
Quintessentially Bengali cuisines
that are not Bengali

A Bengali is known to the outer world as a “bhadralok” (the typical dhoti Punjabi clad Bengali), an 

intellectual, a culturally inclined and politically conscious individual, an adda (gossip) loving 

personality, who loves travelling and lastly, and most importantly a person who is a connoisseur 

of good food. 

Bengal is known for its sweets and Bengalis do have a sweet tooth probably matching with their 

language. One cannot imagine a typical Bengali platter without rice and fish (mach bhaat) and 

ending with a variety of traditional (and novel) Bengali sweets (mishti).The younger generation 

identifies Kolkata's cuisine with rolls (paratha with stuffings of meat), biriyani and Kolkata type 

Chinese dishes. Bengal boasts of not only giving India her National Anthem and National Song 

but also gifting palatable and widely appreciated confectionery that has, over the years, even 

crossed the boundaries of India and have become popular far and wide.

But do you know some of the typical Bengali cuisines which Bengalis cannot do without, which 

are inseparable from the Bengali food platter, let alone the Bengali psyche, and which have 

great culinary appeals to many Indians and even foreigners, are essentially not Bengali but have 

roots in distant foreign lands?

I am sure it would be a startling revelation if it is stated that Bengalis owe their famed sweets, - 

sandesh and rosogollas,- to the Portuguese and their quintessential addatime snack singara 

(the Bengali equivalent of samosa) to the Persians.

Let us delve into the unbelievably fascinating culinary history of some of the quintessentially 

Bengali cuisines which have become inseparable aspects in the life of a Bengali whether staying 

at Kolkata or Kuala Lumpur, Siliguri or San Francisco.
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Sandesh & rosogolla: the chhena revolution (with a Portuguese twist?)

The bond between Bengalis and sweets seems almost eternal. In Bengali culture guests are 

treated to variety of sweets on any occasion, be it a joyous one or even a sad one. Any ceremonial 

Bengali meal is deemed incomplete without sweets at the end, notably sandesh, rosogolla and 

mishit doi (sweet curd). The world of a Bengali revolves around sweets. West Bengal's rosogolla 

has received a GI tag in 2017 recognizing its origin from West Bengal. Ironical as it may appear, 

West Bengal observes 14th November as state Rosogolla Day as it also observes World Diabetes 

Day.Sandesh has been referred to as the emblem of Bengaliness.

Sandesh, rosogolla and other Bengali sweets are made from chhena (cottage cheese). While 

these Bengali sweets are undeniably local creations and innovations,their very existence is 

linked to the Portuguese influence. Before the arrival of the Portuguese in the 17th 

century,curdled milk was considered impure and thus inauspicious and could not be offered to 

Hindu deities. The Portuguese, with their cheese making traditions, are credited with 

popularizing the use of acid (like lime juice)to curdle milk leading to creation of chhena. Thus, this 

Portuguese love for cheese changed the culinary landscape leading pioneering Bengali 

confectioners like Nabin Chandra Das to create rosogolla and sandesh using chhena—a 

byproduct of curdled milk.

Singara: the triangular traveler 

This Bengali equivalent of samosa is 

probably the most favorite and most 

ubiquitous tea time snack in Bengal. This 

neatly folded, tightly packed savory is a 

must on a rainy evening, during any adda 

session, or even in the midst of a busy 

diabetes OPD, usually enjoyed with hot 

piping milk tea. The Bengali singara is 

distinctly triangular with a noticeable 

“seam” and its filling is a delightful mix of 

diced potatoes, cauliflower, peas and 

sometimes even peanuts—a true Bengali 

vegetable medley! Originally named 

samsa (from Persian sambosag meaning 

triangular patty), the singara had its birth in 

Persia (present day Iran) and spread to 

Egypt and Libya and to the Indian 

subcontinent. Samosa was introduced to 

South Asia by the middle eastern chefs of 

the Delhi Sultanate; introduction of potato, 

the indispensable filling of a traditional 

Bengali singara, was again a Portuguese 

contribution. How singara got its name is 

not known for certain but the name may 

have been derived from the local name of 

the fruit—water chestnut or water caltrop, 

to which the snack has a similarity in looks.
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The Bengali singara is 

distinctly triangular with a 

noticeable “seam” and its 

filling is a delightful mix of 

diced potatoes, cauliflower, 

peas and sometimes even 

peanuts—a true Bengali 

vegetable medley! 
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Chop: the humble potato goes global 

Bengal is known for chops of various kinds – fish chop, mutton chop, vegetable chop, potato 

chop (aloor chop), banana chop (mochar chop) ,-- to name only the more popular ones. 

Telebhaja (deep fried snacks) is a favorite 

street food that is enjoyed while on the go with 

puffed rice (muri) and tea. The term chop 

originally comes from Anglo-Indian cuisine 

and its food processing practice and chop in 

Bengali translates into a small cutlet, fritter or 

croquette. Thus, the chops of Bengal have a 

connection with the British and aloor chop of 

telebhaja fame, - the much talked about and 

universally affordable and available, ultimate 

Bengali street food snack, draws its origin to British and Portuguese roots.

Shukto: the bitter sweet conundrum

Shukto is a traditional Bengali preparation, a popular vegetable dish in its purest form, 

bittersweet and salty in taste, consumed with white rice as a starter or appetizer to any meal, 

particularly lunch. It is served at the beginning of any Bengali meal on a daily basis as also in 

social ceremonies likeannaprasan (rice initiation ceremony), wedding lunch or in shraddha 

(memorial meeting of the dead). Shuktoserves 

as a cooling appetizer in the hot and humid 

climate of Bengal.

Though shukto has roots in ancient India and 

was likely inspired by Ayurvedic principles for 

digestive health, it is believed by some to have 

been influenced by Portuguese cuisine during 

their colonization in Bengal. The Portuguese 

reportedly used a similar dish, possibly as a 

palate refresher featuring bitter gourd and 
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local ingredients, a practice which was later adopted by the Bengalis incorporating their own 

flavors of preferences, and ingredients like milk, lentil dumplings (bori), mustard oil and unique 

spices.

Potoler dolma: the Ottoman opulence

Ask any Bengali, he or she will tell you that potoler dolma (also pronounced as dorma) is atypical 

Bengali delicacy often served in ceremonial meals. This is a Bengali dish featuring stuffed 

pointed gourd that has a fascinating history rooted in cross cultural culinary exchange. The word 

dolma itself originates from Turkish word 

dolmark meaning to be stuffed. Infact, in 

Türkiye and Northern Cyprus share taxis or 

minibuses run which are called dolmuş that 

often ply, seem�ngly stuffed w�th people. 

Stuffed vegetable d�shes have been part of 

Levant�ne (roughly Ottoman Syr�a) cu�s�ne for 

centur�es. The or�g�ns of dolma l�kely stem 

from Armen�an cul�nary trad�t�ons before 

be�ng �ntegrated �nto Ottaman Turk�sh cu�s�ne.

The Armen�ans, who m�grated to escape Turk�sh persecut�on, brought the�r cul�nary trad�t�ons 

�nclud�ng dolma w�th them to Calcutta. It �s poss�ble that dolma was first cooked by the Turk�sh 

chefs �n the royal k�tchens of Al�vard� Khanor the cul�nary del�cacy could have emerged from the 

k�tchen of Armen�an settlers near Sa�dabad, part�cularly from the cook�ng arena of  wealthy 

bus�nessmen l�ke Khoja Waj�b.

The Bengal� vers�on of potoler dolma can have m�nced meat, shr�mps, fish, soaked gram flour, 

coconut or cottage cheese as �ts fill�ng but the prawn stuff�ng was probably �ntroduced by the 

Armen�ans.

Potoler dolma �s today not only popular among Bengal� H�ndus but �s also served as a del�cacy 

dur�ng E�dul fitre or Nouruz (Pars� New Year) or Armen�an Chr�stmas
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Pulao : the Pers�an pleasure

If you ask any Bengal� k�d what he or she wants to have �n any happy ceremon�al meal, the answer 

�nvar�ably w�ll be polau mangsho (polauandmeat). The typ�cal Bengal� basant� polau �s known for 

�ts v�brant yellow colour and m�ldly sweet taste. The word basant� refers to the yellow hue, wh�ch 

�s ach�eved bya dd�ng turmer�c or saffron. It �s a del�cacy often prepared dur�ng fest�ve d�nn�ngs 

as �n Durga Puja or Bengal� New Year. 

The polau has  a r�ch cul�nary h�story match�ng �ts r�ch taste and �s rooted to Ind�an and Pers�an 

trad�t�ons. It �s bel�eved to have or�g�nated earl�er than b�r�yan�. The name came from the Pers�an 

orArab�c word p�laf or pallaao.

P�laf finds �ts reference first �n the wr�t�ngs of Av�cenna; ment�ons are also there �n Yajnavalka's 

Smr�t� and Tam�l l�terature.

Dur�ng the Mughal era, pulao became a staple �n royal k�tchens, oftenen r�ched w�th saffron, nuts 

and aromat�c sp�ces. The Shahjahan� zard pulao, a saffron-�nfused r�ce d�sh, �s bel�eved to have 

�nfluenced the development of basant� pulao. Over t�me, the zam�nders of Mursh�dabad adapted 

the d�sh to the�r taste �ncorporat�ng gob�ndo bhog r�ce, ghee, cashews and ra�s�ns to create a 

un�que balance of sweetness and aroma.

B�r�yan� : the Nawab's potato paradox

Kolkata �s known to the younger generat�on Ind�ans for �ts b�r�yan�. Kolkata b�r�yan� has a 

d�stnct�ve taste and compos�t�on. Th�s �s one food stuff wh�ch �s popular both as a street food as 

well as  an �mportant food �tem �n the menu of upscale eater�es.

B�r�yan�'s cul�nary h�story �s a fasc�nat�ng blend of Pers�an and Ind�an �nfluences. The or�g�n of 

b�r�yan� can be traced back to toIsfahan's ber�yan (fr�ed meat on flat bread) evolv�ng �nto ber�yan� 

br�nj (r�ce b�r�yan�).

Wh�le b�r�yan� re�gns supreme across the Ind�an subcont�nent, Kolkata's vers�on stands apart. It's 

the one where a humble potato �sn't just allowed, �t's essent�al!

Legend has �t when the dethroned 

Nawab Waj�d Al� Shah was packed 

off to Calcutta by the Br�t�sh, h�s 

entourage brought the Awadh� 

b�r�yan� to the c�ty of palaces. The 

Kolkata b�r�yan�'s defin�ng mark �s 

the �nvar�able chunk of a large 

potato. There �s really no document 

edev�dence, but �t �s assumed that 

w�th r�s�ng expenses and erod�ng 

of exper�ence over generat�ons 

meat chunks were reduced and 

potato p�eces added �nstead. A 

true Bengal� b�r�yan� lover today 

would r�ghtfully compla�n �f a plate 

of Kolkata b�r�yan �was served 

w�thout the potato chunk—�t has 

� n d e e d  a d d e d  a  d e l � c � o u s 

d�mens�on to the b�r�yan�.
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There �s �ndeed anoutlet �n the southern part of Kolkata wh�ch �s run by a person who cla�ms to be 

a descendant of Nawab Waj�d Al� Shah of Awadh and serves authent�c Awadh� b�r�yan�, the 

Kolkata style.

Ch�ngr� mala� curry : creamy prawn puzzle

Ch�ngr� or prawn mala�curry �s another very 

much Bengal� del�cacy cooked and served on 

spec�al occass�ons. Th�s �con�c Bengal� prawn 

curry, luxurat�ng �n a r�ch, creamy coconut m�lk 

gravy �s a cul�nary en�gma. Wh�le the exact 

or�g�n �s debated, some theor�es suggest 

Malayas�an �nfluence, w�th the name mala� 

potent�ally referr�ng to the creamy texture or a 

Malayas�an connect �on.  The d�sh has 

somewhat s�m�lar�ty w�th Malay curryudang 

(cocunut prawn curry) and may have �ts roots 

traced to sp�ce trade. Be that as �t may, spec�fic blend of Bengal� sp�ces and preparat�on metho 

dmake �t  un�quely Bengal� ands upremely tasty, regardless of �ts potent�al d�stant cous�ns.

Ep�logue

Bengal has been colon�zed by many fore�gn powers �n her chequered h�story and had led �n 

oppos�ng colon�al dom�nance and opress�on. But at the same t�me she has �mb�bed many good 

th�ngs from those �nvaders and the cul�nary sphere �s one such. Bengal had become the melt�ng 

pot of many c�v�l�zat�ons rang�ng from the central As�ans, the Br�t�sh, the Portuguese and other 

Europen powers. Recept�ve as weare �n our thoughts, Bengal�s have been qu�te generous �n 

accept�ng the goodness of for�egn cu�s�nes and �ncorporat�ng them �nto her own w�th necessary 

adapta�ons and �nnovat�ons. Thus the Bengal� cu�s�ne has evolved over decades and centur�es 

�nto a very r�ch,  d�verse and dynam�c one. 
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