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STUDIO GHIBLI BENTO BOXES

Totoro – My Neighbor Totoro

Catbus – My Neighbor Totoro

Ponyo – Ponyo

Marco – Porco Rosso

Princess Kaguya – The Tale of the Princess Kaguya

Jiji – Kiki’s Delivery Service

San – Princess Mononoke

Robot – Castle in the Sky

Calcifer – Howl’s Moving Castle

Nausicaä – Nausicaä of the Valley of the Wind

No-Face – Spirited Away

RECIPES

Japanese Ingredients

Teriyaki Sauce

Dashi Stock

Ponzu Sauce

Panko Breadcrumbs

White Rice

Sticky Rice

Nori Seaweed Gyoza

Pork and Nori Seaweed Spirals

Mackerel Kabayaki

Chicken Karaage

Daikon and Nori Mochi

Chicken Maki

Meatball Teriyaki

Meatball Isobeyaki

Tamagoyaki

Shrimp Tatsuta Age

Salmon Tatsuta Age

Sesame Broccoli

Daigaku Imo

Miso Sesame Green Beans

Ginger Eggplant

Braised Peppers

Vegetable Teriyaki

Zucchini in Ponzu Sauce

Vegetable Asazuke

Orange-Glazed Carrots

Glazed Soybeans

Carrot Kinpira
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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.



[image: Image]
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!









INGREDIENTS FOR CHARACTERS

These are the most commonly used ingredients in bento boxes and in the recipes that follow:
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1. Rice, preferably sticky (glutinous) rice, Japanese rice, or arborio (risotto) rice
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2. Eggs, with cornstarch added for a firmer texture
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3. Nori seaweed, for details such as eyes and mouths


4. A variety of sliced meats and cheeses

5. Food coloring







SHAPING RICE ONIGIRI
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All the characters within these bento boxes are made out of either sticky rice or open omelets. Here are some tips for working with sticky rice:

1. Rice is easiest to handle just after cooking, when it is still warm.

2. Plastic wrap is extremely helpful in preventing rice from sticking to your hands or countertop. However, you can also work with your bare hands, like sushi chefs do. If you choose that approach, be sure to wet your hands first, to keep the rice from sticking to them. You might want to keep a bowl of water handy while you work or even wear latex gloves.

3. If you plan to color the rice to look like the character, add food coloring to the rice water during or after cooking. The section on food coloring (page 15) offers suggestions for natural sources of color.







OPEN OMELET

Open omelets are frequently used to construct characters. Dying them with food coloring creates endless possibilities, limited only by your imagination. Stacked in layers, they are useful for making faces, hair, and clothing.
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Tip For a firmer texture, add cornstarch to the beaten egg.

Here’s a simple, all-purpose recipe:


	• 1 egg

	• Salt

	• 1 teaspoon cornstarch

	• Food coloring (optional)

	• Oil for cooking
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1. In a bowl, combine the egg, salt (to taste), and cornstarch. Beat well. Add the food coloring, if using.


2. Strain the egg mixture through a small sieve into another bowl, to eliminate lumps.

3. To prevent bubbles from forming, let the mixture sit for several minutes after straining.

4. Add oil to a small nonstick pan over low heat. (If you have one, you can use a tamagoyaki pan, a traditional square Japanese egg skillet.) Pour in the egg mixture, and cook.

5. When the edges of the omelet are done, turn off the heat and cover the pan. The residual heat and steam will continue to cook the egg.

6. Place the omelet in your bento box, making sure the bottom (the side that touched the pan) is face down, to hide the browned egg.







NATURAL FOOD COLORING
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As previously mentioned, rice and open omelets can be dyed to give characters can extra pop.

The easiest method is to add the food coloring to the ingredients as they cook. Readymade food coloring is available at your local grocery store.

However, if you prefer something more natural, you can also make your own dyes out of food. Here we offer a list of possibilities.
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It’s best to add food coloring a little at a time until you reach the desired color, to keep from making the dish too runny or otherwise altering its consistency. If it does become too runny, you can always add a little cornstarch as a thickener.
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The basic method is the same for all homemade food coloring. First, purée the ingredients. You may need to cook them first, unless they are already soft enough to purée; if so, strain out any excess liquid, and cook the purée in a saucepan over low heat.
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In some cases, as you will see, you may need to add an acid or base to change the pH to achieve the desired color.

It is important to choose the form of the food coloring—liquid, paste, or powder—based on the ingredients being prepared. This is especially true when making open omelets. For rice, you can simply add the food coloring to the cooking water.

Remember: Natural food coloring doesn’t keep long. It should be used within 24 to 48 hours.
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RED

Use tomatoes (or store-bought tomato paste



PINK OR FUCHSIA




ORANGE




YELLOW




GREEN




BLUE




PURPLE




BROWN
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BLACK AND GRAY
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