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Abstract
The tramway of Turku was closed in 1972. The last tram rides were memorable public

events where the tramcars got a floral tribute and people came to say farewell. This art-

icle concentrates on the urban cultural memory of the tram after the closure and is now

an integral part of the city’s urban culture and identity. The Museum Centre of Turku

holds many tram-related materials and has published research on the history of the

tram, but it does not have premises for a continuing exhibition, so keeping the memory

alive has been up to private citizens, civic activity, and political activism. The tram was

photographed by professional and private photographers, which has enabled a rich visual

heritage that has been used in various ways. At the present, the memories affect the

planning of a possible new tram, although how the old tram relates to future plans,

remains complicated.
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Introduction
The closure of the Turku tramway did not go unnoticed but attracted a lot of public and
private attention. Trams and their surroundings were filmed and photographed by private
and professional photographers, and discussed in the media not only at the time of the
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closure (1967–1972) but also in the following decades, up until today. Images of the
Turku tram have circulated in various contexts from the city museum’s publications to
activist literature and social media, enabling a rich visual memory culture. In this
article, I am exploring the visual memory of the Turku tram closure in the context of cul-
tural memory and mobility studies.

The key moments and main developments of the Turku tramway from its beginning in
1890 to its closure in 1972 are well recorded and often repeated. The first tramway in
Finland was the Turku horse tramway which operated from 1890 to 1892, when it was
closed down because of high maintenance costs. An electrified tramway was opened in
1908 and operated until 1972. The tram service had its golden years after World War
II: the number of passengers reached its height in 1946, and the network was at its
largest in the late 1950s. The network covered the city centre, but when suburbanization
hit the city in the 1960s, the network was not extended. At the same time the city started to
favour buses. The tram network was the only municipally owned public transport service
until 1950, when the city began to operate a bus network. The first political decision
leading to the closure of the tram network was made already in 1965, but the process
was gradual. Trams began being replaced by buses in 1967, and then the lines were
closed one by one.1 The last tram departure (line three) took place in 1 October 1972,
after which the rails were quickly removed from the streets. In material terms, this was
the end of the tram in Turku. The memory of the tram has, however, been persistent.
Despite of its physical absence, and the fact that the tramway was closed more than 50
years ago, it continues to have a strong presence in local urban memory, identity and
visual culture. This, in turn, affects urban politics and especially the planning of urban
mobility, although in complex and contested ways.

The possibility of creating a new light rail system in Turku and the neighbouring cities
has been discussed politically since the 1990s. The debate around the new tram has also
intensified memories of the old tram. The political debate has been heated and elections
have often changed the transport policy and hindered progress. Finally, in 2020, the City
Council announced its support for a modern tramway system and the process has now
advanced to the development of an implementation plan. The final investment decision
is scheduled for 2025.2 The strategical focus of the planning is on urban structure, attract-
iveness and sustainability with little emphasis on the past history of the Turku tram.3

However, anyone consuming daily news or following local social media quickly dis-
covers that the debate over the possible future Turku tramway has been strongly influ-
enced by the past.4 The tram has been an object of public debate in the news media

1 Marita Söderström, Ratatieosakeyhtiöstä keltaiseen vaaraan: sata vuotta Turun joukkoliikennettä. Sata
vuotta Turun joukkoliikennettä (Turku: Turun maakuntamuseo, 1990), 230–23, here 153–157.
2 ‘Turku Tramway’ https://www.turku.fi/en/tramway. (Accessed 10.1.2024).
3 For example, the design manual for the Turku tram stresses the importance of adapting the new tram to the
historical city, but not the old tram itself. Turun Raitiotie Design Manual (Turku: WSP Finland Oy 2022), 19–
23.
4 Discourses of the past and the future have a strong presence in all railmobility.OnBritish railroad, seeSophieVohra,
“Using the Past to Shape the Future: The Mobilities of Objects and Narratives in the Commemoration of British
Railway’s East Coast Main Line”Mobility Humanities 1:2 (2022), 117–140, here 118.
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particularly at the time of the closure and, again, when initiatives for a new tram started to
appear. Since the launch of a Facebook group called Postikorttien Turku (‘Turku of
Postcards’) in 2013, social media has been an important platform for the discussions
around the history and future of the tram. The old tramway has been used to argue
both for and against the reintroduction of the tram. The debates have extended from
economy and sustainability issues to political and ideological arguments that pertain as
much to urban memory and identity as to the technical qualities of the tram.

It is clear that there is a need to contextualise urban transport and mobility and to
study them in relation to the cultural and political practices in which they are embed-
ded.5 A historical approach is also needed for a better awareness of the long trajector-
ies of transport systems. Urban mobility systems have long lifespans, and it takes
decades to build and unbuild such infrastructures.6 On-rail infrastructures are even
less flexible than automobile services. Cultural change is not fast either. Cultural repre-
sentations affect policy decisions at many levels, so there is a need to look deeply into
such representations to understand how they are constructed, used and circulated.
Recently, it has been well recognised that, alongside official planning and decision
making, contestations and alternative visions play an important role in how cities
develop, and they should be taken into consideration when dealing with the challenges
of sustainable urban mobility. In A U-Turn to the Future, for example, a book devoted
to these alternative visions and contestations, Frank Schipper, Martin Emanuel and
Ruth Oldenziel stress the importance of recognising and remembering their continued
existence alongside those more dominant urban mobility paradigms which, often,
favour the automobile.7

The closure of the tramway in Turku coincided with similar events in many other
European cities. After World War II, especially during the 1960s and 1970s, tramlines
disappeared completely or partially from city streets in favour of motor buses and
private cars. The demolition of tramways continued up until the 1980s, when a new
trend started to emerge, and a new generation tramway was introduced in Nantes in
1985. This event reversed the trend of tramway closures, and marked the beginning of
a new era, that has been called the tramway renaissance. As Mette Olsen has noted,
this new wave of tramways has global characteristics, especially when it comes to
spatial planning, yet each country and city has appropriated the idea in a distinctive
way according to its local history, urban culture and politics.8 Although the concept of
the ‘tram renaissance’, as a figure of speech, has been mostly used in the context of
the socio-technical dimensions of the tramways, the term renaissance as understood to
refer to the development of humanism and the rebirth of classical culture in Europe

5 Colin Divall and George Revill, “Cultures of Transport. Representation, Practice and Technology”, Journal
of Transport History 26:1 (2005), 99–111.
6 Frank Schipper, Martin Emanuel, and Ruth Oldenziel, “Introduction. Historicising Sustainable Urban
Mobility.” in Martin Emanuel, Frank Schipper, and Ruth Oldenziel (eds) A U-Turn to the Future: Sustainable
Urban Mobility since 1850 (New York NY and Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2020), 1–26, here 10.
7 Schipper, Emanuel and Oldenziel, “Introduction”, 4.
8 Mette Olesen, Making Light Rail Mobilities, Industrial Phd thesis (Aalborg University and COWI A/S
2014), 9.
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also fits well for studying the cultural history of the tram in urban European culture.9 The
term ‘renaissance’ points poignantly to tramway culture’s historical layers: the tram has a
past, a period of absence or obsolescence, and a new birth.

In their heyday, there were around a thousand tramways in the world. By the 1980s,
there were only three hundred left.10 It is important to note, however, that the disappear-
ance of the trams was never complete. In Finland, for example, the tram disappeared in
Turku. Viipuri (Viborg) also had an electric tram from 1912 to 1952.11 But, conversely,
in the capital Helsinki the story is different. The 1970s was also a time of crisis for the
Helsinki tramway, but it survived and is currently being extended to the surrounding
municipalities of Espoo and Vantaa. It is also widely recognised as part the urban land-
scape.12 Finally, it is worth mentioning here that Tampere has recently built a new tram-
line, which opened for traffic in 2021, but for that city it is not a case of a reintroduction,
as the city never had a tramway before. Helsinki and especially Tampere have been
important reference points in the discussion and development of the new Turku
tramway.13

As important it is to understand the history of the planning, in this article, the focus
is not in the comparison of the decisions and circumstances that led to the closure of
the tram network in Turku. Instead, I examine what might be called the afterlife of the
tram, the urban cultural memory and its visual forms that have developed after the
closure.14 While the Turku tram is interesting in the context of politics and planning, it
also offers an interesting case for studying tram culture from a cultural-historical perspec-
tive highlighting continuities, ruptures and layers of temporalities, and reflecting on the
ways in which the past operates in the present and influences public life.15

The cultural turn in mobility studies has often been associated with seeing mobilities
‘from below’, focusing on everyday practices. In this article, I extend the idea of ‘below’

9 For an overview of the usage of the term, see Dejan Petkov, Tramway Renaissance in Western Europe. A
Socio-technical Analysis (Wiesbaden: Springer VS, 2020), 3.
10 Petkov, Tramway Renaissance, 1.
11 The case of Viipuri is complicated by World War II. It was part of Finland until the Continuation War in
1944 when it was ceded to the Soviet Union. But it is often mentioned in the context of Finnish urban history and
mobility. It was the fourth biggest city in Finland in the 1930s with an international, multilingual atmosphere.
For more on the Viipuri tramway, see Per Rickheden, Viipurin raitiotiet: Viipurin
suomalais-ruotsalais-neuvostoliittolaisten raitioteiden 1912–1957 muistolle (Helsinki: Kustantaja Laaksonen,
2015).
12 “Trams in Helsinki” https://trammuseum.fi/trams-in-helsinki/ (Accessed 25.1.2024.)
13 See, for example, the general plan for the new Turku tramway: Turun raitiotien yleissuunnitelma
Satama-Varissuo (Turku: WSP Finland Oy 2023), 88. Other important references points are Nordic cities such
as Bergen in Norway, Lund in Sweden and Aarhus and Odense in Denmark.
14 In the field of memory studies, the notion of collective memory, introduced by Maurice Halbwachs in 1925,
is often replaced by that of social memory, cultural memory or public memory. They all have different nuances,
but sometimes they are used interchangeably. I use the term cultural memory to emphasize the cultural character
of the social, but I also want to emphasize the public, spatial side of urban memory practices. On public history
and its relation to spatiality, see James B. Gardner and Paula Hamilton, “The Past and Future of Public History:
Developments and Challenges”, in Paula Hamilton and James Gardner (eds), The Oxford Handbook of Public
History (Oxford Handbooks online, 2017), 1–25, here 2.
15 Hannu Salmi, “Epilogue. Cultural History in Retrospect”, in Alessandro Arcangeli, Jörg Rogge and Hannu
Salmi (eds) The Routledge Companion to Cultural History in the Western World (London: Routledge 2020),
567–572, here 569–570.

4 The Journal of Transport History 0(0)

https://trammuseum.fi/trams-in-helsinki/
https://trammuseum.fi/trams-in-helsinki/


by exploring the visual culture and memory making practices around the Turku tram,
focusing on photographs and discussions in a Facebook group Postikorttien Turku
(‘Turku in Postcards’). The group concentrates on local history through historical
images, mostly postcards and photographs. The images come from various sources;
from the collections and publications of the Turku Museum Centre, articles published
in media, and private collections.

In analysing the texts and photographs in the Facebook group I apply a method that
has been described as netnography.16 I used the search function within the Facebook
group to find tram-related posts, and made notes of the discussion themes, avoiding
any personal identifiers. I am a member of the group, but have taken the position of an
observer rather than a participant, and have not taken part in the discussions.17 In analys-
ing the images and discussions I was interested in how images are used and circulated,
what their affective qualities are, and how they encourage the members to talk about
the past.

As a historian, however, I am, also interested in the material context of the photo-
graphs. Scholars of photography, such as Susan Sontag, have reminded us that photo-
graphs are as much about presence as they are about absence. Photographers have, for
example, captured neighbourhoods that have been torn down and disappeared, or rural
places that have been disfigured.18 However, photographs, even when posted on social
media, are also material artefacts, and the context of social media is different from
looking at the same images in a home album or as media illustrations. Material charac-
teristics influence the way images are ‘read’, and different material forms lead to different
expectations and engagements.19

Postikorttien Turku is an important contemporary group for the memory culture of the
Turku tram, but I want to emphasise that the memory culture preceded the emergence of
social media, and in the case of the Turku tram, the history enthusiasts were active already
in 1972. Urban scholars who have analysed memory practices in Facebook groups, such
as Jenny Gregory and Robin Ekelund, have emphasised that photographs play an import-
ant role in dealing with urban memory practices. Gregory’s article is particularly valuable
in bringing up the importance of social media groups in facilitating the public expression
of emotional responses to the past, and dealing with heritage loss.20 Gregory writes about

16 Robert V. Kozinets, Netnography: Redefined. 2. edition (Los Angeles CA: Sage, 2015).
17 I have received the approval from the administrators for using the group as a source for research, and I have
informed the group about the research project and encouraged the members to ask questions. I am aware that
studying online interactions raises ethical questions. Therefore, all personal information has been anonymised
and I refrain from using direct quotes that can be traced. The group was public at first but its status changed to
private in 2022. I use only content from the time when the group was public. https://www.facebook.com/groups/
589324387787908 (Accessed 31.5.2024).
18 Susan Sontag, On Photography (Harmondsworth and New York NY: Penguin Books, 1977), 16.
19 Elizabeth Edwards and Janice Hart, “Introduction. Photographs as Objects”, in Elizabeth Edwards, and
Janice Hart (eds) Photographs Objects Histories: On the Materiality of Images (London and New York NY:
Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 2004), 1–15, here 2.
20 Robin Ekelund, “Fascination, Nostalgia, and Knowledge Desire in Digital Memory Culture: Emotions and
Mood Work in Retrospective Facebook Groups”. Memory Studies, 15:5 (2022), 1248–1262; Jenny Gregory,
“Connecting With the Past Through Social Media: The ‘Beautiful Buildings and Cool Places Perth Has Lost’
Facebook Group”, International Journal of Heritage Studies 21:1 (2015), 22–45, here 24.
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her hometown Perth, but similar heritage loss caused by modernisation has affected the
urban dwellers around the world.

Cultural memory and mobility
In its current form, cultural memory studies have been a blooming, multidisciplinary field
across the humanities and the social sciences since the 1980s. Scholars have often exam-
ined spaces and representations where individual, collective and cultural memories meet.
Just as socio-cultural contexts shape individual memories, public memories represented
in arts, media and heritage institutions have to be actualised and remembered by indivi-
duals and communities. Remembering, in cultural memory studies, is an active, per-
formative way of engaging with the past.21 Without active remembering, the
monuments, rituals and representations do not have a meaningful impact.22 Having
said this, it is worth adding that cultural memory has proved to be a good approach for
exploring the performative and aesthetic dimensions of silence and forgetting too.23

Overall, cultural memory studies have been as much interested in how societies and
communities remember as in what they remember. This means paying close attention
to whose memories are narrated and represented, how they are mediated and why they
are so effective. These questions are also relevant to urban mobility and its history, as
transport memories are not equally remembered and cherished. One of the corner
stones in cultural memory studies, and of relevance here, is what has been called the med-
iatisation of memory: the entanglement of modern media, media technology and social
memory.24 By focusing on the dynamic nature of memory, attention has been drawn
not only to cultural artefacts but also to how artefacts circulate and interact with their
audiences and environments.25

The cultural memory approach has been applied in many fields, but most often in the
context of grand narratives such as nationalism, communism and colonialism. This ten-
dency has meant that quotidian urban memories have been somewhat neglected. Memory
cultures of urban transport are, however, vibrant phenomenon in many cities. They would
benefit from a nuanced understanding and the analytical tools developed in the field of
cultural memory studies can help decipher mobilities’ role in urban memory, experience
and imagination. The emphasis on representation and media in cultural memory studies
has meant a shift from spaces and sites (lieux de mémoire as Pierre Nora termed it) to the

21 Astrid Erll and Ann Rigney, “Introduction: Cultural Memory and its Dynamics”, in Astrid Erll and Ann
Rigney (eds) Mediation, Remediation, and the Dynamics of Cultural Memory (Berlin and New York NY: De
Gruyter, 2009), 1–14, here 2.
22 See, for example, Astrid Erll, “Cultural Memory Studies: An Introduction”, in Astrid Erll and Ansgar
Nünning (eds) Cultural Memory Studies. An International and Interdisciplinary Handbook (Berlin and
New York NY: De Gruyter 2010), 1–15, here 4–5.
23 Alexandre Dessingué and Jay Winter, “Introduction. Remembering, Forgetting and Silence”, in Alexandre
Dessingué and Jay Winter (eds) Beyond Memory. Silence and the Aesthetics of Remembrance (London and
New York NY: Routledge 2015), 3–12, here 11.
24 Andrew Hoskins, “The Mediatisation of Memory”, in Joanne Garde-Hansen Andrew Hoskins and Anna
Reading (eds) Save As … Digital Memories (London: Palgrave Macmillan 2009), 27–43 here 28.
25 Erll and Rigney, “Introduction: Cultural Memory and its Dynamics”, here 3.
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mediated dynamics of memorial practices.26 This has caused a move away from urban
studies, but cultural memory studies and its critical approach to memory practices can
still be useful in studying transport memories and their representations.

This article is based on my research on the Turku tram and European tram cultures in
the context of urban cultural memory and mobility studies. In the new mobility studies,
urban mobility has indeed been recognised as an energetic, yet also banal, buzz of every-
day life that creates meaningful social practices.27 It has been suggested that mobility can
be understood as an entanglement of movement, representation, and practice.28 These
meaningful practices, movements and representations can have cultural power, but not
without people who cherish and transmit memories. In Turku, there has been a particu-
larly flourishing culture around the history and memory of the tram. There are many indi-
viduals and groups who consider the history of the tram to be worth preserving and
sharing, but who also argue over it. This has kept the tram culture alive in the city for
more than fifty years.

Remembering the closure of the Turku tramway
The closure of the tramway in Turku took place gradually, with lines being closed one by
one and replaced with buses, following the political decisions in the 1960s. At first, the
decision did not meet with public opposition, but in the years leading to the full closure
criticism increased and when the last line was closed, many people, politicians included,
started to regret.29 There were other urban issues on the table too. The tram closure was
connected to pro-automobile planning policies that had rapidly transformed the city in the
1960s. By the 1970s, problems related to modern urban planning and traffic, such as air
pollution, road safety and pedestrians’ conditions started to be visible. Turku, the oldest
city in Finland, became associated with the demolition of the wooden city. The demoli-
tion of old wooden buildings to make way for pre-fabricated houses and wider streets for
cars changed the urban landscape and aroused a new kind of opposition.30 In the case of
the tram, the opposition started too late and was not well organised, so the closure could
not be reversed. The final closure left behind a general sense of disappointment, but it also
gave rise to a new kind of urban activism. Although the closure was carried out demo-
cratically by the City Council, there was a sense of injustice was associated with the

26 See Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire”, Representations, 26 [Special
Issue: Memory and Counter-Memory] (1989), 7–24 and Erll and Rigney 2009.
27 Peter Adey, David Bissell, Kevin Hannam, Peter Merriman and Mimi Sheller, “Introduction”, in Peter
Adey, David Bissell, Kevin Hannam, Peter Merriman and Mimi Sheller (eds) Routledge Handbook of Mobilities
(New York NY: Routledge, 2014), 1–20, here 3.
28 Tim Cresswell, “Towards a Politics of Mobility”, Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 28,
(2010), 17–31, here 18.
29 A detailed account of the political decisions leading to the closure can be found in a thorough MA thesis by
Hanna Sirkiä. “Hyvästi ny sitt – raitsikat. Turun raitiovaunuliikenteen lakkautus 1961–1972”, Unpublished MA
theses (University of Turku, 2003).
30 One example of this is Enemmistö ry, an association founded in 1967 to advocate on environmental issues
connected to public transport, the demolition of old buildings and pedestrian rights. On Enemmistö ry and
pedestrians’ movement, see Tiina Männistö-Funk, “The Struggle Over Pedestrians: Defining the Problems of
Walking in the 1960s and 1970s.” Journal of Transport History, 44:2 (2023), 25–275.
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closure and the way it was prepared. This disappointment can still be detected in mem-
ories of the tram.31 However, only one formal complaint was ever made. Enemmistö ry
(‘The Majority’), an association founded in 1967 for advocating environmental issues
connected to public transport, demolition of old buildings, and the pedestrian rights,
was the only group to organise a formal petition.32

The last tram ride in Turku was widely reported in the local and national media on 1
October 1972.33 After that, the trams became history overnight. Instead of politics, they
were talked about in the past tense and their fate was discussed in the context of museums,
memories and archives. In the news at the time, a certain fatalist melancholy prevailed:
this was not only a tram closure, but the end of an era. ‘It is all over now’, reported
the local newspaper Turun Sanomat. The tramcars were given a floral tribute and the
sadness of the passengers and the conductors was reported.34 A large number of photo-
graphs and 8-millimetre footage were shot by professional photographers and private
individuals.35 There was also an immediate interest in more institutionalised forms of
remembrance, for example concerning practical questions about the tramcars.36

Suomen Raitiotieseura (Finnish Rail Society), an association devoted to tramways and
tramway history was founded in 1972. It publishes its own magazine (Raitio), and has
a website with images and information about the history of rail transport. Some of the
tramcars were preserved and when, in 1990, the Turku Museum Centre had an exhibition
celebrating the centenary of municipal public transport, two of the surviving tramcars
were renovated. Another of the old tramcars was later turned into an ice cream stall. It
has become a landmark on the Turku market place during the summer and it still
serves as a material reminder of the tram history in Turku. The old tram depots are
also still in place and their preservation remains an important issue for the city’s tram
heritage. Turku hosts various specialised museums, but it does not have a museum
devoted to its own, modern history. A new museum with the title ‘The Museum of
History and Future’ is currently being planned.37 But so far, the Museum Centre, the
body responsible for cherishing the city’s heritage, has not had the premises needed to
display public transport vehicles on a permanent basis. The Museum Centre has,
however, published research about public transport, based mostly on its own archives,
including the archives of the Turku Municipal Transport Service.38 The most important
works published by the museum are Marita Söderström’s illustrated book on the centen-
ary of Turku’s municipal public transport, and an exhibition catalogue with a detailed

31 See, for example, Mikko Laaksonen, Turun raitiotiet. Åbo spårvägar. Turku tramways. 2. edition.
(Helsinki: Kustantaja Laaksonen, 2009).
32 The petition was made by Enemmistö ry, see Sirkiä, “Hyvästi nyt sitt”, 86.
33 A newsclip by the national broadcast company YLE (1.10.1972).
34 “Nyt se on loppu”, Turun Sanomat. 2 October 1972.
35 It is impossible to say exactly how many photos were taken, but the social media groups dedicated to local
history and the Turku tramway indicate the corpus is extensive.
36 For more, see Suomen Raitiotieseura https://www.raitio.org/ (Accessed 2 February 2024).
37 An international architectural competition for the museum of history and the future is ongoing and the
content of the museum is in the planning phase.
38 Söderström, “Ratatieosakeyhtiöstä keltaiseen vaaraan”.
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article on the tram cars.39 These publications have provided an important basis for later
discussions and debates.

The museum also has an extensive archive of photographs which, although not
entirely open to public, is partially accessible to researchers and enthusiasts. The collec-
tion consists of both private collections donated to the museum, and images taken by the
museum’s own photographers. The research carried out by the museum has provided a
basis for further research into the history of the tram and public transport as well as
for the popular discussions found in the news media and on social media. The
tramway is a popular topic among local activists and enthusiasts. While this is a local phe-
nomenon, it is good to recognise that popular histories of transport are by no means solely
characteristic of Turku. Enthusiasts and amateur historians play an important and
acknowledged role in the histories of transport and mobility worldwide.40

In 2009, Mikko Laaksonen published a book entitled Turun raitiotiet. Åbo spårvägar.
Turku tramways that contain images and information about the history of the tram. While
the museum’s publications aim to be neutral in their attitude and solely describe the
development of public transport, and not engage in the discussions of long-term conse-
quences,41 Laaksonen’s book takes a different stance. His text is openly inspired by a
wish to influence present planning and the building of a future tram network.
Laaksonen, a local historian and activist, who has previously served as a city councillor
for the Green Party, is not neutral about the future, nor is he neutral about the past: ‘The
closure of the tramway was one of the biggest mistakes made in urban planning and trans-
port in Turku after the war’.42 The book is based on photographs, and the argument is
convincing partly because of the quantity and the power of the photographs.
Laaksonen was also involved in writing a report for a future tramway in the Turku
region that has had significant influence on planning.

The Turku tram in photographs
The above-mentioned publications are rich in images, which is not surprising, given the
parallel histories of trams and photographs. Both are products of late nineteenth century
and first early twentieth-century cities and relate to modernity, movement and urban
visual culture. Much of early photography, as well as cinematography, was shot in
cities. Among modes of urban public transport, trams might be the most photographed,
iconic vehicles of the modern urban landscape. Hugo S. Pereira has pointed out that trans-
port photography creates, carries, and publicises representations and ideology in a

39 Ilmo Kajala, Turun Raitioteiden vaunut. [The Tramcasrs of the Turku Tramway 1890–1972] (Turku: Turun
maakuntamuseo ja Turun kaupungin liikennelaitos, 1990).
40 See also Colin Divall, “Mobilities and transport histories”, in Peter Adey, David Bissell, Kevin Hannam,
Peter Merriman, and Mimi Sheller (eds), Routledge Handbook of Mobilities (Abingdon: Routledge, 2014), 36.
41 Melvin Kransberg argues that a historian of technology has a duty to consider the short-time and long-time
implications. How this call for an ethical approach in research applies to museums, is an interesting issue.
“Technology and History: ‘Kranzberg’s Laws’”, Technology and Culture, 27:3 (1986), 544–560, here 547.
42 Mikko Laaksonen, Turun raitiotiet. Åbo spårvägar. Turku tramways. 2. edition (Helsinki: Kustantaja
Laaksonen, 2009), 281.
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particular way.43 Similarly, historians of technology have emphasised photography’s
important role in how technologies have been appropriated.44 Transport photography
has thus influenced the creation of ideal modernity, but also its critique and contestation.

Modes of transport are not equally represented. Martin Higginson has remarked, in the
context of popular culture that buses and trams are featured in art and popular culture less
than trains and railways, and also in a less favourable light.45 In Turku, this applies to the
representations of buses, but not trams. The tram photography archive at the Museum
Centre and the photographs published in Postikorttien Turku have much more photo-
graphs of trams than buses. Many of these photographs focus on trams in an everyday
life context, for example by illustrating the extraordinary in the ordinary, as in the pictures
of trams in a snowstorm (Figure 1), which is a typical photograph shared in the group.
Snow is not unusual in Turku, but it affects everyday mobility and has been a constant
theme in tram photography. Black and white photographs show the winter conditions
well. Residents of northern cities are used to snow and ice, but the success of any
mode of transport depends how well it is equipped to deal with such conditions.

Colour of the photographs is another topic that arouses lively debates. Colour photo-
graphs attracts many mentions in the Postikorttien Turku, and for example attempts to
edit the colours get easily criticised as an attempt to manipulate the past. What goes
often unnoticed is that black and white photography conceals an essential feature; the
yellow colour of the Turku tram, which continues to exist in the colour of the buses.
During the years, the attitude towards photography has gradually changed, and instead
of just commenting the content, comments about the aesthetic quality get increasingly
common.

Photographs can have a special value as historical evidence. In a methodological essay
on photographs and transport, Pereira lists topics where photographs can be particularly
useful: the study of behavioural mobility patterns; its consequences for the use of land;
the technical evolution of vehicles and infrastructures; the role of users and the presence
(or absence) of historically discriminated groups.46 In addition to intentional content,
photographs also contain casual, incidental evidence that can be revealing. Tiina
Männistö-Funk, for example, has used photographs to fill a knowledge gap about pedes-
trians in Turku; a group that had been left out of the statistics but show up in diverse
photographs.47 Private photographs of trams often seem to reveal details of experiences
of public transport that are difficult to trace. Moreover, photographs evoke personal mem-
ories of affective encounters and meaningful experiences.

43 Hugo S. Pereira, “Photography and Transport History: A Speculative Approach to a Theoretical
Framework”, The Journal of Transport History, 43:2 (2022), 312–332, here 319.
44 Mikael Hård and Thomas Misa, “Modernizing European Cities: Technological Uniformity and Cultural
Distinction”, in Mikael Hård and Thomas Misa (eds), Urban Machinery: Inside Modern European Cities
(Cambridge MA and London: MIT Press, 2008) 1–20, here 12.
45 Martin Higginson, “‘Being Poor Is Going to the Ritz on the Bus’. The Portrayal of Buses and Trams in
Popular Culture”, in David E. Turner (ed.) Transport and Its Place in History. Making the Connections
(London: Routledge 2020), 114–135, here 114.
46 Hugo S. Pereira, “Photography and Transport History”, here 316–317.
47 Tiina Männistö-Funk, “The Gender of Walking: Female Pedestrians in Street Photographs 1890–1989”,
Urban History, 48:2 (2019), 227–47, here 228.
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The closure of the Turku tramwas very visible in the newsmedia at the time. Many of the
news that covered the closure, such as the one from the leading national newspaper
Helsingin Sanomat (Figure 2), show photographs with texts indicating that the assumed

Figure 1. Birger Lundsten 1936/Turun Museokeskus.
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inflexibility, clumsiness, and crowdedness of the trams where the reasons behind the closure.
Many of these images were shot at tram stops and can be used to analyse activities in public
transport, such as waiting, queueing and entering. A tram was important for school children,
especially high school students, and tram memories are often related to school journeys.
When the media wanted to illustrate the political decisions they published photos with
queues, but there are not many remaining photos of people inside the trams. This could
be because photographing inside a moving tram was technically challenging but also
because of the norms of around privacy. Most of the tram images in Postikorttien Turku
are situated in urban landscape, underlining that trams are quintessentially urban and
belong to the culture and memory of cities. The images show how trams occupy the
urban space and how they mix (or do not mix) with other kinds of transport, but intimate
experiences of tram travels are hard to find. This makes the images more suitable for discus-
sions of urban space and, indeed, in media, they are often used as illustrations in debates on
urban planning and the future of tram transport. By contrast, in the Facebook group, images
of tram stops tend to lead to discussions about history and personal experiences. For
example, images of trams on the market square, (as in Figures 3 and 4) often raise memories
of the square as it used to be, but also speculation about the future. The market square has
undergone many changes in relation to a new, much-criticised, underground car park, so dis-
cussions about it refer to the present situation, even when they do not do so explicitly.

In addition to serving as historical evidence, photographs can have an important role in
commemorative practices. In their seminal essay ‘The New Mobilities Paradigm’, Mimi
Sheller and John Urry suggested that photographs can be used to activate the

Figure 2. V.K. Hietanen/Helsingin Sanomat 1 October 1972.
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performances of memory. When studying photographs from the point of view of cultural
memory and mobility studies, it is important to consider their content and their role in
commemorative practices. In Turku, the heritage institutions have published research

Figure 3. Market square 1959/unknown photographer.

Figure 4. Market square 1972/Carl Jacob Gardberg/Turku Museum Center.
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and hopefully, in the future, the museum will also be able to display its tram-related col-
lections, although so far it is the local press and social media that have been the most
active in remembering the old tram.

The closure of the Turku tram coincided with the demolition wave of the 1960s and
1970s that gave rise to the unflattering phrase ‘Turun tauti’ (Turku Disease). This
process happened in many cities to a greater or lesser extent, but Turku became particu-
larly famous for these demolitions and the alleged political corruption associated with
them.48 The photographs serve as reminders of how the city appeared before the demoli-
tions and closures, but they have also sparked questions and debates about how and why
they took place. The photographs of the Turku tram in the press and on social media have
enabled people from diverse backgrounds to connect the history of infrastructure to their
fragmented, personal memories and experiences of the city.

Commemorating the Turku tram on social media
The photographs and images of the old Turku tram can nowadays be found in many
places. They are used in press and media, but can also be found in commercial products
like souvenirs and postcards. Social media groups that concentrate on local history have
become important platforms for the commemoration of the past mobilities. Postikorttien
Turku is the largest and also the oldest group on Facebook. Created in 2013, with a
purpose of sharing memories, images and stories from old Turku, it has grown to be
an important and well-known platform that gathers people from diverse backgrounds
and different age groups.49 With around 23,000 members, it is an important platform
for those interested in local history, from buildings and mobility to personal memories
of family and childhood. The group aims to be inclusive and non-political, or at least non-
partisan. It does not always succeed, but the effort to find a shared urban history is an
important endeavour. When I joined the group, I was surprised how many photos of
the old tram were posted and how much they engaged the members. Urban planning is
politically charged, so there is a certain value in a local history that is not so much
turned towards politics. In Turku, there are other Facebook groups that deal directly
with planning. In these groups, history is not so much a source of community as it is
material for political argumentation.

Social media has in many ways transformed public memory practices, and compli-
cated the relationship between representation, mediality and understanding the past.50

Many scholars have paid attention to how memories have become mobile and fluid,
but also how memory communities themselves have been redefined.51 Andrew

48 Lahtinen, Rauno: Turun puretut talot [The Demolished Houses of Turku] (Turku: Sammakko, 2013).
49 Kalle Mäkelä, “Vanhoista Turun valokuvista syntyi pikavauhtia sosiaalisen median hitti” [Old photos of
Turku became a hit in the social media], 13 march 2014 https://yle.fi/a/3-7135841. (Accessed 31.5.2024)
50 Alexandre Dessingué and Jay Winter, “Introduction. Remembering, Forgetting and Silence”, in Beyond
Memory, 2016, 15–26, here 3.
51 See, for example Aleida Assmann and Sebastian Conrad, “Introduction”, in Aleida Assmann, and Sebastien
Conrad (eds) Memory in a Global Age: Discourses, Practices and Trajectories (UK: Palgrave Macmillan,
2010), 1–16.
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Hoskins, for instance, has talked of a ‘connective turn’ or even a ‘new memory
ecology’.52 The emergence of social media has coincided with a memory boom,
covered with nostalgia, that emphasises affective engagement with the past. The affective
qualities of nostalgia have been critically approached in Svetlana Boym’s seminal book
Future of Nostalgia and in subsequent discussions. Boym sees nostalgia mainly as a
disease-like mourning, ‘a temptation to relinquish critical thinking for emotional
bonding’.53 Nevertheless, she also makes a distinction between restorative and reflexive
nostalgia. While restorative nostalgia is at the core of absolute truth and tradition, reflect-
ive nostalgia is curious and questioning, and can present ethical and creative challenges.54

It is good to remember, that while nostalgia is characteristic of our time, it is not just a
product of recent decades. Modern forms of nostalgia were brought on by the modernisa-
tion of society following the French Revolution, rapid technologization and mobility in
societies. According to Antto Vihma, the quality of nostalgia has actually remained quite
unchanged for the past two centuries, although the internet has been flooded by products
that make consumption of nostalgia easier than ever, and no other epoque has had access
to the same amount of nostalgic content, or to content that can used in nostalgic
contexts.55

While nostalgia has often been referred to in critical cultural studies, politics and soci-
ology and in the context of social media, empirical explorations are still rare.56 Studies of
affects and emotions related to heritage sites and demolished houses, are scarce.57 The
commemoration of the Turku tram is a good example of how nostalgia has become
entangled in the discourses of the tram. Nostalgia is a word often brought up by the
group members themselves when they comment the old photographs. Often it does not
lead, or is not meant to lead, to a discussion, but it is used more as a synonym for a
nice thing. ‘How nostalgic!’ or ‘Those were the days’ are phrases that often accompany
tram photos in Postikorttien Turku. Images of trams are among the most popular updates
and sometimes they raise debates, but smileys, likes or brief recollections are the most
common reactions, all typical for nostalgic discourse.58 A common topic of discussion
is what the tram was called. In Finland, all cities that have or have had trams have
local nicknames for them. In Turku, traditionally, they were called ‘raitsikka’, of
which the images serve as reminders. Many posts about trams end up with a discussion
of the proper nickname.59 The nickname connects the past and the present, and the future
too, as it is already being used for the future tram, whose construction has not yet been
decided.

52 Andrew Hoskins, “Media, Memory, Metaphor: Remembering and the Connective Turn”, Parallax, 17:4,
(2011), 19–31.
53 Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia (New York NY: Basic Books, 2001), xvi.
54 Boym, Future, xviii.
55 Antto Vihma, Nostalgia. Teoria ja käytäntö (Helsinki: TEOS, 2021), 241.
56 For an exception, see Ekelund, “Fascination”.
57 Gregory, “Connecting With the Past”, 24.
58 Ekelund, “Fascination”, 1257.
59 There were, for example, 36 hits on images that were posted with the name raitsikka in the year 2020.
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Over the years, the tram-related posts have taken many turns from light, nostalgic
chats to furious debates about the necessity of the new tram. In his often-cited book on
the memory boom, Mark Crinson talks of memory with the pain taken out.60 This attitude
– to talk about the past while forgetting its complexities – can be found in the commem-
oration of the Turku tram as well. In some discussions, the tram serves as a symbol for
visual urban pleasure without connections to politics, transport planning or the everyday
working life, which was the most important reason for the existence of the tramway,
many of which transported people to the shipyards to work. In this kind of nostalgic com-
memoration, the crowdedness, the noise and the slowness of the trams are often forgotten.
A relevant concept related to tram culture in Turku, is the notion of prosthetic memory: a
memory can be affective and individual through a representation; an ‘aesthetic’, imagined
experience, without first-hand experience.61 Postikorttien Turku has brought together dif-
ferent generations. This way younger generations with no personal experience of the old
tram, has become acquainted with the images and stories, but have not been exposed to
the material reality of it.

Writing about Facebook’s local history groups and performed memory in Sweden,
Robin Ekelund has noted that the groups tend to include a marked nostalgic longing,
but also a ‘knowledge desire’ about specific dates and detailed information.62 The
same tendency can be detected in the posts on trams in Postikorttien Turku. The photo-
graphs often elicit questions about the model of the tramcar, the name of the street, the
exact location of the stop, which, in turn, leads to discussions of their absence from
the post-1972 city. Alongside nostalgic pleasure, there is a need to know and understand
more. According to Ekelund, this kind of engaging with the past can be understood as a
form of collective memory work. I agree with Ekelund that a lighter tone can indeed lead
to a reflective approach, but the two can just as easily exist side by side. It is worth noting
that nostalgic tones can have an unintentional downside beyond the emotional. Many of
the tram history enthusiasts in Postikorttien Turku seem to be also advocates for the future
tram. Representing the tram in a nostalgic mode can lead to the conclusion that the tram
belongs to the past, not the future, and, indeed, this is a counterargument often found after
a nostalgic post.

While there is no reason to downplay the role of social media, it is important to
keep in mind that history-related tram communities have existed since 1972 when
Suomen Raitiotieseura (‘The Finnish Tramway Society’) began its activities. The
knowledge gathered by the Society, which can be found on its website, in
printed magazines and other publications, is often referred to in Postikorttien
Turku. Activists and enthusiasts are at the core of urban memory and living
culture, but, despite their visibility, their investment has not received much schol-
arly attention. In social media studies, the participatory aspect has been

60 Mark Crinson, “Urban Memory – An Introduction”, in Mark Crinson (ed.) Urban Memory. History and
Amnesia in the Modern City (London and New York NY, Routledge 2005), xi–xx, here xi.
61 For more on prosthetic memory, see Alison Landsberg. Prosthetic Memory: The Transformation of
American Remembrance in the Age of Mass Culture. (New York NY: Columbia University Press, 2004).
62 Ekelund, “Fascination”, 1258.
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overshadowed by interest in the media technology and digitality as folklorists Anne
Heimo and Kirsi Hänninen have observed.63

The administrators of Postikorttien Turku are not encouraging discussions about the
future and current politics. Politics cannot always be avoided, but the group has
proven to be a place where urban history can be discussed in a somewhat unpolitical
or unpartisan context and where the search for common ground or shared urban
history and memory, is an important goal. For the tram and other mobilities, this has
meant that the group members have talked about trams in the context of urban
memory and lived past. This has allowed for an imagination that sees the tram as tech-
nology that in embedded in urban culture and everyday life. Curiously, this is something
that many participatory planning projects try to do, but without the activists and enthu-
siasts the results can be meagre. Social media groups can play an important role in con-
temporary urban culture if they are linked to other forms of civic engagement. They can
facilitate the public expression of emotional responses to the past, as Jenny Greogry has
observed in the context of heritage groups in Perth.64 Nostalgic uses of history can cut
both ways: they ‘can be both a social disease and a creative emotion, a poison and a
cure’, as Svetlana Boym reminds us.65 In the case of the Turku tram, they both ring
true. Nostalgic pleasure and entertainment pertain to old trams, but nostalgia can also
lead to engagement, a will to cherish the memory of the tram, and to see a new one
coming in the future.

Conclusion
Modern European cities and their mobility structures are well connected. Professional
and political networks and transnational governance strategies have evolved and con-
nected European cities, often leading to similar developments elsewhere.66 Regarding
scholarship too, there is a tendency to internationalise local phenomena and to look for
transnational connections. The challenge is to maintain the balance between similarities
and differences, and to write in such a way that where the local and unique is not lost in
generalising. It is necessary to keep one’s eyes open for common features and differ-
ences. In Turku, a unique feature has been the affective popular culture that has supported
and kept alive the memory of the tram at times when the institutional and political support
for cherishing its memory (or pushing ahead with plans for a new one) has been weak,
occasional or non-existent. It can be concluded that the memory of the tram has been
so persistent in the urban cultural memory that Turku has never really ceased to be a
tram city.

By emphasising the tram’s past, activists have sometimes worked against their own
goals by allowing opponents to label them as enthusiasts and the tram as nostalgic and

63 Anne Heimo and Kirsi Hänninen, “Participatory, Community and Spontaneous Archives and Digitally Born
Heritage”, in Pekka Hakamies and Anne Heimo (eds) Folklore in the Digital Age 47 (Helsinki: Folklore
Fellows’ Communications 2019) 110–131, here 4.
64 Gregory, “Connecting With the Past”, here 24.
65 Boym, Future, 354.
66 Hård and Misa, “Modernizing European Cities”, 4.
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old-fashioned. The cultural memory of the tram may not be as concrete as a plan or as
material as tracks in the street; it may not be easy to define, but it is certain that Turku
has a tram heritage with a strong community, a prerequisite for cultural memory.
Heritage does not only mean a unanimous, positive attitude towards trams. It also consists
of different opinions, including those who oppose the new tram, but still participate in
remembering the old tram. Despite the differences, a social media group that focuses
on the past rather than the present has enabled the sharing of memories and created a
ground for the urban memory of the Turku tram to flourish.

In this article, I have tried to understand urban photography and its circulation in the
context of mobility. The closure of the Turku tramway has had far-reaching consequences
for urban transport and mobility in the city, but it has also created a unique memory
culture where visuality has been a consistent feature. The reason for this may be the
lack of a tram museum or another heritage institution that could cherish the memory in
a more formal way. In this case, it is the enthusiasts, activists and ordinary people who
have persistently shared their memories and photographs that have kept the idea of the
tram alive. Taken by a variety of individuals and professionals, the images have travelled
through time and different media, from 8-millimetre film and cameras to press photos,
private and public archives, and social media groups. Together they form a visual
memory of the old Turku tram that has provoked many responses, from nostalgia to pol-
itical action and social engagement. The images have made it possible to share memories
between generations; between those who remember what it was like to ride the trams and
those who have come to know them through the images and the stories associated with
them. This cross-generational remembering makes the cultural memory of the tram
highly affective. Photographs and social media have also shaped public expressions of
loss and negotiated responses to these events. Turku has a history of heritage loss;
‘Turun tauti’ (Turku Disease) is part of the city’s cultural memory. Although the tram
closure has often been considered separately from other urban issues, it is at the core
of the urban memory of loss, along with the demolition of houses.

The planned new tram has been the subject of ongoing public debate and the planning
documents are openly available. The technical plans for the new tram have been accom-
panied by various reports and presentations to justify the need for a new tram.67 While the
strategic documents are well versed with the vocabulary of sustainability, the connection
to history remains superficial. For example, the city’s latest public presentation material
states: ‘History, culture, education and development make Turku the most European city
in Finland. Rails and tramways are characteristic for modern European cities’.68
Interestingly, this statement is placed in the introduction of a PowerPoint presentation,
but it is missing from the concrete objectives which are built around the notions of com-
petitiveness, sustainability, appealing public transport, the welfare of the passengers, and
economy. To summarise: a new tramway can be argued for by referring to an alleged
‘European’ urban history, but the city’s relation to its own past remains worryingly

67 The planning documents can be found in Finnish in the city’s webpage. Some have summaries in English.
68 Turku on raiteilla kestävään kasvuun. 3.10.2023. [Turku has the Rails to Sustainable Growth] https://www.
turku.fi/raitiotie (Accessed 10 February 2024).
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unclear. I think this shows how important it is (also for scholars) to look at mobility issues
in a broader urban and historical framework. Trams are European, true, but so is local
history, and this should not be discovered only through social media history groups,
however influential they may be. Questions of urban memory and identity are messier
and harder to define, measure and quantify than budgets and engineering plans, but
they should still be taken into account in infrastructure developments.

The focus of this article has been on the creating a cultural memory around the Turku
tram, but I think that it can also contribute to discussions about sustainability. How
the possible future tram will relate to the old one, is a question yet to be explored. The
Turku tram is not the only example where history is relevant and important for the
future decisions. Transport historians have often pointed out how important an under-
standing of the past is for policy makers and planners, and it is the historian’s duty to
make this knowledge accessible.69

The memory of the Turku tram is a good example of how cultural memory operates in
the twenty-first century. It mixes public and private memories, politics and images. To
some extent, it depends on media technology, but, in the end, it is the groups and indi-
viduals who buy the cameras, go out into the streets, take the photographs and then treas-
ure them and share their stories that are at the heart of cultural memory. Old photographs
can be shared, but it is only possible to share photos that have been taken in their time.
This may sound trivial, but urban cultural memory relies much on this kind of activity,
and it should not be belittled.

This can be seen as activism which may or may not be political in nature. The
visual culture of the tram has sometimes tended to treat the past as entertainment
and nostalgia has been an obstacle, albeit unintentional, to a new tram in making
it seem old-fashioned and belonging to the past. More importantly, the images
have been able to carry the memory of the tram and its closure, preventing the for-
getting of urban concerns that were meaningful to many people, and pivotal for
the city as a community.
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