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RAISING 
THE 

ROOF
ROOFLINES MAKE AN IMMENSE IMPACT 

ON A HOME’S CHARACTER

BY KIMBERLY NICOLETTI

D etailed rooflines usually aren’t the first thing 
on a typical person’s dream-home wish list, 
but rooflines can differentiate a castle from a 
commercial building, and a commercial building 

from a modern masterpiece. In fact, rooflines are one of the 
main elements that characterize a home’s architecture. 

Traditionally, roofs have been pitched, which is why 
most children’s drawings of a house basically incorporate 
a triangle on top of a square — usually along with a front 
door and a chimney. People historically built homes with 
pitched roofs to shed rain and snow. But even hundreds of 
years ago, European mountain dwellers knew that snow 
atop a roof insulated their homes better, so they would 
stack rocks and logs on their pitched roofs, in order to hold 
the snow. Sure, some of our ancestors built homes with 
generally flat roofs using straw, branches, leaves and clay, 
but early flat roofs were most successful in dry climates, 
like the Middle East or American Southwest; elsewhere, 
most thatched roofs remained sloped to shed the elements. 
Homeowners in freezing climates avoided flat roofs, 
because technology didn’t exist to prevent leaks.

This roof on a Shepherd 
Resources project is planted 

with native flora.

Photo by Andrew Wellman
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EVOLUTION OF 
THE FLAT ROOF

Twentieth century innovations 
in drainage technology ushered 
in new interest in building flat 
roofs, especially as the modern 
architecture movement rolled 
into the 1920s with designers 
like Frank Lloyd Wright. Flat 
roofs provide clean lines, are 
often less expensive to build 
and allow for more usable living 
space than pitched roofs. 

Still, some homeowners 
associate mountain structures 
solely with pitched roofs, 
assuming that a flat roof can’t — or 
shouldn’t — hold the amount of 
snow we receive. Others associate 
flat roofs with leaks, but as it turns 
out, any roof — steep pitched or 
otherwise — can leak if it’s not 
designed and built properly.

In the last couple decades, 
roofing technology has improved 
drastically. For one thing, 

roof insulation is about two 
to three times greater than it 
was 25 years ago, says Doug 
DeChant, AIA principal of 
Shepherd Resources Inc. And 
waterproofing membranes, such 
as the type American Hydrotech 
Inc. has developed, have 
solved problems with leaking; 
American Hydrotech’s signature 
product is a hot fluid-applied, 
rubberized asphalt made of at 
least 40% recycled materials.

“As long as flat roofs are 
designed well and waterproofed 
properly, you don’t have problems 
with them,” says Kyle Webb, 
principal of KH Webb Architects. 
“The technology is really good. 
A lot of people have it stuck 
in their minds that flat roofs 
leak, but we just don’t have 
those problems anymore.”

Flat roofs on mountain homes 
are designed to hold 12 to 14 feet 
of snow, which acts as even more 

insulation during harsh winters. 
And, flat roofs are obviously 
safer to walk around on and push 
snow off of than pitched roofs.

“I love doing flat roofs,” 
Webb says. “I honestly think 
they’re better than anything 
— and I know people disagree 
with me … but more people 
are going with flat roofs.” 

In the summer, flat roofs 
accommodate sod and plants, 
which are extremely energy 
efficient and sustainable, Webb 
says. Sculptural grasses, which 
can grow up to 4 feet tall, add 
to the aesthetics of the home 
while also steering clear of 
dark shingles that reflect heat 
back into the atmosphere.

Planted roofs are also a great 
way to integrate a home into 
the surrounding environment. 
Shepherd Resources Inc. designed 
a home for an artistic couple in 
Steamboat Springs with a planted 

roof that literally blends into the 
hillside with summer blooms.

And, while most people think 
about roofs as something that tops 
a house, flat roofs can act as patio 
areas; just imagine an exterior 
flat roof that creates a grade-level 
patio with a guest bedroom or 
recreation room beneath it. And, 
whether a roof is flat or pitched, its 
overhangs can shade an outdoor 
living area or, at the very least, 
protect the home’s exterior walls. 

ADDING A PITCH
Roofline pitches are measured 

by the number of inches they 
rise per foot of run. So, a 1/12 
roof pitch is nearly flat, rising 
only 1 inch for every 12 inches, 
while a 12/12 is the steepest. 

Much of the Valley’s building 
codes call for lower height limits, 
and real estate square footage 
is so valuable that most people 
don’t add extra height by building 

This planted roof on a Steamboat 
Springs home blends seamlessly 

into the environment.

Photo by Andrew Wellman
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roofs with steep pitches; modest 
pitches, such as 6/12 or 8/12, allow 
for more useable space. However, 
Beaver Creek’s regulations do 
accommodate higher height 
limits, and thus, steeper pitches. 
Steeper rooflines provide an 
overall taller, and often massive, 
structure: think castles. But, 
like castles, they can also make 
a home stand out a little too 
much, rather than seamlessly 
blending into the surrounding 
landscape and neighborhood.

These days, many homeowners 
hope to integrate their homes 
into the environment, much 
like the Steamboat couple, but 
they still might want some pitch 
to their roof. Adam Harrison, 
principal at Shepherd Resources, 
has been designing a lot of 
homes that blend flat, or lower 
slant, roofs with an 8/12 gable. 

“A gable says ‘home’ more 
than a flat roof does. A flat 

Whether it’s a traditional 
pitched roof, a flat roof with 
one prominent gable, or a 
series of flat, angled roofs, the 
roofline sets the stage for the 
rest of the house.

PLANTED ROOFS  
ARE ALSO A  
GREAT WAY TO 
INTEGRATE A 
HOME INTO THE 
SURROUNDING 
ENVIRONMENT. Photo by Dann Coffey

Photo by Dann Coffey
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roof has always seemed a little more commercial,” Harrison says. 
Since pitched roofs shed snow, they must be designed carefully: 

snow shedding from roofs can injure, or even kill, people.
“Steep pitches are a great look and shed snow rapidly if designed 

properly,” Webb says. 
But ice can build up in the valleys and overhangs and cause 

ice dams. Heat tape can mitigate the problem, but, again: a roof 
must be properly designed and built. Heat from inside a home 
causes snow to melt, and if a roof is improperly built, the melting 
snow doesn’t completely run off the roof. Instead, colder night 
temperatures turn it to ice, which expands. Ice can force its way into 
any available joint or crevice, and that can ultimately cause leaks.

KEEP IT SIMPLE
In addition to proper engineering, rooflines should  

be simple.
“You don’t want a chaotic roof form,” Harrison says. “You want 

something that comes together really well. Simplicity’s going to give 
you that.”

Overall, rooflines are integral, not only to function, but also to form.
“Rooflines are one of the most critical elements to a home’s 

personality,” says Brian Sipes, president of Sipes Architects. “They 
are key to the first impression and set the expectation for what 
the home has to offer. Will it play nice with its neighbors or is it a 
rebel? Is it unassuming and stoic, or does it have a subtle wit — or a 
bit of sarcasm? No one roof type fits every site or every client, but it 
should reflect both.”

“ROOFLINES ARE ONE 
OF THE MOST CRITICAL 

ELEMENTS TO A HOME’S 
PERSONALITY. THEY 

ARE KEY TO THE FIRST 
IMPRESSION AND SET 
THE EXPECTATION FOR 
WHAT THE HOME HAS 

TO OFFER.”

Steeply pitched roofs are 
traditional in high-snow areas. 

Photo by Peter Gibeon


