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OO
n May 2, 1890, the young London solicitor Jona-n May 2, 1890, the young London solicitor Jona-
than Harker travels from Vienna via Buda-Pesth than Harker travels from Vienna via Buda-Pesth 
to Klausenburg, the largest city in Transylvania, to Klausenburg, the largest city in Transylvania, 
where he spends the night at the Hotel Royale. where he spends the night at the Hotel Royale. 

The next day, he is to continue his journey deep into the The next day, he is to continue his journey deep into the 
Carpathian Mountains for an appointment with a count whose Carpathian Mountains for an appointment with a count whose 
real-estate business he hopes to manage. But now, in Klausen-real-estate business he hopes to manage. But now, in Klausen-
burg, he is plagued by insomnia. Although his bed is comfort-burg, he is plagued by insomnia. Although his bed is comfort-
able, and although dinner—a dish called paprika chicken—able, and although dinner—a dish called paprika chicken—
was so good that he wants to bring the recipe back to his was so good that he wants to bring the recipe back to his 
fiancée, Mina, he cannot find peace. His thirst seems fiancée, Mina, he cannot find peace. His thirst seems 
unquenchable; the carafe of water by his bed offers no relief, unquenchable; the carafe of water by his bed offers no relief, 
and then there is the barking dog constantly breaking the and then there is the barking dog constantly breaking the 
silence beneath his window. silence beneath his window. 

One hundred and thirty-five years and a few weeks later, One hundred and thirty-five years and a few weeks later, 
I, too, have traveled via Vienna to Klausenburg, which is now I, too, have traveled via Vienna to Klausenburg, which is now 
called Cluj-Napoca, and, no longer part of the Kingdom of called Cluj-Napoca, and, no longer part of the Kingdom of 
Hungary, has become Romania’s second-largest city. It is not Hungary, has become Romania’s second-largest city. It is not 
an undead creature I am visiting, but Victor Man, who is very an undead creature I am visiting, but Victor Man, who is very 
much alive in all his much alive in all his dégoûtdégoût, a painter who was born in Cluj and , a painter who was born in Cluj and 
still lives here. And that seems to be precisely his problem.still lives here. And that seems to be precisely his problem.

We are in the old town, on our way back from dinner. It’s We are in the old town, on our way back from dinner. It’s 
almost midnight, but the streets are still crowded. Fairground almost midnight, but the streets are still crowded. Fairground 
techno blares from every other building, a sea of young people techno blares from every other building, a sea of young people 
spills out onto terraces and beanbag lounges, a sea whose spills out onto terraces and beanbag lounges, a sea whose 
whitecaps shimmer with a toxic orange hue, reflecting the whitecaps shimmer with a toxic orange hue, reflecting the 
amount of Aperol being consumed here. There seems to be a amount of Aperol being consumed here. There seems to be a 

lot to celebrate in Romania’s IT capital, which has long had the lot to celebrate in Romania’s IT capital, which has long had the 
highest real-estate prices in the country and is currently highest real-estate prices in the country and is currently 
hosting an international crypto conference.hosting an international crypto conference.

And the city’s perhaps greatest son? Standing unrecog-And the city’s perhaps greatest son? Standing unrecog-
nized at a pedestrian crossing in his Italian linen jacket and nized at a pedestrian crossing in his Italian linen jacket and 
Chelsea boots, he gazes with growing despondency at the men Chelsea boots, he gazes with growing despondency at the men 
of his homeland. As they stand before him with their shorts of his homeland. As they stand before him with their shorts 
and shaved necks, he wonders: do they realize that they look and shaved necks, he wonders: do they realize that they look 
like modern slaves? Don’t they dream of liberation?like modern slaves? Don’t they dream of liberation?

On this first evening, our paths separate in a small square. On this first evening, our paths separate in a small square. 
Victor Man shows me one of the oldest houses in Cluj. Victor Man shows me one of the oldest houses in Cluj. 
Matthias Corvinus, later King of Hungary and Croatia, was Matthias Corvinus, later King of Hungary and Croatia, was 
born here in 1443. And it’s here, in one of these alleys, Man born here in 1443. And it’s here, in one of these alleys, Man 
says, the traveler in Bram Stoker’s novel must have spent the says, the traveler in Bram Stoker’s novel must have spent the 
night. Would he even have heard the dog barking amid all this night. Would he even have heard the dog barking amid all this 
noise? The painter doubts it and lets his gaze wander over the noise? The painter doubts it and lets his gaze wander over the 
perfectly renovated façades. Where, he asks, can you still have perfectly renovated façades. Where, he asks, can you still have 
a clear thought? Where can you develop a sense of poetry and a clear thought? Where can you develop a sense of poetry and 
reflection? He liked this place better when it was depressed reflection? He liked this place better when it was depressed 
and run-down. The place where it all began—and where, the and run-down. The place where it all began—and where, the 
next morning, he sends me to the inner-city cemetery, the next morning, he sends me to the inner-city cemetery, the 
only place where nothing has changed.only place where nothing has changed.

Victor Man was born in 1974. His father is Romanian, a Victor Man was born in 1974. His father is Romanian, a 
history teacher by training who went on to become the director history teacher by training who went on to become the director 
of various state-owned hotels. His mother comes from a of various state-owned hotels. His mother comes from a 
Hungarian family and worked for the literary magazine Hungarian family and worked for the literary magazine KorunkKorunk, , 
which also organized exhibitions in Cluj. Man remembers how which also organized exhibitions in Cluj. Man remembers how 

Having largely turned his back on the  Having largely turned his back on the  
modern world, shunning its manifold banalities, modern world, shunning its manifold banalities, 

VICTOR MAN sees art history as his VICTOR MAN sees art history as his 
landscape—one he enters as others might a landscape—one he enters as others might a 

forest. forest. Cornelius Tittel Cornelius Tittel joins the Romanian painter joins the Romanian painter 
for a weekend in his hometown of  for a weekend in his hometown of  

Cluj, capturing a myth in the making while Cluj, capturing a myth in the making while 
trying to understand how this former  trying to understand how this former  

dropout became the closest thing to an old dropout became the closest thing to an old 
master we have todaymaster we have today
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she used to take him to the studios of artists she knew, and she used to take him to the studios of artists she knew, and 
how he realized his calling early on: to become an artist how he realized his calling early on: to become an artist 
himself. At 13, he strayed from the path for a few years, discov-himself. At 13, he strayed from the path for a few years, discov-
ered heavy metal, and went to parks and morning movie ered heavy metal, and went to parks and morning movie 
screenings instead of school. screenings instead of school. 

He experienced the 1989 revolution as a 15-year-old on He experienced the 1989 revolution as a 15-year-old on 
the streets of Cluj, joined demonstrations out of a thirst for the streets of Cluj, joined demonstrations out of a thirst for 
adventure, heard shots fired, fled from the police—and on adventure, heard shots fired, fled from the police—and on 
December 25 watched on television how the Ceaușescus, December 25 watched on television how the Ceaușescus, 
Romania’s neo-Stalinist first couple since 1965, were sentenced Romania’s neo-Stalinist first couple since 1965, were sentenced 
to death by a military tribunal and executed immediately after.to death by a military tribunal and executed immediately after.

WW
e are sitting in Man’s home, in a multi-unit villa e are sitting in Man’s home, in a multi-unit villa 
at the foot of a park that rises above the old at the foot of a park that rises above the old 
town and is crowned by a brutalist hotel called town and is crowned by a brutalist hotel called 
Belvedere. He lives on the top floor, his heavily Belvedere. He lives on the top floor, his heavily 

pregnant partner, Alexandra, and their son have the apartment pregnant partner, Alexandra, and their son have the apartment 
below. This spatial separation allows him to maintain a certain below. This spatial separation allows him to maintain a certain 
degree of loneliness that is fundamental to his thinking and degree of loneliness that is fundamental to his thinking and 
painting, here as everywhere else. The rooms exude a slightly painting, here as everywhere else. The rooms exude a slightly 
monastic charm. One could easily imagine a privately educated monastic charm. One could easily imagine a privately educated 
bachelor in the 1920s at his modest round Biedermeier table, bachelor in the 1920s at his modest round Biedermeier table, 
reading Rilke and Hölderlin by candlelight, and looking forward reading Rilke and Hölderlin by candlelight, and looking forward 
to the latest poetry collection by Gottfried Benn, which he to the latest poetry collection by Gottfried Benn, which he 
would pick up at the bookstore the very next day. would pick up at the bookstore the very next day. 

On the walls, early Romanian modernism; on the shelves, On the walls, early Romanian modernism; on the shelves, 
catalogues of Renaissance painting and very thin French books catalogues of Renaissance painting and very thin French books 
on Gauguin and El Greco, so old that Man has sewn their on Gauguin and El Greco, so old that Man has sewn their 
spines back together himself with needle and thread. spines back together himself with needle and thread. 

Man makes coffee, but he has to fetch my milk from the Man makes coffee, but he has to fetch my milk from the 
floor below. I ask how the collapse of communism affected him floor below. I ask how the collapse of communism affected him 
and his family. Hardly at all, he says, except that, in 1988 and and his family. Hardly at all, he says, except that, in 1988 and 
1989, the police would still pick him up at home and take him 1989, the police would still pick him up at home and take him 
to school, but from 1990 onwards no one was interested in his to school, but from 1990 onwards no one was interested in his 
absences anymore. And yet, the political shift may have had absences anymore. And yet, the political shift may have had 
one consequence that changed everything. The documentary one consequence that changed everything. The documentary 
about Vincent van Gogh that 16-year-old Man saw on televi-about Vincent van Gogh that 16-year-old Man saw on televi-
sion in 1990 probably would not have been broadcast a year sion in 1990 probably would not have been broadcast a year 

COUNCIL OF THE RATS, 2025  COUNCIL OF THE RATS, 2025  
Oil on canvas, 70 × 110 cm Oil on canvas, 70 × 110 cm 

One could easily imagine  One could easily imagine  
a privately educated bachelor a privately educated bachelor 

in the 1920s at his modest  in the 1920s at his modest  
round Biedermeier table, round Biedermeier table, 

reading Rilke and Hölderlin reading Rilke and Hölderlin 
by candlelightby candlelight
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Victor ManVictor ManREVUEREVUE

earlier—Van Gogh withdrew from society too radically, followed earlier—Van Gogh withdrew from society too radically, followed 
his vision too obstinately. The film became a turning point in his vision too obstinately. The film became a turning point in 
Victor Man’s life: before, he didn’t go to school because he was Victor Man’s life: before, he didn’t go to school because he was 
a dropout; after, he didn’t go to school because he was a painter. a dropout; after, he didn’t go to school because he was a painter. 

TThe young man found his life’s meaning, a feeling that he young man found his life’s meaning, a feeling that 
would never leave him again. He put his heavy-metal cassettes would never leave him again. He put his heavy-metal cassettes 
in a drawer and turned his childhood bedroom into a studio. in a drawer and turned his childhood bedroom into a studio. 
He looked up the city’s most famous painter in the phone He looked up the city’s most famous painter in the phone 
book. Gábor Miklóssy answered—and Man began working for book. Gábor Miklóssy answered—and Man began working for 
him, stretching his canvases and running errands. He was him, stretching his canvases and running errands. He was 
repeatedly expelled from school—in the end, he attended repeatedly expelled from school—in the end, he attended 
seven different ones. But none of this seemed to bother him. seven different ones. But none of this seemed to bother him. 
He knew that as a painter, he had only one responsibility: to He knew that as a painter, he had only one responsibility: to 
cultivate his talent.cultivate his talent.

We look through the double doors and into an earth-toned We look through the double doors and into an earth-toned 
room where an easel stands next to a table with tubes of paint. room where an easel stands next to a table with tubes of paint. 
The picture has been turned around, as have the works stacked The picture has been turned around, as have the works stacked 
against the wall. Man watches me as I consider asking him to against the wall. Man watches me as I consider asking him to 
show the work on the easel. He seems to sense my uncertainty show the work on the easel. He seems to sense my uncertainty 
but decides to ignore it, keeping his gaze fixed on me. His but decides to ignore it, keeping his gaze fixed on me. His 
smile, as far as I can read it, signals that I simply haven’t earned smile, as far as I can read it, signals that I simply haven’t earned 
the right to see one of his new paintings yet. And so we sit the right to see one of his new paintings yet. And so we sit 
there in silence for a moment—me pondering the idea that it there in silence for a moment—me pondering the idea that it 
is not only his paintings of which he likes to be in control.is not only his paintings of which he likes to be in control.

Victor Man has given interviews only two or three times Victor Man has given interviews only two or three times 
in his life, and every one he has regretted. Knowing he was in his life, and every one he has regretted. Knowing he was 
famously press-shy (and also averse to being photographed), I famously press-shy (and also averse to being photographed), I 
decided to not even ask if I could tape our conversations—decided to not even ask if I could tape our conversations—
instead taking notes and promising not to quote him directly.instead taking notes and promising not to quote him directly.

I break the silence by remarking that a mutual friend I break the silence by remarking that a mutual friend 
described him as a kind of secret agent who not only speaks described him as a kind of secret agent who not only speaks 
four languages fluently and constantly changes his place of four languages fluently and constantly changes his place of 
residence but also keeps his loyalties vague and is fundamen-residence but also keeps his loyalties vague and is fundamen-
tally suspicious of other people’s motives. His energy, I suggest, tally suspicious of other people’s motives. His energy, I suggest, 
is more like that of an is more like that of an infracteurinfracteur, reminding me of that famous , reminding me of that famous 
Degas quote, “A painting is something that requires as much Degas quote, “A painting is something that requires as much 
trickery, malice, and vice as the perpetration of a crime.” trickery, malice, and vice as the perpetration of a crime.” 

To stay with the metaphor: if Man’s paintings now To stay with the metaphor: if Man’s paintings now 
resemble perfect crimes, how did this adolescent Van Gogh fan resemble perfect crimes, how did this adolescent Van Gogh fan 
and truant become one of our times’ great master criminals, in and truant become one of our times’ great master criminals, in 

Degas’s purest sense? It is a long story full of detours, both in- Degas’s purest sense? It is a long story full of detours, both in- 
and outside his work, one he will tell me this evening. It is a and outside his work, one he will tell me this evening. It is a 
story that takes our young hero first to Israel and then back to story that takes our young hero first to Israel and then back to 
Cluj, where he briefly rises to become the poster boy of a new Cluj, where he briefly rises to become the poster boy of a new 
Romanian art boom, only to escape it in Rome, following in the Romanian art boom, only to escape it in Rome, following in the 
footsteps of Balthus. footsteps of Balthus. 

VV
ictor Man was 22 years old when he finally finished ictor Man was 22 years old when he finally finished 
school and enrolled at the Academy of Visual Arts school and enrolled at the Academy of Visual Arts 
in Cluj. He created large-format, almost photoreal-in Cluj. He created large-format, almost photoreal-
istic paintings that evinced the influence of David istic paintings that evinced the influence of David 

Salle, Franz Gertsch, and Eric Fischl. But instead of settling Salle, Franz Gertsch, and Eric Fischl. But instead of settling 
down at the academy, Man married his Romanian-Israeli girl-down at the academy, Man married his Romanian-Israeli girl-
friend, who soon gave birth to his first child. While visiting his friend, who soon gave birth to his first child. While visiting his 
wife’s family in Jerusalem, he discovered a catalogue of Israel wife’s family in Jerusalem, he discovered a catalogue of Israel 
Hershberg in the library of a museum. Fascinated by the Hershberg in the library of a museum. Fascinated by the 

NOAPTE TRANSFIGURATNOAPTE TRANSFIGURATĂĂ, 2020–25 , 2020–25 
Oil on canvas, 201 × 131 cm Oil on canvas, 201 × 131 cm 

Following spreadFollowing spread: : TITIRITEROSTITIRITEROS, 2023, 2023
Oil on cardboard, 60 × 84 cmOil on cardboard, 60 × 84 cm

At 16, he looked up the city’s At 16, he looked up the city’s 
most famous painter in the most famous painter in the 

phone book. Gábor Miklóssy phone book. Gábor Miklóssy 
answered—and Man began answered—and Man began 

working for himworking for him
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painter’s small-format still lifes and landscapes, he looked up painter’s small-format still lifes and landscapes, he looked up 
his number and called—without realizing that Hershberg ran a his number and called—without realizing that Hershberg ran a 
private art academy named the Jerusalem Studio School.private art academy named the Jerusalem Studio School.

Hershberg was so impressed by the young Man that he Hershberg was so impressed by the young Man that he 
offered him a scholarship, and so he and his partner decided—offered him a scholarship, and so he and his partner decided—
on the spur of the moment—to move to Jerusalem. on the spur of the moment—to move to Jerusalem. 

It seems to have been a rather traumatic episode for It seems to have been a rather traumatic episode for 
everyone involved. First and foremost, Man’s relationship with everyone involved. First and foremost, Man’s relationship with 
his father-in-law deteriorated. The latter had plans for his his father-in-law deteriorated. The latter had plans for his 
son-in-law and tried to talk him into getting a job in Israel’s son-in-law and tried to talk him into getting a job in Israel’s 
growing IT industry. After all, he could still paint in the growing IT industry. After all, he could still paint in the 
evenings, for tourists, to supplement the household budget—evenings, for tourists, to supplement the household budget—
maybe portraits of people and scenes of Jerusalem’s Old City? maybe portraits of people and scenes of Jerusalem’s Old City? 
Instead, Man found a Tel Aviv gallerist who would pay him a Instead, Man found a Tel Aviv gallerist who would pay him a 
monthly stipend in exchange for his sketches.monthly stipend in exchange for his sketches.

From Hershberg, he learned what it means to be an observa-From Hershberg, he learned what it means to be an observa-
tional painter (even if he disagreed with his teacher declaring tional painter (even if he disagreed with his teacher declaring 
that Cézanne’s landscapes were no good because birds can’t fly that Cézanne’s landscapes were no good because birds can’t fly 
through them). While Man’s formats were getting smaller, the through them). While Man’s formats were getting smaller, the 
same cannot be said of his personal woes, the climax of which same cannot be said of his personal woes, the climax of which 
came in the form of a shouting match with a judge, who not came in the form of a shouting match with a judge, who not 
only declined to grant him a divorce but, much to Man’s only declined to grant him a divorce but, much to Man’s 
dismay, imposed a travel ban on the young artist.dismay, imposed a travel ban on the young artist.

Man moved into the Monastère Sainte-Claire in Jeru-Man moved into the Monastère Sainte-Claire in Jeru-
salem. In exchange for a rent reduction, he scrubbed the salem. In exchange for a rent reduction, he scrubbed the 
church floor and was allowed to paint in the garden, which church floor and was allowed to paint in the garden, which 
was otherwise only accessible to the nuns. When, after a full was otherwise only accessible to the nuns. When, after a full 
year, he was finally allowed to leave the country, he traveled year, he was finally allowed to leave the country, he traveled 
to Rome with a new girlfriend, only to return to Jerusalem to Rome with a new girlfriend, only to return to Jerusalem 
shortly afterwards—a brief second shot at a relationship with shortly afterwards—a brief second shot at a relationship with 
his now ex-wife.his now ex-wife.

In 2004, he came back to his hometown, alone, now In 2004, he came back to his hometown, alone, now 
divorcing his wife for good, as she refused to join him in Cluj. divorcing his wife for good, as she refused to join him in Cluj. 
While completing his degree at the academy and preparing While completing his degree at the academy and preparing 
his first solo exhibitions in Amsterdam and the northern his first solo exhibitions in Amsterdam and the northern 
Italian town of Valdagno, he sensed that an artist-run exhibi-Italian town of Valdagno, he sensed that an artist-run exhibi-
tion space would be hugely beneficial to Cluj’s emerging art tion space would be hugely beneficial to Cluj’s emerging art 
scene. And so, in 2005, Adrian Ghenie persuaded a local busi-scene. And so, in 2005, Adrian Ghenie persuaded a local busi-
nessman to finance a space, which, on Man’s suggestion, nessman to finance a space, which, on Man’s suggestion, 
would be directed by his kindergarten friend Mihai Pop. Plan would be directed by his kindergarten friend Mihai Pop. Plan 
B, the gallery that would become synonymous with the B, the gallery that would become synonymous with the 

While Man’s formats were While Man’s formats were 
getting smaller, the  getting smaller, the  

same cannot be said of his same cannot be said of his 
personal woespersonal woes
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international hype surrounding the so-called School of Cluj, international hype surrounding the so-called School of Cluj, 
made its debut that same year—with a Victor Man solo exhi-made its debut that same year—with a Victor Man solo exhi-
bition fittingly titled bition fittingly titled Perfect CrimePerfect Crime..

TT
wenty years later, it is difficult to talk to the artist wenty years later, it is difficult to talk to the artist 
about this period. His show, consisting of 15 wall about this period. His show, consisting of 15 wall 
drawings, a black painting with the word “drawings, a black painting with the word “AuguriAuguri,” ,” 
and a fireplace covered in black pigment, was and a fireplace covered in black pigment, was 

reviewed in reviewed in Art in AmericaArt in America, and in the years that followed, hardly , and in the years that followed, hardly 
a European art magazine failed to send reporters to the exotic a European art magazine failed to send reporters to the exotic 
hotspot of Cluj. But as positive as the sudden interest would be hotspot of Cluj. But as positive as the sudden interest would be 
for Man’s career, the articles mostly perpetuated truisms of a for Man’s career, the articles mostly perpetuated truisms of a 
thoroughly traumatized country that inspired its sensitive star thoroughly traumatized country that inspired its sensitive star 
artists to peak performance. Unsurprisingly, Man rejects being artists to peak performance. Unsurprisingly, Man rejects being 
pigeonholed in a school whose supposed “members” he is pigeonholed in a school whose supposed “members” he is 
connected to merely by living in the same city and having connected to merely by living in the same city and having 
attended the same academy.attended the same academy.

I ask him whether I should talk to old companions about I ask him whether I should talk to old companions about 
him and this time. That, he says, would be too much of a cliché. him and this time. That, he says, would be too much of a cliché. 
He would rather give me the contact details of his ex-girl He would rather give me the contact details of his ex-girl 
friends—what they have to say would probably be less predict-friends—what they have to say would probably be less predict-
able than the stories of his old peers.able than the stories of his old peers.

It’s late again on the second evening. We ate the same as It’s late again on the second evening. We ate the same as 
last night, a pork chop for me, a crepe filled with peppers and last night, a pork chop for me, a crepe filled with peppers and 
minced meat for him. Perhaps, I think as he gets the check, minced meat for him. Perhaps, I think as he gets the check, 
it’s not the stories from the past that annoy him. Perhaps it’s it’s not the stories from the past that annoy him. Perhaps it’s 
his early works themselves, the ones that first made him his early works themselves, the ones that first made him 
famous. At Plan B, in the Romanian pavilion at the Venice famous. At Plan B, in the Romanian pavilion at the Venice 
Biennale, in his first exhibition with Barbara Gladstone in Biennale, in his first exhibition with Barbara Gladstone in 
New York: his early paintings are all pictures of pictures, as New York: his early paintings are all pictures of pictures, as 
Barry Schwabsky put it in an essay at the time. The templates Barry Schwabsky put it in an essay at the time. The templates 
came from magazines or films, and when taken out of context, came from magazines or films, and when taken out of context, 
the motifs create a ghostly suspense similar to the kind that the motifs create a ghostly suspense similar to the kind that 
Luc Tuymans likes to build—except Man expanded the Luc Tuymans likes to build—except Man expanded the 
concept of painting and staged his own in installations with concept of painting and staged his own in installations with 
photos, wall drawings, and sculptural elements.photos, wall drawings, and sculptural elements.

Outside, on a futile search for a bar he Outside, on a futile search for a bar he doesn’tdoesn’t deem terrible,  deem terrible, 
Man admits that he only found what he was looking for in his Man admits that he only found what he was looking for in his 
late 30s. What suddenly shone had only sparkled before—his late 30s. What suddenly shone had only sparkled before—his 
perfect crimeperfect crime may not have been that perfect after all. may not have been that perfect after all.

The next day, my last in Cluj, I am supposed to get a The next day, my last in Cluj, I am supposed to get a 
rental car. Man wants to take a trip to the countryside, just for rental car. Man wants to take a trip to the countryside, just for 
his guest, but he himself neither has a car nor drives. The his guest, but he himself neither has a car nor drives. The 
destination is Varjúvár, the country house of Károly Kós, a destination is Varjúvár, the country house of Károly Kós, a 
Hungarian architect who also built the pavilion of the Cluj Hungarian architect who also built the pavilion of the Cluj 
academy. Since I don’t want to go all the way back to the academy. Since I don’t want to go all the way back to the 
airport first—not yet anyway—I call a handful of companies airport first—not yet anyway—I call a handful of companies 
until I find one who promises to bring a car to Man’s address. until I find one who promises to bring a car to Man’s address. 
But just as I ring the doorbell, ready for our excursion, the But just as I ring the doorbell, ready for our excursion, the 
car-rental company cancels.car-rental company cancels.

Instead, the painting on the easel no longer has its back Instead, the painting on the easel no longer has its back 
turned to me—and we sit down, in front of his latest work, to turned to me—and we sit down, in front of his latest work, to 

go back once more to the moment when Man became the go back once more to the moment when Man became the 
painter he is today. painter he is today. 

Council of the RatsCouncil of the Rats, as he intends to title the painting, shows , as he intends to title the painting, shows 
a man with outstretched arms, seemingly flying, from a slightly a man with outstretched arms, seemingly flying, from a slightly 
low angle—at least until you see the carved wooden blocks low angle—at least until you see the carved wooden blocks 
and metal spirals holding him under his armpits. His eyelids and metal spirals holding him under his armpits. His eyelids 
are blood red, his face dark and furrowed against the backlight are blood red, his face dark and furrowed against the backlight 
of the yellow sky. of the yellow sky. 

And once again, Man sits next to me, watching me—And once again, Man sits next to me, watching me—
visibly pleased that even now, a day later, the view of the easel visibly pleased that even now, a day later, the view of the easel 
still puzzles me. “What and who am I looking at here?” I ask still puzzles me. “What and who am I looking at here?” I ask 
after a while, first admiring the folds of the man’s jacket, then after a while, first admiring the folds of the man’s jacket, then 
the white cloth on his right shoulder that shimmers pink. the white cloth on his right shoulder that shimmers pink. 

The flying man, he says, is a gypsy, the crazy head of a family The flying man, he says, is a gypsy, the crazy head of a family 
of beggars. The spirals and wooden blocks are swing toys in a of beggars. The spirals and wooden blocks are swing toys in a 
playground where he met the man one evening. And the playground where he met the man one evening. And the 
incredible, otherworldly yellow of the sky, to which nothing incredible, otherworldly yellow of the sky, to which nothing 
seems to compare? That, he says, is not yellow, but a secret.seems to compare? That, he says, is not yellow, but a secret.

When exactly, I ask, did he find what he was looking for? When exactly, I ask, did he find what he was looking for? 
And how did that young artist who experimented with paint-And how did that young artist who experimented with paint-
ings, photos, and sculptures as spatial collages, who was inter-ings, photos, and sculptures as spatial collages, who was inter-
viewed by Hans Ulrich Obrist and would most probably be viewed by Hans Ulrich Obrist and would most probably be 
half-forgotten today, become the closest thing we have to an half-forgotten today, become the closest thing we have to an 
old master?old master?

Man dates the break to 2012, a time when he was trav-Man dates the break to 2012, a time when he was trav-
eling extensively and didn’t have access to his studio in Cluj. eling extensively and didn’t have access to his studio in Cluj. 
The collage moved into the rectangle, the small-format The collage moved into the rectangle, the small-format 
painting became the sole focus. And instead of relying on his painting became the sole focus. And instead of relying on his 
archive, he began to work with models, painting his then-girl-archive, he began to work with models, painting his then-girl-
friend as the androgynous Stephen Dedalus from James Joyce’s friend as the androgynous Stephen Dedalus from James Joyce’s 
A Portrait of the Artist as a Young ManA Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man..

If before he’d been stripping his paintings of meaning, If before he’d been stripping his paintings of meaning, 
cultivating a detached, deadpan style, now he was freeing cultivating a detached, deadpan style, now he was freeing 
himself of any limitations a supposedly progressive painting himself of any limitations a supposedly progressive painting 
discourse might have imposed on him. Instead, he imbued his discourse might have imposed on him. Instead, he imbued his 
new portraits with so much feeling that they left the viewer no new portraits with so much feeling that they left the viewer no 
other choice but to feel as well.other choice but to feel as well.

He says those were some of the happiest times of his life, He says those were some of the happiest times of his life, 
as a guest at the Villa Medici in Rome, where the director, Éric as a guest at the Villa Medici in Rome, where the director, Éric 

On a futile search for  On a futile search for  
a bar he a bar he doesn’tdoesn’t deem terrible, deem terrible,

Man admits he only  Man admits he only  
found what he was looking  found what he was looking  

for in his late 30sfor in his late 30s
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de Chassey, invited him to work for a few months in 2013 in a de Chassey, invited him to work for a few months in 2013 in a 
space that turned out to be Balthus’s former studio. Man takes space that turned out to be Balthus’s former studio. Man takes 
a Velázquez book from his shelf and flicks to a picture of the a Velázquez book from his shelf and flicks to a picture of the 
villa’s garden. I’ve seen it at the Prado. It shows the gate to the villa’s garden. I’ve seen it at the Prado. It shows the gate to the 
rooms, boarded up with wooden planks, where 400 years after rooms, boarded up with wooden planks, where 400 years after 
Velázquez, Balthus would paint his famous Velázquez, Balthus would paint his famous Nu de Profile Nu de Profile (1975), (1975), 
the girl with the orange towel—and where, another 50 years the girl with the orange towel—and where, another 50 years 
later, our hero started the work that now could be considered later, our hero started the work that now could be considered 
mature Manmature Man. This is where he created the first of his group of . This is where he created the first of his group of 
so-called so-called ChandlerChandler paintings, images of a seated, obviously  paintings, images of a seated, obviously 
female figure whose head is abruptly cut off at the edge of the female figure whose head is abruptly cut off at the edge of the 
picture and rests on her lap. picture and rests on her lap. 

HH
ere, above the eternal city, which laid its entire ere, above the eternal city, which laid its entire 
history of painting at his feet, Man sharpened history of painting at his feet, Man sharpened 
his nocturnal palette of exquisite blues and his nocturnal palette of exquisite blues and 
greens, before which a small yellow bow around greens, before which a small yellow bow around 

the woman’s neck would detonate like an explosion in slow the woman’s neck would detonate like an explosion in slow 
motion—a sensation outside of time that gives the viewer the motion—a sensation outside of time that gives the viewer the 
sense they have never seen a bow before, or even yellow, for sense they have never seen a bow before, or even yellow, for 
that matter. that matter. 

As obvious as it is that Man has closely studied the heroes As obvious as it is that Man has closely studied the heroes 
of early modernism, in Rome the postmodern painter became of early modernism, in Rome the postmodern painter became 
a pre-modern one, one whom curators, as they recently did at a pre-modern one, one whom curators, as they recently did at 
Frankfurt’s Städel Museum, can place in dialogue with the Frankfurt’s Städel Museum, can place in dialogue with the 
Renaissance masters without having to blush.Renaissance masters without having to blush.

Velázquez–Balthus–Man: a Spaniard, a Frenchman, and a Velázquez–Balthus–Man: a Spaniard, a Frenchman, and a 
Romanian, their work connected through the centuries by one Romanian, their work connected through the centuries by one 
shared place. Even if Victor Man is too modest to count himself shared place. Even if Victor Man is too modest to count himself 
among this trio, it is a chord that does not sound too off for among this trio, it is a chord that does not sound too off for 
someone who sees art history as his landscape, a landscape he someone who sees art history as his landscape, a landscape he 
enters as others might a forest. enters as others might a forest. 

So it’s fitting that we’re going to the countryside after all. So it’s fitting that we’re going to the countryside after all. 
Victor mentions that his girlfriend’s mother’s old Renault is Victor mentions that his girlfriend’s mother’s old Renault is 
parked in front of his house, and that the key is downstairs. I parked in front of his house, and that the key is downstairs. I 
ask him why he didn’t say so right away, as it would have saved ask him why he didn’t say so right away, as it would have saved 
me the trouble of calling car-rental companies. He replies that me the trouble of calling car-rental companies. He replies that 
I just never asked and suggests that the car might be too I just never asked and suggests that the car might be too 
uncomfortable and not safe enough. uncomfortable and not safe enough. 

In Rome the postmodern In Rome the postmodern 
painter became a pre-modern painter became a pre-modern 
one, one whom curators can one, one whom curators can 

place in dialogue with the place in dialogue with the 
Renaissance masters without Renaissance masters without 

having to blushhaving to blush
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them, I wonder which male artist after Picasso still painted them, I wonder which male artist after Picasso still painted 
pictures of motherhood. And only then do I see the specter of pictures of motherhood. And only then do I see the specter of 
Man floating in the corner of one painting, and a small naked Man floating in the corner of one painting, and a small naked 
figure with a halo crawling on all fours at the bottom of the figure with a halo crawling on all fours at the bottom of the 
other. There are more portraits of women: a young half-naked other. There are more portraits of women: a young half-naked 
Roma girl looking into a hand mirror and seeing Death in it, Roma girl looking into a hand mirror and seeing Death in it, 
and another holding a bat almost tenderly. There are the and another holding a bat almost tenderly. There are the 
self-portraits: two show the painter reaching his hand out to a self-portraits: two show the painter reaching his hand out to a 
skeleton. And then there is not only Death, but an actual dead skeleton. And then there is not only Death, but an actual dead 
man: a Palestinian victim of the war, laid out, a grieving man: a Palestinian victim of the war, laid out, a grieving 
woman bent over him.woman bent over him.

Birth, Eros, religion, death. It’s all in one room, almost a Birth, Eros, religion, death. It’s all in one room, almost a 
bit too much. And not because the postmodern agnostic in me bit too much. And not because the postmodern agnostic in me 
scoffs at the reactionary striving for transcendence. It’s too scoffs at the reactionary striving for transcendence. It’s too 
much for me because some details in these paintings alone much for me because some details in these paintings alone 
would be reason enough to visit the museums where they will would be reason enough to visit the museums where they will 
one day hang. The incredible ochre of the top in one day hang. The incredible ochre of the top in Maternity with Maternity with 
Legend Legend (2024); the light falling on the white collar in (2024); the light falling on the white collar in Untitled Untitled 
(From Wounds and Starry Dreams) (From Wounds and Starry Dreams) (2022); the red cloth woven (2022); the red cloth woven 
into the braid of into the braid of Girl with a Bat Girl with a Bat (2024).(2024).

Eternal night may have fallen over Victor Man’s world, but Eternal night may have fallen over Victor Man’s world, but 
it is thoroughly illuminating moments like these that other-it is thoroughly illuminating moments like these that other-
wise draw me to Berlin’s Gemäldegalerie or the Kunsthis-wise draw me to Berlin’s Gemäldegalerie or the Kunsthis-
torisches Museum in Vienna; to the curtain in Vermeer’s torisches Museum in Vienna; to the curtain in Vermeer’s Girl Girl 
Reading a Letter at an Open WindowReading a Letter at an Open Window (c. 1657–59) or the silk veil  (c. 1657–59) or the silk veil 
in Bellini’s in Bellini’s Lady at Her ToiletLady at Her Toilet (1515). (1515).

Later, after driving Man home, I step closer to a painting Later, after driving Man home, I step closer to a painting 
in his living room. It is a self-portrait of the young Puvis de in his living room. It is a self-portrait of the young Puvis de 
Chavannes. Next to it is a window that opens onto the Jewish Chavannes. Next to it is a window that opens onto the Jewish 
cemetery that stretches behind his house. “Birth, Eros, reli-cemetery that stretches behind his house. “Birth, Eros, reli-
gion,” I say. “But above all, death.” Yes, he says. Painting is the gion,” I say. “But above all, death.” Yes, he says. Painting is the 
only path to immortality Man knows.only path to immortality Man knows.

As he sits next to me a short time later and apologizes for the As he sits next to me a short time later and apologizes for the 
ugliness of his hometown’s seemingly endless post-socialist ugliness of his hometown’s seemingly endless post-socialist 
suburbs, as he sinks deeper into his seat with every kilometer suburbs, as he sinks deeper into his seat with every kilometer 
and visibly suffers from all the banality and ordinariness, it and visibly suffers from all the banality and ordinariness, it 
becomes clear to me that Man never becomes clear to me that Man never actuallyactually goes out into  goes out into 
nature, simply because the journey alone is already an imposi-nature, simply because the journey alone is already an imposi-
tion. Turning away from the world seems to be an almost tion. Turning away from the world seems to be an almost 
physical necessity for him, but it can only succeed where his physical necessity for him, but it can only succeed where his 
books and paints are. books and paints are. 

No wonder he hasn’t driven down this arterial road in ages. A No wonder he hasn’t driven down this arterial road in ages. A 
pizzeria we pass he remembers as being on the edge of town, pizzeria we pass he remembers as being on the edge of town, 
though today it lies in the middle of sprawling new housing though today it lies in the middle of sprawling new housing 
developments. He has never visited the house of the famous developments. He has never visited the house of the famous 
architect either. And when we finally leave the suburbs behind architect either. And when we finally leave the suburbs behind 
and get out of the car somewhere in a hilly landscape, neither and get out of the car somewhere in a hilly landscape, neither 
of us really knows what we’re doing here. With its towers of us really knows what we’re doing here. With its towers 
reminiscent of Tommi Ungerer’s reminiscent of Tommi Ungerer’s The Three RobbersThe Three Robbers, Kós’s , Kós’s 
so-called Crow Castle looks like a fortress shrunk to the size so-called Crow Castle looks like a fortress shrunk to the size 
of a single-family home. It is fenced in, all the windows closed. of a single-family home. It is fenced in, all the windows closed. 
We briefly try to go for a walk in the blazing sun but soon give We briefly try to go for a walk in the blazing sun but soon give 
up due to a lack of adequate headgear. And so we drive back. up due to a lack of adequate headgear. And so we drive back. 
Man wants to go to the studio, he says. The painting on the Man wants to go to the studio, he says. The painting on the 
easel is still missing a chestnut.easel is still missing a chestnut.

FF
our weeks later, I will see it in his Berlin storage. To our weeks later, I will see it in his Berlin storage. To 
be precise, there are two chestnuts, still in their be precise, there are two chestnuts, still in their 
prickly shells, now hanging beneath the jacket of the prickly shells, now hanging beneath the jacket of the 
crazy Roma. Victor Man thinks they hint at testicles, crazy Roma. Victor Man thinks they hint at testicles, 

but not too much. He has meanwhile become a father for the but not too much. He has meanwhile become a father for the 
fifth time; his girlfriend and baby are doing well in Cluj, and fifth time; his girlfriend and baby are doing well in Cluj, and 
now he is making the final preparations for his show at David now he is making the final preparations for his show at David 
Zwirner, which will open in mid-September. He has brought Zwirner, which will open in mid-September. He has brought 
all his works here so that they can be photographed and framed all his works here so that they can be photographed and framed 
before going to London.before going to London.

I had expected to see just a few, but now the entire exhi-I had expected to see just a few, but now the entire exhi-
bition is in front of me, leaning against the wall, painting after bition is in front of me, leaning against the wall, painting after 
painting, more than two years’ work. There are pictures of painting, more than two years’ work. There are pictures of 
motherhood: one shows his girlfriend breastfeeding, another motherhood: one shows his girlfriend breastfeeding, another 
with their son on her lap. Kneeling on the floor in front of with their son on her lap. Kneeling on the floor in front of 

It’s almost a bit too  It’s almost a bit too  
much for me. Some details  much for me. Some details  

alone would be reason alone would be reason 
enough to visit the  enough to visit the  

museums where they will  museums where they will  
one day hangone day hang

Victor Man’s exhibition, Victor Man’s exhibition, The Absence That We AreThe Absence That We Are,, at David Zwirner  at David Zwirner 
in London closes October 31, 2025.in London closes October 31, 2025.
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