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INSIDE SOME OF NEW ZEALAND’S MOST COVETED HOMES 

Lance and Nicola Herbst established Herbst Architects in 2000 and since then 
their office has become one of New Zealand’s leading architecture practices. Eight 
New Zealand Architecture Awards and 20 Branch Awards testify to its peers’ 
respect. 

In this handsome book, leading architecture writer John Walsh focuses on key 
Herbst projects that exemplify the practice’s reputation for creating buildings that 
are exquisitely detailed, legible, materially expressive, located in a lineage of New 
Zealand craft architecture, and acutely sensitive to place and context.

Beautifully designed, and with photographs by well-known architecture 
photographers Patrick Reynolds, Simon Devitt, Jackie Meiring and Simon Wilson, 
this book should be part of every architecture-book collection.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

John Walsh is a writer who specialises in architecture. For a decade he edited 
Architecture NZ and was managing editor of a stable of design magazines. He has 
contributed to numerous publications, including The Architectural Record, Topos, 
Interstices, Architecture New Zealand, Metro, The New Zealand Listener, The New 
Zealand Herald, Here and Home NZ. His books include New New Zealand Houses; 
Home Work; Big House, Small House; City House, Country House; Far Pavilion: 
New Zealand at the Venice Architecture Biennale; Christchurch Architecture: A 
Walking Guide; Auckland Architecture: A Walking Guide; Wellington Architecture: 
A Walking Guide and Rooms: Portraits of Remarkable New Zealand Interiors.

SALES POINTS

•	 Survey of the work of a leading architecture practice
•	 Beautifully designed and packaged
•	 Written by a highly respected architecture writer

Intelligent, relevant books for intelligent, enquiring readers

Herbst
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67 Castle Rock House 
Whangārei Heads 
2002 

As our practice developed, our projects 
started to grow in scale and sophistic-
ation, graduating from bach to beach 
house. The Castle Rock House has 
three bedrooms and is clad in cedar, 
more expensive than pine, but a better 
performer in a maritime environment. 
But amidst the changes some things 
have remained the same. We always try 
to make houses smaller, and if we can’t 
make them smaller, we break them up 
into smaller parts, as with this house. The 
Castle Rock House is embedded into the 
land by a gabion wall, which is also used 
as an organising principle for the design. 
External circulation to the bedrooms 
makes movement through the building 
a constant negotiation between inside 
and out.

The house is located on a hilly site 
with views south to the ocean and 
northeast to dominant Castle Rock, and 
has to operate in both directions. In plan, 
the living component of the house is four 
squares centred around a pinch-point 
connection to the bedroom wing. There 
are two decks and two lanais, one for 

each wind condition, and the kitchen also 
looks two ways; the sunken lounge is the 
place of refuge when outside is out of the 
question. 

This was the first time we really 
started to work with rain screens, which 
we’ve now been doing for almost 20 
years. One prompt was major changes 
to New Zealand’s building legislation; 
in response to a ‘leaky building crisis’ 
the building code prescribed standard 
details, which tend to be clunky and 
unattractive. A rain screen deals with this, 
by hiding flashings, providing crisp edges, 
and giving depth to the façade. Used in 
conjunction with a lanai, it’s a means of 
turning simple waterproof boxes into 
expressive timber buildings. 

Recessive colours are encouraged, or 
even mandated, for highly visible houses 
on the New Zealand coast. That’s fine 
with us: we like dark-stained timber, which 
goes with the dark bark of the native flora. 
It might not work in other parts of the 
world, but in Aotearoa many councils 
and landscapers want it, and clients are 
comfortable with it. 
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‘carpenter tradition’. They hadn’t gone to architecture school in New 
Zealand, and in a relatively tight-knit architectural community they weren’t 
part of the gang. The upside? ‘We had no baggage,’ Nicola says. ‘We 
weren’t constrained by preconceptions of how things should and 
shouldn’t be done.’ 

In their early baches, the Herbsts proceeded to piece things together, 
determined to let the timber do the talking. This commitment to material 
fidelity — integral but not exclusive to modernism — was allied to a 
compulsive interest in the details of building assembly. The resulting 
architecture was as much an exercise in control as a controlled 
experiment. ‘We were trying to develop a timber construction language,’ 
Lance says, ‘one that expressed honesty, rigour and order.’ A meta 
language, in other words: the Herbsts were designing buildings about 
buildings. 

The Herbsts’ architectural temperament distanced them from the 
late-twentieth-century course taken by many architects in the city to 
which they had moved. In Auckland, examples of post-modern 
idiosyncrasy were easy to find, although a stricter regime was beginning 
to be introduced. Patrick Clifford’s own Auckland home, the Clifford-
Forsyth House (1995), for example, was an elegant realisation, in timber 
and concrete block, of coherent intent — a palate cleanser after an 
architectural binge session. The wider Antipodean context — and the 
Herbsts, since coming to New Zealand, have observed the confident 
progress of Australian architecture — evidenced the presence of kindred 
spirits. For example, what the Herbsts were doing with their bach on Aotea 
was similar to what Sydney architect Rick Leplastrier was doing with his 
house at Pittwater: crafting, with as sensitive a touch as possible, small 
structures that combined sufficiency and seclusion, protection and 
permeability. 

At first glance, the Herbsts’ very disciplined approach to bach design 
seems to be a counter-intuitive response to a very casual type. But the 
architects have always under stood that if a building is resolved, in its 
proportions, its inter-spatial connection and its details, it will be restful. 
And with their baches, from the earliest iterations onwards, the Herbsts 
have been careful not to construe clarity as austerity. Across a wide range 
of budgets, the baches have a richness, thanks to the exposition of their 

23 Herbst Bach 
Aotea Great Barrier 
2002

The summer after we had immigrated 
to New Zealand we spent a couple of 
weeks in a caravan on Aotea Great 
Barrier. The island, out on the edge of 
the Hauraki Gulf, 100 kilometres from 
Auckland, immediately resonated with 
us. It was undeveloped and its buildings 
were not at all pretentious. Land on Aotea 
was more affordable then and we were 
able to buy the site next to where we'd 
stayed. Designing and building the 
bach was a way to root ourselves in 
this country.

We felt at ease with the ‘bach’ type, and 
probably even romanticised it. We were 
familiar with similar buildings in South 
Africa, made from different materials and 
for a different climate, but just as 
straightforward and unfussy — informal 

and accretive, definitely not like city 
houses or the big holiday houses on the 
beaches near Cape Town. 

Our Aotea bach is a grouping of parts, 
an arrangement of inconveniences. 
We had a strong belief — we have since 
relaxed, a little — that it’s the job of the 
bach to be inconvenient. When you start 
loading up a bach with amenities, you 
lose something along the way. What do 
people remember from childhood days 
at the bach? Simple things, like standing 
around and watching Dad clean the fish 
he’d caught, or doing the dishes with your 
brothers and sisters, or perhaps the 
journey in the dark to the long-drop toilet 
at the back of the garden. The experience 
of the bach is not so much about what’s 
there, but what’s not there. 
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