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On South Italian vase paintings images can reflect the social and religious dynamics of ancient 
communities, especially in their gendered dimension. Many vases present generic iconographies 
involving different groups of mortals (male or female), sometimes watched by a winged figure, 
often identified as Eros. Their interactions are displayed by different kinds of circular elements 
in various positions, handled or placed in the field. Because of the allusive dimension of italiote 
iconography with interchangeable attributes, these evocative images (such as play, rite, gift for 
lovers) are difficult to interpret. The study of the identity of the protagonists, according to age, 
gender, social status, as well as of the type of contexts (domestic, public, sacred, and funerary) 
and of shapes, allows us to grasp a representation of the dynamics of sociability through games 
in metaphorical spaces. With a look to the Buccino’s nestoris this paper shares an interesting 
example of a reelaboration process mixing specific iconographical signs and typology with tech-
niques and skills inherited from a Greek tradition.

***

On South Italian vase paintings images can reflect the social and religious dynamics of ancient 
communities, especially in their gendered dimension. Many vases present generic iconographies 
involving different groups of mortals (male or female), sometimes watched by a winged figure, 
often identified as Eros. Their interactions are displayed by different kinds of circular elements 
- phiale or patera, tympanon, fruit, ball or undefined decorative pattern - in various positions,
handled or placed in the field. Because of the allusive dimension of italiote iconography with
interchangeable attributes, these evocative images (such as play, rite, gift for lovers) are difficult
to interpret. The study of the identity of the protagonists, according to age, gender, social status,
as well as of the type of contexts (domestic, public, sacred, and funerary) and of shapes, allows
us to grasp a representation of the dynamics of sociability through games in metaphorical spac-
es. This research is part of the ERC Advanced project “Locus Ludi. The Cultural Fabric of Play
and Games in Classical Antiquity” based at the University of Fribourg (PI Véronique Dasen).
This project has received funding from the European Research Council (ERC) under the Euro-
pean Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation program (grant agreement n° 741520):
https://locusludi.ch/.

Play, game, gender and sociability on Southitalian 
vase painting: a look at the Buccino nestoris
Alexandra Attia
ERC Locus Ludi, University of Fribourg
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Perception and perspective: some methodological issues

Images are proteiform and polysemic. They are in part intrinsically linked to the beliefs and 
practices of their customers (Pontrandolfo 2006, 294). The identification of their values and 
meanings is a real challenge for modern viewers. To overcome this problem, it is necessary to 
address new methodological approaches involving the formal, iconographic, stylistic, contextu-
al and technological aspects of South Italian pottery as a local demand (about new methodolog-
ical perspectives, cfr. Lippolis, Mazzei 2005; for a case-study about t. 100 of Torre di Mare, cfr. 
Denoyelle, Pouzadoux, Silvestrelli 2018, 99-169). This production was deeply influenced by 
Greek tradition of red-figured vases in different ways according to contact modes and cultural 
tradition of natives. Each manufactured piece combines a specific shape and related iconography 
as a response to uses and needs (about the cultural transformation of Panathenaic amphora, cfr. 
Schierup 2012). The visual language cannot be separated from the medium and its limitations 
(perspective view, synthetic message). These processes (shaping and painting) follow rules (ste-
reotypes, iconographical schemes and signs) conforming to the standards of a common language 
shared by craftsmen and customers.

Circular patterns in generic scenes: from handled object to field

Most South Italian vases are decorated with generic scenes displaying youths and women. 
Despite the variety of shapes and layout, these images frequently depict circular or spherical el-
ements, placed in women’s hands or arranged in the field, which seem to show real objects or 
decorative patterns. Their interpretation depends from different criteria such as size - tympanon 
or ball? (fig. 1) -, location or interaction with other items or figures, the use of the vase itself - like 
the lebes gamikos, a prenuptial gift (Dasen 2016) - and the style of the craftsmen. Some spherical 
items, often interpreted as fruits or balls held by straps, seem to have a meaningful attribute as-
sociated with the feminine world and possibly with a symbolic value. The different types of balls 
mingle skills and games; they appear in scenes which allude to love and wedding as revealed by 
the presence of other visual elements, such as Aphrodite and her iynx, a strip or weddings belt or 
a winged figure making a physical or metaphorical link between two figures, male and female 
(fig. 2). The presence of terracotta fruits and balls as ex voto near the meridional sanctuary at 
Paestum confirm the ritual or cultural use of these symbols (Cipriani, Longo, Viscione 1996, 217, 
nn° 145152; Belia 2012, 19-27).

The Buccino nestoris: an interesting iconography from the Italic world

A particular kind of redfigure nestoris from the second quarter of the 4th century B.C. is an 
interesting example of a reelaboration process mixing specific iconographical signs and typolo-
gy (fig. 3). Found in the Tanagro Valley in a male burial of Buccino (t. 74), loc. S. Stefano in the 
north of the modern town (Colivicchi 2014, n° 56), this redfigure nestoris, because of its particu-
lar shape and style, seems to be a of local production (about the kiln found in 1996, cfr. De Genn-
aro, Santoriello 2003, 28). Buccino belongs to the “North Lucania” cultural area and appears to 
have been a land of contacts (Horsnaes 2002, 142143) from the archaic period (Vita 2017) to 
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the end of the 4th century during the Lucanian period, especially with Poseidonia (painting cham-
ber tomb t. 104 or redfigured vases attributed to Python, Asteas or related to the grave goods) or 
with Apulia artefacts (such as the t. 270 known as “Tomba degli ori” attests).

A youth and a woman stand face to face on one side, each holding a circular element, separat-
ed by a tall, ivy-decorated vase placed on the ground. A winged figure in flight is ready to crown 
the man while the woman holds a container which looks like an open wool basket (kalathos). 
The kalathos and the circular element are also figured in the field between three draped men on 
the reverse. It confirm their key role for the interpretation.

What is the meaning of this scene? Do the pair throw these ballshaped pieces into the pot as a 
ritual gesture (Pontrandolfo 2006)? Should we read this image as an exchange of love gifts for a 
special occasion or as a nonverbal communication watched by Eros in a domestic space? The 
range of these iconographical signs and their ambiguity requires that we reconstruct the seman-
tics of each element of the scene to clarify the roles and status of the figures and their interactions.

In attic redfigure vases women of prenuptial age holding circular elements, mostly interpreted 
as ball, wool ball or apple in a domestic space - as suggested by objects related to oikos (kalathos, 
klismos) - are usually read as seductive parthenoi ready for prenuptial rites (Dasen 2019, 58). 
These generic circular items - balls or fruits linked to Aphrodite - are mentioned in ancient texts 
as μῆλον, apple, involving a very large semantic field with metaphoric meaning related to wom-
en’s bodies with an erotic dimension (Dasen 2016). On the Buccino vase, the couple is idealized: 
a woman richlydressed - with chiton, a necklace and bracelets - figured as well as a beautiful and 
a good bride (holding a kalathos) and a naked man ready for marriage. Their common gestures 
- handling balls or fruits referring to the Greek melobôlein described by Theocritus (Theoc.
Id.8889), throwing an apple as an erotic appeal - display their interaction as an invitation to love 
more than to a real game. The flying figure with the crown establishes the metaphorical link be-
tween the two figures, emphasizing divine approval and celebrating a success story ending in
marriage. The ivy pattern on the large vase on the ground as well as its shape, which is close to
krater or pithos, seems to be dedicated to community consumption of wine during the imminent 
performance of the wedding rite.

The nestoris is a shape with indigenous facies (Colivicchi 2014) attested at Buccino, loc. San 
Stefano from the end of the 6th century B.C. as an alternative to the olla (Pontrandolfo 2004; Vita 
2017, 862). This shape is decorated in a redfigure technique from the end of the 5th century B.C. 
which saw a significant increase in the mid 4th century B.C. (Todisco 2012, v. 3, graph. 16) for the 
native market (fig. 4). The ritual use depicted on several column kraters - libation to warriors 
mostly held by women - has been confirmed by archeometrical analysis for detecting organic 
content in subgeometric kraters or Messapian trozzelle which indicates the dominant presence 
of wine (Colivicchi 2014, 233, n° 138). The plastic terracotta fruits similar to pomegranates at-
tached to the top on each vertical handle - also used on nestorides attributed to the Dolon Paint-
er (Trendall 1967, 103, n° 540 and in Ortiz collection in Geneva); nestoris attributed to Group 
of Bruxelles R 304 (Trendall 1967, 154, n° 887) or daunian trozzelle in private collection - often 
have a symbolic, erotic or fertility meaning (Algrain 2013, 61, n° 52). As recent studies have 
suggested, the redfigured nestoris could have been used as special gift in intermarriage between 
Greeks and natives (Colivicchi 2014, 228; Schierup 2015). This plastic element echoes the circu-
lar ones held by the couple. The central vessel could also, in extenso, refer to the libation ritual 
use of the nestoris itself (Sisto 2006, 415). Some scholars have suggested that pomegranates, like 
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eggs, found or depicted in funerary contexts (Trendall 1967, 120, n° 199), could have been relat-
ed to orphic or pythagorician beliefs (Bottini 1992, 64-85).

Was this vase produced specifically for the grave? Could it be a wedding gift reused later in 
funerary context for its memorial value? A key role of marriage as rite of passage to adulthood 
could explain not only the presence of this native shape in both female and male tombs as status 
marker (Colivicchi 2014, 227) but also these kinds of images. The interchangeability of circular 
patterns and the confusion related to their identification (fruit, ball, egg) could also have strength-
ened their meanings in funerary contexts. As proposed A. Pontrandolfo about the transmission 
and re-elaboration of pithos pattern between Attic and Italiote vase painting, this tall vase on the 
ground could also be consciously used as a sign to refer to practices connected to ritual actions 
with the underworld (Pontrandolfo 2006, 294).

If the Buccino nestoris is connected convincingly to love and wedding rituals by shape and 
iconography, its function among grave goods, mostly unpublished, remains an interpretative 
challenge. However, this vase certainly reveals the craftsmen’s ability to reelaborate the tech-
niques and skills inherited from a Greek tradition for its own needs and uses.
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Fig. 1 - Paestan red-figure krater, attributed to the Painter of Naples 2285, 
ca. 350340 B.C., Paris, Musée du Louvre (from Denoyelle 2011, 140).
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Fig. 2 - Youths, women  
and Erotes. Apulian red-figure 
lebes gamikos, attributed to the 
Group of New York 28.57.10,  
ca. 340320 B.C., New York, 

Metropolitan Museum, 17.42.2. 
Rogers Fund, 1917 (public 
domain metmuseum.org).

Fig. 3 - Red-figure nestoris, 
uncertain production, ca. second 

half the 4th century B.C., from 
Buccino, loc. San Stefano (t. 74). 

Buccino, Museo Marcello Gigante 
(photo Author - CCBYNC).

841Alexandra Attia



Fig. 4 - Distribution map of nestorides of various techniques (from Sisto 2006, fig. 1).
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