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It’s important to have a vision for your garden before you start any design work. You’ll 
want to be thinking of all the items above.
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How do spaces interact, what do you plan to use them for? We’re looking to hit the 
sweet spot with your design, making it both beautiful and functional.
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Make sure to establish goals for your landscape before you start your conceptual 
design. For example, if you want to establish a garden with room for entertaining, you’ll 
create objectives that help you reach your goal.
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Don’t forget to steal…I mean “borrow”… ideas!
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At this point, you should have completed your site map and your site analysis. Now 
we’ll work our way to a final plan.
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The first step is creating bubble diagrams. You’ll want to draw multiple versions to fully 
suss out your vision.
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You’ll be literally drawing out blobs or bubbles on your tracing paper and marking them 
with general uses. Loosely define these uses, e.g. “xeric bed,” “sitting area,” “plant 
screen from neighbors,” etc. 

Also mark pathways. Use your site map circulation/use pattern information to 
determine where potential pathways could go and how they could connect.
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Not so fast, you’re not ready to create your plan yet.
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All of these principles should cross your mind as you’re creating your design.
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Wow, that’s a lot of design principles to consider. Some of these, like color and 
emphasis, you’re probably already thinking about. Make a conscious effort to go 
through the rest of the principles.
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We use edges to define a space. Edges can be hard like this concrete curbing, or soft, 
like a row of plants.  An edge can be a physical object that can also create a visual 
barrier, or “line”.  Edges create lines, even if they aren’t straight.
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Patterns can be series of plants that repeat or series of any other feature that repeat: 
hardscapes, pavers, mulches, etc.
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Proportion is the size of an object in relation to other objects in the garden. Scale, on 
the other hand, is the relationship of an object to a fixed object, usually the human 
body. Getting the ideal proportion and scale can be the most challenging concept to 
pull off correctly in the garden. 

Garden elements such as benches, tables and arbors are most functional when they fit 
the human body. 

Consider proportion when selecting plant material. In the ideal situation, the plants are 
relative to people, existing plants and the house. A small café table next to a 60 foot 
oak tree is not a recipe for a cozy corner.
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Symmetry is where elements of the design are equally divided. Both sides could share 
all or part of the same shape, form, plant height, plant groupings, colors, bed shapes, 
theme, etc.

Formal gardens are almost always symmetrical. They display neat rows, mirrored 
images and/or geometric shapes. 

Informal or natural-looking gardens are asymmetrical but should be well-balanced. An 
asymmetrically balanced landscape design has the feeling of stability. Unity is 
maintained not through obvious patterns, but through consistent use of elements such 
as rocks, plants, and decor to ground the design.
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A threshold is used to denote that you are entering a different space.  Thresholds were 
very common in historic east Asian landscape architecture.  They can be created a 
variety of ways.  Some examples include:
• A step
• A change in ground surface material
• The end or beginning of a path
• A narrow entry way
• A prominent feature
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Think of the beat of music.  It doesn’t have to be symmetrical like this image is, but 
rhythm is a repeated sequence of either height, form, color, etc. 
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Texture can be a link between something feels with how something looks.  Textures 
help create visual interest.  In a “sensory” style garden space, they can also create 
different feels.

• Soft
• Rigid
• Smooth
• Sharp
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A focal point can be any special feature that draws the eye.  Some options include:
• Fountain
• Overstated series of elements
• Statue
• A specimen plant, which is one unique plant that stands out from all the others
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Remember that you want to make your landscape both beautiful and functional.
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What is the function of the space?  In other words, what are you going to do in the 
space, if anything at all? It could also be that the function is just to provide visual
beauty from your home or from the street.
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Plant species do not have to be selected at this step, but think about plant material as 
you’re creating your initial plan.  This plan should show your hardscape features, 
circulation and overall plant layout by size.  You’ll have a pretty good idea at this point 
of what plants you want there, but you can still make changes.
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When choosing plants, you must take all of these characteristics into account.

In the next several slides you’ll see several genus of xeric plants that are great choices 
for any xeriscape in Aurora or the Colorado Front Range.
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The sedum genus is a great choice for a xeriscape. Most are groundcovers, but Sedum 
‘Vera Jameson’ and ‘Autumn Joy’ both are a bit taller.
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Ornamental grasses are an important addition to the garden. They provide year-round 
seasonal interest and the element of graceful movement (and sound) to the summer, 
fall and winter garden.
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Sandcherry is a beautiful, small shrub that has blazing fall color.
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These shrubs are beautiful selections. Genista lydia is a brilliant spring bloomer, Fallugia
paradoxa has fluffy seedheads in the summer, and Viburnum ‘Mohican’ retains its 
leaves through fall and into winter.
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Hesperaloe parviflora is not a true yucca, but the foliage and tall flower stalk are 
reminiscent of a real yucca.
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Penstemon is a beautiful genus to have in your garden. They come in many, many 
colors, forms and heights.
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The Salvia genus is another group that comes in many heights and colors.
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Gallardia genus are a bright addition to the garden. Delosperma genus are lovely 
groundcovers in multiple colors.
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Now it’s time to create your planting plan. You will draw out specific plant forms and 
sizes, but not the specific varieties yet.
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Next, you’ll finish up all of your plant research and assign species labels to each plant 
on your map. Symbols are always drawn to the plant’s mature size.

Create a Planting Legend – Note the Symbol, Quantity, Bot. Name, Common Name, Size

Create a Material Legend – Use Hatches or Colors to denote ground materials on plan.  
Specify the following: Type, Color, Size, Quantity
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To learn more about any of these programs, call 303-739-7195 and speak to a water 
conservation specialist.
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