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I Sowed Flax

Lithuanian folk song 
Harmonization: Alfonsas Mikulsis
Accompaniment: Darius Polikaitis

Flax was grown in the geographic area of Lithuania more than 4,000 years ago. Prior 
to World War II Lithuania ranked 3rd in the world in flax exports (after Russia and 
Poland). Flax was a traditional fiber crop of our country, so it is no surprise that it is 
mentioned in the very oldest Lithuanian folk songs. It is most common in “multi-part” 
songs (“sutartinės”), where the lyrics describe the planting, growing, harvesting, spin-
ning, and weaving of flax. Folklore considers flax to be a sacred plant: greenery of the 
sun. It was thought that flax provided protection against evil spirits and various mal-
adies. Flax textiles (for example tablecloths, towels, or shirts) take on deep symbolic 
meaning and have an important place in Lithuanian folk songs.

“I Sowed Flax” identifies all the phases in the life cycle of flax: it was sown, sprouted, grew, 
and blossomed. The harmonization by A. Mikulskis does not use all the traditional lyrics. 
The original words also include the work of harvesting, gathering, threshing, spinning, 
and weaving.

It is a work song, describing the arduous labor required to process flax. The refrain: “Ritin 
dobilą, Ritin dobilą, Ritin dobil ja” is a recurring imitation of the sounds made by the 
tools used in processing flax – it’s a rhythmic accompaniment to the work. Although 
working the flax required long and tiresome efforts, there were traditional festivities 
when the work was finally completed. The customary ceremonies included dances, 
particularly by women, with choreography replicating the movements performed 
while working. Flax and hemp work songs were most popular in the Eastern Highlands 
(“Aukštaitija”) of Lithuania.

Sources: Lithuanian Encyclopedia and various Internet articles.
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