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1 ABSTRACT 

As climate disruption occurs, the Rocky Mountain West is forecast to become more arid due to 
anticipated declines in precipitation and increases in evapotranspiration resulting from rising 
temperatures. Simultaneously, the desire to grow economically, as evidenced in increased land 
developments accommodating population increases in the region, heightens demands on water 
consumption. As this demand for water to support land development is increasing, the amount of 
available water for irrigation is decreasing. It is foreseeable that due to these influences, the future 
landscapes of the Front Range of the Rocky Mountains will begin to look very different. This paper 
discusses the implications of factors and forces that create challenges to changing the current 
planting aesthetic of designed landscapes. 
This investigation unravels and reveals underlying values, circumstances, and political economies 
that support the persistence of the current planting aesthetics’ use, and which might prevent the 
development, acceptance, and appreciation of alternative landscape aesthetics. It begins by 
examining historic influences, specifically the lawn aesthetic, to understand its resilience as the 
dominant planting aesthetic of this region. It investigates why plants in these designed landscapes 
are “unseen” and undervalued, and critically reflects on how the current practice of landscape 
architecture’s reinforcement of this historic planting aesthetic contributes to continued plant 
blindness and cultural subjugation. Finally, it recognizes that the need to reduce the amount of 
water applied to designed landscapes creates the opportunity for landscape architects to lead the 
re-envisioning of alternative planting aesthetics that better address the communities’ values and 
identities, and envisions an environment that contributes to our future social, cultural, and 
ecological well-being. 

1.1 Keywords 

Planting design, arid landscapes, planting aesthetics. 
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2 INTRODUCTION
 
The designed landscape is generally “unseen” and taken for granted by the general public 

(Wandersee & Schussler, 1999). Simultaneously though, the designed landscape provides many 
important functions for communities. The benefits from these landscapes most commonly include both 
functional regulating services, such as cooling of the climate, flood prevention and storm water mitigation, 
and increased economic value to commercial and residential properties. Just as important as the 
functional and economic benefits, these landscapes visually create a cohesive community, and are crucial 
for the livability of cities and the well-being of its residents. The impact of designed landscapes and green 
space in cities on human health and well-being is increasingly understood. “While causal chains are 
generally complex and not always completely understood, sufficient evidence exists to reveal urban 
design as a powerful tool for improving human condition” (Jackson, 2003, p.191). 

The Front Range of the Rocky Mountain West is quickly approaching a point of decision regarding 
the future of its designed landscape. As climate disruption occurs, this region is predicted to become more 
arid due to the anticipated decline in precipitation and increase in evapotranspiration resulting from rising 
temperatures. Simultaneously, the desire to grow economically through land development increases the 
number of people moving to the area thus requiring more water. The population of Colorado is projected 
to grow from over 5 million people to nearly double by 2050 and this growth will create a need for an 
additional 600,000 to one million acre-feet of water annually to meet future municipal and industrial 
(including self-supplied industrial) demands. (State of Colorado, 2015). As this demand for water to 
support land development is increasing, the amount of available water for landscape irrigation will 
decrease. The landscape of the Front Range of the Rocky Mountains will begin to look and function very 
differently. Therefore, it is important to explore alternatives to the plant palette of the designed landscapes 
that conserve water, sustain ecoservices, and support residents’ health and well-being. 

This paper investigates the current planting aesthetic of the designed landscapes in Fort Collins, 
Colorado that occur in commercial, residential, institutional, and civic settings. The analysis of the planting 
aesthetic led to the identification of challenges and opportunities for developing a new planting aesthetic 
that addresses ecoservices, health and well-being, and the impeding reduction in water available for 
irrigation. The argument begins by examining historic influences effecting planting design in this region, 
specifically the lawn aesthetic, and discussing why these landscapes are often overlooked and 
undervalued. Finally, I argue that by critically reflecting on the current practice of landscape architecture’s 
reinforcement of a historic planting aesthetic, that practice contributes to continued plant blindness and 
cultural subjugation. Further, I discuss how landscape architects can contribute to envisioning new 
planting aesthetics that address these issues, as well as the implications of the increasingly arid Rocky 
Mountain West. 

 
2.1 Regional context and current landscape aesthetic 

Fort Collins is located in the Great Plains grasslands of northern Colorado, which lie in the rain 
shadow east of the Rocky Mountains. This region is also referred to as the northern Front Range. The 
Front Range is characterized by rolling plains with occasional valleys and buttes. The semiarid Steppe 
climate supports the shortgrass prairie with scarce vegetation, much exposed soil, and scattered trees 
(primarily Populus deltoides), occurring along water ways. This region generally receives precipitation 
below potential evapotranspiration, with more moisture than a desert climate and less than humid 
climates. Fort Collins’ average annual precipitation is 16 inches per year and the US average is 38 inches 
per year. Because the amount of precipitation is not enough to support the current landscape, irrigation is 
required. 

While it is well documented that American Indians influenced the ecology of this region, the 
ecology of this landscape is fundamentally altered when European settlers arrive. The lack of water 
needed for farming, mining, and settlement in the Rocky Mountain West was clear. In the 1860’s Colorado 
adopted a set of laws regarding land ownership and water use known as the Colorado Doctrine. Settlers 
arrive in this region in the mid to late 1880’s and Fort Collins is formally established in 1883. With 
expansion westward, people migrating east from areas of greater precipitation brought with them plants 
and planting aesthetic(s) from their homeland to this much drier environment with less nutrient rich soil. 
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The majority of plants introduced to this region tolerate the cold winters but require several inputs; water, 
nutrients (modification to the soils), and human energy to maintain them. 

Today in Fort Collins, and the majority of settled regions across the state of Colorado and the 
Intermountain West, lawns planted with deciduous trees compose the quintessential plant palette used to 
create a continuous landscape. Much like the ubiquitous white paint used on buildings of the Greek island 
Santoria, turfgrass is the primary groundcover successfully used to create a visually cohesive appearance 
and implies a unified community. This simplified landscape plant palette creates an aesthetic that is green, 
known, comfortable, and expected. The older parks of Fort Collins are typically inspired by the landscapes 
of Olmsted, and in residential areas generous tree lawns and boulevards with smooth green landscapes 
create a consistent living carpet connecting the individual residences and hiding property lines. Due to 
wide tree lawns and inexpensive water for irrigation, most residential streetscapes appear healthy and 
well-maintained. In the commercial areas of the city, planters with annuals add color, texture, and diversity 
of plants. These annual plantings are robust and well-maintained. As awareness has grown about using 
more xeric plants, newer developments have embraced designed landscapes with native grasses and 
perennials that provide texture and color throughout the season. These designed landscapes are a source 
of community pride and fit neatly with the current socially acceptable and fashionable landscapes. 

 
3 HISTORY AND RESILIENCE OF THE LAWN AESTHETIC 

This paper explores and exposes two underlying issues that contribute to the challenges of 
implementing alternative planting options: (1) residents’ attachments and loyalty to the pervasive lawn 
aesthetic of the past, and (2) the designed landscape is “unseen”, overlooked, and undervalued. Critical 
reflection on these issues provide clues to understanding to the following questions: Why is it so difficult to 
make the transition to a new planting aesthetic? What is underlying this resistance to change? What are 
the challenges and opportunities landscape architects face in leading this transition? 

Before proceeding it is important to note that this paper is not making the argument that turfgrass 
is “bad”. This paper does not assert that turfgrass should be banned because it is not native or uses too 
much water. The lawn and its history exemplify the western migration of a planting aesthetic and are 
explored in this paper to better understand how lawn became the accepted norm. This investigation is 
meant to unravel and reveal underlying values, circumstances, and political economies that support the 
persistence of its use, and which might prevent the development, acceptance, and appreciation of 
alternative landscape aesthetics. 

 
3.1 Underlying Values of the Lawn Aesthetic 

 
The story of the American lawn and society’s attachment to it offer insights into the underlying 

values associated with the ubiquitous, cohesive lawn planted with scattered trees. Historian Virginia Scott 
Jenkins explains that before the Civil War very few Americans had lawns and it is during three different 
periods of suburban development that its influence spreads. The late nineteenth-century suburbs were 
directly influenced by the public park movement and the designs of Fredrick Law Olmsted where such 
communities frequently became named “Park,” as in Garret Park near Washington, D.C. These suburbs 
then became inspiration for suburbia in the twentieth century. Following World War II, the third and most 
extensive expansion occurred. The lawn is applied by builders of blue-collar tract housing to imitate the 
tradition of upper middle-class suburban neighborhoods. During this time, American advertising becomes 
instrumental in conveying messages of appropriate behavior and tastes to the growing middle class. In 
addition, the research collaboration between the U.S. Department of Agriculture and the U.S. Golf 
Association makes it possible to grow grass across the country. (Jenkins, 1994) “Front lawns begin as a 
luxury of the wealthy but became a status symbol of the middle class” (Jenkins, 1994, p.5). 

Understanding the sequence of the American lawn’s peculiar history is not enough, there is also a 
need to further examine the relationship between the various forces and actors. Lawn People by Paul 
Robbins delves deeper into these connections and reveals the enmeshed relationships of the ecological, 
cultural, economic, and political dimensions of the lawn. 

 

“[W]hile lawns are cultural (in the sense that they are meaning-laden), they are not the 
product of some pre-existing ‘culture,’ and are instead the meaningful expression of 
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political and economic forces. The meaning of the lawn and its position in urban and 
suburban political economy are inextricable. Lawns are propelled into the landscape both 
by economic imperatives, (e.g., real estate growth) and also by intentional and thoughtful 
efforts to produce certain kinds of subjects. Lawns are a strategy, therefore, both for 
capital accumulation and for making docile and responsible citizens” (Robbins, 2007, 
p.32).

Robbins uses Alfred Crosby’s concept of “ecological imperialism” to help explain the entangled
relationships of humans, plants, and animals, as it relates to the normalization of the lawn. Ecological 
imperialism theorizes that the successful migration of Europeans was more a product of biological and 
ecological processes than military conquest (Crosby, 2004). Crosby explains as the emigrants progressed 
westward, they brought with them a vast array of species, which included diseases, plants, and animals. 
Their success was not the result of direct competition with native species, but rather it was that the allied 
species moved together and modified the landscape in tandem as they went (Robbins, 2007). “In this way 
Crosby demonstrates that environments and societies create one another, or more abstractly, they are 
‘mutually produced.’ The success of grasses depends on the success of human settlement efforts that 
surround them and vice versa…The contemporary lawn does not deviate from this pattern” (Robbins, 
2007, p.23). Clearly, as Robbins argues, the mutual interaction of both plants and humans, constructed 
the landscape image reinforced with the presence of lawn, as a pervasive result of ecological imperialism. 

Robbins goes on to explain that the lawn and its human collaborators team together and began to 
adapt to early political and economic conditions in America. The first collaborator to “lay the roots for the 
contemporary contiguous lawns, and their public role in holding communities together” (Robbins, 2007, 
p.26) was Andrew Jackson Downing in the nineteenth century. A few years later the parks designed by
Fredrick Law Olmsted, which celebrate large, open grassy fields, reinforce the communal activities and
the “assumed connection between the type of landscape and a type of person” (Robbins, 2007, p.29). By
the end of the nineteenth century, the lawn aesthetic linking the public, the private and the moral had been
established. The following growth of suburbia in the twentieth century continued the lawn’s trajectory of
normalization and its evolution into a predictable landscape aesthetic (Robbins, 2007).

3.2 "Unseen" Landscapes 

In addition to the loyalty for the lawn aesthetic, there is the reality “that humans don’t see their 
surrounds by just opening their eyes” (Allen, 2003, p.926), or appreciate the significance of these public 
landscapes. These unseen landscapes are an integral part of both the current landscape aesthetic and 
the inability to construct alternate aesthetics. In 1998, Wandersee and Schussler introduced the term plant 
blindness to bring awareness to the reasons why plants are often overlooked and neglected. They “define 
plant blindness as (a) the inability to see or notice the plants in one's environment; (b) the inability to 
recognize the importance of plants in the biosphere and in human affairs; (c) the inability to appreciate the 
aesthetic and unique biological features of the life forms that belong to the Plant Kingdom; and (d) the 
misguided anthropocentric ranking of plants as inferior to animals and thus, as unworthy of consideration” 
(Wandersee & Schussler; 1998a, Wandersee & Schussler, 1999, p.84). 

Wandersee and Schussler researched the characteristics of human perception and visual 
cognition to explain why people overlook plants and identified five reasons: (1) People only recognize 
what they know and typically they know less about plants than animals. Once they acquire meaning, it is 
more likely to be seen. (2) If objects are not significantly different from the background, they are not seen. 
The homogeneity of plants green leaves and stems does not make them stand out from their background, 
except when they are flowering or changing color in the fall. (3) Plants appear rather static and grow close 
together, so they are grouped together as backdrop. (4) Plants can generally be ignored without 
consequences. (5) The brain uses space, time and color to differentiate, and plants offer fewer of those 
characteristics than animals (Wandersee & Schussler, 1999). 

Unfortunately, this phenomenon of plant blindness is a default position for most humans that 
results in an under-appreciation of plants and provides a partial explanation of why designed landscapes 
are overlooked. Wandersee and Schussler argue there is a visual-cognitive-societal basis for why plants 
and the plant sciences are frequently ignored, and identify two critical factors determining whether or not 
people will remember an event: the degree of attention we give to it, and the meaning or importance 
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ascribed to it. The recognition of plant blindness raises an important issue, if most people don’t recognize 
plants and the fundamental role they play in the community’s health and well-being, water conservation, 
and ecosystems services, society isn’t likely to prioritize or support the transition to an alternative 
landscape aesthetic. 

 
3.3 The Role of Landscape Architecture 

 
The practice of landscape architecture is woven into the story of the lawn’s expansion and 

adoption as a social norm. This begins with Andrew Jackson Downing, who extended the aesthetic of 
lawn from elite opulence to the lawns of the American home (Robbins, 2007, p.25). Followed closely by 
the public park movement ignited by Central Park and Fredrick Law Olmsted’s layout of suburban 
landscapes such as Riverside Illinois, as well as the City Beautiful Movement, which directly influenced 
the public’s embrace of the lawn (Jenkins, 1994, p. 25). These advocates believed this landscape 
aesthetic would create moral and civic virtue among urban populations. 

Because of the influence of these early landscape architects, the discipline of landscape 
architecture has continued to perpetuate the ideals of citizenship and propagate the spread of lawn. 
Today, even in arid climates, the practice of landscape architecture continues to play a fundamental role 
in making the lawn aesthetic fashionable and socially desirable. Landscape architects are active 
accomplices in reinforcing the economic, social, and political subjugation of residents. Landscape 
architects started the lawn aesthetic, promoted it, normalized it, and are now struggling against the rigid 
social, economic, and political systems that resulted from its adoption as a social norm. Fortunately, the 
discipline of landscape architecture is in the position to respond differently to the changing ecological, 
political, and social conditions. 
 
4 CONCLUSIONS / DISCUSSION 

 
Research shows designed landscapes matter for our health and well-being providing both social 

and psychological services (Alizadeh & Hitchmough, 2019, p.178). Changes to these green spaces due to 
decreasing availability of water is inevitable, but these changes create an opportunity for the discipline of 
landscape architecture to part with past aesthetics and lead a conversation with municipalities, residents, 
developers, and the landscape industry about the co-creation of new, more appropriate and functional 
planting aesthetics. 

 

“It might seem like an odd conclusion, both freeing and frightening, to suggest that the world is 
both profoundly structured but also totally malleable, that no one is driving this train and it has no 
track, but this is exactly what the lawn suggests. Unthinking the lawn is only the beginning, it 
seems. So we really ought to start now” (Robbins, 2007, p. 138). 
 

It is imperative that landscape architects examine and understand the history the lawn aesthetic 
and its dominance as a plant palette. This reflective exercise, which Robbins refers to as “unthinking the 
lawn”, provides an opportunity to learn from the past by gaining insight into the resilience of the lawn 
aesthetic, especially when considering that such aesthetic reveals how the human social, economic, and 
political economies are inextricably linked to nonhuman subjects and ecologies, e.g. ecological 
imperialism. In addition, reflecting on the causes and implications of plant blindness upon the current 
pervasive landscape aesthetic, uncovers the visual-cognitive-societal biases against plants, and the need 
for increased recognition and understanding of plants and ecological systems. This critical awareness can 
generate an increased plant appreciation and conservation, which may assist in the formulation of 
alternative planting aesthetics that may better respond to the effects of impending climate disruption and 
population growth. 

As landscape architects prepare for the challenge of developing alternative planting aesthetics to 
address reduced water availability as a result of climate disruption and population growth, there are 
several lessons to keep in mind. This endeavor needs both human (municipal, industrial, and individual) 
and nonhuman (birds, butterflies, and bees) allies. The planting aesthetic must be co-created with the 
regional populace, urban centers, human and non-human contexts, and leverage (or disrupt) political 
economies. Through such aesthetic construction, the practice of landscape architecture may operate to 
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challenge traditional economic, social, political, and ecological values and taken-for-granted aesthetic 
practices. In her book, The lawn: A history of an American obsession, Jenkins concludes:  

“A new landscape aesthetic is a cultural creation, and it remains to be seen whether the 
environmental movement [and the discipline of landscape architecture] in this country can 
enlist as potent a group of supporters and teachers for the twenty-first century as the 
lawn industry, the Garden Club of America, the U.S. Golf Association, and the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture did during the twentieth century” (Jenkins, 1994, p.187). 

The intent is not to replace the lawn aesthetic with a new or singular social norm. The planting 
aesthetic must respond to and incorporate human and non-human participants that are regionally 
appropriate. For example, the planting aesthetic in Fort Collins must be different than Las Vegas. 
Landscape architectural planting designs must incorporate diverse plantings, so as to create space, time, 
and color differentiations that results in improved plant recognition, revealed ecological processes, and 
contextually discrete spatial practices and planting aesthetics. It is through a critical awareness of the 
ubiquitous exercise of blind social, cultural, political, economic, and ecological practices of historic planting 
aesthetics, that landscape architectural practices may progressively address and respond to the impacts 
of forthcoming climate disruptions and population increases. 
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