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Forget its stag-party image; Tallinn is an
energetic cultural destination where
medieval charm meets modern-day city
life, as Ellie Seymour discovers

Opposite page: the imposing
Russian Orthodox Church
of Alexander Nevsky in
Toompea Hill, Tallinn’s
Upper Old Town.
This page: The city’s pretty
Town Hall Square, or
Raekoja plats, bordered by its
majestic merchant houses

M

ention that you’re going to Estonia’s capital Tallinn, and most people dismiss it as a Baltic
backwater or stag-party haunt. But since Estonia emerged from 50 years of Soviet rule over
two decades ago, Tallinn, with its enchanting UNESCO-protected Old Town and a bustling
modern city centre, has emerged as a vibrant forward-thinking cultural destination, where
ancient turrets, state-of-the-art skyscrapers, and elements of its Soviet-era past blend
together to create a fascinating destination for the traveller. What’s more, as the birthplace
of Skype, and world leader in providing free public Wi-Fi access, it boasts an impressive list
of hi-tech credentials. The city is no slouch in the culture department either, and
was crowned European Capital of Culture 2011.
A long weekend is the perfect amount of time to concentrate on getting to know the capital –
whether soaking up the splendour of the Old Town, or venturing outside the ancient walls to the
bustling new town, and further, to its leafy parks. And it doesn’t really matter what time of year you
visit. Spring and summer are obviously warmer, so draw bigger crowds. In winter, it can get bitterly
cold, but the Old Town’s cobbled streets look a picture of medieval perfection, blanketed in snow.
The Old Town, with its neighbourhood of colourful, gabled houses, hidden courtyards and
monumental-looking churches, is the city’s biggest tourist draw. It sprang up between the 13th u
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and 16th centuries, when Tallinn was a thriving member of the Hanseatic League – an alliance of
trading cities and their merchant guilds that dominated trade along the coast of northern Europe.
Divided into two distinct parts: Lower Town and Upper Town (the latter also known as Toompea
Hill), the best way to explore is simply to lose yourself among its enchanting ancient streets.
The pretty Town Hall Square – or Raekoja plats – in Lower Town, makes a delightful introduction
to the city’s medieval heritage and Hanseatic architecture. Surrounded by pastel-coloured merchant
houses, the majestic cobbled square historically served as a market and meeting place. Today, it’s
a photogenic magnet for tourists. In summer, the streets fill with market stalls, concerts, dancing
and medieval-themed merry-making during the Old Town Days festival in early June. Come
Christmas, a brightly lit pine tree stands in the middle of the square, towering above the Christmas
stalls below. And, although it only became an annual tradition in 2001, it has already established
itself among the most loved festive markets in Europe.
Towering over the square is the ornate Town Hall itself, built between 1371 and 1404. The only
surviving Gothic town hall in northern Europe, it was once the seat of power in the medieval Lower
Town, but today is used as a concert hall. Inside, you can see its impressive vaulted roof, and if you’re
feeling fit, can climb the 115 steps to the top of the 64m tower for excellent city views. Opposite,
the curious little Town Hall Pharmacy is worth a visit. It first opened its doors back in 1422, and still
dispenses medications today, although the snakeskin potion and powdered unicorn horn (for male
potency) are unfortunately no longer available. Local legend still insists that marzipan was invented
here in the 15th century, and that it was also one of the pharmacy’s bestsellers.
Heading along Pikk Jalg – which translates as ‘Long Leg’ – will
bring you to the city’s impressive guild houses, once owned by the
powerful merchants and craft guilds that controlled Tallinn from
the 14th century. This is also where you will find Oleviste, or St Olaf’s,
Tallinn’s most beautiful, yet unluckiest church: it has been hit by
lightning at least eight times, and burned down three times.
It’s a pleasant stroll along Vene tänav – meaning ‘Russian street’
and named after the Russian merchants who used to trade here – where you will find the pick of the
city’s restaurants and cute cobbled passageways and courtyards. St Catherine’s Passage and Masters’
Courtyard are the prettiest, home to artists’ studios and some of the city’s best craft shops.
Close by, the excellent City Museum gives visitors an overview of the city’s development from
its earliest days. On the third floor, you will find an interesting portrait of life under Soviet rule, and
a video which gives a fascinating background to the collapse of the regime.
It’s a brisk walk along Lühike Jalg, meaning ‘Short Leg’, up to the Patkuli and Kohtuotsa streetviewing platforms in Toompea Hill, or Upper Town, for an unforgettable view of the city’s medieval
neighbourhood against the backdrop of its new financial district. It’s also a good place to see the
medieval wall system that surrounds Tallinn in its entirety. At Toompea Hill, you will also find the
spectacular Alexander Nevsky Cathedral. An impressive, onion-domed structure, this is Estonia’s
main Russian Orthodox cathedral and by far the most opulent in Tallinn.
To break up the sightseeing, a dip into Tallinn’s thriving café culture – which prides itself on giving u
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Above, clockwise from
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Estonian black
pudding; leafy Kadriorg
Park; the medievalthemed Olde Hansa
restaurant; a rooftop
view across Tallinn.
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Five places to eat and drink like a local
Olde Hansa
Enjoy a traditional
Estonian feast fit for a
Hanseatic merchant,
served by cheery
costumed staff at this
themed Old Town
restaurant, where even
the toilets have
a medieval feel.
oldehansa.ee ;
+372 627 9020

Leib: Resto ja
aed
Set in a peaceful Old
Town courtyard,
this new restaurant
offers stylish outdoor
dining. The Estonian
cuisine is excellent,
but not overpriced.
The roasted Märjamaa
beef fillet comes highly
recommended, but
leave room for the
crème brülée with
black bread.
leibresto.ee;
+372 611 9026

Mekk
One of Tallinn’s finest
dining options, the
fixed-price menu
offers good value
and a great way to
try some of Tallinn’s
finest modern Estonian
food, including smoked
goose-fillet salad and
smoked pork served
with sauerkraut and
parsnip purée.
mekk.ee;
+372 680 6688

Troika
For lovers of Russian
cuisine, head to this
jolly Russian-themed
cellar restaurant. The
waiters serve copious
amounts of vodka and
huge platefuls
of traditional Russian
food, alongside
traditional Russian
entertainment. The
pickled cucumbers
with honey sound odd,
but are delicious.
troika.ee;
+372 627 6245

Sfaar
Food is served with
style in this quirky
contemporary
café-restaurant which
doubles as a fashion
boutique. Roast lamb
rump with sun-dried
tomato and coriander
bulgur served with a
tomato and garlic sauce
is a particularly
good choice.
sfaar.ee;
+372 56 992 200
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Left: The Kumu Art Museum in Kadriorg Park,
one of five branches of the Art Museum of Estonia

LEAFY kadriorg park, filled with oak
and lilac trees, is a popular haunt among
city-dwellers seeking some green space
Vienna a run for its money – is essential. There are so many cosy cafés to choose from, but Pierre
Chocolaterie and neighbouring Café Josephine on Vene Street are arguably two of the best – the
former is quaint and frilly, serving delicious truffles, the latter more contemporary, known for its
fabulous hot chocolate. For something stronger, Tallinn is crammed full of places to drink, whether
you prefer a modern bar, busy pub or cosy wine cellar.
If you feel the urge for some retail therapy, Tallinn also offers plenty of shopping opportunities.
The Old Town is literally bursting with quaint little craft shops selling linen and leather goods,
woollen clothing and ornaments and implements carved from juniper wood. The best of the bunch
are the St Catherine’s Guild shops on St Catherine’s Passage, and the Lühikese Jala Gallery and
Hindricus on Lühike Jalg up to Toompea Hill. For department stores, head outside the city walls
to the bustling new town. Here, the Viru Centre is by far the largest – and busiest option – while
Stockmann, an extensive branch of Finland’s most famous department store, offers international
brands and an impressive food hall, which is well worth a browse.
From the new town, it’s a short hop on a tram to the sprawling Kadriorg Park. Filled with oak
and lilac trees and surrounded by wooden houses – many of which house small museums – it’s a
popular place for city-dwellers seeking some green space. It is also home to Tallinn’s stately Kadriorg
Palace. Peter the Great built it in the early 18th century for his wife, Catherine I – today it houses the
Estonian Art Museum. Peter the Great’s cottage is a more modest structure; the Tsar lived here while
his main residence was being built, and it’s home to a display of memorabilia from his time.
Next door, things get futuristic at the Finnish-designed Kumu Art Museum. This spectacular
structure of limestone, glass and copper integrates gently with the landscape; providing a
contemporary contrast to Old Town’s crooked medieval houses and wobbly streets and a nod to
Tallinn’s growing reputation as a thriving European city of culture.
Ellie Seymour travelled to Tallinn with Estonian Air, estonian-air.com

Five things not to miss

KEEPing IT
SWEET
Marzipan was
reputedly invented in
Tallinn in the 1400s,
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and anyone with a
sweet tooth will love
learning how to make
the confection in a twohour workshop with
Estonia’s most famous
confectioner.
kalev.eu
UP ON THE
ROOF
Slap-bang in the
middle of Tallinn, the
impressive open-air
Katusokino cinema,
on the roof of the Viru
Centre, offers great
food, cheap drinks
and a wide selection of
current films you can
watch from the comfort
of your deckchair.
katusekino.ee

Understand
Estonia
A visit to the Museum
of Occupation and
Fight for Freedom will
help you gain some sort
of understanding of
the hardships involved
in the 20th-century
Estonian struggle for
independence.
okupatsioon.ee
GoING
underground
Discover Tallinn’s
system of tunnels,
built in the 1600s
during Swedish rule,
to shelter men, supplies
and ammunition from
the enemy.
linnamuuseum.ee

Great savings for CSMA Club
members in Tallinn
CSMA Club members can stay in the historic Domina
Inn Ilmarine hotel in the centre of Tallinn, close to the
unique medieval Old Town. This famous building dates
back to 1881 and the days of the Russian Empire.
Located a few minutes’ walk from the theatres and
exclusive shopping areas, Domina Inn Ilmarine was
renovated in 1999 and is a great base for exploring, with
prices from only £45# per room, per night. Price includes
your 10 per cent CSMA Club discount.
To book your hotel stay now with our Approved Partner,
lastminute.com, visit csmaclub.
co.uk/lastminute.
#
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Take a free
tour
A 2.5-hour sightseeing
tour is an excellent way
for first-time visitors
to get to know Tallinn,
taking in highlights like
Kadriorg Park, Song
Festival Grounds and
Pirita Convent by bus,
and the Old Town on
foot. It’s free with a
Tallinn Card, which
you can buy from hotels
and the city’s local
tourist offices.
tourism.tallinn.ee

