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Irish gallerist Lorcan O’Neill, a Roman resident since 2002, has been surprised by the intensity of the 
local scene. “There is a real love of contemporary art in Italy,” says O’Neill, who has Richard Long, 
Tracey Emin and Rachel Whiteread among his artists. “There are over 100 galleries in Rome, while at 
art fairs for example, one will see at least 30-40 contemporary magazines on display.”

Previously director at the Anthony D’Offay gallery in London, O’Neill was initially drawn to the city for 
its “grand and earthy” quality. “I wanted to be here because the art world is full of independent-minded 
people – artists, curators, collectors – and I sensed that they might get tired of the hegemony of 
London and New York.”

Most importantly, artists themselves love Rome. Among the city’s full- or part-time residents are 
Joseph Kosuth, Cy Twombly, Sandro Chia and Jannis Kounellis. Even if they don’t live in Rome, a 
growing number of top artists such as Tracey Emin and Jeff Wall are spending extended periods there. 
O’Neill thinks they feel soothed by the city’s air of languor. “Rome is nowhere near as intense as 
London; it’s a place where artists can think in peace.”

Any Italian artist risks being intimidated by their country’s heritage. Could this be the reason that the 
post-Transavanguardia generation have – with a few notable exceptions such as Maurizio Cattelan 
and, latterly, video artist Francesco Vezzoli – failed to make much impact on the inter-national scene? 
O’Neill says not.

“It’s not that the art doesn’t travel; it’s that the artists don’t. Cattelan and Vezzoli have both left Italy; 
they speak English fluently. If you can talk to collectors and journalists about your work, that helps your 
career. But it’s possible for artists here to live well and have stimulating discussions without ever 
leaving Italy.”

One young Italian artist who seems to be finding a balance is Pietro Ruffo. The 29-year-old, who 
recently showed at O’Neill’s gallery, works out of one of the historic studios in the Pastificio Cerere, a 
turn-of-the-century bread factory in the San Lorenzo district colonised by the Roman School artists in 
the 1970s. As we eat pumpkin soup in a local restaurant with fellow San Lorenzo residents, 
photographer Ileana Franchetti and Giuseppe Gallo, a lyrical painter and sculptor, it’s clear that Ruffo 
thrives on the sense of community. Yet as an artist he travels far from this familiar terrain, producing 
works inspired by time spent working as an art therapist in a French psychiatric hospital and running 
workshops for the child survivors of the Beslan massacre.

Among his finest pieces are pencil drawings of the Caucasian mountains – sublime, provocative 
meditations on the meaning of national borders – and a series of maps depicting war-torn territories 
overlaid by the fanged skulls of carnivorous animals and flag calligraphy. Such a global vision is 
appropriate in a city determined to inscribe itself on the international art map. From this February, 
Rome will boast its own contemporary art fair. Exhibitors will be allotted stands in historic sites across 
the city: in terms of visual spectacle at least, it will put up some competition to Frieze, Basel and Miami
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