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Is it a .upcake or is it '1 mufrn? Only the icing giyes it away.

F O O D

llot So Guilty Pleasure
I F  O N L Y  S O M E l O D Y  C O U L D  G E T  T H E  C U P C A K E  R I C ] { T

shops may seen pass€ in
NewYork, but they continue
to thrive there, and new
ones seen ro open across

the land by the month. Silly and disap-
pointingas mostofthese shops are, the
craze is wofth keepins ifonly,likethe
audiences at La Scala, to keep applaud-

as a lavishly iced Starbucks chocolate
cupcake. The un-iced chocolate cream
cheese muffin has aao. Misht as well
hlve a brealfast you'li enjoyl

cupcakes may be largely icing-
deliveryvehicles, but the cake shouldn t
be cardboard and the icing shouldn't
be gease-twitr concepts few artisrn
balers (drtisdn beine the new word for
nomemdd€) seem to get. cooked French
buttercream, which nany of then
choose (it shows off rechnique), is
not a suitable cupcake icing.It'soi1)a It
snrears. A sinple glze-think Hostess,
but with good chocolate is. And best is
the simple icing that for nany people
evokes childhood: butter beaten with
confeciioner's sugar and nilk and
vanilla" light-textured and creany but
with a satisb,ing snap when you bite
into it. Because this icin& when made
with shorteniry, says 'rcheap supermar
ket cake" to artisanbakers, they shun it.

New Yorkt Magnolia Bakern which
used this icingto launch the craze, gets
it right but its cale has almost no fla-
vor, as a blindfolded tasting with ny
r4-year-old niece proved. Neither of us
could tell the dilTerence between vmill4
chocolate, and red-velvet cake, which

to be fair never tastes like m)thing it
has abi t  o fcocoa md alotof food col
oring, and seens to be popular for its
usual crem cheese icing. And all the
smples, though fresh, were dry. (when
people say that homemade cupcakes
are always betrer they generally nean
ftesher. Most honemade cupcakes
start with a mix.) Buttercup, started
by a disafected Mapolia foundel had
much better cake but less interesting
iciry, aDd better thaD both was another
Magnolia offshoot in the city, Sugar

You have to get over the names. Then
you have to get ovcr the novelties, Iike
the rum soaked Mojito with lime icing
and the corn-dog-st) le nock'Ivi rie at
Kickass Cupcakes, a typically whhsi-
cal and cheeryshop in soneNille, ned
Bostor The only just-risht cupcale i've
found so fd was at Baled md wired, a
hip ceorgetom cafe. The plain white
icing on its "birthday" cupcake (pic-
tured here) had exacdy the right crackle
wher I bit into i! drd the chocolate cake
was moist, airy dd nottoo rich.

The main difference between a
cupcake and a muffin is a light, oper
crumb, Flo Braker, expert baker md
author of the nelv and long-awaited
.Bdungforall occasions, told me she
has reformulated a recipe in herbook
for Ailantic readers, for mdinal light
ness; you cm fild itatwqlv.theatlantic

The re culprit keeping cupcak€s
fron fitting ny definition of "health

food" is less the icinsthan the plagle
ofplenty that has invad€d the entire
food industry: portion size. Jornne
Chang, a Boston pastry chefand.estau-
rateur, told me that when she opened
her Flour Bakery she used home-sized,
two ounce muiin tins for her mufrns
and cupcakes. Customers balked at
paying premium pdces for what they
regarded as miniatures. changbought
the four-ounce tins that virrually everj/
bakery uses, and customers "stopped

complaining"-but she didnt stop feel
ingguilty that she was giving customers

"enough to feed a family of four." "we're

.ompeting against what people see on
TV" she saidr.ith asigh. People should
look attheir own nufrn iins to remem-
ber what a sinsle ser,r'ing looks like. Z

ingtill the performers do better
A good cupcake has all the frost-

ing _vou really want at a birthday party
but can't ask for It's celebratory but
restrained, a sujtably small indulgence
for tough times. And, surprisnrgir a
cupcdte can be a smaller nrdulgence
than a rvholesone-seemirg nuffin:
under the icnrg, as aly baker knows,
there's practically no difference.

Far be ir from me to advocate eat-
ils Hostess cupcakesr they symbolize
the nrdustrirl deprcdation of an)thing
homemade, the hiumph of Big Baking
Brother (perhaps in his death throes:
Interstate Bakeries, the company that
makes them, Tn'inkies, and wonder
Bread, has been h bankruptcy silce
2004). And yet a Hostess cupcake has
180 calories. Abluebent' mumn ataBi
calStarbuckshas360-dresaneamount
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