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Contour Line (noun): In the world 
of art, a contour line is the outline 
or silhouette of an object or figure. 
Contour lines can also be used to show 
any dramatic changes of plane within a 
form.

The term 'contour' is derived from the 
Italian term 'contourno,' 'to round 
off.' This comes from 'contournare,' 
meaning 'to turn around' in Medieval 
Latin and is traced to Latin as 'com-' 
+ 'tournare,' meaning 'to turn on a 
lathe.'

In this example, each contour line is showing a 
5 foot change in elevation.
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Topographic Map (noun): A detailed and accurate two-dimensional representation of features on the 
Earth's surface. These maps are used for camping, hunting, fishing, hiking, for urban planning, resource 
management, and surveying. The most distinctive characteristic of a topographic map is that the three-di-

mensional shape of the Earth's surface is represented by contour lines.



Imagine the view of the hill on the left
is divided into five-foot segments. This will 
result in the topographic map to the right.

The contour lines on the map are evenly spaced
because the hill is perfectly symmetrical.

When contour lines are further apart, they show 
a more gradual change in elevation. In other 
words, they show a more gradual slope.

Slope shows change. It measures the change in height 
(rise) over the distance traveled (run). You may 
recognize this term from your math class.
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How Topographic Maps Work
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Activities!!

Follow the Raindrop!

Draw a line on the topographic 
map below showing the most likely 
direction rain water would 
travel. Hint: Rain most likely 
travels down steeper areas 
(greater slope). Start at the X.

X

Create a topographic map for each hill. Use the scale 
given on the left hand side. Hint: It is easiest to 
start with the smallest circle (highest point) first.
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Slope shows change. It measures the change in height 
(rise) over the distance traveled (run). You may 
recognize this term from your math class.

Coloring Topographic Maps is Fun! Color This One



Answer Key

Sea Level
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X

You should end up 
around here. WHY? 
The lines that are 
closer together show 
a steeper slope.

View More Resources at www.pocosinarts.org/online-creativity-resource
Share your completed activities to info@pocosinarts.org!


