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INTRODUCTION


Welcome to the magical world of illusion cakes! Whether you’re totally new to illusion cakes or are just looking to expand your portfolio, this book is packed full of the most fun, mind-bending cakes that you’re going to love making.
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This book is for the underdogs, the unseen artists striving to improve, the people who have big dreams and are working every day to make them a reality, and for my daughter Willow – you can be anything you want to be.


When I was a little boy, I was a bundle of energy … as most young lads are! The one thing that I always could channel my passion through was art, in any form. My parents always encouraged me and my sister to pursue our passions – for my sister, it was performing. She was (and is) an incredible singer and performer, and I happily acted as her assistant. But it was clear that the stage wasn’t my calling! Instead, I set off on my own path, to try every type of art I came across.


As I got older, I drew and painted a lot … and got in trouble many times for creating art where maybe it shouldn’t be, like scrawling drawings into a varnished TV table (sorry, Dad) or spraying graffiti. I just couldn’t stop creating art and saw the world as a canvas; I created art out of whatever was in front of me. It was natural for me to follow that path through school, and I finally went to university to study fine art and graphic design. I majored in graphic design, which seemed like a more solid career choice, but I soon realized it was too restrictive for me. Instead, I tried tattooing, then I stumbled upon cake decorating.


I remember being so astonished at what people were able to achieve in cake decorating, and I was fascinated by how much skill and effort was put into something only for it to be destroyed. This was a type of art that was time dependent, and I absolutely loved that. It made it so much more valuable in my mind that the cake would be seen, eaten, then only memories of it would remain.


When I first started making cakes in 2015, it was a whole new world to me, and I certainly didn’t fit the stereotype of a baker. But it awoke in me the idea that cakes could also be art, even if in those early days I had to call my mom to ask, ‘How do you make a cake?’!


I fell in love with cake decorating almost immediately and set out to try to become the best I could in that field. I was aware I had obstacles to overcome, such as the way I looked and the lack of knowledge and skill I had, but I gave it my all to keep getting better and to find my place in the cake world. It’s always been my aim to encourage others to see what can be achieved as an artist, and I hope that I have opened up cake art to people as an exciting and entertaining form of art.


Despite my love for it, it didn’t seem like a viable career path for me – most people I told of my ambition didn’t have any faith that I could succeed. But not my family … my mom, dad, sister, and my now wife Erin, were always in my corner. My mom especially always believed I would succeed, even when I was failing miserably at some of the ideas I was attempting; her support inspired me to keep going and keep striving to become an accepted (and maybe even respected) cake artist.


For me, it has never been about showcasing skills but about sharing and inspiring others while also trying to entertain them with my work. Illusion cakes have a special magic; they transcend traditional cake making while still respecting it, opening it up to a new audience by combining it with good-natured trickery. It’s like a game that everyone can play.


I love sharing my work, and helping people get started on their own cake-art path is why I’m so excited to share with the world how to make the very cakes that I make. And I wouldn’t have got to this point without the support of all my friends, family and followers.


While my mom was still with us, I spoke with her about wanting to make a book one day. She was so excited about the idea of me, her son, having his own book, and I promised her she could have the first copy. Thank you, Mom – my best friend and number-one fan. I love you and miss you. This one is for you.


As you turn the page, keep in mind that failures are the steps to success; I always fail countless times before succeeding. Art is a personal journey and we all start somewhere, then watch the improvement happen as we persist with our goals in mind. Go for it, get stuck in, and I hope you all enjoy the book.
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KEY EQUIPMENT
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I’m a strong believer that you can successfully use many everyday things to create cake art. You absolutely do not need to spend thousands to have all of the best equipment. I’ve been doing this for years and still don’t have the elite equipment that some cake artists use. Don’t get me wrong, better equipment can make your life easier, but don’t worry if you haven’t got all the best equipment to start, because most of the cakes in this book only require a few basic tools.


The most important tools for illusion cakes are as follows:


• A general modelling tools set. This will include a Dresden tool, which in my opinion is the single greatest cake-decorating tool, because it is so versatile.


• Rolling pin.


• Food colouring. I would suggest a set of primary colours so you can (and should) get into the practice of mixing your own colours to achieve exact shades, as illusion cakes require very specific colouring. There are a few types of food colouring I generally use: gels to colour sugar paste or chocolate; edible dust colours, either used on their own or mixed with vodka (don’t worry, you can’t taste it!) to create a paint; or airbrush 
colours to use with an airbrush, which 
makes blending and a perfect finish much more achievable.


• Airbrush. These can be really affordable, and if you’re intent on making several illusion cakes, I really recommend getting one.


• A sharp knife set.


• Cake spatulas for spreading and mixing.


• Cake smoother.


• Paint brushes in a variety of sizes and thicknesses.


• Cling film (plastic wrap), kitchen towel, baking parchment.
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TOP TIPS


1. When mixing food colouring into pastes, add very small amounts at a time; I suggest wearing gloves when doing this so you don’t end up with multicoloured hands!


2. When airbrushing, wear a face mask to avoid inhaling all the colour particles in the air. It’s also a good idea to use the airbrush under a cooker hood, so it can suck the particles out of the air.


3. Always build up colours from light to dark and never the other way around. If you add too dark a colour, it is almost impossible to reverse it. However, if you colour something too light, you can simply keep adding colour until you achieve the exact shade required.





If you are starting out and don’t wish to make your own fillings or cakes, then you can buy everything premade at a high standard, but obviously this comes with a price tag. If you’d rather make your own, the basic recipes you’ll need to tackle any of the illusion cakes in this book can be found below. I always buy my sugar paste (fondant icing) or modelling chocolate ready-made, and I suggest you do the same – the effort to make it isn’t worth it when it’s so readily available!


GANACHES AND BUTTERCREAM


Ganache is a crucial part of illusion cakes, giving them much needed internal structure. Dark chocolate ganache is the sturdiest, but white chocolate ganache will hold its shape well, too. Remember, you can also add any colour you want to a white chocolate ganache, so you can complement (or contrast!) the outside with the filling on the inside. If the cake doesn’t require much structure, buttercream is a good alternative.


TO MAKE A CHOCOLATE GANACHE:
Break up 750g (26.5oz) chocolate into a bowl: dark chocolate for a stronger ganache or 550g (19.5oz) dark and 200g (7oz) milk chocolate for a softer ganache.
   Melt in the microwave in bursts of 30 seconds until completely melted – watch it like a hawk to make sure it doesn’t burn! Alternatively, add the chocolate to a bowl sitting on top of a saucepan of boiling water and melt it gently.
   Add roughly 250ml (8.5fl. oz) double cream (heavy cream or heavy whipping cream). Slowly add about two thirds first, stirring it into the melted chocolate rapidly, then add the rest if required. You’re aiming for a smooth, shiny finish that clings to your spatula.


TO MAKE A WHITE CHOCOLATE GANACHE:
Melt 750g (26.5oz) white chocolate and mix with roughly 200ml (6.75fl. oz) double cream (heavy cream or heavy whipping cream) in the same manner as the dark/milk chocolate ganache.


TO MAKE A BUTTERCREAM:
Beat 140g (5oz) soft butter with 140g (5oz) icing sugar until smooth. Add another 140g (5oz) icing sugar, along with 1–2 tbsp milk and ¼ tsp vanilla extract, until creamy and smooth.




TOP TIP


If your ganache splits, try mixing in some milk until its consistency is smooth and creamy.













KEY RECIPES


VANILLA CAKE


200g (7oz) caster sugar


200g (7oz) unsalted butter


200g (7oz) self-raising flour


4 large eggs


½ tsp vanilla extract


1 tsp baking powder


2 tbsp milk


(To make larger quantities just double the measurements)


Preheat the oven to 180°C fan (350°F).


Beat all the ingredients together in a large bowl until smooth.


Pour the mixture into a pre-greased or lined cake tin and bake for 30 minutes. Check the cake is baked by inserting a skewer into the centre of the cake and pulling it out – if it comes out clean, the cake is baked.


SIMPLE SYRUP


250ml (1 cup) water


200g (1 cup) granulated sugar


To a medium saucepan, add water and sugar.


Bring to a boil and stir until all sugar has dissolved (1–2 minutes).


Allow the syrup to cool.


Store in an airtight container for up to 3 weeks.










PANCAKE STACK
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What’s better than a stack of fresh pancakes? Not much, but I’d argue a stack of pancakes made of cake is also pretty amazing. This is such a fun, entry-level illusion cake to make, but it’s really convincing and is sure to trick any of your customers or party guests. I’ve added a knob (pat) of butter and dripping maple syrup to keep the illusion going, but you can add other toppings of your choice: I suggest real fruit, cream or even chocolate sauce.


INGREDIENTS


3 or more round cake layers, depending on the desired height of your ‘stack’


Simple syrup (see page 19)


Chocolate buttercream icing or another icing (frosting) of your choice


Ganache or icing (frosting) of your choice, for coating


Ivory-coloured sugar paste (fondant icing) or modelling chocolate


Yellow, orange and black powdered 
food colourings


Red powdered food colouring, optional


Edible piping gel


EQUIPMENT


Palette knife (cake spatula)


Cake smoother


Piece of ribbon or string


Fine artist’s paintbrush or airbrush


Kitchen paper (paper towels)


Large soft-bristled artist’s paintbrush


Dresden tool


Rolling pin


Sharp knife
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1. Start with a round cake layer; the diameter of the cake used will determine the diameter of the ‘pancake’, so they can be however big or small as you like. Here, I am using an 18-cm (7-in) diameter, 2.5-cm (1-in) deep layer of vanilla cake. Drizzle some simple syrup over the top of the first cake layer – this will help to keep the cake moist.
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2. Using an icing of your choice as a filling, dollop this on top of the centre of the first cake, then spread it evenly to the edges using a palette knife. I’ve chosen a chocolate buttercream icing.
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3. Build up the layers, alternating filling and cake, to the desired height, making sure the edges are aligned.
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4. Using the palette knife, coat the entire outside of the cake with chocolate ganache or your chosen icing. Then slowly drag a cake smoother round the sides and over the top of the cake until you have an even finish. I’m using chocolate ganache to cover the cake as this sets firmer than buttercream icing, so it will help to keep the cake’s structure as we add more details. Chill the cake in the fridge until the ganache or buttercream coating has set firm.
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5. Roll out some ivory-coloured sugar paste or modelling chocolate. As you do this, bear in mind that however thick or thin you roll your sugar paste or chocolate will add to the thickness of each pancake. Don’t worry if some areas of the sugar paste are thicker than others – this will add to the illusion.
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6. Using a piece of ribbon or string    measure the circumference of your cake. Cut long strips of the sugar paste, about 2cm (¾in) wide, to the same length as the ribbon.
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7.Wrap a strip of sugar paste round the outside of the base of the cake until each end meets; you can then smooth it to join the ends. If your strip has become too long, just trim it so that the ends meet correctly.	
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8. It’s now time to add some colour to the pancake. Mix a combination of blacks, yellows, oranges and possibly some red to get a warm yellow/mustard/brown tone. I’d recommend having a picture of pancakes in front of you and mixing your colours until you get a match.
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9. You can use either a fine artist’s paintbrush or an airbrush to add the colour: an airbrush will give a smoother finish; a paintbrush, a patchier finish. Add the colour along the edge where the sugar paste strip meets the cake and paint out toward the far edge but not on the sides; only paint the top face of the sugar paste.
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10. Add another strip of sugar paste on top of your first strip and repeat the previous step. Keep adding more strips until you are level with the top of the cake.
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11. The next step is to recreate a whole pancake with sugar paste. This will be the pancake on top of the stack, so it must look the most like a pancake. Roll out the sugar paste to a size and thickness that matches the other pancakes, then add some subtle texture on top by dabbing it with some scrunched-up kitchen paper (you could also use scrunched-up aluminium foil to create a similar effect). Lay the pancake on top of the cake, completing the stack.
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12. Add your colouring to this final pancake, colouring from the centre of the circle toward the outside. Any darker tones should be in the centre and gradually get lighter toward the outer edges. Use a large soft-bristled artist’s paintbrush, dabbing down to create a stippling effect.
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13. Now it’s time to add some texture to your pancake stack. Using a Dresden tool, add a thin line to the edge of each pancake, creating a ‘seam’ effect. Then begin to poke little holes and softly dent the sugar paste edges using the Dresden tool: the idea is to create imperfections that make the pancakes look more realistic. With food illusions, when things look too perfect it’s a giveaway that it’s not the real object.
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14. Pull and push some of the edges of the different pancake layers up and down to create some small gaps between the different layers – this will help create the illusion of depth, creating shadows between them.
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15. Using the fine artist’s paintbrush, paint along the seam line you created with a darker shade. You can add a little bit of black to the colour you’ve already mixed to slightly darken it for this purpose.
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16. Now it’s time for your toppings. For the butter on my pancake stack, I added a tiny bit of yellow colouring to some white sugar paste to create the butter colour and moulded it into a round-edged rectangle. For the maple syrup, I coloured some edible piping gel to my desired colour and gradually added the drips round the outside of the stack. Piping gel will set, so that the dripping effect will remain as if it were just dripping in the moment.
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And there you have it … a hyper-realistic pancake-stack cake!













BANANA
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This is actually one of the first illusion cakes that I made when I started getting into them, and it’s still one of my favourites. Plus, it’s very achievable. It is a really great cake for fooling people – I like to put it in my fruit bowl with a load of other bananas and let people stumble across it. It’s a really fun cake to make, too, and it allows you to flex your art skills and get a bit creative. It can be tricky to get the shape just right, so take your time and go slow: remember, you can always take more cake off, but you can’t put it back on!


INGREDIENTS


Vanilla sponge cake


Sugar syrup


Chocolate ganache


White sugar paste (fondant icing)


Yellow, orange, chocolate brown and black liquid food colourings


Light green powdered food colouring


EQUIPMENT


Sharp knife


Angled palette knife (offset spatula)


Rolling pin


Small artist’s paintbrushes


Wire brush


Dresden tool


Reference banana
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1. Start with a layer of cake – I’m using a square piece of cake, but it can be any shape of cake that is larger than the banana you’re trying to replicate. Place a real banana on top of the cake; using the banana as a template, cut round it and into the cake using a knife. By using the banana as a template, you’ll get a perfect outline the exact same shape and size of a banana.
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2. The space underneath the cake is crucial for a convincing illusion; it creates the important perception of depth. Holding the knife very close to the base of the cake, carve underneath it to ensure that it’s rounded where the cake meets the surface. Carve down toward the work surface in an arched shape, leaving the widest amount of cake in the middle of the banana. I suggest carving away slowly at the cake, going gradually, to ensure it’s nice and curved. It doesn’t have to be perfectly smooth – you can achieve that with the icing – but the smoother you get the cake, the easier it will be to get a smooth surface. When carving your banana shape it’s worth remembering to always carve a few millimetres smaller than the actual banana itself; bear in mind that you’ll be adding layers of chocolate ganache and sugar paste afterwards.
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3. Now, cut the cake in half so that there are two layers, then drizzle over some sugar syrup. It will soak into the cake layers and help to keep them moist.
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4. Once the sugar syrup has been added, you’re ready to add the filling; I’m using chocolate ganache because it will hold its shape perfectly. I would always recommend using chocolate ganache on the outside of this cake for that reason, but you can have some fun with a different filling if you like.
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5. Using an angled palette knife, add the filling across the base layer of the cake, then replace the top layer, press down and smooth away any excess chocolate on the outside. Next, cover the entire cake with the chocolate ganache, smoothing it out as best as possible. Refrigerate and leave to set.
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6. For the banana colouring, add some yellow liquid food colouring to a white sugar paste. It’s important to have a real banana as a reference when doing this – you don’t want a cartoon banana yellow! Add the colour very slowly to the white sugar paste to build it up, bearing in mind that the colour will darken as it sets. Add a little colour, wait a few minutes to see how it sets, then add a small amount more if needed. You can always add more yellow if needed, but you can’t take it out! I always try to go for the lightest tone when mixing colours, so look at the very lightest shade of yellow on your reference banana.
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