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Interactive storytelling through timelines

As the name suggests, It is a data visualization tool 

that can be used to tell timeline-based stories in an 

interactive manner. This web-based tool has been 

developed by knight lab and is completely free to use.

It requires no coding skills.

I have demonstrated the capabilities of this tool with 

examples. For the purposes of this assignment, I have 

chosen to tell a story about the events that led to the 

start of World War II.
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How does it work?

Interactive Data Visualization  |  Assignment #3 Shobhit Kenath |  206330004

Introduction Usage of the tool Conclusion

What is Tim.. How does it.. What all ca.. How to use.. What it can’.. In conclusi.. References



Conceptually, it has 2 components

1. A spreadsheet - used for entering the data. A 

template is provided in the instructions section of 

the webpage. Each row in the spreadsheet is an 

event in the timeline.

2. The website - serves multiple purposes like:

1. Previewing timelines

2. Instructions on how to make a timeline

3. Sharing link to timeline

4. Exporting embeddable code

Most of the work is done in the spreadsheet.
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https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1pHBvXN7nmGkiG8uQSUB82eNlnL8xHu6kydzH_-eguHQ/copy
https://vimeo.com/143407878


What all can it do?
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Creates interactive timelines

1. The storytelling area

a) Title - The main idea you want to convey for 

a particular event

b) Date & time - The author can choose the 

granularity which ranges from the year to the 

exact time something happened

c) Body text - Provides a description of the 

event being shown

d) Media link - You can choose to upload 

images, videos, audio, tweets and Google 

map. The supported media types can be 

viewed here.

Layout of the visualization
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http://timeline.knightlab.com/docs/media-types.html


Creates interactive timelines

2. Timescale - This band at the bottom shows where 

the event is placed in the timeline. There are 2 

types of data that can be shown:

a) Titles – Consists of the events that have 

either occurred on a given day or over a 

period of time.

b) Eras - A period of time that defined the 

context in which the events took place.

Layout of the visualization
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Creates interactive timelines

1. Zooming - There are 6 levels of zoom that are 

provided by the tool.

2. Panning - one can pan across the timeline by 

clicking and dragging

3. Selecting - On clicking the event, the title, date, 

body and media associated with that particular 

event are displayed

4. Expanding titles - If the title is too long, one can 

hover over the banner to see the full title

Interactivity of the timeline
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Publish the spreadsheet as a timeline

The timeline can be previewed in a new window or on 

the same page, by clicking the appropriate buttons.

Previews

Link that can be 
shared

Embeddable 
code

Preview opened 
in new window
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Publish the spreadsheet as a timeline

A link is generated for your timeline and the same can 

be shared by copy-pasting. Here’s a link to the timeline I 

made.

Shared links

Link that can be 
shared

Embeddable 
code

Preview opened 
in new window
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https://cdn.knightlab.com/libs/timeline3/latest/embed/index.html?source=1IjCZm2WxJTR2qxubXpXmV_FW4TigQMPC-rPmfld0qEM&font=Default&lang=en&initial_zoom=2&height=650


Publish the spreadsheet as a timeline

The tool helps generate a code for the timeline, which 

can simply be copy-pasted into the parent code of your 

website.

Embeddable codes

Link that can be 
shared

Embeddable 
code

Preview opened 
in new window
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Here’s a demonstration

Events that led to World War II [link]

Link to spreadsheet. Note: Please do not change anything.
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https://cdn.knightlab.com/libs/timeline3/latest/embed/index.html?source=1IjCZm2WxJTR2qxubXpXmV_FW4TigQMPC-rPmfld0qEM&font=Default&lang=en&initial_zoom=2&height=650
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1IjCZm2WxJTR2qxubXpXmV_FW4TigQMPC-rPmfld0qEM/edit#gid=0


How to use Timeline.js?
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There are 4 simple steps

Go to the homepage of the tool and click on “get the 

spreadsheet template”.

Note that all data must be entered only in this template, 

and not anywhere else. Alternatively, this link can be 

used to access the template.

1. Create a spreadsheet

A copy of the 
template is created
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http://timeline.knightlab.com/#preview-embed
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1pHBvXN7nmGkiG8uQSUB82eNlnL8xHu6kydzH_-eguHQ/copy


There are 4 simple steps

Within the spreadsheet, enter each event into a row. For 

events that last for a period of time, the end date & time 

can also be entered.

Note that no rows should be left empty, column 

headers should not be changed & columns shouldn’t be 

removed.

2. Entering the data

Each row is an 
event

Starting date 
& time

Ending date 
& time Title

Body text

Media 
URL

Media 
credits

Media 
caption

Type of 
event – title 

/ era
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There are 4 simple steps

Each event can be linked with some media. The media 

type ranges from images, video, audio to Tweets and 

Google maps.

The media must be entered into the table in the form of 

URLs. The spreadsheet will notify you if the URL is 

invalid.

3. Adding media links

Copy-paste URL 
into cell
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There are 4 simple steps

1. Go to file > publish to the web.

2. In the window that appears, change the setting from 

“entire document” to “od1”. Close the window.

3. Copy the URL of the spreadsheet from the browser’s 

address bar.

4. Go to the website. Scroll down to step 3.

5. Paste the URL in the bar.

6. There are optional settings that can be used to alter 

the font combinations, language, default start slide, 

initial zoom level and other minor adjustments.

7. Scroll further down. Click on “preview timeline”. The 

link and embeddable code can be copied as well.

4. Publishing the spreadsheet
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http://timeline.knightlab.com/#preview-embed


What it can’t do :/
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Manual navigation through non-linear stories

On pressing the right or left arrows, it will go to the 

event in a linear chronological order.

However, some stories might need a non-linear 

storytelling approach. You’d have to manually set this.

Cannot set the order for non-linear storytelling
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The hierarchy among events cannot be encoded

In some narratives, there can be events that are directly 

causing a particular phenomenon to occur. These 

events would then be of greater priority while telling the 

story. This sense of hierarchy cannot be encoded here.

In my example, the event “Britain and France declare 

war on Germany” highly impacted the course of history. 

Hence, it holds higher significance than events like “the 

Locarno Pact”.

Narrative describing a 
phenomenon

Event that is pivotal to the 
narrative

Event that is pivotal to the 
narrative

Events of lower 
importance to 
the narrative

Events of lower 
importance to 
the narrative

Events of lower 
importance to 
the narrative

Events of lower 
importance to 
the narrative

Events of lower 
importance to 
the narrative
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It does not show information about eras

Eras define the context in which events occur. Hence, 

they can be quite significant to the effectiveness of the 

storytelling.

For example, in my visualization “Neville Chamberlain 

tries to stop the invasion” is something that happened 

over a span of 15 days. Hence, I labeled it as an “era” 

rather than a “title”. However, the information entered in 

the table is not shown in the visualization. Only by 

changing it to “title”, it was made visible as an event 

that spanned over a period of time.

The element of interactivity is being underused here.

The information on 
“eras” is not shown

This is information 
on a “title”
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One cannot change the visual design

There are no options for the author to change the style, 

colors or elements of the visualization. Such a 

treatment would have enabled an added layer of 

character to the visualization.
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In conclusion,
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Timeline.js is good for visualizing simple timeline-based data stories

1. Creating interactive timelines without any coding

skills.

2. Presenting ideas with temporal aspects.

3. Visually comparing events along a timescale.

1. Quickly showing events / ideas that can be 

explained using linear narratives.

2. Getting embeddable code & links to the timeline.

Use this tool for

Strengths

1. Non-linear narratives need to be manually 

navigated.

2. Depicting a hierarchy in the importance of events.

3. Looking up information on eras.

Limitations
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