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If every place has its unique genius loci—its distinctive (and often protective) spirit that

animates place–then the southern Appalachian Mountains are no different in that regard.

Indeed, the spirit of place may be more easily observed in the mountains of the Blue Ridge

than other places. These mountains are home to one of the planet’s temperate rainforests.

Rainforests are the earth’s oldest living ecosystems, incredibly diverse and complex. They

are home to more than half of the world’s plant and animal species, even though they cover

only six percent of the planet’s surface. As part of a fragile global eco-system, the temperate

rainforests of the Blue Ridge have much to teach us about sustainability as they consist of a

web of interconnections between the weather—a complex ecosystem in and of itself—plants,

animals, and the communities who inhabit them. 

One of the functions of the natural landscape, as dissident author and activist Rebecca

Solnit observes, is to nurture and provoke an exploration of the landscape of the

imagination. Artist Jill Pelto does just that; her goal is to “engage people around science in

ways that are emotionally relevant and thought-provoking—communicating human-

environment connections.” We invite you to look closely at her exacting landscapes to see

the maps and graphs she embeds in her paintings. 

Community Contours in the Southern Appalachian Mountains is presented in partnership

with Pathways to Resilience QEP, a five year (2024-2029) climate literacy initiative at

Appalachian State University. This important university-wide initiative encourages students’

climate literacy and climate response-ability—the capacity to participate in positive climate

action in our professions and our communities, from local to global. Many thanks to Laura

England and Dr. Shea Tuberty for their on-going support of multiple extended collaborations

that bring climate science and art to the regional mountain communities we call home. 

Mary Anne Redding, Senior Curator
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My experience as an artist and climate scientist shapes my paintings, which incorporate

environmental narratives and science data. To start untangling the complexities of local and

global trends, I visualize connections between environmental change and human action.

Through color, pattern, and perspective, I hope to provide unexpected opportunities for

people to personally engage science through observation, reflection, and dialogue. 

My work for Community Contours in the Southern Appalachian Mountains captures stories of

this unique ecosystem, including the human and natural communities who call it home. It also

incorporates environmental stories from places I call home, highlighting the role of water in

connecting all communities.

I have a deep love for this ancient mountain chain and grew up exploring its northern portion.

While visiting the Blue Ridge Mountains in April 2025, I learned about a few elements that

define this region and how it is responding to change.

 Understanding and sharing people-place connections is part of my charge as an artist; this

exhibition allows me to share what I have learned. My new work uses data from research

conducted at Appalachian State University to ground local stories of community resilience in

the face of change.

Jill Pelto, Climate Change Artist

ARTIST STATEMENT
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Climate change artist Jill Pelto is currently based in Bellingham, Washington. She grew up in

Massachusetts, lived in Maine for a decade, and New Mexico briefly.

Pelto completed her Bachelor of Arts degrees in Studio Art and Earth Science before

continuing on to complete a Master of Science degree at the University of Maine in August

2018, where she focused on studying the sensitivity of the Antarctic Ice Sheet to changes in

the Earth-Climate system. She has conducted research on the mountain glaciers of

Washington and British Columbia, in the Dry Valleys and Transantarctic Mountains of

Antarctica, in the Falkland Islands, and in New Zealand. Jill Pelto is also the Art Director of the

North Cascade Glacier Climate Project, which she co-leads with her father, Science Director

Dr. Mauri Pelto. 

Pelto’s artwork has been featured on the cover of TIME Magazine, at the Peabody Essex

Museum, and was used on the cover of the North Cascade Conservation Council journal.

ARTIST BIOGRAPHY
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You are invited to:

Select a scientific graph that addresses an important real-world issue

Then, create an illustrated graph from that original

Once you’re done, keep an eye out for other ways you can merge

science with art. The possibilities are endless!

INVITATION 

TO 

CREATE 
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Data art activity adapted from Jill Pelto Art. Learn more at jillpelto.com/outreach.

Artwork by Lilly H.

In her exhibition Community Contours in the Southern Appalachian Mountains, artist and

scientist Jill Pelto combines art with scientific data to raise awareness about climate change.

By illustrating specific aspects of climate change research, Pelto provokes viewers to

question, wonder, and want to know more.

http://jillpelto.com/outreach


Friday, June 5

5pm

TCVA 1102 - Lecture Hall

ARTTALK
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Replanting Resilience, 2022 (Diptych)

Watercolor, acrylic, color pencil 

Humans and natural habitats are responding to shifting environmental conditions and climate

adversity in the Gulf of Maine. The work draws inspiration from current actions being taken to

restore the Great Marsh along coastal Massachusetts. The three line-graphs incorporated into

the works depict, from bottom to top: ▸ Historic sea level rise from 1950 to 2020 and

projections for future rise to 205 ▸ Increase in National Wildlife Refuge acreage in

Massachusetts, Maine, and New Hampshire from 2001 to 2020 ▸ Increase in the percentage

of US adults who supported policies to protect the environment from 2008 to 2019. Together,

the data shows how public awareness and efforts are rising to meet the the tide — a story of

how we can come together to act on what we know and feel.

Data sources on jillpelto.com 
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Nooksack River Watershed, 2025

Watercolor 

This is the first painting in an ongoing series sharing stories of watersheds fed by North

Cascade glaciers. The Nooksack River watershed has a unique story because it is fed by the

South Fork, the Middle Fork, and the North Fork, all flowing together to form one river before it

eventually spills into Bellingham Bay.

The three forks of the Nooksack River also have a fascinating contrast: the South Fork is fed by

no glacier melt, the Middle Fork is fed by four significant glaciers, and the North Fork is fed by

12 significant glaciers. The presence of glaciers and the melt they supply is extremely

important, and the contrast between the three forks highlights the importance of this input.

The large bar graph in this piece highlights that story, showing the change in river discharge —

volume of water — during the heat wave events. The North Fork discharge increased by an

average of 23% due to the high contribution of glacial runoff that can supplement it, while the

unglaciated South Fork discharge decreased by an average of 20%. This difference

demonstrates how important glaciers are to their watersheds.

Data sources on jillpelto.com
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Skykomish River Watershed, 2025

Watercolor 

This is the second painting in an ongoing series that tells stories of watersheds fed by North

Cascade glaciers. The Skykomish River is located more centrally in the North Cascades and

is partially glacier fed. Columbia Glacier is seen on the left of the painting, with the beautiful

Blanca Lake beneath. This is one of three glaciers remaining in this region, and the other five

have recently disappeared. On the right side is the Alpine Lakes Wilderness, three of the nine

glaciers in this area remain. The large bar graph in this piece shows Skykomish River

discharge—volume of water—from mid July to late September in 2023. The decrease in water

over the dry, hot summer period is evident. Above the bars, the line graph that makes up the

mountain shows the temperature of the river during the same time period, highlighting heat

wave events. When the temperature spikes, and when the river levels drop, a critical

threshold is reached for salmon and other species. This demonstrates how glaciers act as a

buffer during drought and heat events. 

Data sources on jillpelto.com 
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Feathered Memories, 2022

Watercolor 

This artwork accompanied a High Country News essay titled “Antidotes for

Ecological Forgetfulness” by Jason Mark. The essay explores how difficult it is

to hold on to our memories of environmental change. It advocates purposeful

observation and meaningful conversation as ways to increase our ability to

remember and the value we place on restoration and re-wilding. This artwork

does not include data, instead elevating personal experience. It shows a

father pointing out to his daughter all the bird species he has watched over

the years. Across the page, the birds become more faint to represent the past

when their population were higher and the important role memory plays in

keeping them alive. 
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THANK 

YOU

The Turchin Center for the Visual Arts at Appalachian State University engages

visitors from the university, community, nation and beyond in creating unique

experiences through dynamic and accessible exhibition, education, outreach

and collection programs. These programs inspire and support a lifelong

engagement with the visual arts and create opportunities for participants to

learn more about themselves and the world around them.

F R O M  T H E  T U R C H I N  C E N T E R  F O R  T H E  V I S U A L  A R T S
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