
[image: Cover: Studio Ghibli Bento Cookbook: Unofficial Recipes Inspired by Spirited Away, Ponyo, and More!, by Insight Editions.]




[image: Studio Ghibli Bento Cookbook: Unofficial Recipes Inspired by Spirited Away, Ponyo, and More!, by Insight Editions. Recipes and illustrations concocted by Azuki. Background texts cooked up by Barbara Rossi. Translated by Andie Ho. Insight Editions. San Rafael | Los Angeles | London.]







IMAGE CREDITS:


	
My Neighbor Totoro © 1988 Studio Ghibli

	
Princess Mononoke © 1997 Studio Ghibli – ND

	
Howl’s Moving Castle © 2004 Studio Ghibli – NDDMT

	
Spirited Away © 2001 Studio Ghibli – NDDTM

	
Ponyo © 2008 Studio Ghibli – NDHDMT

	
The Tale of the Princess Kaguya © 2013 Hatake Jimusho – Studio Ghibli – NDHDMTK

	
Castle in the Sky © 1986 Studio Ghibli

	
Porco Rosso © 1992 Nibariki – GNN

	
Kiki’s Delivery Service © 1989 Eiko Kadono – Studio Ghibli – N

	
Nausicaä of the Valley of the Wind © 1984 Studio Ghibli – H

	The images that appear on these pages are intended only to illustrate the words of the authors.









INTRODUCTION
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THE HISTORY OF BENTO BOXES


[image: Image]

Bento (弁当), or the formal obento (お弁当), is the Japanese term for a boxed lunch. The name refers to both the food itself, which is meant to be eaten on the go at school or work, and the box it is packed in.

The bento box is commonly believed to date back to the Kamakura period (1185–1333), when hoshiii (干し飯, or “dried rice”) was invented. Hoshiii is cooked rice that has been dehydrated. It can be reconstituted with (preferably hot) water or merely eaten as is. The drying process helps preserve the food so that it is available any time, even while traveling.
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Hoshiii quickly became popular, and the simple bamboo leaves used to wrap the rice eventually evolved into richly decorated lacquered boxes. These boxes were used through the Edo period (1603–1867), when people commonly traveled with koshibento (腰弁当, or “waist bento”) and brought their own meals to everything from public meetings to theater performances.

Bento boxes experienced a popular resurgence in Japan in the 1980s and remain popular today. They’ve even made their way outside Japan and are now iconic worldwide.
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In this book, we focus on a specific type of bento box, the kyaraben or charaben (キャラベン)—or, in English, the “character bento.” Our kyaraben are based on characters from the films produced by Studio Ghibli.

In this book, you learn how to assemble kyaraben and also find numerous recipes to help you create your own beautiful bento boxes.

Before we begin, let’s cover a few things you need to know.









THE JAPANESE 421 RULE

Food should not be thrown into a bento box any old way. It should be placed carefully so that the composition remains secure during transport—and also so that the contents look appealing and delicious when opened. Additionally, be sure to consider how well the food inside will keep. After all, even if the box will be refrigerated at its destination, it may spend several hours at room temperature during transport.
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Of course, the most important rule in preparing a bento box—well, second most important, after creating cute characters!—is to follow the Japanese 421 rule:

4 parts starch

2 parts protein

1 part other items, such as fruits and vegetables

Practice food safety: Be sure to cook and cool foods properly before adding them to your bento box.
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Don’t mix in liquids, such as sauces or condiments. Instead, include miniature containers of the sauces so they can be added at mealtime.









HOW TO ASSEMBLE YOUR BENTO BOX

Many types of bento boxes are commercially available. You can find one for every budget in varying designs, including traditional boxes, stackable boxes with multiple tiers, and even boxes with USB ports or compartments for hot water, to keep food warm. Regardless of the style you choose, the same guidelines apply when preparing a bento box:
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1. Place the main character in the largest compartment. All other elements should be arranged around that main character.



2. Place the main dish in one of the smaller compartments. This dish should consist of protein.
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3. Fill the remaining compartment with a side dish, fruit, or other accompaniments or decorations.
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4. Fill in the gaps between the elements, to ensure that everything stays in place during transport. Don’t skip this important step—otherwise, your bento box may end up looking like a tossed salad when you open it! A healthy solution is to fill any gaps with lettuce, fruit, or vegetables. Miniature cupcake liners are also great for keeping elements separated.











HOW TO USE THIS BOOK
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Now that you’ve learned about the history of bento boxes and what to put in them, you’re ready to learn how to use this book.

In the next section, you’ll read about the tools and ingredients used most frequently to make bento box characters. These are merely suggestions, though—feel free to use your imagination!
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The section after that provides bento box compositions and instructions on assembling the edible characters. In the last section of the book, you’ll find the recipes for main dishes, side dishes, and accompaniments.

For an elegant and healthy bento box, remember to follow the 421 rule:

4 Rice

2 Main dish

1 Side dishes and accompaniments
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Each bento box in this book comes with a suggested combination of dishes, but you can mix and match your own sides and accompaniments.









TOOLS AND EQUIPMENT

All the tools and equipment you need to make your characters are common household items or are easy to find in stores.

You’ll need the following:
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Cardstock for making templates. Wax paper also works, but because it tears easily, you’ll have to work carefully.
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A marker for drawing designs onto cardstock before cutting out the shapes.
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A sharp pair of kitchen shears for precise cutting. These should be used for food preparation only.
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Tweezers for precision work, such as placing eyes, whiskers, and other small details cut out of nori seaweed. These should be used for food preparation only.
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Toothpicks for attaching body parts and assembling decorations.
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Fondant modeling tools are handy for adding detail. Mold a character into roughly the correct shape, place it in the bento box, and then use the fondant tools to carve and refine the details.
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Use straws of varying widths to stamp out eyes and other features. Bottle caps or other small, round household objects also work.

Cookie cutters are perfect for cutting out simple shapes.
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You can buy plastic cutters in almost any shape to cut seaweed or other ingredients, such as cheese or meat, so you can decorate your bento box to your heart’s content.
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Plastic wrap is indispensable for shaping rice balls (onigiri). It’s especially handy when working with sticky rice because it keeps your hands and workspace clean!
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