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1 Introduction- Sugar Subtleties 

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.

 1
 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 (wood, plaster, or other non food material) using sugar paste or carved from blocks of sugar.
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The theme for these subtleties offered entertainment and conversation between the four courses.  
 

2 Sugar paste 

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.
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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.
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  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. 
 

2.1 Period recipe- sugar paste 

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.

5
 

 

                                                      
1
 Natural History Museum of Sugar, Sugar Sculptures: The Early Years 

<http://www.sugarmuseum.org/ottoman.html> 
2
 Mason, Laura Food Culture in Great Britain, 2004 

3
 Coutts, Day, The Henry Moore Foundation < http://www.henry-moore-

fdn.co.uk/docs/sugar_sculpture_0.pdf> 
4
 Coutts, Day, The Henry Moore Foundation < http://www.henry-moore-

fdn.co.uk/docs/sugar_sculpture_0.pdf> 
5
 Dawson, Thomas Good Hus-wiues Iewell, part l  1597 



Sugar Tyger, 16
th
 Century England – Alesone Gray of Cranlegh 3 

2.2 Modern recipe 

1 tbl tragacanth gum  
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 

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

As soon as the mixture is pliable and can be shaped without sticking to your fingers, you've 
added enough sugar (a pound or more) 

 

3 A Tyger Passant Azure 

 
 

4 Project notes 

This project was constructed with 95% edible materials.  The 5% of materials that are not edible are 
integral to the structural integrity of the sugar piece.  NOTE: While a majority of the piece is sugar, 
editable varnish and non-toxic pastry paints, this piece is not for human consumption.  The royal icing 
contains raw egg and the sugar is rock hard. 

4.1 Materials 

4.1.1 Base materials 

To create a sculpture base, rice crisp cereal was used.  The rice/marshmallow combination creates a 
sticky moldable form that dries rock hard.  As this is not a sugar piece that will be eaten, I used 
modern materials The advantages are: 1, not be seen; 2, will withstand a lengthy preparation time (4+ 
weeks); 3, bio-degradable as it is a natural food substance and 4, it can be compressed into a very 
dense, moldable material, which dries rock hard. This makes it a good choice for structural elements. 

4.1.2 Sugars 

Both gum paste and fondant are similar in chemical composition. The difference lies in proportions 
and slight chemical variations. But basically, they use gum tragacanth and gum arabic to hold sugars 
together. 
 
Gum paste is 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 like the tail, ears, 
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mouth, crowns, paws and Eastern Arms. 
 
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. 

4.1.3 Non food grade materials 

4, 12” wooden dowels of 1/4" diameter were used for structural support and to give the cereal 
something to grab onto.  The whole piece was sealed using a food grade pastry varnish.  This 
protects the sugar from environmental factors such as moisture, humidity and transportation to the 
event. 
 

4.2 Construction techniques 

Step 1: Create the Base 
The base was created using rice cereal and marshmallow.  The head, legs and body were made in 
separate pieces.   They were allowed to cure for 3 days, and then joined together with wooden 
dowels, tooth picks and royal icing.. Once formed, the whole cereal form was allowed to cure 
undisturbed for a week, before adding the initial royal icing layer.  
 
Step 2: Royal Icing Layer 1 
This is a very thin coat of icing. It is used to fill in any gaps that the rice cereal left behind.   
 
Step 3: Structural Integrity Layer 
Gum paste was added to the tyger, to create a hard outer shell. This protects the form and gives 
additional support to the rice cereal. At this time the piece weighs about 5 lbs.  Tail, mouth, nose, 
paws, ears, teeth, shield and crown have been made out of gum paste and allowed to dry. These 
pieces were then attached with royal icing into position. The drying process takes 1 week to 
completely harden.  Rushing the drying process will cause the sugar to crack and weaken the overall 
structural integrity.  The gum paste adds an additional 1/4” to the surface area. 
 
Step 4: Royal Icing Layer 2 
The second layer of royal icing was applied to the gum paste to remove the lumps and smooth out 
the surface of the tyger.  This coat is allowed to dry completely, about 3 days.  Another ¼ of an inch is 
added to the surface of the tyger. Various methods of carving/sanding were applied to the royal icing 
to achieve smoothness and shape.   It is at this stage the final lines of the tyger can be seen. This 
step roughs up the surface slightly giving the fondant a place to grip when applied. 
 
Step 5: Fur  
Fondant is used to create fur. Fondant is pulled thin and to a point.  It is then applied in a staggered 
layering approach. The layering process is started at the back and worked forward. This method also 
allows the fur to take on a movement/directional element. 
 
Step 6: Finishing Touches 
The finishing details are applied using colored royal icing. The base board is covered in yellow icing 
and speckled with gold dust to increase luster. The entire piece is sprayed with mat finish pastry 
varnish to protect it from transportation and the elements.  
  

5 Project conclusion 

The Tyger of the East is iconic. The most challenging aspect of this project is to create a 3 
dimensional representation from a 2 dimensional drawing. There is a certain amount of guess work 
involved. 
 
This project consumed the following raw ingredients: 

 6 lbs of fondant  

 6 lbs of gum paste 



Sugar Tyger, 16
th
 Century England – Alesone Gray of Cranlegh 5 

 2 large boxes of rice crisp cereal 

 3 lbs of marshmallow 

 2 stick of butter 

 1.5 dozen eggs 

 5 lbs of confectioners 10x sugar 
 
The project took ~5 weeks to complete. With the rice cereal base, the project is bio-degradeable. 
 
 

6 Illustration of Sugar Sculpture 

 
 
Les Très Riches Heures du Duc de Berry circa 1410 


