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Sometime in 1918, the Italian engineer 
Alfonso Bialetti watched his wife do the 
laundry, and stumbled on an idea. Bialetti, 
who owned a metal workshop in Piedmont, 
in northwestern Italy, had recently returned 
from a stint working in the French alumi-
num industry, and now he sat absorbed 
by the workings of the washing machine, 
a simple appliance that drew soapy water 
upward through a central pipe and distrib-
uted it over the pair’s dirty clothing. Bialetti 
concluded that a similar mechanism – a 
three-piece aluminum machine that would 
rely on pressurized steam developed from 
the interplay between heat and water – 
could be used to brew coffee. And so he 
began to create it.

Fifteen years and many prototypes later, 
the world’s most famous stovetop espresso 
maker – the Bialetti Moka Express – entered 
the market, bringing café-quality coffee 
into the Italian home. Overnight, espresso 
making became a democratic domestic 
ritual. As a Bialetti billboard proclaimed, 
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Alfonso’s small machine – which produced 
an espresso rich in color and crema, as 
deep and flavorsome as those served in bars 
throughout the country – allowed Italians 
from all walks of life to enjoy “in casa un 
espresso come al bar.”

More than perhaps any other product 
of its era, Bialetti’s machine reflects the 
changes that Italy underwent in the 1930s. 
As people struggled through an economic 
downturn that forced many of them to cut 
out their daily café-bought espresso, the 
Moka Express provided the country with a 
much-needed way to stay caffeinated. 

And it ticked political boxes, too. To 
project an image of 1930s Italy as a forward-
thinking nation, Benito Mussolini placed an 
embargo on heavy metals such as stainless 
steel, favoring instead the commercial use  
of aluminum, which he considered represen-
tative of energy and dynamism – a material 
of the future. The Moka Express quickly 
became an icon of modernity, a highly  
technological achievement. 
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Coffee: Blends work best. Use a rich roast, 
combined with a fruity single-origin variety. 
The grind should be coarse, not powdery.

Method: 1. Fill the bottom chamber  
with cold, filtered water to the level of  
the safety valve. The water should not 
come through the holes of the middle filter.
2. Insert the dry middle funnel into the  
bottom chamber and fill it generously  
with coffee. Make sure you don’t press  
the coffee down with a spoon; instead, 
knock the bottom chamber on a flat sur-
face to level the coffee off.
3. Screw the upper chamber in place and 
put the pot on the stove. Use a low flame  
to prevent the coffee from burning.
4. The coffee is ready as soon as you can 
hear a bubbling noise. The flame must be 
extinguished immediately.

Maintenance: Don’t clean the pot too 
thoroughly after use; coffee residues  
add flavor and depth to future pours.

HOW TO BREW THE 
PERFECT ESPRESSO

“It connects traditional Italian crafts-
manship with an emotional fabric of 
conviviality, the home and daily rituals,” 
explains Gaia Mazzon, head of communica-
tions at Bialetti Industrie. “It is a unique 
case of industrial design in the simplicity  
of its shape, its functionality and exception-
ally long life.” To this day, the bottom boiler 
unit is handmade in Italy by expert crafts-
men, just as it was when it was released in 
1933. In fact, only minor updates have been 
made to the design and production process 
over the years.

The machine’s most important addition 
appears in the shape of the beloved l’omino 
coi baffi, or “the mustachioed little man”, 
who began to adorn Bialetti’s machine in 
1953 and has since become inseparable 
from it. Together, they have seen and 
bonded a nation in transition. And with a 
place in nine out of 10 Italian households 
(and in the design collections of institu-
tions like the Museum of Modern Art in 
New York, say, and the Science Museum, 
London), and with more than 300 million 
units sold globally, the Moka Express enjoys 
a popularity as long-lasting as the simple 
but ingenious mechanism behind it.  
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