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The Moka Express is ubiquitous 
in Italy, anchored to the stovetop 
of nine out of 10 Italian kitchens. 
The rest of the world is no stranger 
to this humble espresso maker ei-
ther—over 270 million Moka pots 
have been sold internationally, 
and it features in the permanent 
collections of both New York’s Mu-
seum of Modern Art and London’s 
Design Museum.

Its inventor, Alfonso Bialetti, 
was born in 1888 in the sleepy 
lakeside town of Omegna, Italy. As 
rumor has it, he began developing 
the Moka Express in 1931 follow-
ing a failed attempt at building a 
motorcycle. Bialetti was not a de-
signer but a metallurgist, an entre-
preneur and, according to Harvard 
professor and cultural historian 
Jeffrey Schnapp, “a tinkerer.” 

Perhaps for this reason, the de-
sign—despite its unmistakable oc-
tagonal form—is not exactly orig-
inal. “There was a coffee service 
by Puiforcat and several others 
by Hénin that were reproduced 
in Casabella, an Italian architec-
ture and design magazine,” says 
Schnapp. “The designs look sim-
ilar to that of the Moka Express. 
My suspicion is that Bialetti bor-
rowed from these.” 

Even so, the functionality of 
Bialetti’s coffeemaker makes up 
for whatever it lacks in appear-
ance. Inspired by local laundry 
techniques and experiments de-
rived from the first generation of 

larger, industrial coffee machines, 
the Moka pot functions thanks to 
a pressure chamber that pushes 
water through coffee grinds into 
a smaller container.

“The Moka Express doesn’t 
break. It doesn’t blow up or crack, 
which was a deficiency of many 
imitators,” Schnapp explains. “Bi-
aletti perfected the Moka Express 
a long time ago and made it so bul-
letproof that it developed a very 
devoted following.”

Bialetti’s invention had enor-
mous impact, moving coffee con-
sumption away from bars and 
cafés and into the home. The 
Moka pot’s iconicity, however, 
cannot be ascribed to its architect 
alone. Its sustained success can be 
attributed in part to his son, Re-
nato. Renato viewed his father’s 
sales methods, confined to lo-
cal fairs and markets, as amateur. 
He turned to radio and television 
commercials, the most famous of 
which included omino con i baffi, or 
“the little man with a mustache.” 
This cartoon figure would become 
the company’s logo and make the 
Moka Express internationally 
recognizable. The Moka Express 
remains almost unchanged after 
over 80 years despite fierce com-
petition from the AeroPress, the 
Hario V60, even the Nespresso. 
Bialetti’s coffeepot will endure 
as a benchmark of home brew-
ing for coffee aficionados across 
the globe. 

In a world filled to the brim with complex coffee- 
making machinery, the classic Moka Express remains 
a much-loved staple.
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Moka Express 

ICONIC  ALESS I  

by Molly Mandell

Alberto Alessi has produced a number 
of coffeemakers that function much like 
those developed by Alfonso Bialetti, his 
grandfather. “I decided to create the first 
Alessi Moka coffeemaker, the 9090, as a 
tribute to him and an attempt to improve 
on his creation,” Alessi says. “It has been 
in production since 1979, has been a Com-
passo d’Oro winner and is part of the per-
manent design collection at the MoMA.” 
This coffeemaker (top), designed by Rich-
ard Sapper, was followed by La Conica 
(middle), a collaboration with Aldo Ros-
si recognizable for its whimsical cone-
shaped lid. Most recently, Alessi released 
Pulcina, a design by Michele De Lucchi 
(bottom). Alessi’s stovetop espresso mak-
ers, much like Bialetti’s original Moka 
Express, are a handsome marriage of 
contemporary design and functionality.  
 

Kiyomi Iwata draws strength 
from undermining expectations. 
A creative force raised in an era in 
which Japanese women were en-
couraged to stick to social norms, 
Iwata followed her own path. She 
has created a portfolio of pieces 
that not only play with the bound-
aries between art and craft, but 
also reflect her meticulous atten-
tion to detail and a life balanced 
between two cultures. 

Like many in Japan, Iwata’s 
family prized scholarship over 
creativity. “In Japan, it’s acceptable 
to pursue art if you come from a 
family with a history of artists,” 
she explains. “I did not.” What she 
did possess was endless curiosity 
and a fierce urge to create. 

After moving to the United 
States in 1961 under the guise of 
wanting to study English (“There 
were Hollywood movies and I was 
kind of dazzled”), Iwata met and 
married her husband and the pair 
moved to Richmond, Virginia. It 
was there, while taking a recre-
ational batik dyeing class at the 
Studio School at the Virginia Mu-
seum of Fine Arts, that her passion 
for art was reignited. 

“After all those years of not 
making anything, I really felt a 
connection between my heart, 
hands and mind,” she says. Even 
after becoming a mother, Iwata 

found ways to maintain a balance 
between her work and life, but 
for many years she lost the luxu-
ry of being selfish with her time. 
“Having a family was a big chal-
lenge,” she explains. “When my 
two daughters were little, it was the 
height of the women’s movement 
and many friends and colleagues 
opted not to have children. Having 
a family was an equally creative 
thing to do, but the gratification 
came in a longer range.” 

Iwata chiefly uses three ma- 
terials: silk organza, metal and 
kibiso—a rough fiber made from 
the waste left over when silk is 
pulled from a cocoon. Highlight-
ing the enigmatic delight of mys-
tery, many of her pieces contain 
vessels (with either boxlike forms 
or the inclusion of furoshiki—tra-
ditional Japanese wrapping cloth), 
some include Japanese tanka po-
ems, others are empty. The kibiso 
pieces, woven forms often dyed 
or embellished with paint, seem 
to harness an active energy.  But 
at the same time, the wide gaps of 
their weave leave space for con-
templation—something Iwata has 
time for now that her children are 
grown. “I never thought I would 
just give up my art,” she notes. “Art 
making is so emotionally connect-
ed with who I am that giving up 
was just never an option.”

“Having a family was an equally creative thing to do,” 
says artist Kiyomi Iwata. She shares her advice on how to 
create art while on the seesaw of children and career.

RACHEL  GALLAHER 

Kiyomi Iwata

Reflecting on raising children and 
pursuing a career as a textile artist, 
Iwata repeats a favorite quote: “Life 
really doesn’t start until the kids go to 
college and the dog dies.” 


