
Pork in Red Chile Sauce 

Carnitas simmered in red chile sauce represents traditional Mexican comfort 
food at its finest. This filling combines tender pork shoulder with dried chiles 

to create rich, complex flavors that define authentic tamales. 

Key Ingredients 
Pork shoulder provides the protein base with ideal fat marbling.  

Guajillo chiles and ancho chiles create the signature red sauce foundation. 
Cumin, garlic powder, and bay leaves add aromatic depth.  
Lard or vegetable oil facilitates cooking. 

Small amounts of flour thicken the final sauce to proper consistency. 
 

Flavor Profile 
Rich and smoky dominate this filling’s character. Heat levels range from mild to 
medium depending on chile selection. Tender shredded texture absorbs sauce 

beautifully. Earthy undertones from dried chiles balance savory pork richness. 
Complex layers develop through slow-cooking methods. 
 

Preparation Method 
Braising technique requires 2-3 hours cooking time. Searing pork first develops 

flavor foundation. 160°F internal temperature ensures proper doneness. Slow 
cooker or Dutch oven work equally well. Shredding happens after cooling 
slightly. Sauce reduction concentrates flavors. 

 
Nutritional Benefits 

28g protein per 4oz serving provides substantial nutrition. Iron and B-vitamins 
support energy metabolism. Moderate fat content around 15g per serving. 320 
calories approximate per tamale serving. Gluten-free when using masa harina 

as thickener instead of flour. 
 
Best Pairings 

Mexican rice and refried beans round out traditional meals. Christmas season 
represents peak serving time. Pickled vegetables cut through richness 

effectively. 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 



 
 

 

Chicken in Green Salsa 
 
Pollo en salsa verde brings bright, tangy flavors to masa dough. This versatile 

filling balances tomatillo tartness with tender shredded chicken for crowd-
pleasing results. 

 
Key Ingredients 
Chicken thighs or whole chicken provide optimal moisture.  

Tomatillos form the salsa verde base alongside poblano peppers. 
Jalapeños add controlled heat levels.  

White onion and garlic build aromatic foundation. 
Mexican oregano and cumin season the mixture.  
Chicken broth thins consistency as needed. 

 
Flavor Profile 
Tangy and fresh characteristics define this filling. Mild to medium heat 

accommodates various palates. Citrusy notes from tomatillos brighten heavy 
masa. Herbaceous poblano flavors add complexity. Moist texture prevents 

drying during steaming process. 
 
Preparation Method 

Poaching chicken takes 45 minutes in seasoned broth.  
Roasting tomatillos and peppers develops deeper flavors. 

Blending creates smooth salsa consistency.  
Simmering combines chicken with finished sauce. 
15 minutes final cooking time ensures proper integration. 

 
Nutritional Benefits 
25g protein per serving supports muscle health. Vitamin C from tomatillos 

boosts immune function. Low saturated fat makes this filling heart-healthy. 
280 calories per tamale approximate. Naturally gluten-free accommodates 

dietary restrictions. 
 
Best Pairings 

Corn salad complements Mexican flavors. Spring celebrations showcase fresh 
ingredients optimally. 
 

 
 

 
 
 



 
Beef Barbacoa with Spices 

 

 
Beef barbacoa delivers bold, aromatic filling perfect for special occasions. 
Chuck roast transforms into tender, flavorful meat through careful spice 

blending and slow cooking techniques. 
 
Key Ingredients 

Beef chuck roast provides ideal fat content for shredding.  
Chipotle peppers in adobo create smoky heat. 
Ground cumin, oregano, and ground cloves form spice foundation.  

Apple cider vinegar adds tangy notes. 
Beef broth keeps meat moist during cooking.  

Bay leaves contribute aromatic depth. 
 
Flavor Profile 

Smoky and spicy define this robust filling. Medium heat level satisfies most 
preferences. Rich beef flavor pairs with warm spices. Tender texture shreds 
easily when properly cooked. Complex flavor layers develop through extended 

cooking time. 
 

Preparation Method 
Slow cooking requires 8-9 hours on low heat.  
Searing beef first develops flavor crust. 

Internal temperature reaches 195°F for optimal shredding.  
Pressure cooker reduces time to 90 minutes. 

Natural juices get absorbed back into shredded meat. 
 
Nutritional Benefits 

30g protein per serving provides substantial nutrition. Iron content supports 
healthy blood function. B-vitamins aid energy metabolism. 350 calories per 
tamale serving approximate. High protein content satisfies hunger effectively. 

 
Best Pairings 

Lime wedges add bright acidity. Mexican beer complements spicy heat. 
Weekend gatherings suit this hearty filling perfectly. 
 

 



 

Cheese and Jalapeños 
 

 
Tamales de rajas con queso represent vegetarian Mexican tradition. This simple 
combination creates satisfying results through quality ingredients and proper 
technique. 

 
Key Ingredients 

Monterey Jack or Chihuahua cheese provide optimal melting.  
Fresh jalapeños offer controlled heat levels. 
White onion adds aromatic base.  

Salt and black pepper season simply. 
Corn masa requires extra seasoning without meat flavors.  

Vegetable broth replaces meat-based liquids. 
 
Flavor Profile 

Creamy and mild appeal to broad audiences. Gentle heat from properly 
prepared peppers. Rich cheese flavors complement corn masa. Smooth texture 
contrasts with slight pepper bite. Comfort food characteristics satisfy 

universally. 
 

Preparation Method 
Roasting jalapeños develops better flavors.  
Seeding reduces heat intensity significantly. 

Slicing cheese ensures even distribution.  
5 minutes steaming time cooks masa properly. 

Room temperature cheese spreads more easily. 
 
Nutritional Benefits 

12g protein per serving from cheese content. Calcium supports bone health 
effectively. Moderate calories around 240 per tamale. Vegetarian-friendly 
accommodates dietary preferences. Lower sodium than meat-based 

alternatives. 
 

Best Pairings - Salsa roja adds complementary heat. Mexican crema enhances 
richness. Family gatherings appreciate mild flavors. 



Bean and Cheese 

 
Tamales de frijoles provide hearty vegetarian protein. Refried beans combined 
with melted cheese create satisfying, economical filling options. 

 
Key Ingredients 
Refried pinto beans form protein foundation.  

Cheddar or Mexican cheese blend adds richness. 
Cumin and chili powder enhance bean flavors.  

Garlic powder provides aromatic depth. 
Small amounts of chicken broth thin consistency.  
Salt balances overall flavor profile. 

 
Flavor Profile 
Earthy and satisfying characterize this combination. Mild heat accommodates 

family preferences. Creamy texture from properly prepared beans. Rich cheese 
notes complement bean earthiness. Hearty qualities provide substantial 

nutrition. 
 
Preparation Method 

Warming beans ensures smooth consistency.  
Melting cheese requires gentle heat. 

Combining happens just before tamale assembly.  
Standard steaming time applies. 
Consistency checks prevent overly thick filling. 

 
Nutritional Benefits 
14g protein per serving from bean-cheese combination. Fiber content supports 

digestive health. Iron and folate provide essential nutrients. 260 calories 
approximate per serving. Budget-friendly option maintains nutrition quality. 

 
Best Pairings 
Mexican hot chocolate complements bean earthiness. Pickled jalapeños add 

acidic brightness. Corn salsa provides textural contrast. Casual weeknight 
meals suit this practical filling.  
 

 



Sweet Corn 
 

 
Tamales de elote celebrate corn’s natural sweetness. This filling showcases 

fresh corn kernels enhanced with traditional seasonings for dessert-like 
results. 
 

Key Ingredients 
Fresh corn kernels provide natural sweetness.  

Butter or lard adds richness. 
Sugar enhances natural corn flavors.  
Vanilla extract provides aromatic depth. 

Salt balances sweetness effectively.  
Milk creates creamy consistency when needed. 

 
Flavor Profile 
Sweet and mild appeal to all ages. Corn flavor dominates pleasantly. Creamy 

texture from added fats. Subtle vanilla notes enhance overall appeal. Comfort 
food qualities satisfy broadly. 
 

Preparation Method 
Fresh corn requires kernel removal from cob.  

Brief cooking softens kernels appropriately. 
Gentle seasoning preserves corn’s natural character.  
Standard steaming time applies. 

Taste testing ensures proper sweetness balance. 
 
Nutritional Benefits 

Vitamin A and fiber support health. Natural sugars provide quick energy. 
Moderate calories around 200 per tamale. Naturally gluten-free accommodates 

restrictions. Kid-friendly option encourages tamale appreciation. 
 
Best Pairings 

Mexican vanilla ice cream enhances dessert qualities.  Cinnamon dusting adds 
warming spice. Café de olla provides traditional beverage pairing. Afternoon 

snacks suit sweet timing perfectly. 



Pineapple and Raisins 
 

 
Sweet tamales featuring tropical and dried fruit combinations. This dessert 
filling brings international influences into traditional Mexican preparations. 

 
Key Ingredients 
Fresh pineapple provides tropical sweetness.  

Golden raisins add chewy texture contrast. 
Cinnamon and nutmeg warm the fruit mixture.  

Brown sugar deepens sweetness levels. 
Butter enriches overall texture.  
Vanilla rounds flavor profile. 

 
Flavor Profile 
Tropical and sweet dominate taste experience. Warm spices provide complexity. 

Varied textures from fruit combinations. Dessert-like qualities end meals 
perfectly. Bright flavors contrast with savory tamale expectations. 

 
Preparation Method 
Dicing pineapple ensures even distribution.  

Soaking raisins plumps texture. 
Gentle cooking concentrates fruit flavors.  

Spice balancing requires careful attention. 
Cooling before assembly prevents masa softening. 
 

Nutritional Benefits 
Vitamin C from pineapple supports immunity. Natural sugars provide energy. 
Fiber content aids digestion. Moderate calories for dessert option. Antioxidants 

from fruits support health. 
 

Best Pairings 
Mexican coffee provides perfect contrast. Whipped cream enhances dessert 
presentation. Holiday celebrations showcase special occasion qualities. 

 
 



Chicken Mole 
 

 
Pollo en mole represents Mexican culinary sophistication. This complex filling 
combines tender chicken with rich, chocolate-accented sauce for special 

occasion tamales. 
 
Key Ingredients 

Chicken thighs provide optimal flavor and moisture.  
Mole paste or powder creates sauce foundation. 

Mexican chocolate adds richness without excessive sweetness.  
Chicken broth thins consistency properly. 
Sesame seeds and pumpkin seeds contribute authentic texture.  

Multiple chiles create complex heat. 
 
Flavor Profile 

Complex and rich define this sophisticated filling. Subtle chocolate notes 
enhance rather than sweeten. Multiple heat levels from various chiles. Nutty 

undertones from seeds and nuts. Deep flavors require slow development for 
authenticity. 
 

Preparation Method 
Prepared mole saves significant time and effort.  

Gentle simmering develops proper consistency. 
Chicken cooking requires tender, shreddable results.  
Sauce integration takes 20-30 minutes. 

Flavor balancing may require additional seasonings. 
 
Nutritional Benefits 

26g protein per serving from chicken content. Antioxidants from chocolate and 
chiles. Healthy fats from nuts and seeds. 380 calories per tamale approximate. 

Iron and magnesium provide mineral nutrition. 
 
Best Pairings 

Mexican rice absorbs extra sauce beautifully. Pickled onions cut rich flavors. 
Special occasions deserve this elaborate preparation. 

 



Shrimp and Vegetables 
 

 
Mariscos tamales bring coastal Mexican flavors inland. This seafood filling 
combines fresh shrimp with colorful vegetables for elegant results. 

 
Key Ingredients 
Medium shrimp provide protein base.  

Bell peppers add color and sweetness. 
White onion and garlic build aromatic foundation.  

Tomatoes contribute acidity and moisture. 
Cilantro brightens overall flavor.  
Lime juice enhances seafood freshness. 

 
Flavor Profile 
Fresh and light compared to meat fillings. Ocean sweetness from properly 

cooked shrimp. Vegetable brightness balances rich masa. Delicate flavors 
require gentle seasoning. Clean finish appeals to refined palates. 

 
Preparation Method 
Quick cooking prevents tough shrimp texture.  

Vegetable sautéing develops proper flavors. 
Seasoning balance requires careful attention.  

Fresh ingredients ensure optimal results. 
Assembly timing prevents seafood overcooking. 
 

Nutritional Benefits 
22g protein per serving from shrimp. Low fat content supports healthy eating. 
Vitamin C from vegetables. 250 calories approximate per tamale. Omega-3 fatty 

acids provide heart benefits. 
 

Best Pairings 
Avocado slices provide creamy contrast. Lime wedges brighten each bite. 
Summer gatherings showcase fresh seasonal ingredients. 

 
 

 



Sweet Tamales with Cinnamon and Raisins 
 

 
Tamales dulces conclude Mexican meals beautifully. This dessert version 
features warm cinnamon and plump raisins for comforting sweetness. 

 
Key Ingredients 

Golden raisins provide chewy sweetness.  
Ground cinnamon adds warming spice. 
Brown sugar deepens flavor complexity.  

Vanilla extract rounds taste profile. 
Butter enriches masa texture.  

Pink food coloring creates traditional appearance. 
 
Flavor Profile 

Sweet and warming characterize this dessert option. Cinnamon spice 
dominates pleasantly. Chewy raisin texture provides interest. Comfort food 
qualities satisfy universally. Dessert-appropriate sweetness levels balance 

properly. 
 

Preparation Method 
Raisin soaking ensures plump texture.  
Spice distribution requires thorough mixing. 

Sweetness testing prevents over-sugaring.  
Pink coloring creates visual appeal. 
Standard steaming time applies to sweet versions. 

 
Nutritional Benefits 

Natural fruit sugars provide energy. Cinnamon offers antioxidant properties. 
Moderate calories for dessert option. Iron from raisins supports health. 
Satisfying portion sizes control dessert intake. 

 
Best Pairings 

Mexican hot chocolate provides traditional pairing. Vanilla ice cream enhances 
dessert presentation. Holiday celebrations showcase sweet tradition perfectly. 



FAQ on Best Fillings For Tamales 
 

What makes pork shoulder the best meat for tamales? 

Pork shoulder contains ideal fat marbling that breaks down during slow 
cooking. The connective tissue transforms into gelatin, creating tender, 
shreddable texture. Higher fat content keeps masa moist during steaming. 

Chuck roast works for beef, but pork shoulder remains the traditional choice 
for authentic Mexican flavors. 

 
How do you prevent tamale filling from being too dry? 
Reserved broth from cooking meat adds essential moisture to fillings. Add 

small amounts gradually while mixing with shredded protein. Proper fat 
content in masa dough also prevents drying. Steam tamales consistently 

without lifting the lid, which releases crucial moisture during cooking process. 
 
Can you make vegetarian tamales that taste as good as meat versions? 

Cheese and jalapeños create satisfying vegetarian options with rich flavors. 
Bean and cheese combinations provide substantial protein and hearty texture. 
Seasoned masa becomes more important without meat flavors. Use vegetable 

broth instead of chicken broth to maintain vegetarian integrity throughout 
preparation. 

 
What’s the difference between red and green chile sauces for tamales? 
Red chile sauce uses dried chiles like guajillo and ancho for deep, smoky 

flavors. Green salsa relies on fresh tomatillos and poblano peppers. 
Red sauces pair traditionally with pork and beef fillings. Green sauces 

complement chicken and vegetarian options with their bright, tangy 
characteristics. 
 

How much filling should you put in each tamale? 
One tablespoon of filling prevents overstuffing that causes tamales to burst 
during steaming. Too much filling makes proper folding difficult. Spread masa 

evenly, leaving borders for folding. The masa-to-filling ratio should favor masa 
slightly for proper texture balance in finished tamales. 

 
Are sweet tamales traditional in Mexican cuisine? 
Sweet tamales represent authentic Mexican tradition, especially during 

Christmas celebrations. Regional variations include cinnamon, raisins, 
pineapple, and chocolate. Colonial period convents developed elaborate sweet 
recipes. Modern versions maintain traditional techniques while adapting flavors 

for contemporary tastes and ingredient availability. 
 

What cheese works best for cheese and jalapeño tamales? 
Monterey Jack and Chihuahua cheese melt properly without becoming greasy. 
These Mexican cheeses maintain texture during steaming process. Avoid 



processed cheese products that don’t melt cleanly. Fresh cheese varieties like 
queso fresco work well but don’t melt, creating different textural experience. 

 
How do you control spice levels in tamale fillings? 

Remove seeds and veins from peppers to reduce heat significantly. Use milder 
chiles like poblanos instead of serranos or habaneros. Dairy ingredients like 
cheese and crema help balance spicy flavors. Start with less spice and adjust 

gradually, since heat intensifies during cooking. 
 
Can tamale fillings be made ahead of time? 

Most fillings improve in flavor when made 1-2 days ahead. Refrigerate cooked 
fillings in airtight containers until assembly time. Meat-based fillings keep 3-4 

days refrigerated. Seafood fillings should be used within 24 hours for food 
safety and optimal freshness. 
 

What’s the secret to restaurant-quality tamale flavors? 
Quality ingredients make the biggest difference in final taste. Use freshly 

ground masa harina and proper lard or shortening ratios. Season filling 
generously since masa dilutes flavors. Reserve cooking liquids to add back 
moisture and concentrated taste during final preparation steps. 

 
Conclusion 
Selecting the best fillings for tamales transforms ordinary masa dough into 

memorable family meals that celebrate Mexican culinary heritage. Each filling 
brings distinct flavor profiles and cultural significance to your holiday table. 

 
Traditional pork carnitas and barbacoa beef deliver rich, complex tastes that 
satisfy meat lovers. Vegetarian options like bean and cheese combinations 

prove equally satisfying. 
 
Seasonal ingredients matter significantly for optimal results. Fresh corn during 

summer months creates superior sweet tamales compared to frozen 
alternatives. 

 
Proper preparation techniques ensure filling moisture content remains 
balanced during the steaming process. Well-seasoned masa dough 

complements rather than competes with your chosen fillings. Homemade 
salsas elevate every tamale variety, whether red chile sauce for pork or green 

tomatillo salsa for chicken. Quality ingredients make the difference between 
mediocre and restaurant-quality results. 
 

Modern cooks can experiment with fusion flavors while respecting authentic 
Mexican cooking methods. Family tamaladas create lasting memories through 
shared preparation experiences. Success comes from balancing traditional 

recipes with personal preferences. Start with classic combinations before 
exploring creative variations. 



I’m Bogdan Sandu, the founder of Burpy and a passionate home cook. My 
journey started in design and technology, but over time, my focus shifted to the 

kitchen—a place where creativity and flavor come together. 

Cooking is more than a hobby for me. Cooking is a way to connect with my 
family and explore new recipes. Through Burpy, I aim to make cooking 

accessible, fun, and inspiring for everyone, as we’ve made it in our house with 
our kids. 

Whether you’re just starting out or a seasoned cook, I’m here to share recipes, 
tips, and techniques that help you create delicious meals with confidence. 

If you’d like to say hello, contact me at bogdan@burpy.com 
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