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CREAM CHEESE COFFEE CAKE
MAKES ONE 10-INCH CAKE, SERVING 12 TO 16

Leftovers should be stored in the refrigerator, covered 

tightly with plastic wrap. For optimal texture, allow  

the cake to return to room temperature before serving.

INGREDIENTS

LEMON SUGAR-ALMOND TOPPING

	 1⁄4	 cup sugar

	 1 1⁄2	 teaspoons finely grated zest from 1 lemon

	 1⁄2	 cup sliced almonds

CAKE

	2 1⁄4	 cups (11 1⁄4 ounces) unbleached all-purpose flour

	 1 1⁄8	 teaspoons baking powder

	 1 1⁄8	 teaspoons baking soda

	 1	 teaspoon table salt

	 10	 tablespoons (1 stick plus 2 tablespoons) unsalted 

butter, softened but still cool

	 1	 cup plus 7 tablespoons sugar

	 1	 tablespoon finely grated zest plus 4 teaspoons  

juice from 1 to 2 lemons

	 4	 large eggs

	 5	 teaspoons vanilla extract

	 1 1⁄4	 cups sour cream

	 8	 ounces cream cheese, softened

INSTRUCTIONS

1. FOR THE TOPPING: Adjust oven rack to middle 
position and heat oven to 350 degrees. Stir together sugar 
and lemon zest in small bowl until combined and sugar is 
moistened. Stir in almonds; set aside.

2. FOR THE CAKE: Spray 10-inch tube pan with 
nonstick cooking spray. Whisk flour, baking powder, 
baking soda, and salt together in medium bowl; set aside.  
In stand mixer fitted with paddle attachment, beat butter,  
1 cup plus 2 tablespoons sugar, and lemon zest at medium 
speed until light and fluffy, about 3 minutes, scraping down 
sides and bottom of bowl with rubber spatula. Add eggs 1 
at a time, beating well after each addition, about 20 
seconds, and scraping down beater and sides of bowl as 
necessary. Add 4 teaspoons vanilla and mix to combine. 

Reduce speed to low and add one-third flour mixture, 
followed by half of sour cream, mixing until incorporated 
after each addition, 5 to 10 seconds. Repeat, using half of 
remaining flour mixture and all of remaining sour cream. 
Scrape bowl and add remaining flour mixture; mix at low 
speed until batter is thoroughly combined, about 10 
seconds. Remove bowl from mixer and fold batter once  
or twice with rubber spatula to incorporate any remaining 
flour.

3. Reserve 1¼ cups batter and set aside. Spoon 
remaining batter into prepared pan and smooth top. 
Return now-empty bowl to mixer and beat cream cheese, 
remaining 5 tablespoons sugar, lemon juice, and remaining 
teaspoon vanilla on medium speed until smooth and 
slightly lightened, about 1 minute. Add ¼ cup reserved  
batter and mix until incorporated. Spoon cheese filling 
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mixture evenly over batter, keeping filling about 1 inch 
from edges of pan; smooth top. Spread remaining cup 
reserved batter over filling and smooth top. With butter 
knife or offset spatula, gently swirl filling into batter  
using figure-8 motion, being careful to not drag filling to 
bottom or edges of pan. Firmly tap pan on counter 2 or  
3 times to dislodge any bubbles. Sprinkle lemon sugar-
almond topping evenly over batter and gently press into 
batter to adhere.

4. Bake until top is golden and just firm, and long 
skewer inserted into cake comes out clean (skewer will  
be wet if inserted into cheese filling), 45 to 50 minutes. 
Remove pan from oven and firmly tap on counter 2 or 3 
times (top of cake may sink slightly). Cool cake in pan on 
wire rack 1 hour. Gently invert cake onto rimmed baking 
sheet (cake will be topping-side down); remove tube pan, 
place wire rack on top of cake, and invert cake sugar-side 
up. Cool to room temperature, about 1½ hours. Cut into 
slices and serve.

CREAM CHEESE COFFEE CAKE
CON TI NUED

p
h

o
t

o
g

r
a

p
h

y
: 

C
a

r
l 

t
r

e
m

b
la

y

il
lu

st
r

a
t

io
n

: 
jo

h
n

 b
u

r
g

o
y

n
e

to high heat, its proteins bind to each other and 
shrink, releasing moisture and potentially causing 
graininess. Recently, as I hunted down a solution for 
how to keep cheese sauce emulsified in our recipe 
for Cacio e Pepe (page 24), I learned that cornstarch 
can protect and insulate cheese proteins, helping to 
prevent separation. A few teaspoons of cornstarch 
did keep the cream cheese intact, but it also made 
it undeniably chalky. Flour yielded the same result. 

Then it hit me: Why not add just a bit of the 
starchy cake batter to the cheese? This might prevent 
curdling and help marry the filling to the cake. I 
gave it a shot, stirring ¼ cup of batter into the fill-
ing. Guessing that the filling would fare better if it 
had farther to travel to reach the bottom, this time 
I spooned two-thirds of the batter in the pan before 
adding the filling, then topped it with the rest of 
the batter and gently swirled it with a butter knife. 
Success! The filling not only stayed creamy, but it 
fused to the cake during baking, eliminating most of 
the gaps that had plagued my earlier tests. To burst 
any renegade bubbles, I took to tapping the pan 
on the counter before baking the cake. Sometimes 
bubbles would persist, so I tried also tapping the 
pan after the cake came out of the oven. Because 
the creamy filling was still warm and not yet fully 
set, the post-baking taps worked to create an entirely 
bubble-free cake. 

Only a few minor adjustments remained. I added 
a little extra sugar to fully sweeten the cheese as well 
as fresh lemon juice to cut its richness. Finally, a 
teaspoon of vanilla extract added depth. And now 
that the filling had citrus notes, it only made sense to 
add a few teaspoons of lemon zest to the cake batter 
to make it all come together. 

Top This
The combination of rich cake and cheese filling was 
now receiving raves, but I really wanted to make it 
stand out. I started by swapping the Bundt pan for 
a tube pan, which would deliver a cake with a flat 
top that could support a topping. 

A flour- and butter-laden streusel was heavy, sink-
ing into the batter during baking. A cinnamon-nut 
streusel stayed afloat, but its spicy flavor overwhelmed 
the delicate cheese. At last, innovation struck: I came 
up with a crisp, delicate coating of sliced almonds 

and sugar, to which I added finely grated lemon zest 
to accent the lemon-scented cake and filling. As it 
baked, the topping formed a glistening, crackly crust 
on the cake. Step aside, Entenmann’s. This cake will 
be my first choice for breakfast from now on.

Cream Cheese Coffee Cake

Makes one 10-inch cake, serving 12 to 16

note: Leftovers should be stored in the refrigerator, 
covered tightly with plastic wrap. For optimal tex-
ture, allow the cake to return to room temperature 
before serving.

Lemon Sugar–Almond Topping
 ¼  cup sugar
 1½  teaspoons finely grated zest from 1 lemon
 ½  cup sliced almonds

Cake
 2¼  cups (11¼ ounces) unbleached all-purpose flour
 11/8  teaspoons baking powder
 11/8  teaspoons baking soda
 1  teaspoon table salt
 10  tablespoons (1 stick plus 2 tablespoons) 

unsalted butter, softened but still cool
 1  cup plus 7 tablespoons sugar
 1  tablespoon finely grated zest plus 4 teaspoons 

juice from 1 to 2 lemons
 4  large eggs
 5  teaspoons vanilla extract
 1¼  cups sour cream
 8  ounces cream cheese, softened

1. for the topping: Adjust oven rack to middle 
position and heat oven to 350 degrees. Stir together 
sugar and lemon zest in small bowl until combined 
and sugar is moistened. Stir in almonds; set aside.

2. for the cake: Spray 10-inch tube pan 
with nonstick cooking spray. Whisk flour, baking 
powder, baking soda, and salt together in medium 
bowl; set aside. In stand mixer fitted with paddle 
attachment, beat butter, 1 cup plus 2 tablespoons 
sugar, and lemon zest at medium speed until light 
and fluffy, about 3 minutes, scraping down sides 
and bottom of bowl with rubber spatula. Add eggs 
1 at a time, beating well after each addition, about 

20 seconds, and scraping down beater and sides of 
bowl as necessary. Add 4 teaspoons vanilla and mix 
to combine. Reduce speed to low and add one-
third flour mixture, followed by half of sour cream, 
mixing until incorporated after each addition, 5 to 
10 seconds. Repeat, using half of remaining flour 
mixture and all of remaining sour cream. Scrape 
bowl and add remaining flour mixture; mix at low 
speed until batter is thoroughly combined, about 10 
seconds. Remove bowl from mixer and fold batter 
once or twice with rubber spatula to incorporate any 
remaining flour.

3. Reserve 1¼ cups batter and set aside. Spoon 
remaining batter into prepared pan and smooth 
top. Return now-empty bowl to mixer and beat 
cream cheese, remaining 5 tablespoons sugar, lemon 
juice, and remaining teaspoon vanilla on medium 
speed until smooth and slightly lightened, about 1 
minute. Add ¼ cup reserved batter and mix until 
incorporated. Spoon cheese filling mixture evenly 
over batter, keeping filling about 1 inch from edges 
of pan; smooth top. Spread remaining cup reserved 
batter over filling and smooth top. With butter knife 
or offset spatula, gently swirl filling into batter using 
figure-8 motion, being careful to not drag filling to 
bottom or edges of pan. Firmly tap pan on counter 
2 or 3 times to dislodge any bubbles. Sprinkle lemon 
sugar–almond topping evenly over batter and gently 
press into batter to adhere.

4. Bake until top is golden and just firm, and long 
skewer inserted into cake comes out clean (skewer 
will be wet if inserted into cheese filling), 45 to 50 
minutes. Remove pan from oven and firmly tap on 
counter 2 or 3 times (top of cake may sink slightly). 
Cool cake in pan on wire rack 1 hour. Gently invert 
cake onto rimmed baking sheet (cake will be topping-
side down); remove tube pan, place wire rack on 
top of cake, and invert cake sugar-side up. Cool to 
room temperature, about 1½ hours. Cut into slices 
and serve.
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step-by-step  Assembling creAm cheese coffee cAke

1. reserve 1¼ cups batter, 
then fill pan with remaining 
batter; smooth top.

2. beat ¼ cup reserved batter 
with filling ingredients; spoon 
filling evenly over batter. 

3. top filling with remaining cup 
reserved batter; smooth top.

4. using figure-8 motion, swirl 
filling into batter. tap pan on 
counter.

5.  sprinkle lemon sugar–
almond topping onto batter, 
then gently press to adhere.
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