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Rigatoni al Forno with Cheesella 
Pasta al forno (baked pasta) is one of the all-time great Southern Italian comfort foods. This 
version stars cubes of fried eggplant and zucchini, but you could substitute sautéed 
mushrooms, crumbled sausage, or both. 
 
Cheesella, an unlikely (but fantastic) marriage between buffalo mozzarella and caciocavallo 
cheeses, is not readily available. You can substitute a mix of mozzarella and scamorza or 
smoked mozzarella. Just be sure the mozzarella is slightly aged and on the “drier” side. The 
fresh milky stuff, while delicious, does not melt well. 
 
This recipe involves several steps: making the sauce, frying the vegetables, cooking the pasta, 
and then assembling and baking the dish. All of the steps are easy, and the sauce can be made 
at least a day in advance, if you want to get a head start. 
 
Makes 8 servings (but the recipe is easily halved) 
 
 
INGREDIENTS 
Sunflower or other vegetable oil for frying 
1 pound (454 g) eggplant (1 large or 2 medium) 
Sea salt 
1 pound (454 g) zucchini 
1 batch (4-5 cups/1 L) Simple Tomato Sauce, heated to a simmer 
1 pound (454 g) dried rigatoni, penne, cavatappi or other short, sturdy pasta 
1/4 cup (7 g) torn basil leaves 
1 pound (454 g) Cheesella, shredded or cut into cubes; or 1 pound (454 g) shredded or cubed 
scamorza, low-moisture mozzarella, or smoked mozzarella (or a combination) 
Extra-virgin olive oil, for the baking dish 
1/2 cup (50 g) freshly grated Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese 
 



 
INSTRUCTIONS 
1. Trim the eggplant and cut it into large cubes. Put them in a colander set in a bowl and 
sprinkle with salt. Set a plate on top and weight it down with a heavy object (I use a marble 
mortar). Let rest for 30 to 60 minutes. Do the same with the zucchini, especially if they are 
large/end of season, as those tend to be spongier. When the vegetables have released some of 
their liquid, pat them dry. (See Cook’s Note) 
 
2. Pour sunflower oil to a depth of 1/4 inch (6 mm) in a large frying pan and heat over medium-
high. Set a platter lined with a double layer of paper towels or a large plain brown paper bag 
near the stove. Fry the eggplant and zucchini in batches, turning them a couple of times, for 
about 5 minutes total, until golden-brown. Use a slotted spoon to transfer them to the plate or 
paper bag to drain. 
 
3. Heat the oven to 375° F (190° C). Bring a pot of water to a boil and salt it generously. Add the 
rigatoni, stir to separate, and boil until slightly underdone—very al dente. Drain the pasta and 
transfer it to a large bowl. Spoon about 2/3 of the sauce over it. Add the fried eggplant and 
zucchini, about 1/3 of the Cheesella, and all the basil and toss gently to combine. 
 
4. Coat a 9-by-13-inch (23-by-33 cm) oven-proof baking dish with olive oil. Spoon in half the 
pasta, and top with half the remaining Cheesella and a couple of spoonfuls of the remaining 
sauce. Spoon the rest of the pasta on top and level it out. Top with another couple of spoonfuls 
of sauce (you may not use all the sauce) and the rest of the Cheesella. Sprinkle on the 
Parmigiano. 
 
5. Bake, uncovered, for 30 to 40 minutes, until you can hear the sauce and cheese bubbling 
throughout, and the top is nicely browned and crisp around the edges. Let stand 5 minutes 
before serving. 
 
 
Cook’s Note: Salting the vegetables is optional. Late season eggplant and zucchini tend to be 
more “pithy,” and salting helps remove excess liquid and compress the flesh. I also find that 
salted vegetables tend to absorb less oil during frying. 


