
GARDEN DESIGN JOURNAL      www.SGD.ORG.Uk14



 www.SGD.ORG.Uk      GARDEN DESIGN JOURNAL  15

The garden design scene in Auckland, New 
Zealand, is thriving. Darryl Moore looks at 
the work of three Kiwi designers who are 
blazing a trail for the industry down under  

Full  
flourish

Photos: Darryl Moore

New zealaNd

T he importance accorded to outdoor lifestyles is 
something immediately apparent in New Zealand’s largest  
city, Auckland. The city is surrounded by the natural beauty  

of the Manukau Harbour and Hauraki Gulf, and is bestowed with  
a subtropical climate. This favourable aspect of its isthmus 
location in the north of the country affords ample opportunity  
for outdoor activities across a large part of the year, making 
gardens something of an essential domestic amenity.

But as with other cities around the world, increasing urban 
density is having an effect on the sprawling metropolis, with  
a higher premium being placed on exterior space. In a burgeoning 
and inflated property market, developers are realising the returns 
on building flats rather than single dwellings, and the traditional 
suburban quarter-acre plot is also being sub-divided to 
accommodate additional residences. The obvious upshot of  
such actions is that a greater amount of people are afforded less 
access to outside living areas. Yet although there may be less  
space provided for gardens, the social and personal value  
attached to them is becoming a rising stock. Homeowners are 
prepared to invest in them as important parts of their lives,  
rather than simply as assets.
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“ExpOSURE tO ImAGES Of GARDENS AND pLANtS 
hAS pUShED thE ExpEctAtIONS Of DESIGN 
StANDARDS fOR bOth hOUSE AND GARDEN”

 
New horizons
Also discernible is a growing trend towards 
design literacy among the public. Exposure  
to images of gardens and plants, as well as 
fashions in architecture and interior design, 
particularly through the internet, has pushed 
the expectations of design standards for both 
house and garden. This has provided a new 
generation of clients for Auckland designers, 
offering an expanded range of opportunities. 
Ably armed to rise to the new situation with  
a wide-ranging plant palette, thanks to the 
region’s benign weather conditions, the  
artistic arsenal of colour and form available  
to designers is enviable. 

An obsession in the 1990s with sub-tropical 
exotics resulted in a citywide landscape legacy 
of palms, agaves and bromeliads, while an 
increased interest in using native plants has 
developed in recent years. The use of endemic 

species plays upon an appreciation of a more 
naturalistic aesthetic and a considered approach 
to sustainability in terms of water and pesticide 
usage. Starring roles in planting schemes now 
appear for previously undervalued species, such 
as meuhlenbeckia, coprosma, griselinia and 
scleranthus, their wonderfully varied forms 
providing creative opportunities for designers 
in imagining new ways to use the plants beyond 
their prosaic and wild connotations.

A geometric appeal
The career of landscape designer Trish Bartleet 
has charted both the social and horticultural 
vicissitudes the profession has encountered  
over the past 30 years, and her current work 
actively responds to the new demands of clients’ 
briefs. Smaller-sized plots, more courtyards,  
a greater integration of indoor and outdoor 
spaces and a growing recognition of the need 
for protection from the sun in a UV-challenged 
part of the world, are recurring conditions in 
her projects, giving rise to new design solutions 
for flexible sheltered spaces.

After an early career foray in the world of 
fashion, Bartleet transferred her artistic affinity 
and studied landscape design at Unitec and 
Massey University. Honing her craft over the 
years, she has developed a keen sensibility  
for geometry, pattern and colour, with each 
playing a vital role in creating spaces that  
look determinedly designed. Channelling 
similar strong visual qualities to those in the 
work of Roberto Burle Marx, through a 
distinctly New Zealand filter, her work  
deploys boldly colourful blocks of planting 
accented with sculptural trees and shaped 
shrubs. Operating primarily in the wider 
Auckland area with the occasional foray  
further afield, her portfolio encompasses 
designs for residential and commercial projects, 
which respond to clients briefs by pushing them 
in novel creative directions.

A convenient arrangement with her 
husband’s architectural practice allows her to 
contract out the technical detailing and 
planning permissions for projects, allowing  
her freedom and flexibility as a sole practitioner 
to concentrate more on the design aspects.  
A degree of reciprocity also comes into play, 
with design work garnered from him and other 
friends in the profession.

A very steep hillside property on Mount  
Eden, with dramatic views across the city, 
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pages 14 & 15 Trish 
Bartleet’s Freemans 
Bay design presents a 
sculptural array of green, 
red and glauca foliage
far lefT An alley of 
Rhopalostylis sapida 
underplanted with 
Fuchsia procumbens in 
the Smith garden by 
Trish Bartleet
Top lefT Trish 
Bartleet’s distinct 
interplay of colour and 
form provides a unique 
interface with the 
street in Freemans Bay
Top righT The rich 
subtropical planting 
palette employed by 
Trish Bartleet in 
Freemans Bay includes 
bananas, cannas, 
bromeliads and palms
BoTToM Stylised 
topiary frames a 
chequerboard landing 
between house and 
street in Trish Bartleet’s  
Mt Eden design
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“RObIN ShAfER’S wORk ExUDES A mINImAL  
ARchItEctURAL ELEGANcE, wIth cLEAR  
LINES DEfINING hER DESIGNS”

afforded Bartleet an impressive challenge, to 
which she responded by developing distinct 
areas with strong visual characteristics. Most 
strikingly, the front garden opens out into a 
tiled chequerboard plateau encompassed by 
curvaceously shaped topiary, neatly framing  
an almost surreal welcome to the historic 
house. The rear garden transcends in the 
direction of the crater of the extinct volcano,  
by a series of steps flanked by hemerocallis and 
agapanthus, reaching a couple of levelled 
terraces shaded by trees. The project has been 
phased over more than a decade, responding 
closely to the clients changing needs, and 
allowing Bartleet an opportunity to closely 
monitor the ongoing maintenance.

While borrowing landscape is a 
commonplace design tool, it is not usually  
quite so literally realised as in a project by 
Bartleet in Freemans Bay, in which the rear 
gardens of two adjacent properties interlink 
while maintaining distinct identities. The 
atmosphere in each is quite different, one 
espousing a sense of exposure to the sky and 
split up into different areas, while the other 
embraces a shadier sense of enclosure, both 
hosting a planting palette that each mixes 
natives with euphorbia, grasses and an 
impressive array of bromeliads.

High aspirations
Similarly concerned with structural integrity, 
Robin Shafer’s work exudes a minimal 
architectural elegance, with clear lines defining 

Top A Balinese-
influenced raised 
poolscape in a  
Mt Eden design by 
Robin Shafer 
BoTToM Robin 
Shafer’s design in 
Sunnyhills borrows  
the estuarial vista  
of the Tamaki River 
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her designs. Clean cut hardscaping, 
counterbalanced with sculptural planting of 
palms and cycads, offers tropical modernism 
with a local twist in her designs for city  
gardens, while her coastal gardens seemingly 
project infinity-edged pools into the aquatic 
horizons they address. Larger ‘lifestyle block’ 
projects extend the unwavering lines of the 
buildings out into rugged rural surroundings 
interfaced by the loose forms of native  
planting, blurring the boundaries.

Over the past 25 years her practice, now 
employing three other designers, has developed 
a reputation in the Auckland region for 
delivering high quality aspirational designs, 
many of which feature finely executed 
swimming pools. Projects encompass both  
the residential and commercial areas,  
although for a while she worked in the public 
domain, designing the Tahaki Reserve in  
Mt Eden and streetscapes for Takapuna  
City Council, until the tender process rendered 
the venture unprofitable.

Despite her hardscape acumen and natural 
tendencies for strong structure she still 
harbours a longing for more people to  
embrace the floriferous side of planting, 
something instilled in her from her early 
training in horticulture at Massey University 
prior to studying landscape architecture at 

California Polytech in San Luis Obispo.  
She has recently been heartened by a rather 
exceptional client who has been bucking  
the trend for dividing properties into  
ever-smaller pieces, by opening adjoining 
gardens into unified spaces filled with  
abundant herbaceous planting.

Her trademark structural simplicity is  
clearly in evidence in the hardscaping of an 
estuary-side garden in Sunnyhills, boasting  
a relaxed resort-style poolside ambience  
replete with palms, cycads and bromeliads. 
Effectively screened from neighbours by  
Ficus hillii hedging and kentia palms, the main 
leisure space of the garden houses a covered 
bale as a central focal point. The attention to 
detail lavished on the pool and stepping stones 
crossing it is evidence of Shafer’s mastery of  
the aquatic elements she deploys.

Strict geometry is also at play in an  
Italianate-influenced design in Chatswood, 
albeit softened by the incorporation of  
mature planting. The foliage-focused formal 
structure of the garden mixes buxus with 
tropical plants, articulating discreet spaces 
intended for various uses, and creating a 
cross-cultural dialogue intended to articulate 
the aspirations of the client. 

Another project in Balmoral offered a more 
unique and eclectic design approach, working 

collaboratively with the client’s penchant for 
whimsy and cultural mix’n’match. Balinese 
statuary vies for attention against elevated 
swimming and spa pools, surrounded by 
cordalines and featuring a weir cascading  
into a grotto area. A strange balance of 
formality and eclecticism are held in a  
constant state of tranquil tension. Perhaps  
most distinctively, a ground cover carpeting  
of Baroque meets Maori-type patterns styled 
from ophiopogon, sets the house strikingly 
apart from the others in the street.

World renown
Working her way up through the landscape 
industry over the past couple of decades,  
from hands on gardening and construction 
through design studies at Unitec, has led  
Xanthe White to the position of being New 
Zealand’s most prominent garden designer, 
recognised both locally as a writer and TV 
presenter and internationally as the creator  
of show gardens at Chelsea Flower Show  
in 2006, the 2012 Gardening World Cup in 
Japan and Singapore Garden Festival in 2014. 

The process of gradually evolving her  
practice has endowed her with a considered  
and confident approach toward landscape 
structure and planting. With a majority of 
Auckland-based clients, she heads a team of 

Robin Shafer’s 
‘Baroque Kiwiana’ 
ground covering 
pattern makes a bold 
statement, highlighted 
by the verticality of 
Rhopalostylis sapida



•  Eden Garden  
A fine array of native and 
sub-tropical plants, including 
collections of bromeliads and 
vireyas, spectacularly located 
in an abandoned quarry. 
www.edengarden.co.nz

•  Silo Park  
Award-winning harbour front 
landscape designed by Taylor 
Cullity Lethlean.

•  Heroic Gardens Festival  
Annual charity event every 
February showcasing a  
wide range of gardens (see 
above) created by owners 
from the GLBT community 
and other supporters.  
www.heroicgardens.org.nz 
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six designers, generally working on about  
100 designs a year, with a constant roster of 
projects in various stages of development.  
A close engagement with clients is essential  
and White encourages them to participate  
in the planting of their own gardens in  
order that they try to experience a direct 
connection with it and understand it as  
an evolving space.

Becoming increasingly comfortable  
working with landscape has enabled White  
to relinquish imposing architectural elements 
upon it, learning to work with the lay of  
the land instead of reconfiguring it in a 
traditional fashion. Processes of moulding  
and contouring the site rather than simply  
levelling it are increasingly playing an 
important role in her work, to the extent that 
she will introduce gradients into level sites.

The genesis of this rationale emerged from 
experiences of being brought in at the tail end  
of projects when the builders have left the  
site in an uneven, characterless state, with  
little budget remaining for the garden. Such 
situations required a pragmatic solution to 
transform adverse conditions into creative 
possibilities, something she has successfully 
turned into a stylistic asset. The primary driver 
of her approach is the practical usage of the 

spaces she creates, considering the journeys  
that will be taken through the landscape,  
the rhythms of passage and pause, and the 
musicality of footsteps as they transition 
through graded sites. 

Key to this is the conscious decision to  
avoid retaining walls in favour of more 
naturalistic steppe style strategies, moulding  
the terrain using organic fabric to maintain  
the soil and  provide a stable environment  
for planting to establish.

Another technique she employs involves 
encroaching on to the buildings themselves to 
create vertical canvases for planting, using 
battening and earth, avoiding the necessity  
for cost and resource-intensive green wall 
systems, adding not just height but also a  
sense of depth, and blurring the boundaries 
between the architecture and garden.

Native plants figure prominently in her 
designs and the fine weave of species in a front 
garden in the suburb of Mt Eden reveals a  
highly attuned sensitivity to fine detail and 
ecological balance. The garden presents a sense 
of openness to the street front, something 
White is keen to embrace, generously  
reaching out to the surrounding area and 
blurring the boundaries of private and public 
space, attempting to break down what she 

Top Cyperus papyrus 
and Rhopalostylis 
sapida flank a lap pool 
in Xanthe White’s  
Mt Eden design 
BoTToM A lush 
sub-tropical  
enclosure in Mt Eden 
by Xanthe White
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“hER SIGNAtURE StyLE 
EmbRAcES SUStAINAbLE 
pRActIcES AND AImS tO 
ImItAtE NAtURAL EcOSyStEmS”

Top Embracing the 
contours of the site, 
Xanthe White’s  
Mt Eden front  
garden design mixes 
naturalistic native 
planting with clean 
contemporary 
hardscaping 
BoTToM Big, blousy 
and unashamedly 
floral – Xanthe White’s 
Alstromeria overdose 
in Herne Bay

describes as ‘the mine line’, which territorially 
segregates neighbouring properties.

The back garden reveals something of a 
dramatic change to the endemically inclined 
frontage, with an undulating space replete with 
subtropical splendour. The distinction between 
the two areas, one open and the other enclosed, 
offers the possibility to create physically distinct 
spaces with different microclimates affecting 
the users experience of them.

Her signature style embraces sustainable 
practices and aims to imitate natural 
ecosystems, although the occasional foray into 
floral abundance fulfils another side of her 
design inclinations. A Herne Bay house plays 
home to an unashamedly romantic rear garden 
with a distinctly traditional European bent. 
Alstroemerias, irises and lavender, laid out in a 
parterre manner, brightly proclaim such 
tendencies without a hint of embarrassment, 
while pragmatically hiding a more prosaic 
vegetable garden behind. ‘Grow Your Own’ 
productivity is another of White’s proclivities 
she has championed in the public domain 
through her media work.

The diversity of approaches to climate, 
geography and culture evidenced in the work of 
Bartleet, Shafer, White and other Auckland 
designers, is testament to a buoyant local scene. 
The establishment of the New Zealand Society 
of Garden Designers six years ago is further 
affirmation of the industry’s rude health, and its 
activities in promoting the work of its members 
and fellow travellers through events and open 
weekends has revealed the public appetite for 
fresh design ideas responding to a city boldly 
facing the challenges of the future. 

Trish Bartleet 
www.trishbartleet.com
Robin Shafer 
www.shaferdesign.co.nz
Xanthe White 
www.xanthewhitedesign.co.nz
Garden Design Society of New Zealand 
www.gardendesignsociety.org.nz
Auckland Garden DesignFest 14/15 November 
www.gardendesignfest.co.nz


