
 

 

 

 

research garden

Breaking 
barriers 

Sichtungsgarten Weihenstephan, is 
Europe’s leading research and teaching garden 

but effortlessly manages to disguise its 
serious intent behind the beauty of its planting

WORDS NOËL KINGSBURY  PHOTOGRAPHS CLAIRE TAKACS

Sichtungsgarten Weihenstephan 
manages to combine serious research 

with beautiful planting, as in this border 
where Arundo donax and Miscanthus 

sinensis ‘Comet’, frame a mix of hardy, 
half-hardy and annual plants. 
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     ear the entrance to Sichtungsgarten 

Weihenstephan is a low wall that was built,  

I am told, because the garden’s founder  

Richard Hansen wanted students to be able 

to get in after hours. An opportunity I have 

taken myself, more than once. This pragmatic 

gesture sums up the spirit of Weihenstephan: 

there is so much to see here, it would be quite 

unreasonable to restrict visitors too much.

Sichtungsgarten Weihenstephan, which  

is linked to the Weihenstephan-Triesdorf 

University of Applied Sciences, is Europe’s 

leading research and teaching garden. It all 

sounds very serious, but Weihenstephan does 

an extraordinarily good job of making the 

serious beautiful. Laid out in the late 1940s by 

landscape architect Alfred Reich, the garden’s 

basic plan sounds severe – a series of 3m-wide 

rectangular beds between wide grass paths – 

but the planting is so dense that strolling 

along the borders you are rarely aware of the 

overall pattern, and looking diagonally across 

the beds, all you can see is a field of perennials, 

grasses and occasional shrubs, held within a 

girdle of surrounding sheltering trees. 

The garden was founded in 1947 by 

Richard Hansen (1912-2001) as a centre for 

horticultural research. Hansen had been a 

pupil of the charismatic nurseryman, plant 

breeder and writer Karl Foerster (1874-1970), 

who did much to establish Germany’s 

position as the leading perennial-growing 

nation, and was hugely influenced by him. 

From its inception, Weihenstephan’s 

objectives were to discover those species most 

worthy of cultivation. But as well as trialling 

the best species and cultivars, Hansen’s 

research also focused on finding the best 

places to plant them and their most suitable 

planting partners. This focus, on creating 

planting combinations that work together, 

ecologically, was at the core of Hansen’s 

approach. At Weihenstephan there are several 

dry and woodland areas that illustrate how his 

ideas on plant communities can be applied to 

less than ideal environments.

Hansen’s work on ornamental plant 

communities has been hugely influential 

among German gardeners, and his successor 

Peter Kiermeier, who took over as garden 

director in 1978, took Hansen’s work even 

further by adding an aesthetic dimension to 

the scientific enquiry. Kiermeier was a 
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In brief 
Name Sichtungsgarten Weihenstephan. 
What Research, teaching and trials garden, linked 
to Weihenstephan-Triesdorf University of Applied 
Sciences. One of the biggest collections of 
perennials in Europe, including habitat gardens, 
innovative combinations and research plots.
Where Freising, Germany.
Size 12 acres.
Soil Neutral loam.
Climate Continental temperate, regularly down 
to -20°C in winter, 80cm annual rainfall.
Hardiness rating USDA 6a.
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Although this is very much a research garden, it avoids the 
sterile feel of a research plot. The spirit of the place is fertilised 
by the buzz of excited chatter and the enthusiasm of students

lover of English gardens and the colour 

theories of Gertrude Jekyll, and introduced 

colour-themed borders to the central area of 

the garden, placing far greater importance on 

balancing plant form and texture. 

The garden’s current director, Bernd 

Hertle, took over in 2006 at a time when 

many gardens were trying to reduce costs. As 

a result, several of Hertle’s programmes have 

tried to quantify levels of maintenance, and 

in particular he has been looking at labour-

saving methods, such as mulching or the 

machine-cutting of perennials. 

“One of our new projects is a garden 

meadow, that combines slower-growing 

grasses with perennials, to minimise 

maintenance,” says Hertle. Plant trials also 

form a large part of the garden’s work, and 

these Hertle admits, can take up to five or six 

years. “The first year and a half is to establish 

the correct names,” he says. “After that we 

evaluate the plants for four years, at several 

locations across Germany.” 

 Although this is very much a research 

garden, it completely avoids the sterile feel of 

a research plot. The spirit of the place is 

fertilised by the buzz of excited chatter from 

garden visitors and the youthful enthusiasm 

of students. No doubt some of the students 

who creep in over the low wall after hours do 

so after a few bottles of beer from the local 

Weihenstephaner Brauerei – the world’s 

oldest brewery –  but once here they cannot 

fail to be entranced. It is one of those places 

where information about plants and plant 

communities can be absorbed almost 

effortlessly. It is also a wonderful place to 

appreciate the incredible diversity, vibrancy 

and sheer quality of German horticulture. 

USEFUL INFORMATION

Address Hochschule Weihenstephan-

Triesdorf, Weihenstephaner Gärten,

Am Staudengarten 7,  

85354 Freising, Germany.

Tel +49 8161 71 4026 (mornings only).

Website hswt.de/en

Open 1 April – 31 October, daily, 9am-6pm. 

Admission free.

• You can find out more about Sichtungsgarten 

Weihenstephan and contemporary German 

planting in general at gardensillustrated.com

research garden

The exotic foliage of the maple-leaved Ricinus 
communis, a tropical plant grown as an 
annual, dominates this border, along with the 
half-hardy Canna indica ‘Schwabenstolz’, one 
of many dark-leaved, red-flowered cannas. 

Turn over for four planting combinations 
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Sunny side up

Glebionis coronaria (1) and Nicotiana sylvestris (2) set the cool theme of this yellow and white border. A larger number of small 

annuals are used to fully explore this combination, including Zinnia elegans ‘Benary’s Riesen White’ (3) and Antirrhinum 

majus ‘Rocket White’ (4). In contrast are the darker tones of two perennial grasses, Miscanthus sinensis ‘Undine’ (5) and 

Miscanthus sinensis ‘Graziella’ (6), which will provide winter interest and continuity from year to year.
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research garden

Autumn glow

By August, the yellow-green flowers of Euphorbia palustris (1) that gave this plant its moment of glory during early summer, 

have gone and the leaves are now developing the early stages of its autumn colouring. Here the golds and reds of its foliage pick 

out the blue-purple of Symphyotrichum novae-angliae ‘Violetta’ (2) and the yellow of Rudbeckia subtomentosa (3), providing 

several weeks of vibrant colour combinations. All three are long-lived perennials that flourish in fertile, moist soils.
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Combinations
These four plant combinations from Sichtungsgarten Weihenstephan are  

suitable for any reasonable soil in full sun. They illustrate the kind of  

perennial plantings that are characteristic of contemporary German design. 
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The colour purple 

The rich colour of the short-growing Symphyotrichum novi-belgii ‘Pacific Amaranth’ (1) sets the tone here, continued by the 

taller annual Verbena bonariensis (2) and complemented by the pink of Sedum (Herbstfreude Group) ‘Herbstfreude’ (3), the 

latter’s seedheads will be a focus in early winter. Meanwhile the white of Symphyotrichum lateriflorum ‘Chloe’ (4) lightens the 

mix and acts as a counterpoint to the dark foliage of shrub Cotinus coggygria ‘Royal Purple’ (5).

Acid test

This lovely combination mixes the blue of Salvia farinacea (1) with the acid-yellow of Anethum graveolens (2).  

The salvia is a perennial but grown here as an annual. If started early from seed, it flowers from midsummer to the  

first frosts. Anethum graveolens (the herb dill), with wispy leaves and acid-yellow umbels of flowers, is a short-lived 

annual, but in moist and fertile soil it will flower long enough to complement the salvia’s solid blue spikes. 
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