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Activity 1:  Decoding Messages from the Past 

 

Supplies: 

1890s and 1920s virtual ñtime capsulesò ï scanned images of items that might have been  

placed in time capsules from these decades 

 

This activity will draw on scanned images representing ñtime capsulesò from the 1890s 

and 1920s.  Imagine that people put together these items to represent their civilization to 

civilizations of the future.  Now, these items are the only clues historians have about their 

civilization.  What can we learn about everyday life in this civilization and the values of 

the people who chose these objects to represent themselves by looking at the ñtime 

capsulesò?  What canôt you learn from a time capsule? 

 

Procedure: 
 

1.  Divide the students into groups.  Give each group printed copies of the scanned 

contents of either the 1890s time capsule or the 1920s time capsule.  Choose one student 

in each group to be the recorder.  Have them take notes on the groups answers to the 

questions on the ñDecoding Messages from the Pastò worksheet. 

 

2.  Have each group report their findings to the entire class. 

Concept: 
If individual objects offer clues about the past, when people set out to represent their 

whole lives (or country, or decade) in objects, the result is a unique opportunity for 

historians.  Time capsules are assembled on purpose by people who have something 

they want to say to the future.  The message they send shows the point of view of the 

people who decide what to include in them and what to exclude or keep out. 

 

In interpreting a time capsule, we are no longer spies.  The people we are studying 

expect us to be listening.  We have become detectives ï working to piece together 

what people are saying, studying the evidence they present, and drawing conclusions 

about their thoughts and feelings. 
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1890s Time Capsule Item # 4 
 

 

Collections of the Outagamie County Historical Society, A78-010-005-005a,b 
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