
Class outline for Sugar Work 
 
 
Description: This class is a part demonstration, part lecture about Sugar Techniques. 
 
Introduction:  5 minutes 
Who am I?  
I am Lady Alesone Gray.  I am a classically trained French chef and have been cooking for 
others for nearly 30 years. I have extensive experience working in commercial kitchens. I hope 
to pass on some helpful tips, tricks, and useful things that I have learned along the way, that 
should make your life in the kitchen easier. 
 
Who are you? 
I expect there are going to be different people in the audience with different life experiences.  I 
hope to gage the level of experience, type of cook and general receptiveness of the people 
taking the class 
 
What is your motivation for taking this class? 
Everyone has a different motivation for taking this class.  Some may be experienced SCA 
kitchen workers looking for some new hints and tricks. Some may be a first time cook.  I suspect 
that there will be a  mix of seasoned and new persons. This can help drive how much detail or 
information I can give a group. 
 
Details: 40 minutes 
Introduction 
During the medieval era, the English court feasted with four courses. Between each course, a 
subtlety was presented to the guests. These subtleties, also called sotelties, were sculptural 
centerpieces made using sugar, marzipan, wax, or some other more orthodox material. 
Subtleties were not always edible, as they might be composed of wax or plaster. Subtleties 
were elaborate sugar sculptures. They may have been constructed by molded or poured sugar, 
formed sugar around a base using sugar paste or carved from blocks of sugar. The theme for 
these subtleties offered entertainment and conversation between the four courses. 
 
The earliest printed recipe for gum-paste appeared in a book of secrets compiled by Girolamo 
Ruscelli, first published in Venice in 1552. The modern recipe for gum paste has changed very 
little from the period recipe. Gum or sugar paste is a combination of powdered sugar (not 
modern powered sugar with corn starch, but sugar that had been powdered) and plant gums. 
Gum tragacanth was the most common plant gum used in production of sugar paste, followed 
closely by gum arabic. Raw tragacanth is a ribbon-like exudate that forms on bark wounds. 
When steeped in water, gum tragacanth or gum dragon, (as it was once known in England), 
forms a sticky mucilage which allows any powdered material to be converted into a pliable, 
plasticine-like paste. 
 
Construction methods have also changed very little. Sugar-paste is an extremely fine material 
which can be modeled in the way of clay, though it is a difficult medium to work with. It dries out 
quickly on the surface, but remains internally soft. This can cause surface cracking if the work is 
moved. Its extreme elasticity also encourages slumping in large freestanding structures. Larger 
structures require the support of wires or armatures.4 Once dried, the sugar can be painted. 
Red pigments were made from cochineal or carmine, green from spinach, beet or buckthorn, 
yellow from saffron, blue from Prussian blue and black from burnt ivory. Colors could also be 
mixed by grinding pigments with gum arabic and a little sugar to make the sugar paint shiny. 



 
Tools 
The best tools to use are ceramic modeling tools, rolling pins, and silicone moulds. 
 
Modern sugar 

• Gum paste- not very forgiving. It has a short set time which means you have a short 
window of working with it before its shape is set. It is super sticky so you must work with 
shortening on your hand and work surfaces to keep the sugar from setting. This makes 
tools slippery, and clean up is a pain. The upside, the sugar dries rock hard and is useful 
for structural pieces 

• Fondant- Fondant is slightly more forgiving in that it feels like marshmallow and has a 
longer molding time. This makes it easy to create moldable parts like feathers. The down 
side, it takes longer to set. 

• Royal icing- is a liquid icing that will dry rock hard, and into a smooth surface.  It is useful 
for “gluing” various pieces of sugars together. 

• Poured sugar-Molten sugar that is poured into moulds or shapes. This sugar is cooked 
to the “hard crack” stage. 

 
Modern pastry paints 

• Powdered- Paint powder that you mix with high octane alcohols, like Everclear, Gin, 
Vodka. 

• Paste- Pastry gel that comes in jars 
• Acrylic- If your piece is not made for consumption, you can paint over with acrylic.  It is 

non-toxic and can be eaten, it just does not taste good. 
 
Preservation 
Pastry varnish/Confectioners glaze-This is used to seal your sugar pieces.  It can come in spray 
or liquid form. It  is edible, but flame 
 
Question to ask when starting a project 
Is the project meant to be eaten? 
 
Additional and project specific information: 
http://alysten.files.wordpress.com/2009/11/documentationsugarswans.pdf 
 
Gum paste period recipe: 
To make a paste of Suger, whereof a man may make al manner of fruits, and other fine thinges with 
their forme, as Plates, Dishes, Cuppes, and such like thinges, wherewith you may furnish a Table: 
Take Gumme and dragant as much as you wil, and steep it in Rosewater till it be mollified, and for 
foure ounces of suger take of it the bignes of a beane, the juyce of Lemons, a walnut shel ful, and a 
little of the white of an eg. But you must first take the gumme, and beat it so much with a pestell in a 
brasen morter, till it be come like water, then put to it the juyce with the white of an egge, 
incorporating al these wel together, this don take four ounces of fine white suger well beaten to 
powder, and cast it into ye morter by a little and little until they be turned into ye form of paste, then 
take it out of the said morter, and bray it upon the powder of suger, as it were meale or flower, untill it 
be like soft paste, to the end you may turn it, and fashion it which way you wil. When you have 
brought your paste to this fourme spread it abroad upon great or smal leaves as you shall thinke it 
good, and so shal you form or make what things you wil, as is aforesaid, with such fine knackes as 
may serve a Table taking heede there stand no hotte thing nigh it. 
 



Gum paste modern recipe 
1 tbl glucose 
3 tbl warm water 
1 tbl lemon juice 
1 pound powdered sugar 

1. Mix warm water and Glucose until Glucose is absorbed. 
2. Add the gum and lemon juice and, after these ingredients are thoroughly mixed, add 

small 
3. amounts of powdered sugar until you can work the mixture with your hands. 
4. Continue adding small amounts of powdered sugar while kneading the mixture on a 

table top. 
5. As soon as the mixture is pliable and can be shaped without sticking to your fingers, 

you've 
6. added enough sugar (a pound or more) 

 
Royal Icing 
3 ounces pasteurized egg whites 
1 teaspoon vanilla extract 
4 cups confectioners' sugar 

1. Combine the egg whites and vanilla and beat until frothy.  
2. Add confectioners' sugar gradually and mix on low speed until sugar is incorporated and 

mixture is shiny.  
3. Turn speed up to high and beat until mixture forms stiff, glossy peaks. 

 
Fondant 
2 pounds confectioner's sugar, sifted 
1/4 cup cold water 
1 tablespoon unflavored gelatin 
1/2 cup glucose 
1 1/2 tablespoons glycerine 

1. In a small saucepan, add the water and sprinkle the gelatin on top to soften for about 5 
minutes.  

2. Begin to heat the gelatin and stir until the gelatin is dissolved and clear. Do not boil.  
3. Turn off the heat and add the glucose and glycerine, stirring until well blended. 
4. In a large glass bowl sift the sugar and make a well in the center 
5. Pour into the well of sugar, and mix until all of the sugar is blended.  
6. Use hands to knead icing until it becomes stiff. Add small amounts of confectioner's 

sugar if the mixture is sticky. 


