
13 © 2021 San Diego State University Research Foundation

124°W 122°W 120°W 118°W 116°W

114°W122°W 120°W 118°W 116°W

42°N

32°N

40°N

38°N

36°N

42°N

34°N

40°N

38°N

36°N

Kilometers

0 50 100 200

Miles

0 25 50 100

KLAMATH
MOUNTAINS

B A S I N

A N D  

R A N G E

TR ANSVERSE    R ANGES

PENINSULAR

RANGES

S A L T O N
T R O U G H

S O N O R A N  D E S E R T

M
EX

IC
A

N
 H

IG
H

LA
N

D
S

C
A

SC
A

D
E    R

A
N

G
E

G
R

E
A

T
   C

E
N

T
R

A
L

   V
A

L L E Y
S

I
E

R
R

A
   N

E
V

A
D

A

N
O

RTH
ERN

     CO
A

ST     RA
N

G
ES

SO
U

T
H

ER
N

     C
O

A
ST     R

A
N

G
ES

Physiographic Regions
Physiography is the shape of the land surface. California 
has 12 distinct physiographic regions. Most of the state is 
made up of high mountains and low valleys that orient north-
south. The Great Central Valley is a very broad and level 
valley between the Coast Ranges and the Sierra Nevada. More 
mountains and small valleys along the eastern border of 
the state are part of the Basin and Range region. The Mojave 
and Sonoran Deserts make up the vast southeastern quarter 
of California. Mountains also rise above the coastline from 
the Klamath Mountains and Cascade Range at the Oregon 
border to the Northern and Southern Coast Ranges. A broad 
plain extends along the coast in the Transverse and Peninsular 
Ranges regions to the southern border with Mexico. 

Image below: Mt. Whitney is the highest peak in California 
at 14,505 feet above sea level. Alaska is the only state with 
higher mountains.


