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In 2013, the National Heritage Board celebrates its 
20th anniversary. The current organisation of heritage 
conservation in Estonia is in many aspects very similar 
to the practice followed in other European countries, 
but there are also some differences. In 1993, when the 
drafting of the Heritage Conservation Act of the newly 
independent Estonia was started the organisation of 
heritage conservation of Nordic countries was followed 
as an example, on the other hand the current state of 
cultural heritage in Estonia and the existing experience 
in dealing with it was taken into account. Compared with 
the Act adopted in 1994 the Heritage Conservation Act of 
2002 and the Heritage Conservation Act Amendment Act 
adopted in 2011 established substantial changes to the 
organisation of heritage conservation.
  Today, monuments and heritage conservation 
areas are under the supervision of the National Heritage 
Board acting under the administration of the Ministry of 
Culture. The Board has representations in all 15 counties 
of Estonia. The main function of the Board is to organise 
heritage conservation work, to exercise state supervision  
over monuments and heritage conservation areas, to 
maintain the national register of cultural monuments and 
to deal with issues related to transport, export and import 
of cultural objects. 
  In addition to the above mentioned tasks several 
expert panels and committees are established within the 
Board to offer professional advice in complex situations. 
Each expert panel and committee consists of specialists  
in specific fields related to heritage. There are a total of five 
panels of experts specialising in architectural monuments, 
archaeological monuments, historical natural sanctuaries, 
landscape architecture and artistic monuments plus an 
expert committee on musical instruments. 
  According to law local governments (either rural 
municipalities or city governments) may perform duties of 
heritage conservation in addition to the National Heritage 
Board. In order to do that a relevant agreement must be  
concluded between the National Heritage Board and 
the relevant local government. Currently there are five 
local governments in Estonia – Haapsalu, Narva, Pärnu, 
Tallinn and Tartu – performing heritage conservation 
duties on the basis of such agreements. 

The term “monument” that is used frequently in the 
context of heritage protection means an object with a high 
historic or cultural value. A monument is a movable or 

immovable or a part thereof, a body of things or an  
integral group of structures under state protection which 
is of historical, archaeological, ethnographic, urban  
developmental, architectural, artistic or scientific value 
or of value in terms of religious history or of other cultural 
value. Monuments can be classified as archaeological, 
architectural, artistic, technical, industrial and historical. 
The National Heritage Board is focused mainly on  
immovable monuments. The following objects are  
considered to be immovable monuments: the sites of  
prehistoric, medieval and modern settlements, fortresses, 
refuges, places of worship, burial grounds, ancient fields, 
roads, bridges, harbour sites, underwater structures and 
sites related to early industry. This list also includes civil, 
industrial, defence and ecclesiastical buildings, and their 
ensembles and complexes, which have artistic value or 
value in terms of cultural history, as well as structures 
reflecting the development of science, technology and 
production, works of monumental art, structures, memo-
rials, cemeteries and natural features of historical value. 
Currently there are a total of 26,578 monuments, includ-
ing 5,253 architectural monuments, 6,622 archaeological  
monuments, 1,264 historical monuments and 13,516 
artistic monuments.
  In order to ensure the observability of an immovable 
monument and heritage conservation area, including  
the preservation of long-distance views and visibility of  
silhouette, and the preservation of constructional elements  
of cultural value of the surrounding area in the context of 
space a buffer zone is established around them.

The National Heritage Board can place objects of cultural 
value under temporary protection in order to determine  
the need to designate the things as monuments. An object 
may be placed under temporary protection for up to six 
months after which a decision is made whether the object 
shall be placed under permanent protection or not. The 
designation of an object as a monument and the revoca-
tion of its designation as a monument is a long process 
which includes negotiations with the owner of the object,  
the local government of the location of the object and assess-
ment evaluations by experts. The Minister of Culture 
makes the decision as whether to designate the object as a 
monument or not on the basis of the outcome of such nego-
tiations and taking into account the assessments compiled 
by experts and a proposal from the Heritage Conservation 
Advisory Panel acting under the Ministry of Culture. 

oveRview of tHe oRGanisation  
of HeRitaGe conseRvation in estonia 
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(1) (2)

(3) (4)

(5) (6)

(1) Monument sign. Photos by Mari Loit
(2) Disc pendant, 13th c.
(3) Atla-Eeru inn, 19th c. Photo by Kaisa Milsaar
(4) Western gateway of the Varbola stronghold. Photo by Karen Klandorf
(5) St Maurice's Church in Haljala, 15th c. Photo by Peeter Säre
(6) Organ of the St John’s Church in Suure-Jaani. Photo by Ülle Jukk
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Data relating to monuments is entered in the national 
registry of cultural monuments. All objects currently 
under state protection as monuments of cultural value are 
registered in the national registry of cultural monuments. 
The registry is continuosly up-dated and renewed. It is 
available for everybody through Internet (http://register.
muinas.ee/) allowing the quick determination whether any 
object is under heritage conservation protection or not.  
The registry also includes essential information about the 
history and status of an object designated as a monument. 

The National Heritage Board provides all owners of  
monuments with a document called a protection  
obligation notice. This notice includes the data relating  
to the core values of the monument, information on who 
and when designated the object as a monument and what 
are the restrictions established on the monument. The 
owner of a monument is liable for its preservation. Certain 
activities affecting monuments, including conservation 
and restoration can only be carried out under the coordi-
nation of the National Heritage Board. An owner or  
possessor of a monument or structure located on heritage 
conservation area may apply for support from the state 
budget, or from a rural municipality or city budget, to 
maintain the monument or structure located on heritage 
conservation area, conserve or restore the monument  
or create the optimum conditions for its preservation. 
  One of the objectives of heritage conservation is to 
introduce it to the general public, therefore, owners of 
monuments must, on certain conditions, ensure public 
access to the monument. In order to inform the public, 
as well as owners, it is important to mark, for example, 
architectural monuments with a circular sign specifying 
that the object is actually a monument of cultural heri-
tage. Archaeological monuments are marked with the 
sign “Archaeological monument” fixed to a plastic pole. 
As to movable monuments and underwater monuments 
it has to be decided separately for each one whether their 
marking is possible and how to do it without damaging 
the monument too much. Since 2012, monuments have 

been also marked with a QR code that allows the  
interested parties an immediate search of information on 
the monument through Internet. Just like the damage  
to, or removal of, a monument, the damage to, or removal 
of, a monument sign is forbidden and punishable.

Another important domain of cultural heritage is the  
heritage conservation areas which include historical  
settlements, parts thereof and sites of cultural value 
which have developed under the joint influence of natural 
phenomena and human activities. Heritage conservation  
areas are designated on the proposal of the Minister  
of Culture by the Government of the Republic. Before 
designation as a heritage conservation area the National 
Heritage Board asks the opinion of the local government 
council concerning the draft statutes of a heritage con-
servation area and organises the public display of the draft 
statutes of a heritage conservation area in the local rural 
municipality or city council. It is also notified in advance 
on the National Heritage Board webpage and at least in 
one national daily newspaper and in a local newspaper. 
Estonia has 12 heritage conservation areas which are 
located in towns such as Haapsalu, Lihula, Kuressaare, 
Paide, Pärnu, Rakvere, Tallinn, Tartu, Valga, Viljandi and 
Võru. There is one very unique heritage conservation area 
located in North Estonia in Rebala where the historical 
settlement structure and ancient land use patterns are 
protected.

This short overview cannot cover all subjects related to 
the organisation of heritage conservation in Estonia and, 
therefore, topics such as underwater monuments, activity 
licences, findings of cultural value, their search and many 
others were not introduced here. The main objective of this 
brief introduction is to explain some of the most important 
terms that may come up when trying to get acquainted 
with the activities of the National Heritage Board.

Kalev Uustalu is the Director-General of the National 
Heritage Board

(7) (8)

(7) Narrow gauge steam locomotive in Pärnu. Photo by Karin Vimberg
(8) Konuvere bridge. Photo by Karen Klandorf
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In Estonia, heritage has been treasured for almost five  
and half centuries. The Papal Bulls, for example, issued 
by Pope Paul II in 1468 and Pope Sixtus IV in 1474 
requiring the preservation of valuable articles in ecclesias-
tical buildings applied also in these parts of Europe.  
Documents concerning the application of these bulls 
could probably be found in the Vatican archives.
  It is also a fact that in 1616 and 1627, Martin 
Aschaneus who later became the State Archivist of 
Sweden surveyed the tombstones and windows of the 
churches of Tallinn and Pärnu. One of the most advanced 
laws concerning heritage protection in early modern 
Europe, the decree signed by King Charles XI of  
Sweden on November 28, 1666, also applied in the 
territories of Estonia and Livonia. Other examples worth 
mentioning are the floor plans and elevations of medieval  
castles drawn on the basis of surveys carried out by  
Samuel Waxelbergh, the accurate maps of towns from  
the 1680s and the model of the fortifications of Tallinn 
completed in 1683. 
  Romanticism that gained ground in Europe 
in the 18th century also reached Estonia, Livonia and 
Latvia. Writings of many writers, clergymen and other 
public figures served as impetus for the local passion for 
Gothic Revival. Another priceless source of information 
are the works of the vice-principal and teacher at the Riga 
Imperial Lyceum, Johann Christoph Brotze, comprising 
ten volumes of drawings and descriptions of the towns, 
settlements, ancient strongholds, churches, manors, 
dwelling-houses, bridges, residents, clothing, tools, com-
modities, coins, coats-of-arms, etc. in Livonia (including 
Courland and South and Central Estonia). The Peter  
the Great House Museum in Kadriorg, Tallinn, is 
apparently the oldest museum in Estonia, the collections 
of which have been complemented since the end of the 
18th century. 
  The first half of the 19th century saw the  
foundation of several scholarly organizations focused 
on studying Estonian history and culture, such as the 
Learned Estonian Society in 1838 in Tartu. What started 
out as a hobby gradually turned into academic work. 
  The first heritage protection laws in Russia were 
the imperial decrees of December 31, 1826 and 
December 14, 1827 prohibiting the unjustified demoli-
tion and reconstruction of old buildings. Unfortunately, 
the enforcement of these laws was insufficient as they 
lacked penal measures, resulting in the demolition of the 

Viru Gate (in 1843), Karja Gate (in 1849), Nunna Gate 
(in 1868), Harju Gate (in 1875) in the Tallinn town wall, 
etc.
  The restoration of St Olaf’s Church in Tallinn after  
it was struck by lightning and destroyed in the resulting  
fire on June 16, 1820 is considered the beginning of 
systematic restoration activities in Estonia. The 
works lasted for 20 years and the church was re-conse-
crated on June 16, 1840. The stylistic restoration popu-
lar in Europe at the time also gained ground in Estonia. 
In the 1840s and 1850s, extensive renovation works 
were undertaken in several historic buildings, such as 
St Nicholas’ Church in Tallinn, St Mary’s Cathedral in 
Tallinn, the Cathedral of Haapsalu, Dominican Friary  
in Tallinn and Hermann Castle in Narva. In 1876, it was 
prohibited to erect buildings on the Tornide Square and 
the restoration of the town wall towers was commenced 
under the directions of Axel von Howen. At the beginning 
of the 20th century, conservation and restoration works 
were carried out in Rakvere and Narva Castles, St Mary’s 
Chapel in Viru-Nigula, Pirita Convent and Kuressaare 
Castle. The oldest archive in Estonia, Tallinn City 
Archives, was founded in 1883.
  Until the 19th century, the restoration, conservation 
and protection of monuments as well as related research 
had been carried out by local Baltic-Germans, such  
as Wilhelm Neumann, Eugen von Nottbeck, Friedrich  
Amelung and Reinhold Guleke to name a few. It took  
considerable time for Estonians to accept as their own 
medieval or later works of architecture which were  
created in their homeland by non-Estonians. The situation  
was quite the opposite, however, regarding archaeology.  
In the 1880s, the registration of archaeological 
sites initiated by an Estonian school teacher, Jaan Jung 
(1835−1900), evolved into a large-scale campaign, 
encouraged by the folklore recording campaign 
launched previously by Jakob Hurt. By 1896, local  
correspondents had reported 428 archaeological sites. 
Jaan Jung compiled his work in a book called "Muinasaja 
teadus eestlaste maalt".
  In the 1920s, there were serious discussions con-
cerning the “Estonianization” or redesigning of architec-
tural heritage in Tallinn, for example the Toompea Hill and 
the town wall. In 1924, architect Karl Burman drew up a 
design for erecting a Pantheon of Independence in place 
of the present Orthodox Alexander Nevsky Cathedral in 
Toompea. Many of the monuments in Tallinn were in bad 

tHe DeveLopment of HeRitaGe  
pRotection in estonia 
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shape, such as the Toompea Castle and the stronghold, 
the Suur Rannavärav gate and Paks Margareeta tower 
had been destroyed in fire, the town wall had collapsed in 
many places, Kadriorg Palace had been plundered, etc. 
  On June 19, 1925, the Estonian Parliament, the 
Riigikogu, adopted the Heritage Conservation Act 
comprising 21 articles and stipulating, among other 
things, concepts like “restrictions on ownership” and 
archaeological “finds”, prohibiting the destruction of or 
damage to monuments, establishing the procedure for 
supervision over and registration of antiquities and found-
ing the Council of the Preservation of Antiquities. 
  In 1931, the Ministry of Communications proposed  
making the Heritage Conservation Act stricter. On 
August 12, 1936, the Estonian Prime Minister in duties  
of the State Elder, Konstantin Päts, declared by decree  
the new Heritage Conservation Act, now comprising 
35 articles. The act stipulated the creation of network of 
trustees, specified restrictions, etc. In 1936, there were 
1,327 pre-historic monuments, 380 historical buildings 
and 841 movable artworks under heritage protection. 
Between 1936 and 1939, the network of trustees was 
formed and by 1939 there were 362 trustees. 
  During world war II, numerous monuments were 
destroyed. The old town of Narva was practically bombed 
to the ground; seven per cent of the old town of Tallinn 
as well as the city centres of Tartu, Rakvere, Viljandi and 
Valga were destroyed. In 1944, the Heritage Protection 
Department was formed within the Administration 
on Architectural Affairs under the Council of  
Ministers, charged with the task of protecting architec-
tural monuments. In 1947, the first post-war regulation 
and a list of 256 architectural monuments were adopted.
  In 1945, the Committee for Cultural-Educational 
Institutions was formed. Between 1945 and 1949, the 
Department of Museums and later, between 1949 and 
1953, the Department of Museums and for the Protection  
of Archaeological and Historical Monuments were 
operating at the Committee, being charged with the 
task of governing the protection, conservation and use 
of archaeological and historical monuments. From 1953 
to 1988, the state managed museums and organised the 
protection of three types of monuments – historical,  
archaeological and artistic monuments – through the 
Ministry of Culture. In 1976, in addition to inspectors 
and experts working with the ministry, the Scientific 
Methodological Board of Museums and Cultural 
Monuments was formed, the main task of which was to 
draw up a concise data system of the three main types  
of monuments. 
  On June 15, 1950, the Scientific Restoration 
workshop (TRT) was founded being the first specialised 
entity focusing on research, the drawing up of restoration 
designs and conservation. The predecessor of the tallinn 
Inspectorate for Protecting Architectural Monuments 
that later served as one of the founding institutions of the 

present Tallinn Culture and Heritage Department was 
also formed in the 1950s. On October 20, 1956, the new 
statute for the protection of cultural monuments was 
adopted. In 1957, the estonian open air museum was 
founded. On June 8, 1961, the Law on the Protection 
of Historical and Cultural Monuments was adopted, 
being the first of its kind in the former Soviet Union. In 
1964, the first comprehensive list of cultural monuments 
was approved, comprising 3,572 historical, archaeologi-
cal, artistic and architectural monuments. In 1966, the  
Heritage Conservation Area of Tallinn Old Town 
was established along with the approval of its statute 
which, again, was the first of its kind in the former Soviet 
Union. Architect Rein Zobel and art historian Helmi Üprus 
drew up a project for the spatial regeneration of the Tallinn 
old town, the most valuable part of which was, and still is, 
the inventory of buildings. In 1968, TRT was reorgan-
ised into the National Restoration Board (VRV). 
  Lahemaa National Park, being the first in the 
former Soviet Union, was established in 1971, focusing 
not only on the preservation of nature and ecosystems 
but also on the protection of national heritage. In 1973, 
protection zones for the historic centres of Tartu, 
Pärnu, Paide, Viljandi, Rakvere, Võru, Kuressaare, 
Haapsalu and Lihula were established and their  
statutes approved by government regulation. New lists 
comprising 5,513 historical and cultural monuments were 
approved the same year. In 1976, the Supreme Soviet of 
the Soviet Union adopted the Law on the Protection 
and Use of Historical and Cultural Monuments.  
A similar law in Estonia (almost an identical copy of the 
above mentioned) was adopted in 1977, providing also for 
documents as monuments. In 1978, Polish restoration 
companies started restoration and conservation activities 
in Estonia. On October 6, 1980, Tallinn was awarded  
the European Gold Medal for the preservation of its  
architectural heritage. Tallinn was the eighth European 
city to receive this award. 
  In 1984, it was decided to celebrate every year  
the Heritage Protection Month lasting from April 18  
to May 18. On December 12, 1987, the Estonian  
Heritage Society was founded as a bottom-up initiative.  
In 1988, national conservation company “Eesti  
Restauraator” was formed. As from February 1989, 
the first regional inspectors were appointed to deal with 
matters of architectural monuments (for other monument 
types, inspectors and advisors had already been appointed 
to either county museums or regional executive commit-
tees and later to county governments). The same year 
saw the establishment of a number of small restoration 
enterprises that later became either private or public  
companies.
  On January 1, 1990, the State Conservation  
Centre “Kanut” was established on the basis of the  
restoration departments of the Estonian Art Museum  
and Estonian Open Air Museum for conservation,  

ÜLO PUUSTAK THE DEVELOPMENT Of HERITAGE PROTECTION IN ESTONIA 
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restoration and scientific research on objects of cultural 
value (the centre actually existed as from December 1986 
as a national restoration centre). Today, conservation of 
movable works of art and objects of cultural value is also 
carried out in the University of Tartu, Estonian National 
Museum, preservation department of the National 
Archives of Estonia, the Preservation and Conservation  
Department of the National Library of Estonia, the 
Department of Archaeology within the Institute of History 
of Tallinn University and companies with the necessary 
activity license.
  Conservators-restorers of furniture, leather, paint-
ings and murals are trained at Tartu Art College. Tallinn 
Construction School prepares restorers of furniture as well 
as wood and stone buildings, Järva County Vocational 
Training Centre and Viljandi Joint Vocational Secondary  
School train restorers of wood and stone buildings and 
Valga County Vocational Training Centre teaches log 
house construction. As from 2005, the Department of 
Native Handicraft of the University of Tartu Viljandi Culture  
Academy teaches Estonian native construction. We  
should be thankful to the Estonian Academy of Arts 
for organising, as from 1995, courses in restoration for  
architectural and construction specialists with higher  
education. Since 2001, the academy offers BA MA and 
PhD programmes in cultural heritage and conservation 
focusing on three main areas: architectural conservation, 
conservation of artworks and protection of cultural  
heritage.
  On October 1, 1993, heritage conservation workers 
of different authorities (in the field of historical, archaeo-
logical and artistic monuments from the Ministry of 
Culture and Education and in the field of architectural 
monuments from the Ministry of the Environment) were 
brought together to form the National Heritage Board. 
Chief Inspector of Archaeological Monuments, Ants 
Kraut, compiled together with his assistants the draft 
Conservation Act that was approved by the Government  
of the Republic on December 21, 1993. The act was 
adopted by the Riigikogu on March 9, 1994 and it 
entered into force in April 1994. The National Registry 
of Cultural Heritage was also established in 1994. 
  Meanwhile, tallinn Heritage Board (presently 
Tallinn Culture and Heritage Department) was formed 
by Tallinn City Government regulation on November 25, 
1994 by merging the Tallinn Inspectorate for Protecting  
Architectural Monuments and Tallinn Inspectorate of  
Cultural Heritage. The Republic of Estonia also acceded 
to several international conventions on heritage protection. 
  In addition to the main activity i.e. state supervision, 
lists of monuments were reviewed over the course of  
several years and secondary legislation arising from law 
was drawn up and introduced.
  Due to the austerity policy imposed by the state,  
the Heritage Board was reorganised into the Heritage 
Conservation Inspectorate on December 1, 1997.  

(1)

(2)

(3)

(1) The decree of 1666 signed by King Charles XI of Sweden
(2) A view near Viljandi in 1800 by J. Chr. Brotze
(3) Heritage Day procession in Tartu on April 15, 1988.  
Photo by Raivo Lass

THE DEVELOPMENT Of HERITAGE PROTECTION IN ESTONIA ÜLO PUUSTAK 
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(archaeologists) and ASCE (cemeteries). Every 
autumn, Estonia celebrates together with the rest of 
Europe the European Heritage Days. Tallinn Old 
Town was included in the list of UNESCO world 
Heritage Sites in 1997 and the Struve Geodetic Arc 
with three main station points in Estonia was included  
in the same list in 2005. The Kihnu Cultural Space  
(in 2003), Seto Culture (in 2009) and the Baltic Song  
and Dance Celebrations (in 2003) have been included  
in the UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage Lists.
  In addition to the Estonian Heritage Society, several  
other organisations have been established aiming to 
protect and oversee the use of monuments, including  
the Association of Estonian manor Schools, the 
Estonian Manor Association, the non-profit organisa-
tion MTÜ Eesti Veskivaramu uniting people treasuring 
Estonian mills and the Estonian Heritage Protection 
Roundtable. Following the example of the centres  
for building maintenance in Sweden and with direct help  
from the Kingdom of Sweden, Information Centre for  
Sustainable Renovation (SRIK) was established. 
  The Government of the Republic has approved several  
state programmes for preserving various monuments. The 
development agenda of the National Heritage Board has 
been approved stemming from the notion that intangible  
and tangible heritage are inseparable and that there 
should be a move from the protection of individual monu-
ments towards environmental protection. There is nothing 
new in this notion, however, as it was in 1966 that this 
approach was first adopted.
  As of December 1, 2012 the number of monuments  
under protection amounted to 26,727, including 
1,267 historical, 6,624 archaeological, 5,254 architec-
tural, 13,516 artistic and 50 technological monuments 
and 12 conservation areas. The main issue posing  
problems is, and most likely will be in the nearest 
future, the lack of resources, including lack of human 
recourses. In addition to the administrative agreements 
with Haapsalu and Tallinn, similar agreements have been 
concluded with Tartu and Pärnu. Cooperation agreements 
with universities, other civil services, NGOs, etc. have 
also been concluded. 

Ülo Puustak is the former Head of the Conservation 
Department of the National Heritage Board

It was a populist approach as no fundamental changes 
followed, except that the same tasks had to be carried out 
with ten less workers. The task of “organising heritage 
protection work” provided for in the Conservation Act  
was dropped from the list of tasks, while in practice  
the work continued. In 1998, the first administrative 
agreement on handing over national responsibilities to 
local governments was concluded with the municipality  
of Haapsalu. 
  On March 5, 1998, the Union of Estonian Architects 
sent an open letter to the Minister of Culture presenting 
a proposal for improving heritage protection. These pro-
posals served as an impetus for the events of the years to 
come. Amendment of the Conservation Act was launched 
and the draft act was presented to the Riigikogu in 2001. 
During the discussions at the Cultural Affairs Committee  
concerning the draft act, different ideas were proposed 
including the dissolution of the Heritage Conservation  
Inspectorate and handing over the responsibilities to 
three officials at the Ministry of Culture. On the other 
hand, the drafting committee proposed to reorganise the 
inspectorate again to a board with more power. In order  
to make its point, the Riigikogu was presented with the 
list of state responsibilities imposed by law, including 
international conventions ratified by the Republic of  
Estonia, especially the 1974 Paris Convention, requiring 
in article 5(b): “to set up within its territories, where such 
services do not exist, one or more services for the protec-
tion, conservation and presentation of the cultural and 
natural heritage with an appropriate staff and possessing 
the means to discharge their functions.” The entire proc-
ess that at times seemed to take forever finally came to an 
end on December 20, 2001 with the re-establishment 
of the National Heritage Board. 
  On February 27, 2002, the Riigikogu adopted a new 
Conservation Act that, in essence, was the 1994 version 
with some changes. The act was amended on March 21, 
2011 to include clauses concerning underwater heritage 
and the use of a search devices for searching monuments 
of cultural value.
  The Republic of Estonia has acceded to several  
international, inter-governmental and non-governmental 
organisations dealing with matters of heritage protection,  
such as UNESCO, ICOMOS, ICOM, ICCROM,  
DOCOMOMO, the Council of Europe, the European  
Commission (projects), EAC (archaeology), EAA 

ÜLO PUUSTAK THE DEVELOPMENT Of HERITAGE PROTECTION IN ESTONIA 
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In 2007 the Ministry of Culture and the National Heritage 
Board initiated a programme “Mapping and analysing 
valuable 20th-century architecture in Estonia” in order to 
survey the most important and still existing sites that rep-
resent the 20th century architectural heritage in the whole 
country. The main idea was to point out the most eminent 
and valuable of it in order to avoid the situation where 
valuable buildings are demolished for pragmatic reasons 
or due to politics of the day without perceiving their  
eternal values.
  The vulnerability of the 20th-century architecture  
has been an undisguised problem since Estonia restored 
its independence. So far, it has been mainly expressed  
by careless rebuilding of houses and replacement of  
windows. The true trigger that initiated a national survey 
and informed the general public about the value of recent 
heritage was the demolition of the only twenty-years-old 
Sakala Centre (former House of Political Education) that 
symbolised outstandingly the times it was built. This sort 
of recklessness has its own background. The 20th-century 
architecture, especially from the second half of the  
century, is new for heritage: common people perceive it as 
ordinary, not as an historical structure. In addition to that, 
the assessment of the post-WW II i.e. the Soviet time 
architecture is complicated because of ideological and 
personal reasons. 
  The programme focused on the period from 1870  
to 1991. Why this period? Since the general influence  
of industrial and technological development to the  
20th-century manmade environment and the specific 
changes and qualities in the architecture and urban devel-
opment characteristic of the last century appeared already 
before the turn of the century the year 1870 as an initial 
date was chosen. This was the year of the establishment 
of the railway system that influenced substantially the 
development of Estonia. The year 1991 marks the end of 
one era: the environment created during the period of the 
restoration of independence in Estonia is too young for 
evaluating it from the heritage point of view.

THE fIRST STAGE – MAPPING 
During the period from 2007 to 2009 the first stage of the 
project funded by the Ministry of Culture and the Cultural 
Endowment of Estonia was carried out under the leader-
ship of the National Heritage Board. As a result, a total of 

20 comprehensive fieldwork reports covering all counties 
(15) and larger towns (Tallinn, Tartu, Pärnu) were pre-
pared. The aim of this stage was to get an idea about the 
preserved heritage built in different places in Estonia and 
to find out in what state it was. If eventually only few sam-
ples located in counties will be listed as national cultural 
heritage the database of the 20th-century buildings will 
remain, offering wide range of opportunities for local gov-
ernments and promoters of tourism.
  An important benchmark for the initiators of the  
programme was the idea that the 20th-century architec-
tural heritage in Estonia is extremely diverse and it needs 
to be protected and recorded according to its typological 
diversity: starting from urban planning and landscaping  
to summer houses and micro architecture.
  The most important aspect of the mapping was  
probably the methodological shift that differentiates 
between the “out of date” treatment of heritage and the 
contemporary approach when it comes to the selection of 
buildings and areas to be protected. Just like in general 
history, including the history of art and architecture, the 
attention has been shifting from important events, per-
sons and buildings to common people and the everyday 
environment and, therefore, the list of cultural heritage 
cannot be based on the “cult of monuments”. It means 
that the choices made during the fieldwork in counties 
were not based only on the purity of style and uniqueness 
of buildings or the name of an architect but the  
vernacular architecture and civil engineering, as well  
as typical buildings and environments were considered  
as important. 
  The sites to be listed as cultural heritage in the future 
should reflect different (space specific) identities, i.e. the 
values cannot be absolute but depend on the location, 
region and other factors.
  The principle of vitality was the other important 
aspect taken into account. It means that new sites should 
be protected in places where the building has a future and 
where it is needed. The protection only helps to retain 
the main characteristics of buildings during the possible 
renovation. Authenticity of a building was the third princi-
ple kept in mind during the mapping. This was important 
even in the case when a site did not represent the best 
architecture of its time but had retained most of the  
characteristic details. 

mappinG anD anaLysinG  
vaLUaBLe 20tH-centURy aRcHitectURe  

in estonia

20TH-CENTURY ARCHITECTURE IN ESTONIA EPP LANKOTS, LEELE VäLJA 
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(1) Sindi hydroelectric power station established in 1930 is a good example of an authentic industrial facility that has been preserved since the 
first independence period. Within the framework of the project an expert report was drawn up on the building. Photo by Leele Välja
(2) The Art Nouveau-Neo Classical officers’ casino built near the Rohuküla military port is an exciting find in terms of architectural history. Its 
original design is deposited in the Estonian Historical Archives. Photo by Tõnis Padu

EPP LANKOTS, LEELE VäLJA 20TH-CENTURY ARCHITECTURE IN ESTONIA

(1)

(2)
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(3) Massiaru school in Pärnu County designed by architect Märt Merivälja has been preserved surprisingly well. This is one of the best 
Modern Movement rural schoolhouses in Estonia. However, the fate of the building that deserves the status of a national cultural monument 
is far from clear. Photo by Sandra Mälk
(4) Some types of buildings are not represented at all in the national list of cultural monuments. For example, buildings that once belonged 
to the Russian czars’ forest districts (the earliest forest district of the Russian Empire was established on Saaremaa island in Estonia). This 
excellently restored forest district building at Lähkma village in Pärnu County is one of the most beautiful representatives of its kind. Photo by 
Leele Välja

20TH-CENTURY ARCHITECTURE IN ESTONIA EPP LANKOTS, LEELE VäLJA 

(3)
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(5) Valga railway station is the most impressive example of Stalinist railway architecture certainly deserving to be listed as a national 
cultural monument. Photo by Mart Kalm
(6) The centre of a collective farm at Tsooru village in Võru County designed by architect Toomas Rein is an expressive monument for the 
decline of rural life – a building that was once a masterpiece has become a sad spooky castle. Photo by Leele Välja

EPP LANKOTS, LEELE VäLJA 20TH-CENTURY ARCHITECTURE IN ESTONIA

(5)

(6)
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(7) Laitse radio transmission station in Harjumaa, with its old school limestone masonry and modernist approach seconded by details in 
canonical Satlinist style sets an imposing example of the continuation of the use of limestone in the Stalinist era. Photos by Martin Siplane
(8) ’Brother’s House’ by Veljo Kaasik in Merivälja, Tallinn represents the pinnacle of the Estonian detached home design of the 1970s

EPP LANKOTS, LEELE VäLJA 20TH-CENTURY ARCHITECTURE IN ESTONIA

(7)

(8)
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EPP LANKOTS, LEELE VäLJA 20TH-CENTURY ARCHITECTURE IN ESTONIA

1 This number is somewhat conditional as in the thematic study of railway  
 stations one site means one railway station. However, the number of  
 buildings in each station ensemble is different. 

  On the basis of the above-mentioned criteria propos-
als were made either to list buildings nationally as cul-
tural heritage or to establish a milieu area around them. 
The buildings that were under obvious threat or clearly 
non-viable were listed to be documented. One of the 
most frequent choices was listing buildings as valuable 
structures (i.e. not as monuments). Such a “secondary” 
list of valuable buildings could increase the awareness 
of local governments and be used for planning tourist 
tracks and destinations. When travelling around Estonia 
today and reading roadside signposts, as well as look-
ing at the registry of cultural monuments one is left with 
the impression that the local heritage consists only of 
churches, manors and boulders. Homepages of some 
smaller municipalities do not even include links to places 
of interest as no manors or churches are located there. 
However, there may still be a well preserved village centre 
or schoolhouse from the beginning of the 20th century  
or a centre of a collective farm that should be pointed out 
for tourists.

THE SECOND STAGE – ANALYSIS 
During the period from 2010 to 2012 the second stage of 
the project was carried out. It was financed by the Smart 
Decisions Fund of the State Chancellery (European 
Social Fund) and carried out by the Department of  
Cultural Heritage and Conservation of the Estonian Acad-
emy of Arts. In addition to the experts of the Academy of 
Arts specialists from the National Heritage Board, the 
Tallinn Culture and Heritage Department, the Estonian 
Open Air Museum and the Union of Estonian Architects  
were invited to participate in the committee. The  
main task of the committee was to analyse the sites (all 
together more than 2,000) highlighted as a result of the 
fieldwork in counties and to separate the ones which were 
considered the most valuable or needed more research. In 
this stage sites were not studied at the county level as in 
the first stage, but from the typological point of view. By 
that an overview of each type of buildings was formed and 
using comparative analysis the best and most vital exam-
ples of their kind were picked out for expertise in order to 
consider whether they met the criteria set for cultural her-
itage. However, it turned out that different types of build-
ings were so unevenly represented that making choices on 
the basis of them could certainly not guarantee a repre-
sentative overview of our cultural heritage. In these cases 
the necessity of thematic studies was pointed out. Four 
thematic studies were completed within the framework  
of the project (houses of prayer, community centres, rural 
schoolhouses from 1920 to 1940 and railway architec-
ture). In this stage a lot of valuable sites were included 
in the list thanks to the experts who happened to know 
counties or subjects well.  
  The fieldwork in counties resulted with approx.  
1,000 possible monuments. By the end of the work in the 
expert committee approx. 500 sites were kept on the list. 

Some of them had been added by experts or taken from 
thematic studies. 
  The initial aims of the project also included the 
expertise and documentation of 400 sites. 130 expert 
reports to a total of 201 sites and 36 files concerning 157 
sites were compiled and 4 thematic studies were carried 
out resulting with the documentation of 6461 sites. 
  Taking into account how long the project lasted it is 
not surprising that several sites that were considered valu-
able during the fieldwork in counties had been demolished 
or spoilt by rebuilding by the end of the project. However, 
a large number of expert reports were drawn up on sites 
that are still highly valuable and one day they will help to 
update the national list of cultural heritage. 

THE OUTCOMES Of THE PROGRAMME
The work of the expert committee resulted in a compre-
hensive overview of the 20th-century architectural heritage. 
Although it was not foreseen in the project a conceptual and 
substantial programme to introduce its results was prepared: 
in summer 2013 an exhibition supported by a relevant cata-
logue was held at the Museum of Estonian Architecture and 
in June 2013 a conference for heritage and conservation 
experts was held at the Department of Cultural Heritage 
and Conservation of the Estonian Academy of Arts. 
  Another important result of the project is that the 
general public was widely informed about the 20th-century 
architectural heritage. Although there is a lack of meth-
ods to preserve architectural monuments and to update 
their technical conditions in the manner that makes them 
meet the modern requirements, it is clear that the first 
and the most effective method to protect any heritage is to 
increase the awareness of its owners, as well as the public 
in general. First improvements are already noticeable in 
the way local municipalities are drawing up comprehen-
sive plans or in connection with CO2 programme managed 
by the State Real Estate Company. The general public  
is now much better informed about the value of the  
20th-century architectural heritage. Unfortunately, this 
alone is not enough if there is no construction technology 
that offers optimal compromises between heritage protec-
tion and modern construction requirements. This project 
did not resolve all the problems related to the preservation 
of the best part of the 20th century architectural heritage, 
but a huge step forward in appreciating and protecting  
this kind of heritage has been made. Besides, a huge 
number of problems were identified which need to be dealt 
with urgently in order to insure responsible, sustainable 
and socially acceptable national heritage conservation. 

Epp Lankots is a researcher at the Estonian Academy 
of Arts; Leele Välja is the director of the Museum of 
Estonian Architecture 
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The aim of the thesis1 that was the basis of this article  
was to highlight the historical layers of old towns in 
Estonia i.e. the signs and patterns that enable better 
understanding of the significance of historical towns. 
Another objective of the thesis was to improve the 
knowledge about the construction history of Estonian 
towns because without knowing old towns it is not possi-
ble to understand their need for protection. The extended 
scope of knowledge is a precondition for meaningful 
understanding of heritage conservation. 
  Today, historical centres of Estonian towns as  
conveyers of cultural memory are protected as national 
heritage conservation areas. In 1973, the centres of such 
towns as Lihula, Haapsalu, Kuressaare, Paide, Pärnu, 
Rakvere, Tartu, Viljandi and Võru were listed as conser-
vation areas. The same was done with Valga in 1995. In 
1966, the first national conservation area of an old town 
was established in Tallinn. However, the thesis does not 
cover that town.

CHANGES IN TOwN PLANNING BEfORE  
THE BEGINNING Of THE 20TH CENTURY
Ancient roads and settlements have been the basis for the 
formation of many old towns in Estonia. The oldest streets 
in Lihula, Rakvere and Valga are built on prehistoric 
paths. These paths can be also traced in Tartu and Viljandi 
and probably in Paide.
  All medieval Estonian towns have developed around 
stone castles with the only exception of Valga. The medieval  
street pattern has been rather well preserved in most  
of the old towns. Thus, the networks of streets are the  
oldest and most completely preserved components of town 
planning in the heritage conservation areas.
  The fortification from the Swedish era and renovation 
plans drafted in the 17th century did not change the medi-
eval town plans much as the grid plans characteristic  
of the period were merged in Narva and Pärnu with the 
existing street patterns. The medieval street pattern of 
Tartu remained also unchanged. 
  Most of the building layers of urban environment 
formed during the previous five hundred years were 
destroyed during the Livonian War (1558–1583) and  
the Great Northern War (1700–1721).
  During the following decades the destroyed towns 
were restored within their medieval boundaries. Despite 
the changes in buildings the street pattern of medieval 

downtowns was preserved during that period as an  
important structural element of old towns and the  
tradition of densely populated street fronts returned. 
  In 1783, the development of towns was given a new 
impetus by proclaiming them district towns of the Russian 
Empire. The following two centuries were of crucial 
importance to the development of the historical towns  
in Estonia – it was the period when the scope and appear-
ance of the towns protected today was formed. Võru, 
founded in 1784, is the best example of the town planning 
of that period. The structure of its grid plan has been pre-
served to date. Next to the old town centres new districts 
featuring regular street networks were built in Viljandi, 
Rakvere and Kuressaare. The plan structure was domi-
nated by long and narrow plots which are partly preserved 
only in Lihula and Rakvere.
  The building up of the plots and the architecture were 
influenced by building norms established in the Russian 
Empire in the 19th century to control town planning. The 
street front bordered by low buildings following a certain 
rhythm became a characteristic feature. Due to the con-
struction rules applied in these times the exterior of the 
excising houses was often changed and, therefore, the few 
preserved wooden buildings bearing the tradition of the 
Late Baroque of the 18th century need special attention. 
In the end of the 18th century only a few stone administra-
tive buildings that were higher than the old ones could be 
found in old towns. However, they could not bring along 
substantial changes in the existing building structures. 
  The construction of railways and founding summer 
resorts in the last decades of the 19th century brought 
along the first functional changes in the old towns.  
The buildings expanded towards railway stations and 
the building of new town centres was started. Summer 
resorts in Haapsalu, Kuressaare and Pärnu were built on 
vacant areas and, therefore, the earlier buildings of these 
towns escaped substantial changes. However, this was  
the period when bigger changes started in the rather 
homogeneous environment of several other old towns. 
Structures that are much higher and feature a new  
architectural approach are especially striking in the medi-
eval centres of Viljandi, Rakvere and Pärnu. The biggest 
changes took place in Valga where the building up of a 
new shopping street away from the old centre was started.
  The above-mentioned circumstances lead to  
the conclusion that the historical towns that had been 

tRansfoRmation  
of town stRUctURes  

in estonian smaLL towns
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(1) Plan of Rakvere by S. Waxelberg. 1683. Swedish Military Archives
(2) Plan of Paide by M. Luht. 1931. Järvamaa Museum

(1)

(2)
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evolving during the period of nearly two hundred years 
retained their street pattern of medieval districts until 
the beginning of the 20th century. During that period new 
districts based on grid plans were built and a new town, 
Võru, representing a new model of town planning was 
founded. 

THE IMPACT Of URBAN PLANNING ON THE  
OLD TOwNS IN THE REPUBLIC Of ESTONIA 
(1918–1040) 
During the Republic of Estonia the expansion of town 
boundaries and proper town planning was started. On the 
basis of the new developments towns can be categorised 
in two groups: (1) new central squares were planned 
away from historical city centres (Tartu, Pärnu, Viljandi 
and Rakvere); (2) the central square remained in its  
initial place (Haapsalu, Kuressaare, Paide, Valga, Võru 
and Lihula).
  In Rakvere, where the planned extension was the 
largest, including the construction of new central squares, 
the importance of historical streets was substantially 
reduced. Despite the construction of new central squares 
in Viljandi, Pärnu and Tartu the earlier town centres 
retained their administrative and commercial functions.  
As a result, large new buildings were erected in these 
areas. In smaller towns, the former market squares 
retained their function as city centres, but according  
to the new plans the buildings of historical town hearts 
were to be replaced by higher stone buildings. 
  On the basis of plans and the actually executed work 
the assumption can be made that most of the plans were 
not realised. Therefore, the few predominantly higher 
stone buildings in the street front consisting mainly of  
historical buildings refer to uncompleted urban planning.
  Thus it can be concluded that despite the marvellous 
planning carried out in the Republic of Estonia the major-
ity of old towns evaded the developments that would have 
changed significantly their planning structure. The period 

of independence of the Republic of Estonia that lasted 
only for a couple of decades was too short to carry out 
all the drafted urban modernisation plans. The suburbs 
planned around the old towns developed into buffer zones 
for the future town planning developments.

URBAN PLANNING IN SOVIET ESTONIA  
(1944–1991) AND CHANGES IN OLD TOwNS 
With establishment of the Soviet power in Estonia in  
1944 the most extensive changes in urban planning and 
reconstruction of all times were started. 
  Until the mid-1950s the plans were based on  
traditional planning principles. Symmetrical compositions 
were planned with central representative squares forming 
monumental ensembles – cities were planned as large 
sculptural pieces of art.
  According to the post-war urban planning the 
historic centres had to be replaced by new buildings. 
Although the earlier street network was partly preserved 
in several towns new squares, wider streets and break-
throughs in historic quarters meant that old buildings had 
to be demolished. 
  A new town square was one of the mandatory  
elements of general planning. Suitable plots were looked 
for in the main street of an old town or in the vicinity of the 
historical centre, as well as in empty plots in the centre 
of town cleaned from ruins of war. Official buildings were 
planned around the new symmetrical squares. Usually 
they became a starting point for broad and straight  
avenues leading to important buildings.
  Most of the grand changes planned in old  
towns during the period from 1940 to 1950 were not 
implemented. The plans were only realised in towns that  
suffered substantial damages during the war. For example, 
in Pärnu a new representative square surrounded by broad 
roads was built in the place where once historical build-
ings had stood. In Valga the main street was extended and 
in Tartu a new block was built next to the market square.

(3) Plan of Võru by C. von Bronsert. 1785. Estonian Historical Archives
(4) Plan of Viljandi by E. Laasi. 1948. Museum of Estonian Architecture

(4)(3)
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  The general plans of 1960–1970 were characterised 
by the renovation of the existing built-up areas and plant-
ing new public buildings into the historical surroundings. 
Planning was used to legalise new buildings that had been 
built earlier. According to the plan prepared for Võru the 
town was divided into horizontal zones accommodating in 
turn large block of flats and low historical buildings. This 
enabled the continuation of erecting new buildings in the 
old town. However, some respect to heritage was shown 
by marking some buildings as historic monuments in all 
plans.
  As a conclusion it can be said that during the first 
post-war years a hope prevailed that the ruined towns will 
be restored. However, the plans prepared for small town 
centres did not envisage preservation of the historic urban 
structures. The plans that were prepared in the 1950s 
outlined new ideal towns to replace old towns. However, 
they proved to be unrealistic. In the 1960s, plans were 
prepared for new districts of blocks of flats away from old 
towns but despite that renovation of old towns and the 
construction of new buildings there continued. The Soviet 
power had created a favourable social background for 
planning – land was state-owned and that made the  
utopian town planning possible.
  The overview of the formation of old towns provides 
the basis for the conclusion that major changes in their 
development can be associated with the totalitarian  
ideologies of the empires that ruled Estonia, and with the 
utopian ideas on urban planning that has brought along 
the aspiration towards order and rationality characteris-
tic of utopias. Good examples of such an ideology are the 
fortified medieval colonial towns built on a regular plan, 
the regular plans of ideal towns and castles dating back 
to the Swedish era, the Russian Czar’s decrees on urban 
construction, standard façades and grid plans, the ideas 
on city planning in the pre-second-world-war Republic of 
Estonia and the Soviet time comprehensive reconstruc-
tion plans.
  Old towns in Estonia represent a symbiosis of  
similar yet different development. When generalising the 
development of towns it is obvious that in each new period 
an attempt was made to make room for the future. New 
buildings have appeared instead of, or next to, old ones 
referring to the beliefs of different times. The changes have 
been accompanied by the destruction of earlier cultural 
layers and creation of new ones. Thus the long history of 
old towns is reflected, on one hand, in the architectural 
layers of different periods, but on the other hand, in the 
uneven building structure. The streetscape is character-
ised by the variable height of buildings and the gaps of 
vacant plots between them. Therefore, heritage conser-
vation inherited the old towns that reflect contradictions 
they have been through during the previous hundreds of 
years: these are the towns that dwell on top of, and under, 
each other, they have had numerous beginnings and as 
many ends. However, the diversity and ambiguity of their 

history levels the contrasts and consolidates towns that 
are hundreds of years old.

ESTABLISHMENT Of CONSERVATION AREAS 
As a counterbalance to the extensive renewal of the  
historical environment the preparation of establishing 
conservation areas of old towns was started in the mid-
1960s. It was based on the research method created by 
Estonian historians and architects. This method involved 
the analysis of the history of urban planning and the 
development of urban structures. Old towns were seen as 
a valuable whole held together by a network of streets and 
a structure of quarters and plots, by the traditional place-
ment and size of buildings and by the architecture that is 
significant in terms of urban planning and architectural 
history. 
  By 1973, conservation areas were established in  
ten old towns. The protection of Estonian towns was  
recognised in the Soviet Union as well as internationally.  
The studies of old towns indicated a new quality in the 
development of the Estonian architectural history as  
an academic discipline. The legal framework of heritage 
conservation made it possible to speak and write about the 
history, culture and architecture which had a great impact 
on the preservation of national identity. 
  Protection of historical towns can be interpreted 
as a critical response to the modernist urban renovation 
policy that was accompanied by the opposition to the 
Soviet regime in Estonia. Heritage conservation acquired 
the undertone of latent resistance bearing the halo of an 
advocate of national values. On the other hand, conserva-
tion areas have been considered as the inhibitors of urban 
development. Today’s heritage conservation has been 
often seen as being in the position of total defence. Thus, 
on one hand, heritage conservation can be considered  
as a reaction to the prevailing values, on the other hand, 
as a self-assertive institution in a defensive position. Both 
phenomena are characteristic of utopias. This contradic-
tion can be explained by its duality: a utopian balance 
between ideals and reality. Thus the people involved  
in heritage conservation can be considered as balance-
keepers between the new and old.
  Today sustainable development and organic growth 
of traditions that preserves the diversity of culture are 
favoured against utopias. The extensive changes that have 
taken place in old towns form an argument supportive of 
conservatism.

Lilian Hansar is Professor and Head of the Department 
of Cultural Heritage and Conservation at the Estonian 
Academy of Arts 

1 Hansar, L. From Town to Heritage Conservation Area. Transformations  
 of urban structures in Estonian small towns from the 13th to 20th century.
 Dissertationes Academiae Artium Estoniae 4. Tallinn, 2010.
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The protection of cultural heritage is shifting more and 
more away from the protection of individual sites to the 
appreciation of complete areas, such as groups of build-
ings, blocks of houses and distinctive settlements. In 
order to preserve the Estonian architectural environment 
the state has taken national cultural monuments, includ-
ing 12 heritage conservation areas, under its protection 
and allocated the protection of urban areas of cultural 
and environmental value i.e. milieu areas to local govern-
ments. Heritage conservation areas include mainly medi-
aeval or modern era districts, while milieu areas usually 
mean suburbs and boroughs that were built during the 
end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th cen-
tury. The number of historic villages that are appreciated 
as milieu protection areas is also rapidly increasing.
  The old town of Narva and Toompea Castle in Tallinn, 
both of which were taken under protection in 1947, were 
the first heritage conservation areas in Estonia. It was a 
conscious act of self-defence as the damaged towns were 
facing complete demolition after the war. The attempt of 
heritage conservators to save the ruins of Narva by includ-
ing them in the list of monuments failed. Both of the 
above-mentioned heritage conservation areas disappeared 
from the list of monuments within a couple of years and 
the ruins of the old town of Narva were completely demol-
ished. However, the notion of a heritage conservation area 
as a type of monument was retained in the law. The old 
town of Tallinn was the first large compact area that was 
placed under protection in 1966. In 1968, Koguva village 
got the same status and by 1973 nine Estonian towns – 
Tartu, Pärnu, Viljandi, Rakvere, Kuressaare, Paide, Võru, 
Haapsalu and Lihula – were legally protected. They  
were followed by the Rebala heritage conservation area  
in 1987 and the town of Valga in 1995.
  The first attempts to protect wooden houses and  
settlements were made in the 1970s. The first proposals 
to list certain historically valuable sites located in the  
centre of Tallinn as national monuments were made in 
1974. However, the proposals were pushed aside. 
  One of the most significant milestones in the appre-
ciation of suburbs was the Tallinn Seminar organised 
by the youth section of the Union of Architects in 1980 
focusing mainly on the unfavourable development plans 
that threatened the garden city of Nõmme, which is a 
part of Tallinn. The discussion held in the seminar also 
involved other older wooden districts of Tallinn.
  In the middle of the 1980s the total reconstruction of 
settlements located near the centre of town and consisting 
of historical wooden residential buildings was again taken 

onto the agenda parallel with the construction of whole 
districts of blocks of flats that had been taking place for  
a couple of previous decades. Modern-minded architects 
were preparing detailed plans for replacing Kalamaja  
district in Tallinn, as well as other regions of wooden 
architecture, with new buildings. The press was flooded 
with enthusiastic ideas about the need to demolish all 
depreciated buildings in Tallinn. As a counterbalance  
numerous articles in favour of old wooden buildings 
started to appear and in 1987 a definite proposal to estab-
lish a heritage conservation area in Kadriorg was made. 
However, the Tallinn City Government rejected this pro-
posal and all other suggestions to protect wooden areas 
in Tallinn. Unfortunately, even officials of the Tallinn 
Heritage Board discouraged the proposals to protect 
wooden buildings in Kadriorg, Nõmme and other suburban  
areas as they focused on the protection of the medieval 
old town. However, several studies on the development 
of Kadriorg were carried out. Despite this the first protec-
tive regulation was only adopted in 1999 when the zoning 
plan dividing Kadriorg into park area and residential and 
sports area was drawn up. This plan established general 
construction principles for the whole district. The real 
turning point in the protection of Kadriorg, as well as 
other suburbs, was only witnessed in 2001 when the first 
eight milieu areas of cultural and environmental value in 
Estonia were established by the comprehensive plan for 
Tallinn.
  The first attempts to take wooden districts under  
protection in the city of Tartu were made as early as 1995 
and 1996 when the protected areas of city planning of 
Karlova, Tammelinn, Tähtvere and Toometaguse were 
established. These districts became milieu areas at the 
beginning of this century.
  The building boom that followed ownership reform 
was hard on the suburbs – they lost a great deal of their 
historic substance during the 1990s. While in Soviet 
times the suburbs were under threat of being demolished 
and replaced by whole blocks of houses, privatisation trig-
gered uncontrollable real estate development in individual 
plots. Unlike the budgetary tightness of the 1980s big 
money started to circulate in real estate and hundreds of 
owners were acting simultaneously on their separate plots 
which meant that heritage protectors completely lost  
control of the situation. The discussions, that had started 
in the 1980s, on the establishment of heritage conserva-
tion areas died out into daily political issues of heritage 
conservation. The Planning Act which entered into force 
in 2002 offered new solutions by pushing the problems 

miLieU pRotection aReas
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(1) Bird’s eye view of the Kadriorg milieu protection area in Tallinn. Photos by Tallinn Culture and Heritage Department
(2) Urban landscaping, including old alleyways and avenues, is as important a medium of urban historic town planning as the buildings.  
Kopli Street in Kalamaja, Tallinn
(3) Fascinating courtyard facades of buildings and their spontaneous extensions from different eras make of old town of Võru 
especially charming. Photos by Oliver Orro
(4) Amazingly genuine pre-industrial-revolution milieu of a small town has been preserved in the town centre of Rakvere

(2)

(4)

(1)
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from the state to local governments allowing them to  
protect districts as milieu areas. Larger local governments 
immediately seized this opportunity – Tallinn was followed  
by Tartu, Viljandi and other towns.
  Milieu areas were established ten years after the  
restoration of independence. This made sensible urban 
planning possible. Initially, the milieu protection areas 
had mild restrictions, similar to Nordic countries where 
mainly the dimensions of buildings and the preservation 
of furbishing were looked after. However, with time these 
areas have, in places, become even more strictly regulated  
and more protective of the urban historic fabric than 
national heritage conservation areas and this is mainly 
result of the active plot by plot real estate development. 
Now the establishment of milieu protection areas has 
become an integral part of the comprehensive planning 
of both rural municipalities and towns and milieu protec-
tion areas have also been established in villages and small 
boroughs. 
  Behind the restrictions that are becoming more  
and more rigid there is the interest of local communities 
to protect their living environment from profit minded 
real estate developers and new-comers who may not 
acknowledge the existing values of the district, as well as 
the increasing awareness of the environment and sustain-
able way of life. The creation of a milieu protection area 
involves the establishment of protection requirements 
and conditions of use (i.e. value classes and restoration 
principles of buildings, limits on the built-up areas or 

furbishing and restrictions on auxiliary buildings, parking 
places and fences). The establishment of a milieu protec-
tion area means that, first of all, the preservation of the 
exterior look of historic buildings is expected from the 
owners. Restrictions on new buildings must ensure that 
their dimensions match with the overall look of the area. 
Originality and contemporary approach is expected from 
new architecture but it should not dominate too power-
fully over historic surroundings.
  Today, we are facing the situation where the protec-
tion of milieu areas is in places even more efficient that the 
conservation of nationally listed heritage. This is true, of 
course, only in areas where the local community is actively 
involved in the protection. However, milieu protection 
areas are not the perfect remedy for all problems, and the 
overdoses of restrictions entails the risk of bureaucracy. 
For example, it is disputable whether it is reasonable to 
apply the obligation of detailed planning foreseen by law 
in a region of private houses if the costly planning will 
only quote the protection requirements and conditions 
of use included in the comprehensive plan drawn up by 
a local government. However, the most important aim of 
detailed planning – the creation of public discussion and 
obtaining the consent of neighbours – should always be 
born in mind as the latter constitutes the essence of the 
protection of the living environment.

Riin Alatalu is a project manager at the Cultural 
Heritage Department, Estonian Ministry of Culture

RIIN ALATALU MILIEU PROTECTION AREAS / CITYSCAPE

(5) When milieu areas were first established the overall notion was that the location and size of buildings would be the main concern  
but gradually the authentic details and historic building techniques have become equally important. Excellently renovated house at  
Sihi Street in Nõmme, Tallinn

(5)
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By the beginning of the 17th century, the town of Narva 
that had been erected on the site of a Stone Age settle-
ment had evolved into a medieval fortified town typical 
of Northern Europe. The last person to make consider-
able changes to the area, known to us as the old town of 
Narva, was the Swedish Lord High Chancellor, Axel 
Oxenstierna, who intended to make Narva the second 
capital of the Swedish Empire. In 1644, he introduced 
the collegial style of administration as well as the first 
building regulations for Narva which, together with the 
notion of a Renaissance style regular city, shaped the face 
of the town for centuries. For 300 years, until the devas-
tating bombing on March 6, 1944 and the rehabilitation 
period after that, the old town of Narva stood unchanged.
  By the end of WW II, the majority of buildings in 
the old town had suffered considerable damage although 
the photos of the time as well as stories told by eye-
witnesses suggest that most of the buildings could have 
been restored. Out of the 31 buildings that were listed 
as monuments in 1947 only a few have been preserved. 
Why? What happened? The most common explanation 
given is the lack of finance and the wish to eliminate the 
scars of the war and rebuild the town as soon as possible. 
But there is another contributing factor – the inhabitants 
of the town. As the natives of the town had been largely 
deported by the various parties to the war and the town 
repopulated by immigrants from all over the Soviet Union, 
the ruins had no sentimental value to any of them as they 
had no idea of what the town used to look like.
  In the late 1940s and the 1950s, only architects and 
historians were really interested in restoring the old town 
to its former glory. In 1945, a general plan was drawn up 
under the direction of architect Anton Soans. The aim was 
to restore the structure and historic look of the old town. 
Over the years, several similar plans were drawn up but as 
the number of restorable houses decreased the ruins were 
finally demolished and replaced by new buildings.
  The area of the old town is now improved by dwellings  
typical of the 1950s and 1960s. A dozen historic and  
several postmodern buildings dating back to the 1980s 
have had no impact either on the role of the district in 
urban hierarcy or on its general look. Over time, empty 
plots have become unattended green areas and the historic  
street network, as well as the layout of the quarters, have 
disappeared. The district lacks administrative buildings 
and stores, save the few pre-scool establishments and 
schools, a couple of shops located on the ground floors 
of residential buildings and the postmodern out-patient 

clinic marking the Fama bastion. The once busy town 
centre has lost all its former functions while a new centre 
at some distance has evolved rather randomly resulting in 
a situation where one of the oldest towns in Estonia lacks 
not only a historic heart but also an integral and fuctional 
town centre.
  Rapid changes, however, are not the answer to the 
town planning problems in Narva, the addressing of which 
needs a long-term vision of development and binding  
reference documents. To that end, the drawing up of the  
partial comprehensive plan of Narva old town was launched 
by the Narva City Council decision of November 30, 2006.
  The work of architectural bureau, Urban Mark OÜ, 
was based on the scenario planning concept which is  
a strategic planning method used for making dynamic  
long-term plans. In essence, the scenario is an idea for  
the possible development of the town determining the 
potential of spatial development of a certain area or notion. 
  In spatial strategy, there are 12 scenarios for the old 
town of Narva:

1) Connecting the new business quarter in Tallinn Road 
 with the old town;
2) The new administrative centre in Helsinki Street that 
 is to be restored;
3) Making use of the neglected quarter surrounded by 
 the Town Hall, the reconstructable part of Rüütli 
 Street and Pimeaia Street according to three possible 
 visions of development;
4) Restoration of the route between the old town and 
 Hermann Castle;
5) A route for pedestrians connecting the old town 
 with the castle under the Sõpruse Bridge along the 
 promenade under construction;
6) Reconstruction of the Narva river promenade and 
 integration of the river bank with urban space;
7) Recreational area of the green zone of bastions; 
 annexed to the Joaoru rectreational area, if possible;
8) A route for pedestrians between Fama Centre and 
 old town;
9) Elongation of Sadama Street as far as Pushkini   
 Street;
10) Restoration of the historic street network;
11) Preservation, restoration and exposition of the 
 historic buildings (erected before 1940);
12) Exposition of different historic stages in urban 
 planning.
 

paRtiaL compReHensive pLan of  
naRva oLD town 2008–2011
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(1) Existing buildings of the old town of Narva that are to be preserved. 3D models by Urban Mark OÜ
(2) Old town with planned new buildings

(1)

(2)
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Based on the spatial strategy scenarios, an explanatory 
letter as well as drawings of the comprehensive plan were 
prepared dealing with the practical, technical and legal 
measures necessary for channeling the possible develop-
ments. Changes in land tenure will allow the establishment  
of businesses on ground floors of residential buildings.  
In addition, undeveloped plots, currently determined as 
general purpose land, will be defined as public building  
land, commercial land or residential land. Addition of 
the commercial function should contribute to luring back 
small businesses, such as shops, cafes, galleries and  
service points characteristic of all European town centres. 
That kind of development will be important for improving 
the quality of the living environment as well as making the 
old town more attractive for inhabitants as well as tourists.
  When talking about traffic schemes and a street  
network, attention will be paid to the restoration of the 
historic street network, directing the transit traffic past 
the old town, and developing routes for pedestrians,  
especially the ones passing through the old town. In the 
comprehensive plan, it is also foreseen to create a new town 
square – the Stockholm Square – between the streets of 
Viru, Rüütli and Helsinki (yet to be restored), to restore  
the square in front of the town hall as well as to reopen the 
Hahn Stairs leading from the old town to the river bank.
  One of the most important elements of the plan is to 
make the new building stock twice as dense as it is now. 
Although historically the old town used to be even denser, 
it is expected that more compact built environment  
will lead to certain opposition among local people used 
to open spaces. Nevertheless, this solution is the best  
compromise between the options of restoring the historic 
buildings, preserving the existing urban space and  
reviving the old town area.

(3) The new building of the University of Tartu Narva College (architects S. Valner, I. Peil, K. Koov). The college building erected beside  
the central square of the old town embodies historic as well as modern forms and materials. It has brought an important public function back 
to the town centre and, more importantly, embodies the added value of the 21st-century architecture. Photo by Kaido Haagen

  The preservation and reconstruction of historic 
buildings is also foreseen. It is considered feasible to 
rebuild two of the demolished buildings – the relatively 
small weighhouse and the so-called Peter the Great’s 
house which will be reconstructed using historic materials 
and revived to their former glory. The foundations  
of demolished larger buildings in parks and squares will 
be displayed. In places where this is impossible (due  
to roads) their former location are to be marked on the  
pavement. The original appearance of post-war buildings 
will be restored. Only some of the Soviet era buildings, 
with no architectural or constructional value, are planned 
to be demolished. For new buildings, strict rules shall be 
put in place, inluding heritage protection rules that must 
be followed in this area of such a complicated archaeo-
logical and historical stratification. Complying with these 
criteria will guarantee that, in the long run, the old town of 
Narva will become an attractive centre with quality urban 
space and architecture.
  It is also clear, however, that not all the ideas put 
forth in the current plan will be realized and that there  
will be a need for a new comprehensive plan in less than 
20 years, as foreseen in the present plan. But setting 
long-term goals guarantees the coherence of the present 
plan with those to come as well as the sustainable devel-
opment of the district. No town will ever be completed 
and, therefore, no comprehensive plan shall have a final 
goal. But achieving mid-term goals is quite realistic and 
the one set forth in this plan is to bring life to the old town 
of Narva and restore its former position in urban space 
hierarcy as an active historic town centre.

Peeter Tambu is the City Architect of Narva

(3)
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The Northern Tallinn district as a whole has often been 
described as “an uncut gem”. However, one of its assets 
was reborn in 2009 with the completion of the reconstruc-
tion of Kalamaja Cemetery Park which was turned into a 
peaceful haven for local people to pass their leisure time 
and for visitors to admire its numerous sights.
  When walking in spring time in Kalamaja Cemetery 
Park you cannot help feeling that this recently founded 
park is one of the most pleasant sights in Tallinn. There 
are obvious reasons for this: as the tree growth is very 
dense in the park its undergrowth is formed of early  
blossoming spring flowers that make early spring there 
especially beautiful. Spring is a symbol of birth and every 
death also means a rebirth. However, not all springs have 
been as beautiful and full of blooms as they are now.
  Kalamaja is a primeval suburb of Tallinn located in 
close vicinity to the old town. It became an established 
settlement in the middle of the 13th century. Kalamaja 
cemetery is the oldest known cemetery in Tallinn dating 
back to the 16th century but there are references suggest-
ing that it might have existed as early as the 15th century. 
However, there are no precise sources to confirm this.
  Kalamaja cemetery was a burial ground for the 
churches of Holy Spirit and St. Michael’s in Tallinn. It was 
also a burial place for peasants who lived in the regions 
around Tallinn. As to the location of Kalamaja church 
that was built in 1544 historians have divergent opinions. 
Some suggest that it stood between the cemetery and 
today’s Noole Street but others are of the opinion that it 
was erected in the older part of the cemetery, somewhere 
near the gate tower that has been preserved until today.
  The cemetery has been destroyed several times  
during wars. After the Great Northern War the cemetery 
was left without fences. Cattle from surrounding pastures 
walked into the cemetery and animals roamed randomly 
between the graves. In 1730, the Estonian and Swedish 
congregations filed a joint request to Tallinn Town Council 
asking for a fence to be built around Kalamaja cemetery 
and that bells be put up at entrances.
  According to the Livonian Chronicles written by the 
priest of the Estonian congregation of the Holy Spirit 
Church in Tallinn, Balthasar Russow, Swedish soldiers 
who were located in Tallinn at the beginning of Swedish 
rule were infected with some unusual disease and in 
August 1561 as many as 2000 of them were buried in the 
Kalamaja cemetery.
  In 1780, a baroque gate tower was built in  
the cemetery and it has been preserved until today.  

The construction was commissioned and financed by 
Peter Duborgh. Until the end of the 1970s the tower had 
a slab of stone fixed on its wall with the following text: 
“Dieser Turm ist von den Herrn Cämmerer PETER 
DUBORGH erbaut. Anno 1780”.
  In 1772, the Russian Empress, Catherine II, issued 
a decree prohibiting the burials in churches. This had 
been a common tradition among noble people. She also 
banned burials next to the churches located in towns. For 
Kalamaja cemetery, it was a 40 years period of fast expan-
sion taking place namely in 1842, 1862, 1874 and 1882. 
The oldest part of the cemetery is located in the north-east. 
Starting from there the cemetery expanded to the west and 
finally to the south. During the short period from 1842 to 
1902 approx. 30 000 people were buried there.
  The tidying up of the cemetery in 1935 revealed 
that numerous gravestones were a couple of hundred 
years older than was previously thought. It also appeared 
that several of them had two dates on them. Many of the 
stones were highly interesting as masterpieces of chisel 
work. It came out that the texts and dates cut into the feet 
of gravestones in a relatively primitive manner, as well as 
the symbols of death, eternity and the ephemeral essence 
of life (sculls, sand-glasses, crossed bones, etc.) were sec-
ondary. The stones that had been, for way over a hundred 
years, used as gravestones in Kalamaja cemetery were 
actually much older. After analysing the initial texts and 
reliefs on the stones it turned out that 300 years before 
they had been taken into use as gravestones they had 
served as vertical stoop slabs in front of the house doors of 
citizens of Tallinn. The gravestones of Kalamaja cemetery 
were recognised as stoop slabs once again and as such 
were listed as monuments under national protection. In 
1935, most of the carved stones were left in their initial 
location i.e. the cemetery. However, lot of the old tomb 
stones were relocated within the cemetery and exhibited, 
or planned to be exhibited, by the entrance to the cem-
etery. Most of the preserved stoop slabs are currently 
exhibited in the Dominican friary in Tallinn.
  By the late 1930s the territory of the cemetery was 
neglected again. For example, in 1936 it was considered 
that there were too many iron fences in the cemetery and 
people were advised not to erect any new ones. The fences 
of abandoned graves, the number of which in Tallinn cem-
eteries was already high in those days, were sold as scrap. 
Survey and protection of cultural monuments located in 
cemeteries were not common at the time and, therefore, 
many of the memorials were destroyed.

KaLamaja cemeteRy paRK 

ARTUR ÜMAR KALAMAJA CEMETERY PARK / CITYSCAPE
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CITYSCAPE / KALAMAJA CEMETERY PARK ARTUR ÜMAR 

(1) The natural looking fountain. Photo by Janika Sirvi 
(2) The intersection of paths. Photo by Helen Kallaste
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(3) The Baroque gate tower of Kalamaja cemetery was built in 1780. 
Photo by Ain Saarna
(4) The gravestone made of stoop slabs dislayed at the Dominican 
friary in Tallinn. Photo by Peeter Säre

After the occupation of Estonian territory by the Soviet  
Armed Forces in 1940, the Council of People’s Commissars  
of the Estonian SSR adopted a regulation on cemeteries.  
Unfortunately, however, this did not include anything 
about the preservation of local monuments. It was only in 
1967 that the Minister of Communal Economy and Public 
Services of the Estonian SSR issued a directive called 
“The regulations of the use of cemeteries in the Estonian 
SSR” which included, for the first time, the requirement 
to display plans of cemeteries and mark historic graves  

on them. However, Kalamaja cemetery was closed by that 
time and transformed into a recreation park. After the 
liquidation of the cemetery in the 1960s the value of the 
gate tower, that was then in a rather poor condition, was 
very much questioned.
  The recent reconstruction works in the former 
cemetery covering an area of 6.7 hectares included the 
polishing of the walls of the gate-belfry, the construction 
of a staircase on the park side of the tower, repairs to the 
walls and the replacement of the lattice of the arch facing 
the park with a forged gate. It also meant the opening of 
an information kiosk under the arch of the gate giving an 
overview of the history of the former cemetery, displaying 
old pictures and offering an opportunity to get acquainted 
with the lists of buried people.
  The park stands out for the high quality of its  
construction work: the curves of walkways are exactly bow- 
shaped and the surfaces are pleasantly smooth, a result 
which is often very difficult to achieve by many Estonian 
builders. During the work a surprisingly small number of 
grave marks were dug out. Contractors were of the opin-
ion that the gravestones and fences had been thrown into 
odd large holes as about ten gravestones were found in 
the same place. The reconstruction of the road network of 
the park followed the historic road system of the cemetery. 
Due to the fact that the original furbishing of the park 
consisted mainly of high trees that grew densely next to 
each other, the lower burnishing of the park was substan-
tially supplemented by bushes and small trees. A special 
area marking burial plots specified on the cemetery map 
compiled in 1923 was established in the southern part of 
the park. Two very unusual fountains were also built in the 
park: one of them was erected next to the entrance from 
Tööstuse Street and the other in the north-eastern part  
of the park at the intersection of the paths. The fountain 
in the middle of the park does not throw up a usual spout 
in the air but sprays minute water particles that look like a 
cloud of steam or mist when looked at from a distance.
  The park is partly surrounded by a 2 metre high 
metal wicker fence and partly by wooden fencing of the 
same height. The park can be entered through six pedes-
trian gates and one gate for vehicles. The children’s play-
ground was built near the gate-belfry where the cemetery 
attendant’s house initially stood. As there was no better 
place for a playground that needed deeper excavations it 
meant that the cemetery substance was left untouched.
  The reconstruction of Kalamaja Cemetery Park has 
been highly rated. It has been acknowledged as the best 
urban facility in 2009. The information kiosk was the first 
of its kind and was merited with the acknowledgement  
of the National Heritage Board as an innovative solution 
for introducing cultural heritage.

Artur Ümar is a Leading Specialist at the Tallinn 
Culture and Heritage Department
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After having conquered Tallinn, the Russian Czar, Peter 
the Great, decided in 1711 to build a military harbour 
there. Soon the construction of a breakwater that was 
supposed to protect Tallinn roadstead from northern 
winds, was commenced but in 1716 a heavy storm broke 
out destroying everything that had been accomplished  
so far and sinking two warships. At the beginning of the 
20th century, however, his ideas were brought to light 
again by Czar Nicholas II, aiming to turn Tallinn into the 
main harbour of the world’s largest network of military 
structures. In 1907, Czar Nicholas II commissioned the 
development of the Peter the Great Naval Fortress com-
prising a system of coastal artillery batteries, minefields 
and naval units. The overall aim of the Naval Fortress was 
to protect St Petersburg from possible attacks from the 
sea and the creation of a seaplane squadron in Tallinn was 
part of that grand plan. 
  In 1914, the Commander of the Navy Headquarters 
presented a project for a seaplane harbour including a 
structure for launching seaplanes as well as a building for 
storing the planes. In the summer of the same year, World 
War I broke out and the execution of the project was post-
poned. It was only a couple of years later that the actual 
construction works recommenced. 
  It was planned to build out the entire area comprising 
a seaplane harbour, groups of seaplane hangars, several 
ordinary slipways and a mechanical slipway for the new 
large seaplanes. The seaplane harbour was to comprise a 
breakwater, harbour basin, pier, barracks, and teaching 
facilities of the Aviation School, servicing and auxiliary 
buildings as well as roads and turntables. 
  In March 1916, the engineer, architect and the 
constructor of many lighthouses in the Baltic Sea area, 
Colonel Aleksander Ivanovich Jaron, announced a compe-
tition for designing the hangars which were then modestly 
referred to as reinforced concrete sheds. It was planned to 
erect two hangar groups with three “sheds” to make up 
one group and two “sheds” to make up the other. Each 
individual “shed” had to be at least 50 by 35 meters in 
size with 10 meters high and 35 meters wide gates. 
  Calls for proposals were sent to eleven Russian and 
foreign companies. On the basis of their designs, the fol-
lowing seven companies qualified: Zelezobeton, Christiani 
& Nielsen AS, Engineers Trotskij and Slutskij, Bodo 
Egestof, Engineer Maksejev, Engineer Runeberg’s bureau 
Vega and Kyrenius & Co. During the designing process, 
it turned out that hangars of much larger volumes were 
needed and therefore, the companies were commissioned 

to design not two but three hangar groups. The changes 
also brought about the reviewing of the budget as well 
as the cost of each design. The latter was probably why 
the design by Christiani & Nielsen was declared the win-
ner of the final round as it was cheaper to execute and the 
structural solution of the building was much smarter than 
that of the winner of the first two rounds, Zelesobeton. On 
May 17, in spite of the previous decision, it was decided to 
build two sets of hangars both comprising three hangars.
  Before long, the task of constructing the hangars 
was given to Christiani & Nielsen too. The company of 
Danish origin had an advantage because it was already 
involved in the designing and construction process of the 
nearby Noblessner submarine shipyard, making it easier 
to recruit workers and purchase building materials. 
  Christiani & Nielsen AS was an innovative engi-
neering bureau of international scale focusing on new 
construction technologies. The design of the seaplane 
hangars was most probably drawn up in the company’s 
headquarters in Copenhagen. The designing department 
was then run by the Chief Engineer of the bureau, Herluf 
Forchhammer. Although the exact designing process is 
not known, it is assumed that besides Forchhammer and 
his team many of the technological solutions were devised 
by an engineer, Sven Schultz, who worked at the site in 
Tallinn as a project manager. Knud Højgaard was the third 
engineer mentioned in connection with the designing 
process of the hangars.1

  The actual construction works on site were com-
menced on May 16, 1916. At the same time, a railway 
branch line was constructed on the harbour territory,  
the territory was levelled and the gulf deepened. It is 
interesting that no Estonians were hired as workers, 
only Russians. Construction works were called to a halt 
several times depending on whether the front line was 
closing in or not. In November 1916, pile driving works 
of the second hangar group were commenced. In 1917, 
the works were further expedited with windows arriving 
from Rakvere, cement from Kunda, 240 meters of chain 
for gates from Kronstadt and roofing felt from Finland.2 
By October, when the works were once again called to 
halt because of the hostilities closing in, the hangar was 
almost completed – being only short of the sliding doors, 
the slipway for launching planes and the floor of granite 
slabs which were supposed to arrive from Finland. These 
shortcomings were disposed of and the construction of the 
auxiliary buildings was carried out at the beginning of the 
1920s when Estonia had gained independence.3

tHe HistoRy of  
tHe seapLane HanGaRs
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Supporting structures of the hangars are made of  
reinforced cast-in-place concrete. The roof of the 109 by  
36 meters structure comprises three low segmented 
cupolas, the shells of which are 8 to 12 centimetres thick. 
The weight of the structure is carried and distributed on 
supporting pillars by four reinforced concrete arches, in 
between which the cupolas are formed. Arches are sup-
ported on abutments founded deep in the ground. The 
seaplane hangars are remarkable namely because of their 
structural solutions, manifested mainly in the reinforced 
cast-in-place concrete cupolas with no interior supports. 
Regarding the calculation and construction methods 
available at the time, there is no doubt an exceptional 
building. It may well be one of the very first large-scale 
reinforced concrete shell structures in the history of  
structural engineering.
  Between 1920 and 1940, the hangars of the 
Seaplane Harbour housed the Naval Air Squad of the 
Estonian Air Force. After the restructuring of the Air Force 
in the 1930s, the Seaplane Harbour also housed Air Force 
headquarters. After the completion of auxiliary buildings  
of the Seaplane Harbour, the Aviation School was moved 
there to train the future pilots of the Estonian Air Force. 
The hangars accommodated sea planes and later on  

artillery, machines and various vehicles of the Auto-Tank 
Regiment. From the spring of 1921 to autumn of the 
same year the Seaplane Harbour also served passengers 
flying the Tallinn-Stockholm route on board the Junkers 
F13 postal plane. Between 1920 and 1940, the Seaplane 
Harbour and hangars hosted visitors from near and afar. 
Apart from the courtesy calls from naval pilots of neigh-
bouring countries, the Seaplane Harbour was visited by 
several important figures in the history of aviation, includ-
ing Umberto Maddalena, Charles Lindebergh and Jean 
Batten.4

  On June 17, 1940, the Commander-in-chief of the 
Estonian Army and the representatives of the Red Army 
of the Soviet Union signed a protocol according to which 
Estonia gave “voluntarily” permission for Soviet troops 
to establish military bases on the territory of Estonia. The 
Seaplane Harbour together with the equipment, furniture, 
electricity installations and other items were transferred to 
the disposal of the Red Banner Baltic Fleet remaining in 
the hands of the occupying forces for 50 years. 
  During the Soviet years, the harbour and its territory 
accommodated the ancillary vessels of the Construction 
Administration of the Baltic Fleet, a mine and torpedo 
base as well as the equipment of the trawler brigade. 

(1) Seaplane hangars after completion. Photos from the Estonian State Archives  
(2) Aviation academy cadets on the hangar roof
(3) Seaplane hangars after restoration. Photo by Arne Maasik, Maritime Museum collection
(4) The walls of the building are equipped with enormous mechanical doors. Photo by Kaido Haagen, Maritime Museum collection

(3) (4)
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(5)

As from the beginning of the 1950s, large-scale rein-
forced concrete elements were built on the slipway of 
the Seaplane Harbour, while the seaplane hangars were 
mainly used as storage space, the need for structural 
maintenance of which was neglected. Therefore, the 
structures of hangars started at that time slowly but con-
sistently began to deteriorate and the entire complex now 
located in the restricted territory almost fell into oblivion.
  In 1992, the Estonian Parliament, the Riigikogu, 
declared the former facilities of the Soviet armed forces 
located on the Estonian territory to be the property of the 
state. In 1990, however, foreseeing the course of events, 
the Soviet military factory No 84 had sold the Seaplane 
Harbour to a B&E joint venture. It was a typical Soviet-
style embezzlement of assets. With this illegal action 
(according to Soviet law the military was not allowed to 
sell its property to private companies) began the years of 
confusion with the legal status of the property incurring  
a law-suite lasting for ten years.
  After the cunning transaction carried out by the 
Construction Administration of the Baltic Fleet in 1990, 
the hangars were at the disposal of several companies 
claiming ownership, although they knew that the Seaplane 
Harbour belonged to the Republic of Estonia. The Ministry 
of Defence which was given the task of taking over Soviet 
military facilities had no idea whatsoever what went on in 
those hangars as no-one even bothered to pay rent to the 
state. At the same time, there was an on-going law-suite 
with no end to be seen. Years went by with the law-suit still 

1 Lige, C-D. Texts written for the exposition of the Estonian Maritime  
 Museum, 27.04.2010.
2 Kaljundi, J. Ajalooline õiend vesilennukite angaaride ehitusest  
 Tallinnas. Manuscript. Archive of the Tallinn Culture and Heritage  
 Department.
3 Sarapuu, O; Karu, M. Lennusadam – ajaloo varalaegas – Proceedings  
 of the Estonian Maritime Museum 2012:6, pp 20–35
4 Ibid.

(5) The seafront and the square in front of the hangars have been tidied up as well. The restoration of the hangars is an important step  
for Tallinn in opening the city centre to the sea. Photos from the collection of Maritime Museum

dragging on benefiting only the companies claiming own-
ership of the territory. Meanwhile, large-scale construction 
works were carried out in the territory and even attempts 
were made to arbitrarily expand the harbour. 
  The ownership saga got quite a tragicomical ending 
in the year of 2000 when the President of the Republic of 
the time, Lennart Meri, tried to visit the seaplane hang-
ars but was turned away by a unilingual Russian guard 
threatening the President with his Kalashnikov rifle. As a 
result of the commotion in the local press invoked by the 
President taking personal offence at the event, the Tallinn 
City Court finally ruled in favour of the state. 
  The year of 2003 was marked with the transfer of 
the “Suur Tõll” ice-breaker to the pier of the Seaplane 
Harbour and the beginning of the new and happy era for 
the hangars – the era of the Maritime Museum.
  The immense conservation efforts were crowned 
with the Grand Prix for conservation awarded by Europa 
Nostra in 2013.

Artur Ümar is a Leading Specialist at the Tallinn 
Culture and Heritage Department
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(6)

(7)

(6) The building houses the Estonian Maritime Museum together with its fascinating exhibits. The interior is still dominated by three  
massive domes above, surrounded by concrete surfaces
(7) A view at the hangars from the sea. Photo by Martin Siplane

BUILDINGS / THE HISTORY Of THE SEAPLANE HANGARS ARTUR ÜMAR
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CONSERVATION Of THE SEAPLANE HANGARS / BUILDINGSKARL ÕIGER

By the time the seaplane hangars underwent thorough 
restoration works in 2010 and 2011, they had been stand-
ing unmaintained and without proper roofing for almost 
93 years, as a result of which the reinforced concrete 
structures had suffered extensive damage and engineers 
were not entirely sure whether they could be restored and 
used or not. 
  Between 1961 and 2000, several well-known engi-
neers and art historians examined the hangars and made 
proposals for their repair or conservation but these ideas 
were never put in to practice. 
  In 2001, additional studies were carried out by engi-
neers Karl Õiger and Heiki Onton at Tallinn University of 
Technology (TUT). The same year, a conservation design 
was completed as a joint work of TUT and BetonTest, 
according to which the first renovation stage was carried  
out in 2001 with financial support from Tallinn City 
Government (Tallinn Culture and Heritage Department 
allocated approximately one million kroons). As part of 
the first stage, penetrating cracks in the central concrete 
shell were repaired by stitching, openings were grouted, 
and the concrete shell was primed and covered with SBS 
roofing material. For further repair works there was no 
money available. In spite of several appeals to Tallinn City 
Government and the Government of the Republic, repair 
works were put on hold because of the ongoing lawsuit 
over the property issue that finally came to an end in 2006.
  In 2009, as part of the overall renovation design of 
the hangars by OÜ KOKO Arhitektid, Karl Õiger and 
Heiki Onton from TUT drew up a conservation design of 
reinforced concrete structures, on the basis of which the 
works, commissioned by the Estonian Maritime Museum 
were carried out by contractor Nordecon AS. These works 
began with a festive ceremony on May 11, 2010 where the 
President of the Republic, Toomas Hendrik Ilves, the  
Director of Estonian Maritime Museum, Urmas Dresen,  
and the Chairman of the Council of Nordecon Inter- 
national, Toomas Luman, laid a symbolic cornerstone. 
  Enterprise Estonia allocated over 140 million kroons 
to the Maritime Museum for developing the Seaplane 
Harbour into a contemporary and integrated maritime 
museum-visiting centre introducing the history of  
technology. 
 
CONDITION Of THE STRUCTURE  
BEfORE CONSERVATION
The concrete shell roofs had a lot of cracks in them many 
of which were penetrating. In places, water and frost had 

severely damaged the concrete and generated penetrating 
holes. The cupola closest to the town had a lot of penetrat-
ing cracks. Although the outer surfaces of the concrete 
shells were relatively intact, the protective layer of rein-
forcement on the inside had come off in large areas due to 
the corrosion of the reinforcement and was already crum-
bling. Many of the rebars of the severely corroded steel 
reinforcement had become detached or even fallen off.  
It was dangerous to walk under the concrete shells with-
out a hard hat. The shell around the lanterns that used 
to be 80 mm thick was now only 50 mm thick, making it 
dangerous also to walk on the roof. Damages to the rein-
forced concrete posts and compressive belt 10 meters 
in diameter were so extensive that it was impossible to 
restore them. The reinforced concrete walls of the trusses 
(structures on the facade with a compression chord, 
walls and tension chords supporting the cylindrical ele-
ments of the cupola) had suffered extensive damage and 
had to be reinforced and covered with concrete all over 
again. Arches of the trusses had suffered relatively small 
damage but the braces had extensive corrosion damage. 
Foundations did not need strengthening but foundation 
beams did. The walls and intermediate floors of the corner 
towers had suffered extensive damage.
  During the various studies that were carried out, the 
load-bearing characteristics of different materials, their 
texture, resistance to salts and frost as well as potential 
cleansing and conservation methods were tested. 
  It was quite an achievement in part by the designers,  
contracting entity and the contractor to restore the  
93 years old structure that had been unmaintained  
and with no proper roofing for so long and suffered such  
extensive damages. 
 
CONSERVATION wORKS
First of all, concrete surfaces were cleansed and corroded 
rebars were uncovered using sand blasters and water 
blasters. Large cracks on shell surfaces were injected and 
stitched. Rebars were replaced or reinforced by welding. 
In places of damage, before applying infill concrete, the 
surfaces of old concrete were treated with special chemical 
improving adhesion and resistance to corrosion. Finally, 
the surfaces were re-profiled to give them the original 
look. In order to conserve and strengthen the extensively 
damaged shell roof, the inner surface was stripped of 
crumbly material, treated with inhibitors and then covered  
with stainless steel net fastened with Würth concrete 
screws. The net was subsequently covered with shotcrete  

conseRvation of tHe ReinfoRceD concRete 
stRUctURes of tHe seapLane HanGaRs
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in several layers with the total average thickness of 50 mm.  
The surface was finished by applying black paint to 
achieve a mottled look not striking as new. Adhesion 
of new concrete layers to old concrete was consistently 
checked. At first, much of the works and operation, such 
as water blasting, shotcreting and cleansing of rebars to 
the required level of cleanliness, took a lot of time to learn 
as Estonian specialists lacked the necessary experience. 
During the works, the level of vibration had to be mea-
sured, induced by piling works carried out in the vicinity  
of the harbour or by the deconstruction of the old concrete  
floor in the hangars. Another problem encountered only 
during the works was that similar structural joints had 
been constructed using different methods and that these 
joints had also suffered different damage. Therefore, 
the conservation design needed constant amendment 
and revision. Reparation works were carried out using 
materials of the leading manufacturer of chemicals in 

Switzerland, Sika. The large upward acting folding-gates, 
the submarine and other exhibits on display as well as the 
footbridge were supported on separate pile foundations 
not directly linked to the old supporting structures. It took 
18 months to repair all the reinforced concrete structures. 
  The condition of hangars will be monitored by  
carrying out periodical field tests and measuring, while 
bearing in mind that in places the concrete shell is loaded 
by exhibits suspended from the roof. 
  In spite of the problems faced before and during the 
restoration works of the extensively damaged reinforced 
concrete structures of the seaplane hangars, a successful 
outcome was achieved thanks to a competent restoration 
design and good work on the part of the contractor and  
the contracting entity. 

Karl Õiger is a civil engineer and Professor Emeritus of 
Tallinn University of Technology

(1) Hangars before conservation. Photos by Arne Maasik, Maritime Museum Collection
(2) Same view after substantial and complex conservation works

(1)

(2)
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A RENEwED MUSEUM / BUILDINGSHENRY KUNINGAS, TOOMAS ABILINE 

This article gives a short overview of one of the most  
magnificent museum complexes introducing military 
architecture in Estonia: Kiek in de Kök cannon tower  
and the Ingeri (Ingermanland) and Rootsi (Swedish) 
bastions linked to it by underground passages. The  
complex was opened in spring 2010.
  Kiek in de Kök was once the largest cannon tower  
in Tallinn but after the renovation of the underground  
passages connecting it with the Ingeri and Rootsi bastions 
it became the most comprehensive fortification complex 
giving a good overview of the development of Tallinn as a 
stronghold from the Middle Ages until modern times.

BASTION PASSAGES 
The numerous and mysterious passages inside the earth 
mounds were constructed simultaneously with the build-
ing of bastions during the 17th and 18th centuries. The 
Rootsi and Ingeri bastions, the Wismari ravelin and the 
De la Gardie redoubt in front of the latter were completed 
in 1710 according to the fortification plan approved in 
1686. The Ingeri and Rootsi bastions are typical pen-
tagonal earth mounds supported by stone escarp walls. 
The purpose of the bastions was to enable firing on both 
flanks in the case of enemy attacks. Cannons were lined 
up on top of the bastions. The triangular Wismari rave-
lin was situated between the bastions. A moat with long 
wooden bridges was lying in front of the fortifications. 
Hidden passages were constructed inside the bastions  
in order to shelter men, ammunition and supplies,  
but especially to hide their relocation from the enemy. 
The passages also served as observation posts to spy  
on the enemy’s activities related to mining explosives. 
The earliest passages were likely to be constructed in  
the 1630s. More intensive construction works started  
in 1672. 
  The tunnels for the passages were made of limestone 
and as a rule they were 1.5 m wide and 2.5–3 m high, 
covered by barrel vaults. The walls were up to four meters 
thick. The passages along the outer walls were provided 
with 2.5 meter wide chambers – the so-called “case-
mates”. The ceilings of the passages were provided with 
ventilation holes and separate levels of tunnels were  
connected by stairs. The total length of the passages is 
hundreds of meters. 
  The passages connect both bastions and the former 
Wismari ravelin that does not exist any more. However, 
the passages show the borders of the ravelin as it used to 

be. The bastions never witnessed serious hostilities and, 
therefore, the passages were never in active use.
  In the 18th century the passages were partially used 
as storerooms. In 1857, the earthen bastions were taken 
off the list of fortifications and after that parks were estab-
lished on top of the Ingeri and Rootsi bastions.
  The experience of WWI and the threat of a new war 
generated the need to think about some defence measures 
and in 1936 the adaptation of the underground passages 
into air-raid shelters was started. They were provided  
with separate electricity circuits and ventilation systems, 
running water and telephone communications. It became 
an underground township with bedrooms and toilets 
included. 
  In the 1980s, the passages under the Ingeri bastion 
were used as storage for sculptures belonging to the Art 
Foundation but the danger of theft forced the move of the 
sculptures elsewhere. Since then the passages have been 
empty. Since the 1990s many homeless people have found 
shelter in the deserted passages.
  During the period from 2005 to 2006 the passages 
under the Ingeri and Rootsi bastions were renovated and 
the new exhibition opened there is waiting to be discov-
ered being certainly one of the most exciting parts of the 
whole fortification complex. The length of passages open 
for visitors is 380 metres.

KIEK IN DE KöK CANNON TOwER
Some facts: the height of the tower is 50 metres on the 
side of Rataskaevu Street and 36 metres on Komandandi 
Street. The diameter of the six floor tower with vaulted 
ceilings is 17 metres and its outer wall is 3.8 metres thick.
  Kiek in de Kök was constructed as a cannon tower in 
about 1475 according to the most up-to-date principles  
of fortification. It was surrounded by a rondel in 1533. 
This old-fashioned earthen fortification turned out to 
be an essential supplement which proved its necessity 
during the Livonian War when sieges by Russian troops 
were successfully survived. Kiek in de Kök became widely 
known during the siege in 1577 when the Russian artil-
lery positioned on St. Anthony’s Hill bombarded the tower 
round-the-clock. According to the chronicler Balthasar 
Russow the bombardment was so strong that: “on one 
side of the tower such a hole was made that a couple of 
oxen could have walked together through it”.
  In 1958, the reconstruction of the tower was started 
in order to hand it over to the Tallinn City Museum and 

a ReneweD mUseUm –  
KieK in De KöK anD Bastion passaGes 
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(3)

(1)

(4)

(1) The view on the cannon tower. Photos by Jaan Künnap  
(2) Building the underground passage to connect the museum’s entrance and the bastion tunnels, 2007
(3) The sunken gallery on the north-eastern side of the Ingeri bastion, 2006. Photo by Martin Kagadze, Jüri Kaljundi
(4) Portal at the southern side of the Toompea defence walls. Dating back to the second half of the 15th century. Photo by Peeter Talvar
(5) Part of the exhibition is dedicated to the homeless and the punks who used to inhabit the passages. Photo by Jaan Künnap
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open it for visitors. Several partitions, ovens and flues 
that had been added to the tower over the centuries were 
removed from all the terrestrial floors of the tower. During 
the reconstructions carried out from 1966 to 1968 the 
tower was turned into a proper museum with an under-
ground lobby which was built as an extension.
  Restoration works carried out in 2009 and 2010 
under the supervision of Heino Uuetalu were conservative 
in their character. Due to the construction of an under-
ground tunnel connecting the bastion passages and the 
tower the lobby in the tower had to be extended even  
further.
  During the extension of the lobby and the construc-
tion of the tunnel in 2007 and 2008 several anticipated, as 
well as unexpected, discoveries were made, including an 
escarp wall of a half-bastion built during the period from 
1530 to 1580 according to the new Italian system and 
a defensive wall that was presumably established in the 
second half of the 15th century at the southern side of the 
Toompea Hill. The wall had a well-preserved portal which 
was apparently closed as early as in the 1670s or 1680s 
in connection with the erection of the Ingeri bastion. An 
around 3.6 metres high ashlar gate was a truly sensational 
find because on the basis of the preserved plans nothing 
like that could be expected. The upper part of the portal  
is displayed in the tunnel.

COLLECTION Of EXHIBITS 
The title of the current exhibition of the Tallinn City 
Museum shown in the renewed museum complex is 
“Journey through time. Tallinn from 1219 to 2219”. 
  The permanent exhibition starts on the second floor 
of Kiek in de Kök introducing the early stage of city forti-
fication history – the era of vertical fortifications. Models 
of three city gates – the Nunne, Viru and Harju Gates – 
that have perished today and all the towers of the city wall 
as at 1530 are displayed. An exact copy of the model of 
Tallinn fortification system, made in 1683 at the request of 
Eric Dahlberg who was then the head of the fortifications 
of the Swedish Kingdom, is a valuable exhibit worth see-
ing. A huge wooden head of a man carved for the Tallinn 
pillory by Elert Thiele in 1660 and an exact replica of a 
sword used by the executioner of Tallinn in 1525 which 
was made in 1939 at Arsenal Factory are also displayed  
on that floor.
  Visitors can get a lot of information and historical  
excitement from the film „The chronicler Balthasar 
Russow tells” (author: Igor Ruus) shown on three large 
screens.

  The display on the third floor focuses on the war 
events in the history of Tallinn. Recently completed 
bronze replicas of the cannons cast in Tallinn during the 
Livonian war and called the Lion (1559, made by Karsten 
Middeldorp) and the Bitter Death (1560, made by Kort 
Hartmann) with all the necessary charging equipment are 
some of the most exciting exhibits on that floor. However, 
the most valuable treasure preserved in the tower is 
the memorial epitaph of the merchants’ corporation of 
Blackheads made by Lambert Glandorf in 1561 which 
shows the oldest known view of Tallinn. 
  The fourth floor exhibits the whole armament collec-
tion of the Tallinn City Museum, including cut-and-thrust 
weapons and firearms from the 14th to 20th century. This  
is one of the largest exhibitions of the history of weapons 
in Estonian museums.
  The exhibition of the bastion passages starts with a 
humorous animated film (OÜ Produktsioonigrupp) about 
the history of city fortifications and then takes visitors on a 
journey through time which is actually a walk with a guide 
through the tunnels. Part of the exhibition is dedicated 
to homeless people and punks who once inhabited these 
tunnels. It is possible to get acquainted with the atmos-
phere of pre-war air and gas raid shelters, as well as Soviet 
time civil defence shelters. Probably the most impressive 
and frightening part of the exhibition is the one that recre-
ates by sound effects and photos the tragic events related 
to the bombing of Tallinn on March 9, 1944.
  No doubt many visitors are happy to have a closer 
look at the exact copies of uniforms worn by Swedish  
soldiers in the Great Northern War and to peep into the 
parts of passages that are not cleaned up yet and have, 
therefore, still retained their authentic atmosphere.
  The connection of Kiek in de Kök with the bastion 
passages has proved to be a very successful idea. Two 
unique monuments of military architecture – one from 
the Middle Ages and the other from the modern era – are 
bound together into one entity which is enhanced by the 
attractive exhibition at the City Museum offering informa-
tion about the history of the town, as well as an exciting 
experience to visitors of different ages. The Museum has 
become a versatile cultural centre being used as a gallery 
and a concert venue. Tallinn has gained another exciting  
tourist site as the legendary “secret passages” under 
Tallinn are still waiting to be visited.

Henry Kuningas is a Leading Specialist at the  
Tallinn Culture and Heritage Department; Toomas 
Abiline is the Head of the Kiek in de Kök Museum 
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(6) Underground passages. Photos by Jaan Künnap
(7) The gunroom on the 5th floor of Kiek in de Kök
(8) There is a wonderful cafe on the 6th floor of the tower
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THE CONSERVATION Of THE GREAT GUILD HALL / BUILDINGSHELVE ILVES, BORIS DUBOVIK 

The Great Guild Hall together with the medieval town  
hall is one of the most remarkable buildings in the old 
town of Tallinn. It is located in the vicinity of the Town Hall 
Square in Pikk Street that was previously the high street 
and the centre of cultural life in Tallinn. This street can 
boast several fabulous buildings that belonged to mer-
chant guilds such as the Great Guild and the Brotherhood 
of Blackheads, and artisan guilds such as the St. Canute 
Guild and St. Olaf’s Guild.

HISTORICAL OVERVIEw Of SIX HUNDRED YEARS
The dashing Great Guild Hall was the place were prosper-
ous citizens held their weddings and other celebrations, 
gatherings, concerts and theatrical performances. The 
Great Guild Hall is one of the oldest of its kind in Europe 
where genuine medieval architecture has been preserved 
throughout the centuries. The hallwas built by the Great 
Guild of Tallinn merchants from 1407 to 1410. In 1413, 
the Great Guild purchased the plot between the houses 
located in Pikk Street 15 and 17 (currently called Börsi 
käik (Bourse Passage). In 1551, a vaulted passage with a 
gate was built next to the south western wall of the house 
opening to Pikk Street. A small vaulted room, the so 
called “Excise Chamber”, was built on top of the passage. 
In the passage connecting Pikk Street and Lai Street  
a small house including a maiden chamber (a room fore-
seen by the customs of the guild for the newlyweds) and 
the servant’s quarters was built. 
  The Great Guild Hall that was completed in  
1410 originally consisted of two rooms and the layout of 
its ground floor followed that of the town hall and medi-
eval dwellings in Tallinn: the specious double-aisled 
entrance hall comprising six bays and a mantle chimney 
in the corner opens into the main hall i.e. the guild hall of 
eight bays. The vaults of the main hall are supported by 
three 6-facet ashlar pillars with decorative capitals. The 
entrance hall and the Excise Chamber are connected  
by a hewn portal that is decorated with a polychrome  
arabesque ornament including the date ‘1551’ and the 
coat-of-arms of the Great Guild.
  The cellar of the building has low cross vaults that 
lean on massive square pillars. A medieval hypocaust with 
two furnaces that stood alongside the north-eastern wall of 
the cellar heated the ground floor rooms through the holes 
that were built in the niches in the wall of the main hall. 
Starting from the second half of the 17th century the rooms 
of the Great Guild Hall were heated with tiled stoves.

  In one of the rooms of the cellar facing Pikk Street 
there was a wine cellar called “Das Süsse Loch” (‘sweet 
hole’) that was for centuries leased to wealthy wine  
merchants and open to all citizens. 
  The Great Guild Hall passed an extensive recon-
struction at the beginning of the 17th century when the 
entrance hall was divided into two by a limestone wall 
forming a small hall next to the lobby.
  Until the first half of the 19th century stairs with 
vertical stoop slabs decorated with low-relief ornaments 
characteristic to so many medieval buildings in the old 
town adorned the façade of the building. The stairs were 
demolished at the request of the governor general Filippo 
Paulucci because it hampered the gradually increasing 
traffic in the street.
  The renovation of the Great Guild Hall in the second 
half of the 19th century lead by the Gothic Revival pursuit 
was completed by 1890. The rectangular windows of the 
building were converted into pointed ones. The façade 
gable facing Lai Street was decorated with pointed  
blind niches. As to the interior, the entrance hall was sup-
plemented with -Gothic Revival partitions, doors and  
a staircase leading to the Excise Chamber. The floors of 
the main and small halls were covered with parquet.
  In 1952, the ground floor and the Excise Chamber  
of the Great Guild Hall were transferred to the Academy 
of Sciences of the Estonian SSR to be used as the History 
Museum. The following reconstructions of the Great 
Guild Hall were connected to its adaption to the needs 
of the History Museum. In 1955, the permanent exhibi-
tion of the museum was opened on the ground floor. At 
the same time the Scientific Restoration Workshop made 
a proposal to rebuild the cellar as a storage space for the 
museum and a restoration studio. The design established 
in 1957 for the cellar remained unchanged until 2010. 
However, the functions of the rooms did partly change 
in the course of time. The niches covered with limestone 
slabs perforated with round holes for hot air from the 
medieval heating system that stood in the corner of the 
main hall were exposed. In 1986, the reconstruction of the 
medieval stairs was completed according to the design of 
the restoration architect Teddy Böckler. The stairs were 
built of “artificial limestone” i.e. of furrowed concrete.
  In 1999, the façade, doors and windows of the Börsi 
Passag were conserved; the arcade facing Lai Street was 
bracketed and the façade of 14 Lai Street was renovated. 
In 2005, the main façade of the building facing Pikk 

tHe conseRvation of  
tHe GReat GUiLD HaLL 
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(1) (2)

(1) The façade of the Great Guild Hall facing Pikk Street. Photo by Martin Siplane  
(2) Entrance to the Excise Chamber. A medieval window with an ashlar frame from the time of constructing the building was found above 
the door. Photos by Vahur Lõhmus  
(3) In the wall of the hall facing Lai Street two niches were found. One of them had retained its original polychromy
(4) A medieval ashlar pillar uncovered in the small hall

(3) (4)
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Street was restored, cellar windows were renovated and 
the Baroque lantern on the front façade and the front door 
with bronze knockers from 1431 were conserved.

LONG-AwAITED COSERVATION  
(fROM 2010 TO 2011)
From 2007 to 2009 preparatory investigaton and planning 
was carried out and in February 2010 the conservation 
started. At the same time the most thorough archaeologi-
cal and historical research done in the Great Guild Hall  
in the last hundred years was carried out.

CONSERVATION Of THE fAçADES  
AND TIDYING THE COURTYARD 
The front façade was painted. The plaster and paint at 
the basement area of the façade of the Börsi Passage was 
renewed: the establishment of a hydroisolation system to 
avoid damage caused by rain water and rising damp that 
was a constant problem haunting the cellar rooms was 
one of the most substantial works. The basement was 
opened up to the footing of the foundation. The masonry 
surfaces were cleaned and jointed and for the first time 
during its 600 years of existence the exterior of the prob-
lematic cellar walls of the Great Guild Hall were covered 
by vertical hydroisolation.
  All depreciated buildings and the main staircase 
located in the courtyard close to Lai Street were demol-
ished. The front façade facing Lai Street was conserved. 
The earlier layers of finishing have been preserved and 
exposed on the surfaces of the pointed blind niches of the 
building. The tidied inner courtyard is now used for public 
events organised by the museum.

CONSERVATION Of THE INTERIOR
A lot was learnt about the history of construction of the 
Great Guild Hall when fragments of stone foundations 
of earlier buildings, drainage wells and channel covered 
by limestone plates and leading to the street were found 
in the cellar. All of them date back to the time before the 
present Great Guild Hall was built. A hypocaust furnace 
(half of which was demolished in the 1950s), a firebox in 
the wall of the cellar and a fireplace, as well as the staircase 
that was built into the north-eastern wall of the building 
and had once connected the cellar and the main hall were 
uncovered and exposed. Studies revealed that some of the 
foundations of the cellar were older than the Guild Hall. 
  The most important findings on the ground floor 
include the medieval window with a hewn frame located 
above the door from the entrance hall to the Excise 
Chamber, dating back to the time when the Great Guild 
Hall was built, and the musicians’ balcony in the north-
eastern wall of the main hall decorated with a medieval 
ashlar portal. One of the niches that were discovered in 
the back wall of the hall had preserved its initial poly-
chromy, while the other had been partly broken by a  
chimney flue added later. 

RESTORATION Of THE CELLAR
As to the cellar, partitions built of silicate bricks in the end 
of the 1950s, concrete floors cast from cement mortar and 
the depreciated utility systems installed half a century ago 
were removed. The current layout and function of the  
cellar differs radically from the pervious ones: the rooms 
are open for visitors, in most of them museum items are 
displayed and now it includes an experimentarium for 
recreational activities offered by the museum.
  The medieval milieu has been restored in the cellars 
by exposing the maximum of the earlier historical layers  
found there. A medieval fireplace has been restored in a 
spacious room with pillars and vaulted ceiling which was 
once used as a public wine cellar. In the same room  
fragments of the walls of earlier buildings are exposed in 
the lightboxes in the floor. Loose and crumbling layers of 
plaster have been removed from ceilings and walls but the 
materials and finishing representing different eras have 
been preserved as much as possible: different paint and 
plaster layers and limestone walls exist next to each other.
  Medieval vaults and ashlar pillars, portals and jambs, 
candle and wall niches, earlier openings and lintels, as 
well as historic layers of finishing were conserved and 
exposed. The medieval wall staircase that connected the 
cellar and the main hall on the ground floor was taken into 
use again and part of the drainage system was exposed in 
the glass-covered lightboxes in the floor.
  The archaeological finds are now included in the col-
lection of the museum: three bottoms of flagons made in the 
14th century in Sieburg, pieces of local tripod skillets (gra-
pens), pieces of a Dutch cutty from the 17th century, a bullet, 
copper coins from the Swedish era, one Swedish silver two-
öre coin from 1666 and a Russian silver coin from 1751. 
The earlier use of the cellar is well confirmed by animal bones, 
remains of oyster shells and shards of wine bottles. 

RESTORATION Of THE GROUND AND fIRST 
fLOORS, INCLUDING THE EXCISE CHAMBER
Damaged and unsuitable layers of paint and plaster were 
removed from the walls and ceilings of all rooms. Selective 
removal and uncovering of the secondary layers of plaster 
offered an opportunity to study the stages of construction 
and the history of the building.
  The layout of the ground floor was maintained with-
out making any substantial changes. The only exception 
was the entrance hall where a staircase connecting the 
cellar and the ground floor was built.
  The existing floors of the main rooms were main-
tained. In order to enhance the exhibition and to install 
additional power cords needed for extra light a podium 
made of patinated steel sheets was built on top of the  
19th century parquet floor of the main hall. The floor of the 
small hall was preserved in its original form just like the 
floorboards in the Excise Chamber.
  Numerous niches and openings with ashlar frames 
have been uncovered and exposed. Original plaster is 
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(6)

(5)

(5) The main hall, the former guild hall. Photos by Vahur Lõhmus  
(6) Musicians’ balcony with medieval ashlar portal in the north-eastern wall of the main hall was one the most important finds on the ground floor  

exposed on ceilings and walls. Medieval ashlar pillars  
and a niche in the north-eastern wall have been uncovered 
in the small hall. 19th century Gothic Revival doors and 
windows have been carefully conserved. 

SUMMARY 
Despite reconstructions carried out during the previous  
centuries and the renovation done some decades ago 
the medieval Great Guild Hall has managed, during the 
course of 600 years of its existence, to retain its initial  
layout of rooms and numerous valuable interior details. 
The recent extensive conservation works that lasted over a 
year made it possible to expose the stages of construction 
carried out at different times.

  The antiquities conserved and exposed in the Great 
Guild Hall by a careful and sensitive hand enrich our 
knowledge and complement the medieval architecture 
of Tallinn old town. The modern exhibition and the his-
toric environment of the rooms are well combined in the 
History Museum showing the course of time again.

Helve Ilves is a conservation expert; Boris Dubovik is 
the Head of the Division for Heritage Protection and 
Milieu Protection Areas, Tallinn Culture and Heritage 
Department
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On the territory of the former Dominican St. Catherine’s 
Friary in Tallinn, at 16 Vene Street there is a building with 
a modest looking historic façade hiding one of the biggest  
surprises that has been revealed in recent years to the 
architectural and cultural heritage specialists and conser-
vators of Tallinn old town.
  In 2009, when the parish of St. Peter and Paul’s 
Church in Tallinn decided to renovate two ground floor 
rooms of the house by painting their walls and ceilings 
none of those involved could even dream that two years 
later one of the most completely preserved 17th and  
18th century interiors of a wealthy burgher’s house in 
Tallinn would be conserved and exposed.

THE STORY Of THE HOUSE 
The first written data concerning this property dates 
back to 1546 when the wardens of the Common Purse 
sold their share of the property of the Blackfriars i.e. the 
Dominican friary to a Tallinn alderman, Euert Rotert.1 
In 1572, his inheritors sold the property – a house and 
a courtyard with a stone wall – to a merchant, Thomas 
Eeck (Eyke). In 1597, the property was apparently inher-
ited by his son, also called Thomas Eeck, who became 
a citizen of Tallinn in 1596 and died as early as in 1608. 
The latter was the merchant who had the most important 
role in the architectural history of the house because it 
was probably him who ordered the major renovation of 
the building. This is confirmed by the date ‘1601’ on the 
ashlar window jamb in the dornse. During the following 
centuries the property changed owners until 1845 when 
it was bought by the small but rapidly growing Roman 
Catholic parish.2

  At the beginning of the 20th century the building at 
16 Vene Street was a typical late Gothic dwelling with a 
high gable, a pointed ashlar portal, large rectangular hall 
windows and hatchways in the gable. The façade has been 
substantially changed in the course of time but the portal 
has retained its original place. According to Elfriede Tool-
Marran who has compiled the only book published about 
the construction of the Dominicans friary the plan drawn 
up in 1800 in Polish refers to it as the prior’s house.3 
There is no data available on the dates when the house was 
used by the prior. The name seems to originate from the 
end of 18th century as this was the time when the Catholic 
Church became more active in Tallinn and the number of 
Dominican friars who settled here started to grow.
  A typical medieval merchant’s house with its diele-
dornse layout and a high gable that stands out well on old 
photos was substantially rebuilt in 1921. Among other 

things the central staircase was constructed. One of the 
reasons for such a reconstruction was certainly the demo-
lition of the neighbouring late medieval house in 1920. 
This offered an opportunity to build a back entrance to the 
house and cut additional windows facing the backyard. 

CONSERVATION AND RESTORATION 
The parish wanted to make two sober rooms of the house 
suitable for a cup of tea after the service or for carrying out 
Sunday school activities. The ceilings and walls in both 
rooms had been covered with plasterboard. The initial 
plan was to remove them and paint the plastered walls and 
ceilings. As expected a simple ceiling with cavetto vaults 
appeared when the boards were removed. The true surprise  
was revealed after the planking holding the plastered ceil-
ing was removed: an excellently preserved polychrome 
painted beam ceiling appeared. The conservation works 
revealed that this was the third layer of paintings on the 
beams and it was probably completed in the middle of 
the 18th century. In addition to the art historical assess-
ment this hypothesis was also confirmed by a quite similar 
painted beam ceiling found in the next room bearing the 
date ‘1753’ on one of the window lintels. 
  Since such a valuable and well preserved layer of 
historic interior was revealed the nature of the renovation 
work had to be changed and mere decoration had to be 
replaced by thorough research. Discoveries that exceeded 
all expectations appeared quite quickly. Painted window 
lintels, a polychrome pillar of a coupled window, three 
ashlar window jambs covered with paintings and a reli-
gious text in Middle Low German carved in them, partly 
preserved murals, paintings on the beams of the ceiling 
and window lintels, as well as a stone slab of a medieval 
hot air heating system were revealed one after another. 
And just when it seemed that this was all there was to be 
found a true surprise popped out: a staircase to the cellar 
and a deep well came out under the floor of the staircase 
built during the reconstruction of 1921. 
  The King of Kings, the God Almighty, wearing a  
purple coat and holding a crown and the globus cruciger 
is featured on the only remaining ashlar jamb of the pair  
of windows facing north in the dornse. The ashlar jamb  
of the window facing east bares the house mark with  
initials ‘T’ and ‘E’ and the year of reconstruction works 
i.e. 1601. In order to release the other side of the window 
from secondary supports the historic ashlar lintel had to 
be reinforced by hidden lintels. The revealed ashlar jamb is 
also covered by a polychrome layer of painting but unfor-
tunately this is not preserved in a clearly legible manner. 

cinDeReLLa of tHe Latin QUaRteR 
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(2)

(4)

(7)

(1)

(3)

(5)

(6)

(1) Buildings of the Catholic Church in Vene Street at the beginning of the 20th century. Photo from the Tallinn City Archives 
(2) Sober rooms lined with plasterboards hid the fully preserved 17th–18th century interior of a burgher’s house. Photos by Henry Kuningas
(3) The polychrome paintings on a beam ceiling have been excellently preserved
(4) Fragments of probably Pre-Great Northern War period mural are part of the composition that consists of a complex foliage and birds 
twined into it. Photo by Kais Matteus
(5–6) In order to increase the legibility of images on the painting and to restore its aesthetic integrity small losses of paint (up to 2 mm) were 
retouched. The light lacunas dominating over the composition were optically reduced by a neutral retouching imitating the warm grey tone of 
the original plaster (so called aqua sporca technique). Photos by Hilkka Hiiop
(7) The ashlar window jamb bears a text in Middle Low German, a house mark with initials ‘T’ and ‘E’ and the date ‘1601’. Photo by Henry Kuningas 
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Taking into account the religious content of the texts  
and paintings on other window jambs it is only natural to 
presume that the decorations on the third window jamb 
are also religious in their content.
  The last stage of restoration foresaw the installation 
of new floor boards in the rooms and lime slabs in the hall 
as the most frequently used room. During these works the 
above mentioned well and staircase were found.
  The studies showed that the round well lined with 
limestone consisted of two parts. After the removal of the 
fill it appeared that the presumable well was 6.9 metres 
deep when measured from the floor level. The lower part 

CINDERELLA Of THE LATIN QUARTER / BUILDINGSHENRY KUNINGAS 

1 Tiik, L. Väljavõtted Tallinna vanematest kinnistuteraamatutest. Tartu, 
 1966/67. The manuscript is kept in the Archives of the National Heritage 
 Board, P-1001. Retrieved from the text: Pantelejev, A. Tallinn, Vene tn 16 
 hoovipoolsete ruumide arhitektuuriajalooliste väliuuringute aruanne. 
 Tallinn, 2009. Archives of the Tallinn Culture and Heritage Department, 
 n 9 s 5881.
2 The Roman Catholic parish had been operating in the quarter for some 
 time and as the parish increased the northern part of the claustrum was 
 rebuilt into St. Peter and Paul’s Church from 1841 to 1845 according to 
 the design of St. Petersburg architect Carlo Rossi. The present design 
 of the façade is by Erich Jacoby and Franz de Vries and dates back to the 
 year 1920.
3 Tool-Marran, E. Tallinna Dominiiklaste klooster. Tallinn, 1971, p 106.
4 During the conservation of the well several buckets of water were emptied 
 into it but the water sank away immediately.
5 The archaeologist, Villu Kadakas, who led the excavation, has referred to 
 the possibility that the 17th century domestic rubbish found in the bottom 
 of the well is directly connected with the reconstruction of 1601 after 
 which the use of the well for its original purpose was stopped. The next 
 layer of rubbish is from the 19th century.

of it with a diameter of approx. 2.5 metres is located under 
the cellar of the house. The upper part of the well, which 
is tapering upwards, had been built at the same time 
with the cellar staircase which is verified by a huge lime-
stone slab separating the well and the cellar staircase. 
Surprisingly, the well remained dry after the filling was 
removed although the bottom of the well is two metres 
below sea level.4

  The fact that water does not flow into, neither stays in 
the well, throws doubt on calling it a drinking water well. 
However, it is possible that the location of water veins has 
changed during centuries either for natural reasons or 
because of human activities and the well has lost its initial 
purpose.5

  The cellar staircase that was revealed at the same 
time with the well was also nicely preserved. Although 
the staircase was not revealed on the side of the cellar the 
possibility remains to reconstruct the connection between 
the cellar and the ground floor i.e. the former dornse. After 
the conservation both medieval details were exposed by 
covering them with unbreakable glass. Unfortunately, step-
ping on the glass covering of the seven meter deep well, 
demands too much self-control from many nervous visitors. 
  The discovery of such an extensive and valuable  
set of architectural and art historical details is not at all a 
conventional event in the old town of Tallinn. Each detail 
on its own starting from the deepest medieval indoor well 
found in the old town and ending with the exquisite  
18th century paintings is remarkable as an individual 
work of art, but all together they have the effect of a true 
Gesamtkunstwerk that enriches substantially our exiting  
knowledge about the construction and art history of 
Tallinn. Hopefully, these new findings lead to the continu-
ation of investigations in the Latin Quarter in Tallinn and 
prove that there may be a lot of important information 
waiting to be discovered.

Henry Kuningas is a Leading Specialist at the Tallinn 
Culture and Heritage Department

(8)

(9)

(8) Approx. 7 meters deep well was discovered under the staircase 
built in 1921. Photos by Henry Kuningas  
(9) The room next to the dornse 
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HOUSES Of ST. NICHOLAS’ CHURCH  
IN RÜÜTLI STREET
The houses belonging to St. Nicholas’ Church located 
in 12 and 12a Rüütli Street have been revived and given 
a new life: their façades are decorated with fir-wreaths 
at Christmas and with flower baskets in summer. These 
houses speak a lot about their time and these streets, 
about the centuries when the Ritterstrasse leading to 
Toompea Hill was inhabited by merchants from Gotland 
who first settled here in 1230. These houses blend into 
the overall scheme of the old town: their high gables and 
hoist beams refer to the lifestyle common in the Hanseatic 
towns. However, the design and construction details of 
these houses refer to the fact that this area had a different  
status from the rest of the merchant town. The houses 
belonging to the representatives of different professions −  
artists, master builders, clergymen and men of letters 
− represented a typological diversity that differed from 
traditional merchant dwelling houses characteristic of the 
Hanseatic towns.1 As stated by the art historian Helmi 
Üprus in 1979 these relatively small houses squeezed on 
the narrow plots located between the Toompea Hill and 
St. Nicholas’ Church differed greatly from the traditional 
houses with diele – dornse layout. Each plot was like a 
separate world, a micro cosmos “that was separated from 
neighbours by high walls that turned these premises into 
a monastic refuge”.2 
  In 12 Rüütli Street the diele (a huge lobby or a  
main room common in medieval dwelling houses that 
was provided with a mantle chimney and usually faced 
the street) is not at the street side but facing the court-
yard. In traditional merchant’s houses this was a common 
place for a dornse (the living room in medieval houses). 
The dornse is located at the traditional place of a diele. 
The carved portal of the house in not located towards the 
street but likewise in the courtyard and can be approached 
through a gateway. 

HISTORY Of THE HOUSE (12 RÜÜTLI)
The house in 12 Rüütli Street was completed at the same 
time as St. Nicholas’ Church. In order to save money the 
same masters were used on both sites. The dimensions 
and the basic layout of the building that have been pre-
served until today were achieved in two stages. During 
the period from 1488 to 14893 the construction work was 
managed by the city stonemason and master builder, 
Andreas Kam – a man who was well known thanks to 

the construction of the Chapel of St. Anthony (then  
St. Mathew) of St. Nicholas’ Church that started in 
1484.4 The traces of the mastery of Andreas Kam can be 
found on several other buildings in the town representing 
the highest level of craftsmanship. 
  In 1495, the work continued under the leadership of 
the stonemason Andreas Mo(o)r.5 A gable, several new 
sculptured details and a privy were added to the building.6 
A large mantle chimney (rebuilt later) that reached from 
one wall of the diele to another, a staircase with limestone 
steps that led from the lobby to the first floor were built 
and beams for the ceiling were installed. 
  The building called “a new parish clerks’ house” 
was ready for use. The house followed the traditional 
style characteristic of the Hanseatic towns but as the 
clerks rotated quite often the building underwent several 
changes. As appropriate, renovation and decoration was 
carried out: new windows were cut, walls were covered by 
boards and wainscots, upper floors that were originally 
used as storage space were turned into a living space  
and the beams of the ceilings were painted. 

THE CONSERVATION 12 RÜÜTLI AND ITS  
CONVERSION INTO A MODERN DwELLING
This old building can be compared with an exciting book. 
Each floor is a volume and each room is a separate chapter 
and putting all of them together makes a legible whole. 
Just like a writer a conservator comes across several  
problems when compiling the story. Just as there is a  
risk of outshining one story with another there is also a 
risk to let, for example, the Middle Ages, overshadow the  
17th century or any other era following it. Therefore,  
many of the decisions could only be made after profound 
discussions. 

fAçADES 
On the façades part of the plaster that had survived the 
bombing of the old town in 1944 and had been conserved 
after the war was preserved, the rest of the plaster was 
removed. The decision to cover the front façade with a 
trowel plaster finish gave the wall a more historic look. 
The roof was covered with tiles whose red colour har-
monises with the surrounding roofs. As to the courtyard 
buildings, the compromise found between the authentic 
details and appropriate textures and colours to expose it 
helps the building to blend into the colour scheme of the 
area giving each detail (a dormer, foundations, etc.) a 

12 RÜÜtLi stReet – anotHeR tReasURy  
openeD in tHe oLD town of taLLinn
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(3)

(4)

(2)

(1) View from Rüütli Steet. Photos by Peeter Säre  
(2) The mantle chimney and the beam ceiling decorated with flowers
(3) The medieval stone staircase that was discovered during the investigations under the wooden staircase
(4) Hot air inlet slab, niche in a wall and painted beam ceiling. The mantle chimney can be seen trough the doorway
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pronounced and valuable effect. The beam ceiling in  
the gateway was uncovered.

CELLARS 
This was a relatively complete and well-preserved zone. 
The conservation and putting of the cellar into use meant 
that first of all authentic construction details had to be 
uncovered, debris piled up during the centuries removed 
and the initial height and function of rooms determined. 
Today, the original hot air heating system – complete 
with its entrance, furnace and air channels – has been 
revealed and exposed; the structural character of the walls 
has been highlighted and candle niches and carved frames 
of cellar windows have been restored. 
  The removal of dirt bedded on walls turned out to be 
problematic due to the historical fabric, the humidity of 
the building and the chosen cleaning method. One of the 
issues emerging often during conservation is how to make 
difference between dirt and patina. The impact of the 
measures taken to remove “dirt” on surrounding objects 
is another problem. For example, in the case concerned 
the power wash of walls caused an extensive moistening 
of the neighbouring building resulting in the exfoliation 
of plaster and other layers of finishing requiring extensive 
repairs. 

THE GROUND fLOOR 
This is the most valuable part of the building where 
research and conservation were accompanied by elevating  
surprises and serious problems. The main objective was to 
conserve these premises and restore them to their medi-
eval harmony which was a good basis for treating each 
detail as a separate treasure, and, at the same time,  
reconcile it with the overall surroundings. 
  The medieval layer of plaster was uncovered on  
the walls of the diele, while in the dornse part of the  
17th century layer was uncovered. The highlighted details 
such as the wide niche in the living room, the stones of  
the main portal and the traces of former windows add a 
dashing accent paying homage to the long and expressive  
history of the building. The medieval staircase in the  
vestibule adds to the authenticity. The details of the  
mantle chimney and a heating system exposed in the diele 
as traces of a medieval lifestyle make the room especially 
attractive. The hot air inlet slab exposed in the living room 
is one of the most valuable architectural details in the 
whole house. Beam ceilings were uncovered in two main 
rooms – diele and dornse. 

PROBLEMS
1. A mediocre, but traditional wooden staircase had been 
installed in the diele in the 19th century to connect the 
ground floor with the first floor. The issue of priorities 
emerged when, during the investigation, a medieval stair-
case was found under the wooden one. On the one hand 
the integrity of the building formed during past centu-

ries, and on the other hand the ideological and functional 
features of the Middle Ages as the dominating era in the 
history of the house had to be taken into account. This 
reconstruction had probably taken place in the end of the 
18th century when the first floor rooms were taken into 
intensive use. 
  In the end a decision was made to restore the medi-
eval appearance of the room. This decision was mainly 
based on the lifestyle of the current owner of the building: 
now the house has only one owner unlike the 19th and  
20th centuries when the building was divided into  
tenements. The result achieved certainly justifies this 
decision: the aesthetic effect of the room is much better. 
The wooden staircase was reinstalled in the living room 
where it can continue its service. 
  2. The size of the chimney was reduced by half prob-
ably in the 17th century when the beam supporting the 
mantle chimney was displaced. Theoretically, it would 
have been possible to restore the mantle chimney in its 
original and relatively extraordinary shape but this was not 
done due to philosophical considerations of conservation. 
When the choice had to be made between the artistic and 
documented truth the latter was chosen. 
  3. When brick lining probably added in the  
17th century was removed a niche in the wall of the dornse 
was revealed. Wall niches were rather common in the 
Middle Ages and this one refers to an alcove for a bed. 
The question whether to restore the niche or to respect 
the renovation performed in the 17th century was solved  
by the current situation: the state of the brick wall was 
so bad that most of it would have to be laid from scratch 
again. Furthermore, this would have eliminated the 
chance to expose the murals covering part of the niche. 

THE fIRST fLOOR 
The present appearance of the first floor dates from the 
18th century when the former storage rooms were turned 
into living space which was a common practice in Tallinn. 
In the former staircase hallway the mantle chimney and 
paintings on beams were revealed and the usual conser-
vation and restoration was carried out. Special attention 
was paid to the wooden structures of the hallway that were 
also preserved, conserved and exposed. The restoration of 
the Early Neo-Classical folding doors and low wainscots 
required a lot of work. But it was worth it as they add to 
the overall finishing and coincide with the general concept 
i.e. add to the integrity of the room making it shine and 
animated.
  Making a new painting on the ceiling of the room 
facing the street was a problematic choice in the context 
of the general reticence and piety of the interior design. 
This refers to the prevalence of stylistic restoration and 
artistic will. The Neo-Classical tile stove installed at its 
original place is another possibility to record the history 
allowing the enrichment of the current situation. 
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THE ATTIC 
Attics played an important role in the lifestyle of citizens 
of the Hanseatic towns giving an extra value to the ground 
floor living space by storages of goods and grain. The deci-
sion to turn the attic into a living space was the largest 
change in the functions of the house as a whole. However, 
the brilliance of the design, the capability of the architect 
and the conservators made it possible to accommodate 
the new function discretely within the old structure by 
introducing the toilet, sauna and a miniature kitchen 
within the frames offered by an archaic roof trusses.  
The old roof trusses were preserved and conserved. The 
staircase hallway was covered with a glass ceiling making 
the previously dark and featureless room shine. 
  The renovated walls of the grain bins, the support 
of the winch and the former frame of the hatch enrich the 
interior with plenty of marvellous details. 

SUMMARY 
The building at 12 Rüütli is a presentable addition to the 
history of the Hanseatic towns and a good example of good 
practice in heritage conservation. This is a monument  

BUILDINGS / 12 RÜÜTLI STREET JUHAN MAISTE, MART KESKKÜLA 
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5 Ibid. p 41.
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(5) A painted beam ceiling. Photo by Peeter Säre

that will catch attention for centuries to come. The resto-
ration has not damaged the historic texture of the building 
too much. On the contrary, by revealing specific details it 
has helped to compile a wholesome integrity that creates a 
lot of images and ideas and has not been too keen to keep 
the pure archaic form of the rooms.

Juhan Maiste is the Professor of Art History at Tartu 
University; Mart Keskküla is an architect

(5)
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Miia-Milla-Manda Museum located in Tallinn, Kadriorg 
Park is an excellent example to illustrate both the  
problems and their solutions which Estonian heritage 
conservators have been facing during the first decade of 
the 21st century. The story that includes vivid descriptions 
of several problems also refers to the multitude of oppor-
tunities if there is enough good will.

BACKGROUND 
The presence of the Head of State (the President as from 
1938), Konstantin Päts, who moved to Kadriorg Palace  
in 1929 had an enormous effect on the development of  
the palace ensemble and the park area as a whole. One 
after another several new structures such as a building  
for the Presidents’ administration, barracks for his Guard 
Battalion, an officers’ house and a bandstand were erected 
in the park. But before all others the Children’s Park with 
a wooden pavilion was built. Friendliness to children is  
a well-known trick used by many major powers to soften  
the image of a ruler who is prone to totalitarianism. So, 
why shouldn’t it work in a small country? The park was 
designed by Alar Kotli and the light wooden pavilion  
for it was designed by Villem Seidra in 1936. The wooden 
building in Neo-Classical forms typical of the era was 
initially designed to serve the swimming pools of the 
Children’s Park. It accommodated dressing rooms, 
premises for the personnel and a gym which was also  
used as a cinema hall. Despite the changes of the ruling  
powers the building retained its original function for a 
long time – even in the 1970s lots of children living in 
Tallinn passed their first swimming courses in these pools. 

THE STORY Of THE PAVILION 
The pavilion became a national cultural monument  
in 2003 after the submission of a request to demolish it 
and build a new sports centre to replace it. However, the 
design of a Neo–Baroque building that was to exceed 
Kadriorg Palace in size caused concern as protagonists 
of wooden architecture were worried about the loss of an 
outstanding wooden building which is one of the very few 
remaining historic bathing establishments. On the other 
hand, the protectors of Kadriorg Park did not like the idea 
of the disproportionally large sports centre overwhelming  
the historic milieu of the park. Several anxious years 
passed during which the building was waiting for a  
decision about its new function. The Estonian Children’s 
Literature Centre was the first candidate to be considered 

but a wooden house was not the best location for it. The 
idea of a Children’s Museum came up next as its function 
was very close to the initial function of the building. This 
idea turned out to be successful and by now Miia-Milla-
Manda Children’s Museum has been open for children  
for quite a while. 
  There were three main heritage conservation lessons 
learnt during the renovation process:  

1) Not all buildings which have value in terms of  
 architectural history are listed as national cultural  
 monuments, not even those that may be the last  
 representatives of their kind.
2) The state of neglected buildings is not always  
 completely hopeless. Old houses are often made of  
 high quality materials that have endured time very  
 well. The preservation and restoration of remark- 
 able buildings such as the Children’s Pavilion provide  
 wide public benefit. A valuable work of architecture  
 that is an important part of the overall structure of  
 buildings in Kadriorg Park has become comprehensi- 
 ble also to people for whom heritage is something  
 remote. Is there any better way to introduce the  
 charm and value of old buildings to children?
3) The vitality of a building is determined by its  
 usability. It is difficult to preserve a valuable building 
 if it does not have an appropriate function. In this  
 case an excellent match between the building and  
 its new function was found. 

THE STORY Of CONSERVATION 
The works on the Pavilion of the Children’s Park started 
in November 2007 and ended with the opening of the 
museum in autumn 2009. 
  The building was in a very poor condition before 
the conservation. The roof was leaking in many places, 
the structural members were deformed and the wooden 
details at the base level were rotten. According to visual 
observation up to 50% of its supporting structure was 
damaged. 
  A lot of decayed siding of the exterior was replaced. 
Due to the fact that three layers of paint had been pre-
served on the original boards there would have been a 
great difference between the new and old finishing and, 
therefore, the original boards were cleaned from all  
previous layers of paint.

paviLion of tHe KaDRioRG cHiLDRen’s paRK 
miia–miLLa–manDa mUseUm 
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(1–2) The pavilion in winter time. Photos by Eva Luure 
(3) Miia-Milla-Manda Children’s Museum. Photo by Jaak Kõiva

(1)

(3)(2)



54

  The patio colonnade is one of the focal points of the 
building. According to the art historian Jüri Kuuskemaa 
its wooden pillars originate from the dismantled pavilions 
of the front garden of Kadriorg Palace. Only one corner 
pillar is cast in concrete. Although the pillars had been 
previously renovated their actual condition was revealed 
only after they were taken down – t nine of them had to 
be replaced with new ones. The rest of the pillars were 
restored. The lower parts of the half-columns decorating 
the façade were literally crumbling and had to be replaced 
by copies.
  Insulation of the walls was relatively simple: the sup-
porting structures were opened on one side and thermal 
insulation boards (semi-rigid mineral wool) were put 
between them. The parts of walls that were opened from 
outside were covered by windbreak boards and in those 
parts of the wall where the inner panelling was removed 
the windbreak membrane was installed between the  
layers. This sort of insulation does not meet the standards 
for new construction but comes pretty close to these.
  Most of the doors and windows were restored. 
During the conservation new inner frames with double-
glazing were added to windows in order to make the 
building as warm and sound-proof as possible. The only 
exception was made to the windows of the tower where 
double-glazing was installed in the existing frame with 
fillets. As to the doors, only minor repairs were made.  

(4)

The typical repair the doors needed was the rectification 
of the frame damage caused by the replacement of locks. 
The conserved doors and windows were cleaned of the old 
finishing and painted with linseed oil paint. Tow was used 
to seal window jambs. All historic latches were gathered 
from the house and restored and after that installed on 
windows in the hall and café.
  Panels of profiled boards were the main decoration 
used for the interior. The design of the hall is especially 
elegant as the joints of the wall boards correspond to the 
ones of the ceiling. The hall as the most important room  
of the building was under special attention during  
the conservation works. The wall and ceiling boards in the 
hall were both well preserved. 
  Natural linoleum was the most common floor cover-
ing used at the time of the construction of the building. 
Therefore, the new floor was cast of concrete and covered 
with linoleum on a soft base.
  The building that seemed to be in a hopeless condi-
tion was restored successfully: it was insulated for all-the- 
year-around use, technical systems function well, the 
most important original details were preserved and con-
served and dignity was restored to the exterior and interior 
of the building.

Leele Välja is the Director of the Museum of Estonian 
Architecture; Katrin Etverk is an architect

(4) Drawing of the painted facade
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(8)(6)

(7)

(5)

(5) The pavilion after restoration. Photo by Eva Luure 
(6) The rear wall of the building where the decision was made to install a totally new frame. Photos by Katrin Etverk
(7–8) A support was installed under the middle part of the patio colonnade and the pillars were dismantled for restoration
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On 15 October 1922, when a cornerstone was placed 
in the foundation of one of the new schools (the current 
21st School) commissioned by Tallinn city a proclamation 
that ended with words “Let the light shine far amongst 
the people from this temple of education!” was read at 
the ceremony and walled in a special container into the 
foundation. In Estonia which has always been at the 
periphery of European urban culture, the number of grand 
public buildings has always been small and, therefore, 
schools have often played a very important role in the 
general outlook of the architecture of the time. There 
has always been a desire to make schools look like real 
temples of education representing the most modern and 
high quality architecture. 
  Major repairs of a large old school building is a 
complex task in terms of organising the work: hundreds 
of pupils have to be moved temporarily to some other 
building, on one hand and structural designers and 
builders have to follow strict heritage conservation rules. 
On the other hand, they are constantly rushed up by 
parents, teachers, education officials and pupils who want 
to move back quickly into their habitual surroundings. 
Moreover, the stringent health and safety regulations 
must likewise be followed. 
  The conservation of a school building requires  
a special sense of responsibility – the architecture of 
education institutions is a form of architectural education. 
Years spent in an excellently designed, well built and 
properly restored school building have an impact on the 
values and comprehension of the quality of the spatial 
environment of the young people who study there. It is 
quite likely that young people who have spent so much 
time in such buildings are able to appreciate the historical 
environment and notice the beauty of old buildings in  
the future. 
  This article gives an overview of the recent restoration 
of purpose-built historical schools in Tallinn.

SCHOOL BUILDINGS RENOVATED IN THE 1990s
Systemic conservation of historic school buildings started 
in Tallinn in the beginning of the 1990s. Structures that 
had been neglected during the Soviet period were in 
serious need of renovation. Tallinn french Lyceum 
regained its Modern Movement building (architect: 
Herbert Johanson, built in 1937) located in Hariduse 
Street that had belonged to this school before WW II. 
Only the exterior form of the house was preserved as a 

result of the renovation. Some details survived in the 
interior. Most of the doors, windows, floors, etc. were 
replaced using conventional and rather cheap materials. 
The result was neat but dull. This sort of renovation is 
called the “euro-renovation” in the Baltics. Authentic 
materials, original details and the beauty of the signs 
of age, as well as the emotional value offered by the 
conservation that sticks to style and era of the original 
building were concepts not yet appreciated. 
  In 1996, Tallinn English College moved to a 
building by Vabaduse Square that had housed a maritime 
school during the Soviet time. This Neo-classical building 
(architects: Alexander Rosenberg and Erich Jacoby) 
was actually built for the Commercial Gymnasium for 
Girls from 1915 to 1916. The renovation of this house 
also reflects the attitudes prevailing at that time. The 
ceremonial hall and the lobby were the only rooms where 
the renovation resembled restoration. The façades also 
preserved more or less their original looks. However,  
all the windows of the building were replaced by plastic 
ones and the majority of rooms had to pass the so called 
“euro-renovation”. 

THE fIRST “REAL” CONSERVATION wORKS. 
TRADITIONAL SCHOOL BUILDINGS 
If the first major renovations where only “partly restoration 
in character” thus destroying a lot of valuable details 
because of the lack of knowledge and skills, then, in the 
second half of the 1990s the attitude towards the historic 
school buildings started to change. 
  The impressive Renaissance Revival style edifice of 
Tallinn Secondary Science School in Estonia Avenue 
(architect: Max Hoeppener) which was built from 1881 
to 1883 was one of the first school buildings in Tallinn 
that was completely renovated and as much as possible 
restored. The conservation design was based on the 
studies of paint and plaster of the interior and exterior.  
The façades were restored on the basis of the second 
layer of paint with its brownish-beige colour scheme 
dating back to the end of the 19th century and the 
beginning of the 20th century because this seemed the 
most harmonious choice. The building was provided 
with the copies of original doors and windows, although 
some of the original windows could have been conserved. 
The plastered surfaces in the interior were hand-painted 
and the stencil paintings were reconstructed. The attic 
was converted into classrooms; luckily, a part of the 

inteRim oveRview of tHe conseRvation  
of scHooL BUiLDinGs in taLLinn
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(1) Tallinn French Lyceum. Photos by Martin Siplane  
(2) Tallinn English College
(3) Tallinn Secondary Science School
(4) The ceremonial hall of Tallinn Secondary Science School. Photo by Oliver Orro
(5) Ristiku Basic School. Photos by Martin Siplane
(6) Tallinn 21st School
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original roof structure was retained. Due to the fire 
safety requirements most of the wooden ceilings of the 
classrooms were dismantled and replaced with concrete 
ones. However, it was possible to preserve the ceilings 
of the passageways surrounding the ceremonial hall 
as it turned out that instead of wooden ceilings metal 
I-beams had been originally used there. Therefore, it was 
also possible to save the floors above covered in historic 
ceramic tiles. 
  The Pelgulinna School in Ristiku Street (architect: 
Herbert Johanson) that was built from 1927 to 1929 
and is currently known as Ristiku Basic School was 
renovated at the same time as the Tallinn Secondary 
Science School i.e. from 1999 to 2000. Old roof tiles 
were partly reused placing most of them on the side 
facing Ristiku Street. The rest of the roof was covered 
with new tiles. There was a plan to conserve the windows 
of the building but as most of the frames were rotten this 
plan was put aside. Only some windows in hallways and 
the arched upper parts of ceremonial hall windows were 
conserved. Numerous doors were preserved and the initial 
appearance of the ceremonial hall was recovered. As 
everywhere else, a compromise had to be made with  
the safety requirements. After some discussions a 
decision was made to restore the partly preserved wooden 
panelling on hallway walls. 
  The conservation of the building of Tallinn 21st 
School (architect: Artur Perna, build in 1924) in Raua 
Street was carried out from 2001 to 2002 and this involved 
some successful and not so successful solutions. On 
the one hand, more original structures and details were 
conserved here than in any other school building so far but 
on the other hand serious mistakes were made and a lot of 
valuable material was destroyed. The exterior plastering 
and painting quality is worth praising. The restoration of 
the original Neo-Classical light grey colour scheme might 
have seemed a bit startling at first, but now everybody 
is used to it. Most of the windows are new, but all of them 
are swing windows with wooden double frames as is 
suitable for a listed architectural monument. The windows 
look marvellous with their conserved Art Nouveau latches 
or copies thereof. Exterior doors were conserved, but 
interior doors, like windows, are generally high quality 
copies of the originals. 
  Nothing is left of the original wooden panelling  
on the walls and the interior design of the classrooms 
and hallways is totally new. The former spaciousness and 
clear lines of the classrooms were lost when false ceilings 
were installed, especially in the classrooms on the ground 
floor where the false ceilings cut into the upper part of the 
arched windows. However, ventilation systems and other 
utility networks had to be hidden and in such cases false 
ceilings become unavoidable. Other failures include the 
large ventilation grates in the gorgeous stucco ceiling of 
the ceremonial hall; dismantling of the original inbuilt 
closets in the classrooms and the redesign of the beautiful 

blue and white Neo-Classical interior of the so called 
“chamber hall” on the third floor.
  Modern extensions to historic school buildings are 
another controversial subject that belongs to the realm 
of architectural criticism. The modern sports facility and 
primary school building of Tallinn 21st School was the 
first in the row (architect: Raul Järg, completed in 2003). 
During the conservation of the main building the Soviet 
time extensions were demolished and a new L-shaped 
building was constructed. Between the new extension 
and the historic building a winter-garden-like atrium 
covered by a glass ceiling was formed. The façades of the 
new building add a roguish and a bit provocative accent 
to the whole complex. This extension became a kind of a 
pathfinder: after that all annexes to historic schools have 
been designed as clearly distinguishable and modern. 
This has also introduced a good practice of organising 
architecture competitions to find the best design for such 
buildings.
  The building of the Kalamaja Primary School 
(architect: Gustav Hellat) located in Vabriku Street was 
built from 1915 to 1916. It is not so outstanding but its 
conservation that took place in 2008 was in every respect 
up to standards. The success was also guaranteed by the 
fact that it was one of the last of historic school buildings 
that was renovated and, thus, builders and designers, 
as well as heritage conservation officials had had the 
opportunity to learn from previous experience. Several 
rather simple original details intrinsic to this building 
such as the laconic staircase baluster with vertical metal 
pegs and the wainscot characteristic of modest school 
buildings were preserved. Old cast iron radiators were  
also preserved as valuable details. 
  The building of the Jewish Gymnasium (architect: 
Erich Jacoby, built in 1924) located in Karu Street was 
turned into a vocational school during the Soviet time. 
This was the school that had suffered the most among the 
schools in Tallinn because of the reckless renovations. 
After the current conservation works the building shines 
in full glory. On the basis of original plans and old 
photos new wooden windows were made for the whole 
building; the façade was plastered again; cornices and 
other decorative elements were restored. The school and 
the recently built Tallinn Synagogue with its marvellous 
architecture and successful placement in the courtyard  
of the school form an integral complex which increases  
the importance of a so far marginal spot.
 
SCHOOL BUILDINGS IN THE OLD TOwN – 
TITBITS fOR HERITAGE CONSERVATORS 
Some schools located on the territory of the old town of 
Tallinn are included in the UNESCO World Heritage List. 
The Gustav Adolf Grammar School that was founded 
in 1631 is the oldest still operating school in Tallinn. The 
complex of school buildings that was established in several 
stages on top of the medieval walls of the Cistercian  
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(7) Kalamaja Primary School. Photo by Martin Siplane
(8) Jewish Gymnasium. Photo by Reio Avaste
(9) Gustav Adolf Grammar School. Photos by Martin Siplane
(10) The ceremonial hall of Gustav Adolf Grammar School
(11) Collegium Educationis Revaliae
(12) The remains of a medieval hearth dicovered during archaeological excavations in the cellars of the Collegium Educationis Revaliae
(13) Former Elfriede Lender Girls Gymnasium
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St. Michael’s Convent was partly restored already in 
Soviet time. More thorough renovation took place from 
1997 to 1998 when a new central staircase was built 
for the school and the top floor and the rooms above the 
ceremonial hall were taken into use and the cellar was 
extended. As in many old town buildings the cellars were 
the most exciting places revealing finds from the Middle 
Ages and early modern era. Archaeologist uncovered 
elements of ashlars, remnants of the hot air heating 
system, walls of the presumably convent time kitchen 
and steps of a wall staircase. In the rooms under the 
ceremonial hall carved window and door frames were 
found. That was the point when state and city officials 
realised that the renovation of a historic school building 
can be a process full of surprises and unexpected turns 
and its final costs and deadline cannot be precisely 
planned.
  During the period from 2007 to 2008 a truly excellent 
conservation was carried out in the building belonging 
to the Gymnasium of the Collegium Educationis 
Revaliae in Vene Street. The building with its currently 
Neo-Classical exterior conceals two properties with old  
buildings on them which were not, as we know now, 
demolished but used inside the later constructed building. 
In addition to the ancient walls a lot of exciting details 
have been preserved. During the conservation one hidden 
layer after another was revealed offering numerous 
valuable finds starting with one of the oldest hearths 
known in Tallinn and medieval vaulted cellars and ending 
with mysterious stone stairs, well-preserved beam ceilings 
and Baroque murals. The building with its extremely mazy 
layout of rooms where a different historic era is met behind 
every corner does not have a tiresome and eclectic effect. 
The layers of different eras have been nicely exposed even 
on the façade of the building. 

MODERNIST SCHOOLHOUSES 
After the renovation of the oldest school buildings  
had been completed the turn of the structures built in 
the 1930s came. The building of Elfriede Lender Girls 
Gymnasium (architect: Herbert Johanson, built in 
1935) is one of the purest examples of Modern Movement 
school buildings in Estonia. Although the building had 
accommodated a Russian school almost during the whole 
Soviet period, its façades, as well as the interior were 
quite well preserved. The glass staircase tower which 
was designed by architect Johanson as a bold fashion 
statement and had been used as an emergency staircase 
was now opened up for everyday use. The result was 
striking. As in many other school buildings the original 
ceramic tile floors, staircases and their balusters, as well 
as the plywood wainscots were preserved. However, all 
windows and doors are new. 
  The current building of the Primary School of 
the french Lyceum in Hariduse Street (architect: 
Artur Jürvetson, built from 1937 to 1939) was originally 

constructed for courses preparing educated ladies of the 
house. After that the building was used for a long time 
as a hospital and in the 1990s as an office of the Health 
Insurance Fund. The architecture of the building had been 
rather well preserved despite the changes in its functions. 
Thus, it was possible to preserve the interior floors covered 
by tiles, conserve the stylish metal staircase baluster and 
a patch of old parquet. In one of the classrooms a patch of 
old tiles was exposed in the later parquet floor and covered 
by glass as an archaeological find. 
  In the end of the first independence period of the 
Republic of Estonia a new building of the westholm 
Private Gymnasium (architects: Artur Jürvetson and 
Herbert Johanson, completed in 1940) was constructed 
in Kevade Street. It was certainly one of the most modern 
school buildings of its time in Estonia. The conservation 
works were worthy of the initial architecture – this is one 
of the most successful renovations of historic schools in 
Tallinn. The studies of paint and plaster showed that this 
Modern Movement building was initially neither white 
nor grey as presumed but yellow with a tint of beige. 
After the restoration the house looks welcomingly warm 
like sunshine. All original windows were restored on the 
Kevade Street side of the building. Their inner frames 
were double glazed in order to increase the insulation.
  The main entrance and some of the festive inner 
doors were restored, but the simple plywood doors of 
classrooms were sacrificed to meet fire safety norms. 
The tile floors of lobbies and landings, the impressive 
plywood ceilings of the ceremonial hall and gym and the 
lattices between wardrobe boxes were restored. Old plank 
floors of classrooms, the podiums in front of blackboards, 
the plywood closets in the physics and chemistry class 
and the display niches with glass doors in hallways 
were preserved. The original steps and benches in the 
auditorium (current music class) with a rising floor were 
conserved. The former premises of the apartment of  
the head of school were conserved outstandingly well. 
Now it accommodates the office and waiting-room of the 
school doctor. In the library a window provided with a 
counter separating the backroom from the reading room 
was preserved. Vent pipes in the main entrance hall and 
canteen were left boldly uncovered as it is very common to 
the Modern Movement era to expose technical equipment 
as works of art and thus it interconnects well with the 
overall aesthetics of the building.
  The building of the former Lasnamäe Primary 
School (architect: Herbert Johanson, built from 1932 to 
1936) located in Lasnamäe districts in Majaka Street now 
accommodates a vocational school. Due to the fact that its 
renovation took place from 2006 to 2007 i.e. during the 
peak of the construction boom triggered by the general 
economic growth in Estonia it suffered from haste and a 
lack of highly qualified labour but the result was even so 
rather good. The robust limestone Modern Movement 
style building was power washed and the building became 
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much lighter than before. Most of the plywood wainscot in 
classrooms and hallways was restored, several simple but 
stylish doors were conserved and balusters were cleaned. 

SUMMARY
Tallinn school buildings that are listed as cultural 
monuments are under constant supervision and generally 
they are in good shape. At first, most of the attention 
was paid to the preservation of the exterior form and the 
architecture of the buildings, but as the time passed the 
conservation of details and authentic material has become 
equally important. The biggest problems related to the 
renovation of school buildings have become obvious. 
They are mainly concern interiors: it is very complicated 
to adjust buildings to the current fire safety requirements 
and, at the same time, preserve old doors and other 
wooden details. The modern ventilation systems are an 
even bigger problem as their installation often drastically 
changes the original appearance of rooms. The changed 
requirements to the layout of rooms in the schools often 
require major rebuilding and often the apartments once 
designed for a head of a school or teachers have to be 
sacrificed. Which is a shame, because often interesting 
details characteristic of their era are found there. In the 
case of schools heritage conservation officials have tried 
to make quite a lot of concessions because the functional 
continuity of these buildings has always been considered 
very important. It means that heritage conservation 
requirements have been adjusted in the manner that 
makes it possible to use these buildings as schools in  
the future. 
  The current state of historic schools in Tallinn is good 
in terms of heritage protection. Hopefully other towns in 
Estonia and elsewhere in Europe have something to learn 
from our experience. Let then the light shine far amongst 
the people from these temples of education!

Oliver Orro is a lecturer in the Department of 
Conservation of the Estonian Academy of Arts
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(14) Primary School of the French Lyceum. Photos by  
Martin Siplane
(15) Westholm Gymnasium
(16) Former Lasnamäe Primary School
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SCULPTOR A. ADAMSON´S SUMMER STUDIO / BUILDINGSKäTLIN JANSON 

In 2010, the studio of Amandus Adamson (1855–1929), 
one of the most prominent Estonian sculptors, opened  
its doors for visitors in Paldiski. The Museum is housed  
in the summer studio that once belonged to Adamson. 
The house is one of the three preserved wooden buildings 
in Paldiski and is a listed monument.

HISTORY
On June 8, 1896 Amandus Adamson bought the property  
from Aleksander Valling for 200 roubles. Soon after 
the acquisition of the plot he started the planning and 
construction of a small wooden studio for painting and 
sculpting. It is very likely that at least part of the house 
was designed by the sculptor himself because of the most 
unusual layout of rooms in this small building. According 
to the memories of a painter, Ants Laikmaa, Adamson 
participated in the actual construction work. A wooden 
decoration representing a flaming torch under the weath-
ervane was presumably made by Adamson. So was the 
ornamental decoration under the gable above the main 
entrance where Adamson who was interested in Chinese 
culture depicted two dragons as guardians of the house. 
The building was probably completed in 1899 which is  
the date on the weathervane. 
  Meagre insulation and an impractical heating system 
leave the impression that Adamson did not plan to use 
the studio for dwelling. However, it seems that he lived in 
the house in summer when staying in Paldiski before the 
dwelling house built next to the studio was completed.  
In 1918, Amandus Adamson finally moved with his family  
to Paldiski. Later, the mother-in-law of the sculptor, Ida 
Maess, also moved to Paldiski and the summer studio 
became her home despite the fact that it was unsuitable 
for all-the-year-around use. Amandus Adamson died at 
home in Paldiski in 1929. 
  When WW II started all inhabitants of Paldiski were 
forced to leave the town. The Adamsons also had to leave 
their house and the summer studio. The empty buildings 
were nationalised. Later on, Amandus Adamson’s widow, 
Eugenie, and his elder daughter, Corinna, with her hus-
band and two children were allowed to return to Paldiski 
and settle in the summer studio. After WW II the family 
lived in the summer studio because the original dwelling 
house had been burnt to the ground by soldiers in 1944.
  In 1953, a plan for major repairs of the summer  
studio was drawn up under the leadership of the Ministry 
of Culture. This plan included a lot of major changes such 

as cutting new doors and windows into the façade facing 
the street, replacing floors, rebuilding the roof structure 
and replacing the cardboard roof covering with asbestos 
cement, building a new stove with a heat accumulating 
wall and establishing a pit privy. The major repairs were 
started but not all the planned works were undertaken. 
The house got a sheet metal roof and siding of the walls 
was repaired. Fortunately, new doors and windows, as well 
as a heating system were never installed. 
  Amandus Adamson’s wife, Corinna, wished to open 
the central room of the studio as a museum. With the help 
of the Estonian Art Museum an exhibition introducing the 
life and oeuvre of the sculptor was opened but visiting the 
museum was complicated as Paldiski was a military town 
with limited access during the Soviet time. 
  In 1991, the younger daughter of the sculptor,  
Maria Maddalena Carlsson, initiated the procedure for 
recovering the real estate that once belonged to Amandus 
Adamson. The fact that the daughter lived in Sweden 
complicated the restitution process and extended it for 
many years. Finally, the legal instrument for returning the 
unlawfully expropriated property was signed on January 7,  
1998. 

THE STATE Of THE BUILDING  
BEfORE CONSERVATION 
Since it was difficult to maintain the house while living  
in Sweden, Maria Carlsson decided in November 2005 to 
hand over the summer studio to the Republic of Estonia 
on the condition that a museum introducing the life 
and oeuvre of Amandus Adamson will be opened in it. 
The building became a subsidiary of the Harju County 
Museum and was named the Amandus Adamson Studio 
Museum. 
  At the time of the conclusion of the contract the  
condition of the summer studio was satisfactory but not 
very good. The roof was leaking in some places, one of the 
inner partitions and part of the floor were rotten. Most of 
the siding of one of the outer walls was damaged and one 
of the chimneys had fallen in. The building had been pro-
vided with a temporary electricity system and there was 
neither water nor sewage in the house. The walls of the 
rooms were covered by layers of wallpaper and plywood. 
Fortunately, the initial layout of rooms and all the original 
doors had been preserved. Windows had been replaced 
several times and, therefore, all the windows looked dif-
ferent. During the paint and plaster studies  

tHe sUmmeR stUDio of tHe scULptoR  
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(2)

(3)

(1)

(1) A postcard from the beginning of the 20th century  
(2) In addition to the studio the former cellar with a staircase and an outbuilding located in the courtyard of the museum were restored. 
Photo by Kais Matteus
(3) The studio after conservation. Photo by Martin Siplane
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initial colours of the walls were revealed and as a surprise 
it was discovered that the upper part of the walls of  
three larger rooms were covered with interesting stencil 
paintings. 
  In 2007, the museum was able to extend the area of 
the property up to 2568 m2 by acquiring the plot next to 
it. The earlier plans for restoring the house were outdated 
and, therefore, a new design was commissioned. Most of 
the funding needed for conservation was received from the 
regional competitiveness operational programme of the 
European Union structural funds. The rest was covered by 
the Ministry of Culture.

CONSERVATION
The work was started in May 2009 and completed within 
a year. The aim was, as much as possible, to restore the 
original form of the summer studio by using traditional 
building materials. It was attempted to replace missing 
details or those that needed to be replaced by the ones 
from the same time or by new elements with details copy-
ing the same era. During the works it appeared that two 
load-bearing ceiling joists were in such a bad state that 
they had to be replaced and that one side of the house  
was without a foundation which was built during the  
conservation works. 
  The choice of colours used in conservation was 
based on paint research in the house. The only exception 
was the façade that had been, according to the studies, 
darker than the colour eventually used. The doors were 
relatively well preserved and all of them were restored. 
Unfortunately, no original window frames had been pre-
served. In the course of time they had been repeatedly 
replaced by new ones. New windows were made on the 
basis of one of the later frames. Only one original window  
fastener had been preserved. On the basis of that all  
fasteners for windows and doors were found from antique 
shops and restored. The state of the wooden floors in most 
of the rooms was surprisingly good needing only cleaning 
and painting. 
  All modern conveniences were established in the 
house during the restoration without destroying the old 
and original appearance and atmosphere of the building.  
The summer studio was opened for visitors as the 
Amandus Adamson Studio Museum on November 12, 
2010 when the 155th anniversary of the sculptor was  
celebrated. 

Kätlin Janson is the former Head of the Amandus 
Adamson Studio Museum

(4) The studio with skylights. Photos by Kais Matteus
(5) Interesting stencil paintings were found on walls. The preserved 
paintings were conserved and the areas where they had been  
destroyed were reconstructed

(4)

(5)
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CONSERVATION Of ST. JOHN’S CHURCH IN TARTU / CHURCHESKAUR ALTTOA

On June 29, 2005 the restored St. John’s Church in Tartu 
was consecrated. This was an important event in terms 
of heritage conservation of the newly restored Republic of 
Estonia. St. John’s Church with its unique and abundant 
collection of terracotta sculptures is indisputably one of 
the most prominent representatives of its kind in medieval 
Europe. It is quite striking that the church that was badly 
damaged in the fire caused in the attack by the Soviet 
Army in August 1944 had to wait for its conservation for 
more than sixty years. 
  The process of transformation from ruins to com-
plete restoration took a long time. In the beginning of the 
1950s the Soviet authorities tried to demolish the ruins 
of the church but fortunately did not succeed. Instead, 
a barely sufficient conservation of the ruins was started 
and the possibility to restore the building was considered. 
However, this idea was not realised: some sketches were 
prepared but that was all. An important fact, however, was 
that in 1954 the art historian Olev Prints started about 
ten year long studies of the ruins.
  What stopped the actual conservation of St. John’s 
Church during the Soviet time? The Soviet restoration is 
often characterised as having two major factors: the lack 
of financial resources and the hostility against the church 
which was obviously a side effect of the atheist ideology. 
Actually, the main problem lies somewhere else: there 
was a lack of high quality materials (bricks and lime) and 
knowledge, as well as a suitable technology to proceed 
with such a complex task. 
  In addition to these overall problems St. John’s 
Church had some specific ones – how to consolidate the 
foundations built on wooden rafts and what to do with the 
damaged terracotta sculptures. There were neither skills 
nor methodology to deal with these problems.
  During the 1980s, an opportunity emerged to  
allocate the conservation of the church to Polish conser-
vators. In 1986, a working group led by Kalvi Aluve and 
consisting of Aala Buldas, Vello Järverand, Udo Tiirmaa 
and Kaur Alttoa completed a design of the building as a 
concert hall. In 1989, a Polish company, PKZ, started the 
conservation but due to the changed circumstances  
the work was discontinued in its initial stage – only the 
foundation of the chancel could be repaired. 
  The actual work started in 1991 with the restoration  
of the Republic of Estonia. The beginning was not easy. 
The economic situation was extremely complicated. 
Initially even the Estonian Evangelical Lutheran Church 

was against restoring the church. Their train of thought 
was simple: so many buildings belonging to the Lutheran 
Church could be repaired for the same money! However, 
the National Heritage Board was of a different opinion. 
Mati Maanas, the manager of a restoration company, 
Wunibald, was the actual initiator of the conservation.  
The construction works in the church started in 1991. The 
first major task was to reinforce the foundations according 
to the design of a Finnish civil engineer, Kari Avellaan.
  The restoration of the church was designed by the 
architect Udo Tiirmaa, the civil engineering was done  
by Heino Uuetalu. Later, Kaur Alttoa was involved in the 
working group.
  For a long time the conservation of St. John’s Church 
was funded only by the National Heritage Board. Later, 
the city of Tartu started to support the work. Nevertheless, 
it was clear that if the restoration had continued at the 
same pace the completion of the church would still be far 
away. Everything changed when the former Mayor of Tartu 
Andrus Ansip grabbed the bull by the horns. A large loan 
guaranteed by the Ministry of Culture was taken and, 
finally, the work got into its swing. 
  Another important part of funding came from the 
North Elbian Evangelical Lutheran Church in Germany. 
The furnishing and other essentials such as the heating  
system and display lighting was acquired through its 
donations.
  The new era brought along fundamental changes  
in the availability of construction materials. Wienerberger 
Brick Factory in Aseri had started to produce high quality 
handmade bricks in different shapes and the lime that was 
made in traditional manner in Lümanda on the island of 
Saaremaa became a self-evident material for conservators. 

RESTORATION veRsus CONSERVATION
While the aspiration to preserve exiting ruins as much as 
possible in their authentic state has become a more and 
more dominating trend in current conservation theory and 
practice, then in the case of St. John’s Church restoration 
was the only possible solution.
  No doubt that some ruins can look very nice  
and there are plenty of fine examples of well preserved 
and good looking ruins in Estonia and elsewhere in the 
world. Unfortunately, there are far more reverse examples 
and not only in Soviet Estonia where low-quality materi-
als and wrong techniques were one of the reasons for the 
total deterioration of unprotected ruins. This is confirmed 

conseRvation of  
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(3)

(2)

(5)

(1)

(4)

(1) The restored St. John’s Church in Tartu. Photos by Peeter Säre 
(2) Terracotta figures and the frieze of heads on the blind triforium before the conservation of the church
(3) View of the ruins of the church in 1994
(4) The interior of the church after the conservation works
(5) The original sculptures of the pediment of the west portal before the conservation
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by decades of experience that roofless structures can be 
beautiful at first but eventually they will be doomed. Our 
climate is especially rough with its frequent fluctuation 
of temperature but even a mild climate does not always 
guarantee that conserved ruins keep their good looks.
  It is possible, of course, to build a roof over ruins 
but it is not very clear whether their ‘natural’ look will be 
preserved this way, as usually this entails demolition and 
replacements, as well as building new structures. This is 
far from the authenticity and romance of ruins. 
  Thus it seemed that in the case of St. John’s Church 
full reconstruction was one of the most lenient solutions 
in terms of preserving the original as well as the restoring 
the visual integrity. 

CHURCH OR SOMETHING ELSE?
If reconstruction of any church was considered during 
Soviet times it could only serve as a museum or a concert 

hall. After Estonia regained its independence there was 
no doubt that St. John’s Church would become a genuine 
church, any other option was out of the question. Within 
my connections there was only one person – a visiting 
German professor lecturing theology in Tartu University –  
who wondered: why a church? My astonishment was even 
bigger – why such a question? These were the times after 
the Singing Revolution when churches were full of a peo-
ple and probably we all thought that this is how it is going 
to be forever.
  A decade later the situation was quite different. 
Christian congregations in all European countries were 
shrinking and Estonia is not an exception. I am sure that 
in the future our churches and heritage conservators have 
to start to choose between several bad options. It is not 
about whether the Estonian state and its taxpayers can 
finance the maintenance of a couple of hundred large 
buildings but the question is how many viable congrega-
tions still exist. By now St. John’s Church in Tartu is also 
better known as a concert hall and maybe this is not that 
bad. 

OVERVIEw Of THE PRINCIPLES  
Of CONSERVATION 
What were the main benchmarks of restoring St. John’s 
Church?
  A maximum amount of historic structures and mate-
rials has been preserved keeping, if possible, also the 
stratifications of the modern era next to the medieval lay-
ers. As to the new elements the following principles were 
followed: if there was exact information available about 
the destroyed part of the building the attempt was made 
to restore it to its previous state as much as possible. This 
concerns mainly the north clerestory wall that collapsed 
in 1952 and the vaults of the north aisle of which several 
photos, drawings and the southern counterpart had been 
preserved. However, in those places where there was no 
exact source material to build on no attempt was made to 
imitate historic structures. Instead, a new neutral solu-
tion was found. This concerned mainly the vaults of the 
nave and the chancel that had collapsed during the Great 
Northern War in the 18th century and were replaced by a 
simple wooden ceiling. 
  The general principles of conservation were estab-
lished but in the course of work it appeared that when it 
came to details the understanding of the principles of the 
people involved differed greatly. Maybe it was because of 
the peculiar splitting that had dominated our restoration 
tradition for a long time. In theory everyone was talking 
about the Venice Charter but when it came to practice 
then sincere disciples of Viollet-le-Duc appeared. 
  Serious problems emerged when the conservation 
of the interior was started. The walls of the church were 
initially enlivened by profiled string courses and vaulting 
shafts but almost all of them were chopped down in the 
19th century. They were replaced with new profiled bricks 
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(6)

(6) Mary – the largest medieval terracotta sculpture in Europe. 
Photo by Peeter Säre 
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by chopping down the ends of the original bricks. This 
method was used on the string course running under the 
windows of the chancel, as well as on the blind triforium of 
the west bay of the south clerestory wall. 
  However, such action meant that another bit of 
medieval material and its history had been purposefully 
destroyed. In some places the wall surfaces also needed 
substantial repairs and a new layer of finishing. Thus, 
there was a risk that the interior of the church will look 
like a 21st century imitation with just a few medieval 
details integrated into it.
  Passionate discussions led to a compromise: the  
vertical vaulting shafts stand in the same line with the  
corbels supporting the vaults in the longitudinal walls. 
The preserved brick ends were uncovered. In addition, 
the first profiled brick of each vaulting shaft was installed 
above the base. By doing so the remains of the main part 
of the original vaulting shafts are displayed and at the 
same time a reference is given to their initial form that is 
now ruined. The same was done with the string course 
under the windows. The window openings were restored 
to their initial size (they had been enlarged in connection 
with the construction of galleries) and new window sills 
were laid. The profiling of the latter explains the shape  
of the string course of the wall. 

INTERIOR DESIGN 
At first sight the interior of the church may look hectic 
and suggest that the architects have not been very con-
sistent. However, there was an overall idea as to how the 
interior of the church should look like – another question 
is whether this was achieved. Dilemmas are inevitable at 
sites such as St. John’s Church in Tartu. On the one hand 
there is a wish to expose as much as possible, including  
the traces of construction history. On the other hand a 
regular church should not look like an anatomy exhibit 
showing all the organs under the opened skin.
  Better preserved parts of the church such as the walls 
of the south nave, the south clerestory wall and the west 
wall of the nave have been exposed as genuinely as pos-
sible by limiting the repairs to minimum. Unfortunately, 
this was impossible in the case of the chancel and the 
north nave. They had been opened to weather for decades. 
The bricks are salinated and their surface is crumbly and 
gives off dust. A half a brick thick surface layer of the north 
wall tended to break off and needed, therefore, expansive 
injection. In addition to the aesthetic aspect the everyday  
maintenance of the building had to be kept in mind:  
a light touch against the wall would have made clothes 
immediately foxy red. Therefore, a decision was made to 
cover certain areas with a thin layer of plaster leaving the 
structure of the masonry legible. A suitable solution was 
achieved after numerous tests following advice from Juhan 
Kilumets.
  Such plastering had another hidden purpose. That 
type of wall is always threatened by salts in them that 

crystallise mainly on wall surfaces. Therefore, the walls 
were covered by a layer of plaster in which salts will con-
centrate instead of ruining the surfice of the bricks. Thus, 
the possibility was kept in mind that the salinated plaster 
has to be periodically removed and replaced. 

TERRACOTTA SCULPTURES AND LIGHTING 
Undoubtedly, terracotta sculptures form the most valu-
able part of the church and they needed to be highlighted 
properly. Main principles concerning the sculptures had to 
be agreed upon. 
  The sculptures that were located in the interior 
stayed in their places. The figures whose original loca-
tion was known were put back in their places. Thus, the 
blocks of capitals of the north clerestory wall and the row 
of half-figures above the triumphal arch have been placed 
back in their original positions. Some of the sculptures 
whose original location is not exactly known can be exhib-
ited either in the church or a special exposition room.  
The same will be done with the sculptures originating 
from façades. 
  There was another problem connected to the sculp-
tures. As a rule, a church needs a general and liturgical  
lightning but in St. John’s Church display light was 
needed.It is well known that even a scarce modelling 
light makes medieval architectural sculptures look alive. 
Several tests have shown that for St. John’s Church the 
ideal solution is to cast the light from above under the 
angle of 45 degrees. Unfortunately, the lighting up of all 
the architectural features would have been too expensive. 
However, at least part of it has been made to shine thanks 
to Üllar Võrno’s exquisite lighting design.

IS THE CHURCH COMPLETED?
The largescale conservation work in St. John’s Church 
has been finished. Is the Church complete now? Not at 
all. First of all, the terracotta sculptures will require long-
term studies and conservation. It is also quite normal that 
construction is finished in a hurry and in the end there is 
always a shortage of money, so some of the planned works 
are discarded. St. John’s Church is not an exception. But 
the most important question is whether further damage 
of the church has been stopped. As to the main structures 
the answer is “yes” but there is still a lot to worry about. 
For example, the pediment of the portal had to be covered 
again with a temporary roof in order to protect the newly 
installed copies of terracotta sculptures from salination 
caused by excessive humidity.
  An old church is actually like a city that will never  
be finished.

Kaur Alttoa is an art historian
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Out of the initial approximately two thousand sculptures 
in St. John’s Church in Tartu less than half have been pre-
served and lots of them only as fragments. In addition to 
the destruction caused by wars the sculptures have been 
cut down due to changes in fashion and taste and used as 
building material to fill in walls. In the course of time they 
have been repeatedly painted or plastered over, walled up 
and uncovered again. The sculptures have been found in 
construction debris and during archaeological excava-
tions, as well as during demolition of the modern walls. 
Thus, the state of the sculptures varies considerably: some 
of them are perfectly preserved while others have almost 
completely lost their sculpted form. The production 
method, especially the degree of firing is an important  
factor influencing the preservation of terracotta sculp-
tures. It has been very uneven in St. John’s Church. Some 
of the terracotta is strongly fired bearing a characteristic 
brownish red tone but there are also some very weakly 
fired terracotta that is light orange in colour. The latter is 
most of all threatened by all kinds of damage and is, there-
fore, in the poorest condition. The fire in 1944 inflicted the 
largest damage to the sculptures. The building exposed to 
wind, rain and snow remained in ruins for half a century 
which contributed to the concentration of damaging salts 
in the walls. 
  Terracotta is a rather unusual material for sculpture 
and its conservation methodology is still in its infancy. 
Therefore, the initial prospects of the sculptures of the 
church were not promising at all.

THE BEGINNING Of THE  
CONSERVATION PROJECT 
In the beginning of the 1990s a retired German civil 
engineer, Karl Christian Glaeser, made the sculptures 
of St. John’s Church his priority. His efforts had surpris-
ing result: in 1995, the Federal Ministry of the Interior of 
Germany allocated funds to find out methodology for the 
conservation of St. John’s Church in Tartu. The manage-
ment of the project was entrusted to the Fulda Heritage 
Conservation and Handicraft Centre. In addition, half a 
dozen specialists from several German institutions were 
involved. During the research project that lasted until the 
end of 1996 only four sculptures were conserved but as 
a result of the project a thorough overview of the causes 
of damage, the seriousness of problems and the possible 
measures to rectify them was prepared.

THE CAUSES Of TERRACOTTA  
DETERIORATION
Salts were the most severe cause for deterioration. These 
are water-soluble salts that change their state according 
to the temperature and humidity of the air transforming 
from a solution to a crystal structure and vice versa. We  
do not know how quickly such decay takes place. The tests 
made within the framework of the project to desalinate the 
sculptures in situ had only a temporary effect because the 
walls that have been in ruins for 50 years are full of salts. 
The studies revealed that the primary precondition for 
avoiding further deterioration of the sculptures is to take 
them down from walls and desalinate them. Only then 
was it possible to start to consider their conservation.
  The project included the cleaning of sculptures of dirt 
and secondary layers (incl. numerous concrete mortar lay-
ers on the portal sculptures), the development of desalina-
tion compresses and conservation methods with analytical 
tests of both processes. The results of the project have laid 
the foundation for conservation works carried out in sub-
sequent years. The main proceedings are being adjusted 
and changed constantly because each sculpture needs an 
individual conservation concept based on its condition.
  The documentation of works is a very important part 
of a modern conservation project. As to the sculptures in 
St. John’s Church graphic mapping is used in addition to 
customary photos recording the state of the objects: dam-
age as well as conservation measures implemented are 
recorded on separate maps. Such a mapping system was 
also developed within the framework of one of the pilot 
projects by Germans.
  The project confirmed the opinion that the conser-
vation methodology does not ensure the preservation of 
badly damaged sculptures in outdoor conditions. 

1997 – wHAT NEXT?
By 1997 the methodology for conservation of sculptures 
had been worked out but there was no money to proceed 
with it. The National Heritage Board financed the con-
servation of the church but terracotta sculptures were not 
included in the funding. For several years the only fund-
ing for conservation was of foreign origin. For example, 
several German institutions financed the conservation of 
three sculptures. Very effective support came in August 
1997 from New York: the Samuel H. Kress Foundation of 
the World Monuments Fund donated money for the con-
servation of the capitals of the north pillars. This coincided 
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(1) Separately found head of Moses. Photo by Kaur Alttoa 
(2) Paul the Apostle from the pediment of the west portal. Photos by Eve Alttoa
(3) The original sculpture of the frieze of heads and its copy
(4) The capital of a pillar of the north clerestory wall
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with the erection of the north clerestory wall that had col-
lapsed in 1952. The civil engineer Heino Uuetalu came to 
an elegant solution how to install the blocks of capitals in 
their places in the manner that they did not need to bare 
the load of the arcade.
  Since 2000 the conservation of terracotta sculp-
tures has been financed by the National Heritage Board. 
Since then the conservation workshop has been located 
in new premises bought by the North Elbian Evangelical 
Lutheran Church in Germany.

ORIGINAL fAçADE SCULPTURES  
AND THEIR COPIES 
Taking down the sculptures from the façades was started 
within the framework of the Estonian-German joint 
project in 1996 when the first four sculptures were 
brought down for pilot conservation. Since late summer 
2004 all façade sculptures, which is a total of 330 figures, 
have been protected from weather. After desalination and 
conservation they can be displayed in the church.
  As no method for weatherproof conservation of  
terracotta has been invented the National Heritage Board 
decided in 2000 that all original sculptures will be kept 
inside the church and copies of them will be installed  
outdoors. 

MAKING COPIES 
Making copies created a huge dilemma. In case the 
moulds are made on the basis of an original the copy has 
to be made of some replacement material because the clay 
shrinks approx. 10 percent during the drying and firing 
process. Besides that, it is almost impossible to take  
a mould from porous surfaced terracotta without damag-
ing the original. Therefore, a decision was made to model 
the copies of sculptures by hand and not to use moulds for 
making copies. The sculptures were made by the sculp-
ture conservators of the Estonian Art Museum, Isabel 
Aaso-Zahradnikova and Ale Zahradnik. The purchase of 
clay and its firing was sponsored by Wienerberger Brick 
Factory in Aseri. The first 73 copies have been installed. 
And this is mainly thanks to Nils Hollberg (Verein zur 
Förderung baltischer Baudenkmäler) who collected all 
the money needed for that work. 

SCULPTURES IN THE INTERIOR 
All the interior sculptures preserved in situ have passed 
the initial cleaning which involved the assessment of their 
condition. The sculptures of the blind triforium on the 

south clerestory wall were in relatively good shape but 
the same cannot be said about the frieze of heads under 
them: they have to be constantly monitored because of the 
threat of possible salt induced damage. During the clean-
ing of sculptures several serious problems came to light. 
For example, most of the corbels of the south aisle were 
dangerously cracked and needed supports. The solution 
for installing supports came again from the civil engineer 
Heino Uuetalu and following his instructions almost all 
corbels in the south aisle of the church were provided with 
supports. Several blocks of the capitals in the south aisle 
have also cracked and need to be supported in the future.
  As to the interior sculptures the blocks of capitals of 
the north clerestory wall (about half of the initial number 
i.e. 33 figures have been preserved) and all 18 half-figures 
of the frieze in the triumphal arch have been returned to 
their original places. Although these sculptures are badly 
damaged and only fragments have survived of some of 
them the polychrome finishing has been well preserved. 
For example, for some period the robes of the figures had 
been painted intermittently blue and green and after that 
yellow and red.

NEw fINDINGS
During the conservation of the church several new sculp-
tures and their fragments were found. For example, from 
1997 to 2000 a total of 51 fragments of half-figures were 
discovered. Fragments of sculptures were found actu-
ally in every wall of the church. Numerous valuable finds 
were discovered when the secondary infills were removed 
from the pillars of the tower. The latest finds came to light 
in 2004 during the repairs of the façade of the chancel. 
These new finds are especially valuable for the numerous 
preserved layers of paint which are extremely fascinating 
study material hopefully handed over for analysis after the 
emergency work has been completed.

SUMMARY 
The so called “emergency aid period” ended for conserva-
tors of the sculptures when the conservation of the church 
was completed and, now, the works can be planned in a 
much more stable manner. The emergency works will be 
actually over when all the sculptures are desalinated.  
How long will the conservation of all the sculptures take  
is a question that should not be even asked. 

Eve Alttoa is a conservator

CONSERVATION Of THE SCULPTURES / CHURCHESEVE ALTTOA 



73

fOREwORD
In the Soviet Union, the closure of churches was one way 
of rooting out religion. This practice became more exten-
sive at the end of the 1920s lasting until the end of the 
1980s, with large closure campaigns and less active peri-
ods taking turns. In Russia, non-Orthodox congregations, 
especially those of national minorities, suffered the most 
as their buildings were the first to be expropriated. The 
closing of St. John’s Church in 1930 and then turning  
it into a warehouse was a typical example of the religious 
and national policy of the totalitarian state, characterised 
by the persecution and repression of minorities. 
  By the end of the 1980s, religion was again more or 
less freely practiced in the Soviet Union and the second 
half of the 1990s saw the return of St. John’s Church to the 
recently refounded Estonian congregation. It was the time 
when other ecclesiastical buildings were returned to other 
congregations of ethnic minorities as well. While the return 
of religious buildings in St. Petersburg was more or less 
simultaneous, rehabilitation works have progressed at a dif-
ferent pace. Many congregations have managed to restore 
their churches to their former glory, while others experience 
financial difficulties or lack a clear vision of the future.
  The restoration of St. John’s Church is noteworthy  
for several reasons. First of all, it has been one of the 
most ambitious and expensive projects of the Republic 
of Estonia abroad, apart from the diplomatic representa-
tions. The final cost of the works is not yet clear because in 
addition to public funds a loan was taken and many works 
were carried out thanks to donations. But it is estimated 
that the rehabilitation of the church cost 8.3 million euros. 
It would have been impossible for a small congregation of 
some 50 people to restore the ravaged church and to have 
it rebuilt on their own and, therefore, it was necessary 
to get the Estonian state interested in the project. And 
for that, we have to thank Jüri Trei who at the end of the 
1990s served as the Estonian Consul in St. Petersburg. 
When considering the high restoration and maintenance 
costs it was clear that the building also needed to have 
some additional functions.
  Currently the church is being managed jointly by the 
Estonian concert agency, Eesti Kontsert, and St. John’s 
congregation but the church also houses local Estonian 
cultural organisations and guest rooms. As there was 
nothing left from the original building except the external 
walls and roof structure, the architects had, in a way, more 
leeway when drawing up the new design. The restoration  

was based on two very distinct concepts: the exterior of 
the church was to be restored, as far as possible, to its 
original design, whereas the interior design was to take 
into account the multi-functional purpose of the building 
as well as contemporary aesthetic and ethical values. 

SHORT HISTORY Of THE CHURCH
St. John’s Church, built in 1859–1860, is situated in 
Dekabristov Street in the historic district of Kolomna in 
the centre of St. Petersburg. Back in the 19th century, 
however, this area was considered to be on the outskirts 
of the city. Kolomna district, together with the region 
surrounding the Narva Triumphal Arch and Vasilievsky 
Island, was one of the favourite residential areas of the 
then numerous Estonian community. Today, the district 
with its famous Mariinsky Theatre and revival-style  
apartment buildings, dating back to the beginning of the  
20th century, is one of the most prestigious regions of the 
city.
  St. John’s Church was established not on a national 
but on a regional basis as it housed both Estonian and 
German speaking congregations the members of which 
stemmed from the Provinces of Estonia and Livonia. The 
construction was largely financed by Czar Alexander II, 
who supported the erection of Protestant churches also 
in Estonia but during the first decades of its existence the 
church was sustained by rich Baltic Germans. 
  St. John’s Church rapidly became not only the  
spiritual but also the cultural centre of local Estonians, 
housing a school and several Estonian organisations.  
By the beginning of the 20th century the Estonian speak-
ing congregation with more than 20,000 members  
had become the largest Protestant congregation in  
St. Petersburg. 

ARCHITECTS AND THE EXTERIOR
St. John’s Church is an unplastered red brick building 
in the Romanesque Revival style. The design is consid-
ered to have been drawn up either by the noted architect 
and painter of Baltic German descent, Harald Julius von 
Bosset, or Karl Ziegler von Schafenhausen. 
  The church stands untraditionally on a north-south 
axis with the main entrance facing north and the altar 
standing at the south end of the building. This arrange-
ment was necessitated by the already established street  
network. The main entrance facing the former Ofitsers-
kaya Street, now Dekabristov Street, features many 
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(1) (2)

(3) (4)

(1) St. John’s Church at the turn of the 20th century. Photo from “Eesti Jaani kirik Peterburis” by Veronika Mahtina. Tallinn, 2009  
(2) The altar in St. John’s Church at the beginning of the 20th century. Photo from “Eesti Jaani kirik Peterburis” by Veronika Mahtina. 
Tallinn, 2009  
(3) The church in 2003 before restoration. Photo by Olev Liivik  
(4) The church in 2009 during restoration. Photo from the private collection of Jüri Trei
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(6)

(5)

(5–6) The church interior after restoration. Photos by Olev Liivik 
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of the design elements characteristic of Romanesque 
architecture. During the thorough renovation works that 
ended in 2011, the main facade distorted in the 1930s, 
was restored to its original design. The dominant archi-
tectural feature of the church is the belfry that was also 
reconstructed to its original design. The side wall that was 
rebuilt after the closure of the church in 1930, was rebuilt 
but not entirely to its former design as the nave was elon-
gated by five meters to the south. When compared to the 
original building the southern wall saw the most changes 
as the layout of the windows was considerably altered. All 
the red brick walls that had been covered with plaster dur-
ing the Soviet era were stripped and cleansed.

THE INTERIOR
The interior design of St. John’s Church is rather interest-
ing. At the end of the 1990s when conservation was first 
considered, it was decided that it would be neither practi-
cal nor even possible to restore the interior to its original 
design as documented information was scarce. It was also 
decided to discard stylistic restoration because of the  
multifunctional purpose of the building that demanded  
a more rational approach. Therefore, it is not accurate to 
talk about the restoration of the interior design but about 

a totally new design that bears in mind the needs and  
specialities of a concert hall while not forgetting its  
religious function.
  The layout of the church resulting from its multi-
functionality strikes one as unusual. Initially, the main 
portal lead straight to the nave but now visitors step up to 
a small foyer with a reception and box office. The ground 
floor also houses guest rooms and offices. The actual 
church hall together with the balcony is situated on the 
first floor accessible from the foyer by stairs. According 
to the interior designer Juta Lember by the time she was 
involved in the project the layout, as well as the functional 
scheme of the building, had already been agreed upon 
by the architect and client. The basement floor houses 
the cloak-room, restrooms, auxiliary rooms and con-
gregation rooms; the ground floor comprises the foyer, 
a stairway and nine guest rooms; while the church hall, 
seating 400 people, stretches through the first and second 
floors. The rather tight budget, on the one hand, and the 
unique design concept, on the other hand, determined 
the laconic solution of the interior: plain white walls are 
accentuated by darker details like oak floors and simple 
benches. In contrast to the overall modern minimalistic 
style the chancel walls are covered with rough white plas-
ter. Perhaps the most challenging elements for the interior 
designer were the chancel and altar as they determine the 
general tone of the hall. Although visual sources concern-
ing the interior were scarce, there was an authentic photo 
of the chancel that allowed it to be restored to its former 
design. But again, considering the minimalist style of 
the interior and the fact that the hall was to be used for 
concerts rather than religious services it was decided not 
to go ahead with the project. As a sort of a compromise a 
white cross was placed on the chancel wall that emerges 
from its background only when lights behind the cross are 
lit. A similar solution was used a few years ago for German  
St. Saviour’s Church in Tallinn also restored from its 
ruins.

TO SUM UP
St. John’s Church serves as an excellent concert hall 
introducing Estonian music to the metropolitan audience 
as well as the local Estonian community. At least once a 
month, a visiting pastor from Estonian conducts a service.
  At the opening ceremony in February 2011, it was 
emphasized that the new church carries the role of an 
Estonian cultural ambassador in St. Petersburg, our 
closest metropolis that has played an important role in 
Estonian cultural as well as political life. We do hope that 
St. John’s Church will meet all our high expectations 
and that it will once again become a cultural centre for 
Estonians living or working in St. Petersburg.

Henry Kuningas is a Leading Specialist at the Tallinn 
Culture and Heritage Department; Olev Liivik is  
a researcher at the Estonian History Museum

(7)

(7) St. John’s Church after restoration. Photo from the private 
collection of Jüri Trei
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In Estonian vernacular ecclesiastical architecture, reloca-
tion of buildings as well as changing their function is not 
that unusual. One of the unique examples of buildings 
with this peculiar fate is the Orthodox Chapel at Malvaste 
Cemetery on the Island of Hiiumaa. Built in 1909 or 
1910 to serve as the Puski parsonage’s store, it was taken 
apart and relocated to its present location in 1925 and put 
together again to serve as a chapel. After World War II, it 
lost its ecclesiastical function and although the chapel was 
never rebuilt, many of its details and elements decayed 
due to neglect or expedient repair. The conservation works 
aimed at the restoration of the pre-war appearance of the 
chapel and culminated with the making of a thatched roof.

A STORE AND A CHAPEL
The store building of the Consumer Cooperative at Puski 
parsonage, erected at the request of the Orthodox priest, 
Vassili Verlok, was completed in 1910 at the latest. It was 
a simple utility building made of logs with interior meas-
urements of 6.2 by 5.2 metres, the layout of which was 
divided into two rooms serving probably as a storage-room 
and a sales-room. Both rooms had two windows and an 
entrance with a light porch covered with tarred paper. The 
roof was probably covered with either straw or reed. The 
unique church store sold general goods, including, apart 
from foodstuff, wagon grease, hoof nails, warp, thread, 
etc. By 1912, the store had gone bankrupt and was closed 
down. Although the merchants were to blame for the 
store’s ill fate, the anger of the members of the coopera-
tive turned towards the priest forcing him to leave his  
congregation and flee to the mainland. 
  For the Orthodox community of Tahkuna Peninsula 
the parish church at Puski was too far away and around 
1885 they established a subordinate congregation. It was 
not until 1925, however, that a chapel was erected in con-
nection with the establishment of an Orthodox cemetery 
in Malvaste village. The chapel was built by village crafts-
man, Peeter Holm, with the logs of the Puski store that 
was taken apart and shipped to Malvaste. The layout and 
volume of the store were retained. Walls were supported 
on a granite stone foundation, the order of the rows of 
logs was retained and so were the roof beams, most of the 
gable boards and probably the joists and rafters. The door 
opening on the south side was moved to the west wall, 
while the porches were not rebuilt. The roof was covered 
with straw. The interior featured only one room as the par-
tition wall of the store, now rendered by mortises in north 
and south walls, was unnecessary for the chapel. The 
floor was made of wood and the ceiling was covered with 

unpainted boards. Nail holes in the walls suggest that the 
walls used to be covered with cardboard or wall paper.
  The western side of the chapel was complemented 
with a wooden belfry, designed by the example of small fire 
station towers of the decade. These towers were supported 
by frames with siding made of slant edged boards fastened 
sparsely to facilitate air flow. The tower of square layout 
(2.7 by 2.6 metres) was fastened to the west wall with 
bolts. The shaft was 9.5 metres high with a 2.8 metres 
high spire covered with shingles. A pine cross made by 
forester Peeter Leiger was put on the top of the spire. The 
upper part of the tower got four “egg arch” shape open-
ings with shutters of vertical siding with no jambs. Above 
the openings there was a beam for hanging the church 
bell. The bell that survived World War II hidden by a man 
from Kodeste village, Robert Salumaa, was stolen in the 
1970s.
  After the war, Nikolai Holm, the son of Peeter Holm 
who built the chapel, replaced the straw roof with boards. 
Over the next decades the chapel was pillaged, with even 
window frames and doors stolen, and left to decay. In the 
1970s, however, major repairs were carried out. The roof 
was covered with asbestos cement sheets, the interior 
was lined with fibreboards and the floor was repaired. The 
window openings were changed considerably: the ones in 
the north wall were boarded up and the ones in the south 
wall got new windows with non-partitioned frames. The 
iconostas was possibly removed during the works, turning 
the interior into an expressionless room with no ecclesial 
accent whatsoever.

RETURN TO THE ORIGINAL  
CONCEPT Of THE CHAPEL
The conservation works carried out between 1999 and 
2000 focused on the chapel tower. The foundation was 
secured and the verticality of the shaft restored, the frame 
was repaired with prosthesis, part of the horizontal siding 
was replaced, the supporting structure of the spire renewed 
and the spire covered with three layers of shingles. 
  The conservation works carried out between 2007 
and 2008 focused on the restoration of the original look 
of the chapel. New casements with six panes, recon-
structed according to old photos, were made and fitted in 
the preserved original window frames to replace the ones 
destroyed. New hinges, frame supports and hooks were 
made following the example of the simple ones manu-
factured industrially at the beginning of the last century, 
while hinge tenons were made after the preserved  
ones. Window casing was added on the outside as new 
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elements. The openings in the bell tower and the opening 
in the east gable were covered with board shutters. 
  Inside, fibreboards were removed from the walls and 
as it turned out that the logs now exposed had not been 
finished, the wall surfaces were only cleaned. The ceiling 
was stripped from several layers installed over the years 
exposing extra broad boards dating back to the 1920s. 
The ceiling boards were also only cleaned. Interior door 
and part of the floor planks installed during the restoration 
works carried out in the 1970s were preserved as part of 
the conservation history. During the works, door frames of 
the so-called Royal Doors of the iconostasis were found in 
the attic together with the remains of painted textile that 
once covered them. It is highly likely that these were the 
remains of the Malvaste chapel iconostasis of which no 
data has been preserved. The findings were conserved and 
displayed in the chapel.
  As part of the structural works, the foundation was 
repaired, a decayed log on the south-eastern side of the 
building was replaced with a new one and the first log row 
was insulated with birch bark on the entire perimeter. 
The closed door opening on the south side that lost its 
jambs during the relocation in 1925 was equipped with 
new supporting posts and the entire wall was rectified. 
Conservation works of the roof supporting structures were 
limited to repairing the roof beam ends and two rafter 
heels with prosthesis.

MAKING Of THE STRAw ROOf
In Estonia, straw roofs were usually made of rye straw and 
seldom of wheat straw. It was essential to use winter corn 
the straw of which was longer and stronger. The rye and 
wheat varieties of today are not suitable for roof-making 
because of the short straw.
  The expected lifespan of straw roof is 20 to 30 years, 
almost half of that of the reed roof. Nevertheless, straw 
roofs were common on the Island of Hiiumaa because 
there was not enough reed to go around and, therefore, it 
was more expensive. Straw, on the other hand, was avail-
able in every household that grew its own grain. Typically, 
only the dwellings of Hiiumaa farms had reed roofs while 
all the outbuildings had straw roofs. Outbuildings were 
covered with straw roofs even in the 1940s and 1950s. 
Information, such as the thickness of straw layer, density 
of roof decking, birch twig joints, etc., gathered during 
the repair or dismantling works of these roofs, was made 
use of when making the new straw roof of the Malvaste 
Chapel.
  The first task was to find winter corn with a long 
enough straw. A local farmer agreed to sow winter rye of 
Sangaste variety and allowed the roofers to reap it with 

reed harvester. Rye was harvested at the beginning of 
September 2008 and taken to the kiln room of Soera Farm 
Museum to dry. Grain sheaves were laid on beams and  
the kiln was heated up. The kiln was heated for two days 
during which the grain dried. After that, traditional thresh-
ing followed, starting with the beating of dry grain ears 
against a threshing bench. Then the sheaves were placed 
on the threshing room floor in a circle with ears towards 
the centre of the circle and the last of the grains were 
beaten out of the ear with flails. Straws were then bound 
to sheaves of approximately 20 centimetres in diameter. 
The entire threshing and binding process took two weeks 
and involved four to six people at a time. Nowadays, 
straw roofs are costlier than reed roofs by a third namely 
because of the time-consuming process of preparing the 
straw (drying, threshing).
  Gathering and twirling of birch twigs was also part of 
the preparation works. Birch twigs used for securing poles 
must be at least 110 centimetres long with fibres twirled 
loose.
  Wooden pegs made of birch were pressed in drilled 
holes in rafters that had been previously repaired. 
Manually barked fir battens were used for sheathing. 
Sheathing was supported on wooden pegs and fir poles, 
running along the rafters, were placed on the sheathing  
and fastened to rafters with birch twigs. The distance 
between sheathings (25 centimetres) was determined by 
the length of straw sheaves that was 90 to 110 centime-
tres. Methods and tools used for making straw and reed 
roofs are almost the same with small differences: sheath-
ing for straw roofs is denser, and as straw is softer than 
reed it is not possible to smooth sheave rows that have 
already been tautened.
  Shorter sheaves more conical in shape were used 
for making eaves. Sheaves were fastened using birch 
poles and birch twigs. Poles were fastened after every two 
sheaves. The finished straw roof was 22 centimetres thick 
and it took nine sheaves to cover one square metre. The 
joint between the chapel tower wall and straw roof was 
sealed with tin sheet. Ridging material was secured with 
two metres long barked fir poles connected from one end 
with a juniper skewer. The ridges of thatched roofs should 
be renewed every six or seven years.
  To sum up, it should be said that the most compli-
cated part of the job was finding the right straw of good 
quality. All the other works ran smoothly and without 
problems as the roofers had previous experience with  
reed roofs also fastened with twigs and poles.

Juhan Kilumets is an art historian; Siim Sooster is  
an expert in restoring thatched roofs
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(1) Malvaste Chapel on the Island of Hiiumaa. Photo by Dan Lukas
(2) Historic photo from the private collection of Dan Lukas
(3) Sheathing. Photos by Siim Sooster
(4) Grains being beaten out of the ears at Soera Farm Museum
(5) Thatching the roof
(6) The chapel with its new thatched roof and windows
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MURALS IN MEDIEVAL CHURCHES / CHURCHESHILKKA HIIOP, KAIS MATTEUS,  
EVA MöLDER, ANNELI RANDLA, KAIRE TOOMING 

Medieval churches that belong among true masterpieces 
of the Estonian architectural heritage are decorated with 
ornamental, architectural and figurative wall paintings 
forming extensive compositions. In the course of time 
these paintings have sustained damage inflicted by wars, 
fires and changes in theology, fashion and taste. Most of 
the medieval murals known today have been painted over 
during the centuries after the Reformation.
  The first incidental references to the existence  
of such paintings had already been made by the end of 
the 19th century but the systematic uncovering of them 
started at the beginning of the 20th century. The first pro-
fessor of art history of Tartu University, Thor Helge Kjellin 
of Swedish origin, who discovered extensive painted  
compositions in Karja St. Catherine’s Church and Ridala 
St. Mary Magdalene’s Church, made an important  
contribution to the study of the murals.
  After quite a long break the interest in church murals 
and in exhibiting them started to increase again during the 
Soviet era when the leading Russian conservator, Viktor 
Filatov, was invited from Moscow to supervise the conser-
vation works in Estonia. From 1969 to 1976 the extensive 
uncovering and restoration of wall paintings was carried 
out in three churches: in Muhu, Valjala and Kaarma.
  In the 1920s and 1970s restoration was carried out 
according to the mentality prevailing during those periods 
in conservation: while the 1920s were characterised by the 
wish to fully reconstruct ornamental paintings, the recon-
struction carried out in the 1970s followed the Italian res-
toration theory applicable at that time. The originals were 
preserved as much as possible and the reconstructions 
were created in the manner that made them distinct from 
the originals. However, the complicated microclimatic 
conditions and the materials used have greatly affected the 
condition of the paintings, leaving them in much worse 
condition than they were at the time when they were first 
exposed.
  Despite extensive work carried out during different 
periods church interiors still hide treasures waiting to be 
discovered. This article focuses on the most important 
discoveries of wall paintings made in the 21st century.

ST. MARTIN’S CHURCH IN VALJALA 
Most of the paintings originating from different eras 
covering the interior of Valjala St. Martin’s Church on 
Saaremaa were revealed in the 1970s. The figurative com-
position depicting six apostles on the northern wall of the 

chancel is one of the most valuable, as well as the most 
controversial medieval wall painting in Estonia. The hazy 
image of the painting that is visible today features the 
row of apostles. It is framed by a painted frieze running 
above the apostles. Since the uncovering of the painting 
it has led to many contradicting opinions about its date, 
stratigraphy, technique and origin. In order to get a clearer 
idea about these conflicting theories and to gather some 
primary information necessary for artistic and architec-
tural interpretations the department of conservation of the 
Estonian Academy of Arts carried out substantial techni-
cal studies of the murals in 2005. 
  The studies were based on a hypothesis that initially 
the painting was modelled in a rich palette of colours and 
that the present linear red composition was only a pre-
paratory drawing. 
  This hypothesis was confirmed by the analysis of a 
paint sample taken from the robe of one of the apostles.  
It showed that initially a bright red oxide of lead was used, 
which had, over the course of time, modified into dark 
grey platernite. An indication of the use of a rather rich 
palette was also confirmed by the residues of a bright 
blue pigment that was used to paint the horizontal bands, 
delimiting the lower and upper part of the painted frieze. 
The analysis revealed that the bright blue pigment was 
indigo of vegetable origin which was rarely used in wall 
paintings. The structure of the painting refers to a secco 
technique i.e. it was painted on dry plaster by using some 
organic binder.

ST. CATHERINE’S CHURCH IN KARJA
In 2010, the paintings of Karja St. Catherine’s Church on 
Saaremaa, exposed and restored by Helge Kjellin in the 
1920s, were thoroughly studied within the framework of a 
master’s thesis compiled at the Estonian Academy of Arts. 
The studies revealed that most of the paintings visible 
today in Karja have evidently been “refreshed” for aes-
thetic considerations by overpainting during the restora-
tion work led by Kjellin. The studies also gave some hints 
as to the original painting method: the composition of the 
painting was imprinted by compasses and ruler-like tools 
into the moist layer of the lime covering the walls and, 
afterwards, these outlines were filled with paint.
  The surface of the chancel vault was also full of  
surprises – it appeared that the current colour scheme: 
tiny red pentagons lining the ribs on a white background 
date back to the time of Kjellin’s restorations. The  
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(1) Detail of the mural on the wall of the chancel of Valjala St. Martin’s Chrch. Photos by Peeter Säre
(2) Detail of the painted window in the northern wall of the chancel in Karja St. Catherine’s Church
(3) The rose window painted on the northern wall of the chancel of Pöide St. Mary’s Church and its reconstruction. Photo by Peeter Säre, 
drawing by Pille Vilgota
(4) The stellar vault painted on the ceiling of the chancel of Martna St. Martin’s Church
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original finishing was found under it – red stars with  
pitted borders on blue background. These new facts add to 
the former colourful glory of the interior: dark blue vaults 
like a canopy stretching over the painted walls of the 
chancel. 

KAARMA CHURCH Of  
SAINTS PETER AND PAUL
The medieval murals of Kaarma St. Peter and Paul’s 
Church on Saaremaa were discovered and almost fully 
uncovered in the 1970s when extensive reconstruction of 
the fragmentary remains of the paintings was carried out, 
especially on the northern wall of the chancel.
   In 2005 and 2006 the interior of the nave was  
conserved by OÜ Rändmeister. Fragments of a medieval 
figurative composition on the plaster dating from the time 

of the construction of the church were uncovered to the 
right of the window in the northern wall of the western 
bay. The location and the size of the figures refer to the 
fact that they are probably the only fragments remaining 
from the images that once covered all the walls. A small 
red and blue figure with a bulging stomach has been well 
preserved. He squats on somebody’s withers from whom 
no more than running legs have remained. The red colour 
of a raised cross and half of another figure have also been 
preserved.
  Although the painting has been badly damaged its 
content and message are relatively clear. The half perished 
figure in a long robe standing closer to the window is 
either a saint or a priest who holds a cross in a hand raised 
high. The legs that have remained of the other figure are 
running towards him looking for refuge to escape from a 
devil.

ST. MARY’S CHURCH IN PöIDE 
In August and September 2012 students of the conserva-
tion departments of the Estonian Academy of Arts and 
Gotland University held a workshop in Pöide St. Mary’s 
Church on Saaremaa in order to map its interior within 
the Sustainable Management of Historic Rural Churches 
project.
  As early as in 1994 the conservators of KAR-Grupp 
had presumed, on the bases of uncovered stripes of paint, 
that on the northern wall of the chancel there had once 
been a painted rose window, but as the uncovered areas 
were limited it was impossible to guess the precise struc-
ture of the image. 
  In 2012, a small but legible part of the huge rose 
window with a diameter of about 4 metres was uncov-
ered. The painting with an extraordinary design covers an 
extensive part of the wall. The painting had been outlined 
at the beginning of the Gothic period as the preparatory 
drawing has been made on the moist plaster. The design 
of the border areas of the radial rose window is quite clear 
allowing one to imagine the whole composition.

ST. MARTIN’S CHURCH IN MARTNA
The vault paintings that were uncovered during the  
conservation work on the chancel of Martna St. Martin’s 
Church in Läänemaa County carried out by OÜ Ränd-
meister from 2005 to 2006 should be considered as one of 
the most important discoveries of Estonian medieval art 
history of the last decade. The first monochrome layer of 
the painting is the original décor of the chancel applied to 
the plaster at the time of construction. A red herringbone 
pattern runs along the groins of vaults from imposts to 
bosses. Similarly to the vault ridges, the herringbone  
pattern of the same layer surrounds windows and the  
sacrament niche.
  The second layer of painting lies immediately on the 
whitewash painted over the first layer. It represents a stellar 
vault, marked with a herringbone pattern of grey, red and 

(5)

(6)

(5) The stellar vault painted on the ceiling of the vestry of Risti Holy 
Cross Church. Photos by Peeter Säre
(6) The vault painting in the nave of Koeru St. Mary Magdalene’s 
Church

MURALS IN MEDIEVAL CHURCHES / CHURCHESHILKKA HIIOP, KAIS MATTEUS,  
EVA MöLDER, ANNELI RANDLA, KAIRE TOOMING 



83

black segments and large red and white stars for bosses. 
A herringbone pattern also runs around the windows and 
the large blind niche of the north side. At the sides facing 
both the chancel and the nave, the ashlars of the triumphal 
arch are highlighted in grey with a black outline. 
  The third layer of painting is Baroque and lies imme-
diately on the layer imitating the stellar vault. The paint-
ing is found only in the upper part of the vault and its 
composition has four angels floating in the air and blowing 
trumpets. 

RISTI HOLY CROSS CHURCH 
In 2010, OÜ Rändmeister started extensive conservation  
of the interior of Risti Holy Cross Church located in 
Harjumaa County. This offered a long-awaited opportunity 
for additional studies of one of the most peculiar medieval 
churches in Estonia.
  During the previous studies of the interior and at the 
time of conservation of the chancel and the vestry of the 
church two decorated layers of finishing were found that 
probably dated back to the 17th and 18th centuries. In both 
of them a motif of a painted ashlar has been used. The 
better preserved paint layer consists of a grey ashlar motif 
surrounded by a black contour. This painting runs along 
the inner facet of the triumphal arch and on the flanks of 
the door that leads from the chancel to the vestry and also 
marks the doorway from the nave to the vestry. A grey 
zigzag with black margin decorates the triumphal arch on 
the side of the nave as well as on the side of the chancel. 
The same décor also emphasises all the lintel arches of the 
wall niches in the vestry.
   The décor of the vestry is surprisingly abundant.  
The vault of the vestry is covered by a painted imitation of 
a stellar vault. It springs from painted triangular corbels 
in the corners of the room. The window is surrounded by a 
grey frame with black border. This layer of painting dates 
back to the time of the construction of the vestry.
  The conservation work is continued in the eastern 
bays of the nave. The analysis of the findings discovered 
there have not been started yet. Nevertheless, it is clear 
that this church has surprised us again with an unex-
pected discovery: the paintings imitating stellar vaults 
that cover the eastern bays of the nave have been repeat-
edly overpainted in different colours without changing the 
composition of the original. The initial painting consisted 
of a grey, red and black herringbone pattern marking the 
ribs of a stellar vault and forming circles marking bosses 
at the junctions of the ribs. The composition is topped by  
a voluptuous rose motif crowning the vault.

ST. MARY MAGDALENE’S CHURCH IN KOERU
The existence of murals in Koeru St. Mary Magdalene’s 
Church was first mentioned in the 1920s but the first 
studies on them were only carried out in 1969 when the 
Estonian art historian, Villem Raam discovered ashlar 
paintings on the corbels of the transverse arch and the 

western arch, as well as an ornament around the western 
window.
  In 2011, the department of conservation of the 
Estonian Academy of Arts carried out profound studies of 
the interior in order to examine the scope and stratigraphy 
of the paintings preserved in the nave and chancel of the 
church.
  The studies revealed that in the course of time the 
church has been decorated at least five times and two of 
those decorations were carried out in the Middle Ages. 
The earliest finishing lays directly on the first layer of plas-
ter and it is completed simultaneously with plastering – 
the contours of images are pressed into the moist plaster. 
This stratification dates from the 13th century. However, 
very little of it has been preserved. The most extensive and 
exciting layer is the one that follows the first one and was 
also likely to have been completed in the Middle Ages. 
It lies on the second layer of plaster and has also been 
created at the same time as the plastering – the paint 
layer is, in places, completely immersed into the layer of 
plaster. This décor was the most generous in the history 
of the church. Groin vaults, transverse arches, corbels, 
capitals, as well as the surroundings of windows and door-
ways were decorated with paintings. The western bay of 
the southern aisle is decorated with a large and complex 
painting from which four painted ribs (consisting of three 
lines in different colours) stretch out. The triumphal arch 
and windows are framed by a ribbon of four-petalled  
flowers painted with the help of stencils. 

SUMMARY 
The studies carried out during the last decade have 
revealed numerous extraordinary findings that enhance 
substantially the existing concept of the initial and sub-
sequent décor of medieval churches. Due to the fact that 
a lot of the paintings have been found in badly damaged 
churches, there is a hope that, overall, many more paint-
ings have been preserved than are known so far. 
  However, the technical conditions of many churches 
and the indoor climate resulting from their condition do 
not allow the extensive exposure of recently discovered 
paintings.

Hilkka Hiiop is an Associate Professor at the 
Department of Cultural Heritage and Conservation, 
Estonian Academy of Arts; Kais Matteus is the Deputy 
Head of the Division for Heritage Protection and 
Milieu Protection Areas, Tallinn Culture and Heritage 
Department; Eva Mölder is a conservator; Anneli 
Randla is the Dean of the Faculty of Art and Culture, 
Estonian Academy of Arts; Kaire Tooming is an art 
historian
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COAT-Of-ARMS EPITAPHS AT TALLINN CATHEDRAL / CHURCHESENE TROMP 

HISTORY
The coat-of-arms collection at the medieval Cathedral 
of Saint Mary the Virgin in Tallinn is the largest among 
peers in Europe. It comprises 75 large coat-of-arms  
epitaphs; including ancestral and family coat-of-arms,  
the total number amounts to 109.
  The wooden coat-of-arms epitaphs were made 
after the great fire in 1684 that completely destroyed the 
wooden interior of the cathedral. Installation of epitaphs of 
German noblemen in the church began in 1686. In 1772, 
burials in the church were banned and no more epitaphs 
were commissioned. The more recent coats-of-arms 
date back to the mid-19th century when Estländische 
Ritterschaft (corporation of nobility in Estonia) started to 
commission cenotaphs for their leaders and other notable 
persons of their time. Persons mentioned on the ceno-
taphs are actually buried in family cemeteries.
  At the beginning of the 20th century, the general 
attitude towards the collection of coats-of-arms was 
negative as it was seen as a legacy of the German nobil-
ity and, when in 1927 the epitaphs were removed from 
the walls due to renovation works, their return to the 
church was strongly opposed. Luckily, the will of cultural 
minds prevailed and by the ruling of the Supreme Court 
the epitaphs were returned to the church and placed on 
walls according to the plan worked out by Ernst Gustav 
Kühnert.

PREVIOUS RESTORATIONS
During the renovation work in the church carried out 
between 1927 and 1928, the epitaphs were cleansed of 
dust and wooden parts were repaired from the rear side 
with wooden strips, nails and screws. Missing or broken 
details (acanthus leaves, oak branches, hands of figures, 
etc.) were replaced with new ones retouched with water-
colours.
  The coats-of-arms were restored in the 1960s using 
fish glue that caused uneven tensions in different mate-
rials, such as timber, chalk, colouring pigments and 
metal foil. Therefore, the glue caused further damage to 
the coats-of-arms and made paint crumble. Once again 
watercolours were used for retouching and they were often 
applied on the existing paint layer to ensure an evenly 
toned surface. However, due to the unheated premises, 
the epitaphs covered with fish glue turned out to be an 
ideal environment for aspergillus.

wORKSHOP
In 1992, Tallinn entered into an agreement with the cor-
porations of the nobility still active in Germany for the 
conservation of the coats-of-arms collection. At the end of 
the same year, a special workshop was established under 
the organ balcony in the northern aisle of the church for 
conserving the collection. The building and equipment 
costs were borne, under the patronage of Ambassador 
Henning von Wistinghausen, by the Federal Republic of 
Germany, while the maintenance costs of the workshop 
were borne by the city of Tallinn. Head of the Institute 
of Art Techniques and Conservation of the German 
National Museum, Arnulf von Ulmann, was appointed 
general head of works while Eve Alttoa (1992–1995) 
and Ene Tromp (1995–2008) managed the workshop. 
Conservation works lasted for 16 years and were  
completed in 2008.

THE CONDITION Of THE COAT-Of-ARMS  
EPITAPHS BEfORE CONSERVATION
The coat-of-arms epitaphs dating back to the 19th and  
20th centuries were in relatively good condition because 
they were made of better, more durable materials.  
The Baroque coat-of-arms epitaphs from the 17th and  
18th centuries, using more traditional techniques and 
more vulnerable materials suffered more damage. Over 
the years, they have been moved from place to place, 
taken down from the walls and put up again resulting in 
the breakage of fragile details, causing the back boards 
to waggle and making old dry wood crack. Wooden parts 
that had been in contact with damp walls had decayed 
and pieces glued together had become detached. As the 
epitaphs lay on the floor for a long time being within the 
reach of visitors to the church, people had also contributed 
to the loss of the details on the epitaph edges. Thick dust 
layers, in turn, served as an ideal environment for various 
micro-organisms but luckily, woodworm were avoided as 
they dreaded the cold climate of the church.
  Coat-of-arms epitaphs with polychromy applied on 
glue coating were better preserved than those with chalk 
priming. The surface tensions of wood, primer and  
pigments are different causing them to expand in humid 
conditions differently. Upon drying, wooden details shrink 
making the priming, paints and metal foil crumble. In 
time, the natural glue contained in primer also becomes 
less binding and gets brittle and causes cracks and 
detachment of the paint layer. Over the years, the  

conseRvation of tHe coat-of-aRms epitapHs  
at taLLinn catHeDRaL
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(1)

(1) Panorama of the cathedral. Photo by Peeter Säre
(2–5) Details of the epitaphs. Photos by the workshop for conserving the coats-of-arms collection of Tallinn Cathedral
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coat-of-arms epitaphs have discoloured due to the oxida-
tion of metal foils, making the once silvery surfaces almost 
black.

CONSERVATION
The conservation methodology was developed at  
the Institute of Art Techniques and Conservation of the 
German National Museum. It was aimed to preserve and 
restore the original look of the epitaphs by removing over-
paintings and details that had been added later, fixing  
and cleansing the original polychromy and primer and by 
consolidating the wooden elements.
  As natural glues have proved to be unsuitable in 
the unstable climate of the church, it was decided to use 
synthetic materials for applying polychromy and primer 
on the wood. Synthetic resins are flexible and durable 
and when inspecting the work done over the years, it has 
become clear that they are in every respect more suitable 
for the conditions prevailing in the church. 
  Shaky and rusty forged nails, that had lost their func-
tion of securing back boards and heavy elements, were 
replaced with stainless screws, and, in the case of lighter 
elements, with wooden dowels. Sturdy forged nails, the 
removal of which would have caused further damage to 
the wood, were left alone. Forged loops and crossbeams 
on the backside were rust-proofed. Coat-of-arms epitaphs 
were covered with natural varnish that makes the colours 
shine and gives them depth. It also protects wood and 
polychromy from dust and makes their cleaning easier. 
  Analyses for determining the composition of  
colour pigments, metal foil and binders were carried out 
by the laboratory at the German National Museum in 
Nuremberg, the Testing Centre of the University of Tartu 
and the Kanut Conservation Centre. Epitaphs were lifted 
and placed on walls by OÜ Rändmeister.
  Over the last few years, the church roof has been 
renovated, old window frames have been replaced and 
an adjustable heating system has been installed that has 
made the indoor climate of the church more stable. The 
remaining problem is dust stirred up every summer by 
thousands of visitors. Within a few years the coat-of-arms 
epitaphs will be covered with a visible dust layer. It has not 
been worked out yet how to clean the epitaphs hanging 
high up on the walls. 

Ene Tromp is a conservator of paintings and  
polychrome wooden ojects
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(6–7) Details of the epitaphs. Photos by the workshop for conserving 
the coats-of-arms collection of Tallinn Cathedral
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CHURCH Of THE TRANSfIGURATION  
Of OUR LORD IN TALLINN
The Church of the Transfiguration of Our Lord, located  
at 14 Suur-Kloostri Street in Tallinn, was originally built 
in the first half of the 13th century. It then belonged to  
St. Michael’s Convent of the Cistercian Order. During 
the “Swedish times” in the 17th century it was used by 
the Swedish garrison but after the Great Northern War, it 
became the Russian garrison church and was given to an 
Orthodox congregation in 1716. At the moment it is an 
Estonian Orthodox church. 
 
The Church of the Transfiguration of Our Lord has 
retained its original medieval form, save for the addition of 
a baroque spire, reconstruction of the roof in the 18th cen-
tury and exterior renovations in the early 19th century.  
The present appearance of the church dates back to 
1827–1830. The current cupola was added to the roof 
later. Inside, a new floor was laid, raising the ground level 
142 cm from the original surface. The windows and the 
main entrance were enlarged. During these reconstruc-
tion works, the old balconies and nuns’ loges on the inte-
rior walls were demolished. As a result the space inside 
the church was extended. In 1895, the wall-paintings 
were completed. They depict the four evangelists and  
different ancient Orthodox priests of higher rank. 

The interior of the church is very eclectic. It evolved over 
the course of 300 years and bears the traditional features 
of the Orthodox Church together with Lutheran and 
Catholic features. In addition to the expressionist wall-
paintings, there are icons painted strictly according to 
Byzantine rules, religious paintings in the Romantic style 
both on wood panels and canvas, photo-reproductions of 
the well-known icons and framed reproductions of reli-
gious paintings. In the centre of the church is the tomb of 
Bishop Platon, the first Estonian to be proclaimed a saint, 
who died in 1919 and was buried here.

ICONOSTASIS
When the church became Orthodox in the first half of the 
18th century, its interior was changed to serve the needs 
of the Orthodox liturgy. Inside, one can still see an icon-
ostasis donated by Peter the Great before his death. The 
wooden carved and gilded iconostasis in the so-called 

Slavic Baroque style is one of the most impressive of its 
kind in Estonia. It was made in the 1720s by the adept 
Russian craftsman Ivan Zarudny. The iconostasis is a 
purely Orthodox feature of the interior, but the one in the 
Church of the Transfiguration of Our Lord is very unusual. 
It is quite western and decorated with a pulpit, mantled in 
the centre. The interesting thing is that there are usually 
no pulpits in the Orthodox churches, because the priest 
usually reads his words to people standing in front of the 
iconostasis on the floor.

The iconostasis has been conserved several times during 
the 19th and 20th centuries. The last conservation process 
of the iconostasis started in 2000 and reached its conclu-
sion in 2010. During this period, conservators from  
different Estonian institutions worked on the project. The 
iconostasis is over 15 metres long; carved of wood, gilded 
and painted. It also contains 34 icons, painted on wooden 
bases and mounted on frames. Therefore, there was work 
for a multi-disciplinary team of wood, polychromy, paint-
ing and metal conservators.

CONDITION BEfORE CONSERVATION
When the conservation process started in 2000, the con-
dition of the iconostasis was very poor. The structural part 
of the iconostasis was damaged by cracks, worsened by 
the damage caused by previous consolidation with wax. 
Most of the metal joints were rusted. The gilding is rather 
inhomogeneous, consisting of various gold types, which, 
together with the passage of time and the active usage of 
the iconostasis, resulted in major deterioration: the gild-
ing was partly missing, the previously conserved parts 
were either worn out or peeling. The main reason for most 
of the cracks and flaking gilding was that several decades 
ago central heating had been installed in the church, 
causing a massive drying-out of the wood. The majority 
of the gilded parts were also covered with bronze paint in 
the mid-20th century in order to “renovate the gold”, but 
the bronze paint had later discoloured to almost black. 
The paint layers of the icons had also been damaged and 
old varnish had darkened. The whole iconostasis was quite 
dirty, and its upper parts were thickly covered with dust. 
The oil lamps, hanging in front of the iconostasis made 
the gilded surfaces somewhat oily, thus causing dust to 
readily attach to them.

cHURcH of tHe tRansfiGURation  
of oUR LoRD in taLLinn anD tHe  
conseRvation of its iconostasis
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(2)

(4)

(1)

(3)

(5)

(1) The iconostasis after the conservation that lasted about ten years. Photo by Stanislav Stepaško
(2) A detail before the conservation. In places the gilding layer, together with the grounding has either fallen off or detached from the wooden 
surface. The gilding is dirty and dusty. During the previous cleaning and restoration works the engraved surfaces had been covered by an  
uneven layer of bronze paint which had substantially darkened in the course of time. The surface of the icons was extremely dirty. Photos  
by Jaanus Heinla
(3) Half of the detail has been cleaned
(4) The detail after fixing, cleaning and priming
(5) Primed surfaces are retouched
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CONSERVATION
The aim of conservation was to prepare detailed docu-
mentation of the iconostasis, clean all the surfaces, con-
solidate the gilding and the polychrome layers, restore the 
icons and homogenize the appearance of all the details. 
The process was very problematic due to the great amount 
of damage and its complexity. The big question was how 
to maintain such an important object, causing minimum 
harm to the original material and bringing maximum ben-
efit for the congregation and the priests. 
  The structure of the iconostasis has been strength-
ened, but, in order not to introduce too much new mate-
rial into the original, no lost details have been recon-
structed. The grounding and gilding layers were consoli-
dated. Secondary bronze paint was removed. The lacunae 
(the surfaces with lost gilding) were ground in order to 
fix the flaking gilding even better. Then, gold-plating was 
considered, as is the usual case in Russia when restor-
ing gilded ecclesiastical objects. However, it was decided 
to follow the idea of minimal intervention and the revers-
ibility principle, predominant in Northern Europe. Newly-
ground surfaces have not been gilded, but only minimal 
retouches with watercolours and Mica gold powder in 
dammar varnish were carried out.

MARIA LILLEPRUUN CHURCHES / CONSERVATION Of ICONOSTASIS

CONCLUSION
The iconostasis of the Church of the Transfiguration of 
Our Lord in Tallinn is definitely a precious gem in the 
Estonian ecclesiastical heritage. After the extensive 
conservation process is completed, the iconostasis will 
no longer be in any danger of losing its gold and glory. 
Gilding has been fixed and the darkened surfaces have 
been cleaned of dirt and dust while still preserving their 
patina. Detailed research has also been done on the his-
tory of the Ivan Zarudny iconostasis and its previous con-
servation works, which will hopefully help to raise public 
awareness of the value of the iconostasis and the needs of 
the Church of the Transfiguration of Our Lord in Tallinn. 
This is not only because the church is an important medi-
eval building and a symbol of its time, but also a very spe-
cial site for this unique iconostasis – a piece of art that 
the whole Estonian nation is proud of.

Maria Lillepruun is a conservator
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Eduard Heinrich Dross was born on May 7, 1837 in 
Wolmar (Valmiera in Latvia). At the end of the 1860s,  
he opened a workshop of church ware in Tartu. Several 
catalogues of his workshop have been preserved to 
this day giving quite a comprehensive overview of the 
range of products the workshop manufactured. Many of 
Dross’s works have been preserved in Estonian Lutheran 
churches, while Orthodox churches also have a few items 
(e.g. chandeliers). The selection of his products was wide, 
including chandeliers, candelabra, altar crucifixes, com-
munion vessels, baptismal fonts, paraments, memorial 
boards, hymn boards and home altars. 
  Catalogues issued in the 1870s and 1880s display items 
of Revival styles at their finest. The most common church 
ware, such as crucifixes, candelabra, chandeliers and com-
munion vessels, were made in the Gothic Revival style and 
were, in the light of the gothification of interiors, very popular. 
Items made of cast iron are, unfortunately, of inconsistent 
quality and pose a lot of difficulties for conservators. Most of 
the items have also lost their original galvanised bronze fin-
ishing, while the majority of them have been painted silvery, 
with aluminium paint, or golden with bronze paint.

An overabundance of items in the Gothic Revival style 
made way for a new lighter style. At the end of the early 
catalogues there were illustrations of delicate and light 
Romanesque chandeliers depicting the new products of 
the workshop. They turned out to be immensely popular as 
in later catalogues they have already taken a more central 
position. Today, Romanesque chandeliers are more com-
mon in Estonian churches than in Gothic Revival ones.
  In the catalogue Catalog und Preiscourant der 
Anstalt für Kirchen-Geräte und Ornamentik, published 
at the beginning of the 20th century, Dross made a  
distinction between the Gothic and Romanesque Revival 
styles. Both product groups were illustrated with photos 
and items came in sets which meant that every item could 
be complemented with dozens of other items from the set. 
The range of products had become wider, now including 
home altar sets and communion vessel sets, examples of 
which have been well preserved in Nõo, Rakvere, Torma, 
Kursi, Urvaste and Pärnu Lutheran churches. The set in 
Rakvere even has the original glass wine flagon. In addition 
to metal church ware, the later catalogues also offer plush 
altar frontals, pulpit falls and chalice veils. The fabrics are 

cHURcH waRe fRom eDUaRD DRoss’s woRKsHop

CHURCH wARE fROM EDUARD DROSS’S wORKSHOP / CHURCHESMARJU RAABE, VILJAR VISSEL

(1) (2)

(1) Catalogue of 1915: item No 33-37, Gotischer Wandleuchter
(2) Catalogue of 1915: item No 19-20, Romanischer Kronleuchter
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(3)

(5)

(4)

(6)

(3) Catalogue of 191: item No 116, Kranken-Kommunion Besteck  
(4) Ciborium, 1887 (silver, gold-plated on the inside). The outer rim of the footing has a master’s mark and silver hallmark: ХO 84 E.D.  
Photo by Avo Sillasoo
(5) Catalogue of 1915: item No 146, Hausaltar
(6) Home altar at Nõo St. Lawrence’s Church. Photo by Ülle Jukk
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either red or black decorated with fine metalwork,  
cords and fringes. Customers could choose between four 
different altar frontals and three different pulpit falls.
  It is noteworthy that the catalogue displays excep-
tional marketing tactics also serving as a way to shape the 
taste of parishioners and church donators: examples of 
modern products of better quality were displayed side by 
side with out-of-date and massive Gothic Revival products. 
The number of delicate and dignified items preserved today 
in Estonian churches proves that Eduard Dross had great 
influence on trends in interior design of the churches. 
  From the early days of the company, the key to  
success was its flexibility. All products from chandeliers 
to chalices came in seven different sizes and prices, while 
the latter also depended on the metal chosen. Many of the 
preserved chalices, patens and ciboria were made of brass 
and then silver- or gold-plated. There are also silver items 
with rich decorations.
  In addition to the production of church ware, Eduard 
Dross’s workshop maintained and repaired purchased 
products. It also served as a go between for purchasing the 
Host, bell yokes, oleographs of paintings by well-known 
artists, etc. The workshop co-operated with other work-

shops and factories sustained by the fact that other com-
panies advertised in Dross’s catalogues, including the bell 
foundry in Gatchina, Russia as well as several enterprises 
situated in Tartu. 
  It appears from the business certificate issued on 
January 5, 1927 that Eduard Dross sold his company to 
Eugen Pikkel (aka Pickel), the widower of his late daugh-
ter, Emma Marie Elisabeth (1872–1919). Unfortunately, 
Eugen Pikkel died on January 17 of the same year, leaving 
the company to his widow, Magda, and under-age daugh-
ter, Hedwig. Running the company, however, proved too 
much for Magda Pikkel and in spring 1929 she sold the 
workshop together with equipment, machinery and mate-
rials to Eduard Ojar, who ran it until 1941 when it was 
destroyed during the hostilities of WW II.
  Eduard Dross died on January 29, 1929 in Tartu at 
the age of 91 and was sent on his final journey at St John’s 
Church.
  Among the listed monuments the movable works of 
art form the majority and items manufactured by Eduard 
Dross, in turn, form the majority among these works. For 
example, out of the approximately 1,900 chandeliers more 
than 600 were made at Dross’s workshop. The same goes 
for a quarter of the listed crucifixes as well as for almost 
150 candelabra out of the 1,000.
  The production and popularisation of church regalia 
in Estonia and Livonia in the age of industrialisation, is 
certainly a topic worth a more thorough analysis and intro-
duction.

Marju Raabe is the Head Librarian at the National 
Heritage Board; Viljar Vissel is an Adviser on Movable 
Heritage at the National Heritage Board

(7) Catalogue of 1915: item No 124, Altardecken  
(8) Altar frontal at Risti Holy Cross Church. Photo by Marju Raabe

(7)

(8)
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Manor economy and manor culture have played a central  
role in Estonia’s history and culture, as well as in the 
development of its physical environment. Manors were 
most influential in determining the local identity by divid-
ing the population into classes on the basis of nationality. 
For centuries, the local economic life was dominated by 
the Baltic-German nobility and their manors. The life and 
well-being of Estonians as the lower class depended on 
the success of the manor estate and on the open-minded-
ness of the landlords. 
  Class society based on nationality found its end 
in 1919 with land reform when the newly independent 
Republic of Estonia expropriated the land of the nobility  
leaving them only the main buildings and some land  
necessary for servicing them. As their income dried out, 
the majority of landlords gave up or sold their property and 
the state turned many of the buildings into schools as part 
of its ambitious project of developing a comprehensive 
school system. Between the World Wars, manor-houses 
hosted more than 200 schools which means that approxi-
mately every fourth former manor housed a school. Many 
others accommodated hospitals or nursing homes.
  In Soviet years, manors were regarded as symbols of 
class society and the general attitude towards them was 
neglectful. Although the 1970s and 1980s saw a change 
and many of the manors all over Estonia were restored, 
local decision makers still preferred to build new schools 
and leave the manors empty. The same tendency also 
prevailed in the 1990s after Estonia had regained its  

independence. Schools were gradually moved out from 
manor houses and today there are 60 manor schools left 
out of the once approx. 200. Nevertheless, each and every 
one of these 60 schools is the pride and joy of the local-
ity, serving as the historic and educational centre of the 
region and promoting the quality of life in the country-
side. Manors are undoubtedly the pearls of architecture 
in Estonia and serve as textbooks of architectural history. 
Some of the manor schools are housed in buildings dat-
ing back to medieval times, while Baroque, Neo-Classical 
and Revival style buildings are widespread. Although the 
schools have been modernised over the years, their his-
toric and heritage value have been carefully preserved.
  At the end of the 20th century, a project was drawn 
up in close co-operation with several authorities, the aim 
of which was to appreciate manor schools. In 2001, the 
national programme for manor schools was launched 
under the leadership of the Ministry of Culture and the 
National Heritage Board. Over the past ten years, dozens 
of manor schools have received funds for research and the 
compiling of the heritage conservation requirements as 
well as for actual conservation. 
  The state’s interest and participation and, above  
all, the visible and recognizable results of the programme 
resulted in the fact that the European Economic Area 
Financial Mechanism funds for revitalizing cultural  
heritage have been allocated in two consecutive periods to 
manor schools (2004–2009 and 2009–2014). The over-
all aim of the programme is to support the multifunctional 
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(1) The main building of Laupa manor. Photo by Peeter Säre
(2) Pupils of the Laupa school art class. Photo by Toomas Vendelin

(1) (2)
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use of historic manor buildings and improve the environ-
ment for learning and development of children with special 
needs. The funds of the first period amounted to 9.35 mil-
lion euros in EEA support plus a 15 per cent co-financing 
by school owners. Over the three years, the following ten 
schools were renovated using EAA funds: Kiltsi, Koigi, 
Laupa, Olustvere, Puurmani, Rogosi (Ruusmäe), Suure-
Kõpu, Vasta and Väätsa as well as the Lahmuse Boarding 
School for Handicapped also supported by the programme 
of the Ministry of Social Affairs. Apart from the conserva-
tion works of the manor houses, many of the finest manor 
parks were also improved in the framework of environ-
mental projects.
  A new EEA programme will be launched in 2013 
with considerably smaller funds – 4.5 million euros. This 
time, the programme deals not only with the conservation 
and repair of manor schools but focuses also on the sus-
tainability issue that is becoming more and more relevant 
by offering possibilities for developing, inter alia, small 
businesses, (cultural) tourism, training, etc. to keep the 
manors as centres of local life.

  There are still many manor schools that need imme-
diate attention and although state subsidies and European 
funds allocated have not been small, it has not been 
enough. Conservation of Estonian manor schools are 
nevertheless a good example of how far a result oriented 
approach can reach. Today, the Estonian Manor School 
has become an internationally recognised trade mark. But 
more importantly, in addition to being the pride and joy of 
Estonian heritage conservation, a well functioning manor 
school, loved equally by pupils and the community, moti-
vates and enhances regional development. Throughout 
the years, conservation works as well as the conservators 
of manor schools have also found wider recognition. In 
2009, the President of the Republic of Estonia declared 
Laupa School the most beautiful school in Estonia. Laupa 
manor school was also awarded the Cultural Endowment 
of Estonia conservation award in 2010, while Kiltsi manor 
got the same award in 2011.

Riin Alatalu is a project manager at the Cultural 
Heritage Department, Estonian Ministry of Culture

(3)

(5)

(4)

(6)

(3) The main building of Koigi manor. Photo by Peeter Säre  
(4) Historic toilet at Koigi manor house. Photo by Toomas Vendelin
(5) Distillery of Olustvere manor. Photo by Peeter Säre
(6) Pottery workshop at the former distillery of Olustvere manor. Photo by Toomas Vendelin
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Kiltsi manor house with its semi-circular galleries and 
two adjoining wings is situated in Väike-Maarja parish, 
Lääne-Virumaa County. It dates back to the last decade 
of the 18th century (the house was completed in 1790 
and the wings a few years later). In addition to being one 
of the most outstanding examples of early Neo-Classical 
manors in Estonia it is made even more exceptional by  
the fact that it stands on the ruins of a medieval vassal’s 
castle, using its initial layout, including two round towers 
and two rectangular towers. 

HISTORY
Several stages of construction are still traceable in the 
preserved castle walls. The castle was first built in the 
13th or 14th century and then rebuilt in the 15th century 
when the introduction of fire-arms brought about drastic 
changes in military architecture. In the 16th century, Kiltsi 
castle was destroyed during the wars which ravaged the 
land and left the site in ruins for decades until a manor 
house was built on top of the ruins.
  Kiltsi Manor got its name from the noble Gilsens 
family to whom it belonged until 1581. From 1588 to the 
beginning of the 18th century the manor was owned by 
the Uexkyll family and from 1778 by the Bencendorffs  
who built the present manor house. In 1816, Kiltsi manor  
was acquired by the well-known Russian explorer of Baltic 
German decent Adam Johann von Krusenstern who 
wrote his Atlas de l’Ocean Pacifique there. Krusenstern’s 
descendants held the manor until the end of the 19th cen-
tury when it was inherited by the Rüdigers. As from 1911, 
the manor was in the hands of its last owner, Alfred von 
Uexkyll-Güldebandt and since 1920 Kiltsi Manor has 
housed a school.
  Although the layout of the main building was greatly 
influenced by previous stages of construction, a spacious 
lobby and the enfilade suite of rooms characteristic of the 
early Neo-Classicism were introduced. Fine woodwork – 
numerous double doors and banisters on both main  
and side stairs – as well as murals and stucco cornices  
in several rooms add to the interior design. During the 
19th and 20th centuries the building saw little changes and 
has, therefore, retained its original layout to this day.

CONSERVATION HISTORY
The main building and its adjacent wings were conserved 
in several stages. In 1995, the left wing that was in ruins 
got a new roof. In 2000, classrooms and a lunch room in 
the right wing were completed. Between 1997 and 1998 
the main stairwell and adjacent rooms were conserved.

  OÜ Mõisaprojekt commenced the survey and design 
process in 2000. Painted and plastered surfaces, as well 
as archaeological stratification, were thoroughly exam-
ined. Measured drawings and profound research contrib-
uted to the success of the conservation process. In 2003 
and 2004, the foundations of the rectangular towers were 
reinforced, conservation works were commenced on the 
ground floor and a boiler room was built in the basement. 
  Between 2008 and 2010 large scale works were  
carried out in the main building and to a lesser extent in 
both wings and the gallery. These involved the fitting of a 
new tiled roof and plastering of the façades. However, by 
2008 the initial design had become outdated. New data, 
especially the information concerning the excavated base-
ment and the changes in the room programme required 
the modification of the design.
  Upon redesigning, there were two requirements 
to adhere to: first, to preserve the historic material, and 
secondly, to adapt the building to the needs of a school. 
However, the unique building containing a lot of historic 
information needed not only to be preserved but also dis-
played as far as possible. And that was the principle that 
all parties concerned agreed to observe. As the building 
holds valuable historic information, and bearing in mind 
the need to attract tourists, part of the basement was 
turned into a museum introducing different stages of  
construction as well as various elements of the castle. 
  In both interior and exterior design, it was aimed to 
restore not only the early Neo-Classical atmosphere but 
also later stratifications were to be displayed. On  
the south side of the main building, a mid-19th century 
balcony was reconstructed; inner rooms exhibit several 
elements and murals from the 1870s and the beginning  
of the 20th century.
  The characteristically medieval layout of the base-
ment and the rare remains of the decorations therein, 
especially the images on the plaster with engraved  
outlines are most remarkable. Among the noteworthy 
elements are the Swedish Era staircase and the lower 
part of the winding stairs in the gym (hobby room), some 
sculpted elements in the masonry and the descending 
vault (sewage of the castle). The foundations of the hypo-
caust furnace, a slab with a round hole in it for covering 
a heating duct and the old cobblestone floor in the base-
ment have also been preserved. 
  In the basement, walls were conserved as they were; 
only the sections on the verge of the collapsed elements 
were repaired. Plaster with graffiti was also conserved. In 
the museum section, the castle chambers were displayed 

conseRvation of KiLtsi manoR
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(1)

(3)

(4)

(2)

(1) Semi-circular wings rimming the square in front of the main building are what distinguish Kiltsi Manor from other manors in Estonia. 
Photo by Jaan Vali
(2) Lobby with Baroque bipartite staircase. Photo by Avo Seidelberg
(3) Conservation of the murals. Photo by Nele Rohtla
(4) Pompeian style murals. Photo by Avo Seidelberg
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(6)
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(9)

(5)

(8)

(5) The first paint layer exposed on doors. These doors are especially beautiful in rooms with conserved murals. Photo by Avo Seidelberg
(6) Conserved decor of the ceiling in the right-side corner tower. Photo by Nele Rohtla
(7) School gym in the medieval castle. The old cobblestone floor was covered with limestone slab flooring. A wooden balcony and stairs  
were added to help pupils move around. Photos by Avo Seidelberg
(8) In the museum section of the basement, castle chambers are displayed in the exact state the excavations revealed them
(9) Unique find on the basement wall: medieval plaster features images with engraved outlines depicting someone’s profile and a Maltese 
cross. Photo by Nele Rohtla
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in the exact state that the excavations revealed them.  
In the school gym, the old cobblestone floor was covered 
with limestone flooring that, in turn, is covered with exer-
cise mats for gym classes. Additionally, a wooden balcony 
with stairs was designed and built as this was necessary 
for evacuation in case of fire and everyday purposes.
  Upon making use of the castle rooms, the fact that 
during high water periods water could penetrate into the 
basement had to be taken into account. To solve this com-
plicated situation, a drainage system was made to pass 
through certain chambers. Nevertheless, the humidity 
needs to be monitored and humidity absorbers need to be 
used whenever necessary. 
  The original layout of rooms dating back to the 
days of the manor was preserved as much as possible. 
The showers, toilets and a sauna situated in the vaulted 
ground floor were placed in separate wooden compart-
ments so as not to disrupt the integrity of the spatial lay-
out. Old stairs were reconstructed to satisfy contemporary 
fire resistance requirements. A training kitchen was fitted  
in the manor’s old kitchen that still has an oven and heat-
ing cabinet dating back to the beginning of the 20th cen-
tury. The attic is also in a presentable condition as the old 
roof structure received the necessary prosthesis, the insu-
lation layer was covered with sand, the underside of the 
roof tiles was covered with mortar and walkways were built 
using old boards.
  The first floor rooms are decorated with murals of 
different eras. Most of the conserved murals date back to 
the end of the 18th century. The historically less valuable 
stencil murals of the later period had been preserved in 
much poorer quality. In places, strips of murals of a later 
period painted on top of the older layers were displayed 
without disrupting the overall tone. All the preserved 
murals were displayed after having been retouched in 
places. Some new ornaments were painted modelled on 
the existing ones. In the main hall, for instance, where 
uncovering did not reveal any murals, the ornament 
found in the next room was used as a model. In the sci-
ence classroom (the former dining hall) adjacent to the 
main hall, an early Neo-Classical ornament, a fragment of 
which was found on the upper part of the wall, was recon-
structed. Uncovered areas displaying the variety of paint 
and finishing layers can be found all over the building, the 
most exciting of which include the ones in the classroom 
of music. The large scale uncovered areas display motifs 
from the most important eras – a hunting motif from the 
end of the 18th century, a flower motif from the end of the 
19th century and a polychrome Art Nouveau cornice from 
the beginning of the 20th century. In rooms where the 
entire surfaces were not cleansed to the nethermost stra-
tum, the strata were preserved under a layer of lime putty 
with fibre reinforcement.

  Old doors and windows, a fireplace in the main hall 
and a furnace on the second floor, ceramic tile floors in 
the stairwell and bathroom, as well as wooden floors and 
a parquet floor in the round tower, were preserved and 
conserved. The renewal of the parquet floor revealed nau-
tical charts compiled at the beginning of the 19th century 
on the basis of the data gathered during Adam Johann 
von Krusenstern’s voyage around the world. Maps were 
conserved by the Conservation Centre Kanut and the best 
preserved one was framed and hung on the wall.
  Doors were conserved trying to avoid the removal of 
the first paint layers. Some of the doors were repainted 
leaving all the existing paint layers intact, while for other 
doors the uppermost layers were removed leaving the 
underneath layer exposed. The doors left with old paint are 
especially beautiful in rooms with restored murals adding 
to the atmosphere. 
  All in all, the conservation process was complicated 
and difficult as many of the structures and finishing layers 
were in very poor condition due to settling and moisture 
damage. The front part of the building had no foundation, 
and due to the leakage in the roof, the condition of the roof 
and intermediate floor structures was poor. Both exterior 
and interior finish was damaged and further impaired by 
numerous unprofessional repairs. The situation was not 
helped by the public procurement process which insisted 
on picking subcontractors bidding the lowest price. There 
were well-trained and experienced conservators but also 
those who knew very little about the field, as well as those 
who could not care less about the old and respectable 
building. The conservation process that took several years 
proved that subcontractors and those in charge, including 
the foremen, must have the necessary skills and licences. 
The fact that someone in the main contractor’s team is a 
specialist does not guarantee a satisfactory outcome. But, 
beside a few failures, there were many success stories, for 
instance the large-scale work of making prostheses for 
the supporting structures of the roof and the intermedi-
ate floor, the cleansing of doors, as well as the restora-
tion of stucco mouldings. The conservators of the castle 
chambers and wall repairers also did an excellent job. And 
last, but not least, the students and alumnae of Tartu Art 
College must be commended for conserving the murals. 
  In spite of the difficulties, the initial goals were met 
and one of the most interesting manor houses in Estonia, 
the history of which dates back to medieval times, has now 
been given back its integrity; its details and finishes have 
regained their dignity.

 Nele Rohtla is an architect
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Puurmani manor house in Jõgeva County, built between 
1877 and 1881, is one of the most beautiful and majestic 
Renaissance Revival style manors in Estonia. It got its 
Estonian name from the von Buhrmeister family who were 
given the estate by Queen Christina of Sweden as a gift. 
After the Great Northern War (1700–1721) the manor 
went to the von Manteuffel family and remained in their 
possession until the expropriation of 1919. The manor 
house is dominated by a four-floor high octagonal corner  
tower; rich decorations on the façade as well as elements  
of several historical styles (Rococo, early and late Neo-
Classical) in complex combinations decorating the inte-
riors of the main hall and other rooms adorn the build-
ing. High double-swing doors decorated with carvings of 
torches and laurel wreaths, cornices above doors, decora-
tive corbels and the coffered ceiling of the dining room are 
fine examples of woodwork. The interior is also embel-
lished by several historical tile stoves and fireplaces. Since 
1923, the manor house has housed a school. 
  In autumn 2009, conservation works of the manor 
were launched under the auspices of the national pro-
gramme for manor schools. 

EXTERIOR wORKS
First of all, the manor house received new metal sheet 
roofing and a rainwater drainage system. Old cement 
plaster was removed from the walls that were subse-
quently repaired with lime plaster and whitewashed. The 
partly damaged stairs at the main entrance got a new 
foundation and granite steps. The imposing flaring stairs 
with a stone balustrade on the south side of the mansion 
were also restored. Exterior lighting was installed that 
brings out the decorations and cornices also in the dark. 

INTERIOR wORKS
The conservation of the historic wallpaper found in the 
manor house is so far the most extensive project of its 
kind carried out in Estonia and will, hopefully, pave the 
way for the future. In winter 2010, a large amount of well-
preserved wallpapers were found during the works of the 
ground floor rooms, the oldest of which could be dated to 
the beginning of the 1880s when the manor house was 
first built, while the more recent ones date back to the 
turn of the 20th century. Out of the dozen different types of 
wallpaper used, two borders and five wallpapers had been 
preserved to such an extent that the entire repeat of the 
pattern could be seen. The rest of the wallpapers used in 
the living quarters on two floors were represented by only 
a few narrow strips. There were three wallpapers that the 
conservators were able to preserve in situ: in the former 

dining room, in the chinoiserie dressing-room and in  
the countess’s bedroom. The largest amount or about  
50 sq metres of wallpaper had been preserved in the 
former dining room that today serves as a festive class-
room of Puurmani Gymnasium. On a closer look, it 
turned out that the dining room walls were actually cov-
ered with two layers of wallpaper. The older layer dates 
back to the 1880s. The gradual uncovering of wallpaper 
layers revealed the pattern made of hunting trophies – 
comprising a deer’s head, a grouse hanging upside down, 
a bugle and a gunpowder pouch. The wallpaper was  
covered with a layer of shellac varnish making its surface 
shiny, smooth, hard-wearing and easily cleanable –  
a treatment commonly used in corridors, kitchens and 
bathrooms. 
  When seen from a distance, the second layer of wall-
paper in the dining room resembles a tapestry or embroi-
dery because of the fine grid printed all over the pattern 
comprising rich foliage with exotic birds and bugs as well 
as blossoms and fruits of different colour. Unfortunately, 
it could not be established when the wallpaper was 
installed but the pattern type suggests it was manufac-
tured between the 1890s and 1910s. After the removal of 
the wooden panelling a shocking picture was revealed: the 
wallpaper was buried in cobweb, its surface was stained 
with whitewash splashes and runs and the borders had 
large holes in them made upon installing central heating 
pipes and batteries. Due to extensive moisture damage 
approximately 12 sq meters of wallpaper was so dete-
riorated that it crumbled to pieces when touched. After 
careful photographing and measuring, the damaged parts 
were removed. However, a large part of the wallpaper was 
in fair condition and tightly glued to the wall. In order to 
give the room a uniform look, it was decided to recon-
struct the missing parts of the wallpaper. No doubt the 
reconstruction of the entire decorative scheme, i.e. from 
the upper rim of the preserved wallpaper to the ceiling 
cornice would have been an ideal outcome but because  
of the rather tight budget it was decided in favour of partial 
reconstruction. Conservator Kristiina Ribelus made a  
digital copy of the wallpaper. To that end the wallpaper 
strips that had been removed from the wall were scanned, 
digitally retouched, joined together into a repeated  
pattern and printed. The same process was repeated with 
the borders and matching corner pieces. Since it was not 
possible to achieve a shiny golden surfaces and elements, 
they needed to be stencilled by hand. The reconstructions 
are visually distinguishable from the original as they were 
printed in slightly colder or bluish tones. The paper used 
was also more slippery and thicker than the original. For 
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(2)
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(1)

(3)
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(1) Puurmani manor. Photo by Anatoli Makarevit
(2) The dining room with its well preserved wallpaper was the biggest surprise. Photo by Raivo Tasso
(3) Two layers of wallpaper were found on the walls of the former dining room. The older layer dating back to the 1880s is decorated with  
a composition of various hunting trophies. Photo by Kadri Kallaste
(4) Chinoiserie wallpaper of European origin was revealed under the wall panelling of the countess’s dressing-room. The tile stove after  
minor repairs. Photo by Raivo Tasso
(5) The wooden panelling on the lower part of the countess’s bedroom wall revealed a wallpaper with pastoral motives. In order to display  
the wallpaper, part of the panelling was removed and replaced by a layer of glass. Photo by Kadri Kallaste
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(6)

(7)

(6) The main hall after conservation. Studies revealed faux marbling on the lower part of the walls that was restored by OÜ Vana Tallinn. The 
floors of the main hall and the adjacent greenhouse were covered with newly assembled parquet panels, the exact copies of the original ones. 
Photos by Raivo Tasso
(7) The walls of the foyer revealed grained surfaces and bright blue colour
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the upper part of the wall, where the wallpaper had not 
been preserved at all, the conservators chose a mono-
chrome wallpaper of neutral colour. The transition from 
one wallpaper to another was disguised with a narrow 
strip of paper inspired by the pattern of the original border. 
  The second well preserved wallpaper was found in 
the countess’s dressing-room in chinoiserie style. The 
walls of the room were covered with Rococo Revival style 
wooden panelling that, once removed, revealed a very well 
preserved late chinoiserie wallpaper of European origin 
depicting romantic scenes of children flying kites, oar-
boats and nice pavilions. 
  The third well preserved wallpaper was found in the 
former bedroom of the countess. The wooden panelling on 
the lower part of the wall revealed a wallpaper with pasto-
ral motives. In order to display the wallpaper, part of the 
panelling was replaced with glass. 
  Literature concerning interior decoration and the 
history of wallpapers suggests that the wallpapers found 
in Puurmani manor are typical examples of the trends that 
prevailed at the end of the 19th century. Archive photos 
also suggest that many Estonian manor houses were once 
decorated with wallpapers the majority of which have per-
ished. The few fragments still found here and there refer 
to a strong Central European influence. In the European 
context, the examples of wallpaper found in Estonia are 
not noteworthy but in the local context they are. 
  In addition to the rare wallpapers, a faux marbling 
imitating sandstone was found on the walls of the ground 
floor hall. An uncovered area was made to display the old 
faux marbling while the rest of the wall was reconstructed 
taking the original as a model. In several rooms there  
were stencil paintings that were partly uncovered and 
conserved. 
  In the beginning, it was planned to conserve the old 
parquet floor of the main hall but it turned out that after 
grinding it would have been only a millimetre thick and, 
therefore, it was decided to replace it with new flooring 
except in one corner where the old parquet was displayed. 
The newly assembled parquet panels were made to the 
exact measures and design of the old ones. Parquet was 

also used in the former greenhouse separated from the 
main hall with beautiful columns, the old flooring of which 
made of concrete slabs was worn out. It was foreseen in 
the conservation concept that the old wooden floors would 
be preserved as far as possible. Nevertheless, there were 
rooms where the old flooring was in a very poor condition 
and was replaced with a new one. The cast stone floor of 
the foyer was preserved along the perimeter where it was 
less worn out and the damaged stones were replaced with 
new ones following the principle that they must be visibly 
distinguishable. 
  In the earliest finishing layers of doors and wall pan-
elling traces of gilding were found. Uncovered areas were 
left on doors to display all the paint layers. Rich wooden 
adornments on doors and door jambs were stripped to 
the first paint layer and restored. At some point, many of 
the doors and windows had been grained. On the double-
doors of the dining room the painting imitating wood grain 
was surprisingly well preserved and after slight retouching 
it was displayed.
  The manor house was mainly heated by white tile 
stoves decorated with ornaments. They were in good con-
dition and there was no need to dismantle them. One of 
the stoves that had been painted over was cleansed and 
restored to its original colour. Today, the stoves serve as 
part of the ventilation system. Some smaller conservation 
works were also carried out on fireplaces. 
  The conservation works were based on the concept 
of not interfering with the original design and elements 
while displaying what had been preserved and conserved 
and replacing the missing elements with new ones. 
Another important factor was that the manor houses a 
school requiring, for example, certain lighting conditions. 
Therefore, the classrooms were equipped with ordinary 
luminous tubes while chandeliers, true to the era, were 
used in the main hall and teachers’ lounge. 

Kadri Kallaste is a conservator; Sille Raidvere is a 
Senior Inspector for Jõgeva County, National Heritage 
Board
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Today, for most of us glazed tile stoves induce a romantic 
notion of the cosiness of a home, of the warmth and charm 
of an open fire. Over the last century, the stove has been 
replaced by central heating and the younger generation 
comes across glazed tile stoves only in museums or old 
buildings. But, as from approximately the 16th century 
to the beginning of the last century, glazed tile stoves 
were the main heat sources in most European countries, 
including Estonia, with a harsh climate of cold winters. 
  Today, the term ‘glazed tiles’ is most probably asso-
ciated with white smooth plate tiles and only some of us 
know that earlier tiles were spectacular works of art with 
rich decorations. Glazed tile stoves could be found in 
almost every room that needed heating, be it in manor 
houses or town houses, private homes or public buildings, 
auxiliary buildings or in farm houses, etc. These stoves 
reflected the taste as well as the wealth of the owner.  
The oldest preserved glazed tile stoves in Estonia date 
back to the 18th century.
  Old glazed tile stoves amaze with their shape and 
abundance of decorations. Even the plain ones are fine 
examples of their era reflecting different trends and styles 
and their changes. 
  Although glazed tile stoves were expensive and rather 
pretentious hand-made works of art, their first and fore-
most purpose was to heat the rooms. After having served 
faithfully for several decades stoves burnt through and had 
to be repaired or even laid again. It frequently happened 
that fashion changed and people did not want the once 
fashionable tiles in their modern homes. As the stoves 
were large and heavy and could not be stored in the attic 
like furniture they ended up in dump yards during the 
renovation works and thus disappeared from the face of 
the earth and from people’s minds. 
  Over the last years, more attention has been paid to 
restoring historic stoves as their number is decreasing.  
Glazed tile stoves have been recently restored in the 
splendid manor houses of Ohtu, Alatskivi, Kõltsu, Vääna 
and Pikva manors as part of extensive conservation works 
but there is one special project that is worth elaborating 
on.
  The year 2008 saw the end of the restoration of 
an historic glazed tile stove in Vatla manor in Western 
Estonia now housing a school. But at the same time with 
the conservation works another glazed tile stove, identical 
to the original one, was erected in the same room serving 
both aesthetical and pragmatic purposes – it comple-

ments the strict Neo-Classical symmetry of the room and 
increases heating efficiency. 
  The beautiful façade of the 19th century Neo-
Classical glazed tile stove looked rather worn-out with 
several tiles damaged or missing as the room was for a 
long time used as a school gym. The structure of flues 
had collapsed. Conservators aimed to restore the once 
pretentious look of the glazed tile stove by preserving the 
original details as much as possible. The glazed tile façade 
as well as the interior structure were repaired taking into 
account the need for heating the room, on the one hand, 
and the fire safety regulations of the building on the other. 
The work programme was developed keeping in mind the 
fact that Vatla manor house is the main public building of 
the rural municipality, playing an important role in devel-
opment of the local economic life. The conservation con-
cept was drawn up in close co-operation with the National 
Heritage Board, the Estonian Rescue Board, Hanila rural 
municipality and Vatla Basic School, not forgetting the 
crucial role of the potter. 
  Upon restoring the façade of the tile stove, it was 
important for the conservator to keep the new details 
identical with the original ones in terms of material, tex-
ture, form as well as shade. In order to achieve an authen-
tic result, historic materials and techniques were used for 
conserving the old as well as for making the new stove. 
New hand-made tiles were manufactured from clay using 
the historic ‘stuffing method’. Both glazed tile stoves got 
new forged doors modelled after the old ones and even the 
interior was set true to the era using bricks dating back to 
the 19th century. 
  When making new tiles, one of the most important 
but also complicated stages is the making of moulds 
of original tiles. In case of large and complex details 
the ceramist has to make a multi-component mould. 
Manufacturing glazed stove tiles for Vatla manor was a 
unique process undertaken in Estonia because of the size 
of ceramic details. The central tiles of the stove in Vatla 
measured 90 cm by 55 cm, which exceeds by far the usual 
industrial ceramic products.
  Once the moulds were ready, they were manually 
stuffed with clay and left to dry. Then the tiles were bisque 
fired before glazing to remove excess moisture. Unless 
this is done, a glaze layer prevents the moisture and gases 
from emerging during glaze firing and the item may break. 
It takes large tiles longer to dry and they need longer firing 
periods. Every step needed utmost care because of the risk 

GLazeD tiLe stoves of vatLa manoR:  
a DoUBLe new BeGinninG

GLAZED TILE STOVES Of VATLA MANOR / MANORSJOOSEP METSLANG, ARTUR ÜMAR
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(2)

(4)

(1)

(3)

(1) Façade of the exceptional late Baroque glazed tile stove in Ohtu manor dating back to the second half of the 18th century. Photos by Artur Ümar
(2) At the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th century many stoves were brought to Livonia from abroad. Here is an example of the tiles 
manufactured in a factory in Turku (Åbo), Finland
(3) Vatla glazed tile stove before conservation
(4) Vatla manor glazed tile stove after conservation
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the tiles might become twisted when fired in the kiln at 
960 degrees Celsius. After bisque firing, tiles were coated 
with pulverised glaze that in the process of glaze firing 
turns from powder to a glassy mass. The shade of the 
glaze was developed during numerous tests to match the 
original tiles and it must be said that the final result was 
more than satisfactory; and not only in terms of the shade 
of the glaze but also of that of the clay. 
  Upon restoring glazed tile stoves of such great value, 
it is crucial to use historic methods and techniques. The 
manual work of the ceramist is reflected in the appear-
ance of old glazed tiles that cannot be achieved with the 
contemporary method where clay slurry is poured into the 
mould. Another problem the pouring method poses is that 
the clay slurry may contain air bubbles that can in later 
stages harm the tile surface. The most serious mistake 
that is made when restoring glazed tile stoves is to try to 
repair broken tiles with gypsum slurry. Due to the differ-
ences in thermal expansion of the materials these repairs 
do not last and after some time have to be remade, espe-
cially when the stove is not only a beautiful thing to look at 
but is also used for heating. Apart from that, gypsum must 
be coated with cold glaze the mixing of which seldom 
results in getting the right shade while the transparency of 
the glaze characteristic to old tiles is impossible to attain.
  It was the task of the potter to adjust the original 
material with the new supporting structure using tradi-
tional techniques and materials, while taking into account 
the need to use the stove for heating, the proportions 
of the aesthetically huge tile stove, the symmetry of its 
façade and the original measurements.
  Now that the Vatla manor glazed tile stoves have 
been completed, the shortcomings of this narrow field of 
expertise can be put into words. Many old buildings are 
lacking original stoves or they have been severely dam-
aged and deteriorated. There is a serious lack of ceramists 
and potters mastering the traditional skills and techniques 
of making tile stoves. The skills of potters need to be  
carried on and their know-how needs to be documented. 
Manufacture of structural clay products, mould making, 
clay stuffing and glazing should be subject to continuous 
research, recording and development, not forgetting the 
need to develop new products.
  Best possible results are attained through a close and 
productive co-operation between the historian/art histo-
rian, ceramist, potter, conservator and the client. In case 
of the Vatla manor glazed tile stove conservation project 
all the above mentioned parties thought and acted upon  
a common cause. 

Joosep Metslang and Artur Ümar are conservators of 
tile stoves

GLAZED TILE STOVES Of VATLA MANOR / MANORSJOOSEP METSLANG, ARTUR ÜMAR

(5) An elaborate drawing of the damages serves as a guide for a 
ceramist for making new tiles to replace the damaged ones. Drawing 
by Kaari Metslang
(6) The stove was set using bricks, clay mortar, old and new tiles, 
ceramic stove tiles at the back wall and clamps. Photo by Joosep 
Metslang

(5)

(6)

LIST OF DAMAGES:
F6-3 – cracked
F6-5 – cracked
F7-1 – cracked
F7-3 – cracked
F7-5 – partially missing
F8-3 – missing 

1B – missing
4A – missing
4B – missing
4C – missing
4D – missing
F10-4 – cracked
F12-4 – partially damaged



107

At the beginning of the school year 2008 Heimtali  
manor circular stable (which was originally a cattle  
enclosure around a hexadecagonal courtyard with an area  
of 0.2 hectare), designed by the landlord of Heimtali, 
Hermann Friedrich Georg von Sivers (1819–1867) who 
was known as a great experimenter, was conserved and 
made available for Raudna Basic School located in Viljandi 
County. In addition, architect Peep Jänes designed a new 
building to accommodate rooms for the public library and 
the school’s gym, as well as for art, computer and music 
classes to be located in the middle of this circle of former 
stables. Now, the new building is hidden inside the wall 
of the conserved circular stable. The delicate combina-
tion of old and new avoided several problems related to 
technical details and heritage conservation and the whole 
complex received high acknowledgement at local as well 
as national level.

BACKGROUND TO THE EARLIER  
AND CURRENT CONSTRUCTION wORK 
Hermann Friedrich Georg von Sivers became the owner 
of Heimtali manor in 1851. The exact beginning of the 
construction of the circular stable, which was built of 
granite and brick, is not known. However, an inventory 
of 1858 assessed the state of the building as “very good”. 
The likely completion year of the building – 1866 – is 
inscribed on a large granite boulder in the wall. The build-
ing included a horse stable, cowshed, pigsty and a room 
for a stableman. The inner court was used as a husbandry 
yard. Animals were kept in the building when the manor 
belonged to the Republic of Estonia (1919–1940) and 
also during the first years of the Soviet era. The roof of the 
stable was still intact in the 1970s despite the fact that 
its walls were already deteriorating. The local stud farm 
planned to restore the building and even had a riding area 
designed but these plans never came to realisation.
  By the time the new sports hall was designed the 
circular wall was in a dire situation i.e. partly collapsed. 
However, as Peep Jänes says this situation had some 
assets: it allowed the construction equipment to be taken 
onto the site without demolishing anything. Some local 
people even returned stones that had been earlier quarried 
from the stable!
  Due to the fact that the new sports hall is 9 metres 
high and the height of the remains of the circular wall 
were 6−6.5 metres the new building had to be sunk up to 
three metres into the ground to make sure it would not 
show over the wall. Unlike the initial design according to 

which the inner side of the circular wall was supposed to 
form one of the walls of the new building the sports hall 
now stands independently thus allowing the wall to be 
observed on both sides. A red brick intrinsic to southern 
Estonia is dominant in the new building. The walls are 
laid in granite and the doorways are made of red brick. Old 
bricks as well as new, handmade bricks from Aseri Brick 
Factory were used in the renovation.
  According to the architect several complex problems 
had to be resolved during the design process: how to con-
nect rooms with different purposes and how to ensure that 
there was enough light between the high walls! Music, 
computer and art classes that need light and silence were 
accommodated on the second floor facing the northern 
light. The library is located on the ground floor on the 
same side of the building. The noisier outside areas – 
sports field and entrances – are located in the south. The 
ski storage and other auxiliary rooms are located in the 
cellar near the sports hall. The new building also accom-
modates a lift.
  “The site dictated the design. On open ground, it 
would have been a totally different building. It was a really 
interesting site,” says Peep Jänes in conclusion.

CIVIL ENGINEER KALMER KASE  
ABOUT THE CONSERVATION PROCESS
The conservation of the wall of Heimtali Manor circular 
stable was a creative process requiring a lot of teamwork. 
A large number of solutions were found only after testing 
or reviewing several samples. The work involved conserva-
tion, reconstruction and construction.
  All parties understood that not all situations and 
solutions related to the wall could be foreseen by the con-
struction design and during the actual work several ques-
tions would arise that had to be solved on the spot. The 
state of individual parts of the circular wall differed greatly 
and it was relatively complicated to reflect on that in the 
design.
  Part of the construction work was completed during 
the cold winter months and that gave important feedback 
on our work. One of the problems revealed by the cold 
weather was that the joints between the granite boulders 
started to crumble as the wall that had been exposed 
to rain and snow for years had accumulated a massive 
amount of moisture. We learnt that in order to continue 
the work we had to dry the wall. Therefore, movable 
wooden scaffolding that could be covered with plastic film 
was erected around the wall ensuring good ventilation. 

RevivaL of tHe  
HeimtaLi ciRcULaR staBLe

EPP ALATALUMANORS / REVIVAL Of THE HEIMTALI CIRCULAR STABLE
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(1) View of the circular stable. Photo by Anne Kivi
(2) Sports field. Photos by Allan Alajaan
(3) Green area
(4) Entrance. Photos by Anne Kivi
(5) Conservation of the gateway
(6) Conservation of the circular wall. Photo by Kalmer Kase

(2)

(4)

(6)

(1)

(3)

(5)
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The circular wall was divided into parts in the manner 
that temperature above zero could be maintained under 
the film in every section. The possibility that the humid-
ity in the wall could be higher than was necessary had to 
be taken into account and special solutions for the joints 
between different parts of the wall needed to be considered 
as well as how to combine the old “breathing” and “mov-
ing” wall parts with the newly repaired and constructed 
parts designed according to modern requirements so as 
not to move? We had to find solutions for all the joints 
between the vertical and horizontal, as well as existing 
and reconstructed parts of the wall as according to the 
design the whole wall had to be reinforced with a concrete 
belt. This task was simplified by the fact that the upper 
part of the circular wall was built of bricks. The transi-
tion from the older part of the wall to the new one had to 
allow for the continuous drying of the wall. Therefore, lime 
mortar with various compositions was used and a layer of 
bricks laid using lime mortar was installed under the con-
crete belt. Such an approach is in line with the principal 
of gradual transition. During the laying of the bricks some 
of the vertical joints were left empty in order to let the wall 
dry even after the completion of the work. These joints 
were filled at a later stage.
  Another important challenge was to fill the joints 
between granite boulders in the manner that the reno-
vated and filled joint would keep. After the examination 
of crumbled joints it appeared that the junction between 
the stone and the joint holds better if an optimal amount 
of mortar was used. There should never be too much 
lime and sand mortar between the stones, however, the 
thickness and height of the joint has to be sufficient to 
stand any weather conditions. It is up to the experience 
and cognition of each workman how much he is able 
to take into account the flatness and corners of granite 
boulders. 

  Cornices and the tiles to cover some parts of the wall 
were selected from several samples made by builders in 
meter long bits. During the work a massive amount of 
additional sketches, cross-sections and drawings were 
prepared in order to achieve the best result. The client 
supportive and constructive attitude helped a lot in  
making important decisions. 

CO-OPERATION AND ACKNOwLEDGMENT 
Pärsti rural municipality mayor, Erich Palm, recognised 
that taking into account the extremely long period of 
preparation and the ambition of many previous genera-
tions to repair the unique building, it is impossible not to 
be content with the result. The Chief Inspector of Viljandi 
County of the National Heritage Board Anne Kivi praised 
the sense of mission of the authorities of Pärsti rural 
municipality – the building that stood abandoned for dec-
ades has a function again. The constructor admits that some 
people may think that the building is too expensive and too 
complex for such a small place but it would be much worse  
if cheap buildings were erected in dignified places.
  The conserved Heimtali circular stable has caught 
nation-wide attention. Within the framework of the project 
“Forgotten manors” started in 2004 opening the doors 
of all manors that had joined the project on agreed dates 
to any interested parties Heimtali became an extremely 
successful destination to visit mainly due to the renewed 
circular stables. Architect Peep Jänes was awarded the 
annual architecture prize of the Cultural Endowment of 
Estonia in 2008 for his skilful combination of the historic 
circular stable and the modern sports hall. The brick man-
ufacturer AS Wienerberger acknowledged these works 
within the framework of its Baltic Brick and Roof Award 
2009 for brick architecture. 

Epp Alatalu is a journalist

EPP ALATALUMANORS / REVIVAL Of THE HEIMTALI CIRCULAR STABLE

(7) Layout. Drawing by Peep Jänes

(7)
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Mooste manor, one of the most beautiful manor  
complexes in South Estonia, was completed at the begin-
ning of the 20th century when it belonged to Eduard von 
Nolcken. In addition to the majestic mansion, the build-
ing complex includes one of the most spectacular Gothic 
Revival style ensembles of auxiliary buildings in Estonia. 
The majority of buildings are built of granite stones and 
decorated with sophisticated brickwork. The mansion was 
completed in 1909, while the stock yard together with the 
workhorse stable, cowshed, pigsty, carriage shed, smithy 
and carpenter’s workshop surrounded by a wall with gates 
and a bell-tower was completed between 1904 and 1905. 
The distillery and some other buildings were completed 
in 1910. During a surprisingly short period of time the 
manor was transformed into a contemporary estate the 
likes of which are few in Estonia and of which even fewer 
have been preserved to our day. The reign of the Nolckens 
in their renewed Mooste manor was short-lived lasting 
until the expropriation in 1919. Luckily, the manor build-
ings found reasonable use even after the critical events, 
such as the land reform, wars and the period of collective 
farming. The mansion was turned into a school build-
ing and it still serves as such today. The use of auxiliary 
buildings has changed over the years until not long ago 
they were deserted. The stock yard had generally retained 
its original look but it was in satisfactory condition only 
thanks to the sturdiness of its architecture and structure. 
But how to find a new use for buildings that will never 
serve their original purpose again? What to do with the 
former cowsheds and stables, distilleries and breweries, 
dairies and mills? It is the eternal problem of retaining  
the form after the loss of content. 
  So far, the following buildings have been restored: 
the mansion (1995–2005), the carpenter’s workshop 
that now houses a guest house and flax workshop (2005–
2006), the mill that was turned into a theatre (2006–
2007), the wall together with gates and bell-tower sur-
rounding the estate (2008–2009), the tool shed (2009), 
the steward’s house that was turned into the Centre for 
Art and Social Practice and the distillery (both in 2010) 
and the grain dryer (2011). In several buildings there are 
still works under way. Thanks to the enthusiastic head of 
the municipality government, Ülo Needo, preservation  
of the built heritage in Mooste is not a short-term project 
but is seen as a basis for sustainable development of the 
historic centre where all the activities are regarded as a 
whole. Therefore, the adaption and conservation process 
was especially inspiring and appealing to all parties con-
cerned. The conservation works were only the beginning 

of the new life of the former barn or distillery – the fixed 
cost related to keeping the place alive must be covered by 
continuous well-planned activities.

COwSHED – fOLGIKODA CONCERT HALL
If the cowshed, built in 1904 and 1905, if not exactly the 
state of the art cattle-breeding unit of the time, it most 
definitely made use of the local traditions and advanced 
technical skills – walls were made of granite stones 
rimmed with brickwork, the roof was supported on a 
wooden structure while the substructure made use of steel 
girders and cast iron posts. 
  In general, the walls and roof structure were in good 
condition. In places leaks in the roof had damaged the 
timber and the northern wall was a bit tilted outwards. The 
aim was to preserve the original layout of the building and, 
peculiarly enough, to that end, turning the former cowshed 
into a concert hall was a perfect idea as the characteris-
tic feature of both is a single large room. All the exterior 
walls were preserved to the minutest detail. Wooden orna-
ments on end walls were conserved and decayed parts were 
replaced with new ones. To improve thermal qualities of 
the building new double doors and windows with insulated 
glass were installed. Granite walls of the hall and vesti-
bule were left uncovered in the interior, while utility rooms 
were insulated with straw mats and clay plaster. The origi-
nal roof supporting structure was also retained except for 
above and in front of the stage where it was replaced with 
stronger steel posts and glued laminated timber elements 
to make the room higher. There are no contemporary  
interior design elements dominant in the rooms where the 
original structures speak for themselves. 

wORKHORSE STABLE –  
CONSERVATION wORKSHOPS
The former workhorse stable is a granite building similar 
to the cowhsed, only smaller. The exterior was restored 
to the very last detail, including windows that can only be 
installed from the outside. To accommodate conservation 
workshops (agricultural machinery, clayworks, etc) new 
partition walls were erected. External walls were insulated 
from the inside with contemporary materials. In order to 
display the original wall, a window and part of the wall 
around it have been covered with insulated glass. 

DISTILLERY – PHOTOTOURISM CENTRE
Among the restored and adapted manor buildings the  
distillery together with the workers’ house matching in 
style on the lakeshore was the most challenging one. 

Last DecaDe at mooste manoR 

 LAST DECADE AT MOOSTE MANOR / MANORSOLEV SUUDER 
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(2)

(3)

(5)

(1)

(4)

(1) Mooste manor ensemble at the beginning of the 20th century. Photo from the private collection of Jaan Vali
(2) The former cowshed has become a concert hall. Photos by Riho Semm
(3) The former workhorse stable now houses conservation workshops
(4) The Folgikoda Concert Hall. Photos by Olev Suuder
(5) External walls of former stable were insulated on the inside with contemporary materials. The original wall can be seen through  
insulated glass
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  It was one of the few privately owned buildings of 
the manor that had been left there to decay. In 2006, the 
municipality bought back the distillery and sold it to a 
new owner provided that it will be restored and partly left 
in public use. In October 2010, all the expectations were 
fulfilled as the former distillery opened its doors housing 
the Phototourism Centre and a guesthouse. 
  But before that, the distillery had many unexpected 
surprises in store. After the removal of deteriorated struc-
tures it turned out that the condition of the building that 
at first glance was estimated satisfactory was in fact far 
from that. Wooden structures were rotten beyond repair 
and had to be removed altogether. Reinforcements in the 
original reinforced concrete intermediate floor had com-
pletely corroded and the sections between steel girders 
had to be disassembled and recast. Only one section could 
be left as it was. 

 LAST DECADE AT MOOSTE MANOR / MANORSOLEV SUUDER 

  The roof structure was also entirely replaced. 
Modified bitumen membrane was chosen for roof cov-
ering, while the original roof material was probably tar 
paper. The wooden part of the façade was re-plastered and 
the stone part repaired. It is interesting that originally the 
plastered walls were decorated with wooden cornices and 
casing of windows painted to look like bricks. 
  Roofs of the lower part of the building were recon-
structed according to old photographs and visible remains 
of the structures.
  The interior is still dominated by the distillery room 
with high ceiling together with its transmission shaft and 
stairs. The workers’ house was turned into a guesthouse 
and it is safe to say that never before has it enjoyed the 
luxury and view on the lake it offers its guests today.

Olev Suuder is an art historian

(6) The former distillery of Mooste manor used to be in a shabby state but was restored and is now the home of the Phototourism Centre. 
Photos by Olev Suuder
(7) The engine room is now an atrium suitable for receptions. Part of the machinery was retained to add to the atmosphere. The first floor 
houses a guesthouse
(8) Decaying interior before restoration

(8)

(6)

(7)



113

Among the manors of the former Keila Parish, Kõltsu 
is the youngest by age and one of the smallest by area. 
Annals show that at the turn of the 20th century the area  
of the Landstelle or the so-called semi-manor of Kõltsu 
was 100 dessiatines1 (approximately 110 hectares or  
270 acres), being smaller than parsonages of the time. 
The grand mansion by the beautiful Lahepera Bay dates 
back to the times when the manor was owned by the 
Baltic German noble family of von Uexkyll who used it as 
a summer residence. The area that at the time was called 
Wellenhof soon saw the birth of other villas, such as the 
villa of the Mayor of Tallinn, Victor Maydell, and the sum-
mer residence of the Mohrenschildts who also owned the 
nearby Laulasmaa manor that unfortunately has not been 
preserved. The development of a summer resort culture 
at the place was enhanced by the opening of the Tallinn–
Paldiski railway. 
  To be precise, the architecture at the turn of the  
20th century focused on residential buildings or suburban 
villas and country houses as this was the type of build-
ing that was seen to combine beauty with purpose in the 
most harmonic way. Only a detached house surrounded by 
nature was thought to offer a sterling life – at least most 
of the handbooks on architecture of the time begin with 
this kind of recognition. It was also the time when people 
started to realise that manor ensembles could be more 
than just economic units and Kõltsu was a fine example  
of this kind of thinking. 
  Between 1883 and 1885, when the mansion was 
being built, Kõltsu manor received a lot of praise. In 
1898, Friedrich Wrinkler, an instructor at the Estonian 
Horticultural Society wrote: “It does not take long to 
get from Klooga railway station to Kõltsu manor, the 
residence of baroness von Uexkyll. The surroundings of 
this summer palace have been designed by the mistress 
herself. People who had seen the manor some 12 or 15 
years ago would not be able to recognise it anymore. The 
architecturally pronounced house is surrounded by well 
groomed flower beds. As there is an experienced gardener 
on the job, all the flower groups are in an excellent state. 
There is a partly heated greenhouse designed by myself 
for growing the necessary plants...”2 The address book of 
the Baltic states issued in 1913 that used to be reserved in 
opinion also thought it appropriate to write about Kõltsu 
as: “an exceptionally pretty and beautifully landscaped 
residence.”3 And as such, manor houses were becom-
ing the centre of architectural interest not as economic 
units but as ideal country houses. Countryside villas of the 
time can be divided into two groups: insulated mansions 

that found use in winter also and non-insulated houses 
that were used only in the summer season. The majority 
of summer residences in the vicinity of Tallinn, many of 
which are now within the city borders, were not insulated, 
while those farther from town, including Kõltsu, were also 
habitable in wintertime. 
  The architecture of the new genre also saw changes 
in form and style. Interest in traditional folk art that had 
gradually increased since the mid-19th century peaked in 
the 1880s. The mansion of Kõltsu manor with its inter-
secting roofs, gables of a different height and its tower, are 
decorated or more properly overwhelmed with traditional 
woodwork. Another summer residence, Annenhof, dating 
back to the end of the 19th century with almost exactly the 
same decorations is preserved to this day and is situated 
in Tallinn at Pirita-Kose district (address 66 Kose tee). 
Unlike Kõltsu manor, the architect of Annenhof manor is 
known to us – Brennen from Mecklenburg. When look-
ing at Kõltsu mansion more closely, a question arises 
whether there was an architect involved in the designing 
process at all. Certain inconsistencies in the layout as well 
as disharmony and variety in the design of façades and 
roofs rather suggest there was a competent master (or 
his customers with high flights of imagination) wishing to 
demonstrate all his skills. The structure of the tower, how-
ever, has been too much of a challenge. 
  During the Soviet era, the manor housed a Young 
Pioneer camp for which several new buildings were erected.
  The design process of the mansion began at the end 
of 2007, leaving architects a relatively lot of leeway as the 
only aim of the owner was to conserve the mansion. The 
architect and interior designers decided to restore the villa 
as a residential building capable of hosting up to 80 peo-
ple at a time. The romantic wooden lacework as a design 
element characterising the house in the exterior continues 
to decorate the interior. On the ground floor, there are 
two grand Gothic Revival halls decorated by majestic heat 
accumulating glazed tile fireplaces manufactured at the 
end of the 19th century at Turku tile factory (Abo kfab) in 
Finland as well as a beautiful panelled ceiling unique in 
Estonia. There is also a veranda on the ground floor with 
Art Deco style glass panelling, a library with dark wood 
panels and a bright parlour with a huge heat accumulating 
fireplace custom designed and made by OÜ Oldschool. 
Damaged tiles of fireplaces were replaced with new ones 
that can be identified upon closer look because of the 
slight difference in colouring.
  The present kitchen is worth mentioning for its 
ingenious solutions for disguising and developing con-

KÕLtsU manoR

ARTUR ÜMAR, JÜRI IRIKMANORS / KÕLTSU MANOR
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(1) The once grand summer residence that only recently was hidden behind a thicket has been restored to its former glory with a well- 
groomed park surrounding it. Photos by Tiit Veermäe
(2) The deep-green tiled heat accumulating stove adds to the historic atmosphere of the library
(3) All the historic interior elements were preserved and conserved. Missing tiles were replaced with new ones and stoves and fireplaces were 
repaired to working order. The beautiful panelled ceiling also draws attention. Photo by Karl-Kristjan Nigesen
(4) Modern kitchen appliances have been disguised as historic elements matching well with the atmosphere of the manor house. Photos by 
Tiit Veermäe
(5) Upper floor accommodates cosy bedrooms
(6) The conserved spiral staircase in the foyer
(7) The halls of the ground floor are adorned with majestic Gothic Revival heat accumulating fireplaces
(8) The veranda with coloured glass panels probably used to offer a view through the park to the sea

(7)
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temporary kitchen appliances to look like they have been 
there for a century. The two central rooms of the four 
enfilade suit rooms of the southern wing were turned into 
lavatories and wardrobes for both residents and guests. 
The wooden staircase with worn steps leading to the first 
floor was conserved. 
  The layout of rooms on the upper floor was altered 
to be more convenient. There are now five bedrooms 
with bathrooms and wardrobes as well as smaller storage 
rooms and a ventilation chamber. The wooden staircase 
leading to the “reflection room” in the tower was opened. 
All the equipment and installations necessary for making 
the living environment comfortable, such as the geother-
mal heat pump together with boiler and ventilation device 
were nicely fitted in the basement under the veranda. All 
the pipes were cleverly hidden in the walls and under the 
floors. 
  Until recently, the park that was once designed to 
bring out the beauty of the manor house lay deserted. It 
was so overgrown that this architectural pearl could not 
be seen from the road only a stone’s throw away. But 
today the park has been restored. The buildings erected 
during the Young Pioneer camp days were demolished. 
The park was designed by landscape architects Ülle Gri 
akov and Triin Järve and executed to their specifications. 
The wrought iron fence along the road side of the estate 

1 Baltisches historisches Ortslexikon. Wien 1985, p 662.
2 Wrinkler, Fr. Mitteilungen über die Wirksamkeit des Estländischen 
 Gartenbau-Verein zu Reval. Reval 1898, p 64.
3 Richter, A. Baltische Verkehrs- und Adressbücher. Bd. 3. Estland.  
 Riga, 1913.

together with gates was made by Heigo Jelle, a black-
smith and professor at the Estonian Academy of Arts. 
  The design and conservation process ran smoothly 
in close and pleasant co-operation with the owner and 
the National Heritage Board. There have not been many 
projects into which owners have been willing to invest 
almost excessively. When looking at the manor house in 
the dark lit up like a Christmas tree, it might seem that 
all parties involved got a bit carried away but, on the other 
hand, it was their goal – to design a fairy-tale! History 
tends to repeat itself and today we may reiterate the words 
of Friedrich Wrinkler who wrote about Kõltsu manor in 
1898: “People having seen the manor some 12 or 15 years 
ago would not be able to recognise it anymore.” 

Artur Ümar is a Leading Specialist at the Tallinn 
Culture and Heritage Department; Jüri Irik is  
an architect

KÕLTSU MANOR / MANORSARTUR ÜMAR, JÜRI IRIK

(9)

(9) The large cream coloured glazed tile stove custom made for the room is the gem of the light parlour. Photo by Karl-Kristjan Nigesen
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tHe fUtURe anD conseRvation  
of estonian inDUstRiaL HeRitaGe

ESTONIAN INDUSTRIAL HERITAGE / INDUSTRIAL HERITAGEHENRY KUNINGAS, ARTUR ÜMAR

Over the last years, public interest towards Estonian 
industrial heritage has gradually grown. Given the large 
number of historically valuable industrial buildings 
adjusted or planned to be adjusted in the last couple of 
years to serve new purposes, it is appropriate to give a 
short overview of the current situation of industrial herit-
age in Estonia.
  In order to specify what kind of industrial heritage we 
are going to talk about, it is necessary to define the cat-
egories of industrial heritage concept. Let us rely on the 
definition set down in the 2003 Nizhny Tagil Charter of 
ICOMOS’s advisory organisation, TICCIH: “Industrial 
heritage consists of the remains of industrial culture 
which are of historical, technological, social, architectural 
or scientific value. These remains consist of buildings and 
machinery, workshops, mills and factories, mines and 
sites for processing and refining, warehouses and stores, 
places where energy is generated, transmitted and used, 
transport and all its infrastructure, as well as places used 
for social activities related to industry such as housing, 
religious worship or education.”1 In the framework of this 
charter it was agreed upon that the remains of industrial 
culture built as from the second half of the 18th century 
or the beginning of the Industrial Revolution in Great 
Britain, shall be deemed industrial heritage.
  During the Soviet era, industry, especially heavy 
industry, was the most important domain of the economy  
in both socio-economic and socio-political aspects. After 
Estonia regained its independence in 1991, a large  
number of industrial complexes, many of which dated back 
to the Czarist era, were closed down. As the economic 
importance of these industrial complexes decreased, 
social, environmental and urban development problems 
increased. At the beginning of the 1990s, these large 
deserted industrial complexes that had lost their purpose  
were regarded as a nuisance, much like the other 
unwanted legacy of the Soviet era – military bases. 
  While the public attitude towards industrial ghost 
buildings was reproachful, this outdated industrial herit-
age started to intrigue heritage conservationists as well as 
young architects. Young artists saw them as carriers of the 
Tarkovsky-like2 idea of metaphysical space, while conser-
vationists saw them as remains of industrial heritage that 
needed to be protected from further decay. Organisers of 
rave parties also recognised the unused potential of these 
abandoned factories as alternative venues to night clubs. 
  In the mid-1990s, many of the industrial complexes 
were listed as monuments drawing the line with World 

War II, meaning that buildings built after the war were not 
included. The reasons behind this decision had mostly to 
do with the architectural aspect as buildings of a later date 
represent more utilitarian mass-construction. It could 
also be assumed that it was brought about by the decisive 
renunciation in the 1990s of proletarian ideology that had 
praised factories with smoking chimneys. We would like 
to introduce you two spectacular industrial complexes and 
the stories of their rise and fall – and perhaps of a new rise.

TOwNS SHAPED BY INDUSTRY.  
NARVA AND SINDI
In Estonia, the industrial revolution began at the begin-
ning of the 19th century but got really going in the middle 
of the century, giving rise to unprecedented urbanisation. 
New towns often developed as mono-functional industrial 
settlements. In Europe, huge industrial regions, such as 
Ruhr in Germany, developed according to the same prin-
ciple. In Estonia, there are many such towns, for example 
Sindi from an earlier and Kohtla-Järve from a later period. 
The town of Narva, however, is an interesting exception. 
This most important border town in Estonia has played 
a special role since medieval times. Upon the accession 
of Estonian territory with Russian Empire, Narva lost 
its status as a border town and before long, Kreenholm 
Manufacturing Company became one of its symbols. After 
the old town of Narva that was considered a gem of Baroque 
architecture in Northern Europe was bombed to the 
ground in the World War II, the Kreenholm Manufacturing 
Company was left to shape the identity of Narva.
  For two centuries, both Kreenholm Manufacturing 
Company in Narva as well as the Sindi Textile Mill have 
shaped the identity and fate of these towns, being the 
employers as well as the promoters of local life. In addition 
to the former manufacturing and administrative buildings, 
the urban space is today enriched by the other reminders 
of the once flourishing industry, including dwellings for 
workers and management, churches and schools, cem-
eteries, saunas, laundry-houses as well as boulevards and 
bridges. This rich heritage is definitely worth preserving in 
its entirety. Now that the historic buildings of both indus-
tries have lost their initial function, the most important 
question is not the method of restoration but the future 
purpose of the buildings.

SINDI TEXTILE MILL
Sindi Textile Mill is one of the oldest textile factories in 
Estonia still in operation. The building of the mill was 
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(1) In the 19th century, Sindi textile mill was the largest producer of milled cloth in Russia. Its imposing buildings occupied a large area  
by the river. Photo from Museum of Estonian Architecture
(2) Today, the ruins of Sindi textile mill offer various stages of fading beauty. Photo by Meeli Küttim
(3) The Kreenholm Manufacturing Company could be regarded the flagship of Estonian industry. Vast production premises together with  
the factory town formed a considerable part of the city of Narva. Photo taken from the book “Eesti 20 aastat iseseisvust sõnas ja pildis”. 
Tallinn, 1939.
(4) Today, the Kreenholm mill is gradually being relieved of its Soviet era layers letting the brick architecture of the 19th century and the  
magnificent natural beauty come to light. The Georg’s factory building and waterfall. Photo by Madis Tuuder

(2)(1)

(3)

(4)
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commenced in 1833 and in 1834 it gave its first produc-
tion. The foundation of the mill resulted from the concur-
rence of several factors. In 1830, the Sieradz textile mill in 
Poland was destroyed during the uprising, after which one 
of the associates of the mill, Johan Christoph Wöhrmann, 
a merchant from Riga, had the idea to move the entire 
production to Livonia. He succeeded in purchasing Sindi 
manor and in 1833, the mill was completed. In 1839, at 
the industrial product fair in Russia, Wöhrmann’s mill was 
awarded the Large Gold Medal and next year it was given 
the right to use the imperial double-headed eagle on its 
products and labels.
  In the middle of the 19th century, Sindi textile mill 
was the largest producer of milled cloth in Russia and the 
quality of its production was considered equal to that of 
the mills in Western Europe or in some cases, even bet-
ter. Soon a settlement was formed around the mill that in 
1938 received city rights. In its prime, the factory owned 
not only the industrial buildings but also almost 200 other 
buildings, including the church and the school. During 
the Soviet era, production was expanded and new build-
ings erected but after the restoration of Estonian inde-
pendence the recent sources of raw material dried up and 
the market vanished. In 1993, the mill went bankrupt like 
many factories in Estonia at the time. 
  Today, the production of woollen cloth has been 
partly restored with the help of foreign investors. To that 
end, several production buildings of Soviet era have been 
repaired, while the three 19th century buildings together 
with auxiliary departments are deserted. On the night of 
August 14, 2005, there was a fire in the five stories high 
building by the canal, leaving only the bare walls standing.
The future of the Sindi Textile Mill is hard to predict but 
hopefully, production in the oldest operating textile mill 
will continue and a new function will be found for the 
former industrial building which are listed as national 
monuments. 

KREENHOLM MANUfACTURING COMPANY
Without exaggeration, the Kreenholm Manufacturing 
Company in Narva could be considered the flagship of not 
only the Estonian textile industry but of the industry as  
a whole. The vast buildings by the River of Narva erected 
in the second half of the 19th century and at the begin-
ning of the 20th century together with the infrastructure 
are reminders of the glorious years of the company when it 
was considered the largest textile mill in Europe.
  There were several factories operating on the banks of 
the River of Narva before the founding of the famous man-
ufacturing company, such as the Baron Stieglitz’s flax mill 
that in 1860 employed over a thousand workers. A new 
era, however, began with the foundation of the Kreenholm 
Manufacturing Company in 1856. The major stockholder 
of the company was the Bremen-Moscow businessman, 
Ludwig Knoop,3 who had interests in dozens of textile 
mills all over the Russian Empire. His company bought 

the entire Island of Kreenholm and built a cotton spin-
ning and manufacturing mill there driven by water-wheels 
(later the water-wheels were replaced by turbines run by 
water power). The first stage was completed in 1858; a 
new spinning mill was erected in 1870; and the mill build-
ings called Joala and Georg were completed in 1884 and 
1890 respectively. Along with the production buildings, 
an infrastructure necessary for workers, including the 
dwelling quarters, a hospital, school, sauna, laundry and 
stores, was also created. The Narva Alexander’s Church 
commissioned by the owners of the manufacturing com-
pany and designed by Otto Pius Hippius was completed in 
1884. In 1885, a cemetery was opened in Siivertsi for both 
Lutherans and Russian Orthodox Christians. By 1906, 
the company had its own narrow gauge railway, a brick-
yard and a police station, while the total area of produc-
tion buildings amounted to almost half a million square 
metres. At the World Fair held in Paris in 1900, products 
of the Kreenholm Manufacturing Company were awarded 
the Grand Prix.
  The mill and the settlement around it was a thor-
oughly thought-through and executed complex of unprec-
edented scale in Estonia. Although many of the buildings  
have suffered damage during the world wars or later 
reconstructions, the complex as a whole has been well 
preserved namely because of its large scale where the loss 
of certain details has not ruined its integrity.
  In 2007, the drawing up of plans for ceasing opera-
tion in the historic buildings and reconstructing them 
for new, non-industrial functions (e.g. dwellings, offices, 
shopping centres, conference halls, entertainment and 
cultural centres, etc.) commenced. In 2009, architectural 
bureau Urban Mark OÜ began drafting the plan. 

POST-INDUSTRIAL TALLINN
The history of Tallinn’s architecture is diverse but its 
tight links with industry are often forgotten. In the 1990s, 
Tallinn started to acquire features characteristic to post-
industrial towns. One of the features was the gradual 
deindustrialisation or the closure of industrial enterprises 
within the city limits. As a result of this process, many of 
the industrial buildings were plundered, while others were 
left standing empty for years; several of the impressive 
buildings were also demolished, such as the alkali tower 
of the cellulose factory and the buildings of the paper mill 
located on the place of the present Stockmann depart-
ment store, while some are still in operation, such as the 
buildings of the Russian-Baltic and Noblessner shipyards.

DVIGATEL RAILwAY CARRIAGE fACTORY
The factory was founded in 1898 by the Riga and Tallinn 
operators. The foundation of the factory was the direct 
result of the upturn in Russian railroad building in Siberia 
and China. In 1898, 220 buildings were erected at a fast 
pace. The area of the factory plot was 80 hectares, sur-
rounded by a four kilometres long limestone wall. The  

ESTONIAN INDUSTRIAL HERITAGE / INDUSTRIAL HERITAGEHENRY KUNINGAS, ARTUR ÜMAR



121

(5–7) The once restricted Dvigatel industrial area has become a developing business city where the historic limestone walls are accented  
by contemporary glass and steel structures. Photos by Martin Siplane

(6)(5)

(7)
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(8–11) The hundred years old A. M. Luther factory’s furniture department has been turned into contemporary loft-type apartments  
with a reinforced concrete frame, while the former machinery department with a striking skylight roof now serves as a parking building.  
Photos by Martin Siplane

(8)

(10)

(11)

(9)
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(12–13) Fahle building turned out to be one of the most controversial industrial heritage revitalisation projects. The cellulose department 
of the former Paper and Cellulose Factory was restored into a business and residential building (design by KOKO Arhitektid). It was difficult 
to find new functions for the massive limestone structure with few openings but thanks to the added "glass cap", the apartments which boast 
million dollar views, the project became feasible. The contemporary addition evoking contradicting opinions agrees with the historic limestone 
building namely through harmonious distinction emphasising its landmark role in the urban environment. Photos depict the building before 
and after the renovation. Photo No 12 from the Museum of Estonian Architecture; Photo No 13 by Martin Siplane

(12)

(13)
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factory had a sawmill, wheel foundry, timber shop, cast 
iron and copper foundries and painting, carpenter’s,  
fitter’s and saddler’s workshops, a smithy, repair and 
assembly shops, a 1,000 horsepower power station, an 
administration building, warehouses and dwellings for 
office workers. During the first years of operation, 250 to 
300 freight carriages and 20 to 30 coaches were produced 
a month at the best. During the World War I, the factory 
started to produce military equipment, including bullets. 
In the 1920s, the underemployed factory produced air-
planes and tram carriages and repaired locomotives. 
  Soon after the World War II, the Dvigatel factory 
was turned into one of the most secret plants in the 
Soviet Union operating in the field of nuclear technology, 
supervised by the Ministry of Central Machine Building 
Industry of the USSR. Dvigatel operated under the code 
names of Letterbox No 130 and V-8813. As from the 
1960s, the most advanced technology in the Soviet Union 
was at the disposal of the plant. Installations for Soviet 
nuclear industry formed the considerable part of the  
production. In the 1990s, production facilities went into 
the hands of private companies.
  After several attempts to restore industrial operation 
in the former industrial complex, the new owners finally 
decided to have the entire area redesigned into a contem-
porary technology city, the development of which is still 
ongoing. The former restricted industrial area is currently 
being turned into the Ülemiste City business campus, 
offering a full service environment including offices, pro-
duction premises, an exhibition centre, a kindergarten, 
etc. From the architectural point of view, it means that 
at places less valuable structures and elements of a later 
date will be removed to make the original limestone and 
red brick buildings more prominent. Not a single contem-
porary development does without new spaces and in this 
respect, Ülemiste City is no exception. Buildings of the 
Dvigatel factory are mostly two-storied limestone build-
ings. In order to leave the old buildings better exposed for 
pedestrians to see, all the new buildings are designed to 
be supported on consoles or pillars as from the first couple 
of floors up. Besides the 19th century limestone buildings, 
best examples dating back to the Stalin era will also be 
preserved. A museum will be opened in the former water 
tower of the Dvigatel factory to introduce the diverse and 
fascinating history of the former industrial district.

A. M. LUTHER MECHANICAL  
wOODwORKING fACTORY
After the introduction of machinery in the Luther furniture 
factory in the 1880s, it became one of the largest produc-
ers of veneer in Europe, erecting a grand industrial com-
plex in Pärnu Road. At the beginning of the 20th century, 
production was further expanded resulting in the demand 
for new production facilities. Well-known architects, also 
renowned for their work in Estonia, were commissioned 
with the task. The famous trio from Finland, architects 

Eliel Saarinen, Armas Lindgren and Herman Geselius, 
designed the club and community house, while the authors 
of the German Theatre building in Tallinn, Nikolai Vassiljev 
and Aleksei Bubyr from St Petersburg, designed a new 
factory building. Today, most of the old industrial complex 
stands deserted, while the more recent part is being used. 
The so-called new factory, the U-shaped building in Vana-
Lõuna Street designed in 1912 by the St Petersburg archi-
tects offers new quality living spaces and a loft lifestyle, 
only being introduced in Estonia. The building is known as 
having the most innovative reinforced concrete structure at 
the time it was built. The exterior of the former building of 
the furniture factory represents the so-called rational trend 
of Art Nouveau architecture. The former production halls 
now house mezzanine apartments and loft-type spaces. 
Exclusiveness, artistry, unique atmosphere and freedom 
add up to the attraction of the building. Apart from the 
Luther factory buildings, mezzanine apartments have 
been built in the Fahle building, the administrative build-
ing of the Bekker Shipyard and are planned to be built on 
the top floor of the former grain elevator building in the 
Rotermanni Quarter. 

ROTERMANN fACTORIES
The Rotermanni Quarter has become a testing ground for 
combining century old industrial buildings with contem-
porary trends in architecture. The liberal oasis in the very 
heart of Tallinn offers new quality in architectural as well 
as structural sense. Keywords associated with the emerg-
ing contemporary urban environment are the closeness to 
the passenger port and the old town, the unique atmos-
phere of the old limestone buildings, quality architecture 
and housing density appropriate for the city centre.
  So far, the grout mill, flour storage, flour test sample 
mill and the carpenter’s workshop have been restored. 
The former salt storage was turned into the Museum of 
Estonian Architecture back in 1996. But there are still 
many buildings waiting for their turn. In respect of herit-
age conservation, the most different solutions have been 
used in the Rotermanni Quarter, such as complex build-
ing techniques (e.g. the new interior structure supporting 
the intermediate floors of the grout mill), superstructures 
and extensions added on the principle of contrast (carpen-
ter’s workshop as well as the old and new flour storages) 
and new buildings built between the architectural  
monuments adding to the spatial relation of the quarter 
(AB Kosmos business and residential building). The new 
high quality architecture also helps better perceive the old 
and valuable. It goes without saying that this article did 
not cover all the former industrial complexes being reno-
vated or adapted for new use. Almost every owner of his-
toric industrial complexes has plans for future and hope-
fully, we will soon have more reason to revisit the subject. 

Henry Kuningas and Artur Ümar work as Leading 
Specialists at the Tallinn Culture and Heritage Department
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1 http://www.mnactec.cat/ticcih/industrial_heritage.htm
2 Russian filmmaker Andrei Tarkovsky.
3 Ludwig Knoop, son of an impoverished merchant in Bremen, went 
 penniless to Moscow at the age of 19 and started a company that became 
 one of the largest conglomerates of the 19th century. 31 years later, 
 in 1871, being one of the richest men in Europe, he moved his company’s 
 headquarters as well as his large family to the Mühlentahl manor near 
 Bremen. Although Knoop was a partner in several banks, insurance 
 companies and industrial enterprises, he is best remembered by his 
 life-work as a founder and developer of the Kreenholm Manufacturing 
 Company and the mill town around it. The company in Narva was in the 
 possession of the Knoop family until 1940.
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(14–15) Rotermanni Quarter has become a testing ground for combining century old industrial buildings with contemporary trends in  
architecture. Photos by Martin Siplane 
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tootsi peat inDUstRy  
anD settLement 

TOOTSI PEAT INDUSTRY AND SETTLEMENT / INDUSTRIAL HERITAGEHENRY KUNINGAS

In the middle of the forests and bogs of Pärnu County 
there is the small but idyllic Tootsi settlement. Thus could 
begin an industrial fairy-tale about one of the most origi-
nal industrial settlements in Estonia that at the time of its 
foundation did not only represent the wish of the young 
and innovative country to become independent in terms 
of energy production but also to prove it belonged among 
the industrial countries of Europe.

In 2011, the author of this article visited several times this 
enchanting, yet a bit odd industrial settlement with the 
aim to document its buildings as part of the project map-
ping the valuable 20th-century architecture.1 The other-
wise positive impression of the Tootsi settlement and its 
symbol, the peat factory, was unfortunately overshadowed 
by the fact that after 73 years of operation the factory was 
closed down in spring 2011. It was the inglorious end of 
one of the best known peat factories in Estonia leaving 
employees, many of whom had been working there for 
generations, unemployed.

INDUSTRIAL ISLAND IN THE BOG
On July 21, 1937, the government-owned company 
Eesti Turbatööstus decided in a special session to 
found a peat briquette factory in the Pööravere bog. 
The decision was supported by the new course taken 
by the government to become a state with independ-
ent energy supplies, the implementation of which was 
the responsibility of the National Power Committee of 
Estonia established in 1936. Another reason for found-
ing the peat factory was that the forest reserves were 
decreasing rapidly and local peat was to become an 
affordable alternative.
  Tootsi briquette factory (named after the nearby 
former Tootsi manor dairy farm) was the first of its kind in 
the Baltic States and one of the most contemporary ones 
in the world at the time. The factory building was designed 
in 1937 by Dmitri Tõnisberg2, brother of the factory’s first 
manager Vladimir Tõnisberg, and the building was com-
pleted in 1938. The factory is a five-storied calcium sili-
cate brick building with a flat roof. It represents utilitarian 
factory buildings making also reference to the principles of 
Modern Movement aesthetics with its minimalistic form. 
Between 1957 and 1959 an expressive stairwell, the so-
called clock-tower, matching the strict architectonics of 
the existing factory was added to the northern side and a 
stairwell with porthole windows was added to the north-
western side of the factory.

  Both the original building of the peat factory and the 
extensions added to it with a remarkable sense of piety 
have been preserved to the present day.
  When talking about the Tootsi briquette factory, the 
machinery, unique in Estonia, must be mentioned. The 
majority of the equipment dates back to 1959 but there 
are machines that had been in use since 1938 as the tech-
nology of peat briquette production has not fundamentally 
changed.
  Tootsi briquette factory, the oldest centre of the 
Estonian briquette industry, is one of the most outstand-
ing examples of industrial architecture of the 1930s and 
1950s. It is also the best preserved entire industrial com-
plex in Estonian, including the factory building, instal-
lations and infrastructure supporting the production and 
transport of milled peat. By dismantling the factory or 
leaving it to decay we would destroy an important part of 
our industrial heritage and, therefore, it has been pro-
posed to list the factory as an industrial monument.

DEVELOPMENT Of THE SETTLEMENT
In 1937, the recognised Estonian horticulture educator 
and landscape architect, Erich (Eerik) Lepp, drew up a 
landscaping design for Tootsi settlement. By that time, 
the overall concept of the settlement had been worked 
out (probably by Dmitri Tõnisberg) and Erich Lepp did 
only the landscaping part. The settlement was planned 
to be radially symmetrical with the factory, the factory’s 
office (built in 1938), convenience store (1938), commu-
nity centre (1940–1991) and the school building (1955) 
on the east-west axis. On the north-south axis there are 
mostly dwellings. Depending on the main building mate-
rial of the houses people called the southern part of the 
settlement ‘stone village’ and the northern part ‘wooden 
village’. Similar to many other industrial settlements of 
the time, a distinction was also made between the dis-
tricts of white collars, such as the manager of the factory, 
engineers and clerks (‘stone village’) and of the workers 
(‘wooden village’).
  At the beginning of the 1950s, the production of the 
factory increased considerably and so did the population 
of the settlement forcing the management not only to 
expand the factory but also to develop the residential area. 
The general plan drawn up in 1953 at Eesti Projekt state 
design office retained the original structure of the settle-
ment. City planning traditions of the Stalin era striving to 
stateliness accepted the 1937 settlement layout based on 
classical principle of symmetry and, therefore, there were 
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(1) Façade of the Tootsi briquette factory today. Photo by Henry Kuningas
(2) Façade of the Tootsi briquette factory in autumn 1939. Photo from the private collection of Lev Suni
(3) House of the manager of the factory built in 1938. Photos by Henry Kuningas
(4) Calcium silicate bricks used for outer cladding are typical to the Tootsi industrial settlement
(5) Tootsi Primary School, built in 1954, is characteristic to the Stalin era
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no drastic changes foreseen in the general plan. The use 
of calcium silicate bricks for outer cladding of all the build-
ings as well as radial symmetry layout make the Tootsi 
settlement a unique and uniform industrial settlement in 
Estonia. Buildings erected in the 1950s according to a 
standard design are typical to the Stalin era except that 
they lack the Neo-Classical decorations characteristic to 
the period and, therefore, strike one as laconic and down-
to-earth.
  Out of all the mono-functional workers’ settlements 
in Estonia, Tootsi is the most spectacular one for both the 
layout and the architectural appearance. 

Henry Kuningas is a Leading Specialist at the Tallinn 
Culture and Heritage Department

(6) The 1938 landscaping design of the Tootsi settlement  
(fragment). ERA.969.4.2000

1 Architectural historian Epp Lankots mentioned in her 2008 survey on  
 the 20th-century architecture of Pärnu County Tootsi workers’ settlement  
 as a potential milieu protection site and several buildings, including the  
 peat factory, as potential architectural monuments.
2 Dmitri Tõnisberg also designed the houses of the Rabasaare settlement  
 in Lehtse.
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conseRvation of seiDLa  
anD anGLa winDmiLLs

MIHKEL KOPPEL, TÕNU SEPPINDUSTRIAL HERITAGE / SEIDLA AND ANGLA wINDMILLS

Seidla windmill in Järvamaa is among the first projects 
pushing at the boundaries of traditional heritage conser-
vation as it combined conservation of old wooden ele-
ments as well as fine tuning of modern machinery. In 
order to get the tower mill in working order the conven-
tional conservation work started in 2009 soon escalated 
into an experimental repair of the machinery, involving 
masters, journeymen and apprentices as well as experts  
in different fields. The works had to be carried out bearing 
in mind the need for further repairs and maintenance.
  Seidla windmill that once belonged to the Seidla 
manor was probably built at the end of the 18th century.  
The mill is a tower mill, the body of which is made of 
limestone, typical to mainland Estonia. In 1920, the mill 
was purchased by the nearby Veski farm and it was in 
operation without interruption until the 1960s. In 1989, 
it underwent a thorough renovation: its structures and 
equipment were renewed and an attempt was made to 
make it fully operational. The attempt, however, was only 
partly successful as it was not possible to make it run by 
wind power alone and for a short period flour was made 
with the help of a power engine. Luckily, the machinery 
of the bicentennial windmill has survived all the repairs 
and renovations. Some of the elements, such as wallowers 
were dismounted and have been carefully preserved. The 
Veski farm has a large collection of worn-out millstones.
  Upon establishing the special requirements for the 
conservation design, attention was paid to solutions mak-
ing the windmill weatherproof. To have a better under-
standing of the options, Dutch windmill construction 
expert Lucas Verbij who had previously drafted the Seidla 
windmill renovation plan, was consulted. It turned out 
that not all the experience gathered in the Netherlands 
and proposed solutions were adaptable to Estonian  
conditions, or they proved to be too expensive (for exam-
ple, a cast iron poll end, aluminium sail stocks, etc.). 
Nevertheless, consultations gave valuable knowledge and 
the will to work out special solutions for Seidla windmill 
based on Estonian traditions that would be acceptable 
from the heritage conservation point of view and would 
guarantee a long service life for the structures. 
  Practically, there were two kinds of works: general 
construction works and millwright works. General con-
struction works were carried out locally but millwright 
works were commenced in Saaremaa by selecting and 
sawing timber, after the windmill cap had been removed 
and taken into parts. Sails, windshaft, planking with 
water grooves and the necessary replacement joints were 

manufactured in Saaremaa. At the same time the wind-
mill was covered with a temporary roof to enable plaster 
repair works, demolition of the engine room, casting of 
the new engine room foundation, repair of the floors etc 
to commence. Although the use of cement based plaster 
is today not approved for conservation, over the last 20 
years it has proven to be the best remedy for the tilted 
walls of the tower mill to keep the structure dry. Strong 
plaster on the outside prevents moisture from penetrating 
through the porous walls, keeping the intermediate floor 
beam endings dry and well-preserved. 
  The framework of the cap was repaired with prosthe-
sis and covered with new shingles right there next to the 
windmill. At first glance, the brake wheel made up of five 
fir-wood layers seemed to be in reasonable condition but, 
upon further inspection, it turned out that every layer had 
cracks. Figuratively speaking, the first storm would have 
ground the wheel into sawdust. Therefore, the valuable 
original element had to be removed and replaced with 
a copy. The owner had the excellent idea to turn the old 
brake wheel into an information stand. 
  After the completion of conventional conservation 
works things got really interesting as the millwrights 
started to figure out how to get the windmill machinery 
into working order. But then a long line of small problems 
and nuances followed taking a lot of time to solve, fix and 
implement. During the first test run, the winch for turning 
the cap into the wind snapped. It turned out that the upper 
curb ring did not sit evenly enough on the lower one; the 
tail pole hanging down from the cap back gable boarding 
was too short and that the sails were too thick for folding  
in a traditional way. Finally, all these problems found 
unique solutions applicable only to the Seidla windmill.   
  The aim of the owner, the designer as well as the 
millwrights, was to get the mill into working order. It was 
especially challenging because since the 1960s, when the 
traditional trade of millers died together with the closure 
of the last working windmills, no one has managed to get 
a Dutch windmill back in working order. Although our 
Estonian millwrights had restored several Dutch wind-
mills and got one post mill back into working order, this 
project was like working in a test lab where the operational 
logic and anticipated service-life of every singleelement 
had to be figured out. Three quarters of the budget had 
been already spent before it was even conceivable to test 
the entire machinery for the first time. 
  vDutch windmills are mystical mechanisms that in 
operation give you a sublime feeling. Seidla tower mill, 
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(1) Seidla tower mill in full sail. Photo by Hannu Lamp
(2) Cap is covered with new shingles. Photos by Tõnu Sepp
(3) Installation of the cap
(4) Cross-section of the windmill. Drawing by Mihkel Koppel
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(5) Angla windmills. Photos by Tõnu Sepp
(6) Gallery door of the Tedre farm smock mill with dripping caps and threshold covered with lead sheet
(7) Typically damaged structure: nice and smooth from the inside, while from the outside... 
(8) Rebirth of the Reinu farm post mill

MIHKEL KOPPEL, TÕNU SEPPINDUSTRIAL HERITAGE / SEIDLA AND ANGLA wINDMILLS
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seen from the main road, adds to the landscape offering 
you a glimpse of the countryside as it once used to be. 
  The conservation of the four windmills (Tedre, 
Viite, Laose and Reinu) situated on the Angla Windmill 
Hill in Saaremaa was carried out between 2009 and 2010. 
The fifth windmill, Vilidu, was restored to working order 
in 2008.
  During the extensive conservation works all post 
mills were disassembled. As only a few of the structural 
elements were in good condition for further service the 
majority of parts had to be manufactured from scratch. 
The Tedre smock mill, however, was in better condition 
and only the cap had to be entirely renewed.
  The conservation of Angla windmills repeatedly 
posed the question of how far it is justified to go with 
technical improvements enhancing durability or weather 
proofing. It would be easy to copy the original solution 
referring to postulates of conservation philosophy or, for 
that matter, the definition of restoration itself. But how to 
explain to the owner or visitors that during heavy rain it 
is all right to have the walls of the windmill wet from the 
inside or that it is not that bizarre in wintertime to see a 
little snow in the mill. Usually the owners are not satis-
fied when told that the original structure was meant to let 
wind and rain come in from under the door and that it is 
not of consequence – as long as you take good care of the 
windmill by, for example, turning it against the wind and 
letting it dry. 
  In case of the Angla windmills, however, we indulged 
ourselves with some improvements. Post mills are of rela-
tively simple structure and there was not much room for 
improvements. One of the additions involved the addition 
of 4 mm thick hot galvanized electrical wire between the 
structure and planking that, in theory anyway, will help 
the timber dry better and keep it from rotting and beetle 
damage. This solution was favoured after stripping the 
bearing structure – revealing that although it seemed in 
good condition from the inside, it actually had extensive 
rot and beetle damage on the outside. 
  The other and more visible improvement was that the 
outside end of the windshaft was covered with lead sheets. 
This was a solution never used on Angla windmills before 
but hopefully, it will prolong the service-life of the wind-
shaft. 
  The problems with the smock mill were more seri-
ous and thus the improvements more visible. As the walls 

of the windmill are tilted and the single-layer exterior wall 
planking is not watertight despite the water grooved fil-
lets on the backside, all the window and door openings, as 
well as all the elements penetrating the walls are poten-
tial leakage points. To minimize water damage, doors 
and windows were equipped with drip caps and the edges 
of all openings, as well as parts of the beams supporting 
the outside gallery, which penetrate through the walls, 
were tightened with lead strips. This was a solution defi-
nitely not used in the old days but it worked thanks to the 
pleasant appearance of lead which does not clash with the 
overall image and only an expert’s eye can spot them as 
modern.
  Another question was the extent of prosthesis use, 
or, to be exact, when to replace an element with a copy 
rather than try to patch it up. Our position was that wind-
mills are, first and foremost, part of our industrial heritage 
and therefore priority should be given to the preservation 
of the integrity, functionality and aesthetics of the machin-
ery, and that using old elements at all cost is of secondary 
importance. 
  The tower mill was in relatively good condition and 
the abovementioned problem was not actually on the 
table. The lower ends of the supporting corner posts had 
extensive rot damage but the upper parts were in good 
condition and, therefore, there was no need to replace 
entire posts.
  The post mills, however, were in a much poorer state 
as the supporting frames had been damaged by rot and 
beetles beyond repair, except for a few metre-long stubs. 
We took the position that one or two prosthesis per detail 
was the limit. In essence, it meant that all the supporting 
structures were to be replaced with new ones. 
  The parts that have to tolerate high loads were also 
replaced with new ones. Original parts will be conserved 
and placed by the windmills as part of the exhibition. This 
decision was taken due to the fact that, in case of prosthe-
sis, various clamps, bolts and other reinforcements would 
have been used that would have distorted their appearance 
as well as their intended functioning. It is better to pre-
serve them as authentic museum artefacts while letting 
their copies do the actual work. 

Mihkel Koppel is an architect; Tõnu Sepp is an expert  
in heritage protection
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conseRvation of tHe Roof of KaRja  
st. catHeRine’s cHURcH: scRew joints  

anD LeaD sHeet

SCREw JOINTS AND LEAD SHEET / TECHNOLOGYJUHAN KILUMETS, AIN PIHL

The documented history of the roof of the medieval Karja 
St Catherine’s Church on the island of Saaremaa, dating 
back to the end of the 13th or the beginning of the  
14th century, began in 1712 when Kolka Malz and Pamma 
Adam were mentioned as roofers working on the church. 
Throughout three centuries, several kinds of roof materi-
als have been used, such as straw (mentioned in 1716), 
boards (1741), tiles (1775) and asphalt roofing felt (1891, 
on the vestry roof). Gables were protected by tarred 
boards (1867) and, since the beginning of the 20th cen-
tury, by dolomite slabs. Current roof support structures 
date back to different centuries. According to dendro-
chronological dating, roof timber of the nave was felled 
in 1770 and that of the chancel in 1865. The most recent 
renovation of the roof was carried out between 1981 and 
1982 but the outcome was of poor quality.
  The biggest problem concerning the church roof 
was the poor quality of the roof tiles. A dozen years ago, 
many of the tiles were replaced with new ones but this did 
not improve the overall condition of the roof as the roof 
sheathing, as well as load-bearing structures, had suffered 
extensive fungal damage. It should also be mentioned that 
the overall quality of the works carried out in the 1980s 
was poor – resulting only in temporarily postponing the 
failure of structures.

PROSTHESIS AND SCREw  
JOINTS IN ROOf STRUCTURES 
Over the last couple of decades, upon conserving struc-
tural elements with prosthesis, a method has been used 
where a new element is joined with the old one with 
historic types of joints and reinforced by bolts pinned 
through tenons. In recent years, however, screw joints 
have become more popular for joining timber elements 
together. For example, upon extending beams screws 
should be placed crosswise, with one screw bearing  
tensile forces while the other bears compressive forces. 
Special continuously threaded screws are used. This join-
ing method is applicable for prosthesis where axial forces 
should be borne by tenons and other forces by screws.
  Although screw joints are also preferred because they 
are cheaper and faster to secure, the main reason lies in 
the fact that metal elements not characteristic of historic 
buildings will be concealed. Clearly, the work must be car-
ried out with precision; no slack is allowed and for screw-
ing a special jig should be used. After the design stage, 

requirements issued by the manufacturer must be con-
sulted. In the case of Karja Church, screw joints were used 
for prosthesis in rafters, tie beams and other elements of 
roof beams. Extensive damage called for extensive repair 
work. On the south side, for example, almost every ele-
ment in the eaves zone received a prosthesis. 

USING LEAD SHEET
In Estonia, lead has found relatively little use as a build-
ing material. Actually, the only example of lead sheet as a 
roofing material is the roof of the lantern on the façade of 
the Great Gild Hall in Tallinn. Lead sheet was also used 
in slate roof joints (for example, Hanila St. Paul’s Church 
in Western Estonia) and for fastening the plinth blocks of 
the Alexander Nevsky Cathedral in Tallinn. In places, lead 
sheet has also been used for protecting walls from rising 
damp with examples in Saaremaa, such as the old school 
building at Garnisoni Street in Kuressaare, Wildenberg 
Chapel at Kudjape cemetery and Karja parsonage. In more 
recent times, lead sheet has been used in conservation 
for connecting wooden and tile roofs (for example, in the 
churches in Püha, Järva-Peetri, Harju-Risti, Taagepera 
and Haljala).
  When talking about the peculiarities of lead, it should 
be mentioned that its thermal elongation coefficients is 
high, which means that lead elongates 0.03 mm/m upon 
temperature change from 0 °C to 100 °C. Therefore, maxi-
mum measurements of lead roof elements are always sup-
plied depending on roof slope, installation method and 
wind load. Solutions allowing for deformation must be 
used as to let lead elements move in case of temperature 
changes.
  Lead is also a heavy yet very soft material. It is typi-
cally used for finishing joints between a roof and vertical  
surfaces where one edge is fastened to the wall while the 
other rests on the roof unfastened. Lead sheet used in 
such joints must be at least 1.25 mm thick, otherwise 
it will not survive storms. According to German techni-
cal standards, lead sheet used for covering roofs, façades, 
towers, etc. must be at least 2.25 mm.
  Over the centuries, the gables of Karja St. Cather-
ine’s Church have, as is typical of medieval churches, 
become lower and it is not known what they were origi-
nally covered with. In more recent times gables were 
covered with boards and dolomite slabs. Initially, it was 
decided to give the church once again a wooden roof but 



135

(1) The repaired roof structures on the south side of the nave. Photos by Ain Pihl 
(2) Examples of the use of lead sheets
(3) Karja St. Catherine’s Church. Photo by Sille Sombri

JUHAN KILUMETS, AIN PIHLTECHNOLOGY / SCREw JOINTS AND LEAD SHEET

(2)

(3)

(1)



136

(4)

(5)

(4–5) Screw joints used for prosthesis. Drawings by Ain Pihl 
(6) The connection of lead sheet and gable

during the renovation works the position was revised. The 
main argument was that the roof must be as low-mainte-
nance as possible and to that end lead sheet is best suited.
  First of all, gable tops were levelled by grouting and 
covered with Divoroll Universal S diffusion membrane to 
prevent lead from coming into contact with alkali result-
ing in corrosion. Lead sheets were then placed in panes 
on gable tops. For fastening, stainless profiles were used 
inside rolls fixed with concrete anchors of the same mate-
rial (see drawing). According to the prevailing wind load a 
2.0 mm thick lead sheet was chosen but even so one pane 
weighed almost 20 kg. Lead sheet was also used in other 
joints, such as the connection between the chancel roof 
and roof ridge of the nave.
  On the whole, it could be said that lead sheet is  
the most suitable and, in many aspects, an irreplaceable 
conservation material for historic buildings. It is suitable 
for covering wooden elements, such as ridge boards and 
bargeboards, that otherwise would not last long as well 
as for uneven surfaces as lead sheet can be stretched and 
modeled. As lead sheet is chemically passive it may come 
into contact with other metals, while its resistance to cor-
rosion minimises maintenance costs. Lead sheet is also 
inconspicuous and in many cases it is an advantage as in 
the conservation business we often look for materials that 
would not stand out in the historic milieu.
  There are many guidelines making the use of lead 
sheet easier. We use the Blei im Bauwesen. Handbuch 
für Verarbeitung von Blei handbook in German compris-
ing numerous tables, photos, drawings and examples of 
joints.

Juhan Kilumets is an art historian; Ain Pihl is a civil 
engineer
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conseRvation of tHe noRtH-easteRn  
toweR of tHe vastseLiina castLe

JUHAN KILUMETSTECHNOLOGY / NORTH-EASTERN TOwER Of THE VASTSELIINA CASTLE

The ruins of the Vastseliina Bishop’s Castle are situated 
in Vana-Vastseliina village in Võru County. The castle that 
was completed at the end of the 15th and at the beginning 
of the 16th century is perhaps the finest example of medi-
eval fortification architecture in Livonia. Today, the curtain 
wall and cannon towers of the outer ward dating back to 
the abovementioned period are the only visible parts of the 
stronghold. The keep together with its chapel, the well-
known destination of pilgrims, built in the 14th century 
have now crumbled to the ground. The most impressive 
part of the preserved stronghold is the almost 20 metres 
high north-eastern tower of horseshoe layout. 
  The architecture of the tower located high up on a 
cape is especially noteworthy for its details. The façades 
decorated with the circular blind niches, double lancet 
arched niches set as a frieze, belt courses and cruciform 
recesses, probably designed by the craftsmen of Tartu 
Cathedral, are more characteristic of ecclesiastical build-
ings. The charm of the details lies in the use of different  
materials – local limestone, red bricks combined in 
details with clinker and decorative plaster on all the set 
back surfaces. During the conservation works, delicate 
traceries scraped on fresh plaster, that once were prob-
ably painted, were found on the lancet arched niches.  
The majority of these miniature decorations, however,  
are situated at the height of approximately 17 metres 
which means that they could be seen properly only by  
the builders on their scaffolds.
  The tower that was left in ruins after the Great 
Northern War (1700–1721), if not earlier, has defied its 
fate with a remarkable persistence. When compared to the 
drawings dating back to the first half of the 19th century, it 
could be said that the walls have been preserved with only 
the south-eastern wall that once faced the keep having 
fallen down. Arch lintels of embrasures and gun cham-
bers, on the other hand, have been partly preserved as the 
bricks are still in place. There are some timber parts to 
be seen and after three centuries without a roof there  
are still traces of plaster on the façade dating back to the 
15th century. The tower that was last repaired perhaps 
at the end of the 17th century has never been restored or 
conserved.
  The initial idea for conservation, bearing in mind the 
rather sad fate of our castle ruins in the recent past, was 
simple – the tower will be conserved as it is with the only 
addition of the sheltering roof over the walls. In 2003, a 
scaffold was put up enabling conservators to get a closer 
look at the structure making them change their mind.  

The view opening from the top was a factor speaking for 
the need for a viewing platform. And it turned out that  
a satisfactory result was not to be achieved without an 
engineer and architect. 
  The most challenging engineering problem con-
cerned the unstable part of the brickwork hanging over-
head on the western side of the tower weighing approxi-
mately 30 tons. It was saved from demolishing by engi-
neer Heino Uuetalu whose concept was among the most 
brilliant in the history of conservation ideas. A reinforced 
concrete arch was cast underneath the brickwork. The 
broken lines of the arch follow the contours of the opening 
while being in contrast with the rest of the masonry. The 
wall was additionally reinforced with a belt and braces. 
Concrete was also used in the form of a slender post to 
support the brickwork projecting from the south-western 
corner of the tower. A masonry support was also an option 
but concrete as a material enabled a more slender element 
and was visually in better contrast with the old brickwork. 
Against the original walls and structures, the concrete 
support structures that in the design stage struck one as 
odd are in fact rather delicate and not that disturbing. 
  It was the task of the historian to determine what to 
do with the walls, openings and plasterwork. In essence, 
it boiled down to reinforcing unstable brickwork, filling 
joints where necessary and fastening plaster. Historic 
material was sacrificed only on top of the walls where 
the limestone cladding, considerably thinner than the 
brickwork of the tower, had crumbled beyond repair. The 
original contour of the wall ridge was retained. Additional 
masonry was permitted only in places of structural emer-
gencies while reconstruction of details was not allowed 
even if the architectural data was temptingly right there. 
This approach is manifested clearly in the case of arch 
lintels that were restored only to the extent to rescue the 
brickwork hanging above the openings. Repairs were 
made using brick and stones from collapsed walls as well 
as new hand-made bricks. Walls protruding from under 
the eaves line of the protecting roof were covered with lead 
sheet that is a very ruin-friendly material. On the facade, 
only the upper part of the brickwork was conserved, 
including the bricks of the lancet arched frieze and plaster 
in the niches.
  Architectural decisions and solutions were the most 
complicated ones. Construction of a full roof was inevita-
ble because of the abundance of delicate materials  
(e.g. plaster), the use of ‘soft’ conservation materials, the 
need to protect the new wooden staircase and the need to 
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maintain the 20 metre high tower. There were many ideas 
for the roof shape starting with a cone spire and ending 
with minimalistic cover over the walls. The numerous 
expert commissions were finally satisfied with a single-
sloped roof with a 15 degrees inclination. The top of the 
roof was cut off to form an opening in the middle that 
made the new roof structure more lightweight. Natural 
light coming through the opening, in turn, added to the 
vertical view from above. The roof was covered with triple 
tarred shingles. 
  The idea of turning the north-eastern tower into a 
viewing tower initiated by the local government soon grew 
imperceptibly on all parties to the conservation works.  
No doubt that emotions had a lot to do with it as the pan-
oramic view opening from the almost 20 metre high tower 
on the surrounding landscape is one of the most spectac-
ular ones in Estonia. The conservator and some members 
of the expert committee opposed the idea by saying that 
tourism was not the goal in itself, that the staircase would 
ruin the monumental and authentic interior and that deli-
cate surfaces and details would come within the reach of 
people with ill intentions. It was also proposed to erect a 
metal winding stair in the middle of the tower not touch-
ing the walls. A compromise was finally reached on the 

condition that landings followed the rhythm of the historic 
floors which, in turn, dictated the choice of material – 
solid timber. It was also decided not to construct interme-
diate floors and have just one viewing platform. 
  It goes without saying that new constructions do not 
add to old ruins but it must be said that in this case the 
stairs and viewing platform justify their existence. The 
stairs occupy only part of the interior leaving the spectac-
ular vertical space open and perceptible. During the works 
the viewing platform designed as a full floor was reduced 
to a modest circular walkway on the level of the former 
embrasures now serving as windows. Thanks to the stairs, 
people get a more thorough picture of the medieval tower 
seeing elements that otherwise would have remained 
hidden, such as the embrasures, medieval plasterwork, 
remains of the fireplaces, structural timber elements, etc. 
It was also important that new structures did not damage 
the historic masory. New girders were placed in old sock-
ets or supported on steps of the wall and in places where 
historic supporting surfaces were lacking new carriers 
were suspended.

Juhan Kilumets is an art historian
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(1)

(1) Conserved, roofed and open to the public but, in some respect inevitably poorer. Photo by Peeter Säre
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(3)

(5)

(2)

(4)

(2) North-eastern tower of the Vastseliina castle – in ruins and untouched for three centuries. Photos by Peeter Säre 
(3) Conservator’s work in the gun chamber – minimal intervention was the norm
(4) Now everyone can enjoy the view from the height of 17 metres
(5) The work of the engineer, architect and conservator displayed side by side
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tecHniQUes UseD in tHe  
conseRvation-RestoRation  

of mURaLs in sUURe-KÕpU  
anD piKva manoRs 

MURALS / TECHNOLOGYHILKKA HIIOP, MERIKE KALLAS, HELI TUKSAM

SUURE-KÕPU – HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 
From 1805, Suure-Kõpu manor, now located in Viljandi 
County, belonged to the von Stryk family. In 1825, the old 
mansion burned down, and in 1836 Alexander von Stryk 
began to erect a new two-storey late Neo-Classical grand 
mansion. The manor, probably designed by the architect 
Emil Julius Strauss, was only completed in 1847, after 
Alexander’s death.
  The most valuable part of the building is the interior 
décor, especially the figurative Pompeian-style painting 
cycle in the former dining-room, which is unique in the 
context of manor architecture in Estonia. 
  The wall paintings that were covered up in the 1920s 
were rediscovered and fully revealed in 2006. The mytho-
logical scenes depicting centaurs are copies of the paint-
ings in the Villa Cicero in Pompeii. The murals in the Villa 
Cicero inspired many 18th and 19th century artists, who 
produced numerous black-and-white and coloured prints 
of these images. The models for the Suure-Kõpu artist 
were probably from Wilhelm Zahn’s albums on classical 
antiquity, which were acquired by Tartu University soon 
after their publication. Although the murals constitute the 
first finishing layer in the dining hall, they could not have 
been completed before 1856 when the albums including 
the models for them were published.

PIKVA – HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 
The Gothic Revival style main building of Pikva manor 
located in Kose Parish in Harjumaa County was com-
pleted in 1850 when the manor was owned by the von 
Ungern-Sternbergs. In 1875, the manor was sold to 
the von Stackelbergs who passed it on to Robert Georg 
Turmann in 1887. In the 1920s, a local school was 
accommodated in the manor house and it operated until 
1972. After that the manor stood empty for a long time 
until 1998 when it went into private ownership. By that 
time it was in a rather poor condition. The current owner 
has undertaken extensive conservation works in the 
manor. The most valuable details of the manor house 
include the murals discovered in the right wing of the 
main building, namely in three ground floor rooms – the 
foyer, grand hall and lounge. Unfortunately, the ceilings 
of the left wing of the building have completely perished 
during the long ownerless period. The exact date of the 
paintings is unknown but the construction sequence 

refers to the period before 1887 when the landlord, Robert 
Turmann, carried out an extensive renovation: a cornice 
that cuts into the earlier paintings on the ceiling was built 
in the foyer.

CONSERVATION
“...the most serious aspect of a lacuna for a work of art 
is not what is missing but what is put inappropriately 
in its place.” (C. Brandi)1 

When it comes to the conservation of decorative interior 
paintings in historic interiors conservators often face  
a difficult choice: whether to favour their authenticity 
or aesthetic integrity or find a compromise between the 
two? Whether to prefer a new painting that is recon-
structed on the basis of the original painting and to aim 
for “a refreshed look” or to be content with the authentic, 
though fragmentary paining? What are the main con-
siderations when making such a decision: the preserva-
tion of the original, the current function of the interior or 
the financial means available? As a rule, the creation of a 
new painting is considerably cheaper than the conserva-
tion of an old one. If the decision is still made to preserve 
and conserve the old masterpiece another question needs 
to be resolved: which conservation method to use and 
whether it should be reconstructive or the one that reflects 
the current situation?
  This article introduces conservation methods used  
in the interior conservation in Suure-Kõpu and Pikva 
manors and that, in many aspects, followed the Italian 
conservation tradition. 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND  
Of REINTEGRATION TECHNIQUES
In the 1950s, a special reintegration theory to be applied 
to fine arts was elaborated in line with the ideas of the 
Italian conservation theorist Cesare Brandi. It proceeds 
from the main principle of Brandi’s philosophy that takes 
account of two equal dimensions of a work of art: historical 
and aesthetic as together they form an inseparable entity. 
„Restoration should aim to re-establish the potential 
oneness of the work of art, as long as this is possible 
without committing artistic or historical forgery, and 
without erasing every trace of the passage through 
time of the work of art.” (C. Brandi)2 
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(1) Suure-Kõpu manor. Photo by Villu Plink 
(2) Pikva manor. Photo by Ly Renter
(3–4) A scene in the dining hall of Suure-Kõpu manor before and after retouching in tratteggio technique. Photos by Hilkka Hiiop and  
Villu Plink
(5) The dining hall of Suure-Kõpu manor after the conservation. Photo by Toomas Vendelin
(6) Uncovered areas of paintings in the foyer of Pikva manor. Photo by Mika Orava
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  If reconstruction is necessary in order to recreate the 
aesthetic integrity of a work of art, its clear distinctiveness 
from an original must be the primary criterion to follow i.e. 
according to Brandi the retouching must be carried out in 
a manner that ensures that neither of these dimensions 
(i.e. historic and aesthetic) would dominate over the other.
  On the basis of that he set out two main principles  
for retouching: 
1) The aim of retouching is to recreate the pictorial  
 unity of a work of art, preserving, as much as  
 possible, its historical authenticity. 
2) Everything the conservator has added must always  
 be easily recognisable and at the same time, not  
 interfere with the recreated aesthetic whole of the  
 art work. 
However, the reconstruction must end where the  
hypothesis starts!

INTRODUCTION TO tRatteggio  
AND aqua spoRca TECHNIQUES
On the basis of Brandi’s principles a physically recon-
structive technique was developed called tratteggio or 
puntinato which is based on the human ability to sense, 
from a distance, a retouching consisting of individual dots 
(puntinato) or lines (tratteggio) of paint as an integral 
picture.
  Retouching performed in the tratteggio technique is 
built on a fine network of parallel lines in primary colours 
(red-yellow-blue) which will result in the same tonality 
as the surrounding original through glazing. From a dis-
tance, such reintegration blends into the pictorial whole 
of the original. However, on a closer look, the additions 
made by a conservator remain clearly distinct from the 
original, offering the opportunity to sense the beauty and 
history of the original. 
  While the above-described technique allows the 
reconstruction of a work of art in a physical manner, the 
second technique is built on the ability of the human eye 
to create optically a pictorial whole: the integrity of an art 
work is recreated in the senses of a viewer and not on the 
historic object itself.
  Aqua sporca is a retouching technique that fully 
respects the historical aspects of a work of art preserving  
it in its existing fragmented state. In the interest of the 
legibility of the image all losses (lacunae) are presented 
in a uniform tonality of “dirty water” (aqua sporca). This 
technique is based on the ability of the human eye to 
perceive a disconnected form as a whole if it is presented 
on a neutral background i.e. to compile a full image on 
the basis of fragments if the disconnections are optically 
reduced. 

PAINTINGS IN THE DINING HALL Of  
SUURE-KÕPU MANOR: DISTINCTIVE  
RECONSTRUCTION Of LOSSES
In 2006, the conservators of OÜ Vana-Tallinn restora-

tion company revealed and conserved the Pompeian style 
wall paintings in the dining hall of Suure-Kõpu manor. 
The Italian background of the paintings made it possible 
to rely on the Italian tradition in the conservation concept 
and to use the tratteggio technique in retouching the 
figurative parts of the paintings. The extensive paint layer 
losses of the figurative scenes were reconstructed dur-
ing a workshop of conservation students of the Estonian 
Academy of Arts in January 2007.
  The choice of retouching the figurative scenes on the 
murals of the dining hall of Suure-Kõpu manor was rela-
tively straightforward: the losses had to be reconstructed. 
The method of integration of lacunae with neutral 
retouching i.e. aqua sporca technique which would have 
been more respectful to history, would have broken the 
decorative integrity of the room and made the aesthetic 
observation of the extremely fine scenes less satisfactory. 
Full reconstruction could have been used as an alternative 
technique but this would have covered the historic situ-
ation of the art work and made the limits of the original 
paintings imperceptible. However, the fine structure of the 
tratteggio retouching does not dominate over the exqui-
site original paintings of the dining hall of Suure-Kõpu 
manor.
  Although most of the lacunae could be reconstructed 
without using imagination, retouching was still not 
applied in missing areas where the reconstruction would 
have required a hypothesis. Such lacunae were covered 
with an even layer of grey neutral tone forming a back-
ground for the original. 

PAINTED CEILINGS Of PIKVA MANOR 
From 2009 to 2010 the conservation students of the 
Estonian Academy of Arts and Tartu Art College restored, 
within the framework of their summer practice, the ceil-
ings of three halls in the main building of Pikva manor. 
The conservation works were initiated by the owner of the 
manor. The aim of the practice was to return to the manor 
its “true gems” – the decorative painted ceilings.
  The fact that the paintings in three rooms differed 
from each other in their level of preservation, as well as 
their quality – some paintings were made by hand and 
the others using stencils – led to the idea to carry out a 
model conservation of the paintings and implement differ-
ent concepts of reconstruction in each room. These con-
cepts were determined by the existing technical possibili-
ties and limits (e.g. the damage to the original paintings 
during the removal of subsequent layers of paint), as well 
as by the amount of work and its cost. Another important 
consideration was the relationship and conflict between 
the historic value of the original and the overall value and 
aesthetics of all the reconstructed rooms.

PAINTINGS IN THE fOYER: PARTIAL EXPOSURE 
Due to the fact that the integrity and symmetry of the 
paintings in the foyer were disturbed by the opening 
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(7–8) The ceiling of the small lounge after uncovering and conservation, general view and a detail. Photos by Meeli Küttim
(9) Paintings in the small lounge: the conservation of original painting using the aqua sporca technique. 1. Before uncovering;  
2. After impregnation; 3. After retouching. Photos by Hilkka Hiiop 
(10–11) Reconstructed paintings of the grand hall, detail and general view. Photos by Meeli Küttim
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made for the staircase to the first floor and the paintings 
were made relatively simply by using stencils, the deci-
sion was made to reveal paintings in this room only par-
tially and to expose the uncovered areas against a neutral 
background. The choice of uncovered areas was based on 
the focal points of the ornamental scheme allowing the 
reconstruction of an idea of the image without seeing the 
physical integrity. In order to visualise the whole a digital 
reconstruction was made. Such presentation of paintings 
ensures that in the future, when financial resources allow 
it, the original paintings can be fully uncovered and  
conserved or that a reconstructive painting can be created 
on the basis of the exposed areas. 

PAINTINGS Of THE SMALL LOUNGE:  
CONSERVATION Of THE ORIGINAL 
The ceiling of the small lounge is covered by a fully pre-
served, apparently handmade foliage in pastel tones. It is 
framed by a meander painted on a dark background which 
is lined by stencil based flower motifs on the surrounding  
cavetto vaults. This stunning ceiling did not raise any 
dilemmas: the decision was to uncover the original fully 
from numerous layers of lime and to carry out the retouch-
ing of lacunae only in the acqua sporca technique. The 
idea of presenting such paintings is to respect, as much as 
possible, the historical dignity of the originals and to help 
them to dominate by reducing optically the disturbing 
losses in the paint layer. Following the above-mentioned 
concept the larger lacunae were glazed with neutral tones, 
while smaller losses in the paint layer were closed by full 
retouching – imitating the original tonality in order to 
restore the legibility of the ornament. Thus the painting 
was exposed in the state it was discovered, offering the 
opportunity to reconstruct the whole optically, not  
physically. 

PAINTINGS Of THE GRAND HALL:  
fULL RECONSTRUCTION
In the grand hall, it was clear from the earlier investiga-
tions that it was impossible to reveal any parts of the 
original paintings that were worth preserving. However, 
the traces of the ornament were clear enough to copy the 
two main decorative motifs on the ceiling. The décor and 
colour spectrum of the whole ceiling was typical of the 
Revival styles. The ceiling is framed by a strip of ornament 
formed of several lines. The outer circle is inspired by an 
acanthus ornament enhanced by handmade two-colour 
shadows. The ornament of the inner circle is simpler and 
is fully based on stencil painting. The papier-mâché décor 
around the chandelier area is the absolute focal point of 
the ceiling. On the basis of that information a decision was 
made to fully reconstruct the paintings of the grand hall.
  In the following stage the secondary layers of paint 
were removed in a manner that preserved, as much as 
possible, the first layer of paint. Unfortunately, the find-
ings were so fragmentary that the reconstruction was 

based on the simplified ornament derived from the hypo-
thetical original. 
  The choice of materials proceeded from the origi-
nal material and traditions and, therefore, a decision was 
made to use glue paints based on cellulose adhesive. The 
advantage of this type of paint is that it covers well, which 
is rather important in the case of the absence of a fully 
levelling layer, and it is also easy to make. The choice of 
colours was mainly based on the tones detected in the 
preserved fragments.
  The reconstruction is justified in cases where a 
substantial part of the original is destroyed, or if the full 
uncovering of the original paintings is impossible. It is 
also justified in cases when it is more rational to keep the 
original under the protective layer of subsequently added 
paint.

CONCLUSION 
As regards historic interiors it is neither possible nor  
necessary to proceed from a single conservation concept. 
Each building and every room requires individual consid-
eration and the choice must be based on an analysis of 
existing possibilities and conditions. The above-described 
examples introduce the possible concepts that were most 
justified from the point of view of both the paintings and 
the architectural layout of the rooms. 

Hilkka Hiiop is the Associate Professor at the 
Department of Cultural Heritage and Conservation, 
Estonian Academy of Arts; Merike Kallas is the Head of 
the Studio for Conservation of Paintings, Department 
of Cultural Heritage and Conservation, Estonian 
Academy of Arts ; Heli Tuksam is the Head of the 
Department of Paintings at Tartu Art College

MURALS / TECHNOLOGYHILKKA HIIOP, MERIKE KALLAS, HELI TUKSAM

1 Brandi, C. Theory of Restoration. Firenze: Istituto Centrale per il 
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During the period from 2007 to 2009 several large scale 
archaeological excavations were carried out at Vabaduse 
Square, which is the main square bordering the old town 
from the south, and on the 17th century Ingeri Bastion which 
borders the square from the west. Most of the larger and 
smaller work was done by Agu EMS OÜ in several stages. 
At first historical maps, written sources and the material on 
previous attempts to reconstruct the location of the 17th– 
18th century rampart fortifications had to be consulted. After 
that the data was digitized and matched with the modern 
survey plan. During the last 150 years none of these struc-
tures had been visible above the ground level, except the bas-
tion which was turned into a park area in the late 19th century. 
  As to the former Ingeri Bastion, now known as 
Harjumägi, the main objective was to gather primary 
information about the buried historical walls in order 
to start the construction of a Monument to the War of 
Independence (1918–1920). During the excavations  
a well preserved scarp wall of the eastern flank, covered  
with limestone blocks, was discovered. The earth rampart 
of the flank had been piled up using an older suburban  
cultural layer, which had been dug up for a new moat at 
the end of the 17th century. A large scale removal of parts 
of the bastion rampart which were in the way of building 
the monument resulted in discovering approx. 1800 arte-
facts from 1200 to 1700 AD. As a surprise, a network of 
limestone walls, once built on the inner side of the bastion 
flank and forming shooting platforms for cannons, was 
discovered. None of the known historical plans of the bas-
tion depicted the actual situation. It was not considered 
possible to make any changes in the project of the parking 
lot at such a late phase of the works and these important 
parts of the shooting rampart were demolished. 
  A limestone water conduit which in late medieval 
and early modern times supplied the old town and the 
moat system with fresh water from Lake Ülemiste located 
approx. 2.5 km away was discovered in the southern part 
of the bastion. In June 2008, work was started in the 
northern part of Vabaduse Square to build an underground 
parking lot in the former moat and the low triangular forti-
fication i.e. the tenaille area. The scarp wall of the tenaille 
and the counterscarp wall supporting the outer bank of 
the moat were unearthed. From 2008 to 2009 large scale 
excavations of the medieval suburb’s cultural layer in the 
southern part of Vabaduse Square were carried out. All 
the works at Vabaduse Square and the bastion covered an 
area exceeding 13,000 m2. Most of it was performed in the 
areas of a former moat and ramparts in order to monitor 

the mechanised removal of rather recent soil masses which 
included very few or late finds. The true excavations of the 
suburban cultural layer covered approx. 5,000 m2 in the 
southern part of the square. Most of the excavations were 
carried out by the team of Agu EMS OÜ.1

  During the work pavement remains of a medieval 
road leading from Harju Street in the old town southwards 
through the Harju Gate and continuing along the present 
Roosikrantsi Street towards Pärnu and Riga were found. 
Along the eastern side of this road remains of stone foun-
dations and basements of late medieval and early modern 
timber houses were discovered and excavated. Most of the 
excavated area historically formed an open area inside the 
block. The packed rubble pavement of the medieval road 
together with contemporary adjoining house remains is a 
unique find in the medieval suburbs of Tallinn. The Harju 
Gate was blocked in 1538 and thus the suburban part of 
the street became a side street. The area was finally “con-
served” in the end of the 17th century when it was buried 
under a new glacis rampart. At different working stages 
walls of the former barbican of the Harju Gate in the  
middle of present Harju Street were unearthed as well.
  During the excavations it appeared that in the 13th 
century a sand and clay quarry had been established in the 
north-eastern part of the area which had probably been 
the backside area of the suburban orchards. The quarry 
had gradually expanded southwards, covering most of the 
eastern part of the excavated area by the 17th century. The 
depleted pits had been gradually filled as a town dump, 
accumulating an awesome collection of artefacts, (mainly 
pottery) that forms the largest set of findings in the old town 
of Tallinn, including approx. 20,000 artefacts together with 
those found in the bastion. The dump was temporally sealed 
by the glacis rampart, thus enabling the dating of specific 
find types represented or missing in the sealed collection. 
  In July 2008, Vladimir Sokolovski (Tael OÜ) led exca-
vations under Kaarli Avenue where some hundreds of human 
burials of the former St. Barbara’s cemetery were excavated.
  The cultural layer of the Stone Age settlement site in 
the southern part of the square discovered by Guido Toos in 
July 2008 was excavated by the team of Agu EMS OÜ who 
consulted a Stone Age specialist Ulla Kadakas. The Stone 
Age cultural layer was a former upper layer of land surface  
– sand – under the medieval suburban soil. The layer 
included finds characteristic to Neolithic sites: fragments 
of bones (leavings, as well as weapons and tools), pottery 
and quartz pieces (flakes) for making small tools (mostly 
processing waste). The settlement was once situated on 

aRcHaeoLoGicaL eXcavations at vaBaDUse 
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(1) Archaeological excavations in Vabaduse Square and the Harjumägi from 2008 to 2009. Drawing by Villu Kadakas
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the beach. Although there are no tides in the Baltic Sea, the 
beach was from time to time flooded and crushed by storms, 
probably destroying the man-made structures. Only five 
possible household pits or fireplaces were identified among 
the remains in the whole area. The land is constantly rising  
in the area so that the Neolithic beach site is nowadays 
situated approx. 14–16 m above sea level.
  During the period of 8 months approx. 2,200 m2 of  
cultural layer was excavated. The Stone Age cultural layer 
was on an average 20–30 cm and partly even 50 cm thick. 

  According to pottery finds, the Vabaduse Square 
area had been inhabited by people of the Late Comb Ware 
Culture of the latter part of the Neolithic era, and according 
to the estimation of bone finds by Lembi Lõugas, they used 
the place seasonally for hunting seals and porpoises. On the 
distribution maps of finds (pottery, quartz, bone) four or five 
more intense areas were identified, with rather empty areas in 
between. These intense areas might refer to camps that were 
set up in different years. Analysing the distribution of finds, it 
is possible to identify different usage areas (quartz processing 
areas, cooking areas etc.) in each of these supposed camp 
sites. On the basis of the first radiocarbon dates and geo-
logical studies it can be concluded that the area was most 
probably used during the period from 3200 to 2800 BC. 2

  A lot of unique and valuable information was gath-
ered during the works. It has to be stressed that due to 
fixed deadlines of construction works the archaeological 
works were carried out partially with a shortage of time 
and in an atmosphhere of compromises. Regarding the 
methods and organization of work the quality and the 
fieldwork (excavations in winter) cannot be taken as a 
model for future excavations. Partly different approaches 
of archaeologists involved regarding the procedures of 
archaeological monitoring also emerged: the practice of 
monitoring varied from proper excavation of discovered 
cultural layer and recording of structures to just observ-
ing the mechanized soil removal. It is essential to raise 
the methodical problems of research and to discuss them 
with colleagues during the study of such a complex site of 
archaeological heritage. During disagreements the herit-
age officals, including experts, have to specify the pur-
poses of specific monitoring works, prescribing these in 
the approved plan of action. Setting up tasks with vague 
content disregarding the historical context, the resources 
of the developer can just be wasted, discrediting at the 
same time both archaeology and heritage protection. 

Villu Kadakas is an archaeologist
Ulla Kadakas is the Inspector-General of Archaeological 
Monuments  at the National Heritage Board
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1 Detailed overview of the works can be found in two articles: Kadakas, U.,  
 Vedru, G., Lõugas, L., Hiie, S., Kihno, K., Kadakas, V., Püüa, G. & Toos,  
 G. Rescue excavation of the Neolithic settlement site in Vabaduse  
 Square, Tallinn. – Archaeological fieldwork in Estonia 2009. Tallinn,  
 2010, pp 27–48; Kadakas, V., Nurk, R., Püüa, G., Toos, G., Lõugas, L.,  
 Hiie, S. & Kihno, K. Rescue excavations in Tallinn Vabaduse Square  
 and Ingermanland bastion 2008–2009. – Archaeological fieldwork in  
 Estonia 2009. Tallinn, 2010, pp 49–72.
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 during the Late Neolithic. – Johanson, K., Tõrv, M (ed). Man, his  
 time, artifacts, and places. Collection of articles dedicated to Richard 
 Indreko. Muinasaja Teadus 19. Tartu, 2013, pp 463–486; Kadakas, U.  
 Researches into the Stone Age use of quartz in Estonia. Preliminary  
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 Johanson, K., Tõrv, M (ed). Man, his time, artifacts, and places.  
 Collection of articles dedicated to Richard Indreko. Muinasaja Teadus 19. 
 Tartu, 2013, pp 427–462.

(2) View over counterscarp wall. Photo by Ragnar Nurk
(3) Limestone cellar of a timber house once situated next to the road 
to Pärnu. Photo by Villu Kadakas
(4) Shard of a Late Comb Ware pot. Fragments of Stone Age pots of 
different size were found in Vabaduse Square. Conic or round bottom 
is characteristic to these vessels. The pots were commonly decorated 
in belts – there are alternating combs and pits, but compared to 
the previous type, the makers of Late Comb Ware have also impres-
sed geometrical patterns, the elements are more diverse (notches, 
shallow pits, decorative stripes etc.). Photo by Ulla Kadakas
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The underwater landscape of the Baltic Sea is a unique 
ecological and cultural-historical environment resulting 
from the combination of a long and rich seafaring history 
and good preservation conditions.1 The richness of its  
cultural heritage and the scientific potential of the Baltic 
Sea are therefore immense. Preserving it for future gener-
ations for research and experience is crucial and depends 
on our present decision and actions.
  Over the last three years, the National Heritage 
Board has taken two important steps in enhancing under-
water cultural heritage protection. Firstly, the Heritage 
Conservation Act was amended regarding underwater cul-
tural heritage protection and secondly, the board initiated 
an international project: Shipwreck Heritage: Digitizing 
and Opening Access to Maritime History Sources 
(SHIPWHER). 

AMENDING THE HERITAGE  
CONSERVATION ACT
Various water areas make up approximately 39 per cent of 
Estonia’s territory and 47 per cent of the territories under 
its jurisdiction. Although the first underwater monuments 
were listed as monuments in 1999, the legal and practical 
steps for their protection have only been taken in the last 
three years.
  The amendments to the Heritage Conservation Act 
concerning the protection of underwater monuments  
took effect in 2011. The act stipulates activities, including  
diving, endangering the preservation of underwater monu-
ments, etc. According to the act, it is prohibited to anchor, 
trawl, dredge and dump solid substances within under-
water monuments and the protected zones thereof. One  
of the topics that gave rise to discussions at draft act 
meetings was the potentially negative effect of hobby  
diving on underwater monuments. 
  Wrecks are often compared to underwater museums 
displaying in detail the tragic fate of the ships. But these 
museums lack exhibition stands for displaying items and 
security guards to watch over public order. Imagine the 

same situation in an ordinary museum and it becomes 
quite obvious what might happen if diving to underwater 
monuments was left unregulated. 
  According to the Heritage Conservation Act, diving 
to underwater monuments is permitted only on the basis 
of a diving permit issued by the National Heritage Board. 
There are two kinds of permits: diving permits issued to 
natural persons applying only to that person, and activity  
licenses that are issued to legal persons, allowing them 
to take along other divers under the supervision of the 
license holder. The latter are issued mainly to diving 
clubs offering diving services. Diving permits may be 
applied for by a person who has passed a relevant training. 
Diving permit holders shall notify the National Heritage 
Board and the Police and Border Guard Board of diving  
to underwater monuments in advance. 
  In order to protect underwater monuments from 
damage inflicted due to lack of knowledge, these monu-
ments shall be entered on navigation maps, making the 
relevant information also available to seafarers. Some of 
the underwater monuments are equipped with mooring 
buoys to ensure better access.
  Amendment of legislation is important but even more 
important is the availability of recourses for carrying out 
underwater archaeological studies and monitoring and 
listing objects of cultural value. One of the steps we have 
taken to that end is the launch of the SHIPWHER project. 

SHIPwHER PROJECT
A three-year international SHIPWHER project, initiated  
by the National Heritage Board and funded by the 
European Regional Development Fund through the 
Central Baltic INTERREG IVA Programme, was 
launched in 2010. In addition to the National Heritage 
Board, the project is carried out by the National Archives 
of Estonia, the Estonian Maritime Museum and the 
Swedish National Maritime Museums. The aim of  
the project is to introduce the rich cultural heritage of 
the Baltic Sea to the public and raise awareness of the 
need to protect and preserve the underwater heritage. 
The main activities of the project include archival research 
and archaeological research underwater, the results of 
which have given rise to entries in the established Wreck 
Register.

wRECK REGISTER
In Estonia, one of the most important outcomes of  
the project is the creation of the online Wreck Register 

impoRtant DeveLopments in UnDeRwateR  
HeRitaGe pRotection fRom 2010 to 2012
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(1) Steamer E. Russ displays numerous small details and remains of the cargo that might fall in the hands of treasure hunters.  
Photo by Ivar Treffner
(2) On November 9, 1819, a three-masted ship with no crew on board emerged in the waters of Kodasoo Manor not far from Ihasalu 
Peninsula. The ship turned out to be the Northumberland, a brig commanded by Captain George Taylor, on her way from Kronstadt to 
London. The masts had been chopped down, the sails and anchors were missing and the hull was severely damaged. By the looks of the  
damage, it was assumed that the ship had landed somewhere earlier and been looted. The operation of landing the “Russian goods” of the 
cargo, such as hemp, flax, pig bristles etc. did not go easily and due to the missing anchors it was also very dangerous. The late autumn winds 
and ice continued to push the wreck from one spot to another. The following spring, a public auction was announced for the sale of the ship. 
Whether the wreck was left at sea or salvaged, remains a mystery. The sketch was drawn by surveyor, C. Faehlmann. Estonian Historical 
Archives, EAA 30.1.9270
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(register.muinas.ee) comprising documents of field 
expeditions and short descriptions of archival materials 
together with digitalized original documents. As ship-
wrecks are part of international heritage and part of the 
history of many countries, the register is maintained in 
Estonian as well as English. 
  The Wreck Register was established due to the prac-
tical need to gather statistical information on shipwrecks 
that have taken place over the centuries with various 
types of ships as well as due to the need to appreciate our 
underwater heritage and facilitate access to documents 
that have so far found very little use. Given the position 
of Estonia at the crossing point of important seaways and 
its almost 3,800 kilometres long coastline, the potential 
of scientific research in the field has found very little use. 
Concise presentation of numerous data makes the work 
of researchers much easier, enabling them to compare 
and interpret various historic and archaeological sources 
and creating a wider platform for scientific discussion. The 
web environment offers answers to queries, for example, 
on how many wrecks from one era or another there might 
be in our territorial waters and what were the main goods 
shipped at the time. Answers are given in approximate 
numbers but at the level of a certain shipwreck, discrep-
ancies often occur when comparing written sources with 
each other or against archaeological data. 
  Adding information to the Wreck Register is a  
continuous process that will continue after the end of this 
project. New ways must be found for a follow-up project 
as study and interpretation of sources of maritime history 
necessitate international co-operation. 

Maili Roio is a Senior Inspector of Underwater 
Heritage at the National Heritage Board

(3) A mooring buoy near the Island of Osmussaar. 
Photos by Maili Roio
(4) Field works at Neckmansgrund shoal in 2012
(5) At the moment, data concerning over 1,200 shipwrecks in 
Estonian waters have been entered in the Wreck Register.  
More than 800 entries concern shipwrecks in the 19th century.  
The drawing presents distribution of shipwrecks by country of  
origin. Drawing by Maili Roio

(3)

(4)
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1 See http://www.baltic-heritage.net/export/sites/default/reports/ 
 Report_5.pdf
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Many great archaeological discoveries have been made 
by chance and several famous sites have been detected 
by ordinary people, not archaeologists. This was the case 
with two ship burial sites found on the former seashore 
at the village of Salme on the Baltic island of Saaremaa. 
Nobody could guess that an approx. 1300 year old mass 
grave of warriors, who had been buried in ships, was 
hidden only a few centimetres under a lawn next to a 
local school building. The burial sites were discovered 
accidentally during road construction works in 2008. 
Archaeological rescue excavations of the first ship (Salme I)  
led by archaeologists Marge Konsa, Jüri Peets and Külli  
Rikas were started immediately after the discovery. 
Archaeological excavations of the second ship burial site 
(Salme II) were carried out from 2010 to 2012 under the 
supervision of archaeologists Jüri Peets and Ragnar Saage.

SALME I
Only part of the vessel was preserved by the time of  
excavations. The remains of the boat were located within 
a 10 metre area which had been partially disturbed by 
previous digging of a cable trench. The wooden vessel was 
almost completely decomposed. Most of the information 
about the shape and construction of the vessel was gath-
ered by examining the imprint of the hull and the position 
of boat rivets in the sand. 
  Marine archaeologist Vello Mäss who analysed the 
construction of the vessel, came to the conclusion, that 
the boat might have been 11.5 metres long, with a beam  
of 2 metres. The draught of the boat could have been  
40 cm. The planking consisted of four strakes and the 
original depth of the boat was estimated at 75 cm. The 
distance between the rows of rivets shows that 30 cm 
wide strakes were used. The planks were connected 
with each other by iron rivets using clinker technique so 
that the planks overlapped along their edges. The planks 
were very thin i.e. only 1.5–2 cm thick. A tiny fragment 
of planking that had been preserved made it possible to 
ascertain that the planks had been made of softwood. The 
boat had eight frames and they were probably fastened  
by lashing. No traces of a mast were found. 
  The shape and technical details of the rowing boat with 
six pairs of oars refer to properties characteristic to a war-
ship: it was a very light, fast and easy to navigate vessel but 
due to its narrow bottom also a bit unstable and probably 
not quite suitable for long distance open sea journeys.
  An osteologist, Raili Allmäe, ascertained that the 
bones found in the boat belonged to a total of seven men. 

two venDeL eRa sHip BURiaLs at saLme  
on tHe isLanD of saaRemaa

The placement and position of the bodies in the vessel was 
somewhat extraordinary. Two 20 to 30 years old men were 
probably in a sitting or half-lying position in the middle 
of the boat. The bodies of three men were found together 
further to the aft. One of them, a man aged between 30 
and 35 years was sitting. The body of a man aged between 
18 to 25 years was leaning on his shoulder and chest. 
Next to him was a man aged between 25 and 30 lying on 
his stomach. The bones of the two oldest men who were 
about 35 to 45 years old were found in the cable trench 
near the stern but their exact position is unknown.
  It is possible that the bodies were initially seated 
according to the position of the crew in a boat. The grave 
goods and provisions put in the vessel with the men show 
that the position of the bodies was not accidental.
  As to the weapons the boat contained two spear-
heads, two swords and six arrowheads. The commodities 
found included 18 knives, whetstones, a comb, a sock-
eted axe which could be used as a chisel for woodwork. 
Three dice made of horn and 73 bone gaming pieces 
used for playing board games were also found in this  
vessel.
  In addition to human bones and items the burial boat 
included lots of animal bones. According to Liina Maldre 
who examined the bones they originated from six bovines, 
ten sheep or goats and at least two pigs. However, no 
integral animal skeletons were found i.e. all the bones 
were either from the rations men had taken with them  
or from the leftovers of the funeral feast. The hawks put in 
the boat had been previously decapitated. 

SALME II 
The second ship was found approx. 40 meters south-west 
of the first one and it was seated in the same direction as 
the other i.e. from north-east to south-west. If the first 
vessel was more the size of a boat than a ship the second 
one was much larger and there is no doubt that it was a 
ship meant to cross seas.
  All that has remained of the second ship of Salme 
was the 16 metre contour with ten rows of rivets. According 
to Jüri Peets and Vello Mäss the lenght of the ship had 
been approximately 17.5 metres, the beam 2.5 metres 
and the depth 1.1 metres. Just like the first one this ship 
was also built with a clinker technique. 3 cm thick planks 
were used for the skin of the ship that was made up of six 
strakes. 14 frames supported the planking. Several  
constructional characteristics refer to the fact that it was  
a sailing ship. 

SHIP BURIALS AT SALME / ARCHAEOLOGY
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(1) The location of the Salme ship burials. Background map Estonian Land Board
(2) The possible positions of bodies in the Salme I boat. Reconstruction of the hull’s shape is based on the location of rivets  
(marked with crosses). Drawing by Jaana Ratas and Marge Konsa
(3) Artefacts from the Salme I boat. 1 – spearhead, 2 – socketed axe, 3 – arrowhead, 4 – sword hilt, 5 – whetstone. Drawing by Riina Vesi

(1)
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  The ship included at least 33 male skeletons that  
were located tightly together in the middle of the ship on 
an area of about 4 square metres. The bodies were piled 
on top of each other in four layers: the lowest bodies were 
placed crosswise and all the others longways in the ship. 
The upper layer of bodies was covered with shields. The 
military equipment buried in the ship was much more 
lavish than in the first ship. Swords were buried with 
most men. Five ornamented sword hilts were made of gilt 
bronze and one of them was even decorated with gems. 
Some spears and more than fifty arrowheads were also 
found. The grave goods found in this ship included combs, 
about ten knives, whetstones, shears, a padlock, beads 
made of different materials and numerous game pieces 
of board games. All the same animal species as in the 
first ship were present in the second ship as well four dog 
skeletons, fish bones and the claw of a bear. 

  After studying the first boat burial the cause of death 
of the buried individuals could not be determined as no 
clear signs of violence was found on their bones. But as to 
the men buried in the second ship there is no doubt that 
they had perished in battle – numerous injuries on the 
bones confirm that. 

THE SIGNIfICANCE Of  
THE SALME SHIP BURIALS
Radiocarbon analysis of human and animal bones was 
carried out in order to ascertain the age of the ship burials.  
According to this analysis both ship burials date back to 
the period from 650 to 780 AD. The C14 analysis of the 
wood fragment from the first boat confirmed that the ves-
sel had been constructed in the first half of the 7th century 
and had been, before its final landing in Salme, in use for 
quite a long period. The date and similarities in the arte-
facts refer to the fact that both ship burials were the result 
of the same event. 
  Artefacts of Scandinavian origin in both ships show 
quite clearly that the deceased were not local people but 
foreign Viking warriors, although their precise origin and 
the background of the conflict are not yet quite clear. 
  At that time violent conflicts were an inseparable 
part of plundering raids, attempts to impose taxes and the 
expansive endeavours of Scandinavian people. For exam-
ple, the Ynglinga saga describes the raid of the Swedish 
King Ingvar on the coast of Estonia where he perished in 
a big fight with locals around the year 600 AD and where 
he was buried. There are several mass graves of Vikings 
found in England and Ireland. Although the number of 
dead bodies in these graves has been larger than in the 
Salme burial site the latter stands out for the fact that 
the perished warriors were buried in ships and probably 
by their own fellow fighters. That offers us an extraordi-
nary opportunity to cast a look at the Vendel era war band 
maritime lifestyle and beliefs.

Marge Konsa is an archaeologist
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(4) View along the second ship of Salme. Area with skeletons is 
marked. Photos by Maili Roio
(5) Skeletons with grave goods in the second ship. Set of gaming 
pieces was near the pelvis of the skeleton Z
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Wider cooperation in heritage at an international level 
started in the 1930s. Estonian heritage protection experi-
ence was too recent and insignificant to be represented 
at international meetings at that time. During the period 
of preparation and ratification of significant international 
documents and charters after WWII, Estonia was an 
occupied territory and could not participate in interna-
tional policy making. The Soviet Union participated in the 
preparation of the UNESCO World Heritage Convention 
and also in the work of ICOMOS, but this was mainly 
the monopoly of Moscow. For the Soviet republics 
even contacts with Warsaw Pact states were rare in the 
1960s. But since the late 1960s and mainly only after the 
agreements signed at the Helsinki 1975 Conference on 
Security and Co-operation in Europe to improve rela-
tions between the communist bloc and the West, were the 
specialists allowed on study tours and professional trips. 
In the framework of the so called currency-free exchange 
heritage specialists travelled to Poland, Hungary, 
the Democratic Republic of Germany, Bulgaria and 
Czechoslovakia. Some people were even allowed to travel 
to neighbouring (but capitalist) Finland.
  In spite of the selected information via Moscow, 
Estonian heritage ideology in the 1960s developed parallel 
with and in the same spirit as western conservation ideol-
ogy. Simultaneously with the preparation of the Venice 
Charter, the list of Estonian monuments was renewed and 
Tallinn old town was protected as a conservation zone. 
The Soviet republics exchanged their experience at semi-
nars. Conference tourism inside the Soviet Union was 
very common. Estonia together with Lithuania shared a 
high reputation and often hosted visitors from other Soviet 
republics. The first big international seminar in Tallinn 
took place in 1983. All the participants were from Eastern 
Europe. In 1985, Tallinn hosted a highly represented 
ICOMOS colloquium. 
  The anticipation of western experience and tradi-
tions was alive in all levels of society. Although it was 
already possible to go to international conferences, the 
bureaucracy was led from and via Moscow. Applying for 
permits and visas was often humiliating and the so-called 
currency-free exchange left professionals without the pos-
sibility of exchanging even reasonable amounts of foreign 
currency and made them feel like beggars at international 
events. The forced humiliation strengthened the belief 
that western experience must undoubtedly be perfect. 
After the restoration of independence the enactment of 
international agreements and charters was a clear and 

estonia anD inteRnationaL  
HeRitaGe pRotection 

normal national ambition. Self-evident was also the ambi-
tion to join international professional organisations. New 
organisations got involved quickly in local policy making.
  Simultaneously the 1980s and 1990s also reveal 
significant progress in global heritage ideology. The 
developing cooperation, activities of the UNESCO World 
Heritage Committee and expert organisations contributed 
to the discussions about the definition and protection of 
heritage. More than ever before attention was paid to the 
diversity of heritage and community participation. Estonia 
joined at worldwide expert level the process of change in 
the global heritage ideology.

UNESCO wORLD HERITAGE CONVENTION  
AND wORLD HERITAGE LIST
The Soviet Union participated in the preparation of the 
World Heritage (WH) Convention of 1972 but ratified 
it only in 1988. It is noteworthy that the Soviet Union 
which usually eagerly participated in “soft” international 
activities only nominated its first monuments to the list 
in 1990. The nomination foresaw the visits of interna-
tional experts and this was not favoured. Preparations to 
include Soviet monuments started with the ICOMOS 
colloquium in Minsk in 1989 with the compiling of a 
list of Soviet monuments. Estonia proposed Tallinn and 
Kuressaare old towns, the village of Koguva, the ruins of 
Pirita Convent, Tartu St. John’s Church, and the Tallinn 
Song Festival Grounds with its technically and archi-
tecturally unique arena. Among the first Soviet nomi-
nations to be included in the WH List were the historic 
centre of Saint Petersburg and related groups of monu-
ments, Moscow Kremlin Square, Kizhi Pogost, Kiev 
Saint-Sophia Cathedral and related monastic buildings, 
Kiev-Pechersk Lavra and Itchan Kala. The nomination 
of Tallinn old town had also been discussed. Although 
Tallinn City Government had sent the nomination dossier 
to Moscow, the papers were never forwarded to UNESCO 
WH Centre, possibly due to a change in the political situ-
ation.
  The Republic of Estonia ratified the WH Convention 
in 1996 after serious preparations. Tallinn old town was 
nominated in 1994 and inscribed in 1997. Listing Tallinn 
old town as a World Heritage site was a part of Estonian 
self-determination as a state. With the integration into 
international organisations Estonia took international 
responsibility for the protection of its heritage.

ESTONIA AND INTERNATIONAL HERITAGE PROTECTION / INTERNATIONAL COOPERATIONRIIN ALATALU
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ICOMOS ESTONIA
ICOMOS was established in 1965 in Warsaw and imme-
diately its Soviet Committee was also formed. The Soviet 
Committee involved highest-ranking officials. The first 
Estonian to join the Committee in 1978 was the direc-
tor of the Republican Inspectorate of the Protection of 
Architectural Monuments of the Estonian SSR, Fredi 
Tomps. In 1988, Tomps sent a proposal to Moscow to 
invite art historian Juhan Maiste to join the organisa-
tion. The proposal was rejected mainly because the 
membership fee had to be paid in hard currency and the 
Committee was only able to pay for one member per each 
Soviet republic.
  The first possibility to learn about ICOMOS was the 
1973 international colloquium in Vilnius. Tallinn hosted a 
similar colloquium with representatives from 15 countries 
in 1985. The president of ICOMOS Michel Parent was 
also present. This event has been celebrated as Estonia’s 
first step into the international heritage arena. The confer-
ence was thoroughly prepared and in addition to several 
cultural programmes, exhibitions and events, the seri-
graphic map “One and a Half Centuries of the Restoration 
of Architectural Monuments in Estonia” was prepared. 
But the preparations also included conservation works on 
numerous monuments that were planned to be demon-
strated to foreign guests.
  For Estonia the year 1990 was a year of many sudden 
and improvised possibilities. The Baltic members of the 
Soviet ICOMOS Fredi Tomps, Martins Apins from Latvia 
and Jonas Glemža from Lithuania decided on their trip to 
the General Assembly in Lausanne to part from the Soviet 
Committee and form a Baltic Committee. The General 
Assembly supported the proposal. The Committee only 
consisted of three high-ranking officials and thus no daily 
professional activities could be carried out.
  After the collapse of the Soviet Union many organisa-
tions had a fresh start. The Estonian National Committee 
was formed on a new basis on 22 January 1993. Instead 
of the predicted popularity, the first years of the commit-
tee were beset with intrigues and competition. Beside the 
overall tensions connected with the reforms in heritage 
administration, the main reason for such tensions was 
again fiscal matters. The international membership fee 
was 20 US dollars and most of the members could not 
afford it. In spite of the bureaucratic troubles ICOMOS 
Estonia was active on a professional level and organized 
several conferences, seminars, exhibitions, criticized the 
preparations of the Conservation Act, etc. The profes-
sional activity of the young organisation in the early 1990s 
was very high. Although, the membership of the com-
mittee has been very small, fluctuating between 10 and 
20. Its role as an opinion leader has been moderate. The 
Estonian committee has not very often acted like a profes-
sional watchdog as the majority of its members have been 
officials tied up with their other duties and professional 
obligations. In the new century the committee has turned 

mainly into a social club who acts mostly only in the situa-
tion of any threat to the national heritage.

DOCOMOMO GROUP Of ESTONIA
The initiative for the international group of 
Documentation and Conservation of Buildings, Sites and 
Neighbourhoods of Modern Movement started only in 
the late 1980s and the movement was institutionalised in 
1991.
  When in the case of ICOMOS, Estonia joined an 
organisation with long traditions, then DOCOMOMO 
as an organisation was still in the phase of development. 
In a couple of years the number of Estonian professionals 
among its membership grew from a trio of Karin Hallas 
(-Murula), Krista Kodres and Mart Kalm to ten. Although 
some of the members worked at the National Heritage 
Board, the group was dominated by professionals with 
high academic backgrounds. Contrary to ICOMOS, 
DOCOMOMO did not depend on the support of the 
Ministry.
  DOCOMOMO symbolised the new way of think-
ing about heritage protection. In addition to an academic 
approach, new layers of heritage were valued. Until the 
1990s, only a few 20th century monuments and from the 
post-WWII period only Tallinn Song Festival Arena had 
been listed. The main target of DOCOMOMO was the 
heritage of the nationally and politically sensitive and 
significant interwar period of independence. Already in 
the early 20th century the search for national architec-
ture had begun as a part of national self-determination. 
To counteract the Soviet occupation, the 1930s Modern 
Movement architecture was glorified as a symbol of the 
splendour of the lost independence and the high profes-
sionalism of Estonian architects. In 1995, DOCOMOMO 
made a list of the most valuable buildings of the 20th cen-
tury. The planned TOP 100 grew to a TOP 143. Nine 
objects were forwarded to DOCOMOMO for the interna-
tional list and the rest were proposed to be included into 
the Estonian monuments list.
  Academic research was still just a part of 
DOCOMOMO activities. The group emphasized also 
its role of a professional watchdog and often worded its 
opinion. For the National Heritage Board it became a 
habit to ask for the opinion of, or address copies of letters 
on delicate issues to DOCOMOMO. In the 21st century 
DOCOMOMO has become less active, but organises 
itself on critical issues. The academic and independent 
background of the members has helped the organisation 
stay away from internal intrigues of heritage institutions 
but at the same time has obstructed its work as a team.

ICCROM
The majority of people involved in heritage protection 
either have the background of historian, art historian, 
archaeologist, architect or engineer and their knowl-
edge of heritage is mostly based on their experience. The 
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practitioners were likewise mostly self-trained. After the 
reform in the early 1990s in the heritage system the tra-
dition of training people beside the older colleagues in 
the research institutes and conservation units faded and 
the National Heritage Board concentrated mainly on the 
training of bureaucrats. The first academic courses on her-
itage protection started in 1995 at the Estonian Academy 
of Arts, training professionals in order to apply for a con-
servation licence.
  Estonia joined ICCROM only in 2000 when the 
National Heritage Board was headed by the research and 
expert-knowledge oriented Anneli Randla. At first there 
was a plan to organize a regional centre in Vilnius for 
the Baltic States, Ukraine and Belarus. The idea did not 
work out, nor did the idea to establish a Baltic school of 
conservation in Vilnius due to the lack of a mutual inter-
est for Baltic cooperation and the ambition to widen and 
develop conservation studies in the Estonian Academy of 
Art. Instead, contacts with Nordic countries were favoured 
and promoted.
  The Estonian system of conservation licences is 
protectionist as all foreigners who want to work on local 
monuments have to participate in the training course and 
get a licence. Until now conservation is a marginal field 

in all of Europe and foreign conservators have come to 
Estonia mostly only in the framework of international aid 
programmes. Since 1978 Estonia had enjoyed the help of 
the Polish restorers, but they had left after the re-estab-
lishment of the Estonian state. In 1997, the Swedish con-
servators started with the restoration of Kadriorg palace 
and renovation of a typical wooden suburb house which 
was to become an Information Centre for Sustainable 
Renovation. International aid for conservation activities 
has been of remarkable importance but when compared 
with many other fields it has been quite small.
  Integration with international organisations after half 
a century behind the iron curtain introduced new ways 
of democracy in heritage policy. As the role of experts as 
social watchdogs was actively promoted, the public still 
looks to the expert organisations as units ready for a fight. 
Their role as academic opinion leaders in daily matters is 
less acknowledged. At the same time the expert organisa-
tions have carried the main load in promoting Estonian 
heritage at the international level.

Riin Alatalu is a project manager at the Cultural 
Heritage Department, Estonian Ministry of Culture
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aRcHitectURe on stamps seRies 

The usage of postage stamps is much wider than just pay-
ing for postal services. Noteworthy events and important 
topics are commemorated on them. They reflect the his-
tory and culture of a country and they are also valuable 
objects to collect.
  A stamp series featuring Estonian strongholds was 
launched on October 12, 1993 when the first stamp of 
the series, designed by Jaan Saar and depicting Toompea 
Castle, was issued. In the same year two more stamps in 
the same series were launched: one featuring Hermann 
Castle in Narva and the other depicting Haapsalu Episco-
pal Castle. During the period from 1993 to 1997 a total of 
ten stamps were published in this series.
  In 1993, stamps featuring Estonian churches were 
issued as special Christmas stamps. The first stamps 
in this series were Henno Arrak’s wood engravings that 
depicted Haapsalu Cathedral and St. Mary’s Cathedral in 
Tallinn. During the following years stamps with Ruhnu’s 
old wooden church, Urvaste St. Urban’s Church, St. Mar-
tin’s Church in Türi and Charles’ Church and the Holy 
Spirit Church in Tallinn, as well as Harju-Madise St. Mat-
thew’s Church, were issued. The series was completed in 
1997 with the publication of a stamp featuring St. Anne’s 
Church in Halliste. The issuing of these stamps was 
accompanied by the release of maxicards depicting the 
same churches.
  The publication of stamps featuring Estonian 
churches was continued in 2005 when a stamp depicting 
Karja St. Catherine Church designed by Riho Luuse was 
released. The series continued in 2006 with a stamp pre-
senting St. Laurence’s Church in Nõo. In 2010 a stamp 
with St. Catherine Church in Pärnu and, in 2012, a stamp 
depicting the Church of St. Simeon and the Prophetess 
Hanna was released.
  Another series named “Manor-houses on Estonian 
stamps” was released during the period from 1999 to 
2010. The series consisting of 12 stamps was designed by 
Jaan Saar. The first stamp showed Olustvere manor house 
and the last one Hiiu-Suuremõisa manor.

A series of stamps introducing Estonian lighthouses was 
launched on July 5, 1995 when a stamp showing Pakri 
lighthouse against the coastline on a simplified naviga-
tion map was released. These stamps, designed by Roman 
Matkiewicz, show lighthouses in their present form. 
Stamp collectors value highly the technical information on 
these stamps. In 2012 a stamp dedicated to Käsmu light-
house was released and the issue of similar stamps in this 
series will certainly continue in the forthcoming years.
  During the period from 2007 to 2009 stamps show-
ing Hellenurme water mill, Põlma mill (Dutch type mill) 
and Angla mill (a post mill), designed by Indrek Ilves, 
were also released.
  On May 6, 2011 Estonia, Finland, Latvia and Swe-
den released a block of stamps dedicated to the Struve 
geodetic arc. The Struve arc is a chain of survey triangula-
tions stretching from the Black Sea to the Northern Coast 
of Norway which was carried out by a series of measure-
ments from 1816–1855 under the leadership of Friedrich 
Georg Wilhelm Struve (1793–1864) to determine the 
shape and size of the Earth. One of the station points of 
the Arc included in the UNESCO World Heritage List is 
located in the Tartu Observatory and a block of stamps, 
designed by Jaan Saar, presents the Tartu Observatory 
at a time when F. G. W. Struve marked one of the main 
measuring points of the Arc. 
  Besides the stamp series introducing various inter-
esting buildings on October 25, 2012, Estonia published, 
jointly with Latvia and Lithuania stamps presenting rail-
way bridges of the Baltic states. The Narva rail bridge 
depicted on a stamp by Indrek Ilves was constructed in the 
beginning of the 1920s. It was opened on December 12, 
1923 as the last large railway bridge built in the Republic 
of Estonia. However, it was destroyed during the WW II. 
The same stamp also shows one of the new Stadler FLIRT 
type passenger trains that arrived in Estonia from Switzer-
land at the end of 2012.

Ain Muldmaa is the head of postage stamps division  
at Eesti Post



MISCELLANY / ARCHITECTURE ON STAMPS SERIES AIN MULDMAA



E
ST

O
N

IA
N

 C
U

LT
U

R
A

L
 H

E
R

ITA
G

E
. P

R
E

SE
R

V
AT

IO
N

 A
N

D
 C

O
N

SE
R

V
AT

IO
N

  
V

O
L

. 1  
2005–2012

CITYSCAPE / PUBLIC AND RESIDENTIAL BUILDINGS / CHURCHES / MANORS 

INDUSTRIAL HERITAGE / TECHNOLOGY / ARCHAEOLOGY

INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION / MISCELLANY

ESTONIAN 
CULTURAL HERITAGE

VOL. 1 2005–2012

PRESERVATION AND CONSERVATION

Editors-in-chief: MARI LOIT, KAIS MATTEUS, 

ANNELI RANDLA

Editorial Board: BORIS DUBOVIK, LILIAN HANSAR, 

HILKKA HIIOP, MART KESKKÜLA, 

JUHAN KILUMETS, ILME MÄESALU, MARGIT PULK, 

TÕNU SEPP, OLEV SUUDER, KALEV UUSTALU, 

LEELE VÄLJA

Translated by SYNTAX GROUP OÜ

Graphic design and layout by TUULI AULE

Published by NATIONAL HERITAGE BOARD,

TALLINN CULTURE AND HERITAGE DEPARTMENT,

DEPARTMENT OF CULTURAL HERITAGE AND 

CONSERVATION AT THE ESTONIAN ACADEMY 

OF ARTS

Supported by THE COUNCIL OF GAMBLING TAX

Front cover: The main stairway of the former 

Estländische adelige Credit-Kasse. Photo by Peeter 

Säre

Fragment of the land use plan of the comprehensive 

plan of the old town of Narva                                       15

Seaplane hangars. Photo by Martin Siplane               29

Detail from a coat-of-arms epitaph in Tallinn 

Cathedral. Photo by the workshop for conserving 

the coats-of-arms collection of Tallinn Cathedral     65

Laupa Manor. Photo by Martin Siplane                      93

Carpentry workshop of the Rotermann Quarter. 

7 Rosen Str, Tallinn. Photo by Andrus Kõresaar       117

Lead sheet on the lantern at the façade of the Tallinn 

Great Guild Hall. Photo by Martin Siplane               133

13th c. merchant’s chest in the bottom of the Bay 

of Tallinn. Photo by Kaido Peremees                         145

Tallinn Old Town, UNESCO World Heritage Site. 

Photo by Endel Grensmann                                        155

Postage stamp depicting Võru St Catherine’s 

Church issued by Eesti Post                                       159

Inner back cover: a set of postage stamps issued 

by Eesti Post

© NATIONAL HERITAGE BOARD, TALLINN CULTURE 

AND HERITAGE DEPARTMENT, DEPARTMENT OF 

CULTURAL HERITAGE AND CONSERVATION AT 

THE ESTONIAN ACADEMY OF ARTS

2013

Printed by TALLINNA RAAMATUTRÜKIKOJA OÜ

ISSN 2228-4877


