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CO
PYRIG

HTED
 M

ATERIA
L



2

Plan the architecture of the cake. 

Decide how many servings you need so you can design the right-size cake.

Choose appropriate cake pans for the size and shape you are planning.

Make all of the decorations that can be prepared in advance.

Make the base that will hold the cake and cover it with royal icing.

Bake the cakes and let them cool. Also prepare the fillings and icings.

Make foamcore boards for each tier.

Cut the cakes, fill them, and crumb-coat them. Chill well before decorating.

Cover the cakes with fondant.

Insert dowels for double- or multitiered cakes. 

Stack the cakes on the base.

Put at least one supporting dowel through the entire cake 
to reinforce the cake for delivery.

Decorate the cake.



How to Start
SERVINGS 

Knowing the number of servings is the first thing that determines the size of

the cake. You can’t, for example, make a cake for 25 people that’s 15 tiers

high. Nor, on the other hand, can you make a cake for 300 that’s only one

tier high (unless you have really wide doorways). Most cake recipes yield

approximately 6 cups of batter, or enough to serve about 20 people.

The following table indicates how many servings you can expect to get out

of cakes of various shapes and sizes. This chart will also help you determine

how many recipes of cake you will need. To ensure maximum baking effi-

ciency, each pan should be filled only halfway. Although serving sizes will

vary depending on who is cutting the cake, the numbers of servings listed

below are based on pieces about 3 to 4 inches high and 1 by 2 inches wide.
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CAKE PANS

Cake Shape and Size Number of Servings

R O U N D ,  H E X A G O N ,  O R  O C TA G O N

6 inch 10

8 inch 20

10 inch 30

12 inch 50

14 inch 70

16 inch 100

18 inch 125

O VA L

8 inch 15

10 inch 25

13 inch 40

16 inch 60

Cake Shape and Size Number of Servings

S Q UA R E

6 inch 15

8 inch 25

10 inch 40

12 inch 70

14 inch 100

16 inch 125

P E TA L  S H A P E

6 inch 8

9 inch 20

12 inch 35

15 inch 60

H E A R T  S H A P E

6 inch 8

9 inch 20

12 inch 45

15 inch 70

Baking a cake is easy.
What you do with that
cake next is a little more
difficult. Before you bake
the cake, the first things
you have to determine are
what the occasion is, the
design you want to make,
and the number of people
you need to feed. 



DECORATIONS

Make as many decorations as you can in advance so you don’t have to rush

to finish them at the last minute. 

CAKE BASES

The board that the cake sits on may not seem like an important thing to

think about, but when you start making cakes that are large and heavy, the

board will soon become very important. The base must be strong enough

to support the cake’s weight, and it should look like it’s part of the overall

design, not something simply utilitarian. I often make the base at least 4

inches larger than the bottom cake tier, usually larger. If you plan to put

flowers or other decorations around the bottom edge, make sure the base

is big enough to accommodate them. I think that a wider base makes the

cake look more impressive.

Bases can be made from many materials, including wood, Plexiglas, metal,

foamcore, and fiberboard. Wood and Plexiglas are strong, but also heavy and

difficult to cut into circles or odd shapes, and Plexiglas can be very expensive.

I find that ready-made H-inch-thick fiberboard drums and H-inch-thick

foamcore boards are the strongest and lightest choices. They are available at

cake-decorating stores and at craft stores. You can cover these boards with

thinned royal icing to match the cake and not worry about the board warp-

ing. Another advantage to these is that when you are constructing your cake,

you may need to insert a dowel into the entire cake for support. This dowel

should also go into the board to keep the cake from sliding, and these are

the only kinds of boards that will allow you to do this.

You can make your own bases by gluing together two or more sheets of 
3⁄16-inch-thick foamcore, then cutting it with an X-acto knife to the size and

shape you want. Unless the cake is very small (6 to 9 inches), don’t use a sin-

gle layer of foamcore because the board may bend from the weight of the

cake when you lift it. If a base bends, it will crack the cake. 

Covering the base with thinned royal icing is one way to give the board a

professional finish. You can tint the icing to match the color of the cake or

to contrast with it. To cover a board with royal icing, thin enough icing to

4 c a k e s  t o  d r e a m  o n



cover the board by adding a few drops of water at a time until the icing is

the consistency of thick syrup. Add a few drops of liquid food coloring to

the icing to match a colored cake, if you wish. Pour the icing onto the board

and smooth it with an offset spatula. Let it dry overnight. Attach a ribbon

around the edge of the board with white or hot glue. The ribbon should be

the same thickness as the edge of the board. 

Another way to cover a board is to use food-grade foil. This can be found at

cake-decorating stores. Place the paper on the board with about 2 inches

extra all around to wrap under. Tape the paper under the board, stretching

the sections tightly as you go.

CAKES AND F ILL INGS

Create the cakes, fillings, and icings that you can mix and match.

CAKE ARCHITECTURE

Once you know what size and shape cake you are going to make, then you

can bake the cakes and make the icing. I always bake cakes in pans whose

bottoms are covered with a piece of parchment, which I first spray with a

coating of vegetable oil. By doing this, you can cool the cakes completely in

the pans, refrigerate them, and then remove them easily when they are cold.

Just run a knife or metal spatula around the inside of the pan to separate

the cake from the sides. A cake that is properly baked will pull away from

the sides of the pan when it is done, so there shouldn’t be much sticking.

The cake will then come out of the pan easily with a quick tap when held

upside down. And since the cake is now cool, it will be firm enough to hold

together. Cakes crack if they are removed from the pan too soon.

To prepare a multitiered cake, first you need a support on which to place

each tier, such as cardboard or foamcore. You can buy ready-made card-

board, which comes in the same sizes and shapes as most cake pans, or you

can make your own cakeboard out of foamcore, which I recommend. To do

this, place the bottom of the pan in which your cake was baked on a piece

of foamcore, trace the outline, and cut it out with a sharp X-acto knife. 
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F ILL INGS AND CRUMB-COATINGS

When you are ready to construct the cake, slice each cake horizontally to

prepare it for the filling. My cakes are usually made in two pans, with each

cake sliced in half. This will give you four layers of cake and three layers of

filling. Place the bottom of one of the split layers on your foamcore board,

attaching it with a little of the filling. Spread some filling on the cake and

then place the next layer of cake on top. Continue adding layers and filling,

but leave the bottom of one of the layers for the top so the top of the cake

is flat. Place this layer on top of the last filled layer, with the bottom up. At

this point, you can trim the layer to make sure that it is perfectly horizontal

and straight. Crumb-coating is a layer of icing you spread on the cake to seal

in the cake crumbs, smooth the surface, and help the fondant adhere to the

sides of the cake. Next, crumb-coat the whole cake with a thin layer of

icing, filling any gaps between the layers so that the cake is perfectly smooth

for receiving the fondant layer. Refrigerate until the icing is firm.

FONDANT

Now you are ready to cover the cake with fondant. Dust a clean, smooth

surface with cornstarch or confectioners’ sugar. This will prevent the fondant

from sticking to the table. Also, make sure you have enough fondant to

cover the entire cake. Here is a guide to how much fondant you will need to

cover a 4-inch-high cake:

Cake Shape and Size Pounds of Fondant

R O U N D ,  O C TA G O N ,  
P E TA L ,  H E A R T,  O R  
O VA L

6 inch 1H

8 inch 2

10 inch 2H

12 inch 3

14 inch 4

16 inch 5
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Cake Shape and Size Pounds of Fondant

S Q UA R E

6 inch 2

8 inch 2H

10 inch 3

12 inch 4

14 inch 5

16 inch 6H



Roll out the fondant with a rolling pin, giving it a half-turn after every few

rolls to make sure it’s not sticking to the table and to make sure that you’re

rolling it evenly. It should be about G inch thick when you put it on the

cake. Slide your hands, palms up, under the fondant and center it on top of

the cake (Figure 1). Smooth the top of the cake, then smooth the top edge.

Pull the folds sideways to flatten them, then gently press to the side of the

cake. Cut off the excess fondant around the bottom edge with a pizza cut-

ter. (You can reuse the extra fondant; just make sure there is no residue

from the crumb-coating before you store it—this could get moldy 

eventually.)

DOWELS

When you have more than one tier, you need to put dowels in the lower

tiers to support the weight of the other tiers. Start stacking the cakes on the

prepared royal icing–covered base. First, place the bottom tier on the base,

using a little royal icing to “glue” the cake in place. Take the pan in which the

next smaller tier was baked in and place it on top of the bottom tier. Use a

toothpick to emboss the outline of the pan in the fondant so you will have

a boundary within which to place the dowels. Insert a dowel all the way

into the center of the bottom tier and mark the place on the dowel where

it is level with the top of the fondant. Remove the dowel and cut it at the

mark with a pair of clippers. Cut as many dowels as you need for this tier,

making them the same height as the first dowel. Insert dowels in the center

and around the inside of the outline—the wider the tier, the more dowels

you will need. Smaller tiers need fewer dowels, and the top tier doesn’t need

any unless you are putting a heavy ornament on top (Figure 2).

STACK THE CAKES

Use royal icing to “glue” one tier on top of another tier. 

h o w  t o  m a k e  a  d e c o r at e d  c a k e 7

F IGURE 2

FIGURE 1
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REINFORCING THE CAKE FOR DELIVERY

If you are going to deliver the cake stacked, you should put a dowel

through the entire cake to keep it from shifting during delivery. First, meas-

ure the height of the whole cake, then cut a dowel to that length. Sharpen

one end of the dowel to a point and push it through all of the tiers and the

boards. When you get near the top, use a hammer to gently tap the dowel

through the rest.

DECORATIONS

Finally, you are ready to start decorating. Whew! 

Double-Layered Cakes
If your design calls for a tier that is going to be much more than 4 inches

high, you need to separate it, as if it were two tiers, so that the slices of cake

are not bigger than the plate. Start by stacking the layers on a foamcore

board, as mentioned earlier, but rather than just piling cake layer upon cake

layer, stop midway (for example, if the cake is going to be 6 inches high,

stop at 3 inches) and crumb-coat the cake. Then, put a piece of rolled fon-

dant only on the top of the cake, and insert dowels. Place the next layer of

cake, which will also be on a board, on top of the fondant with the dowels.

Finally, crumb-coat the whole cake. Chill and then cover the cake with fon-

dant as you normally would. Insert a sharpened dowel through the entire

cake (Figure 3).

When the upper tier is cut, the knife will go down until it hits the middle

board. That tier will be cut, the board will be removed, and then the bot-

tom tier will be cut. So, when you are figuring how many servings you’ll

have, if the cake is 10 inches high, which usually serves 30, you should figure

that it will serve 60, since it is a double layer.
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Making a Cake Crooked,
on Purpose

I made my first topsy-turvy cake for a book by John Loring entitled Tiffany

Taste, in 1985. I was asked by him to make something wacky and whimsical,

but had no other guidelines, so I was a little nervous. I thought making a

crooked cake would be playful and ironic, since making a cake as straight as

possible so it doesn’t fall over is the number one goal of every cake maker. I

don’t think I had ever before seen a cake made crooked on purpose. Since it

didn’t fall over, I had the confidence to make many crooked cakes in differ-

ent configurations, colors, sizes, and styles.  

The main thing to remember when making a crooked cake is that you need

to have enough stabilizing supports in the cake to keep it from falling over,

especially if you have to deliver it in its completed state, which I don’t rec-

ommend but is sometimes unavoidable. (Try to put the cake together when

you get to the party if at all possible.) I use sharpened dowels inserted into

the tiers as I build it so that it is very difficult for the cake to fall over.

Here are some guidelines for making a crooked cake:

Always sketch the design first, preferably on graph paper, to make sure that

what you are planning is doable.

One method for making a cake crooked is to use Styrofoam wedges

between normal-shape cake tiers. This way, the wedges make the cake look

crooked when stacked, even though the cakes are straight.

Another method is to cut the top and/or bottom of the cake crooked, so

you will not need any wedges between the layers.

When you stack the tiers, using either method, do so as you would a nor-

mal cake, with dowels in each tier. Make sure, though, that you put the

dowels in each tier once they have been stacked—otherwise the dowels will

be crooked and they will not give support. Then put one long sharpened

dowel through the entire cake and into the base.

Put any top ornaments on the cake after you arrive at your destination

(Figures 4 and 5).F IGURE 5

FIGURE 4


