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From Russia with Love to Infovis: Graphic Train Schedules Reflect the History of Finland

In 1994, in the middle of a department removal at the University of Helsinki, a young research

assistant of Statistics (the first author of the present paper) found some strange-looking, dusty old

books published by the State Railways of Finland. Each book was full of beautifully designed,

colored charts on a fragile paper. The charts seemed to represent train schedules in graphic form,

accompanied with all sorts of technical information about trains, tracks, and stations. The oldest















9

Figure 4. A view of the Finnish railway network in 1918 on the map of Finland and Russia. The red

line shows the route from Viipuri (Vyborg) to Petrograd (St. Petersburg) that was the busiest part of

the Finnish railway network. The last 32km part of the track, from the small town of Rajajoki to St.

Petersburg, was on the Russian territory.

The Vyborg – St. Petersburg line that was opened for traffic in 1870, used to be the

busiest part of the Finnish railway network. The government of Finland had wanted to build the
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railway for export and to have an overland route to Europe at the beginning of rapid

industrialization. The Russian Empire also supported it for export, and especially for military

purposes. Perhaps as an omen for the future, the railway was known as “The Bone Track” in its

early years. The construction work had been a part of the relief efforts after the Great Famine, and

many weakened workers did not survive.

Frequent freight trains transported paper and butter to Russia and returned with wheat,

tobacco and oil. Passenger transport was also busy, consisting of small merchants back and forth to

the commercial metropole of St. Petersburg, commuting workforce, military troops as well as

Russian upper class to their new holiday dachas along the coast of the Gulf of Finland.

Suddenly, in 1918, all this came to an end, and the train schedule from Vyborg to St.

Petersburg – “[valid] from August 1st 1918 until further notice” – was actually never in use!

In order to understand what happened in 1918, we must dig deeper into the history for

a moment. Finland had gained its independence from Russia after the Bolshevik Revolution in

1917. Because of a power vacuum, the short but terrible Finnish civil war broke out in January

1918. The eastern railway was taken by the Reds (the Socialists), and military as well as funeral

carriages filled the track. By May 1918, the Whites (the Nationalists) had won the war, but the

country was in ruins.

At the same time the national border between Finland and Russia (see the map in

Figure 4) was under construction. Russia took over the 32km part of the railway track on its

territory in May 1918. The Finnish railway staff stationed in St. Petersburg had to flee from the city,

which was not an easy task. The border was closed and there was only one crossing, a small bridge

in the town of Rajajoki (see Figure 4). In addition, adequate papers and a fortnight in a quarantine

camp were required. The Bolsheviks were afraid of mass escape, whereas the Finns feared for

epidemics.
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The border zone between Finland and Russia would be under severe turbulence for

years, because Bolshevik Russia was still at war. During 1918, the central government bodies of

Russia moved from St. Petersburg to Moscow. In 1919, the railway bridge at the border zone was

blown up, and hence the Vyborg – St. Petersburg railway track was ultimately cut off. A Finnish

graphic train schedule from 1920, still printed using the same template as in 1918, confirms this

with a ghostly difference: the last destination is now the border town Rajajoki, while the rest of the

sheet (the part with a slight offset in the top of the chart) is totally white and empty.

State of the Art: 160+ Years of Graphic Train Schedules

A graphic train schedule is a brilliant example of infovis: it displays a large amount of information

in a condensed, visual form. Its vertical dimension represents a railway route with train stations and

horizontal dimension represents a chosen interval of time. The slanted lines drawn on the schedule

symbolize train connections on either of the directions between the stations, and hence the slopes of

the lines visualize the speeds of the trains.

As Wainer et al discuss in their Chance paper, the original inventor of this brilliant

technique may still be unknown. Nevertheless, a graphic train schedule is an important tool that has

been in use for over 160 years by railway engineers in planning new routes in various countries. It

offers a quick view of the existing connections on a track, and a handy way to answer essential

questions, such as, whether it would be possible to safely add a new connection to a certain track at

some specific interval of time. The same task would be extremely difficult to accomplish reliably

with the ordinary numeric train schedules meant for the general public.

In 2017, Finland celebrates its 100 years of independence. The tradition of designing

and making graphic train schedules has continued even for a longer period of time. The schedules

are nowadays based on open data, and there is a website, where trains can be tracked in real-time on

the graphic train schedules of the selected track. See, for example,
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http://julia.dy.fi/live/graphical?s=kvimt that shows the Finnish part of the current track (opened

after the World War II) from Kouvola to Russia, through the border town of Vainikkala. Because of

the war loss of Finland, the border was transferred westwards (see Figure 4), and hence the

additional 120km (80mi) part of the track (as well as the city of Vyborg) belong to Russia.

Figure 5 displays a screen capture from the above mentioned website on 2nd January

2017. The view is limited to the Finnish side of the track, although the trains continue regularly to

Russia, either to St. Petersburg or to Moscow. The route from Luumäki to the border in Vainikkala

appears in a separate panel in the top part of the chart. Highlighted (with the mouse over the chart)

is the train number AE 782 operated by VR Group Ltd (the contemporary name of the State

Railways of Finland) travelling from HKI (Helsinki) to PTR (St. Petersburg) that has crossed the

border about 8:10am. On the right side of the chart there is an event log of the traffic, showing train

numbers and their locations at specific times while the page is open in the web browser.

http://julia.dy.fi/live/graphical?s=kvimt
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Figure 5. A screen capture on 2nd January 2017 from a web based graphical train schedule available

on http://julia.dy.fi/live/graphical?s=kvimt showing a real-time view of the route from Kouvola

through Luumäki either to Imatra or (in the small separate panel in the top part of the chart) to the

border town of Vainikkala, from where the trains continue to Russia.

In addition to the four times a day Helsinki–St. Petersburg express train, the track

section is today used by local trains, commonly known as “elektrichkas”, serving commuters to St.

Petersburg and Vyborg from the suburbs and the countryside. The elektrichka trains still make

many of the stops mentioned in the 1918 schedule, though most of the stations have been renamed

since. (For the present-day names of the stations, see the supplementary material downloadable at

http://koponen-hilden.fi/trainschedule1918/). In 2017, the journey from Vyborg to St. Petersburg on

a commuter train takes about two and a half hours, which is about one hour faster than in 1918.
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