Working With Fondant Icing For Beginners

Working With Fondant Icing
For Beginners

Getting Started with Working With Fondant
Icing For Beginners

Stepping into the world of cake decorating can feel both exciting and a
little daunting. Among the many techniques you will encounter, few are
as visually rewarding as mastering the art of rolling and draping
fondant. For those who are just starting their baking journey, the idea of
covering a cake with a smooth, flawless layer of fondant might seem
reserved for professional bakers. The truth, however, is that working
with fondant icing for beginners is entirely achievable with the right
guidance, a bit of patience, and a few essential tricks of the trade. This
guide is designed to walk you through every step, demystifying the
process and giving you the confidence to create stunning cakes right
from your own kitchen.

Fondant, sometimes referred to as sugar paste, offers a clean, elegant
finish that buttercream simply cannot match. It provides a perfect
canvas for intricate designs, sculpting, and painting. While it does
require a slightly different skill set than spreading frosting, the learning
curve is not as steep as many beginners fear. By understanding the
environment it needs, the tools that make it manageable, and the basic
techniques for covering a cake, you will be well on your way to
producing professional-looking results. Let us begin by looking at the
different types of fondant and how to choose the right one for your first
project.

Understanding the Different Types of Fondant

Before you start kneading, it is helpful to know what you are working
with. Not all fondant is created equal, and choosing the right type can
significantly impact your success as a beginner.

¢ Rolled Fondant: This is the most common type used for covering
cakes. It is a pliable dough made primarily from sugar, water, and
gelatin or glucose. You roll it out like pastry and drape it over your
cake. Most store-bought brands are reliable and consistent for
beginners.

e Poured Fondant: This is a thin, liquid icing that is poured over
cakes or pastries. It sets to a smooth, matte finish. While useful for
petit fours or donuts, it is not what you will typically use for
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covering a standard layered cake.

e Marshmallow Fondant (MMF): A very popular choice for home
bakers. It is made by combining melted marshmallows with
powdered sugar. It is significantly easier to make at home, tastes
better than many commercial brands, and is incredibly forgiving
for beginners. It is also less likely to crack or tear.

¢ Gum Paste: This is not the same as fondant. It contains a gum
additive (like tylose powder) that makes it dry very hard and hold
its shape. It is excellent for making flowers and intricate
decorations, but it is not suitable for covering an entire cake.

For a beginner, starting with a high-quality store-bought rolled fondant
or a homemade marshmallow fondant is usually the best route. These
options offer the right balance of elasticity and strength needed to learn
the basic covering techniques.

Essential Tools for Your Fondant Journey

While you can technically roll fondant with a standard rolling pin,
having the right tools makes a world of difference. You do not need to
buy everything at once, but a few key items will make working with
fondant icing for beginners much easier and more enjoyable.

¢ A Non-Stick Rolling Pin: A large, smooth rolling pin is essential.
Look for one that is specifically designed for fondant, as it will be
longer than a standard pastry pin, allowing you to roll out a large
sheet evenly.

e A Large, Smooth Work Surface: You need a clean, dry, and
perfectly smooth area to roll out your fondant. A marble slab, a
smooth wooden board, or even a clean countertop works well.

¢ Cornstarch or Powdered Sugar: This is your best friend. You
will use it to dust your work surface and your rolling pin to prevent
the fondant from sticking. Keep a small bowl of it nearby.

e Fondant Smoother: This is a flat, paddle-like tool used to polish
the surface of the fondant once it is on the cake. It helps remove
air bubbles and fingerprints, giving you that sharp, clean edge.

¢ A Sharp Knife or Pizza Cutter: For trimming the excess fondant
from the base of the cake. A pizza cutter provides a very clean,
consistent cut.

e Bench Scraper: Useful for lifting the rolled fondant off the
surface without tearing it.

Beyond these basics, you might also consider a turntable for easier
access to all sides of your cake and a set of modeling tools for adding
details. For now, focus on gathering the core items listed above.

Preparing Your Cake: The Foundation of Success

One of the most common mistakes beginners make is trying to apply
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fondant to a poorly prepared cake. The fondant will only lIook as good as
what is underneath it. A bumpy, uneven buttercream layer will translate
directly through the fondant.

First, your cake layers must be level. Use a serrated knife or a cake
leveler to cut off the domed tops so that each layer is flat. Next, you
need to create a "crumb coat." This is a thin layer of buttercream that
seals in the crumbs and creates a smooth surface. Once the crumb coat
is applied, refrigerate the cake for about 15-20 minutes to let it set.

After the crumb coat is firm, apply a thicker, final layer of buttercream.
This is called the "dirty ice" or "masking" stage. You want to fill any
gaps between layers and create a perfectly smooth, even coating. Use a
bench scraper to get the sides as straight and flat as possible. The
smoother this layer is, the smoother your final fondant will look. Finally,
place the cake in the refrigerator for at least 30 minutes, or until the
buttercream is firm to the touch. A cold, firm cake is much easier to
work with.

Kneading and Coloring Your Fondant

Before you roll, you must knead. Fondant straight out of the package is
often stiff and dense. Kneading warms it up, making it pliable and soft.
Dust your hands lightly with shortening (not powdered sugar, as it can
dry the fondant) and begin to work the fondant. Fold it, press it, and
turn it. It is ready when it feels like soft, smooth clay. If it cracks at the
edges when you fold it, it needs more kneading.

If you plan to color your fondant, now is the time to do it. Use gel or
paste food coloring, not liquid food coloring, as liquid will make the
fondant sticky and unworkable. Add a small amount of color to the
center of your fondant ball and knead it through. The color will deepen
as you knead. Wrap the colored fondant tightly in plastic wrap and let it
rest for about 10-15 minutes. This resting period relaxes the gluten (or,
more accurately, the sugars) and makes it much less likely to shrink or
tear when you roll it out.

The Rolling and Draping Technique

This is the moment you have been preparing for. The key to success is
rolling the fondant to a consistent thickness. Aim for about 1/8 inch (3-4
mm) thick. It should be thin enough to work with but thick enough that
it does not tear easily.

1. Lightly dust your work surface and rolling pin with a small amount
of cornstarch or powdered sugar.

2. Flatten your fondant ball into a thick disc, then begin rolling from
the center outward. Lift and rotate the fondant frequently to
ensure it is not sticking to the surface. Add more dusting powder
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as needed, but use it sparingly. Excess powder can dry out the
fondant.

3. Roll until the fondant is large enough to cover the top and sides of
your cake with some overhang. A good rule of thumb is to measure
the diameter of the cake top, plus the height of the sides twice,
plus an extra 2-3 inches for safety.

4. Loosen the fondant from the work surface using your bench
scraper. Gently roll the fondant around your rolling pin. Lift the
pin and carefully unroll the fondant over your cake. Start from the
top center and let the edges drape evenly over the sides.

Smoothing and Trimming: The Final Steps

Once the fondant is draped, the real magic happens. Begin by gently
smoothing the top of the cake from the center outward. This pushes any
air bubbles toward the edge. If you encounter an air bubble, you can
carefully prick it with a pin and smooth it out. Do not press too hard, or
you will stretch the fondant, which can cause it to tear later.

Next, move to the sides. Use your fondant smoother to press the fondant
gently against the buttercream, working from the top down to the
bottom. This creates a sharp, clean edge at the top of the cake. Use the
palm of your hand to smooth the fondant against the sides, easing out
any pleats or folds. Work your way around the cake slowly.

Finally, trim the excess fondant from the bottom. Use a sharp knife or
pizza cutter held at a slight angle against the base of the cake. Cut all
the way around. Do not pull the excess off; let it fall away naturally. You
can then use your smoother to polish the entire surface one last time,
removing any lingering fingerprints or imperfections.

Common Fondant Problems and How to Fix
Them

Every beginner runs into issues. The important thing is knowing how to
fix them. Here are some of the most common challenges you might face
when working with fondant icing for beginners.

Dealing with Cracks and Tears

Cracks usually mean the fondant is too dry. If you notice cracking as you
are rolling, try kneading in a tiny bit of vegetable shortening or water. If
a tear happens while you are draping, do not panic. You can often patch
it by pressing a small piece of fresh fondant into the tear and smoothing
it over with a little water. If the tear is in a non-critical area, it can be
hidden with a decorative element later.
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Preventing Elephant Skin

"Elephant skin" refers to the wrinkled, textured look
that fondant can get if it sits out too long. This is
caused by the surface drying faster than the underlying
layer. The best prevention is to work quickly. Keep any
fondant you are not using tightly wrapped. A humid
environment can also help. If you see a wrinkle forming,
you can sometimes gently lift the fondant and smooth it
downward, or use a steamer (carefully) to relax the
surface.

Fixing Sticky Fondant

Sticky fondant is usually the result of high humidity or
too much moisture in the recipe. If your fondant is
sticking to your hands or the rolling pin, dust your tools
lightly with cornstarch. Be careful not to overdo it, as
too much cornstarch can cause the fondant to crack as
it dries. If the entire batch is too sticky, you can try
kneading in a little more powdered sugar.

Decorating Your Fondant Cake

Once your cake is perfectly covered, the real fun begins.
Fondant is a fantastic canvas for all kinds of
decorations. You can create simple stripes, polka dots,
or geometric patterns using cut-out fondant pieces. Use
a little water or edible glue to attach them. You can also
use stencils and dusting powders to add color and
texture. For a very beginner-friendly approach, a simple
ribbon around the base of the cake can hide any uneven
edges and add a polished look. The more you practice,
the more adventurous you can become with ruffles,
bows, and even simple figures.

Storing Your Fondant Creations

Knowing how to store your finished cake is just as
important as making it. Fondant does not like moisture.
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A covered fondant cake should be stored in a cool, dry
place, away from direct sunlight. Do not put it in the
refrigerator unless absolutely necessary, as
condensation will form on the fondant and make it
sticky and dull. If you must refrigerate it (for a filling
that requires it), place the cake in a very sturdy box and
take it out well in advance of serving to allow the
condensation to evaporate. Fondant decorations can be
stored in a dry, airtight container for weeks or even
months.

Conclusion: Practice Makes Progress

Working with fondant icing for beginners is a skill that
rewards patience and practice. Your first cake may not
be perfect, and that is perfectly fine. Each time you
knead, roll, and drape, you will develop a better feel for
the material. You will learn how it behaves in different
temperatures and how to troubleshoot common issues.
The techniques covered in this guide provide a solid
foundation. Start with simple shapes and finishes, and
gradually challenge yourself with more complex
designs. Before long, you will be creating beautiful,
smooth, and impressive cakes that look like



