
 

 

A Garden History & Design Minute from 
the Archives of American Gardens (AAG) 

Since it was officially donated to the Smithsonian Institution’s Archives of American 
Gardens (AAG) in 1992, the Garden Club of America Collection has grown to encompass 
documentation for over 4,000 gardens throughout the United States!  Each and every 
submission helps capture today’s garden history for future generations.   
 

Plants are Important, But . . .  
 
 

Spring is a perfect time to document a garden for the AAG. The first round of flowers are 
in bloom and the grass is green once again. While it may be tempting to shoot numerous 
close-up images of the plants to submit to AAG, the primary aim of AAG is to preserve 
images and descriptions that document garden design in America. If you are planning to 
document your own or someone else’s garden, the best way to ensure that researchers 
and garden enthusiasts understand the layout is to take high-quality, descriptive 
photographs. The Archives does not serve as a photographic repository of plant types and 
varieties. Rather, it’s important to show your beautiful flowers in the context of the 
garden. Opt for the wider view whenever possible! The more information the better. Take 
photos from multiple viewpoints. Consider photographing the garden from above from an 
upper-story window or terrace. Think of the photographs as a virtual tour of your garden. 
 

  
The flowers are lovely, but the photograph 
does not communicate the design of the 
garden to the researcher. MA042 Chase 
Garden, Salem, MA. c. 1930s. 

This photograph shows off the flowers in full bloom  
and gives the viewer a sense of their location and 
importance in the broader garden design. IL032 
Shumway Garden, Lake Forest, IL. c. 1930s. 
 

Here are a couple of great alternative ways to highlight your plants:  
• Include a detailed planting list with your submission.  
• Make sure that each image caption includes a list of the most important or 

interesting plants shown. This helps the AAG cataloger come up with descriptive 
search terms for the online Smithsonian Institution Research Information System 
(www.siris.si.edu).   

   

All images are from the Archives of American Gardens 

By Kate Fox, Intern, AAG. April 2011.  
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