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The project for an architectural time-capsule was 
born in 2019 from a common interest of three 
doctoral students concerning the themes of time, 
crisis, and catastrophe. What was initially felt as 
an idea sui generis ended up being an extremely 
pertinent reflection of our contemporaneity, 
above all due to the appearance of new and more 
dramatic events such as the pandemic and the 
war in Ukraine, bringing out the awareness of the 
need to preserve our existence traces, away from 
their probable disappearance: hence the need to 
question ourselves on how to address this issue in 
architectural terms.

TIME-CAPSULE TRANSCRIPTS
AN EXPERIMENTAL TAXONOMY OF FORMS 
AS A VEHICLE FOR A DESIGN OPERATION

Gianluca Croce
University of Trieste

Supervisor: 
Giovanni Corbellini, Politecnico di Torino

Mariacristina D’Oria
University of Trieste

Supervisor: 
Giovanni Corbellini, Politecnico di Torino
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Our research aims thus to investigate the concept 
of the “time-capsule” in its most disparate forms: 
protection, conservation, communication, and 
spatial configurations; we have found recurring 
features that only apparently seem random.

The construction of a genealogy that brings 
together disparate objects in time and 
space – from the monumental tombs of antiquity to 
the nuclear deposits of the modern era – intends 
to demonstrate how different functional needs 
resort to the use of the same formal configurations. 
Furthermore, this genealogy lends itself to being a 
useful repertoire for constructing time capsules of 
our contemporaneity which are, in their conception 
and architectural definition, “time-capsules of the 
time-capsules of history”.
 
The taxonomy of time-capsules traces an 
inhomogeneous and disconnected set of 
architectures with different purposes and functions 
but that share, at the same time, some common 
formal aspects about the characteristics of 
preserving their content and communicating their 
very existence. Six categories emerged from this 
set of objects: the proper time-capsules, the burial, 
the archive, the bunker, the spaceship, and the 
nuclear waste deposit. 
 
The analysis conducted through the formal 
synthesis of the selected structures and objects 
shows how each time-capsule presents itself with 
an easily recognizable configuration, often in the 
shape of a simple monolith: the container also 
performs the function of a distinguishable symbolic 
element that conveys the message. 
The operation of critical reading, evaluation, 
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redesign, and synthesis of the examined objects, 
and the consequent reconstruction of their 
taxonomy, have constituted a formal critical 
archive through which to explore, experiment, and 
formulate the project of a series of time-capsules, a 
sequence of transcriptions.

The project, intending to sever the traditional 
separation between container and content, 
employs concrete as the constructive material 
enabling, on the one hand, integration of meaning 
and signifier – by so incorporating the maquettes 
of the projects we intend to archive – and, on the 

FIGURE 1. Retracing the time–capsule taxonomy.  The taxonomy of time–capsules traces an 
inhomogeneous and disconnected set of devices and bunker, spaceship, and nuclear waste deposit. The 
reduction of the devices analyzed into pure forms, or of their assemblage, therefore suggests that the 
object’s shape considered a “time–capsule” must necessarily present itself as a recognizable element, 
even when this consists of a monolithic or a simple parallelepiped. Especially in some examples, distant in 
space and time, that recognition of the container that conveys the message
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other, electing durable but still fragile materiality. In 
the awareness that concrete undergoes the same 
inexorable fate as all things, namely degradation, 
we welcome this aspect as the inevitability of time 
in space and as an additional philological feature of 
a reflection on the archeology of the future.

Our time-capsules are located in five symbolic 
and extremely different contexts, chosen because 
of their peculiar condition of urban fragility or 
environmental disaster. In this way, we decline and 
explore the potentiality of our taxonomy within 
Venice (Death in Venice), Yucca Mountain (Sacred 
Toxicity), Mirny mine (Diamonds are a dead’s best 
friend), China-Kazakhstan border (Hyporborea’s 
gate), and Cujubim (Savage Hades). 
 

DDR STATEMENT AND CA2RE DELFT 
CONFERENCE EXPERIENCE

The idea of developing this project can be intended 
as a way of experimenting with an approach that is 
purely architectural: doing research through design 
is something that, consciously or not, is always 
specific to our discipline. Through the elaboration 
of a sequence of projects, the investigation aims to 
detect the points of friction and criticality that have 
characterized the issue of transmitting a message 
through the architectural discipline, questioning 
and analyzing topics ranging from material 
obsolescence to formal expressiveness, from 
archiving (theoretical and planning) to the specific 
disciplinary relevance.
The project is characterized as an open-ending 
process which – collecting the results of the 
elaborated operations through the various artefacts 
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developed – leads to a critical reflection on the 
condition of architecture at and for the end time. 
Our first investigations led us to look consciously at 
the fact that every architecture is in itself a 
time-capsule, but at the same time, we recognized 
its ability to preserve and transmit the message 

FIGURE 2. Five significant places in the world are chosen for their specificity in environmental fragility 
or catastrophic conditions. In each context, five different Transcrypts are generated by the assembly of 
archetypal forms analyzed through the taxonomy and chosen based on their symbolic representativeness in 
evoking the specific controversies of these places
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through a semantic repertoire that we have 
traced through an analysis that we have called 
“architectural transcripts”. 
 
On the occasion of the CA2RE conference in 
Delft, new themes and design stimuli emerged. 
The research aims to address them during the 
upcoming events.

The first focuses on the power of the image, 
on the possibility of de-contextualization as a 
means to avoid purely constructive issues and 
to be able to range more freely within the field of 
theoretical criticism. A reflection on the ambiguous 
relationship between the rhetorical and cognitive 
object: is it possible to resort to pure, essential 
forms, overcoming the rhetorical and political 
meaning with which they have been loaded in 
the course of history, and manipulate them in 
such a way as to exploit their cognitive potential 
effectively? Is it possible to define a project capable 
of taking the form of an archeology of the future by 
depriving it of the monumental connotation and, 
therefore, of any political or ideological trait?

Finally, a further provocation to which transcripts 
intends to react concerns the possibility of 
increasing critical experimentation concerning 
dimensional and material issues of architecture. For 
example, to transmit to a distant future, an archive 
of projects is indispensable for building huge-scale 
architectures. On the contrary, is it possible to 
condense this knowledge to the interior of a single 
object with minimal dimensions? Furthermore, can 
we adopt the use of artificial materials, as the 
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trinitite, in a highly critical push of the project, 
turning it into a hyper object where the transmission 
issue would emerge with renewed insistence?

We have often been asked why our archive does 
not include digital media or technologies that 
compact information. In addition to the impossibility 
of predicting which media would make digital 
content readable in the distant future, we think 
that architecture is a communicative fact that 
transcends time even before being, or trying to 
be, a performing or decisive phenomenon. We 
believe that its formal and physical immanence is 
the only transmissible element, which is why we 
have understood our time-capsules as tangible 
physical objects strongly characterized by a 
symbolic repertoire. We know that architecture 
does not necessarily coincide with building, so we 
have included much theoretical production, but at 
the same time, we understand construction here 
as its medium par excellence as it is physically 
transmissible to the future, even the most 
uncertain and dark one. Its monumental dimension, 
which we have foreseen to erode over time in a 
consciously significant way, is intended to celebrate 
the discipline’s heroic attempts to deal with 
catastrophe and its absolute failure.
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