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Scandinavian & Baltic Journey 2020
This summer we’d booked a number of cheap flights to do
a mini tour of Scandinavia as inexpensively as possible.
Our tour would take in four capital cities: Stockholm,
Tallinn, Riga and Oslo. A taxi driver in Tallinn corrected me.
Estonia and Latvia are not in Scandinavia, they are Baltic
countries which really highlighted my ignorance of this
part of the world.
Now, many of you will be very familiar with Tallinn.
Its well-preserved medieval core has been a city break
draw for a number of years and because it’s been cheap
it has become known as a destination for ‘stag’ and ‘hen’
parties year-round. I’ll say no more other than it’s quite
pretty and great for sketching.
Riga is not really on our tourist track in the UK and
we reached it by bus from Tallinn. You see lorries with the
LV number plate driving around the UK from time to time
and this is where they’ve come from. Riga is a significant
city but before 1991, like all the other Baltic cities, it was
part of the USSR and closed to visitors. The history is quite
something and I’m ashamed to say I didn’t know a great
deal prior to my visit. The spectre of Soviet Russia is still very
much present in Riga. The factories, trains and trams are
straight from Stalin’s time and an ominous official rocket
shaped tower block, pure communist in design, looms
over the city, dark, oppressive and still on guard.
The Latvians had a dreadful time of it in the second
World War suffering first a Soviet occupation before the
Third Reich rolled in. In 1945 Latvians thought they would
get their freedom, but they were liberated from the Nazis
by the Red Army who in just three days rounded up
150,000 men, plonked them in cattle trucks and rolled
them out to work camps in Siberia. Can you imagine
Network Rail managing a transfer that big! The real shock
however, it that not a single one ever came back. In the
meantime, the Soviets busied themselves with a mass
relocation of ethnic Russians into Latvia in a planned and
concerted effort to make the native Latvians a minority in
their own country. These Russians are still in Latvia and are
still very proud of their Russian roots.
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The view from our balcony in Riga

Oslo has become a significant patron of the visual arts
and their most famous son must surely be Edvard Munch. The
Scream is the second most visited painting after the Mona Lisa
and since I mention seconds, Oslo is the second most
expensive city on Earth after Tokyo but the living standards are
rated as the highest. It’s an unbelievably expensive place to
visit.
The Oslo authorities must have had a real shock when
Munch’s legacy of 26,000 paintings was left to them on his
death - I mean what would you do with them all? The man
could capture figures very well but much of his work looks slap
dash and is quite difficult to admire. He left a lot of his paintings
out side in old sheds and out buildings possibly deliberately to
expose them to the weather. It’s debatable whether the
exposure improved them or not.
We also visited the Astrup Fearnley Museum of Modern
Art. Damien Hurst’s bisected pickled cow and calf were on
display and I have to say that this piece was probably the least
revolting exhibit on show. Most of the work was seriously Bazar one German artist had made a shelf full of books that had
pages made of lead sheets. The books themselves were about
6 foot tall and it was one seriously re enforced bookshelf!
We were staying in the Frogner area of Oslo and I
managed to find Frogner Park which was close and easy to
explore. The park is home to the Vigelandsanlegget, an epic
world renowned sculpture park full of hundreds of enormous
figures all sculptured by Gustav Vigeland.

Tallin’s old market square, Munch’s ‘A Sick Child’ and the ‘Scream’,
Sculptures in Frogner Park and Stockholm’s waterfront.

I came across this really good
textile exhibition and knowing
how many of you love your
textiles I thought I’d share
some images with you. I
warmed to the colours,
patterns and I suppose it
goes without saying that the
workmanship is extremely
fine. I hope these images give
you a bit of inspiration, but I
fear a visit to the exhibition
may be out of the question.
You see, I came across this
impressive show in St Peter’s
Church in a somewhat far off
place called Riga. I’m not a
big church man but St Peter’s
has the highest spire in
Europe. We’d gone in to
climb the spire for the view
and the art exhibition was a
bonus. I guess now is the time
to say a little more about
Riga as it’s not very well
known in the UK.

Riga - The old Soviet part of town

