CHEESY BAKED CAPRESE CASSEROLE

12 
ounces cherry tomatoes, chopped

1 
teaspoon olive oil, plus more for greasing and drizzling

1 
clove garlic, minced

¼ 
teaspoon + 1 pinch salt, divided

8 
ounces leftover bread, torn into small pieces (about 3 cups)

¼ 
cup + 2 tablespoons tomato puree, divided

8
 ounces fresh mozzarella, roughly chopped

6 
basil leaves, torn into small pieces

Preheat the oven to 350 F.

Place the tomatoes, 1 teaspoon olive oil, garlic, and ¼ teaspoon salt in a medium bowl and stir to mix well. Set aside.

Grease a 9-inch square baking pan with olive oil and spread ¼ cup tomato puree in a thin layer over the oil.

Arrange the bread in a single layer on top of the tomato puree.

Dot about 2 more tablespoons tomato puree on top of the bread and season with a pinch of salt.

Drain out any liquid that has accumulated at the bottom of the tomato bowl and evenly distribute the tomatoes on top of the bread and tomato puree.

Evenly distribute the mozzarella over the tomato layer.

Scatter the basil over the mozzarella and drizzle a little olive oil on top.

Place the pan in the oven and bake for 25–30 minutes, rotating the pan halfway through the cooking time, until the cheese is melted and golden.

Let the casserole sit for 5 minutes, then serve.

For the best results, use leftover bakery bread for this recipe. Choose a firm, crusty loaf with a hearty texture. This type of bread is sometimes referred to as a peasant-style loaf. As this is an Italian recipe, Italian bread is a good choice, but avoid the soft, squishy kind. Any other fresh and robust loaf will work, including ciabatta, sourdough bread, and any of the more robust types of French bread. Bread that's too soft will get too moist and mushy from the tomato puree and the cherry tomato mixture that will surround it in the baking pan.

When choosing a bakery bread, read the ingredients and choose a loaf with a short ingredient list. These loaves will be less processed and will be more likely to go stale. Avoid using packaged sandwich bread because the preservatives will keep it soft long term. Buy the loaf the day before you plan to make the casserole and leave it out to dry and firm up overnight. We find that it's easier to tear the bread into small pieces when it's still fresh and soft and then let the torn pieces sit out overnight.

SERVES:  4

What are other creative ways to use Caprese salad ingredients?

Michelle Bottalico/Tasting Table

The best known Caprese dish is the original salad featuring fresh tomatoes, sliced fresh mozzarella, and basil leaves. This is dressed simply with extra-virgin olive oil and salt. When the ingredients are fresh and high-quality, nothing else is needed. While this classic summer salad is enjoyed in Italy and around the world, it's not the only way to serve it. When trying to make the perfect Caprese salad, you can get creative by mixing up the ingredients. Consider new kinds of tomatoes, burrata instead of mozzarella, or fresh herbs like oregano and marjoram instead of, or along with, basil. You can also add entirely new ingredients, such as zucchini, capers, olives, or tuna, to jazz up the salad.

Caprese salad has also inspired many non-salad dishes that use additional ingredients but feature tomatoes, mozzarella, and basil as the primary flavors. This cheesy baked Caprese casserole recipe is one example. Caprese pizza, topped with sliced tomatoes and mozzarella, is another option, and it's fun to make. Add the fresh basil leaves after the pizza comes out of the oven. Caprese chicken is a simple dish in which the traditional Caprese ingredients are baked with the chicken. Caprese pasta can take many forms ranging from a baked cheesy pasta dish to a cold pasta salad. Veggie lovers can make roasted eggplant rolls with fresh tomato, mozzarella, and basil inside. Serve them cold or bake the rolls for a warm and melted version.

