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C L A S S I C

Crème de la Crème
The origins of the world’s most popular custard dessert

B Y  G A B R I E L L A  G E R S H E N S O N

I��� ���  � �������  ���  �rst time I tasted 
crème brûlée. I was 17 years old, and my par-

ents had taken my sister and me on our �rst trip to 
Paris. We were budget-dining types, but there 
was one splurge—dinner at Fauchon, the gour-
met food emporium, where our meal ended with 
crème brûlée. What arrived was delicate custard in 
a shallow �uted casserole, topped with a sheet of 
burnt sugar. A �rm rap with the back of the spoon 
and the crust shattered beautifully. �en, the soft 
custard yielded with almost obscene ease. What 
sublime contrast: Each bite, crunchy and smooth, 
toasty and lush, was a revelation.

For as long as I can remember, crème brûlée has 
been a classic, so I assumed it always had been. I also 
�gured it must be French—the name, after all, is 
French for “burnt cream.” Yet last year, when I met 
the pastry chef Pierre Hermé, who was the head pâtis-
sier at Fauchon for 11 years, I was surprised to hear 
him say that he �rst experienced the dessert not in 
France, but in New York City, at the legendary res-
taurant Le Cirque, in the 1980s. 

Intrigued, I dug a little deeper and found that the 
precise origins of the dish are murky. Examples of 
a similar dessert appeared as far back as the 15th 
century in England, according to Colin Spencer, 
author of British Food: An Extraordinary �ousand 
Years of History (Columbia University Press, 2002). 
Spencer writes that springtime, when cows were calv-
ing and producing an abundance of ultrarich milk, 
was the season for “burnt cream,” a sweetened pud-
ding “topped with sugar that’s been burnt with a 
hot iron.” �e �rst printed recipe for a dessert called 
crème brûlée is from the 1691 edition of the French 
cookbook Le Cuisinier Royal et Bourgeois, by Francois 
Massialot, who cooked at Versailles. �at version—
a sweet custard of egg yolks and milk with a burnt 
sugar crust—doesn’t di�er signi�cantly from today’s. 
And then in Spain there is crema catalana, custard 
topped with caramelized sugar, which dates at least 
as far back as medieval times. 

It’s from the Spanish dessert that the owner of 
Le Cirque, Sirio Maccioni, says he took his inspira-
tion for the crème brûlée that kicked o� the current 
global trend. After an encounter with crema cata-

lana in Spain in the early ’80s, Maccioni insisted a 
version be developed for his menu. �e Le Cirque 
pastry chef at the time, Dieter Schorner, put his own 
spin on the custard, cooking it in the shallow �uted 
casserole. �e sugar shell got thinner, too, and the 
name was Gallicized to �t in at the French restau-
rant. “When Paul Bocuse visited Sirio Maccioni, he 
loved it so much that he declared it the best dessert 
he had eaten that year,” Schorner told me. “�en of 
course it became popular also in France, where it 
hadn’t been popular at all.”

Interestingly, crème brûlée has a history in the 
United States that predates Le Cirque. �ere are 
records of �omas Je�erson serving it at the White 
House, and recipes for it appeared in cookbooks 
and magazines all through the 1950s and early 
’60s. By 1970, though, James Beard lamented in a 
Los Angeles Times article that “in America we went 
through a great crème brûlée period a number of 
years ago and I wish we would again.” Barely a 
decade later, Beard got his wish. Le Cirque’s crème 
brûlée launched a thousand copycats, and it’s now 
a restaurant staple, with variations ranging from 
fresh mint to pumpkin to foie gras. 

Crème brûlée seems like it should be easy to 
make—simply a mixture of vanilla-infused cream, 
egg yolks, and sugar, with more sugar on top. But 
it requires �nesse. �e di�erence between a silky 
custard and a curdled one is only a few degrees—
overcooked eggs are the bane of the crème brûlée 
cook—but there are several safeguards one can take. 
Cooking it gently in a water bath, whose temper-
ature never exceeds 212 degrees, ensures the right 
smooth and luscious texture. Once the custard has 
set, it should be thoroughly chilled to protect against 
further cooking during caramelization. �e preferred 
tool is a blowtorch, as it melts the sugar quickly with-
out heating the custard underneath it.

In recent years, crème brûlée’s popularity has tran-
scended the dessert itself. Now there’s crème brûlée 
ice cream, crème brûlée–�avored co�ee, and crème 
brûlée–covered almonds, not to mention crème 
brûlée cheesecake, French toast, doughnuts, pan-
cakes, and cupcakes. But I feel that the classic version, 
when done correctly, is hard to improve upon. 

Crème Brûlée
SERV ES 6

Invest in an inexpensive handheld 
blowtorch to melt the sugar for the 
crust on these baked custards (pic-
tured on facing page); it’s an easier 
and more reliable method than 
broiling (see page 116 for a source).

 1 qt. heavy cream
 1 vanilla bean, halved length-

wise, seeds scraped and 
reserved

 3⁄4 cup sugar
 8 egg yolks
  Turbinado sugar, for serving

1 Heat oven to 300°. Bring cream 
and vanilla bean with seeds to a 
simmer in a 2-qt. saucepan over 
medium-high heat. Remove from 
heat and let sit for 30 minutes; dis-
card vanilla bean. In a bowl, whisk 
sugar and yolks until smooth. Slowly 
pour in cream mixture, whisking 
until smooth; set aside.

2 Place a paper towel in the bottom 
of a 9” x 13” baking pan, and place  
six 6-oz. ramekins inside pan. Divide 
custard among ramekins. Pour boil-
ing water into pan to come halfway 
up outsides of ramekins. Bake until 
custards are set but still slightly loose 
in center, about 35 minutes. Transfer 
ramekins to a wire rack; cool. Chill 
until �rm, at least 4 hours.

3 Dab any condensation off sur-
face of custards with a paper towel. 
Sprinkle turbinado sugar evenly over 
surface of each custard. Guide the 
�ame of a blowtorch back and forth 
over surface until sugar caramelizes; 
let sit brie�y until sugar hardens. TO
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