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The entire house was permeated with a smell reminiscent of fresh sourdough. It was the 
first thing that greeted you—the herald of a warm wintertime soup in the making: 
tarhana. In autumn, the scent of tarhana preparation, a process lasting three weeks, 
envelops many village homes in Turkey, Cyprus, and Bosnia. When you open the door 
to the room where tarhana base is spread out to dry, the sharp smell hits you and serves 
as a vivid reminder of its special place in culture.  

 

Tarhana base and soup. © Grandbrothers on Adobe Stock. All rights reserved. 

 

The cultures of tarhana—a fermented instant soup base—come with a long-practiced culinary 
tradition in the Middle East and the Balkans. 1 Although often dubbed the “poor man’s soup,” 
tarhana is much more than just a soup; it is a fermented staple that has preserved and transmitted 
distinct flavours, culinary skills, and cultural heritages across generations. While conducting 
ethnographic research on fermentation practices in Bulgaria and Turkey, I’ve learnt to appreciate 
the prevalence and diversity of tarhana traditions.2 I began to see that “cultures” of tarhana 
encompass not only live fermentation starters, where microbes play a specific role, but also the rich 
traditions and practices surrounding this staple.  

As fermentation practices weave invisible microbial, traditional, and imaginative threads together, 
they provide fertile ground for exploring these intertwined cultures of tarhana across three layers. 
The first layer hosts microbial cultures that have been passed down through generations and spread 
across locations. Here, fermentation emerges as a “coevolutionary force,”3 selecting the microbes 
that both shape and are shaped by tarhana practices. The second layer holds traditional skills and 
knowledge as diverse as the variety of fermented products they yield. And the third layer harbours 
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culinary heritages that have the potential to inspire sustainable paths amidst the fading of 
traditional foodways. 

Coevolving with Microbes 

The cultural prominence of tarhana is engrained in a deep history.4 As its tart scent suggests, its 
fermentation process is akin to that of sourdough bread. Both involve cereal fermentation 
facilitated by yeast and lactic-acid bacteria.5 Despite numerous varieties of tarhana,6 almost all of 
them share three common ingredients: finely milled grains (predominantly wheat), yogurt, and the 
collective labour of both nonhumans and humans. 

 

Preparing tarhana dough. © tolgaildun on iStock. All rights reserved.  

 

Within the long-durée history of human–microbe partnerships, two ingredients of tarhana are 
particularly noteworthy: yogurt—recognised as the oldest fermented dairy product,7 and wheat—
integral to other ancient, fermented products like beer and bread.8  

The microbial side of tarhana’s story begins with two starter cultures: yogurt and previous tarhana 
batches. Flour, cooked vegetables, and spices are then mixed with these cultures, which are teeming 
with the yeast and bacteria that enable tarhana’s metamorphosis.9 The lactic-acid fermentation of 
cereals that characterises this stage imparts a distinctive sour taste to tarhana, just as it does to 
sourdough bread, intertwining their flavours and fermentation tales. During its week-long 
fermentation, tarhana is mixed daily by hand, its transformation carefully observed. 

What distinguishes tarhana from sourdough bread is its two-week drying stage. The dough is 
divided into small pieces and spread out on cotton sheets. This phase slows down tarhana’s 
transformation and enhances its flavour and longevity. As a result, dry tarhana can be stored for 
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many years, much longer than bread, making it an 
ideal provision for winter. By adding water, the dry 
mixture can be quickly cooked into a nutritious 
soup. These qualities are plausibly what have made 
tarhana an indispensable food for nomadic 
societies in the western Eurasia, who travel 
seasonally to find grazing land for their herds and 
therefore benefit from nonperishable food. 

Fermented foods evolved alongside the 
domestication of plants and animals in 
preagricultural times.10 Throughout the long history 
of human–microbe collaborations, each culture has 
developed its own unique methods of 
fermentation. 11 These traditions have become the 
cornerstones of culinary practices globally.12 Until 
recently, fermentation was the primary method of preserving food, and it still contributes to a 
significant portion of our diet. 13  Bread, wine, and cheese are just a few gifts from those 
collaborations, with the ecological diversity of each region reflected in the different flavours of 
fermented products.14 Tarhana likely emerged from such ancient foodscapes, blending yogurt—itself 
a fermented product—and wheat—two foundational components of early fermentation practices in 
the Fertile Crescent. 

The recurring fermentation practices in the long term set the stage for a coevolutionary process 
that leads to “successive changes in two or more ecologically interdependent species.”15 From a 
biological perspective, such changes are genetically traceable in both humans and the microbial 
species involved in the fermentation practices.16  

 

  
(Left) Divided tarhana dough waiting to dry. (Right) Breaking the drying tarhana into smaller pieces. © Sevgi Mutlu 

Sirakova. All rights reserved. 

 

It is even more fascinating to consider how fermentation practices, such as making tarhana, not 
only influence the microbes involved but also inform the microbes’ evolutionary selection. These 
practices serve as a form of “niche construction” for the microbes; 17  humans actively control 
fermentation ecologies by altering environmental conditions, such as temperature, nutritional 
content, and oxygen level. Our species guides microbial successions to favour beneficial microbes 
and suppress harmful ones.18  

Tarhana dough after resting for about a week. © Sevgi 
Mutlu Sirakova. All rights reserved. 

https://doi.org/10.5282/rcc-springs-10810


 

 

Springs: The Rachel Carson Center Review | Issue #6 | 2024 

Cultures of Tarhana: A Tale of Humans and Microbes  

DOI: 10.5282/rcc-springs-10810  

Every act of fermentation requires skills and traditions to create ecological niches suitable for 
microbial selections. The repetitive and adaptive nature of these practices creates persistent 
selective ecologies, which potentially pave the way for the domestication of microbes. Sensing and 
interacting with microbial ecologies is crucial for guiding microbial successions.19 And this requires 
mastery; without the skills to navigate microbial possibilities, the endeavour may easily fail. 

When we consider how humans benefit from relationships with microbes in fermentation, it is 
conceivable that certain microbes have been domesticated via these practices.20 However, this 
relationship is not one-sided; the selected microbes, in turn, produce the flavours we desire, making 
the interaction inherently interdependent. In terms of evolutionary strategy, we should also 
acknowledge that microbes have effectively been using us to ensure their genes are transmitted 
across generations. 

As evolutionary ecologist Rob Dunn posits, yeast—a key fermentation agent in bread and beer (and 
we may add tarhana)—has essentially domesticated humans.21 It is through yeast that cereals 
became a staple in our diet. This perspective is based on the evolutionary concept of domestication, 
which requires significant genetic adaptation over time.22 When we compare the evolution of human 
and yeast traits, it appears that human genes have undergone a certain level of change in this 
coevolutionary tale,23 while the yeast genome has remained relatively unchanged.  

 

  
Dried and granulated tarhana ready for storage. (Left) © Busranur Cebi on iStock. All rights reserved. (Right) © Sevgi 

Mutlu Sirakova. All rights reserved. 

 

Enduring Traditions of Tarhana 

Fermentation traditions embed rituals into tarhana’s ecologies that allow microbes, stories, and 
imaginations of tarhana to travel and transform with each preparation. This coevolution is reflected 
in the various regional names for what in Turkish is called tarhana, including tarkhana in Armenian, 
tarkhineh in Persian, tarxane in Kurdish, trahanas in Greek, tarhonya in Hungarian, and tarana in 
Serbo-Croatian.24  

Research examining the linguistic origins of tarhana explores its potential evolution in the Hittite 
and Byzantine periods and underscores the complexity of its heritage.25 These studies suggest that 
the various names for tarhana share a common ancestor, perhaps as ancient as the common 
ancestor of their microbial cultures. 
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It is commonly accepted that “tarhana” originates from the Persian tarχʷāne (ترخوانه), meaning “soup 

made from dried yogurt.”26 This term combines the Persian words tar (تر), meaning “wet or soaked,” 

and χʷān (خوان), meaning “table, dining place” or “large wooden bowl.”27 The name itself therefore 
reflects the soup’s preparation method, which involves soaking dry tarhana in water before cooking. 

The widespread consumption of tarhana across various geographies further reveals the growth of 
its coevolutionary tree, while its biocultural coevolution is truly manifested in its diverse additional 
ingredients. As tarhana traversed regions, each community imbued it with local flavours, 
incorporating ingredients such as wild plums, cherries, resin, or meat. 28  Thus, tarhana is 
geographically specific, enriched by each locality’s offerings. Turkey alone is said to have over 50 
different varieties of tarhana. 

 

Three types of tarhana from Turkey: sour tarhana on the left, tarhana chips (Çerez Tarhana) at the top and bottom, and 
chunky (Topak) tarhana on the right. © Sevgi Mutlu Sirakova. All rights reserved. 

 

The richness of tarhana then stems not only from what it is made of but also from how it is made. 
For example, Topak tarhana is traditionally sun-dried, particularly in the southern regions, while 
some types of powdered tarhana are commonly dried indoors, away from the sun—a method 
typically adopted in cooler and rainier climates. Documenting endangered culinary heritage, the 
Slow Food movement’s “Ark of Taste” highlights tarhana for its diversity. Seven tarhanas are listed—
made from goat, sheep, and cow yogurt as well as different local spices and vegetables, with 
considerable variation in their physical form, ranging from powdered to chip-like shapes. Although 
the practice of tarhana-making is in decline, it remains prevalent as a means of winter-food 
provisioning, particularly in rural areas of the Middle East and the Balkans.  
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The Futures of Tarhana 

Fermented foods are not merely culinary products; they are vibrant archives that transmit recipes, 
tastes, and microbes across generations.29 Each type of tarhana holds the story of its microbial and 
traditional cultures. These stories impart the knowledge and skills needed to cultivate and nurture 
the microbial diversity that enriches our lives.30 Fermentation practices are inherently about the 
preservation and continuity of these cultures. Throughout human history, these have been the 
bedrock of food security, helping communities survive countless crises. When we consider some 
varieties of tarhana as endangered, it signifies more than just the disappearance of a food—it 
diminishes the prospects of collaborative ways of surviving. 

This concern unfolds in three distinct ways. Firstly, we risk losing a significant portion of food 
diversity, which is essential for preserving biodiversity on a global and microbial scale.31 Ironically, 
the decline of these practices comes at a time when we need their guidance more than ever, in an 
age marked by extinctions. Secondly, tarhana’s diversity transcends mere numbers: it embodies 
practices, recipes, and rituals that engage with its sensorial aspects, enabling multispecies 
collaborations amidst the tide of homogenisation. And, thirdly, losing this diversity means losing the 
capacities for resistance—including the microbial diversity and flavours they foster, which have been 
crucial for our health and coexistence.32 

Envisioning the future of our food, then, demands that we grasp the tales tarhana holds. To offer 
you a warm bowl of tarhana soup would be a satisfying conclusion to this exploration. As that is 
not possible, I will instead share my family’s recipe from the Balkans with you. To truly experience 
the cultural richness of tarhana, I encourage you to seek out a friend from the Balkans or the Middle 
East and listen to their stories. 

 

.   .   . 
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The Author’s Tarhana Recipe 

 

Tarhana soup ready to eat. © alpaksoy on iStock. All rights reserved. 

 

Ingredients for 5 kg tarhana:  

• 0.5 kg yogurt (cow, sheep, or goat) 

• 250 g of last year’s tarhana (to initiate fermentation) 

• 0.5 kg tomatoes 

• 2 kg peppers 

• 1–2 onions 

• ca. 3 kg white flour (or as much as the dough can absorb) 

• dry thyme, chili pepper, mint (according to taste) 

 

Stage 1: Setting the Conditions 

To initiate fermentation, mix last year’s tarhana into yogurt the night before you plan to process it. 
Leave it out at room temperature to sour. You will need half a kilo of yogurt to yield five kilograms 
of tarhana, which will be sufficient to serve a family of five for a year. 

Finely chop the vegetables the following day. The types of vegetables added vary by region. In the 
Balkans, we use tomatoes, peppers, and onions. Boil the chopped vegetables in water (ca. 500 
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millilitres). Once softened, blend them thoroughly. Add as much flour as the purée can absorb and 
knead in the soured tarhana-yogurt mixture. Season with dry thyme, chili pepper, and mint. 

Stage 2: Resting the Relations 

Cover the dough with a moist cotton cloth to prevent it from drying out and leave it to ferment for 
about a week. The rising dough needs to be stirred daily by hand to ensure even fermentation. If 
necessary, add more flour. Once smell and texture are satisfactory (similar to that of sourdough 
bread), divide the dough into small pieces and spread them on a clean cotton sheet. 

Stage 3: Aging the Taste 

Leave the dough pieces to dry for five to seven days in 
a well-ventilated room that is not exposed to direct 
sunlight. Turn the pieces over daily and break them into 
smaller ones by hand. Once thoroughly dried, crush and 
granulate these smaller pieces manually. Store the 
powdered tarhana in cotton bags or in glass containers 
for later use. 

Consumption Stage: Enjoying Tarhana  

To prepare the soup, leave the dry tarhana to soak in 
warm water overnight (50 gramstarhana with 150 grams 
of water). One tablespoon of the dry mixture will suffice 
for each serving.  

This is optional, but you may lightly fry kavurma (meat 
sautéed in its own fat and preserved), or onions and 
tomato paste in butter or vegetable oil. Add water to the 
ingredients (one bowl per person) and then gradually 
mix in and cook the dissolved tarhana. Add as much 
water as needed and leave to simmer. Sprinkle the soup 
with dried chili, thyme, and mint before serving. The 
finished soup is thick and has a sour flavour. It is delicious 
with grated kaşar (a medium-hard cheese) or crumbled 
white cheese (similar to feta). 

Afiyet olsun! 

 

.   .   . 
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Tarhana vegetables cooked in a cauldron. © 
Sevgi Mutlu Sirakova. All rights reserved. 
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