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STEPS TO READ TOPOGRAPHIC SYMBOLS ON 
A TOPOGRAPHIC MAP 

 

Reading topographic symbols on a topographic map is crucial 

for understanding the terrain and features represented. 

Following is the guide to interpreting common topographic 

symbols: 

1. Contours 

• Solid Brown Lines: These lines represent contours, which 

connect points of equal elevation. Each contour line follows a 

particular elevation (e.g., every 10 meters or 50 feet). 
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• Index Contour: A thicker contour line usually labelled with 

its elevation. It helps in estimating elevations of neighbouring 

lines. 

 

2. Hypsometric Tints 

• Colours: Areas may be shaded or coloured to indicate 

elevation ranges. Lighter colours typically represent higher 

elevations, while darker shades indicate lower elevations. 
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3. Spot Elevation 

• Dots with Elevation: Small dots or circles with numbers 

indicating specific elevations. They help pinpoint exact 

elevations at various locations on the map. 

 

4. Cultural Features 

• Buildings: Small black squares or rectangles indicate 

buildings.  

• Roads and Trails: Different line styles and widths represent 

roads, trails, paths, and highways. They may have symbols 

indicating their surface type (paved, gravel, dirt). 
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• Railroads: Dashed lines with parallel lines running 

perpendicular to them. 

 

• Bridges and Tunnels: Special symbols indicate these 

features where applicable. 

 

5. Vegetation and Land Use 

• Forests: Green areas or patterns denote forests and 

woodlands. 
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• Orchards and Vineyards: Specific symbols represent these 

cultivated areas. 

 

• Swamps and Marshes: Blue-green or light blue areas may 

represent wetlands. 

 

6. Water Features 

• Streams and Rivers: Blue lines indicate flowing water. The 

width of the line typically correlates with the size of the 

watercourse. 
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• Lakes and Ponds: Blue-filled areas represent lakes and 

ponds. They may have labels with their names or sizes. 

 

7. Relief Features 

• Cliffs: Represented by brown lines with tick marks pointing 

towards lower ground. 

• Depressions: Represented by concentric lines with hachures 

on the downhill side, indicating a depression or bowl-shaped 

feature. 

 

8. Boundaries and Grid Lines 

• Political Boundaries: Dashed or solid lines denote 

boundaries between countries, states, or administrative 

divisions. 
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• Grid Lines: Latitude and longitude lines help in locating 

positions precisely on the map. 

Tips for Reading Symbols: 

• Legend: Always refer to the map’s legend or key, usually 

located in a corner, to interpret symbols accurately. 

• Scale: Pay attention to the map’s scale to understand 

distances and size relationships between features. 

• Context: Consider the surrounding features and terrain when 

interpreting symbols to get a comprehensive understanding 

of the landscape. 

Mastering the interpretation of topographic symbols takes 

practice, but once you become familiar with the common symbols 

and their meanings, you will be able to read and interpret 

topographic maps effectively. 
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