
 �� saveur.com  Number ���

I N G R E D I E N T

Flower Power
Poppy seeds lend a rich, mysterious flavor to sweet and savory foods

B Y  G A B R I E L L A  G E R S H E N S O N

I�’� �  � �����  ��� ��  �����  ����� . 
My �rst taste of them came courtesy of 

my grandfather, Abram Gershenson, who 
brought a delicious repertoire of Eastern Euro-
pean baked goods with him from Russia to 
the U.S. when he emigrated with my grand-
mother, Klara, in 1979. My favorite among 
them was mak pirog, which translates liter-
ally as poppy seed pie, a yeast dough roulade 
swirled with a moist, black �lling of ground 
poppy seeds, sugar, and raisins. I could gobble 
slice after slice without putting a dent in my 
appetite; my love for it was compulsive. Yet 
to this day, I have di�culty pinpointing the 
precise �avor of that �lling: sweet and vaguely 
�oral, but dark, too, with hints of earth and 
nuts. It’s like no other food I know.

Even as a kid, I realized that poppy seeds, 
apart from their occasional scattering on a 
bagel or a kaiser roll, in a sweet vinaigrette, 
or in those ubiquitous lemon-cake muf-
�ns, didn’t get much recognition. With the 
notable exception of hamantaschen, the tri-
angle-shaped cookies with poppy seed �lling 
I ate in Hebrew school every Purim, I rarely 
ate them outside our home. Even still, they 
became an object of a�ection.

A few years ago at Al Di Là, a fantastic 
Italian restaurant in Brooklyn, I discovered 
casunziei, beet ravioli in a poppy seed–
�ecked butter sauce. I was surprised to learn 
that it’s one of many northern Italian dishes 
made with poppy seeds, a legacy of the Aus-
tro-Hungarian Empire and its cuisine, which 
has long used the seeds in sweet and savory 
ways. At home a few days later, I made a 
rich sauce for tagliatelle by heating poppy 
seeds in butter, along with shallots, wine, 
and cream. �eir �avor bloomed in the fat, 
giving the entire dish a subtly woodsy taste.  

But it wasn’t until I was in the Czech 
Republic recently that I really came to 
understand what poppy seeds are and where 
they come from. �e country is not only one 
of Europe’s largest producers of poppy seeds, 

but its cuisine has embraced them whole-
heartedly—in yeast-dough pastries called 
kolá�e, sprinkled liberally over potato gnoc-
chi and fruit-�lled dumplings, as a �lling for 
crêpes, and combined with blueberries and 
spread over a shortbread crust in bor�vkov� 
kolá�, my favorite Czech pastry.

In the village of Ost�edek, just southeast of 
Prague, I found myself standing waist-deep 
in a 100-acre �eld of Papaver somniferum, 
poppy plants. If I had come a few weeks 
earlier, they would have been in full bloom, 
papery petals of white streaked with lilac (the 
wild red poppies we tend to think of, Papa-
ver rhoeas, do not produce seeds for culinary 
use). Instead, capping the tall, thick stems 
were spherical seedpods in an incandescent 

blue-green shade. �e alarming color held a 
clue to the plants’ other use: If the exterior 
of the pod is scored, the wound oozes white 
latex sap, better known as opium.

I broke open one of those pods, knocked 
out a handful of ruddy brown seeds into 
my palm, and stared with disbelief as they 
turned a cloudy lavender before my eyes, a 
response to the sudden oxidation. �is, I 
learned, means the seeds aren’t quite ripe. 
When they’re ready to harvest, they emerge 
from the pod looking pretty much the way 
they do on a bagel: smoky blue-black. I 
tossed them into my mouth and savored 
their complex �avor: like legumes, like fresh 
peas, like hazelnuts, like �owers. �e �avor 
is a contradiction—�oral yet earthy, evanes-
cent yet grounded. 

Our taste for poppy seeds stretches 
back to pre-ancient times. According to 
Mark Merlin, author of On �e Trail of the 

Ancient Opium Poppy (Farleigh Dickenson 
University Press, 1984), the cultivation of 
poppy seeds dates to the Neolithic period 
in Europe. White poppy seeds, from Papa-
ver somniferum album, are most commonly 
used in Asia; they’re smaller and milder 
tasting than the blue-black variety. I was 
particularly fascinated to read about the 
use of white poppy seeds in Bengali cuisine 
while reading Eating India (Bloomsbury 
USA, 2007), by food historian Chitrita 
Banerji. �eir abundance in the region 
was linked to the rampant opium trade of 
the 18th and 19th centuries, when Brit-
ish colonists insisted that Bengali farmers 
turn their arable land over to farming pop-
pies. �ough the �owers were cultivated 
for narcotics, a by-product of the crop was 
poppy seeds, which Bengalis incorporated 
into their cuisine. In one classic Bengali 
dish, aloo posto, potatoes are cooked with 
a �ne paste made from poppy and mus-
tard seeds puréed with garlic, chile, water, 
and salt. Even combined with those strong 
�avors, the singular, nutty, vaguely �oral 
taste of the poppy seeds comes through. 
    I noticed one thing that this dish has in 
common with my beloved mak pirog: the 
grinding of the seeds. �ough plenty of recipes 
call for seeds to be added whole, which lends 
color, crunch, and mellow earthy �avor, grind-
ing the seeds releases their fragrant oil, which 
makes for a moister, more intensely �avored 
�lling. I learned later in life why my grandfa-
ther didn’t make mak pirog for every visit: It’s 
a lot of work. To make the �lling, he would 
soak the poppy seeds in water overnight to 
soften the crunchy hull, and then process 
them twice through a meat grinder, releasing 
as much of the oil as possible. He would next 
simmer the seeds with water and sugar, and 
then raisins, stirring until they absorbed the 
liquid and clung together, like fertile soil. It 
was dark, mysterious, delicious—everything 
I love about poppy seeds.  

Sweet and vaguely floral, 
but dark, too, with hints of  
earth and nuts, the poppy 
seed filling tasted like no 
other food I know
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Up close, poppy seeds reveal their dappled color, 
kidney-bean shape, and honeycomb-like texture.
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Bor�vkov� Kolá�
(Blueberry–Poppy Seed  Squares)

SERV ES 12

� e � oral character of poppy seeds 
shines when paired with blueber-
ries in this rich dessert. Store any 
unused seeds in the refrigerator or 
freezer. 

 20 tbsp. unsalted butter, soft-
ened, plus more for pan

 3 cups fl our, plus more for pan
 11⁄2 cups sugar
 3⁄4 tsp. kosher salt
 1⁄4 tsp. vanilla
 4 cups blueberries
 2 tbsp. fresh lemon juice
 1⁄2 tsp. ground cinnamon
 11⁄2 cups ground poppy seeds 

(see page 85)
 1⁄2 cup heavy cream

1 Heat oven to 350°. Butter and 
� our a 9” x 13” metal baking pan; 
set aside. Beat 16 tbsp. butter and 1⁄2 
cup sugar on medium-high speed of 
a mixer until pale and � u� y, about 
2 minutes. Add 21⁄2 cups � our and 
1⁄2 tsp. salt; beat until just combined. 
Press dough into bottom and half-
way up sides of prepared pan; chill 
for 20 minutes. Bake crust until 
lightly browned, about 12 minutes; 
let cool. Meanwhile, stir remaining 
butter, � our, and salt, 1⁄4 cup sugar, 
and vanilla in a bowl until coarse 
crumbles form; set streusel aside. 

2 Heat remaining sugar, 3 cups blue-
berries, lemon juice, and cinnamon 
in a 2-qt. saucepan over medium-
high heat; cook until berries burst, 
about 20 minutes. Remove from heat 
and stir in remaining berries; let cool. 
Stir together poppy seeds and cream 
in a bowl; spread evenly over cooled 
crust. Pour blueberry mixture over 
poppy seeds; sprinkle with streusel 
mixture. Bake until � lling is bub-
bly and streusel is lightly browned, 

about 40 minutes. Let cool, cut into 
squares, and serve.

Mak Pirog
(Poppy Seed Strudel)

M A K ES 2 LOAV ES

Filled with a moist, sweet poppy seed 
paste, this rustic yeast-dough roulade 
is a comfort food eaten throughout 
Eastern and Central Europe.

 6 tbsp. milk, heated to 115°, 
plus 1⁄3 cup

 1 1⁄4-oz. package active dry 
yeast

 3⁄4 cup sugar
 1⁄4 cup canola oil, plus more for 

greasing
 11⁄4 tsp. kosher salt
 1 egg, plus 1 egg yolk
 2 cups fl our
 3⁄4 cup ground poppy seeds (see 

page 85)
 3 tbsp. unsalted butter
  Zest of 1⁄2 lemon
 1⁄4 tsp. vanilla extract
 1 egg yolk mixed with 1 tbsp. 

heavy cream, for egg wash
  Whole poppy seeds, to gar-

nish

1 Make the dough: Whisk together 
6 tbsp. heated milk and yeast in a 
bowl; let sit until foamy, about 10 
minutes. Whisk in 1⁄4 cup sugar, the 
oil, 1 tsp. salt, and the egg and yolk; 
add � our, and stir until dough forms. 
Transfer to a � oured work surface; 
knead until smooth, about 6 minutes. 
Transfer to a lightly greased bowl and 
cover with plastic wrap; let sit until 
doubled in size, about 2 hours. Punch 
down dough; cover, and let sit until 
pu� ed, about 1 hour.

2 Meanwhile, make the � lling: Heat 
remaining milk, sugar, and salt, and 
ground poppy seeds, butter, and zest 
in a 4-qt. saucepan over medium-
high heat; cook, stirring , until 

thickened and smooth, about 4 min-
utes. Stir in vanilla, and let cool.

3 Heat oven to 350°. Punch down 
the dough, and halve it; transfer 
each half to a work surface and, 
using a rolling pin, � atten each 
into a 10” x 14” rectangle. Spread 
half the poppy seed filling over 
each rectangle and fold the longer 
sides 1” toward the center; starting 
from one short side, fold up  rect-
angles into 3”- 4”-wide � at loaves . 
Transfer loaves , seam side down, 
to a parchment paper–lined bak-
ing sheet, and brush tops with egg 
wash; sprinkle with whole poppy 
seeds. Bake until golden brown, 
about 20 minutes. 

Poppy Seed Dressing
MAKES ABOUT 2 CUPS

Popularized by Texas cook-
book author Helen Corbitt in the 
1950s, this sweet-tart  vinaigrette, 
enriched with poppy seeds, is per-
fect for a salad of butter lettuce  .

 2 tbsp. poppy seeds
 1⁄2 cup sugar
 1⁄3 cup white wine vinegar
 2 tsp. dry mustard powder
 2 tsp. kosher salt
 1 tsp. freshly ground black 

pepper
 1 small yellow onion, fi nely 

grated, juice reserved
 3⁄4 cup canola oil
 1⁄4 cup olive oil

Heat a 2-qt . saucepan over 

medium-high heat. Add poppy 

seeds, and cook, swirl ing pan 

constantly, until l ightly toasted 

and fragrant, about 3 minutes. 

Add sugar, vinegar, mustard, salt, 

pepper, and onion with juice, and 

cook, stirring constantly, until 

sugar dissolves and mixture begins 

to simmer. Remove from heat and 

transfer to a blender. Add both 

oils, and blend until smooth; chill. 

Tagliatelle with Poppy 
Seeds and Prosciutto

SERV ES 4� 6

Poppy seeds lend their toasty aroma 
to this creamy pasta dish, based on 
one served by chef Matthew Accar-
rino at SPQR in San Francisco.

 2 tbsp. unsalted butter
 2 tbsp. extra-virgin olive oil
 2 large shallots, thinly sliced
  Kosher salt and freshly 

ground black pepper, to taste
 2 tbsp. poppy seeds
 1⁄2 cup white wine
 1⁄2 cup buttermilk
 1⁄2 cup heavy cream
 1 lb. tagliatelle or fettucine
 2 oz. prosciutto, thinly sliced
 1⁄2 cup fi nely grated Parmesan, 

plus more to garnish
 4 scallions, cut into 1⁄2” slices
  Juice of 1⁄2 lemon

Heat butter and oil in a 12” skillet 

over medium-high heat. Add shal-

lots. Season with salt and pepper, 

and cook, stirring, until soft, about 

2 minutes. Add poppy seeds; cook, 

stirring, until fragrant and shallots 

begin to brown lightly, about 3 min-

utes. Add wine; cook until almost all 

liquid evaporates, about 5 minutes. 

Add buttermilk and cream; cook, 

stirring, until reduced slightly, about 

3 minutes. Meanwhile, bring a pot of 

salted water to a boil; add pasta, and 

cook until al dente, about 7 minutes. 

Drain pasta, reserving a little cook-

ing water, and add to sauce in skillet. 

Add prosciutto, Parmesan, half the 

scallions, and lemon juice; toss to 

combine, adding water if necessary 

to make a smooth sauce. Season 

with salt and pepper, and transfer to 

a serving dish; sprinkle with remain-

ing scallions and more Parmesan.

TO
D

D
 C

O
LE

M
A

N
 (4

)

All poppy seeds are harvested from seedpods, like 
the ones pictured at right. There’s the fl oral-tasting 

blue-black European variety (Papaver somniferum), 
the sweeter brown Turkish   type (Papaver somniferum 

nigrum), and small, mild white poppy seeds (Papaver 
somniferum album; pictured at left), which are common 
in Asian cooking. (Because of their high oil con-

tent, whole poppy seeds should be stored in the 

freezer to preserve their freshness.) In 
many Indian dishes, white poppy seeds 
are pounded into spice pastes for cur-

ries; they also add nutty depth to desserts and 
sweet beverages. In Japan, white poppy seeds 
are often a component of the seasoning mix 
called shichimi togarashi, which includes sansho 
pepper, sesame seeds, and other spices. In East-

ern Europe, cooks use grinders designed to crush the 
seeds and release their fl avorful oils, an important step 
in making the sweet paste featured in so many of the 

region’s pastries. These sweet fi llings are 
sold in cans (pictured at left) and they can 
be made with ground poppy seeds (pictured 
at right). There’s also poppy seed oil, which 
makes for a nutty-tasting vinaigrette. —G.G.

The World of Poppy Seeds
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