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MAN OF MYSTERYMAN OF MYSTERY
Designer Cleve West draws from memory and experience 

to create complex, alluring spaces. By Darryl Moore 
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C leve West is a sought-after, award-
winning designer with experience 
in public, private and show projects, 

who is also known for his dedication to his 
allotment. While much of contemporary 
garden design circulates in a currency of 
cut-and-paste familiarity, his work maintains 
a design language that exhibits a very 
personal sense of aesthetics and integrity. 
What sets it apart is a thoughtful approach, 
interweaving elements of the past with the 
present, to create gardens with an inherent 
sense of allure and mystery. 

Fragments of memories are subtly and often 
subconsciously disseminated throughout 
his designs. His teenage encounters with the 
landscape of Exmoor, for example, were the 
inspiration for his garden for show sponsors 
M&G for RHS Chelsea 2016. Translated into 
new creative contexts, these influences defy 
easy interpretation. “Going into spaces that 
you can’t quite figure out, understand or see 
adds another layer to a garden,” he says. “It’s 
like that simple thing of looking at a plant 
when it’s just about to open – it’s almost better 
than when it is open. So not quite being able 
to see something, or wondering what’s going 
to happen or where it goes, is quite an alluring 
thing in design.”

Interpreting abstract impressions into 
material designs is a skill West has honed 
over many years. He studied art as part 
of his degree, and then worked for fine 
art publishers Petersburg Press, where he 
encountered the works of Jim Dine, Howard 
Hodgkin and Robert Motherwell. He also 
spent a brief sojourn in David Hockney’s 
studio, the thought of which he still finds 
astonishing – “I would pay good money to 
do that now, rather than them pay me!” Such 
encounters proved instrumental in developing 
his aesthetic sensibility and then later in 
applying it to design. “It has given me a good 
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pan-religious totemic air to it. “There’s 
not much you can do these days that 
hasn’t been seen before,” he explains. 
“It is theatre, and you have to try to 
make an impression. Most people are 
nervous about putting large scale heavy 
mass into a small space, but nine times 
out of ten it can work in your favour.” 

On with the show
His Gold-medal Chelsea garden in 
2006 for Saga Insurance featured 
roughly cast concrete bowls and a 
large cone anchored in the corner 
of the garden, made by Bottagisio 
and Decoux, as well as a series of 
deconstructed concrete walls. Upping 
the ante in 2008, his BUPA garden 
featured a bold, textured concrete 
boule by the French duo. This garden 
won the hearts of the public as well as 
the judges, winning a Gold medal and 
the People’s Choice Award. 

His show garden for The Telegraph in 
2011, which won Best in Show, drew 
inspiration from a visit to the classical 
site of Ptolemais in Libya, which left 
lingering memories of the ruined 
city in West’s mind. Six columnar 
concrete sculptures by Bottagisio and 
Decoux evoked an atemporal quality 
by combining the classical and the 

“NOT QUITE BEING ABLE 
TO SEE SOMETHING, OR 
WONDERING WHAT’S 
GOING TO HAPPEN OR 
WHERE IT GOES, IS 
QUITE AN ALLURING 
THING IN DESIGN”

PREVIOUS PAGE 
Horatio’s Garden. 
Birch, amelanchier 
and buxus provide 
structure, and the 
perennial planting 
highlights the 
passage of time and 
natural cycles of 
regeneration
CLOCKWISE 
FROM TOP LEFT 
Cleve’s 2011 Gold  
and Best in Show 
garden for the 
Telegraph; his 2012 
Brewin Dolphin 
garden was another 
Best in Show winner; 
a preview of his 2016 
Chelsea garden; the 
2014 M&G show 
garden, which  
won Gold

platform from which to explore the 
world of gardening,” he says.

The shape of things
Given this background, it is hardly 
surprising that a prominent feature of 
West’s design signature is sculpture. 
Drawing subconsciously on “a general 
tumble-drier of ideas”, mixing up 
influences from Caro, Noguchi, 
Moore and Serra, his designs have 
successfully integrated bold, large, 
abstract sculptural forms, injecting 
unexpected dimensions of scale and 
mass that manipulate the spatial 
dynamics of a site. Stone, concrete and 
wood are tried and tested favourites, 
which work neatly as counterfoils to 
the ephemerality of his planting.

Early in his career, he collaborated 
with sculptor Johnny Woodford, and 
in a series of gardens over the past 
decade at RHS Chelsea he has worked 
fruitfully with French artists Serge 
Bottagisio and Agnes Decoux, as well 
as producing some pieces of his own. 
He considers the use of sculpture in 
show gardens important in making 
an impact in a crowded field. West’s 
most recent Chelsea garden, for M&G 
in 2014, featured a carefully crafted 
central stone fountain with almost a 
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contemporary. “The modern elements 
of the sculptures were ambiguous,” 
he says. “Modern, but based on things 
we know and have seen many times 
before. I find all those contrasts 
really exciting.” 

His Brewin Dolphin-sponsored 
garden in 2012 (also Best in Show) 
presented a tranquil space styled in 
a traditional Cotswold vernacular, 
imbued with the sense of mystery 
in Edward Gorey’s illustrations. The 
result was lines of taxus topiary in 
abstractly anthropomorphic shapes 
standing sentry along a path, which led 
to an upended wellhead, with a void for 
a focal point. The suggestion that this 
may lead to other spaces beyond the 
garden amused West – “You imagine 
putting that in a brief!” 

A distinct planting palette ran 
throughout all of these gardens, 
accented with perennials and 
particularly self-seeders, blurring the 
boundaries between the hard- and 
softscapes. Humbly disavowing any 
prowess as a plantsman, West instead 
feels he has an understanding “of 
texture, form and colour and how 
to put those together. You build up 
a natural intuition, observing nature 
and then combining the two”.

He relishes the show garden 
context. “It is actually a very selfish 
way of doing a garden,” he says. “You 
have carte-blanche. It’s the only time 
you’ll ever be able to do something 
from the heart, exactly to your 
wishes.” The accomplishment of his 
gardens is attested by his many medals 
and awards, but he is egalitarian in 
attributing his success to teamwork 
with many people, each highly 
valued for their specific skills and 
creative inputs.

A collaborative approach is also 
evident in West’s everyday practice. 
Whilst a move towards larger scale, 
prominent projects means a larger 
staff, he is keen to maintain a certain 
degree of freelance independence. “I’m 
not ambitious to have a big office,” 
he explains. “I don’t really want that 
responsibility.” Instead, he has struck 
an amenable arrangement by which 
he engages the services of two local 
designers with their own practices, to 
assist on projects as necessary.

Going public
Because of this set-up, he is wary of 
participating in resource-intense 
competitions, although one recent 
invitation from the Hepworth 
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Wakefield gallery in Yorkshire was too 
tempting to resist. The competition 
brief requested a garden to be designed 
between the building and adjacent 
industrial textile mills. West couldn’t 
refuse the offer to participate – a 
visit to Hepworth’s home and studio 
in St Ives many years before had 
proved pivotal in his understanding 
of how balances are struck between 
the elements of a design. The large 
sculptures in her small garden 
confirmed the need to be bold with 
mass and scale in his show gardens.

West’s highest-profile public project 
has been Horatio’s Garden for the 
Duke of Cornwall Spinal Treatment 
Centre at Salisbury District Hospital. 
Olivia Chapple contacted West to 
create a garden for patients in memory 
of her son Horatio, who had come 
up with the idea before he died in 
2011. Unbeknownst to her, West 
was familiar with the centre, having 
previously visited a friend there over 
a period of a year. That experience 
not only convinced him of the value 
of the project but also informed his 
thinking about it. 

The site had been a car park, and the 
brief included wide paths and minimal 
slopes to accommodate wheelchairs 

and rolling beds. West wanted to avoid 
the gridded layout of the hospital 
in favour of a freeform fluidity, and 
he designed the formations of the 
paths and walls as metaphors for the 
process of patients coming to terms 
with life-changing injury. The garden 
provides a neutral respite from the 
ward for patients, families and staff, 
as well as an interactive space for 
horticultural therapy. 

The project received high praise, 
particularly from West’s peers who 
bestowed on it three of the major 
SGD Awards in 2014. But the greatest 
reward for him has been watching 
people come out into the garden and 
seeing their responses, as well as 
grateful letters from patients, and local 
people’s sense of pride and ownership. 
He believes it is the only garden he 
has designed that has been useful and 
helped people – “If there’s one job that 
makes me thankful for being a garden 
designer, it’s that one,” he says.

Another health-related commission 
is for a garden at a new Maggie’s 
Centre at the Whitchurch Hospital in 
Cardiff, to accompany a building by 
Dow Jones Architects. The intention 
is that the building will have an 
intimate relationship with the greater 

While international work remains 
scarce, with only one garden made in 
collaboration with Johnny Woodford 
in Normandy, West is comfortable 
with not having to deal with travelling 
and language barriers. However, a 
new client in Burgundy has offered 
West a unique opportunity, reversing 
the usual build process, with the 
garden to be created on a plot of land 
surrounded by vineyards before the 
house is ‘invited in’ and constructed in 
10 years’ time. As opposed to relating 
to the architecture, this has provided 
him with free rein to design a garden 
reflecting the owner’s nomadic 
international lifestyle. The planting 
will include various horticultural 
indulgences including Chinese plants, 
an American prairie and formal 
pollarded French stylings.

Personal passions
Global concerns and relationships with 
the planet are matters West accords 
due gravity, and addresses in both the 
professional and personal aspects of 
his life. Aware of negative impacts 
on the environment, he attempts to 
reduce his own contributions, while 
acknowledging the contradiction 
that to create gardens involves a 

certain degree of destruction, and that 
encouraging biodiversity is difficult. 
“The amount of time I spend while 
gardening trying not to hurt anything 
is quite stressful.” 

A long-time vegetarian, he has 
recently become a vegan, something 
he considers a win-win-win situation 
for the health of animals, himself 
and the environment, and which 
sits comfortably with his advocacy 
of productive allotments. It is this 
mindfulness, personal integrity and 
a spirit that cedes no compromise that 
drives West in his attempts to make 
some kind of meaningful connection 
with the landscape, and is reflected in 
his work. “If you’re true to yourself, you 
shouldn’t really have to compromise,” 
he says, “so set your standards high and 
try and stick to them.” 

A professional code of ethics is 
something he feels the SGD could take 
an active role in creating. “It would 
be nice to see the society play a more 
active role in stamping out things like 
back-handers from contractors,” he 
says. “I’ve never taken commission 
from a contractor and never will, as 
it is dishonest and can put you in a 
difficult position if there is a dispute 
between the client and contractor.” 

As a long-standing member of the 
society, West believes that it has been 
very useful in terms of bringing the 
profession to a wider audience, while 
on a personal level he believes it was 
helpful “when I started out, in terms 
of networking”.

Many years on, he has achieved 
a position where he is comfortable 
designing gardens that in his own 
words “have a voice” and “some feeling 
of belonging”; spaces that are safe and 
comfortable, but that exude a sense 
of anticipation and mystery. While 
he is distinctly grounded in the world 
around him, his mastery of form, 
mass and space nonetheless elevates 
his work to another plane. 

FURTHER 
INFORMATION
• To find out more about Cleve’s work,  
see www.clevewest.com 

• Cleve’s book Our Plot, about the 
allotment he tends with his partner 
Christine, was published in 2011. 
The Bushy Park allotments in London 
occasionally hold open days for visitors – 
see www.bushyparkallotments.org.uk 

• Read his thoughts on sculpture in show 
gardens at http://on.ft.com/1XShAmw
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landscape, with rooms grouped 
around a central courtyard. This 
would open into woodland gardens 
that reveal a Victorian penchant for 
rhododendrons, laurels and even 
monkey puzzle trees.

In private 
Local work in southwest London 
occupies much of West’s time, 
allowing him to comfortably keep on 
top of projects as they progress, but 
a 16-acre project in the Cotswolds 
has provided his first country garden 
opportunity. The project began around 
the time of his 2012 Chelsea garden 
and draws on the same vernacular, 
including similar topiary features, 
installed in front of the house. At 
the rear, an escarpment bordered by 
a 2m-tall yew hedge obscures the 
view to the landscape beyond. West’s 
solution is to reduce the height while 
increasing the plant count, resulting 
in irregular shapes encroaching into 
the lawn and venturing down the hill. 
The client is really engaged with the 
landscape, creating an interaction that 
West enjoys. “I much prefer that than 
people who just dip into it, and use it 
as something to show off. But those 
people are quite hard to find.”

CLOCKWISE FROM 
TOP LEFT 
Cleve’s plan for a 
private garden in 
Burgundy, France, 
which has no house 
as yet; his initial 
sketch plan for the 
Maggie’s Centre 
garden in Cardiff; a 
visualisation of his 
design for the 
Hepworth Wakefield 
gallery; a pencil 
drawing of his  
ideas for a private 
Cotswold garden

ABOVE  
A private Normandy 
garden where Cleve 
collaborated with 
sculptor Johnny 
Woodford
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