
Miso is often 
linked to steaming 
bowls of soup, but 
there are so many 
more layers to the 
Japanese essential.

Trends

Miso is having a moment. Used in 
Japanese cooking for thousands 
of years as a way to add the 
fifth taste to a dish, it’s appear-

ing on menus from a range of chefs. Spread it 
on toast, mix it with butter or lather it on a pro-
tein — there are myriad ways to incorporate 
miso into your repertoire.

Starting from scratch
Beginning with quality ingredients is essential. 
Meru Miso is one of the only Australian mak-
ers in the market producing miso with local 
and biodynamic ingredients. Chris de Bono 
takes a hands-on approach to the miso-mak-
ing process, sourcing medium-grain rice and 
soybeans from New South Wales before in-
oculating with koji (fungus) — the catalyst for 
the fermentation process. “Then, I mix it with 
the soy beans and salt,” explains de Bono. 
“The fungus stops being a fungus, but all the 
enzymes that were helping the fungus grow 
are still there. The starch in the rice is con-
verted into maltose sugars and the enzymes 
break down the proteins, fats and lipids in the 
soybean, making everything bioavailable.” 

Flavour profile
A range of factors contribute to the flavour 
profile of miso, and there are more than 1300 
varieties currently available. Miso can also be 
made from a range of ingredients including bar-
ley, rice and chickpeas. The length of fermen-
tation plays a key role in the flavour profile; va-
rieties aged for less time have sweeter notes, 
while those aged for several months develop 
a deeper, more complex body. In summer, the 
process can take between eight to 10 weeks, 
and in winter, 10 to 12 weeks.

“Starch on its own is very bland, but getting 
turned into sugar, it becomes quite sweet,” 
says de Bono. “It’s part of how miso gets it 

unique flavour. The white miso is very high in 
koji, and as a result, it’s quite a sweet miso. 
The saltiness is dialed right back and the 
sweetness comes through as well as the 
savoury. The red is more middle-of-the-road 
flavour. There’s less koji rice, so it’s more bal-
anced between the salty, sweet and savoury 
— it’s a really good all-rounder.”

Storage
As miso is a fermented product, it has an 
extended shelf life and the product will continue 
to develop the longer you have it. It is advisable 
to keep miso tightly sealed to ensure longevity. 
“Fresh miso is stored refrigerated,” says de 
Bono. “Because we don’t add alcohol or pastur-
ise to stop the fermentation, it keeps fermenting 
and pressure will build up in the jar. It’ll last for 
12 months or more quite comfortably. It’s a little 
bit like wine — if it’s stored well, it will keep 
ageing and the flavour will keep developing.”

Miso in cooking 
Miso typically comes in two forms, fresh and 
powdered, which means there are plenty of 
ways to utilise it. It can be used in both sweet 
and savoury dishes, as a hero ingredient or a 
seasoning. Miso powder can be used in place of 

salt and pepper, and establishes body and depth 
in a dish. It can also be used as a dry rub or part 
of a marinade. Additionally, miso powder can be 
mixed with equal parts water to create a paste.

“We use miso in a variety ways at Aloft, 
from smoking it for our house-made butter to 
using it in different sauces, dressings and mari-
nades,” says Glenn Byrnes, head chef at Aloft.

Miso isn’t just for Asian cooking either, and 
can be used in a range of cuisines. “Putting it in 
with a Bolognese will help lift the flavour,” says 
de Bono. “We mix equal parts butter and miso 
and cook it with steak or fish. You can then take 
that [mixture] and put it on some hot fish or 
steak as it comes off the grill.” 

Miso is also incredibly versatile when it 
comes to desserts, bringing an unexpected 
element to a dish. Ice cream, cookies, caramel 
and soufflés are just some of the dessert 
options that pair well with miso. “You can get 
more creative and do salted chocolate or salted 
caramel because it already has the salt, espe-
cially the white miso with the sweetness,” says 
de Bono. Put aside the common misconception 
that miso is strictly Japanese. Whichever way 
you decide to use it, there’s no right or wrong 
when it comes to miso. n
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