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The Odds Are Against You
Ronald Jones

if you’re reading this, it means you are one of the 
lucky ones. As of today – fifty years ago on June 18, 
2011 – only one time capsule has ever been opened 
as originally planned; the majority have been lost, 
forgotten or stolen before their contents could be shared 
with the future. From where I sit in time, just passing 
through the first decade of the 21st century, odds are 
that in 2061 you will never get to read this or see the 
works of art placed inside the time capsule; time passes, 
people die, others forget. Our single success story goes 
like this. In 1876, on the occasion of the United States 
Centennial Exhibition, a Civil War widow, Mrs. Charles 
Diehm, had the idea that in 1976, people attending the 
country’s Bicentennial celebrations might like to see 
what their forbears valued a century earlier, and so a 
steel safe, more than five feet tall, was constructed and 
lined in purple velvet. Organizers filled it with books, 
photographs, autographs of famous citizens from the 
day; visitors to the display at the Centennial Exhibition 
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were able to sign a red leather-bound volume, which 
was tucked inside too. There was also a book on temper-
ance that we assume Mrs. Diehm donated. Christened 
the Century Safe, it was sealed and moved from Philadel-
phia to Washington D.C., where it was stored beneath 
the steps of the U.S. Capitol. Thirty-six thousand, five 
hundred days later, on July 4, 1976, President Gerald 
Ford opened it for the American public to see what 
had travelled through time. From most accounts, the 
reactions of those gathered with the President were 
rather tepid, greeting the Century Safe’s offerings with 
the blackest ingratitude towards those who meant to be 
earnest – if not spirited – time capsule curators, deliv-
ering the past to a future generation. 

Why time capsules, anyway? Isn’t it slightly presump-
tuous that someone in the future would be interested at 
all? Let’s be frank; life in 2011 is fascinating to be sure, 
but isn’t at all what the futurists predicted. Where is 
my jetpack? The moon colonies? But for generations, 
different civilizations have left time capsules, if only 
by accident. These unintentional capsules include 
Tutankhamen’s tomb, uncovered by Howard Carter 
in 1922; the ruins of Pompeii; the treasure that pirate 
William Kidd buried on Long Island before he was 
arrested and hanged (it’s not been found); the recently 
published diaries of Mark Twain, which he asked not 
see the light of day until a century after his death; and 
from the other side of morality, Mussolini’s diaries, 
which were discovered in a zinc-lined suitcase buried 
by one of his aides in Spluga Valley near Lake Como in 
Italy. And if you want more buried treasure, builders 
working in the garden of John Lennon’s former home 

in Surrey unearthed his legendary stash of LSD. These 
accidental time capsules captured the attention of the 
public and historians, whether as curiosities or inani-
mate witnesses drawing back the veil on past cultures.

Add to these examples of unintentional time capsules 
a fabulous-grotesque category, with a few accounts of 
humans becoming time capsules of a sort. Reported in 
The Philadelphia Casket in September of 1827 was the 
story of Victorine Lafourcade, who was unintentionally 
buried alive but accidentally saved by her lover Julien 
Bossuet when he dug her up out of his own necrophilic 
desires (Edgar Allan Poe partly based his horror story 
“The Premature Burial” on this account). You could say 
that once buried, she became a time capsule that swiftly 
revealed Julien’s sexual appetite, which ran towards 
the bizarre. There was the sati practiced by some Hindu 
communities, until India outlawed it in 1829, where a 
wife would be interred alive with her dead husband; 
I suppose we would have to count this as intentional 
except on the part of the wife. Sometimes the dead can 
settle scores from the grave when their bodies become 
time capsules. For example, last year (or 51 years ago 
for you) the body of the American chess champion Bobby 
Fischer was exhumed to obtain DNA samples to deter-
mine if he was the father of Jinky Young, a Filipino 
girl (now 59), in order to settle a dispute over his two-
million-dollar estate. And finally there is the dramatic 
Act 4, scene 2 of Aida when Radames is condemned by 
the Priests to be buried alive. Ramfis, his accuser, sings 
with the chorus “Ahime! ... morir mi sento ~ Alas... I feel 
death” as Radames is taken away. Sealed to his doom in 
the darkened vault of the Temple of Vulcan, Radames, 
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taking comfort in knowing that Aida is safe, hears a 
sigh and sees Aida, who has hidden herself in the vault 
to die with her beloved. For the closer he sings: “Morir! 
Sì pura e bella / “To die! So pure and lovely!”    

Aida, which is set in the period of Egypt’s Old Kingdom, 
premiered in 1871, amid a growing fascination with 
ancient cultures; following on, the discovery of Egyp-
tian tombs in the 1920s sparked the invention of the 
modern time capsule, meaning in part an intentional 
capsule. It was Thornwell Jacobs (1877-1956), widely 
credited as “the father of the modern time capsule”, who 
was surprised to learn that so little was known about 
Egyptian culture and civilization as the tombs were 
emptied of their treasures, and saw the need for time 
capsules which would give a running account of civiliza-
tions and their cultures. To put Jacobs’ wonderment 
in perspective, art history, as a modern discipline, did 
not emerge until Heinrich Wölfflin (1864-1945) framed 
it using three basic research methods or questions, 
which included psychology, the analysis of art through 
comparison, and classifying art on the basis of national 
styles; did a style inherently “German,” as opposed to 
“Italian,” exist? In this light it is understandable how 
little was known, and after all, a bounty on the scale of 
Tut’s tomb had been rare, but finally gave art historians 
something to study. Jacobs immediately began planning 
his time capsule, and by 1936 the Crypt of Civilization at 
Oglethorpe University in Atlanta, Georgia was ready to 
be sealed. Homer’s Iliad and Dante’s Inferno were slipped 
in next to the Koran and the Bible, along with tape 
recordings of world leaders – Stalin, Hitler, Mussolini 
and Roosevelt. On the day-to-day side of things, there 

was a Donald Duck doll, a tin can opener and a dry 
Martini with one olive, besides hundreds of other arti-
facts bequeathed to time travel. The year was 1936, and 
quick math tells us that 6,177 years had passed since 
the Egyptian calendar had been established; Jacobs 
reasoned that the crypt should be opened after the same 
amount of time had passed, or in 8113.

In 1990, the International Time Capsule Society 
(ITCS) was established at Oglethorpe University as an 
authority on time capsules, and part of their mission 
is to document every capsule worldwide. This time 
capsule, a part of the Momentum Biennial 2011, and 
titled imagine being here now, is registered with 
the ITSC. It is one of about 10,000 capsules that the 
ITSC estimates have been created, though it admits 
that most of them are lost, underlining the raison d’être 
for the society. The Oxford English Dictionary defines a 
time capsule as “a container used to store for posterity 
a selection of objects thought to be representative of life 
at a particular time.” This definition, while simplicity 
itself, seems to exclude William Kidd’s buried treasure 
and Lennon’s LSD, not to mention Mademoiselle 
Lafourcade, but brings to mind highbrow efforts like the 
Westinghouse Time Capsule. About the time that Jacobs’ 
Crypt of Civilization was being closed, the Westinghouse 
Electric Company assigned George Edward Pendray, 
their public relations executive, to design an event the 
company could sponsor at the 1939 New York’s World 
Fair. Pendray proposed burying a seven-foot-long, 
rocket-shaped tube composed of a copper alloy known 
as cupaloy – chosen because it hardens with age – and 
filled with objects thought to be representative of life circa 
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1939. Pendray called it a “time bomb”, but the name 
eventually shifted to the more docile “time capsule.” 
It’s scheduled to be opened in 6939. Its contents were 
garden variety, divided into five categories, which 
included small articles of common use (a kewpie doll 
and pack of Camel cigarettes), textiles and materials 
(fabrics and metals), miscellaneous items (contemporary 
art and literature), an essay on microfilm (ten million 
words of text, a dictionary and the like) and an RKO 
newsreel (of contemporary events). With an eye to the 
future, representatives of the United States National 
Bureau of Standards had veto power over any objects 
they determined would not last 5000 years. It is 
interesting to wonder what, if anything, will be truly 
startling to those sifting through Pendray’s time capsule 
thousands of years from today.   

[ FIG.VI ]

Shouldn’t time capsules teach us something? Burying 
a time capsule for 5000 years is a bet that much of 
the knowledge it contains will have been lost to future 
generations, which in turn guarantees its historical 
value as a genuine revelation rather than a simple 
curiosity. An example of what I mean is pure fiction, but 
still makes the point. In Woody Allen’s comedy Sleeper, 
which is set in 1973, Miles Monroe, owner of the Happy 
Carrot Health-Food store in Manhattan, has been cryon-
ically frozen without his consent, and revived 200 years 
later (in 2173). The United States of the 22nd century 
is ruled by a dictator on the verge of executing his evil 
plan known as the “Aires Project” (sic). Scientists who 
belong to the resistance have revived Miles, and in one 

scene, DR. MELIK and DR. ARAGON react to his breakfast 
order:
            
DR. MELIK:  This morning for breakfast he 

requested something called “wheat 
germ, organic honey and tiger’s milk.”

DR. ARAGON:  [chuckling] Oh, yes. Those are the 
charmed substances that some years ago 
were thought to contain life-preserving 
properties.

DR. MELIK:  You mean there was no deep fat? No 
steak or cream pies or... hot fudge? 

DR. ARAGON:  Those were thought to be unhealthy... 
precisely the opposite of what we now 
know to be true.  

DR. MELIK: Incredible!

Time capsules should be incredible. One time capsule 
is so incredible that it borders on the unbelievable, 
and it hasn’t even been sealed and dispatched. KEO 
is a time capsule that was to have been launched 
into space in 2003, carrying on board messages from 
across humanity. It is destined to remain in space for 
50,000 years before reentering the Earth’s atmosphere, 
assuming there is an atmosphere to reenter, returning 
its messages and a few odds and ends (a drop of human 
blood encased in a diamond, and something named after 
the Ancient Library of Alexandria which is described as 
a compendium of all human knowledge) to the awaiting 
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world, assuming there is one awaiting in the year 
52012. Blast-off has been postponed four times, and is 
now scheduled for 2012. Because of these delays, those 
of us living in the here and now can still contribute our 
messages until December 2011 at http://www.keo.org/
Alerte.html. KEO (named for the most common sounds 
in the most widely spoken languages of the early 21st 
century) was the idea of Jean Mark Philippe, a self-
described pioneer of space art.

As far-fetched as KEO might sound, there are a handful 
of time capsules already sailing in the last frontier, 
meant to be discovered by extraterrestrials; the most 
celebrated and contested are the golden records 
(pictures and sounds from Earth, including President 
Jimmy Carter and humpback whales) aboard two 
Voyager spacecraft, and the plaques (offering a general 
impression of what humans look like, and a map of 
where Earth is located in the universe) pinned to the 
Pioneer spacecraft. The content and design of both 
records and plaques were challenged simply because the 
only thing that could be agreed upon was that creating 
sounds and images that would be universally decodable 
somewhere out there was a ridiculously insurmountable 
assignment – if you still use the World Wide Web in 
2061, you can see Edward Tufte’s cheeky interpretation 
of the Pioneer plaque here: http://www.edwardtufte.
com/tufte/space. The Voyager and Pioneer spacecraft 
have left our solar system, and travelling endlessly in 
interstellar space, will never to return to Earth. The 
LAGEOS satellite, looking like a giant golden golf 
ball, carries a plaque with maps indicating the moving 
arrangement of the Earth’s continents over time. The 

continents drift about an inch a year, meaning that if 
someone comes across the satellite, they could compare 
a current map of the Earth with those on the plaque and 
calculate the difference between their time and ours. 
On the one hand, LAGEOS beats out KEO because it 
will return to Earth in 8.4 million years, which makes 
50,000 look measly, but on the other, it is not designed 
to survive reentry.   

[ FIG.VII, VIII ]

Like space, sex has its own time capsule too. In no 
doubt an accidental nod to Pendray’s “time bomb”, 
it’s been christened the Sexbomb. In February of 2009 
its contents were buried on the grounds of the Marie 
Stopes Sexual Health Clinic in central London in an 
aluminum container, longer than it was wide. Its aim 
was to “capture the essence of the sexual lives and times 
of the British at the start of the third millennium. It will 
contain physical objects, DVD’s, music, photographs, 
magazines, journalism and personal testimonies”. 
Contrary to this mission statement, its site was open 
to anyone across the web who wanted to make sugges-
tions as to what should be included in the time capsule 
(number 7 of the top 15 is “Butt plug – what is it?”). You 
can still participate in the Sexbomb Poll (doggy fashion 
is the preferred sexual position for both straight and 
gay couples) though with the Sexbomb now buried, your 
answers are only for you to enjoy. I have no idea when 
they intend to dig it up, but presumably it will be long 
enough so that when future generations learn “Chasing 
Cars” by Snow Patrol is the most romantic song of the 
third millennium, it will take their breath away. 
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Only the artists invited to participate in imagine being 
here now will know what they have included in this 
time capsule until it’s unsealed in 2061, meaning that 
I’m off the hook with respect to writing about their art. 
Nevertheless, the art world has produced amazing inter-
pretations of what time capsules can be, and one of the 
most memorable is Alan Sonfist’s Time Landscape (1965-
1978), located today on the corner of West Houston and 
LaGuardia Place in New York City. An early example 
of Earth Art, this urban forest originally consisted of 
plants native to Manhattan’s pre-colonial period. It is an 
example of the time capsule set in reverse, paleobotany 
in the here and now. As opposed to old photographs, 
ten million words of text, long-forgotten celebrities, 
the absurdity of a drop of human blood encased in a 
diamond, or Britain’s most popular pornography maga-
zines, Time Landscape invites you to experience the past 
in the first-person present, while reflecting on your place 
in time. This is incredible. Having been landmarked by 
New York City, it may well still be there, but with the 
real estate value of the corner it occupies off the charts, 
who knows what you’ll find in 2061; nevertheless, my 
fingers are crossed for you. 

[ FIG.IX ]

If Sonfist’s Time Landscape draws its power from an 
unambiguously transparent experience, Sol LeWitt’s 
The Buried Cube (1968) creates a degree of fascination 
first borrowed from the conventional time capsule, 
which he then turned into beguilement in three senses 
of the word: to charm, to deceive and to pass the time. 
LeWitt buried a metal cube in a garden in Bergeyk, 

The Netherlands belonging to the art collectors Martin 
and Mia Visser. He originally conceived of the work as 
a time capsule, asking Mrs. Visser to choose something 
of unusual value to her to be placed inside the cube. 
She did, it was buried, but the contents have never 
been revealed (other than that it was a work of art), 
nor has the cube been disinterred. At a time when the 
theory of art was overtaking the work of art, The Buried 
Cube became not a metaphor, but the first-hand intel-
lectual experience of what Lucy Lippard famously called 
the dematerialization of the art object. To fathom the 
Time Landscape you need to experience the ancient forest 
contextualized by the modern city. That was after all an 
axiom of Earth Art, not simply the politicization of post-
studio and post-gallery art, but the mediated experience 
of the natural and cultural worlds. The difference here 
is that to comprehend The Buried Cube, it doesn’t help 
to visit the Visser’s garden; rather, you are meant to 
experience the intellectual re-creation of LeWitt’s project. 
In either case, it is the experience that is both necessary 
and sufficient; these two divergent experiences turn the 
work of art, as Joseph Kosuth wrote in 1968, from the 
form of the language to what is being said. When time 
capsules succeed, when they are incredible, they change 
the form of their contents into what was being said in 
such a way that the future can comprehend it.     

It is with some irony that as of today, Time Landscape’s 
pendant piece sits 6,885 miles away in the Korean 
Demilitarized Zone. Established in 1953 to create a 
no-man’s-land between North and South Korea, it 
remains the world’s most heavily militarized border. 
Left isolated for the last 57 years, the DMZ, 155 miles 
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long and two miles wide, has flourished as a highly 
diversified ecosystem. It now hosts some of Korea’s most 
endangered species, including the Red-crowned and 
White-naped Cranes, the Asiatic Black Bear and Korean 
Tiger, not to mention a vast array of flora and fauna. It 
was recently announced that in order to preserve this 
ecological corridor which has so long divided north from 
south, both countries have agreed to transform it into 
a destination for ecotourism. It will include a bicycle 
path and observation center, watched over all the while 
by the militaries of the two conflicting nations. Like 
Sonfist’s Time Landscape, the DMZ effectually stopped 
time and allowed it to regress, preserving for future 
generations what would have otherwise been surely lost. 
It too is incredible. At any time, past or present, how 
often have cultural and political priorities served the 
same end? Detecting gradual alignment between culture 
and political purposes is one of the relevant changes 
that time capsules can help us estimate, by transmitting 
meaning from the past into the present and detecting 
trends even into the future. Perhaps by 2061 you will be 
able to use the works of art in this time capsule to detect 
some discernable movement that promises to close the 
current widening gap between politics, culture, and the 
social and economic sphere – just as the charts on the 
satellite Lageos were designed to detect incremental 
movement between the continents – and measure a 
positive difference between my present and yours. If you 
can, the odds are with you.

Ronald Jones, June 18, 2011
Stockholm, New York, London

[ FIG. VI ]

Time Capsule “Cupaloy” from New York Worlds Fair, 1939
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[ FIG. VII ] [ FIG. VIII ]

The Pioneer Plaque

Voyager Golden Record



69

THE 6TH MOMENTUM BIENNIALVISUAL APPENDIX

Memory and Imagination:
the Twin-Gear Time Machine

Elena Agudio

in the pages that foLLow, we will embark on a mental 
journey through the history of memory and the imagina-
tion, in an attempt to integrate humanistic knowledge 
– the wisdom distilled through millennia of cultural 
stratifications – with recent scientific data capable of 
expanding our horizons of investigation. Of course, this 
is not a context in which this juxtaposition of facts and 
ideas can be explored in depth, but rather than looking 
for simplistic solutions or formulating reductive visions, 
the intention is to offer a sort of “commonplace book”, 
a compilation of notes and ideas that gives readers the 
opportunity to continue along their own cognitive path. 

i. memory and imagination    Two indissolubly intertwined 
entities. Two mental faculties that have often engaged the 
deepest thoughts of philosophers, artists and scientists 

[ FIG. IX ]

Alan Sonfist, Time Landscape, 1965-1978


