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In this presentation, I will share some insights generated by studies of the world around us 
through the lens of time; in other words, what we can learn from time and the history of the 
landscape. I will use the Great Plains of the North American continental interior for examples, 
because it is the place that I now live, and because it is a rich and diverse landscape that has 
supported abundant life, including people, for thousands of years. 
 
The environment around us varies day to day, with the seasons, year to year, and over 
hundreds of years to millions of years. A history of that variation is written in the landscape: in 
the mud that accumulates at the bottom of lakes, in sand dunes and sediments, in tree rings 
and in the layers of cave deposits, and in buried fossils. This history yields a wider lens through 
which to view and understand the environment and its natural variability and a yardstick that 
we can use to evaluate changes that are happening today.  I will use examples from my work 
and the work of colleagues to describe some of the rich variability of the Great Plains through 
time, including the history of drought, the unusual biota of salt lakes, and reconstructions of the 
Great Plains landscapes in which early Americans lived and their cultures evolved. These 
examples provide perspectives on questions, such as: what is extreme? What characterizes a 
resilient landscape and the ability to survive extremes and variation? In what ways has the 
Great Plains landscape been shaped by human activities and perhaps vice versa? 
 
Through these examples I’d also like to convey some of my experiences of studying the Great 
Plains landscape that transcend science. One is an appreciation of the richness present in the 
world around us – its diversity in both prominent and subtle features and the ways in which 
these change through time.  Secondly, my examples will highlight how doing science has the 
potential to expand ones world and perspectives through working together with other people 
on a common set of interests or goals, often creating long-term friendships and connections. It 
is the latter that is one of the most long-lasting benefits of a career in science, at least at the 
scale of human lifetimes.   
 
 
 
 
 


