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Daniele Colistra The art of Calabrian ceramics and the representation 
of popular myths 
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Abstract  
The paper summarizes research aimed at enhancing and safeguarding ceramic art in Calabria, 
particularly the depiction of myths and figures of popular culture. It is a cultural expression that concerns 
two prevalent sectors among those defined by the Convention: "oral traditions and expressions" and 
"traditional craftsmanship". The research highlights the historical, artistic, and ethno-anthropological 
value of narration through representation and relates it to similar expressions of the immaterial culture 
of other regions of the world. 
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1. Introduction 
The Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage, adopted by UNESCO in 
October 2003, identifies five main areas in which intangible heritage manifests itself and must be 
protected (art. 2, paragraph 1). In particular, the first area ("oral traditions and expressions, including 
language as a vehicle of the intangible cultural heritage") and the fifth ("traditional craftsmanship") are 
both present in ceramics that represent events, beliefs, characters: divinities, apotropaic masks, 
metaphysical elements present in stories passed down orally. These clay representations have 
accompanied the evolution of the human species since ancient times and still survive today - albeit to a 
limited extent - in various expressions of popular culture. 
 
2. The tradition of ceramics and the representation of the myth in southern Italy 
In southern Italy, the sumptuous tradition of Magna Graecia and Roman ceramics branched out, during 
the early Middle Ages, into countless technical and expressive streams, almost always attributable to 
local traditions. In some cases, these local schools have become extinct; in others, on the contrary, they 
have been able to renew themselves. Ariano Irpino and the Amalfi area in Campania, Caltagirone and 
Santo Stefano di Camastra in Sicily, Grottaglie and Laterza in Puglia, Squillace and Seminara in 
Calabria are just some of the territories where the art of hand-modelled clay has remained alive despite 
the development of new systems to produce ceramic products. 
In the Reggio area, especially in Seminara, this art (the "know-how to do") is closely intertwined with an 
oral tradition (the "know-how to tell") which refers to a magical and supernatural world. From this union 
were born the famous apotropaic grotesque masks, the babbaluti (anthropomorphic flasks), the fish-
shaped water bottles, the hedgehog-shaped jars and the caricatures of characters hated by the people 
because of their arrogance: anthropomorphic, phytomorphic and zoomorphic figures which keep alive 
a world that has almost disappeared in the collective imagination and which, therefore, risks 
disappearing. 
 
3. Art as an expression of collective identity 
An artist who for several decades has managed to keep alive this heritage linked to knowing how to do 
and knowing how to tell is Nicola Tripodi. His laboratory in Reggio Calabria, called Arghillà-Arte delle 
terre, is a real Wunderkammer populated with characters that refer both to ancestral figures and to 
contemporary popular life. His representations refer to the time “when even things were known to 
possess a soul”, but they are also elements that have always been present in the earth, in the sky and 



 

 

in the sea. Tripodi summarizes his poetics in one sentence: “With my hands I shape the clay of my land, 
seeking signs of the past, symbols of a culture, of an identity, of Calabria”. 
The technique used by Tripodi to finish and color his works is engobe, an ocher mixture of clay and 
water with which the still raw and not completely dried model is covered, with the aim of improving the 
roughness of the surface and its waterproofness. The raw earth, once covered with engobe, can be 
further colored with pigments dissolved in water. It is then left to dry perfectly, then fired in a kiln so that 
the clay, which has now become ceramic, takes on its definitive colour. 
 
4. The research project and the principles of the Convention 
The research project we present has the objective of identifying and communicating in a scientific 
(measurable, verifiable, and implementable) way the representation of myth through ceramic art in 
Calabria. This art is studied not so much for its intrinsic value, but rather as a paradigm of a heritage of 
expression and knowledge that has been handed down for generations and which risks being forgotten. 
Through the research project, the representation of popular myths through engobed ceramics can be 
communicated and compared with similar expressions of human diversity and creativity. This can 
encourage intercultural dialogue and mutual respect for different ways of life, strengthening the sense 
of social and cultural belonging to their land on the part of those who have inherited this great cultural 
heritage. 
The project is divided into two phases. The first is aimed at cataloging the works created by Nicola 
Tripodi; the second, which reproduces the logical structure of the first, is intended for the vast collective 
imagination depicted in the tradition of Calabrian ceramics. 
The first phase is based on the following actions: 
- photographic filing and cataloguing; 
- photogrammetric survey; 
- restitution of the survey in 2D and 3D, with the construction of interactive three-dimensional models 
that can be explored in real time; 
- synopsis of the events described and the psycho-somatic characteristics of the protagonists; 
- technical filing of the production phases of the works, from the choice of materials to the preparation 
of pigments, from modeling and coloring techniques to the firing phases; 
- construction of an open-access digital platform for the communication of the research carried out and 
for subsequent inclusion in the inventory of the intangible cultural heritage present in the State, as 
indicated in articles 11 and 12 of the Convention. 
 
5. Conclusions 
The research presented contributes to guaranteeing visibility to the art of Calabrian ceramics, 
highlighting its historical, artistic, and ethno-anthropological value, and allowing comparison with similar 
creative expressions characteristic of the material culture of other regions of the world. Protection and 
promotion are based on communication actions to increase awareness of the value of this tradition and 
the consequent collective loss in the event of extinction. The choice to have given a scientific character 
to the analysis and cataloging work favors the transmission of the studied heritage and the possibility of 
continuing its practice. Despite its limited extension, the research contributes to the coordination of 
efforts to safeguard intangible cultural heritage at a regional and sub-regional level, and can serve as a 
model for further similar safeguarding activities, as indicated by the Convention which, in art. 2 
paragraph 3, suggests actions aimed at guaranteeing its vitality, “including the identification, 
documentation, research, preservation, protection, promotion, enhancement, transmission, particularly 
through formal and non-formal education”. A further safeguard measure, indicated in the art. 13, consists 
in encouraging the creation or strengthening of training institutions for the management of intangible 
cultural heritage and the transmission of this cultural heritage in the context of "forums" and spaces 
designated for its representation or expression. 



 

 

 

Fig. 1: Nicola Tripodi, Re, engobed ceramic, cm 20x9x23 



 

 

 

Fig. 2: Nicola Tripodi, Bucaletta bifronte, engobed ceramic, cm 10x14,8x18 

 

Fig. 3: Nicola Tripodi, Uccello canterino, engobed ceramic, cm 8x6,5x12 



 

 

 

Fig. 4: Nicola Tripodi, Ninuzzu, engobed ceramic, cm 25x12x50 



 

 

 

Fig. 5: Nicola Tripodi, Maria Pizzi, engobed ceramic, cm 33x20x44 
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