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Chapter 20
An Afterword on Espresso 

At its most fundamental, espresso is simply an alternative method of brewing coffee. Hot water is forced under 
very high pressure, relatively quickly, through a finely ground, tightly packed bed of coffee to extract a very small 
serving of concentrated, intense, aromatic beverage.  

But espresso is considerably more than this highly refined 
brewing method — it carries with it not only a specialized technology, 
but also a particular history, culture and dedicated cuisine that both 
overlap, yet are subtly separate from, the larger world of coffee 
celebrated in this book. 

This chapter offers a very brief overview of the complex practice of 
espresso with particular focus on points at which it overlaps, tran-
scends or nestles inside that larger world. 

The Espresso Shot 
Espresso is normally brewed on demand, in individual small servings 
or “shots,” which the espresso drinker enjoys either straight up, in a 
few (hopefully exquisite) swallows, or as the coffee component in a 
vast, morphing array of espresso-related beverages.  

The heart of these many beverages is the espresso shot (or mul-
tiple shots — double, triple). The true espresso shot is the result of a 
meticulously calibrated balance between the intense pressure exerted 
on the hot brewing water (minimum around nine atmospheres, or 
nine times the normal pressure of the atmosphere, usually more) and 
the resistance to that pressure provided by the bed of finely ground, 
compressed coffee. The combination of pressure and resistance 
produces the concentrated intensity that is the key both to the sensory 
appeal of the straight espresso shot as well as to its usefulness as a 
powerful vehicle for introducing coffee character into other beverages, 
from caffè lattes to cocktails.

An Essential Balance. The crucial balance between the pressure 
of the brew water and the resistance of the coffee is determined by 
the interaction among a complex set of variables:  
• The fineness of the grind.
• The volume or weight of the ground coffee (6.5 grams per shot/

serving in the classic Italian practice to as much as 18 grams or 
more in recent North American practice).

• The pressure applied to tamp or compact the bed of ground 
coffee before brewing (for the record, around 20 to 30 pounds per 
square inch).

• The pressure applied to the brew water (in most espresso brewing 
devices this variable is not controllable by the user but built into 
the machine).

• The temperature of the brew water at the point it issues from the 
machine into the compressed coffee (usually around 200°F/93°C, 
but may range higher or lower).

• The timing of the release of water into the packed coffee (typically 
the compressed coffee is moistened for a few seconds before 
brewing in a step called pre-infusion).  

The interaction among these variables is influenced by the target 
volume of the final shot, which may vary from less than 1 fluid ounce 
(25 milliliters; a ristretto) to around 2 ounces (60 milliliters; a lungo). 
The typical current best-practice North American standard is around 
1.25 up to 2 ounces (35 to 60 milliliters), achieved with a heavy dose 
of ground coffee. 

20.01 espresso shot 
pulling 

The spectacle of a successful espresso pull: Nothing but crema emerges 
from the portafilter in narrowing rivulets condensing into a crema-topped 

shot. The use of a double filter/portafilter to produce a single potent 
shot, as shown here, is typical of contemporary practice in North 

America and in many other regions of the world. (iStock/dulezidar)


