
Impress family and friends with this modern twist  
on a classic bûche de Noël.

B Y  A B I G A I L  J O H N S O N  D O D G E

OVER THE YEARS, I’VE MADE MORE VARIATIONS 
of a bûche de Noël than I can remember. The flavor pro-
file never varied (chocolate and espresso are de rigueur), 
but the exterior styling changed from year to year and—
dare I say—decade to decade.

This year, though, I’m ditching the classic log shape 
and really branching out (pun intended). From the 
exterior, my holiday centerpiece dessert looks like a 

traditional layer cake, but there’s a surprise: The layers 
are vertical rather than horizontal, making for a very 
dramatic reveal.

While this version looks crazy-cool, rest assured all 
the classic elements and flavor pairings are here, so it’s 
guaranteed to be delicious. The vanilla sponge cake has a 
delicate texture, yet it’s sturdy enough to (literally) stand 
on its end. The layers are doused with a boozy soaking 
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Wrap it Up
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champ de noël
This twist on a traditional bûche de Noël is a glorious center-
piece dessert for a holiday party or meal. While the cake en-
tails a bit of a time investment, it’s worth it for the wow factor 
when you reveal the gorgeous vertical layers.  Serves 12 to 16

FOR THE GANACHE FILLING

 15   oz. good-quality white  
chocolate, such as  
Ghirardelli, coarsely chopped 
(not chips)

 1¼  cups heavy cream 

 4¾  tsp. instant espresso powder

  Pinch of table salt

FOR THE BUTTERCREAM  
FROSTING

 1�3   cup (1 oz.) unsweetened 
cocoa powder 

 1   Tbs. unbleached all-purpose 
flour 

 2�3  cup whole milk 

 ¾  cup granulated sugar 

 2  tsp. pure vanilla extract

 ¼  tsp. table salt; more to taste 

 4½   oz. (¾ cup) coarsely chopped 
bittersweet (60 percent 
cacao) chocolate 

 5   oz. (10 Tbs.) unsalted butter, 
softened

FOR THE SOAKING SYRUP

 1�3  cup water

 ¼  cup granulated sugar 

 4   tsp. bourbon or coffee 
liqueur

FOR THE CAKE 

   Nonstick cooking spray or 
softened butter, for the pan 

 1¼   cups (5¾ oz.) unbleached  
all-purpose flour; more for 
the pan

 1  tsp. baking powder

 ½  tsp. table salt 

 5   large eggs plus 1 yolk, at room  
temperature

 2�3  cup granulated sugar

 1   Tbs. neutral oil, such as 
canola

 1½  tsp. pure vanilla extract

   Confectioners’ sugar, for 
dusting (about 1 cup)

   Decorative garnishes  
(optional) 

syrup before they’re coated with a smooth-as-silk, 
espresso-spiked white chocolate ganache filling and 
coated with a dreamy, creamy (and also eggless) 
double-chocolate buttercream. 

Like the traditional bûche, the garnishes for this 
cake can be rustic, whimsical, or elegant. I like to use 
the tines of a fork to create a barklike design in the 
buttercream around the side of the cake. Just before 
serving, I may top the cake with a cluster or two of 
small meringue mushrooms along with chocolate 
shavings for bark. If I’m feeling really fancy, I add 
silver or white dragées for ice crystals, sugar-coated 
cranberries for a pop of color, a mint sprig or two 
for signs of spring, chopped pistachios for lichen, 
and a dusting of confectioners’ sugar for snow. Extra 
meringue mushrooms look great arranged around 
the base of the cake.

Vertical variation
While the garnishes make the cake look spectacular, 
what people really want to know is how I make those 
magical vertical layers.

All in all, it’s a straightforward process: I use what 
I call a “wrapping” technique to assemble the cake. 
After baking the sponge cake in a large rimmed bak-
ing sheet, I cut it into five strips. To train the shape 
of the innermost strip of cake and avoid cracking in 
the final product, I roll up one strip in paper towels 

while it’s still warm, just as you would when you’re 
making a jelly roll. I then roll the remaining strips 
up in a tight spiral together to train them. The ends 
of these strips are cut on an angle to create beveled 
edges; this step helps the strips to lie flat as the cake 
is assembled. 

I start building the cake by brushing the inner-
most strip with soaking syrup and then coating  
it with white chocolate-espresso ganache. After  
this center piece is rolled and positioned on a plate,  
I brush, fill, and wrap the remaining four beveled 
cake strips one at a time around it. The technique 
sounds complicated, but as you’ll see, it’s an easy-to-
follow process. 

I love many things about this flavorful cake, but I  
especially appreciate its make-ahead components. This 
cake is an ideal project for this busy time of year, and 
the oohs and aahs you’ll hear at serving time make it 
worth the planning and effort.

Contributing editor Abigail Johnson Dodge is the author of 
books including IACP-award winner The Everyday Baker 
and The Weekend Baker.
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MAKE THE GANACHE

Put the white chocolate in a medium heat-
proof bowl. In a medium saucepan over 
medium heat, warm the cream, espresso 
powder, and salt, stirring occasionally to dis-
solve the espresso, just until small bubbles 
start to form at the side of the pan, 3 to 
4 minutes. Pour the cream mixture over the 
white chocolate, and then gently stir with a 
whisk until the chocolate is melted and the 
mixture is smooth, 1 to 2 minutes (this can 
also be done in a microwave). Set aside at 
room temperature, stirring occasionally, until 
cooled. Then refrigerate, stirring occasion-
ally, until cold, about 3 hours or up to 3 days 
ahead. (For faster cooling, set the bowl over a 
larger bowl filled with an ice bath, stirring and 
scraping the sides frequently.)

Pour and scrape the chilled ganache into 
the bowl of a stand mixer fitted with the whisk 
attachment. Beat the ganache on low speed 
to loosen, about 10 seconds. Then continue 
beating on low speed until slightly lighter in col-
or and thickened, about 2 minutes. Increase 
the speed to medium until firm peaks form, 
being careful not to overbeat the ganache and 
scraping the bowl as needed, about 1 minute 
more. Cover with plastic wrap, and refrigerate 
until ready to assemble the cake, up to 1 day 
in advance. 

MAKE THE BUTTERCREAM

Put the cocoa and flour in a small saucepan. 
Tipping the pan to one side, add about half of 
the milk, and whisk until the mixture is thick and 
smooth. Add the remaining milk, and whisk until 
smooth. Set aside for at least an hour before 
proceeding, preferably overnight. 

Cook, whisking constantly, over medium-
low heat until boiling, and then continue to 
boil, whisking constantly, for 1 minute. The 
mixture will be thick. With the pan off the 
heat, add the sugar, vanilla, and salt, and whisk 
until the sugar is dissolved. 

Put the chocolate in a heatproof medium 
bowl. Over the bowl with the chocolate, pour 
the cocoa mixture through a fine-mesh sieve 
to strain out any small floury bits (use a 
spatula to gently move the liquid through 
the sieve—do not press down). Scrape the 
underside of the sieve into the bowl, and 
discard the floury bits. Stir until the chocolate 
is melted (if necessary, microwave or set 
the bowl over gently simmering water). Set 

1   While the cake is still warm, cut it crosswise into strips.   
2   After covering the cake with strips of paper towels, top 

the pan with a large rack, and then flip to remove the cake 

from the pan.  3   Roll one strip up tight in one length 

of paper towel, and then roll the remaining strips 

together in lengths of paper towels. 4   Cut beveled edges 

on the ends of each strip of cake. 

1

3

2

4

Cake make-aheads
The syrup 

can be covered and refrig-
erated for up to 3 days or 
frozen for up to 3 months.

The cake should 
be assembled within 
1 to 2 hours after baking. 
Otherwise, it can dry out. 
The assembled cake can 
be refrigerated up to 1 day 
ahead, but it’s delicious 
for days afterward. Don’t 
leave the cake at room 

temperature for more 
than a couple of hours. 
The ganache will soften, 
making the cake difficult 
and messy to cut. 

 It’s best if 
the cocoa-milk mixture 
sits for at least 1 hour or 
even overnight. It smooths 
out the cocoa flavor and 
texture. The cooked cocoa 
mixture can be kept at 
room temperature for up 

to 2 days before you finish 
the buttercream.

 Unwhipped 
ganache can be stored in 
the refrigerator for up to 
3 days before whipping. 
Whipped ganache can be 
stored in the refrigerator 
for up to 1 day before 
assembling.
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aside, stirring occasionally, to cool to room 
temperature. (For faster cooling, set the bowl 
over a larger bowl filled with an ice bath, stir-
ring and scraping the sides frequently, until 
chilled to room temperature.) 

Put the butter in the bowl of a stand mixer 
fitted with the paddle attachment, and beat 
on medium-high speed until very smooth, 
about 1 minute. Add the room-temperature 
chocolate mixture, and beat on medium 
speed until smooth and well blended, about 
2 minutes. Cover with plastic wrap, and keep 
at room temperature until ready to assemble 
the cake or for up to 3 hours.

MAKE THE SYRUP

In a microwave or in a small saucepan on the 
stove, combine the water and sugar. Cook until 
the sugar is dissolved, about 1 minute. Stir in 
the bourbon, and set aside to cool to room 
temperature. (For faster cooling, set the bowl 
over a larger bowl filled with an ice bath, stirring 
frequently.) Cover with plastic, and refrigerate 
until ready to assemble the cake or for up to 
3 days. 

MAKE THE CAKE 

Position a rack in the center of the oven, and 
heat the oven to 350°F. Lightly grease the 
bottom and sides of a large rimmed baking 
sheet (13x18x1-inch), and line the bottom 
with parchment. Lightly grease and flour the 
parchment, and lightly flour the sides of the 
pan. Gently tap out the excess flour. 

Put the flour, baking powder, and salt in a 
medium bowl, and whisk until blended. Put 
the eggs and egg yolk in the bowl of a stand 
mixer fitted with the whisk attachment (or in 
a large bowl using a hand-held electric mixer 
fitted with wire beaters). Beat on medium-
high speed until pale in color, about 2 min-
utes. Gradually add the granulated sugar, 
and continue beating until very thick and 
tripled in volume, 2 to 3 minutes. It should 
be thick enough to form a ribbon of batter in 
the bowl when the beater is lifted. Add the oil 
and vanilla, and beat on medium speed until 
blended. Sprinkle half of the flour mixture 
over the eggs, and gently fold in with a large 
silicone spatula just until blended. Repeat 
with the remaining flour.

Scrape the batter into the prepared pan, 
and using an offset spatula, spread evenly. 
Bake until the top springs back when lightly 
touched and the cake is just baked through 
but not browned, 10 to 12 minutes.

While the cake is baking, have ready four 
long strips of paper towels, the confectioners’ 
sugar for dusting, a fine-mesh sieve, a small 
serrated knife, and two large wire racks.

When the cake comes out of the oven, 
move the pan to a rack, and sift the confec-
tioners’ sugar over the cake in a generous 
layer. Using a sawing motion, run the tip of 
the knife around the edges to loosen the 
cake from the pan. Using the same knife and 
a sawing motion, cut the cake crosswise into 
five equal strips (each 3¼ inches wide). You 
will need to trim the last strip by about ¼ inch 
so that the strips are a consistent width. Ar-
range two overlapping paper towels on top of 
one single end strip, aligning the inside edges. 
Cover the remaining 4 cake strips completely 
with the remaining 3 long overlapping paper 
towels, and cover with a rack large enough to 
overhang the edges of the pan. Gripping the 

5   After unrolling the cooled 

single strip, brush it lightly with 

the soaking syrup.  6   Cover the 

first strip with a layer of the  

ganache.  7   Starting at one 

short end, roll the cake strip 

up. It’s OK if it cracks a little.  8   

Place the piece of rolled, filled 

cake slightly off center on a 

cutting board or platter covered 

with a piece of parchment.  9   

One strip at a time, brush the 

cake pieces with syrup and 

cover with ganache. After each 

strip is prepared, carefully wrap 

it around the rolled cake.  10   

After the last strip of cake is 

attached, give the cake a “hug” 

by gently pressing it together.  
11   Use some leftover ganache 

to cover the top of the cake.  12   

After refrigerating the cake to 

set up the ganache, cover the 

top and sides with a thin coating 

of the chocolate buttercream.

5 6

9 10
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rack with towels and with the baking sheet 
sandwiched in between, flip the pan and rack 
to invert. Lift the pan from the cake, and care-
fully peel away the parchment. 

Working with one end of the single cake 
strip and beginning on a short side, roll up the 
cake and paper-towel layer together. Do this 
while the cake is still hot, or it will crack. Arrange 
seam side down on the rack. Beginning on the 
short sides, roll the remaining cake strips and 
paper towels together, hold for about 1 minute, 
and then unroll. Let the rolled cake strip and 
remaining cake strips cool completely, about 
20 minutes.

ASSEMBLE THE CAKE

Have ready the whipped ganache, butter-
cream, and syrup.

Carefully unroll the cooled curled cake 
strip. It will look a bit wavy and one end will 
be curled. Discard the paper towel. Using a 
pastry brush, wipe off as much of the confec-
tioners’ sugar as possible, and put the cake 
strip on a new rack. Leaving behind the paper 
towels, move the remaining strips to the new 

7 8

11 12

rack, inverting them so the confectioners’ 
sugar side is up. Using a pastry brush, wipe off 
as much of the excess sugar as possible and 
flip them back over. Using a small sharp knife, 
cut a ¾  -inch bevel on the noncurly end of the 
curled cake strip. Repeat this beveled cut on 
both ends of the flat strips. 

Brush some of the syrup evenly over the 
curled cake strip, and spread about 1�3 cup of the 
ganache evenly over the strip, including into the 
curled edge. Gently reroll the frosted cake strip. 
Arrange the roll upright on parchment on a cut-
ting board or large plate.

Working with one cake strip at a time 
(brushing all the strips in advance leads to 
soggy, difficult-to-handle strips), brush some 
of the syrup evenly over the strip and gently 
spread about ½   cup of the ganache evenly 
over the strip, including the beveled edges.

Positioning your hands on the short side 
of the strip, lift it (don’t stretch it), and wrap it 
around the frosted cake strip, aligning one edge 
with the edge of the previously wrapped strip, 
pressing gently but firmly so the layers hold 
together (that’s what I call a cake “hug”). Don’t 

worry if there are some small cracks. Repeat 
the process with the remaining strips and syrup 
using ½   cup of ganache for each strip. After 
wrapping the last piece, secure the end with a 
couple of toothpicks, if you like. If there is any 
remaining sugar syrup, sprinkle it over the top 
of the cake. Using an offset spatula, spread 
about ¼   cup of the remaining ganache over the 
top of the cake to fill in any gaps. Refrigerate the 
cake for about 15 minutes to set the ganache. 
Cover and refrigerate any remaining ganache 
to use as a garnish, if you like.

Remove the toothpicks if you’ve used 
them to secure the cake. Spread a thin layer 
of the buttercream over the sides and top of 
the assembled cake to seal in the crumbs. 
Refrigerate the cake for about 15 minutes to 
set the buttercream. Spread the remaining 
buttercream evenly over the sides and top of 
cake. (This is the time to use the tines of a fork 
to create a rustic bark pattern. Also, if you want 
to use chopped pistachios to create the look of 
lichen, apply them now.)

Refrigerate for 1 hour, then cover loosely. 
Chill for 1 day before serving.

About 1 hour before serving, remove the 
cake from the refrigerator. Use a large cake 
spatula or lifter to move the cake to a serving 
platter. Discard the parchment. Top the cake 
with meringue mushrooms, chocolate curls, 
mint sprigs, silver dragées, sugared cranberries, 
and a dusting of confectioners’ sugar, if you 
like. Use a hot knife to cut the cake into wedges, 
wiping the knife clean before each slice.

To learn how to make the amazing gar-
nishes for this showstopping cake, go to 
FineCooking.com/holiday-garnishes.
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