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with other organisms, trying to understand, interact, name and catalog every life form. 
This is the effort carried out here, by the NEST (Nature, Environment, Science and 
Technology) fellows who created this field guide. Joanne Marras Tate, Ph.D. candidate 
in the Department of Communication, Robert Buehler, M.F.A. candidate in Arts and Art 
History, and Mathew Sharples, Ph.D. from Ecology and Evolutionary Biology, have carried 
out a project that cataloged and researched some of the species and their relationships 
at the University of Colorado Boulder main campus, resulting in this field guide you are 
reading now.

This field guide intends to point out some of the local flora and fauna around the 
University of Colorado Boulder campus and the complex relationships shared between 
species, including us, outlining the many ways in which our worlds intertwine. The 
authors of this edition have compiled a number of species and their interactions, but it 
is hoped that this field guide will continue for many years ahead as an ongoing project. 
Students and guests of the University of Colorado Boulder are encouraged to continue 
to contribute to the guide to create a living document, gradually growing it to include 
more species, their interactions, importance, and impacts on us.

As the three fellows walked around campus identifying species and thinking about the 
different relationships they hold, there were several things discussed and noticed that 
need to be highlighted about species on campus. This includes water usage and the 
current decline in biodiversity. You will notice that in this field guide, we highlight native 
and nonnative species. In particular, we take a closer look at the flora on campus. The 
University of Colorado Boulder is located in what is considered a semi-arid grassland 
climate and biome, hence, many plants on campus are able to survive because of the 
irrigation systems that supply the necessary water for nonnative species to thrive. This 
is one important aspect of having a campus field guide: the infrastructure in place, and 
the hands of those who care and choose the species planted make a difference in what 
survives on campus. 

Along with observations of campus plant composition, we also noticed—or failed 
to notice—many insects. We expected to see an abundance of insects during the 
spring and summer, but that was not the case. We did not conduct formal surveys, but 
based on observations, we would like to highlight here the importance of insects for 
ecosystems, and make note that our campus may be representative of a broader decline 



https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0185809
https://www.inaturalist.org/
http://www.soroherbaria.org/portal/
http://www.soroherbaria.org/portal/
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bridge disciplines. We merge in this project arts, science and humanities in order to bring 
forward an innovative field guide that highlights relationships and species interactions, 

https://www.google.com/books/edition/Braiding_Sweetgrass/vmM9BAAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1&printsec=frontcover
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Sharing Varsity Pond with painted turtles are Amur carp (Cyprinus rubrofuscus), 
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Even with a varied diet, including woody plants in winter, eastern cottontails should not 
eat myrtle spurge (Euphorbiaceae: Euphorbia myrsinites). The genus Euphorbia has more 
than 2,000 species (making it one of the largest groups of plants on Earth) and shares 
the trait of having a poisonous white secretion, as well as unusual and unique floral 
structures. Myrtle spurge, also called “donkey tail” or “creeping spurge,” is on Colorado’s 
list of noxious weeds and is required to be eradicated by private landowners to prevent 
spreading. They are drought-tolerant plants native to Eurasia and were first introduced 
to North America as a garden ornamental, looking similarly to cacti and other succulents. 
Myrtle spurge is an aggressive plant that proliferates easily and outcompetes native 
plants, perhaps such as seedlings of the yucca. 

Soapweed, or the Great Plains yucca (Yucca glauca), belongs to the asparagus-agave 
family (Asparagaceae). Yuccas tend to be dominant species in arid grasslands, deserts, 
and dry mountain slopes. Yucca glauca is native to central North America and occurs 
throughout the plains from southern Canada down to Texas. There are up to 40 species 
of Yucca (including the iconic Joshua trees of the Mojave Desert) and historically they 
have been an important resource for indigenous peoples across northern and central 
America.

Another genus commonly used by indigenous peoples as a medicinal plant and found 
on campus is Erysimum, the name of which is based upon the Greek “eryomai” meaning 
“to help or save.” On campus you can find western wallflower (Erysimum capitatum) 
and identify them by their numerous flowers with four yellow to orange petals of about 
1 inch in length on average. Wallflowers are important sources of food for local wildlife, 
including caterpillars of a number of butterfly and moth species. A common butterfly 
spotted on main campus is the American painted lady (Vanessa virginiensis), easily 
distinguishable by the two large eyespots on the bottom side of their wings. American 
painted ladies are generalist pollinators, foraging on nectar from several different 
flowering plant species.

Myrtle spurge (Fiske Planetarium) 
Great Plains yucca (Fiske Planetarium) 
Eastern cottontail rabbit

), easily 
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https://bspm.agsci.colostate.edu/outreach-button/insect-information/arthropods-of-colorado/
https://bspm.agsci.colostate.edu/outreach-button/insect-information/arthropods-of-colorado/
https://bspm.agsci.colostate.edu/outreach-button/insect-information/arthropods-of-colorado/
https://www.audubon.org/
https://birdsna.org/Species-Account/bna/home
https://birdsna.org/Species-Account/bna/home
https://coloradobirdingtrail.com/birding-basics/a-few-birds-you-should-know/ 
https://coloradobirdingtrail.com/birding-basics/a-few-birds-you-should-know/ 
/lab/taylor/research/boulder-chickadee-study 
/lab/taylor/research/boulder-chickadee-study 
https://www.fs.usda.gov/ 
https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/agconservation/myrtle-spurge 
https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/agconservation/myrtle-spurge 
https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/agconservation/myrtle-spurge 
http://entnemdept.ufl.edu/creatures/MISC/Armadillidium_vulgare.html 
http://entnemdept.ufl.edu/creatures/MISC/Armadillidium_vulgare.html 
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