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SCAN THIS CODE


for step-by-step videos of all the pasta shapes to the right.
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introduction


ANYONE CAN MAKE FRESH PASTA (EVEN YOU)
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I fell in love with making pasta when I was twenty-eight. My husband and I had arrived in Modena—home of balsamic vinegar and Parmigiano-Reggiano, and the penultimate stop on our Italian honeymoon. It was April, crisp and sunny, and we found ourselves on the outskirts of town at a canary yellow house, blanketed in vines of newly bloomed wisteria. This was Acetaia Malagoli Daniele, a centuries-old, family-run balsamic vinegar producer, and an undeniably happy place to be. We were there to taste the vinegar, of course, but we were also there to make pasta.


Barbara was our host, and she was exactly the type of person you’d want to learn from—firm yet friendly, an expert from years of doing things over and over without pretension. We were making pasta in the sunroom, and everything we needed was laid out on a long wooden table: flour, eggs (from the hens out back), and a rolling pin—plus fresh ricotta to stuff inside.


She coached us as we cracked eggs into a heap of flour, kneaded the two into a smooth ball of dough, and rolled that dough into a thin, circular sheet. We made mistakes—a lot of them—but Barbara brushed them off: Pasta is about pleasure, not perfection, she assured us. Then she showed us how to cut pappardelle, pinch farfalle, and fashion oversized tortellini (called tortellacci) bursting with cheese.


Some of our shapes looked neat; others… let’s call them abstract. But we didn’t care. It was fun, soothing even, and we were proud of what we’d made. When we sat down to eat, it was the best pasta I’d ever tasted.


bringing pasta home


I’m telling you this story for a couple of reasons. The first is that fresh pasta is often misunderstood. It’s a simple food with humble origins, long a staple of home cooks like Barbara. But over time it’s become trapped by an intimidating reputation.


The first time my husband and I attempted fresh pasta was not in Modena but in Manhattan, a couple of years earlier when we lived in a 400-square-foot studio on the Upper West Side. It was an elaborate recipe for artichoke ravioli from The French Laundry (I know, I know). We started the dough at 4:00 p.m., took our first bite at 10:00 p.m., finished our plates at 10:05 p.m., and then ordered a pizza. This experience is not unique, but it should be. The idea that fresh pasta is a Michelin-level challenge, a minefield of fancy tools and complex techniques only fit for a restaurant chef, is a modern and American myth.


The truth is this: Anyone can make fresh pasta at home. What’s more, anyone can make great fresh pasta with what’s already in their kitchen.


The second purpose of this story is to assure you that it’s never too late to try something new. I’m a descendant of Eastern European Jews; I was raised on matzah ball soup, not tortellini in brodo. But since that morning in Modena, not a day has gone by when I haven’t made, eaten, or thought about pasta. By the time you’re reading this, it’ll be more than five years since I quit my corporate PR job, graduated culinary school, and started Pasta Social Club, a community of pasta lovers and makers; four years since I made hundreds of tortelli, corzetti, and cavatelli daily at one of New York’s most popular pasta restaurants, Misi; and three years since I taught my first formal pasta class and started developing recipes for major food publications.


So although I’m now a trained chef who’s made a lot of pasta, I haven’t forgotten what it feels like to be nervous in the kitchen and start at the very beginning—because my own beginning was not so long ago. If I can do it, you can do it, too.


how to navigate this book


My goal is to empower you to make pasta at home with joy and confidence, and to inspire you to take risks in the kitchen. I have enormous respect for Italian cooking and tradition, both of which I study with fervor. But this is not a traditional cookbook or an Italian cookbook.


The recipes are organized not as complete dishes—say, cheese ravioli with butter and sage—but by pasta’s core components: doughs, shapes, fillings (for stuffed pastas), and sauces. These can be mixed and matched to create endless combinations so, like generations of pasta makers before us, you can make what you like with what you have. (For the more straitlaced among us, don’t worry—there are plenty of suggested pairings peppered throughout.)


Some of the methods might seem lengthy, but they are not difficult. After years of answering pasta-related questions, I write instructions as if we are cooking together, side by side, and any extra explanation is there to ensure you succeed the first time.


True to pasta’s modest roots, all the ingredients in this book are available in major grocery stores and online. Of course, if you have access to exciting local and seasonal ingredients, use them. You might also notice that most of these recipes are vegetarian-friendly, and many can be made vegan. This is both altruistic and selfish—the former, to ensure people with dietary restrictions can enjoy them; the latter, because I am one of those people. I grew up in a kosher home, so in keeping with those customs, you won’t find any pork or shellfish here. Finally, although this book is about fresh pasta, it will also come in handy for the box of dried noodles in your pantry, with dozens of sauces to choose from.


Even in Barbara’s sunroom I knew that a plate of pasta was about more than good food. Likewise, this book is not just about pasta and how to make it, but also about luxuriating in the kitchen. Pasta can be made loudly in the company of others or peacefully alone. Either way, it nudges you to slow down and be present. Pasta reminds us to find joy in something simple. It values pleasure, not perfection (worst-case scenario: an ugly-delicious dinner); it has always been and should always be about connecting with the ones you love. So, whether it’s your first time or your fiftieth, give the recipes and techniques in this book a try. You might just find yourself making pasta every day.
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Serving Sizes and Ingredient Conversions


All doughs are designed to serve four for hand-formed, hand-cut, and short-cut pastas, and four to six for stuffed pastas. Gnocchi doughs serve two to four.


Water-based doughs can be scaled up or down using the base recipe of 2 parts flour to 1 part liquid in weight, and I generally recommend 100 to 120 grams flour (50 to 60 ml water) per person. Egg-based doughs can be scaled using 100 grams flour and 56 grams eggs (1 large egg, give or take) per person.


I strongly recommend weighing your ingredients. It’s the most accurate way to ensure the correct ratio of flour to liquid in your dough. I do, however, include volume conversions for anyone who does not have a scale. Many cooking resources suggest that 1 cup flour weighs 120 or 125 grams—these numbers are based on sifted flour weight. In practice, my recipe testers and I continually dipped cups of flour weighing about 155 grams for 00 and all-purpose flours, and about 165 grams for semola and semolina flours. These measurements were taken straight out of the bag with no sifting. Volume measurements for other flours like rye, chestnut, and whole wheat have been converted similarly.


If you are using cups instead of grams, know that your doughs will vary more often, but also remember that everything is fixable.


All sauces are designed to coat 1 batch of fresh dough or 1 pound (454 grams) dried pasta unless noted otherwise.
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I treasure my collection of pasta tools, but you don’t need any special equipment to make pasta at home. (Don’t believe me? Try the pici here.)


Pasta tools are a blessing and a curse. A blessing because hand-carved wooden boards and sparkling brass cutters are beautiful to look at and even more fun to use. A curse because a long list of often-expensive, single-purpose tools can drive would-be pasta makers away.


Now that we’re clear, here’s what you’ll find in my collection, as well as some other kitchen items that I use regularly.


for doughs


DIGITAL KITCHEN SCALE: An accurate scale will ensure great-textured dough, not to mention you can use it for a whole host of other cooking and baking needs. I use the Escali brand, but any scale where you can toggle from grams to ounces and pounds is great.


WOODEN BOARD: A natural wooden work surface provides friction when kneading and shaping (which is especially helpful for hand-formed pastas), and its porous texture absorbs excess moisture, so it acts almost like a nonstick surface. In Italy, you’ll find table-size pasta boards called spianatoia (sometimes referred to as tagliere); I used a ten-dollar bamboo cutting board the size of a coffee table book for years and only recently upgraded to a John Boos pastry board. (My point is that your board doesn’t need to be big or expensive.) Pastry boards and spianatoia are outfitted with a lip on one edge to secure them in place; if you’re using a gripless cutting board, lay a damp dishcloth underneath to keep it from sliding.
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A digital scale is my favorite kitchen tool and should be yours, too


I know using a scale is a big ask. I know that it makes things look and feel more complicated. But hear me out: A scale will make all your pasta-making endeavors—and so many other cooking projects—a breeze.


Of course, you don’t need a scale to make amazing pasta. For a long time, I made egg pasta dough by strictly following the “recipe” I learned in Modena: 1 egg for every 100 grams (about ⅔ cup) 00 flour. There’s history and beauty in that approach, and it can, with practice, teach you a lot about how a dough should look and feel. But it can also lead to frustration, especially when getting started, because—surprise!—the eggs you used are really big or really small, and now you’re left with a very sticky or very dry pasta dough. And the last thing I want is for you to walk away annoyed and vowing to never make pasta again.


So! Even if—actually, especially if—making pasta is an occasional cooking project, please consider a scale. Big or small, inexpensive or top-of-the-line, it’ll be your pasta guardian angel. The precision of weighing your flour and, more importantly, your liquids will result in great pasta dough no matter the size of your eggs, saving you from stress that none of us needs right now.





METAL BENCH SCRAPER: A bench scraper can help bring flour and liquid together, but I mostly use it for shaping—it’s just sharp enough to slice through dough without the risk of nicking a finger.


POTATO RICER: This handy press is the key to making smooth and airy potato gnocchi. Most are inexpensive; OXO sells a good one.


for shapes


SHEET PAN: I always have a sheet pan (lined with semolina, a dishcloth, or parchment paper) on hand to place my shaped pasta. Nordic Ware half- and quarter-sheet pans (18 x 13 inches and 13 x 9 inches, respectively) are my preference—I can easily slide the smaller sizes into my fridge and freezer if I’m storing the pasta for future use.


ROLLING PIN: This comes in handy when making pici, busiate, and some gnocchi variations (a wine bottle is a good substitute for these techniques), and you can, of course, use one to roll pasta dough into sheets. I use a French-style rolling pin, but I also have a hand-carved mattarello, an Italian rolling pin—usually straight instead of tapered at the ends and extremely long—for rolling traditional pasta sheets (sfoglie).


GNOCCHI OR CAVAROLA BOARD: These carved wooden boards give texture not only to potato gnocchi, but also cavatelli, capunti, malloreddus, and spizzulus. If you want to test the waters with one pasta tool, this is my pick—many are inexpensive and all make the process more enjoyable. Try the Eppicotispai gnocchi boards, which come with a garganelli dowel. If you want to get fancy, q.b. cucina sells a beautiful olive wood board, or check out Etsy for herringbone-textured cavarola boards.


MALLOREDDUS PADDLE: A gnocchi board will impart malloreddus’ defined ridges, but specific malloreddus paddles with wider grooves are also available. Mine was kindly given to me by a friend; you can find them online at Fante’s Kitchen Shop.


FERRETTO: This long metal rod, usually square-shaped, is used to make busiate and other twisted and hollow shapes. If you’re in Italy, ask around for one of these; otherwise, q.b. cucina’s brass ferretto set is perfect. Or pick up a knitting needle or wooden skewer from your local crafts store.


PASTA MACHINE: To make hand-cut, short-cut, and stuffed pastas with ease, I strongly recommend investing in a pasta machine. There are plenty of models to choose from—some cranked manually and others electric—but I always opt for my manual Marcato Atlas 150 or KitchenAid pasta roller attachment. The Marcato churns out beautifully smooth and consistent pasta sheets every time; the KitchenAid is faster and can be easier to use, particularly for beginners.


SPRAY BOTTLE: A small spray bottle filled with water makes easy work of sealing stuffed pastas and hydrating dry dough.


FLOUR/SUGAR SHAKER: Like a spray bottle, I always keep a mug-shaped, fine-holed shaker filled with 00 or all-purpose flour on hand. It’s great for evenly and easily dusting pasta sheets and gnocchi, especially when my hands are covered in dough. Mine is from my local restaurant supply store, but there are many options available online.


BICYCLE PASTRY CUTTER (BICICLETA): My first time making garganelli, I cut squares of pasta with a ruler and a paring knife. Then I got myself one of these—an accordion-style adjustable cutter with five wheels—and it changed my life. Use it to slice dough into uniform strips, squares, rectangles, and more in the blink of an eye. Know that some brands can be flimsy, so it’s better to spend a little more here. The Ateco 5-wheel stainless steel cutter is my go-to.


PASTA WHEEL (ROTELLA): A rotella is one of the oldest pieces of pasta-making equipment, first depicted in an Etruscan tomb from the 4th century BCE, and later used to make pasta fit for Italy’s elite. Used to cut sheets of pasta, you can find them fluted (ideal for farfalle wingtips and caramelle wrappers) and smooth, but whatever you choose, opt for brass or another sturdy metal. Brass is beautiful, sure, but it’s also more precise. It can cut and seal your dough in one fell swoop, which is exactly what you need when making pastas like agnolotti and double-stuffed ravioli. Etsy and q.b. cucina both offer high-quality brass pasta wheels.


GARGANELLI BOARD/COMB (PETTINA): Today you’ll find gnocchi boards that come with a wooden dowel used for making garganelli (like the one from Eppicotispai), but there are also traditional versions called pettine, made from old textile combs. If you’re in Emilia-Romagna, look for Marco Galavotti (of Al Marangoun, meaning “carpenter” in local dialect), who restores century-old combs and sells his tools at markets throughout the region. Or, if a trip to Italy isn’t on the horizon, q.b. cucina sells Galavotti’s pettine online.


CORZETTI STAMP: This is perhaps my most niche suggestion, but one that makes a perfect gift. I have seven corzetti stamps (one will certainly suffice), all given to me by family over the years and all hand-carved in Tuscany by Filippo of Romagnoli Pasta Tools (available via Etsy). The Romagnoli family has been carving corzetti stamps since 1918, and they sell mattarelli (traditional pasta rolling pins), too.


COOKIE CUTTERS: A sturdy set of circular nesting cookie cutters (both fluted- and smooth-edged) is what I reach for when making stuffed pastas like ravioli, scarpinocc, and cappelletti because the various sizes offer the most flexibility. Both of my sets are made by Ateco.


for fillings


FOOD PROCESSOR: A food processor makes quick work of any pasta filling, not to mention you can also use it for sauces and dough (the Cuisinart 11- and 14-cup are my picks).


PASTRY BAGS: Pastry bags provide more control and precision when shaping any stuffed pasta, but they’re especially helpful for agnolotti, caramelle, double-stuffed ravioli, and egg yolk ravioli. I use Ateco 21-inch bags, but you can opt for reusable ones instead—just be sure to clean them thoroughly.


for cooking & sauces


STOCKPOT: I use an 8-quart stainless steel stockpot for boiling pasta and making broths, though an Italian-style pasta pot with a colander insert is a great option for easy water-to-sauce transport. All my most-loved cookware is from Made In.


ENAMELED DUTCH OVEN: It might preclude a fancy pasta-toss, but an enameled 6-quart Dutch oven is often my preferred vessel for cooking sauces, particularly ragùs. Its deep, wide belly holds four to six servings of pasta comfortably, with plenty of room for mixing, not to mention it looks great on the table—just know that because Dutch ovens retain heat so well, they take longer to cool. Lodge, Le Creuset, and Staub are all good options.


PASTA PAN: In Italy you’ll find a “padella per mantecare,” a particular type of pan used for the final stages of cooking pasta—that is, marrying pasta and sauce (see here). These pans—lightweight (for easy tossing), high sides (for less sloshing), and a wide opening (to hold plenty)—are difficult to find stateside, but the Zwilling Ballarini 2800 frying pan and Winco aluminum stir fry pan are good dupes (a 3- or 5-quart saucier works as well). I use these for smaller portions, and particularly for swirling pasta in butter.


SPIDER SIEVE, SLOTTED SPOON, AND TONGS: A wide, basketlike spider sieve scoops up hand-formed, short-cut, and stuffed pastas effortlessly, though a smaller slotted spoon will do in a pinch. Tongs are helpful for transferring and tossing long strands, though I recommend using them to pull more delicate ribbons into the basket of a spider for gentler transport.


PASTA BASKET: For the more regular pasta makers and dinner party hosts among us, a pasta basket or two ensures you can lift all your pasta from the water at once and tip it into your sauce without stress.


LADLE: A 2-ounce (¼-cup) ladle is a good tool for scooping up pasta water to loosen sauces and bring dishes together.


BOX GRATER AND MICROPLANE: I prefer the smallest, star-shaped holes of a box grater when grating aged cheeses like Parmigiano-Reggiano and Pecorino Romano as an ingredient. The resulting powder melts quickly and easily into sauces, with less risk of clumping than cheese grated with a Microplane, which is especially helpful when making emulsified cheese sauces like cacio e pepe or the Butter & Parmesan Sauce here. I do use a Microplane for zesting citrus and grating cheeses at the table.
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Pasta’s pantry staples—flour and eggs—will get their time in the spotlight soon enough, so I’ll keep this section brief.


FLOUR


Head to here for the full spiel; for quick reference, here are the brands I use:


• SEMOLINA: Bob’s Red Mill, available in many grocery stores and online.


• SEMOLA RIMACINATA: Antimo Caputo, available online (in the yellow bag); Molino Pasini semola di grano duro if I can find it wholesale.


• 00 (DOUBLE ZERO): Antimo Caputo “Chef’s Flour,” available in some stores and online (in the red bag); Molino Pasini “Pasta Fresca” flour, available selectively online and more widely in Europe (if you spot it, grab it—it’s the softest flour I’ve ever come across, and by some mysterious magic also helps egg pasta doughs retain their color longer).


• ALL-PURPOSE: King Arthur, available widely.


• ALTERNATIVE, FRESH, AND WHOLE-GRAIN: Arrowhead Mills, available widely; Hayden Flour Mills, available in some stores and online; Flourist, available online. Store fresh and whole-grain flours in the freezer for up to 6 months to prevent them from spoiling.


EGGS


The recipes in this book were developed and tested with large eggs, weighing approximately 50 grams each (and yolks weighing approximately 18 grams each). Use whatever eggs you have but know that happy hens yield more colorful and flavorful results. Vital Farms, Happy Egg Co., Consider Pastures, and Carol’s Eggs are good, widely available brands.


OLIVE OIL


Use a milder extra-virgin olive oil for cooking and save the flavorful stuff for finishing. For cooking, I recommend California Olive Ranch and Frantoia Barbera; for finishing, Bona Furtuna (from Sicily), Bono (also from Sicily), EXAU (from Calabria), Frantoio Muraglia (from Puglia), and Laudemio (from Tuscany) are some of my favorites. Look for dark bottles or tins with a harvest date and avoid anything more than a year old. Oh, and don’t save it for a special occasion—olive oil spoils more quickly than you think, so enjoy it while it’s fresh.


BUTTER


Some sauces are made with butter alone, so find one that you love. Mine are Vital Farms and Kerrygold, and I keep unsalted and salted on hand.


SALT


Diamond Crystal kosher salt is what I use exclusively in my kitchen—sometimes I see it in stores, but more often I’ll order it online. Head to here for more about the great wide world of salt.
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TOMATOES


Keep canned whole peeled tomatoes, passata di pomodoro (also called strained tomatoes or tomato purée), and tomato paste on hand for sauces and ragùs. More on the ins and outs of canned tomatoes here.


CALABRIAN CHILI PEPPERS


You’ll see this ingredient pop up a few times in this book. If you’re a spice lover like I am, a jar of crushed Calabrian chili pepper paste or whole Calabrian chili peppers in oil is worth seeking out. They’re spicy, yes, but also fruity and salty, with plenty of leftover infused oil to drizzle on toast, eggs, and anything, really. My favorite brand is Tutto Calabria.


CHEESE


Deeply savory, salty, and a little sweet, Parmigiano-Reggiano is essential to Italian cooking and therefore the recipes in this book, with Pecorino Romano (saltier, tangier sheep’s milk cheese) and Grana Padano (a milder alternative to Parmesan) quick to follow. Always buy wedges (never pre-grated) and look for the signature branding on the rind. Which reminds me: Don’t forget to save that rind for soups and broths.


Another cheese that dominates these pages is ricotta. Good ricotta can be made at home (here), found fresh at some deli counters, or packed in tubs (if the latter, invest in a high-quality brand like Calabro). For especially creamy pasta fillings, pat store-bought ricotta dry or drain it in a colander lined with cheesecloth for an hour or overnight before using.
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PART ONE



doughs



















Great pasta starts with great dough, and anyone can make great dough.


I know for some this part can be scary. When I bake, I tend to hesitate, question myself, and ultimately pop whatever it is in the oven hoping for the best. But pasta dough is something else entirely: It’s forgiving. With pasta, you’re in control, and even the messiest doughs can be fixed every time.


The real key to pasta dough isn’t technique, it’s confidence—not just in your own abilities (did I mention that you can absolutely make great pasta?), but also in knowing it’s all going to work out, no matter what happens along the way.


“Pasta” comes from the Italian word “impasto”: a mixture of flour and liquid, a dough, a paste. Before I started making my own, I always assumed this liquid included eggs. But this couldn’t be further from the truth. Pasta can take so many forms, and there’s an enormous number of fresh doughs made with just flour and water. So bid any excuses farewell: You can make pasta right now, with what’s already in your pantry and your tap.


Some pasta makers wax poetic about the structure of wheat and a dough’s optimal hydration level, while others hold fast to tradition. Both approaches make it too easy to become rigid when pasta requires flexibility. Every Italian region, city, town, and home has its own pasta recipes, from dough to shape to sauce. Many evolved over centuries; all were made from ingredients readily available at the time. I got a taste of this resourcefulness firsthand when the pandemic hit in 2020. Grocery store shelves were bare, and shortages took away every last bag of the specialty flours I’d always used to make pasta. At first, there was panic: What am I going to do?! But then I began to experiment with new flours and flavors, and lo and behold, I still ended up with a delicious plate of pasta.


So as we delve into dough, I’m going to attempt a balancing act. I’m not an Italian nonna who can make pasta with her eyes closed, who shrugs when you ask about her methods and says “dipende”, it depends. I’m also not a restaurant chef who needs to know the exact level of humidity in my kitchen to turn out consistent plates of pasta to hundreds of diners a night. I’m somewhere in between—and I bet you are, too. My approach is relaxed with a sprinkling of precision to set you up for success and nudge you in the right direction if you get lost along the way.


Don’t worry: You’ve totally got this.
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flours


You can make pasta with any flour. Until the 20th century, bread and pasta were made from whatever Italian cooks could find. Grains like millet, barley, emmer, and rye; legumes like fava beans and chickpeas; and nuts and seeds like buckwheat, acorns, and chestnuts were all milled into flour. And when corn started to flourish in northern Italy in the 16th century, it made its way into pasta, too. So using what you have at home, whether it’s bread flour because you ran out of all-purpose, or some whole wheat that was hiding in the back of the pantry, is entirely Italian in nature.


But let’s start with the two flours you’ll come across most often: durum wheat (grano duro) and soft wheat (grano tenero). Then we’ll move on to alternative flours.


DURUM WHEAT


Durum wheat is a “hard” strain of wheat. It has a high protein content, the highest of all wheat varieties, which means it yields a strong, sturdy dough—so strong that all it needs is water to make satisfying, chewy pasta. Durum wheat is also an expert at holding its shape. It’s more plastic than elastic, which means that although it’s not as stretchy as other types of flour, it’s easier to mold.


In Italy, durum wheat thrives in the warm, dry climate of the south. Puglia and Sardinia, among other regions, are home to durum wheat, and most of the pastas you’ll find there reflect as much: Little nubs of eggless dough, pushed and pulled by hand into Sunday lunch. It’s worth mentioning, too, that for a long time eggs were an unaffordable luxury in these poorer regions.


Mill durum wheat once and you’re left with semolina, a coarse yellow flour that gives texture to cakes, breads, and puddings. Mill it twice and you have semola rimacinata (rimacinata means “twice milled”), a much finer, pale-yellow flour that’s softer and easier to manipulate. Semolina’s texture and durability make it the perfect match for factory-produced dried pastas, and in Italy it must be used by law; the finer semola rimacinata is great for making pastas by hand.


I stock both in my pantry: semolina for dusting and storing already-shaped pasta because its grainy consistency prevents dough from sticking to surfaces and itself, and semola for smooth, pliable doughs. Bob’s Red Mill makes a great semolina that’s available in many grocery stores, but try whatever you can find. Antimo Caputo is my go-to brand for semola rimacinata (you can order it from several retailers online; it’s in the yellow bag), but if you can’t get your hands on it, coarse semolina will still work well for dough—I used it exclusively for many years.


SOFT WHEAT


Soft wheat is, well, a soft strain of wheat, and it’s a different species entirely from durum wheat. Soft wheat is lower in protein and more elastic, meaning it yields a tender and stretchy dough that—usually with the support of protein-rich eggs—is ideal for rolling into thin sheets. Soft wheat is primarily cultivated in central-northern Italy, specifically Emilia-Romagna, Veneto, Lombardy, and Piedmont. For centuries, this powdery flour was expensive, just like the eggs used to strengthen it, which suited these wealthier regions just fine.


Italian soft wheat flour is milled into different grades, each with a number that refers to its grind, starting with 2 as the coarsest. Travel down the ladder and you’ll find 00 (double zero; doppio zero)—the finest, the silkiest, and the one used to make fresh pasta. To spare you some confusion, today you’ll find several flours that are labeled “00.” Stateside, very finely ground pastry flour can be sold as 00, but it has a much lower protein content than what you’re looking for in pasta. The easiest approach? Opt for Italian brands like Antimo Caputo, Anna Napoletana, and Molino Grassi, or bags that are labeled specifically for pasta-making. (If you end up with 00 pizza flour, you can totally use it; they’re pretty much the same.)


You can also reach for the all-purpose flour you already have, which usually consists of a mix of hard and soft wheat. It has a similar protein content as 00 and, although marginally coarser in texture, will work great in any recipe calling for the traditional stuff. (Note: Durum wheat (semolina) is unique in its texture so all-purpose flour is not a comparable substitute for durum-wheat doughs.)


ALTERNATIVE FLOURS


What was once a necessity is now fashionable and thank goodness for that. Whole and heirloom grains can impart wonderful character and flavor to pasta. Einkorn, rye, and spelt are favorites of mine, as are nut flours, particularly chestnut, for adding warmth and depth to cold-weather comforts like gnocchi. There are farms everywhere that are milling exceptional flours, durum and soft wheat included. Some of my favorites are from Flourist in Vancouver, Canada, and Hayden Flour Mills in Arizona. I encourage you to find whatever’s local to you.


Perhaps the most important thing to remember here is to always use alternative flours in conjunction with durum or soft wheat. Using 100 percent whole grains in any cooking or baking project can be challenging. Each type has a different protein content and level of elasticity, so cutting it with durum or soft wheat flour will make your dough easier to handle and help preserve the pasta’s signature texture and bite. This is critical with nut and legume flours (chestnut, chickpea, buckwheat), which are naturally gluten-free and don’t have elasticity at all. I recommend starting with 25 to 50 percent of an alternative flour, as reflected in the recipes in this book, but I also encourage you to experiment and find a mix that works for you. (Many whole-grain, freshly milled, and gluten-free flours absorb and retain more moisture than typical white flours, which means they’ll probably need a little more hydration. The recipes here take this into account, but in general when using alternative flours, keep some extra water nearby.)
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Gluten & Starch in Pasta Doughs


Grains like wheat are made up of fiber, vitamins, minerals, starch, proteins, and fats. But for our purposes, let’s focus on two proteins, glutenin and gliadin—together known as gluten—which make up about 80 percent of the protein in wheat flour and contribute almost entirely to its functionality.


When mixed with water, these proteins work together to build a weblike network, each unfurling from their coiled cocoons into long strands to connect with their neighbors. This network creates a dough’s structure, both its elasticity (how stretchy it is) and plasticity (how well it holds its shape). Kneading the dough evenly distributes the flour and water so the gluten network can develop more fully. And resting the dough after kneading gives it time to relax, allowing it to fully hydrate and release any moisture it no longer needs. This is why a well-rested dough will feel softer and tackier to the touch.


Another important component of wheat flour is starch. When starch comes into contact with water and heat, it gelatinizes—which means that when pasta is cooked, the starch in the flour melts into a paste. The higher a flour’s starch content, the smoother and silkier the pasta will be. This is why pastas made with 00 flour, which has plenty of starch, melt in your mouth. Starch is also a useful tool when combining pasta with sauce, but more on that later (here).


Gluten-free flour blends rely on starches and other thickeners to form a dough, so you can skip the extended kneading and resting processes.





liquids (water, eggs & more)


The second part of our “impasto” is liquid, and in pasta-making it can take many forms—water, eggs, vegetables, and wine are all sources of liquid.


WATER & EGGS


The liquid a pasta dough uses can tell us a lot about its origins. If flour is mixed with water only, you’re probably looking at a shape from the south—cavatelli, capunti, orecchiette, busiate—or the rural, mountain regions of central Italy. Its partner will usually be, as mentioned earlier, durum wheat, though not always: In Tuscany, pici (here) and strozzapreti (here) are examples of water-based pastas made with soft wheat flour (and, depending on who you ask, some durum wheat, too). These areas were extremely poor and water was cheap.


Introduce liquid in the form of eggs and you’re dipping your toe into the vast ocean of central and northern Italian pastas. We already talked about eggs as a sign of affluence, and it’s here that pasta was served among the Renaissance nobility and Catholic church. With eggs come the historically more-expensive soft wheat flour and also fillings: Delicate ravioli, tortellini, and cappelletti are all made with egg-based dough. Add a splash of white wine to the eggs and you’re probably making pasta from Liguria, where it’s a mainstay of many local dishes.


Aside from their historical import, eggs impact a dough’s texture. The water- and protein-rich whites provide elasticity and structure and the fatty yolks not only impart color and flavor, they also make a dough more tender. In Italy there are eggs with sunset-colored yolks specifically marketed for making pasta called sfoglia gialla or pasta gialla (“yellow pasta”). To achieve a similar effect, opt for free-range eggs (the more varied the hens’ diet, the more vibrant the yolks), or substitute about three large egg yolks for one large egg.


OTHER FORMS OF HYDRATION


You can make every pasta in this book with water or eggs, but sometimes it’s fun to get creative and introduce other sources of hydration. Here are some ways to give your pasta a little extra flair.


Vegetables


If you’re interested in colorful pasta, look no further than what nature has to offer. Vegetables—whether chopped, powdered, or, my preference, puréed—provide a rainbow of reds, oranges, greens, and purples. Although some colorful pastas are more modern novelties, others, like those made with tender and wild greens, are firmly rooted in Italian tradition. When it comes to greens, you can cook and finely mince them in honor of those traditions or reach for the blender like I do. Chopped greens (whether by hand or in a food processor) will yield a rustic, textured look; blended greens—and any puréed vegetable, for that matter—will produce smooth, uniform color.


Use vegetables alongside water or eggs. In water-based doughs, the vegetable fibers will leave your dough craving more moisture, so using 50 percent vegetables and just over 50 percent water is a good guide to make sure the dough isn’t too dry. For egg-based doughs, the added water from the vegetables will result in a softer, chewier dough that can be more difficult to shape. Combining them with eggs, and mostly yolks, will add fat and protein to balance this extra moisture and ensure your dough is both vibrant and structured.


Vegetable purées are all about the color, and they rarely impart much, if any, flavor. This is great news because 1) you don’t have to plan your sauce around the vegetable you used; 2) you don’t have to like beets to make pink pasta; 3) you’re getting a serving of veggies while eating pasta; and 4) your kids won’t have a clue they’re getting a serving of veggies while eating pasta.


I should mention that as colorful pasta cooks, some of the pigment leaches out into the cooking water. Luckily, fresh pasta cooks quickly (more on this later), so most of the color will remain intact, just softer than in its raw form.


Oils & Other Fats


Fat isn’t technically a form of hydration, but when used alongside water or eggs, it can make a significant impact. Fats like butter, oil, and shortening are tenderizers, meaning they coat and weaken gluten bonds. In baking, fat is key to airy cakes and pastries; in pasta, it’s part of what makes ravioli so delicate. Egg yolks are the most common source of fat, but other options are useful and delicious, too. In Lombardy, butter is typically used to make shoe-shaped dumplings called scarpinocc (here); in Sardinia, lard was once a common addition to pasta dough, too. And everywhere you’ll find recipes with a spoonful of olive oil.


The more fat you use, the less chewy and more tender your pasta will be—a characteristic particularly well-suited to filled pastas. Use oils for their flavor (olive oil, of course, but walnut and pistachio oils are fun, too) and dairy like melted butter and sour cream for an especially light texture.


Wine


White wine is the secret to several delicious pastas, particularly in Liguria. It’s used to make Genoa’s famous stamped corzetti (here), as well as stuffed pastas like pansotti (filled with wild herbs) and turle (filled with potatoes, cheese, and mint). According to my friend and Genoese food writer Enrica Monzani, adding a splash of white wine to pasta dough “gives flavor and elasticity, and masks the taste of eggs.” I wholeheartedly agree: A white wine–infused dough taps into all your senses, perfuming your hands and your kitchen.


Red wine pasta is a more modern phenomenon, though occasionally you’ll see it used in lesser-known shapes like spizzulus (here). The first time I tried it, I was disappointed: Deep ruby red in the bottle quickly became dusty pink (okay, gray) when mixed with flour and eggs. The solution? Simmer the wine (I prefer something medium-bodied like Chianti or Montepulciano) so some of the water evaporates and the color concentrates. The longer it simmers, the bolder the result, leaving you with a moody shade of purple.


herbs, spices & other inclusions


Like a good cookie dough, pasta can be transformed by a few last-minute flavorings. Herbs are a great place to start: Mince them, purée them, or laminate them between sheets of dough (see here) for a pop of color and a hint of flavor. Use tender herbs like parsley, mint, basil, and dill, or softer woody herbs like sage and thyme leaves. Remove any tough stems to avoid puncturing the pasta when shaping.


Vegetable and herb-infused doughs can range in potency, so if you’re looking to really pack a punch, head over to the spice rack. Spices have a long history in pasta making: In Sardinia, clever cooks used saffron, which once grew wild across the region, to turn flour-and-water pasta dough deep gold, tricking the eye into thinking it was made with eggs. Heating spices will best coax out their flavor. Toast and grind peppercorns and other seeds like fennel and caraway; steep paprikas, ground chilies, saffron, and turmeric in hot water for color, then use some or all of the infused liquid as the dough’s hydration.


The recipes in this book only scratch the surface. I’ve seen pasta made with cocoa, espresso, and butterfly pea powder (a violet flower that’ll dye anything blue), too.






	EVERYTHING WE JUST COVERED, IN BRIEF






	What It Is

	What It Does






	
Durum wheat 
Semolina and semola rimacinata


	Helps a dough hold its shape (plasticity); provides bite and chew






	
Soft wheat 
00 flour and, for our needs, all-purpose flour (a mix of hard and soft wheats)


	Helps a dough stretch (elasticity); makes a dough soft and tender






	
Whole grains 
Einkorn, spelt, emmer, rye, etc.


	Depending on the flour and its freshness, can make a dough drier and require more hydration; imparts nuttiness and character






	
Gluten-free flours 
Chestnut, chickpea, fava, buckwheat, rice, gluten-free blends


	Lacks elasticity and makes a dough more delicate; high in starch and requires more hydration to become pliable; affects flavor






	
Liquid 
Water, eggs (also a source of fat), wine, milk (also a source of fat), vegetable purées


	Makes a dough elastic and springy; can impact color; water from vegetables can make egg-based doughs softer, while vegetable fibers can make water-based doughs drier






	
Fat 
Egg yolks, olive and other oils, butter, shortening, lard, cream (also a source of liquid)


	Makes a dough delicate and tender; a high concentration of fat can make a dough firmer in its raw state (particularly egg yolks and butter)

























techniques
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There’s something particularly refreshing about making pasta dough (or anything, really) with your own two hands, as if returning to a near-forgotten, simpler way of life. Making dough by hand is, of course, the most traditional technique, and the one that grandmothers and chefs alike swear by. It’s often called the “well method”—referring to the process of gradually incorporating the liquid into a flour “well”—and I do think it yields dough with a marginally superior texture, mostly because you have total control. But we’re also lucky enough to have access to all sorts of modern kitchen appliances, and they can get the job done, too. So for those short on time or with any wrist or joint pain, the food processor and stand mixer make great alternatives. All three methods can be used to make any of the dough recipes in this book, except gnocchi (we’ll get to that later).
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But First: What Should Pasta Dough Look and Feel Like?


Think of pasta dough like Play-Doh that spends a lot of time at the gym. It’s smooth and pliable, but also firm and resilient. It’s not soft or sticky like many bread doughs, nor is it dry and crumbly like pastry dough. Some might describe it as heavy and dense. It springs back to the touch.


While you’re in the thick of it, making dough will feel messy and chaotic. But when you’re done, look at the dough and make a mental checklist of these visual and textural cues. If the dough sticks to your hands or work surface, give it a few more dustings of flour; if it’s tough and dry, a small amount of water should do the trick.


Still, environmental factors, particularly humidity, can affect a dough’s texture. A hot and humid kitchen will encourage stickiness, so maybe hold back a little water at the start or know you might need to reach for more flour; a cold and dry kitchen will do the opposite, so keep extra water nearby. Trust your intuition and remember that if you make a wrong turn, you can always course-correct because pasta is forgiving. Accept that every dough you make will be a little different and love them all the same. The process only gets easier over time.





making pasta dough by hand


Weigh and combine the flour(s) in a wide mixing or serving bowl. Weigh the liquid(s) and, if applicable, whisk them together until smooth.


Keep the flour in the bowl (this prevents runaway liquids) or turn it out onto a work surface. Make a wide “well” in the center with your fist, forming a wall of flour tall enough on all sides to contain the liquid. Pour the liquid into the well.


Using a fork, gradually incorporate a portion of the flour, a couple of teaspoons or so at a time, from the inner rim of the well into the liquid in a circular motion (à la scrambled eggs) until a thick, custardy batter forms. You’ll use only about a quarter of the flour at this point; the majority will remain loose.


Incorporate the remaining flour into the thickened liquid, either by 1) pulling, folding, and pressing the flour into the center with your hands until it becomes a shaggy ball; 2) vigorously whisking the liquid and loose flour together with the fork until all the liquid is evenly distributed (and it looks like little flaky pebbles); or 3) if you’re working on a flat surface, cutting the flour into the liquid with the help of a bench scraper. If it looks like a total mess—sticky here, flaky there—you’re doing it right.
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Making Egg Pasta Dough by Hand
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If you’ve been using a bowl, transfer the mixture to a flat surface, along with any large flaky pieces. It’s also totally normal to have some flour left behind.


Knead the dough vigorously however works best for you (don’t be shy; you can’t overwork it). I like to push it forward with the heel of my hand, then fold it over on itself about halfway. Do this a few times in one direction, then rotate the dough 90 degrees and repeat, shifting 90 degrees every few strokes. Once the dough starts to come together, brush away any remaining flaky pieces. Always give it time before adding flour or water—more often than not, it will sort itself out after a few minutes. Then, if the dough still feels dry, add a small amount of water with your fingers to the dry areas and knead until smooth, repeating as necessary; if it feels very soft and sticky, work in more flour until it firms up.


After about 5 minutes, cover the dough tightly and completely in plastic wrap or under an overturned bowl (you can also use a clean shower cap or snug Tupperware container). Let it rest for 5 to 10 minutes—have a cup of coffee, a snack, a glass of wine—then uncover and knead the dough until it’s smooth and firm, pliable but not soft, 3 to 5 minutes more. (This two-part knead makes the dough smoother; if preferred, skip the first rest period and knead the dough for about 10 minutes.)


When it bounces back from a light touch to the surface, cover the dough tightly and completely once more. Let it rest at room temperature for about 30 minutes, depending on the pasta you’re making (see here for suggested rest times).


making pasta dough in a food processor


Add the flour(s) and liquid(s) to the bowl of a food processor. Pulse the ingredients together in short bursts, scraping down the sides of the bowl as needed, until evenly distributed and beads of dough form. It’ll look like cooked couscous and should come together easily when pressed. If the mixture is dry and sandy, add a teaspoon of water and pulse again; repeat as needed. If it’s sticky and gummy, sprinkle it with flour and pulse until you’ve reached the proper consistency.


Transfer to a work surface and knead by hand for 5 minutes, or until smooth and firm. If the dough is still rough on the surface, cover it tightly and completely, either in plastic wrap or under an overturned bowl (you can also use a clean shower cap or snug Tupperware container), for 5 to 10 minutes. Then knead 1 to 2 minutes more and cover it again. Let it rest at room temperature for about 30 minutes, depending on the pasta you’re making (see here for suggested rest times).


making pasta dough in a stand mixer


Add the flour(s) and liquid(s) to the bowl of a stand mixer fitted with the dough hook. Mix on low speed, scraping down the sides of the bowl and hook as needed, until the dough comes together, 7 to 10 minutes. If the mixture seems very dry after the first few minutes, add a teaspoon of water.


Transfer to a work surface and knead by hand for 5 minutes, or until smooth and firm. If the dough is still rough on the surface, cover it tightly and completely, either in plastic wrap or under an overturned bowl (you can also use a clean shower cap or snug Tupperware container), for 5 to 10 minutes. Then knead 1 to 2 minutes more and cover it again. Let it rest at room temperature for about 30 minutes, depending on the pasta you’re making (see here for suggested rest times).


resting & storing pasta dough


Making pasta dough is a workout. I’ve done it thousands of times and I still get a little winded; when it’s done, I need a moment to collect myself. So does the dough. For me, that might mean grabbing a glass of wine; for the dough, that rest time allows it to relax and the flour to fully hydrate. A just-kneaded dough is tense and jumpy, but as it rests, the gluten lets out a sigh of relief: It becomes softer, more pliable, and tacky to the touch.


Rest times depend on the type of pasta you’re making, although 30 minutes is a good rule of thumb. Durum wheat (semolina) pastas tend to benefit from a shorter rest period: Less rest yields a drier dough, which in turn encourages the rough texture that defines many southern shapes like orecchiette. On the other hand, egg-based pastas (and some water-based soft wheat pastas) need more recovery time so they can stretch into long strands or sheets. If you find yourself fighting with a dough, let it rest longer.
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Making Durum Wheat & Water Pasta Dough in a Food Processor






















	PASTA DOUGH REST TIMES, MORE OR LESS






	Dough Type

	Suggested Rest Time






	
Durum wheat (semolina) & water 
IN THIS BOOK: Busiate, capunti, cavatelli, foglie d’ulivo, malloreddus, orecchiette, spizzulus 
EXCEPTION: Lagane—rest for 30 minutes to 1 hour for easier rolling


	20 to 30 minutes






	
Soft wheat (00 or all-purpose flour) & water 
IN THIS BOOK: Corzetti della Valpolcevera, pici, strozzapreti


	30 minutes to 1 hour






	
Egg 
IN THIS BOOK: All hand-cut pastas, short-cut pastas, and stuffed pastas, as well as lasagne sheets


	30 minutes or up to 2 hours if rolling by machine; at least 1 hour if rolling by hand






	Gluten-free and gnocchi

	None







Pasta dough is best used immediately after resting, but sometimes life gets in the way. To store the dough overnight, wrap it tightly in plastic wrap or store it in a snug Tupperware container and refrigerate. Remove the dough from the refrigerator 30 minutes to 1 hour before use so it can come to room temperature. If the dough feels very soft and sticky, knead it for a minute to help it firm up. (Egg doughs tend to oxidize, so this process also redistributes and revitalizes the color.) Use all doughs within 48 hours if you can.
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Freezing Pasta Dough


Pasta dough is best used fresh, and I find the texture changes after freezing and defrosting. You can try it and see how you like the results, but my advice is to either refrigerate the dough (for up to 2 days) or freeze the pasta once it’s shaped (here).
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