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Melancholia imaginativa
Peculiarities of Characters in Aleksandra Beļcova’s Portrait Painting
3 March 2026 – 27 February 2027
The Romans Suta and Aleksandra Beļcova Museum

Elizabetes iela 57a, Apt. 26 (entry through the courtyard, 5th floor), Riga

From 3 March 2026 to 27 February 2027, the exhibition Melancholia imaginativa is on view at the Romans Suta and Aleksandra Beļcova Museum in Riga (Elizabetes iela 57a, Apt. 26), revealing the peculiarities of characters in Aleksandra Beļcova’s portrait painting.
The theme of melancholia has a long history in European art. In ancient times, “melancholia” (from Greek “black bile”) was considered to not only be a peculiarity characteristic of one of the temperaments, but also an affliction which negatively affects a person’s thinking and psyche. The Renaissance changed the attitude of thinkers and artists towards melancholia, coming to see it as a mark of a genius, thinker, scientist. The Italian philosopher Marsilio Ficino termed this type of melancholia “Melancholia imaginativa”.
The tradition of depicting melancholy characters in art has been developing since antiquity. Ariadne abandoned by Theseus and Penelope waiting for her Odysseus, or the image of Melancholia from Albrecht Dürer’s famous engraving – all of these figures have a certain iconography. It is the so-called “thinker’s pose”: sitting with head supported by one hand, hands crossed on the chest, head slightly bowed, eyes downcast – mentioned attributes unmistakably pointed to the link between the character and melancholia.
In the portraits painted by Aleksandra Beļcova (1892–1981) this tradition acquires an individual inflection. The vicissitudes of the artist’s life, her prolonged battle with tuberculosis and, to some extent, a tendency towards introversion determined the rendition of the characters that fits into the described typology. In both self-portraits and those of others Beļcova foregrounded a mood of light sadness. Even the comic actress Anta Klints is depicted by the artist in one of the portraits in a characteristic melancholy pose. Later, already in the 1950s, Beļcova envisioned showing Anta Klints at work, but the painted composition presents the actress sitting half-reclined on the sofa in a pensive moment, letting her hand with the pencil hang loose and not looking at the papers, texts on her lap. In a similar manner, the melancholy-stricken philosophers and scientists in the works of the old masters or the winged creative spirit from Dürer’s engraving ignore their tools of trade and pensively wait for inspiration.
In the 1930s, a melancholy mood had settled over several European metropolises. It is noted by the German philosopher Walter Benjamin and the French sociologist Émile Durkheim in their writing about Berlin and Paris. One of the key novels of this time – Jean-Paul Sartre’s Nausea – to a large extent embodied this Zeitgeist. It is noteworthy that according to the author’s original intention it was to be called Melancholia. The rapid industrialisation, the coming to power of totalitarian regimes in Europe and Russia led to the substitution in the 1930s of the carefree flânerie, which was characteristic of the late 19th and early 20th centuries, with the new type of city-dweller who lives under the spell of melancholia.
In connection to the theme of the exhibition, a find in the personal library of Aleksandra Beļcova becomes worthy of attention. Inserted in a brochure of the Constitution of the LSSR (1940) was a page with a quote from French writer François-René de Chateaubriand’s novel Les Martyrs. In the typewritten fragment, the main protagonist says goodbye to Muse – the symbol of youth and inspiration – and accepts the next stage of his creative path, which from now on will tell about the bitterness of loss (Part 2, Chapter 24 of the novel). The quote from Chateaubriand may suggest that Beļcova had an affinity for Romanticism’s characteristic understanding of melancholia as a special trait of the personality of a creative individual. At the same time, it hints that the Soviet period brought the artist many trials and disappointments, which must have had an effect on the message and mood of her works.
The exposition offers a brief look at the history of the concept of melancholia and the iconography of melancholy characters, giving visitors the opportunity to see previously unexhibited works by Aleksandra Beļcova as well as already familiar portraits, which acquire new resonance in the context of the theme.
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The Romans Suta and Aleksandra Beļcova Museum / Latvia, Riga, Elizabetes iela 57a, Apt. 26

OPENING HOURS:

Wednesdays, Thursdays, Fridays, Saturdays 11.00–18.00, ticket office 11.00–17.45

Tuesdays 11.00–19.00, ticket office 11.00–18.45

Closed on Sundays, Mondays

The museum is closed on all public holidays: 1 January, Good Friday, Easter, Midsummer Eve and Day (23–24 June), Christmas (25–26 December), 31 December.

ADMISSION:
NB! (this ticket allows you to visit the entire museum)

Adults:
5,00 EUR

Pupils, students, seniors:
2,50 EUR

Family ticket (1–2 adults with 1–4 children or family having many children): 4,00–8,00 EUR

Free admission for LNMA Annual ticket holders.

Reduced individual admission fee for groups of 10 or more people.

Free admission for the person in charge of the group.

Free entry is also for (valid status identification card required): pre-school children; orphans or children not under parental care; day-care centre, crisis centre and special education pupils; children placed in a social rehabilitation centre and accompanying persons (one teacher or one person per 10 children or pupils); children under 18 years with a disability; persons with a disability 1st and 2nd group; one person accompanying either a child under 18 years with a disability or a person with disability of 1st group; a sign language interpreter accompanying a person with disability of 1st, 2nd or 3rd group; pupils of Latvian art schools or professional secondary art schools; full- and part-time students of the Art Academy of Latvia; students attending institutions of professional secondary education or colleges who are studying or receiving training in visual or applied art, design, cultural history, museology, cultural heritage, architecture, restoration as part of their studies or training; members of the Latvian Artists’ Union; employees of Latvian museums; members of the International Council of Museums (ICOM); members of the International Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS); Friend of the LNMA card holders; participants of the museum programmes Volunteer Programme and Youth Club; media representatives who are covering museum events; group leaders or teachers (minimum 10 persons); Ukrainian citizens; visitors to events organised by the museum during the annual international campaign European Night of Museums and the contemporary culture forum White Night; all visitors to the permanent exhibition on the last Sunday of every month and on International Museum Day – 18th May.
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1. Aleksandra Beļcova. Roberto Fernández Balbuena. 1939. Pastel on paper. 
Collection of the R. Suta and A. Beļcova Museum, Riga. Publicity photo

2. Aleksandra Beļcova. Portrait of Actress Anta Klints. 1932. Oil on canvas. 

Collection of the Latvian National Theatre, Riga. Photo: Normunds Brasliņš
3. Aleksandra Beļcova. Mirdza. 1934. Oil on canvas. 
Collection of the Latvian National Museum of Art, Riga. Photo: Normunds Brasliņš

4. Aleksandra Beļcova. Portrait of Actress Anta Klints. 1950s. Oil on canvas. 
Collection of the R. Suta and A. Beļcova Museum, Riga. Photo: Normunds Brasliņš
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