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CAFÉS AND BARS

At Yiasemi (yiasemi.gr) a light-filled, 
laid-back café-bistro on old town Pla-
ka’s jasmine-laced Mnisikleous Street, 

ebullient pianist Vaya Nassi 
performs classic and con-
temporary works between 
9am and 11am. Before pa-
trons start the pavement-
pounding, fuel up on a €10 
brunch of home-cooking-
style pies, quiche and cakes. 
Even in normal times, it’s 
practically impossible to 
find a spare cushion on the 
whitewashed steps outside 
– now, with fewer tables in 
order to meet Covid-19 
rules, booking is essential.

Many bars, restaurants 
and clubs have hidden 
courtyards and rooftop ter-
races, which provide relief 
from the heat and a height-
ened sense of safety. Slick 
all-day brunch and cocktail 
bar Ciel (cielathensliving.
com), which sits atop a 
clutch of rooms on central 
Mitropoleos Street, has 
360-degree city views that 
take in the Parthenon and 
Mount Lycabettus.

Meanwhile, Noah 
(facebook.com/noahlife.
athens), literally the coolest 
new opening in town, has 
everyone talking. Situated 
in the shade of plane trees 
in Eleftherias Park near the 
Athens Concert Hall, the 
richly coloured open-air 
bar-restaurant featuring 
rattan light fixtures and a 
sculpture of a giant hand 
gesturing “I love you” in 
sign language, will make 
you feel like you’ve stum-
bled on to a breezy, 
anything-goes Mexican 
summer estate. Blue spir-
ulina smoothies and free 
yoga sessions are par for the 
course.

PS: Night owls should 
know that the bars, 

restaurants and clubs in what was a 
“city that never sleeps” must cur-
rently abide by the government-man-
dated midnight curfew. 

Greece

After the summer heat, this city of antiquity comes into its own. It’s cooler, 
calmer and well attuned to the needs of the moment, says Helen Iatrou 

The Greek capital is a ghost town 
in August, its inhabitants de-
camped to the coast or to their 

home towns for a respite from the re-
lentless summer heat. By September, 
most have returned, reinvigorating 
the city with the intoxicating buzz 
that has transformed it into one of 
Europe’s most visitor-friendly desti-
nations, where ancient monuments 
comfortably coexist with a youthful, 
live-in-the-now attitude.

Athens makes an appealing city 
break in the current climate, in the 
autumn or any time. Life is lived out-
doors pretty much year-round – from 
its historical sites and squares to its 
open-air restaurants and cafés. The 
pocket-sized city centre is easily 
walkable, so public transport can 
be avoided.

Athens rises to the occasion

 Noah, the coolest new restaurant in 
town, has got everyone talking
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WAKE UP THE ANCIENTS

When the Acropolis reopened in mid-
May, along with the city’s other archae-
ological sites, the smart few Athenians 
who took the opportunity to scramble 
up the marble steps to the Parthenon 
had the fifth-century-BC monument al-
most completely to themselves. In the 
absence of cruise passengers, visitor 
numbers to the sacred rock dedicated 
to goddess Athena remain low – well 
below the 2,200-person limit imposed 
as part of Covid-19 precautions, par-
ticularly in the early morning. 

Grab a sesame bagel-like koulouri 
for breakfast from a street vendor and 
arrive at 8am for the site’s opening, 
while it’s still comfortably cool. Book 
tickets online for the Acropolis 
(odysseus.culture.gr; open daily 8am-

8pm, April to October, tickets from 
€10/£9) and six other ancient sites 
within the city’s historic centre 
(etickets.tap.gr). A combined five-day 
ticket (€30) affords admission to all 
seven sites.

See how modern-day Greek and 
global artists are redefining their real-
ity with a visit to the recently-opened 
National Museum of Contemporary Art 
(emst.gr; open Tue-Sun, late on Thurs-
day). Its permanent collection features 
172 artworks by 78 artists. Masks are 
mandatory for visitors, whose num-
bers cannot exceed 250. 

WALK THIS WAY
Athens Urban Adventures (athens 
urbanadventures.com) runs innovative 
walking tours of the city. Bohemian 
Tales of the City, Twilight Athens and 
Hipsters’ Walk are popular with 25- to 
45-year-olds but available to all. Guides 
(masked up) take walkers via multiple 
outdoor stops – whether 
that’s tasting Greek delica-
cies at retro meze joints or 
deciphering street art com-
mentary; as well as indoor-
but-distanced stop-offs 
such as a jewellery work-
shop in a repurposed build-
ing, where the artisan is at 
work crafting one-of-a-
kind pieces. Usually they’re 
fully booked by now –  but 
not this year, thanks to low 
visitor numbers. Prices 
start from €59pp, including 
masks and hand sanitiser.

HOTELS THAT  
ARE HAVENS

Some of the city’s hotels re-
opened cautiously as early 
as June 1, while others 
remain closed; all have im-
plemented strict health 
measures, including deep 
cleaning and disinfection of 
rooms between stays.  

Against all odds, new 
hotels are still popping up 
around town. Hip Thissio 
neighbourhood, a short 
walk away from haggler 
heaven Monastiraki’s end-
less stores, is home to 
Asomaton (asomaton.com, 
doubles from €150), the 
city’s intriguing freshest 
opening. Housed in a 
late-19th-century listed 
building whose ground 
floor initially served as a 
carriage wheel repair shop, 
the boutique hotel features 
Acropolis views. New York 
City-based Greek-Ameri-
can artist Philip Tsiaras cre-
ated pop art portraits of 
celebrities, such as opera 
diva Maria Callas, for the 
property’s 19 rooms. 
Exposed original stone has been care-
fully restored, creating earthy sur-
rounds through to the ethereal indoor 
pool. 

 Get historical 
perspective with a 
visit to a much less 
crowded Acropolis

 Coffee for one is a 
singular experience

STAY 

SAFE

Greece has 
experienced a 

rise in Covid-19 
cases but at the 

time of going  
to press 

travellers are 
not required  
to quarantine 
on return to  

the UK.

•Masks are 
required in 

many indoor 
spaces, 

including 
pharmacies 

and museums; 
and are 

recommended 
at busy places 

such as 
archaeological 

sites 
(disinfection 

procedures are 
regularly 

carried out at 
all sites).

•Explore Athens 
on foot.

•Book 
restaurants in 

advance to 
ensure a table.

•Buy tickets to 
ancient sites 

online to avoid 
queues.


