigatoni or lines in your penne. It also absorbs more liquid during dough-making and more sauce when prepared.


To form an eggless dough, you pretty much follow the steps above: Mix the water with the flour, a little pinch of salt, and a drizzle of extra-virgin olive oil. Get on with the kneading, stretching, and pulling until you achieve a smooth, elastic dough. The rule to remember here is that dough made from semola needs to be worked for longer when kneading; see the recipe in Rule 19.
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Semola rimacinata dough is the one occasion where (almost) everybody in Italy agrees you should add olive oil to the pasta dough. Though it isn’t essential, a touch of olive oil gives you more elasticity and a more fluid dough. It also gives you a nice flavor on top of helping to shape the pasta. This kind of dough works best for short pasta shapes like cavatelli, orecchiette, gnocchetti, and fusilli.
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Egg-Based Dough: Made to Be Measured


Fresh egg pasta is the most common variety made at home, and probably the one that most people are referring to when they speak about making pasta. It is that much more special because it’s less common in stores than its dry durum wheat flour counterpart.


Fresh egg pasta hails from the north of Italy, where soft wheat flour has been cultivated historically because of its cooler climate. Soft wheat flour is lower in nutrients than durum wheat flour and has a higher sugar content as it is more refined, but on the upside, it’s much more common and easier to work with. When this type of flour is combined with egg, it produces a dough that is rich in flavor, golden in color, and silky in texture.


Egg pasta can be easier to make as it takes a little less elbow grease to get a smooth texture and all you have to do is combine the ingredients in a simple ratio: The flour weight should be double that of the eggs. Otherwise, the same basic rules of pasta dough-making apply here, too (see Rule 18). Another benefit is that the dough can be used for almost any shape you want to cook up.


My main advice regarding egg pasta is to mind the eggs. Experienced pasta makers like the sfoglinas of Emilia-Romagna will say one egg for every 100 grams of flour. But eggs come in all sizes. A person with experience and practice will add more flour when the consistency doesn’t feel right, but someone new to pasta-making can struggle to get this right by touch. Always weigh your eggs along with the flour.
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All-Yolk Dough: Handle with Care


Another one from the north of Italy, yolk-only pasta originated in Piedmont. The most famous type of pasta made with only yolks and flour are tagliolini (known as tajarin in Piedmont): thick strips of rich yellow noodles. Though this type of dough is usually made with 00 flour, some cooks like to add a little semola, too; but what sets it apart from regular pasta is that the egg whites aren’t used.


What happens to dough made from yolks only? The dough is more rigid and harder to work, but the finish is silky and bright in color. This is because yolks and whites do different things to your dough. Egg whites are mostly water—nearly 90 percent of egg white is water—while the egg yolk is made up of around 50 percent water mixed with fats and proteins. Less diluted, the yolks give deeper color and richness to the dough but less hydration. This brings me to my rule about yolk-only pasta: Watch the moisture level. With less water content, the dough will need extra care so that it doesn’t dry out and remains pliable.


Also, the whole-egg pasta rule of doubling the amount of the egg to flour doesn’t work here. In my opinion, the best results come from measuring about 650 grams of yolk for each kilo of 00 flour, but as mentioned, be ready to adapt as you knead if needed. A traditional recipe from Piedmont calls for 40 eggs for each kilo of 00 flour (conveniently named “the 40-egg dough”). But even here, there are disputes as some recipes call for 30 yolks. Both are likely right. Remember: Not all eggs are the same size.
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This dough is so rich and silky that I find myself using it more often than whole-egg dough when cooking at home. However, it does have its limitations and isn’t recommended for pasta shapes that need a lot of molding. It’s great for lasagne, tagliatelle, and pappardelle, but less so if you’re making ravioli, tortellini, or anything that is folded and sealed.


Yolk-only pasta is usually served with very simple sauces because it is already rich. In Piedmont, a local specialty is tajarin al tartufo, a sumptuous dish of silky pasta coated in butter and topped with truffle. When the pasta is cut very thin, it’s also served in broth.
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