
PASTA AL FORNO CON LE 
POLPETTINE (BAKED PASTA WITH TINY 

MEATBALLS) 
This makes enough for 2 large casserole dishes and feeds 10-12 people. It can be made a few days 

ahead (it may even be better reheated the next day), and can be frozen. From start to finish, it took me 
about 2 hours to make and fry the meatballs, make the sauce, boil the pasta, grate the cheese, pop it in 
the oven and wait for the timer to go off as I cleaned up. Not too much to ask for such a classic, Sunday 

dinner kind of dish. 
Also, you can substitute the tomato sauce with a more substantial ragù or add sausage. You can play 
around with which types of cheese you use, though you should use some melty cheese like mozzarella 

or, ideally, scamorza. 
tiny meatballs (see below) 
tomato sauce (see below) 
1 1/2 lb (1.5 boxes) short pasta (such as rigatoni or penne rigate), half-cooked (don’t be scared! Just 
drain them after half the time on the package) 
1 cup grated parmigiano or pecorino or a mixture 
2 cups grated mozzarella or scamorza 
1 cup ricotta 
a handful fresh basil leaves (optional) 
1 cup frozen peas (optional) 
TO ASSEMBLE: 
Preheat oven to 400°F/200°C. Take two large casserole dishes and spoon a bit of the tomato sauce on 
the bottom of each. Spoon some drained pasta to cover, then spoon some sauce, then the meatballs, 
then a mixture of the cheese, then the basil and peas (if using). Repeat until the casseroles are full. 
Don’t be too skimpy with the sauce, as the pasta will soak it up, but remember that this isn’t a saucy 
pasta. Top with abundant mozzarella. Cover with tin foil and bake for 30 minutes. Remove tin foil and 
brown for 10 minutes more. This can be made a few days ahead and reheated to serve. 
 
ready for the oven 
TINY MEATBALLS (I used a bit more than 2 lbs of meat and have about 20 leftover meatballs, 
which are SO good on their own): 
1/2 lb (1/4 kg) ground pork 
1/2 lb (1/4 kg) ground beef 
1 lb (1/2 kg) ground veal 
1/2 cup good-quality bread crumbs 
1 egg 
a big handful of parsley leaves, chopped 
1/3 cup parmigiano cheese, finely grated 
salt and pepper (and nutmeg, optional) 
flour for dredging 
TO MAKE MEATBALLS: 
In a large bowl, use your hands to gently mix the meat with the egg, parsley, bread crumbs, cheese, 
seasonings, and about 1/2 cup water. Combine until it’s relatively uniform. Use your hands to roll the 
mixture into little meat balls about the size of a marble. It should make what seems like 49,283, but 
turns out to be about 2 baking trays worth. 



Place a bit of flour in a medium bowl and put in 10 or so meatballs at a time, tossing to just coat with 
flour. Repeat until all the meatballs are lightly coated (as pictured). 

 
Place a bit of vegetable or canola oil to thoroughly coat the bottom of a large wide-bottomed pan, and 
fry the meatballs in batches over medium to medium-low heat, being careful not to overcrowd them. 
You want to brown them well on all sides, which should take about 5 minutes per batch, then remove 
them to a plate or tray covered with paper towels. Repeat until all the meatballs are fried. 
Don’t wash the pan. Make the tomato sauce in the oil.. 
QUICK TOMATO SAUCE (this can be substituted with your favorite tomato sauce or a meat ragu.) 
1 onion (optional) 
3 cups tomato purée 
1 small can chopped tomatoes 
1 tsp garlic powder 
TO MAKE TOMATO SAUCE: 
In the same pan you use to fry the meatballs, fry the onion (if using) until golden then add the rest of 
the ingredients. Cook down for about 15 minutes, adding seasonings to taste. (I added basil because I 
had it on hand.) 
 


