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50 Delicious Recipes Inspired by Your Favorite Japanese Animated Films

The Unofficial Studio Ghibli Cookbook
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To those who find a bit of magic when watching the Studio Ghibli films as well as to all the foodie enthusiasts who follow my food journey.

And to my two late grandmothers, who both loved to cook—they would be proud of my debut cookbook.
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INTRODUCTION

The Unofficial Studio Ghibli Cookbook is my debut cookbook, with recipes that transform iconic foods from popular Studio Ghibli films into reality. As a qualified epidemiologist, I’ve turned to cooking as my stress-reliever and breakaway from the public health realm. This opportunity to share great food inspired by the iconic stories produced by Studio Ghibli combines two of my greatest loves: art and cooking. It has also taught me to appreciate a range of foods of other cultures, including Japanese, Italian, and Swedish dishes. I hope this cookbook will inspire you to go out into the kitchen and enjoy that bit of magic in cooking.

The Magic of Studio Ghibli

Studio Ghibli, the acclaimed animation film studio, was founded in 1985 in Tokyo by Hayao Miyazaki, Isao Takahata, and Toshio Suzuki. Studio Ghibli is widely known for its exceptional filmmaking and artistry, for which it has won both critical and popular praise. Studio Ghibli has captivated moviegoers with fantastic stories of magic, adventure, friendship, and family.

In 1996, The Walt Disney Company and the Tokuma Shoten Publishing Company, which controls Studio Ghibli, formed a partnership, making Disney the sole international distributor of the world-renowned animated films. One of the successful films produced by Studio Ghibli animation is Princess Mononoke, which was released in Japan in 1997 and in the United States two years later. The 2002 film Spirited Away was named the best animated feature at the Hong Kong Film Awards and received the Golden Bear, the top prize at the Berlin International Film Festival.

Food is a critical feature in Studio Ghibli productions, as every film showcases scenes of the characters cooking, eating, and sharing the most mouthwatering animated food. These scenes have symbolic meaning in line with the characters’ story lines. For example, in Spirited Away, Chihiro is shown eating a red bean bao, symbolizing comfort and a sense of belonging that accompanies going back home. The attention to these cooking scenes makes the animated worlds of Studio Ghibli come to life, closely tying food and eating with family and emotion. I hope this cookbook brings that bit of magic from the screen to the real world for you.

How to Use This Book

This cookbook is organized in the Breakfast, Lunch, Dinner, Snacks and Street Food, and Desserts and Bakery Treats categories. While the dishes featured in this cookbook mainly consist of Japanese cuisine, they are also inspired by international foods that are showcased in the films. Ingredient substitutions are mentioned either in the Special Ingredients and Equipment section or in the tip box under each recipe. Just like animations, cooking is also an art, so I highly encourage you to add your own spin to the dishes.


Fun Facts about Studio Ghibli

Airplanes are a recurring theme of the films because Hayao Miyazaki’s dad was the director of Miyazaki Airplanes, a manufacturer of fighter planes.

The word Ghibli is Italian for “hot winds from the Sahara Desert,” referencing the aim to blow new wind through the anime industry. “Ghibli” was also the name of the Italian World War II airplane. Thus, it represents Miyazaki’s love for planes.

Spirited Away is the highest-grossing film in Japanese cinema and is the only non-English film to win an Academy Award for Best Animated Feature.

Most Studio Ghibli films consist of hand-drawn animation, and Miyazaki himself hand-drew the water in Ponyo. However, computer animation was used in some of the films to enhance particular scenes. Earwig and the Witch, directed by Goro Miyazaki, the son of Hayao Miyazaki, was the studio’s first full-length computer-generated imagery (CGI) movie

Despite Nausicaä of the Valley of the Wind being archived with other famous Studio Ghibli films, it was produced a year before the Japanese studio was established.



Special Ingredients and Equipment

Although most of the recipes in this book can be successfully made using utensils available in a well-equipped Western kitchen, there are a few ingredients and utensils worth investing in. The following can be found at your local Asian grocery market or online.

Essential Utensils

BAMBOO SUSHI MAT: Used for rolling sushi, a sushi mat ensures that the rice or tamago (rolled omelet) is firmly packed so it does not fall apart.

RICE PADDLE: A small, flat plastic or bamboo rice paddle is used to turn and fluff up cooked rice.

SKEWERS: Japanese kitchens contain an assortment of metal skewers that are used for grilling vegetables or meats. Even though you can use bamboo skewers, metal ones are a good investment as they retain the heat and keep your food warmer longer.

LACQUERED BOWL: Fine tableware is common in a Japanese kitchen, so I highly suggest investing in at least one lacquered bowl with a dome lid for soups (especially since this was featured in Ponyo).

MINI SAUCE DISHES: Sauces such as soy sauce, sweet chili sauce, and more, are often served in tiny dishes. Entrées may be served on a porcelain plate with a special compartment that can accommodate a variety of dish shapes and sizes for the sauce. Alternatively, these mini dishes can be placed next to the porcelain plate. I have personally started a collection of mini sauce dishes, as the designs are endless.

Essential Ingredients

BONITO FLAKES: Bonito flakes consist of dried mackerel that has been thinly sliced. This is a main ingredient for dashi.

DAIKON: This giant white radish has a multitude of uses in Japanese cuisine. It is typically served with deep-fried foods to counteract the greasiness and can be simmered with other ingredients to make an amazing one-pot meal.

DASHI STOCK: Dashi is a Japanese soup stock that can be made by simmering 1 ½ cups dried bonito flakes, 1 (6 x 5-inch) piece of dried kelp/seaweed in 4 ½ cups of water for 20 minutes. This soup base provides the pinnacle of flavor; however, not everyone has time to make it for every meal. Fortunately, various types of instant dashi powder are available, convenient for those busy days.

DRIED KELP/SEAWEED: This is much thicker compared to nori and typically requires rehydration before cooking or eating. It comes in thick sheets at the local Asian grocery store. The two types of dried seaweed commonly used in Japanese cuisine are kombu and wakame. Wakame, or sea lettuce, has a strong salty flavor with a subtle hint of sweetness and is used in salads or soups. In comparison, kombu is dehydrated kelp that is almost black in color with specks of white powder. This is a main ingredient in making dashi stock; it can also be eaten.

SWEET PICKLED GINGER: Perhaps best known as a side dish with sushi, pickled ginger is also used as a flavor booster, especially for yakisoba, or fried noodles.

MIRIN: A golden cooking wine with a very low alcohol content, gives a distinct, mildly sweet taste to simmered stocks, glazes, and dipping sauces.

MISO: This rich, savory paste is made from fermented soybeans, rice, and other grains. Use miso as a flavoring for basic dressings and simmered or grilled foods. Red miso has a thicker texture. It is used for richer soups and for general cooking purposes. White miso, which is milder, sweeter and made with a higher proportion of rice, is used for sauces and light miso soups. If you are unable to find miso paste, fish sauce is a great alternative.

NORI: Nori is tightly packed seaweed that has been dehydrated and is typically used to make sushi. When mixed with other spices, nori is also used to flavor rice.

NEUTRAL-FLAVORED OIL: These are cooking oils that are mostly flavorless and are typically suitable for deep frying and baking. Vegetable oil, canola oil, avocado oil, and grapeseed oil are good choices. Avoid stronger-flavored oils such as olive oil and sesame oil.

SESAME OIL: A prized ingredient in my household, this oil enhances food with a slight nuttiness. This is primarily used as a flavoring for dressings rather than a cooking oil due to its strong flavor and its relatively expensive cost.

SOY SAUCE: Made from fermented soybeans and wheat, soy sauce is a key ingredient in most Asian recipes; it provides an umami flavor to dishes.

TOFU: Tofu is one of the most common ingredients in Japanese cooking. It has a delicate flavor and is a great source of vegetable protein. The best tofu is made fresh every day and is sold in large blocks in a bucket of fresh water. If you are unable to find fresh tofu, look in the refrigerator section of your grocery store for water-packed tofu that is white and does not have any discoloration. Tofu ranges in texture from silken to firm. Silken tofu is ideally used for making smoothies and sauces. Soft tofu is recommended for soups and frying. Medium or firm tofu is ideal for stir-frying or grilling.

TOGARASHI: This mixture consists of seven spices, including red chile pepper flakes, sansho or Sichuan peppercorns, dried mandarin orange peel, white and black sesame seeds, nori slivers, and ground ginger. However, this can vary from brand to brand. You can find it in most Japanese or other Asian stores.

UMEBOSHI: This is a Japanese pickled plum, often used as a condiment in bento boxes.
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SKILLET BACON AND EGGS

This recipe is inspired by one of my favorite Studio Ghibli films about a spiteful witch, a curse, and a moving castle. You’ll have to cook it without the help of your favorite fire demon, but it’ll be a delicious and mouthwatering breakfast all the same. Make sure to use thick-cut bacon so you get as much grease as possible. I like to use toucinho (thick cuts of Portuguese-style smoked bacon). Serve with a hot bowl of tea, and you’ll feel like you’ve just woken up in a magical castle!

Yield: 2 to 4 servings | Prep time: 0 minutes | Cook time: 20 minutes


	1 tablespoon neutral-flavored oil, such as canola oil

	7 ounces thick-cut bacon or toucinho

	4 large eggs

	salt and pepper, to taste

	4 cups water

	2 to 4 teaspoons Jasmine tea leaves or any tea of your choice

	loaf of ciabatta or any crusty bread of choice, sliced

	1 (3.5-ounce) wedge Maasdam cheese or any cheese of choice




	
1. Heat the oil in a large cast-iron pan over medium heat.

	
2. Add the bacon to the pan and fry until it is crispy on both slides, about 5 to 10 minutes.

	
3. Move the bacon to the sides of the pan. Crack the eggs directly into the same pan and cook until the egg whites are set, about 3 to 4 minutes. Season with salt and pepper.

	
4. In an electric kettle or a small saucepan, heat the water to a boil.

	
5. Add 1 teaspoon of tea leaves and the boiling water to each bowl (use 2 to 4 bowls, depending how many people you are feeding). Let the tea steep for 3 minutes.

	
6. Serve all the bacon and eggs family style (in one pan) accompanied with the crusty slices of bread, a hunk of Maasdam cheese or your cheese of choice, and bowl of green tea. This meal can be shared among a small family.
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THYME-INFUSED EGG ON TOAST

This thyme-infused egg served on a thick slice of bread is a great fireside meal when you’re starving, especially in a faraway place hidden in the clouds. Sharing with robots is permitted!

Yield: 2 servings | Prep time: 3 minutes | Cook time: 10 minutes


	2 slices fresh white bread or any bread of choice

	2 tablespoons salted butter

	1 tablespoon olive oil

	2 sprigs fresh thyme, divided

	2 large eggs

	salt and pepper, to taste

	1 clove garlic, peeled




	
1. Pop the bread into the toaster.

	
2. While the bread is toasting, place the butter and olive oil in a medium pan over medium heat. Strip the leaves from the thyme stalks and set aside.

	
3. Once the butter has melted, add the thyme leaves (reserving a pinch for garnishing) and sauté until the mixture is aromatic. This should take a few seconds to 1 minute.

	
4. Crack the eggs into the same pan and cook, spooning the thyme-infused butter over the eggs until the egg whites are set, approximately 3 to 4 minutes.

	
5. Once the egg whites have set, turn off the heat and cover the pan with a lid for 1 minute. This will steam the egg yolk and cover it with a thin white film. Season the eggs with salt and pepper.

	
6. Once the slices of bread are golden brown, rub the raw clove of garlic lightly on the crusty bread. Using a spatula, transfer the eggs onto the slices of bread. Make sure to spoon the remaining butter from the pan onto the bread.

	
7. Garnish with the remaining thyme.

	
8. Divide the toast between 2 small plates, serve, and enjoy immediately.



TIP: To get a picture-perfect, fully cooked egg on toast, use a toothpick and carefully peel away the thin white film from the egg yolk.

TIP: Substitute the thyme by adding chopped fresh basil, parsley, or lemon zest to your pan of melted butter before frying your eggs.
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A WITCH’S SECRET TO MAGICAL FLUFFY PANCAKES

This is the ideal breakfast before a long day of delivery work on your broomstick. Sausage and blistered tomatoes really round out this morning meal, which will surely bring your magic powers back if you’ve been feeling under the weather!

Yield: 2 servings | Prep time: 7 minutes | Cook time: 35 minutes


	3 tablespoons salted butter, plus extra for serving

	2 tablespoons olive oil

	1 small vine cherry tomatoes

	½ teaspoon dried mixed herbs, such as Robertsons Mixed Herbs or Italian seasoning

	salt and pepper, to taste

	1 ½ cups all-purpose flour

	¼ cup superfine sugar

	½ teaspoon salt

	3 teaspoons baking powder

	½ teaspoon baking soda

	1 ¼ cups buttermilk

	1 large egg

	1 teaspoon vanilla extract

	4 tablespoons neutral-flavored oil, divided

	1 smoked kielbasa sausage

	maple syrup, for serving




	
1. Melt the butter in the microwave for 1 to 2 minutes. Allow it to cool completely while you prepare the rest of your ingredients.

	
2. Drizzle the olive oil over the vine of tomatoes in a small bowl, then season it with the dried mixed herbs or Italian seasoning, salt, and pepper. Roast the tomatoes on the grill or under the broiler for 6 to 8 minutes, until the tomatoes start to blister.

	
3. In a medium mixing bowl, combine the flour, sugar, salt, baking powder, and baking soda until the ingredients are well mixed.

	
4. Make a well in the center of the flour mixture. Add the buttermilk, egg, vanilla extract, and melted butter.

	
5. Whisk until the batter is well mixed; it may be slightly thick and lumpy. If the batter is too dry, add 1 to 2 tablespoons of extra buttermilk to the batter and stir. The batter should be slightly thick and should pour easily.

	
6. Heat 1 tablespoon of neutral-flavored oil in a medium nonstick frying pan over medium-high heat. Add a scoop of pancake batter to the pan and cook each side for 3 to 4 minutes, until lightly golden brown. Repeat with the rest of the batter, making 4 large pancakes (4 to 5 tablespoons per pancake) or 10 mini-pancakes (2 tablespoons per pancake).

	
7. While the pancakes are cooking, cook your smoked kielbasa sausage according to the package instructions.

	
8. Serve the pancakes hot between 2 plates, with a small slab of butter, maple syrup, the smoked sausage, and the blistered tomatoes. Enjoy immediately.
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BREAKFAST OVER YOKOHAMA PORT

Whether you’re cooking for a crowd of hungry boarders or looking for an on-the-go breakfast before raising signal flags, this is a filling breakfast sure to please just about anyone. Serve with some Morning Miso Soup.

Yield: 2 servings | Prep time: 5 minutes | Cook time: 10 minutes


	2 tablespoons neutral-flavored oil, divided

	2 large eggs, divided

	salt and pepper, to taste

	6 slices country ham

	2 cups thinly shredded green cabbage (shred with a mandoline slicer)

	2 cups cooked jasmine rice

	Morning Miso Soup




	
1. In a medium nonstick frying pan over medium-high heat, add 1 tablespoon of oil and crack 1 egg into the pan. Season with salt and pepper and let the egg cook for 3 minutes, or until the white is set and the edges have crisped up. Transfer the egg to a plate. Repeat with the other egg and set the eggs aside.

	
2. Using the same pan, fry the sliced ham over medium-high heat until it becomes crispy and slightly golden, approximately 2 minutes. Transfer the ham to a plate and set it aside.

	
3. Serve a fried egg on top of the ham and place shredded cabbage next to the egg on each plate. This is to be accompanied with a bowl of warm rice and a small bowl of miso soup. Enjoy with the family.








MORNING MISO SOUP

This super-easy, delicious miso soup is a staple in all Japanese households and goes even better with the Breakfast Over Yokohama Port. Recommended especially when you are busy at the Newspaper Club at the Latin Quarter.

Yield: 2 servings | Prep time: 35 minutes | Cook time: 12 minutes


	1 piece kombu or wakame seaweed (approximately 6 x 6 inches)

	2 cups warm water

	2 teaspoons dashi powder

	2 cups boiling water

	2 tablespoons white miso paste

	1 block soft tofu, cubed

	1 green onion, sliced

	sesame seeds, toasted
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