
Understanding the Art of Bread-Making: A Journey of Flavor and Technique 

Exploring the world of bread-making is a culinary adventure that combines creativity with 
scientific principles. To craft a variety of breads that satisfy both taste and texture, it's 
essential to understand specific terminology. Each aspect of the bread-making process, 
from ingredient selection to technique, plays a crucial role in determining the final 
product's quality and flavor. Here’s a closer look at some key elements of bread-making. 

  Key Terms to Embrace on Your Baking Journey 

Activation: Activation refers to the essential process of preparing a sourdough starter to 
ensure it’s fully primed for baking. Activation encompasses the feeding of your sourdough 
starter—where flour and water are introduced—to invigorate the population of yeast and 
bacteria. This feeding stimulates their activity, enhancing the starter’s readiness and 
effectiveness for baking delicious bread. 

Aliquot Jar: An aliquot jar is a specialized small container used in the world of sourdough 
baking to hold a small sample of dough extracted from a larger batch. This sample plays a 
crucial role in meticulously monitoring the fermentation progress. By positioning the 
aliquot jar in the same environment as the primary dough, bakers can closely observe 
changes in the sample and better assess the overall fermentation process. This method 
provides bakers with greater precision in controlling the dough's development, enabling 
them to time their next steps with accuracy.  

Alveoli: Alveoli are the minute gas bubbles or pockets that manifest within the baked bread 
crumb. These delightful pockets result directly from the fermentation process, as carbon 
dioxide produced by the yeast generates air spaces within the dough. Many sourdough 
bakers aspire to achieve large, well-formed alveoli, which contribute significantly to an 
open, airy crumb structure. To attain larger alveoli, bakers must carefully control various 
factors including fermentation time, temperature, gluten development, and the techniques 
employed in shaping the dough. 

Amylases:  Amylases are natural enzymes found abundantly in flour that play a pivotal role 
in the bread-making process. These enzymes catalyze the breakdown of starch molecules 
into simpler sugars, which serve as nourishment for the yeast in the sourdough starter. This 
enzymatic activity is vital, as the sugars produced during this conversion are what the yeast 
consumes to generate carbon dioxide and alcohol—two essential elements for achieving 
dough rise and developing complex flavors. Gaining a deeper understanding of amylase’s 
role can empower bakers to manipulate fermentation dynamics to achieve their desired 
results in bread. 



Artisan Loaf:  An artisan loaf is a handmade bread crafted using traditional techniques, 
often emphasizing quality ingredients and slow fermentation. Unlike commercial breads, 
artisan loaves are typically made in smaller batches and without artificial additives or 
preservatives, resulting in bread that’s both flavorful and unique. These loaves often 
showcase a rustic appearance, with irregular shapes, beautiful scoring, and a crisp crust. 
They can take on various forms, such as boules, bâtards, or baguettes, and frequently 
feature ingredients like whole grains, seeds, or specialty flours. 

Autolyze/ autolyse: autolyze (“aw-toe-lease”), sometimes written as autolyse, autolysis, 
or dough autolysis, combines the flour and some or all of the water in a recipe and then 
leaves the mixture to rest for some period. The autolyze process is a key technique in the 
art of bread making. It involves the harmonious blending of flour and water, followed by a 
resting period of approximately 20 to 60 minutes. This pause allows the flour particles to 
absorb moisture, activating beneficial enzymes that enhance gluten development. As a 
result, the dough's extensibility and strength are significantly improved, leading to a final 
loaf with better volume, texture, and a beautifully tender crumb. Additionally, autolyze 
reduces the need for strenuous kneading, which can often toughen the dough. 

Baker's percentages:  Baker's percentages differ slightly from the measurements you're 
typically familiar with. In baker’s percentages, flour is always considered 100%, while all 
other ingredients are expressed as a percentage of that. This system makes it very easy to 
scale a recipe up or down, which is why using a scale in baking is generally recommended. 
Weight can be scaled using baker's percentages much more easily than volume 
measurements. 

The baking timeline: The baking timeline refers to your schedule as you prepare and bake 
sourdough bread. Since sourdough relies on wild yeasts and natural fermentation, the 
timeline for sourdough is significantly longer than that for yeasted bread. 

Banneton: A banneton is a shaping container used to help the dough maintain its shape 
during the cold retard stage. Bannetons are typically made from rattan or cane and should 
be floured to prevent the dough from sticking. Rice flour is an excellent choice for this 
purpose because it is gluten-free. Bannetons come in various shapes and sizes, allowing 
you to select one that suits the type of loaf you wish to bake. 

Batard: A bâtard is a type of bread shape, often associated with artisan breads like 
sourdough. The word "bâtard" comes from French and loosely translates to "bastard," 
reflecting that it's not quite a baguette or boule (round loaf) but somewhere in between. Its 
shape is more oval or oblong, and it's often shorter and wider than a baguette. 



The bâtard's form allows for a different crumb structure and crust texture compared to 
other shapes. It’s great for sandwiches or slicing into versatile pieces for toasting. 

Belly: The "belly" of a sourdough loaf refers to the curved underside of the bread, where the 
loaf rests on the baking surface during baking. It’s an important area because it showcases 
how well the dough held its shape and the oven spring it achieved. A nicely rounded belly 
often indicates strong fermentation, proper shaping, and good dough strength. In some 
cases, bakers use the term to highlight how the crust in that area looks and feels—
sometimes smooth, sometimes rustic, depending on the style of the bake. 

Bench Rest: The bench rest is a stage where the dough rests and the gluten relax. The 
dough is usually placed directly on the kitchen counter, or "bench," for this process. For 
example, the dough can undergo a bench rest after pre-shaping, allowing it to relax and 
prepare for shaping. This term can also refer to dough that has been shaped but will not 
undergo cold proofing. Bench rest can be used interchangeably with "proofing." 

Biga: Biga is not a sourdough term but worth mentioning. A biga is a type of pre-ferment 
used in bread making, especially in Italian-style baking. It's made by mixing flour, water, 
and a small amount of yeast, then letting it ferment for a certain period of time—usually 12 
to 24 hours—before being incorporated into the main dough. Unlike sourdough starter, a 
biga doesn't contain wild yeast; instead, it relies on the yeast you add to it. The biga adds 
flavor, texture, and strength to the dough, giving the finished bread a better rise, a chewy 
crumb, and a slightly tangy taste. It's commonly used in recipes for ciabatta, focaccia, and 
other rustic Italian breads. 

 Blisters:  Sourdough blisters refer to the bubbling on the crust of sourdough bread. They 
are commonly associated with the San Francisco style of sourdough and result from a long, 
cold fermentation process. 

Boule: A boule is a type of bread shape characterized by its round form. The word "boule" 
comes from the French word for "ball," perfectly describing its spherical appearance. 
Boules are often associated with rustic artisan breads, including sourdough. This shape 
allows for an even crumb and a crust that’s thicker and hearty. It’s one of the most 
traditional bread shapes and is easy to achieve—simply form the dough into a tight, round 
ball during shaping. The boule shape also lends itself well to scoring, where bakers make 
decorative cuts on the surface before baking. 

Bulk Ferment: The bulk fermentation in sourdough bread making is the initial rise of the 
dough after mixing but before shaping. During this stage, the dough ferments as the wild 
yeast and bacteria in the sourdough starter feed on the sugars in the flour. This 
fermentation process generates gases (like carbon dioxide), which cause the dough to rise, 



as well as organic acids that contribute to the flavor and texture of the bread. Bulk 
fermentation is a crucial step in developing the dough’s structure, strength, and flavor. It 
typically takes several hours, depending on factors like the temperature, the activity of the 
starter, and the hydration of the dough. During this stage, bakers often perform "stretch-
and-folds" or other techniques to build gluten strength and create a uniform texture. 

Bulk Proof: Proofing has two parts; the bulk fermentation stage (also known as the first 
rise) and the final, or second rise. We can sometimes skip the first stage in yeast bread 
recipes, yet sourdough must undergo both stages in order for it to be sufficiently matured. 

Cambro Container:  A Cambro container is a straight-sided, plastic container with a tight-
fitting lid, commonly used in professional kitchens. It is also beneficial in sourdough baking 
for accurate bulk fermentation, as the straight sides allow for easy visibility of when the 
dough has doubled in size. 

Coil Folds: Coil folds are a method of strengthening the dough and developing the gluten 
network. To perform coil folds, place your hands under the middle of the dough, stretch it 
upwards, and then fold it over itself. This technique allows for gentle handling of the dough 
while still promoting gluten development. 

Cold Retard:  The cold retard phase, often referred to as the second rise or cold proof, 
occurs after the bread has been shaped and placed into a banneton. Although sometimes 
called the second rise, it is meant to slow down the fermentation process rather than raise 
the dough. The yeasts are less active at low temperatures, but the bacteria responsible for 
developing the bread's flavor remain active. The cold retard can help enhance the sourness 
of the bread and manipulate the timing of your bake. 

Cold Proof: it is placed in the banneton in the refrigerator to rest prior to baking. It is during 
this time that the yeast become mostly dormant. The bacteria however, continue to work, 
giving your sourdough that trademark tang.  

Cold retard, second proofing, final proofing, cold fermentation, cold final proof, and cold proofing all 
mean the same thing: after final shaping, your dough chills out in the fridge. 

Couche:  A couche is a piece of heavy linen fabric used to support shaped loaves during 
their final proofing. It is most frequently used for baguettes. 

Crumb: In the language of baking, "crumb" pertains to the delightful internal architecture 
of bread—the unique pattern and size of the holes that characterize the loaf. Artisan 
breads, particularly those made with high-hydration doughs, frequently display an open 
and irregular crumb structure, which not only elevates the visual appeal but also enhances 



the overall texture. This intricate crumb plays a vital role in moisture retention, ultimately 
contributing to an exquisite eating experience that delights the senses. 

Crumb Pic/Shot: A crumb pic/shot is a photo capturing the cross-section of sourdough 
bread. Many bakers share crumb pics/shots to showcase their results, especially if they've 
achieved a lacy or open crumb. These images can also be useful for troubleshooting and 
analysis, helping bakers identify issues with their bread for improvements in the future. 

Danish Whisk: A Danish whisk, also known as a Danish dough whisk or "brodpisker" 
(meaning "bread whipper" in Danish), is a specialized kitchen tool designed for mixing 
doughs and batters. It features a sturdy, looped wire head attached to a long handle, often 
made of wood or metal. The unique design allows it to efficiently blend ingredients, 
especially thick doughs, without overworking them or creating a mess. 

Unlike traditional balloon whisks, the Danish whisk's open wire structure prevents dough 
from clumping, making it ideal for bread-making tasks like mixing sourdough, pizza dough, 
or even quick batters. It's also easier to clean compared to other whisks, as there are fewer 
places for dough to get stuck. 

Dehydrated Starter: A dehydrated sourdough starter is essentially a sourdough starter that 
has been dried to remove its moisture content, preserving it in a stable, dormant state. This 
allows it to be stored for long periods without the need for regular feeding and 
maintenance. The process typically involves spreading a thin layer of active starter on a 
surface (like parchment paper) and letting it dry completely at room temperature. Once 
dried, it's broken into small flakes and stored in an airtight container. When you're ready to 
use it again, the dehydrated starter can be rehydrated by dissolving it in water and feeding it 
with flour over a few days to reactivate the wild yeast and bacteria 

Degassing or Degas: Degassing refers to the process of removing air and gas bubbles from 
the dough, which flattens it. While this process is commonly used for sandwich bread, it 
should be avoided in traditional sourdough bread, as it can compromise the beautiful open 
crumb. 

Diastatic malt is a type of malt made from sprouted grain, typically barley or wheat. As the 
name suggests, it contains diastase enzymes (the common name for alpha-amylase and 
beta-amylase), which break down starches into subcategories of carbohydrates. 

Diastatic Malt Powder: Diastatic malt powder is made by sprouting barley, drying it, and 
then grinding it into a fine powder. When added in small quantities to dough, it enhances 
the oven spring and produces a darker, richer crust. The enzymes in diastatic malt convert 
starches in the flour into sugars, which feed the yeast and result in a better rise and 
browner crust. 



Discard: Sourdough discard refers to the portion of the sourdough starter that is removed 
before feeding to maintain its health and balance. Rather than discarding this unfed starter, 
bakers can utilize it creatively in a variety of baked goods such as pizza crusts, crumpets, 
English muffins, and even unique recipes for sourdough bread that incorporate discard. 
This practice not only minimizes waste but also allows bakers to infuse other types of 
baked goods with the distinctive tangy flavor profile characteristic of sourdough. 

Dough: Dough is a thick, malleable mixture of flour and liquid, essential for baking bread 
and pastries. To make it, choose the appropriate flour and gradually add water while mixing 
until a cohesive dough forms. You can also include ingredients like salt, sugar, yeast, or fats 
to enhance flavor and texture. Kneading the dough develops its gluten structure, resulting 
in a more elastic and appealing final product.  

Dough/Bench Scraper: A dough scraper, also known as a bench scraper, is a versatile tool 
used in sourdough and bread baking. It typically has a flat, rectangular blade made of 
metal or plastic, with a handle along one edge. Here's how it's useful in sourdough baking: 

1. Dividing Dough: Helps you portion your dough evenly before shaping. 

2. Shaping: Aids in creating tension when shaping loaves by scraping and folding the 
dough. 

3. Clearing Surfaces: Easily cleans sticky dough off your countertop or mixing surface. 

4. Handling Wet Doughs: Ideal for scooping, lifting, and turning high-hydration doughs. 

It's a must-have in any bread-baker's toolkit!  

Dutch Oven: A Dutch oven is a heavy cast iron pot with a lid that is used for baking 
sourdough. While these pots can be utilized for cooking various foods, they have gained 
popularity for sourdough baking because they effectively trap steam, which contributes to 
superior oven spring. 

Ear: The term "sourdough ear" A sourdough ear is the distinctive, raised flap of crust that 
forms on a loaf of sourdough bread when it’s properly scored before baking. It’s often seen 
as a mark of a well-baked loaf and is highly prized among bakers for its aesthetic and 
technical significance. To achieve an ear, the dough needs to be scored at the right angle 
and depth, allowing it to expand beautifully in the oven during the "oven spring" phase. This 
crisp edge adds both visual appeal and extra crunch to the crust. 

 Elasticity/Extensibility: Elasticity and extensibility pertain to the stretchiness of the 
dough. Sourdough should have high elasticity and be extensible when stretched and 



folded. These elastic qualities arise from the gluten networks that develop during the 
folding process. 

Enriched Dough:  Enriched dough refers to a type of bread dough, particularly within the 
realm of sourdough baking, that has been beautifully enhanced with various fats and oils. 
This enrichment process not only elevates the flavor profile but also results in a softer, 
more tender texture. Commonly used ingredients for this purpose include creamy milk, 
luscious butter, fragrant olive oil, sweet sugar, and velvety eggs. The inclusion of eggs and 
butter can significantly influence the dough's appearance, imparting a golden yellow hue 
that makes the final product not only delicious but visually enticing as well. This rich and 
indulgent dough is perfect for a variety of baked goods ranging from brioche to rich artisan 
loaves. 

Feeding: Feeding is the process of giving the sourdough starter equal amounts of water 
and flour. Feeding a sourdough starter is crucial for keeping it active and healthy. If you 
keep the starter at room temperature, you should feed it at least once a day. This regular 
feeding gives yeast and bacteria the nutrients they need to grow and function well. If the 
starter is in the refrigerator, you can reduce feeding to once a week since the cooler 
temperature slows down fermentation. Monitor your starter’s consistency, smell, and 
activity level to check its health and readiness for baking. Regular feeding adds back 
natural sugars and maintains a strong population of microorganisms, which are essential 
for making good sourdough bread. 

Fermentation: Fermentation is the enchanting biological leavening process in which yeast 
and bacteria present in the dough break down carbohydrates into carbon dioxide gas and 
alcohol. This beautiful transformation results in the airy texture that is emblematic of well-
crafted bread while simultaneously enriching its flavor profile through the development of 
organic acids and a host of other aromatic compounds. The duration and conditions of 
fermentation play a critical role in shaping the final loaf, with longer fermentations often 
yielding a symphony of complex flavors and enticing aromas. .  

Fermentalyse:   Fermentalyse represents a groundbreaking approach to the traditional 
method in bread making. In this technique, both the sourdough starter and salt are 
incorporated into the initial mixing stage, deviating from the classic practice of allowing 
flour and water to rest before adding other ingredients. By mixing flour, water, salt, and 
starter simultaneously, the dough begins to develop its unique flavor profile and texture 
from the onset. This method not only expedites the baking process but also enhances the 
inherent flavors, resulting in a more complex and satisfying sourdough bread 



Final Proof: The final proof, also known as the last rise, is a crucial phase in bread-making 
that occurs after the dough has been shaped into loaves and just before they are nestled 
into the oven for baking. During this important stage, the yeast continues its fermentation 
work, further developing complex flavors and allowing the dough to increase in volume. 
Mastering the timing of the final proof is essential, as it can mean the difference between a 
dense, uninspiring loaf and one that is light, airy, and truly delightful. 

Fresh Starter: A freshly fed sourdough starter displays a vibrant, bubbly texture, indicating 
optimal activity. This stage is particularly ideal for baking, as it ensures the best possible 
results. 

Float Test: (Not reliable in my opinion) The float test is a practical method used to evaluate 
whether your sourdough starter is sufficiently aerated and ready for baking. To perform the 
test, take a teaspoon of the starter and gently drop it into a glass of water. If the starter 
floats, this indicates that it has developed enough gas from fermentation and is optimal for 
use. Conversely, if it sinks, it suggests that the starter may still need time to rise and 
strengthen its fermentation activity. While this method is widely used, its reliability can vary 
based on the specific timing of the test within the fermentation cycle, making it essential to 
hone your instincts regarding the readiness of your starter. 

Gas: Sourdough gas is the carbon dioxide generated during the fermentation of a 
sourdough starter. As wild yeasts and bacteria present in the starter metabolize the sugars 
found in the flour, they release carbon dioxide as a byproduct of this process. This gas 
becomes trapped within the dough, forming bubbles that help create the characteristic airy 
texture and rise of sourdough bread. 

Gluten:   Gluten is a remarkable protein complex formed when two specific proteins—
glutenin and gliadin—found in wheat interact with water and undergo kneading or mixing. 
This elastic network is crucial for giving bread its characteristic chewiness, helping it 
maintain its structure while trapping the carbon dioxide produced by yeast during 
fermentation. This process is fundamental to the rising of bread and contributes to the 
delightful texture and mouthfeel that we associate with well-made bread. Mastering gluten 
development is key for bakers aiming for that perfect loaf, whether it’s a rustic sourdough or 
a delicate baguette. 

Hooch:  A layer of liquid, often referred to as "hooch," can sometimes develop on the 
surface of a sourdough starter. This liquid is typically a byproduct of fermentation and may 
contain alcohol due to infrequent feeding or stress factors affecting the starter, such as 
temperature fluctuations or lack of food. The presence of hooch indicates that the yeast 
and bacteria are running low on nutrients and can suggest that the starter needs to be fed 



sooner rather than later. Before replenishing the starter with fresh flour and water, it is 
advisable to pour off this liquid. Doing so can help prevent any off-flavors from permeating 
the starter, ensuring a healthier environment for the wild yeast and bacteria to thrive. 
Regularly monitoring and feeding the starter every 12 to 24 hours will help maintain its vigor 
and enhance the flavor of the bread it produces. 

Hydration: Hydration is a vital element in the bread-making process, referring to the 
precise ratio of water to flour by weight in each recipe. While commercial loaves commonly 
maintain a hydration level around 60%, artisan breads often push the boundaries, soaring 
above 70%. The higher water content creates a stickier, more pliable dough that boasts a 
chewier texture and airy, open crumb. This increased hydration also fosters enhanced 
fermentation, resulting in a richer flavor profile and an impressive oven spring that 
captivates the palate. To calculate the hydration percentage of a loaf, divide the weight of 
the water used by the weight of the flour, multiplying the result by 100. Doughs with lower 
hydration levels, typically around 50-70%, tend to be more manageable and easier to 
shape, making them ideal for beginners. In contrast, higher hydration doughs, classified as 
anything above 80%, can be more challenging due to their sticky nature. Nevertheless, 
skilled bakers often embrace high-hydration doughs, as they tend to yield airy, open crumb 
structures that are sought after in artisan bread. 

Inclusions: Sourdough inclusions are ingredients added to sourdough dough during the 
stretch and fold process or while shaping the loaf, enhancing the bread's flavor, texture, or 
both. Common additions include cheddar cheese, jalapeños, cranberries, raisins, nuts, 
and blueberries. 

Kahm Yeast:   Kahm yeast is a non-harmful yeast variant that can occasionally surface on 
the top of sourdough starters. Characterized by its white or pale appearance, this yeast can 
develop due to environmental factors and is often seen as an unwelcome visitor. While its 
presence might cause concern, Kahm yeast poses no real threat to the quality or integrity 
of your starter. It can be easily removed by scraping or mixing it back in, allowing you to 
continue your sourdough baking journey without any significant disruptions. 

Kneading: Kneading is a fundamental technique that shapes the dough and develops 
gluten—the protein responsible for giving bread its structure and chewy texture. This 
process transforms a sticky mixture into a smooth, elastic ball that is central to baking. 
Kneading strengthens the gluten network and ensures even distribution of yeast throughout 
the dough, promoting a consistent rise during baking. 

Lactobacilli 



Lactobacilli are a group of bacteria that are important in making sourdough bread. They 
convert sugars into lactic acid, giving sourdough its tangy flavor. This lactic acid not only 
adds taste but also acts as a natural preservative, helping the bread last longer. 
Lactobacilli also help sourdough rise. During fermentation, they produce carbon dioxide, 
which makes the bread light and airy. This process of fermentation shows how lactobacilli 
change simple ingredients into tasty bread. Additionally, lactobacilli promote a healthy gut 
and make the bread easier to digest. 

Lame: A specialized tool with a curved razor, a lame allows bakers to score dough 
artistically. These slashes facilitate the loaf's rise in the oven and enhance its appearance, 
blending functionality with artistry in bread-making. 

Leaven / Levain   

Leaven is a sourdough agent made from a mother sourdough culture. It helps yeast 
become more active in a sourdough starter. This process allows bakers to get better 
fermentation, which leads to light and tasty bread.   

To make leaven, start 8 to 12 hours before mixing your final dough. Mix one tablespoon of 
active sourdough starter with ½ cup of flour and a little less than ½ cup of room 
temperature water. Cover the mixture and let it sit in a warm place. As it sits, it will bubble 
and grow, showing that the yeast is active. When it has doubled in size and is full of 
bubbles, it's ready to add to your dough. This leaven can replace a sourdough starter and 
help your bread rise and gain flavor. 

Long Fermentation: Long fermentation refers to a slower and cooler fermentation process 
that takes place over an extended period, typically lasting between 8 to 24 hours. With 
refrigeration, this fermentation time can be even longer. This method is often preferred by 
those who enjoy tangier bread or seek the health benefits associated with extended 
fermentation. Additionally, it usually involves using a smaller quantity of starter in the 
recipe. 

Miche: This hearty French bread is made from whole-grain flour and shaped into a large 
round loaf. Its thick crust and dense interior provide rustic charm, with the caramelized 
crust offering rich flavors as a favorite among sourdough enthusiasts. 

Oven Spring: Oven spring is a captivating phenomenon that occurs during the initial stages 
of baking, when bread dough experiences a dramatic increase in volume. This surge is 
fueled by the active yeast producing carbon dioxide gas at an impressive rate, which then 
expands in response to the heat. A successful oven spring results in a loaf that is light, airy, 
and visually appealing, a hallmark of effective fermentation and proper dough handling. 



Achieving a remarkable oven spring is essential for enhancing both the bread’s overall 
appearance and its delightful mouthfeel. 

Proofing: Proofing is when the dough rests and rises, allowing natural fermentation to 
enhance its flavors. During this time, yeast consumes sugars, releasing carbon dioxide and 
alcohol, which causes the dough to rise and enrich its flavor. Different proofing techniques, 
such as using a sourdough starter or experimenting with no-knead methods, can yield 
delicious variations in both taste and texture. Proofing has two parts: the bulk 
fermentation stage (also known as the first rise) and the final, or second rise. We can 
sometimes skip the first stage in yeast bread recipes, yet sourdough must undergo both 
stages in order for it to be sufficiently matured. 

 Poolish: A type of preferment made from equal parts flour and water, combined with a 
small amount of yeast. After fermenting for several hours, this mixture improves the flavor 
and gluten strength of the dough, resulting in a chewy texture and delicious taste. 

Preferment: Preferment in sourdough baking refers to a preparation method where a 
portion of the flour, water, and sourdough starter is mixed and allowed to ferment before 
being added to the main dough. It acts as a mini dough that builds flavor, structure, and 
strength over time. By creating a preferment, bakers can enhance the complexity of the 
bread's taste and improve its texture without relying solely on the starter. Some common 
types of preferments include levain (specifically sourdough-based), poolish, and biga. 

Lactic Acid:  Lactic acid is a vital organic acid produced by the bacteria thriving in your 
sourdough starter. This acid plays a crucial role in lowering the pH of the starter, thereby 
creating an acidic environment that inhibits the growth of harmful bacteria, providing a 
layer of protection. Additionally, lactic acid contributes to the depth of flavor in sourdough 
bread, enhancing its complexity and allowing bakers to create a loaf with a tangy profile. 
The presence of lactic acid also improves the shelf life of sourdough, keeping it fresher for 
longer periods. 

Lame:  A lame is a specialized tool cherished by bakers, specifically designed for scoring 
sourdough loaves before they enter the oven. This French term refers to the elegant handle 
that holds a sharp, often curved, razor blade, enabling bakers to make precise cuts on the 
surface of the dough. These score marks serve a dual purpose: they not only help control 
the bread's expansion during baking but also offer an artistic opportunity to showcase 
creativity in the final loaf's appearance. Proper scoring techniques can influence the visual 
appeal and texture of the crust, making the lame an essential tool in the baker's arsenal. 

Lamination:  Lamination is an intricate technique in bread and pastry making that involves 
the careful stretching of dough into a thin, nearly translucent sheet on a lightly floured or 



damp surface, followed by a precise folding process. This method creates distinct layers 
within the dough, which can be used to incorporate rich flavors or streamline the crafting of 
delicate pastries, such as croissants or puff pastries. Typically executed during the bulk 
fermentation stage, lamination requires a well-developed gluten structure to stretch the 
dough effectively without tearing, making it an advanced technique that rewards patience 
and skill. 

Levain:   Levain is a term often used interchangeably with sourdough starter, yet it 
specifically refers to a portion of the starter that is cultivated for use in a particular recipe. 
By removing a portion of your active starter, you can "build" a levain, adjusting the hydration 
and flour types to enhance the unique flavors of the intended baked goods. While not every 
sourdough recipe necessitates a levain, understanding its role can deepen your knowledge 
and control over the sourdough fermentation process, ensuring consistency and improved 
results. 

Maillard Reaction:  The Maillard reaction is a complex chemical process that occurs when 
proteins and sugars in food undergo a reaction due to heat, resulting in the browning and 
flavor development that we associate with well-cooked food, including baked bread. This 
reaction not only contributes to the appealing crust color and texture of the bread but also 
enhances its flavor by producing hundreds of different compounds. Understanding the 
Maillard reaction can help bakers achieve the perfect balance between crust and crumb, 
elevating the overall quality of their bread. 

Mother:  In the realm of sourdough baking, the term "mother" signifies the original 
sourdough starter, an essential component that acts as the life source for all subsequent 
generations of dough. This foundational starter is not merely a mixture of flour and water; it 
is a vibrant culture cultivated over time, teeming with wild yeast and beneficial bacteria 
that contribute to the fermentation process. Bakers often refer to their sourdough mother 
as their "pet," nurturing it with care and attention, as it is from this lively mixture that they 
create offshoots or builds for baking. Each build captures the unique characteristics and 
flavors of the mother, and bakers take great pride in passing it down through generations, 
ensuring that its lineage remains strong and flavorful, ultimately enhancing the taste and 
texture of the beautifully risen sourdough bread they bake. 

Oven Spring: Oven spring is one of the most enchanting phenomena in the baking process, 
representing the moment when the dough undergoes a dramatic transformation as it is 
exposed to the intense heat of the oven. During this critical phase, the yeast within the 
dough, still brimming with vitality and energy, rapidly produces gas, causing the dough to 
expand and achieve an impressive rise. This captivating bloom not only adds visual allure 
to the bread but also enhances its texture and flavor. Achieving perfect oven spring 



demands a combination of precise timing, optimal oven temperature, and a well-
developed dough structure. Bakers often experiment with techniques such as steaming the 
oven or using a baking stone to stimulate this magical rise, striving for that breathtaking 
puffiness that turns a humble loaf into a stunning centerpiece. 

Peel:  A baking peel is an indispensable tool for serious bakers, designed to facilitate the 
transfer of loaves to and from the oven with precision and ease. Typically crafted from 
sturdy wood, though sometimes made from metal or composite materials, this flat, broad 
board is known by various names, including baker's peel and transfer peel. Its smooth 
surface allows bakers to slide dough in and out of the oven without disturbing its carefully 
crafted surface. A well-seasoned peel not only enhances maneuverability but can also 
positively affect the crust's texture, contributing to that coveted artisanal quality in the 
finished bread. Mastering the use of the peel involves skill and practice, providing bakers 
with a seamless and graceful way to present their beautifully shaped loaves to the heat of 
the oven. 

Phytic Acid: Phytic acid, a naturally occurring compound found in the endosperm of 
grains, is often viewed as a hindrance to the bioavailability of essential minerals such as 
iron, zinc, and calcium. However, in the context of sourdough baking, this compound takes 
on a different role. Lactic acid bacteria present in the sourdough starter actively break 
down phytic acid during the fermentation process, a transformation that significantly 
enhances the bioavailability of these important minerals. This intricate biochemical dance 
not only improves the nutritional profile of sourdough bread but also contributes to its 
distinctive flavor and character. As a result, sourdough bread offers a more healthful 
option, making it not only a delicious choice but also a nourishing one for those who enjoy 
it. 

Poke Test:  The poke test is a straightforward yet invaluable method for determining 
whether your dough has reached the optimal level of fermentation and is ready to be 
baked. To perform this test, gently press your finger into the surface of the dough and 
observe its response.  

Pre-Ferment:  A pre-ferment is a critical component of bread-making, consisting of a 
portion of dough that is allowed to ferment for several hours or overnight before being 
mixed into the final dough. This technique not only jumpstarts the fermentation process 
but also enhances the flavor profile and texture of the bread. Pre-ferments can be made 
using different methods, such as a sourdough starter, levain, or even commercial yeast. It's 
essential to understand the terms "levain" and "leaven," as both refer to types of 
preferments that harness the natural fermentation process. Sourdough starters and levains 



are particularly notable examples, as they utilize wild yeast and beneficial bacteria to 
develop distinctive flavors in the bread. 

Proofing:  Proofing is often mistakenly used interchangeably with fermentation, but it 
specifically refers to the second, crucial rise that occurs after the dough has been shaped. 
This stage allows the dough to expand further before baking, and can be done at room 
temperature or through a technique known as cold proofing, which slows down 
fermentation for enhanced flavor development. Understanding the distinction between 
bulk fermentation and proofing is vital, as a dough can be well-fermented but still under-
proofed. Proper proofing contributes to the bread's structure, crust, and crumb, making it a 
key step in achieving excellent results. 

Proofed: 

Under proofed: If the dough responds by quickly springing back, filling in the indent almost 
immediately, it indicates that it requires more time to rise and develop its flavor. 

Over proofed: Conversely, if your finger leaves a lasting indent that doesn’t return, this 
signals that the dough has fermented too long, resulting in a loss of strength and structure. 

Perfectly Proofed: Ideally, you want the dough to leave a subtle indent that gradually begins 
to fill in without completely bouncing back. This perfect balance indicates that the dough 
has reached an optimal state of readiness for baking. As you develop your "sourdough 
instincts" through practice and experience, you will cultivate an intuitive sense of when 
your dough has reached this ideal stage, preparing it for transformation into an exquisite 
loaf that delights both the eye and the palate. 

Ratio: The sourdough starter ratio is a specific calculation that dictates the proportions of 
flour and water you feed your sourdough starter relative to the existing starter. This ratio is 
essential for maintaining the health and activity of the starter, which is crucial for 
successful fermentation. An optimal feeding ratio, such as 1:1:1 (equal parts of starter, 
flour, and water), supports vigorous yeast and bacterial growth, empowering both home 
bakers and professionals to foster strong, active starters that yield better rises and flavors 
in their bread. 

Resting: Resting is an integral practice in the bread-making process, allowing the dough to 
relax between stages such as folding or shaping. This relaxation is critical for the gluten 
structure, as it enables the gluten strands to ease their tension, making the dough more 
pliable and easier to work with. For instance, a resting phase between stretch-and-fold 
sets, or during pre-shaping before final shaping, can enhance the dough's elasticity and 
improve the final loaf's texture and volume. 



Retard:  Retarding the dough is the technical term for putting the dough in the fridge to 
extend the fermentation time. It can be a Bulk Retardation, where the dough undergoes 
some of the bulk fermentation in the fridge, or a Proofing Retardation, where the dough is 
chilled for some of its proofing time. 

Rustic Sourdough Bread: Rustic sourdough bread embodies a no-knead, hassle-free 
approach to baking that prioritizes flavor above all else. This style of bread, often 
reminiscent of what one might find on a farmhouse table, typically incorporates whole-
grain flours that contribute to its hearty taste and texture. The emphasis here is on natural 
processes and high-quality ingredients, producing loaves that are both flavorful and 
satisfying, often developed through long fermentation times that foster complexity in taste. 

Scoby: SCOBY stands for "symbiotic culture of bacteria and yeast," which encapsulates 
the living culture at the heart of your sourdough starter. This diverse community of 
microorganisms, including wild yeast and lactic acid bacteria, is responsible for the 
fermentation process that makes sourdough unique. The term SCOBY is also used in the 
context of kombucha brewing. Interestingly, a well-maintained sourdough starter can 
develop a SCOBY-like structure, underscoring the vital role of microbial life in creating 
lively, flavorful bread. 

Scoring:  Scoring, also known as slashing, involves making intentional cuts on the surface 
of the dough prior to baking, serving multiple purposes. This technique not only allows the 
baker to manage how the dough expands in the oven, thereby controlling its shape, but it 
also creates an opportunity for artistic expression. The cuts can range from simple slashes 
to intricate designs, and are ideally made with a sharp blade such as a razor or a bread 
lame for precision. Proper scoring can enhance the appearance of the loaf and promote 
better oven spring, resulting in a more appealing final product. 

Second Rise: The second rise, a crucial step in sourdough baking, occurs after the initial 
bulk fermentation and shaping of the dough. It serves to allow the bread to rise once more 
before it goes into the oven, enhancing both flavor and texture. This phase is essential for 
bread that does not undergo a retardation process—where dough is chilled to develop 
flavors such as sourdough sandwich bread, dinner rolls, and hot cross buns. Allowing the 
dough to take sufficient time to rise during this stage is key to achieving a light and airy 
crumb structure. 

Shaping: Shaping is the pivotal process that takes place following bulk fermentation, 
where the dough is formed into its final structure. This stage requires finesse and practice, 
as achieving the right shape influences the overall appearance and texture of the finished 
loaf. Tools such as silicone or stainless-steel dough scraper aid in the shaping process, 



promoting even tension and forming shapes like boules, Batard’s, or baguettes. Mastering 
various shaping techniques is essential for creating aesthetically pleasing and well-defined 
crusts. 

Soaker:  A soaker in sourdough bread making refers to a mixture of grains, seeds, or flour 
that is soaked in water (or sometimes another liquid like milk or juice) before being added 
to the dough. This process softens the ingredients, enhances their flavor, and makes them 
easier to incorporate into the bread. Soaking also helps break down certain components in 
grains, making the nutrients more accessible and improving digestibility. In sourdough 
recipes, a soaker can add texture, moisture, and complexity to the final loaf—great for 
hearty multigrain or seeded breads. 

Sourdough Starter:  A sourdough starter is a living culture composed of wild yeast and 
beneficial bacteria that work symbiotically to leaven bread. This culture, functioning as a 
SCOBY, consumes flour and water, producing carbon dioxide gas—this process is what 
makes bread rise. Like a pet, a sourdough starter requires regular "feedings" to maintain its 
vitality and effectiveness. Different types of starters exist, from stiff versions to those 
flavored with whole grains or added ingredients, each contributing unique properties and 
flavors to the final loaf. 

Sourdough Bread: Sourdough bread is a type of bread made using a natural fermentation 
process. Instead of relying on commercial yeast, it uses a sourdough starter—a mixture of 
flour and water that’s been allowed to ferment with wild yeasts and bacteria naturally 
present in the environment. This starter not only helps the dough rise but also gives the 
bread its distinct tangy flavor. The bread typically has a chewy texture, a crisp crust, and a 
slightly sour taste, which is where it gets its name. Sourdough has been enjoyed for 
thousands of years and is considered one of the oldest forms of leavened bread. 

Slap and fold/French fold: The slap and fold kneading technique, also called French fold, 
is a method for strengthening bread dough (and, more specifically, the gluten in bread 
dough) during the mixing phase before the start of bulk fermentation. The slap-and-fold 
kneading technique is a method used to develop the gluten structure in bread dough, 
particularly for high-hydration doughs like sourdough. It's an effective way to strengthen the 
dough without adding extra flour, and it also helps incorporate air into the mix. 

Here’s how it works: 

1. You pick up the dough with both hands and gently slap it down onto the counter. 

2. Then, fold the dough over itself, trapping some air. 

3. Rotate the dough slightly and repeat the process. 



This technique is repeated for a few minutes, and with time, the dough becomes smoother, 
more elastic, and easier to handle. It might be a bit messy at first, but it’s a satisfying way to 
work with sticky dough! 

Stretch and Fold: The stretch and fold method is a popular technique to develop gluten 
strength in dough without the need for traditional kneading. This technique involves gently 
stretching the dough out and then folding it over onto itself, repeating this process several 
times in a clockwise direction to ensure even strength development. Each set of stretches 
and folds contributes to the dough’s elasticity and structure while allowing it to retain 
hydration, essential for producing a well-risen, airy loaf. 

Tensioning:  Tensioning is the process of creating surface tension in the dough during 
shaping. This technique is crucial for sculpting a well-formed loaf that can withstand the 
stresses of baking, ensuring it expands evenly. By pulling the surface of the dough taut, you 
facilitate easier scoring and promote optimal oven spring, resulting in a beautifully vaulted 
crust. Mastering this technique is fundamental for any baker aiming for professional-
quality results. 

Vital Wheat Gluten:  Vital Wheat Gluten (VWG) is a high-protein flour product derived from 
wheat, specifically designed to enhance the gluten content of flour used in baking. Adding 
VWG to lower-protein flours, such as all-purpose flour, can significantly increase their 
ability to trap gas produced during fermentation. This enhancement is particularly 
beneficial for bread recipes requiring a higher degree of elasticity and chewiness. By using 
VWG, bakers can create their own bread flour blend tailored to their needs. 

Windowpane Test:  The windowpane test is a valuable technique used to assess the 
development of gluten in the dough during the kneading or stretch-and-fold stages. To 
conduct this test, bakers take a small piece of dough and gently stretch it between their 
fingers. If the dough smoothly stretches into a thin, translucent layer without tearing, this 
indicates sufficient gluten formation. Conversely, if it tears easily, it suggests that the 
dough requires more kneading or stretching to develop the gluten adequately, ensuring 
optimal structure in baking. 

 

 


