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The Flax

The flax was in flower. It has such lovely blue flowers, as soft as the wings of a moth and yet
even more delicate. — The sun shone on the flax and the rain-clouds watered it, and it was
just as good for it as it is for small children to be washed and then get a kiss from mother;
and this makes them all the lovelier. As it did the flax too.

‘People say how splendidly | stand,’” the flax said, ‘and that | will grow so nice and tall that
a magnificent piece of linen will be made of me! Oh, how happy | am! | must certainly be
the happiest alive! | feel so good, and | will turn into something fine! How the sun enlivens
me and how good the rain tastes and how refreshing! | am incomparably happy — | am the
happiest in the whole world!

‘Yes, yes, yes!’ the fence pickets said, ‘you don’t know anything about the world, but we do
and are full of knots!" and then they creaked so pitifully:

Snip snap whirr

skittle scuttle churr

Our song'’s sung and done!

‘No, itisn’'t!’ the flax replied, ‘the sun will shine tomorrow, the rain does me good, | can hear
myself growing, | can feel I'm in flower! I'm the happiest in the whole world!’

But one day folk came and took the flax by its tops and shook it up by its roots , and that
hurt, and then it was laid in water as if it was to be drowned, and placed over the fire as if
it was to be roasted — it was frightful!

‘One can’t always have a good time!’ the flax said, ‘one has to try out something to know
anything!’

But it really got pretty bad. The flax was snapped and broken, was scutched and hackled —
all sorts of things it didn’t even know the name of — and then it was put on the wheel, whirr
blur! it was impossible to hold one’s thoughts together.

‘I've been exceptionally happy! it thought in the midst of all its pain. ‘One must be happy for
the good things one has had! Happy, happy, oh! — and it was still saying this when it came
up on the loom, where became a lovely large piece of linen. All the flax, every single plant,
became that one single piece.

‘Ah, this is so wonderful! I'd never have believed it! Oh, how good fortune follows me! The
fence pickets may have thought they knew everything with their

Snip snap whirr

skittle scuttle churr

But the song’s not sung and done at all! It's only just beginning! This is wonderful! Well, |
may have suffered a bit, but that has helped me become something — I'm the happiest in the
whole world!; I'm so strong and so soft, so white and so long! This is something else than
just being plants, even though one has flowers! One is not taken care of, and only gets water
when it rains. Now I'm waited on hand and foot! The girl turns me every morning, and with
her jug of water I'm given a rain-bath every evening; even the vicar's wife has made a speech
for me and said | was the best piece of cloth in the whole parish. | couldn’t be any happier!
Now the flax was taken into the house, now it was the turn of the scissors. How they clipped,
how they cut, how they pricked with sewing needles, for that's what they did! It was no great
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pleasure. But the linen was turned into twelve items of clothing, the unmentionable type that
everyone has to have, it made twelve such items.

Oh look, | wasn't really anything until now! This is then what | was destined to become! Well,
that’s quite marvellous! now | will be of use in the world, and that is as it should be, that is
a proper source of pleasure! We have become twelve items of clothing, and yet we are all
one and the same, we are a dozen! What incomparable happiness!

And the years passed — and the twelve of them finally wore out.

‘The end has to come sooner or later!” each garment said, ‘I'd have liked to have lasted a
bit longer, but one can’t ask for the impossible!” And then they were torn into shreds and
tatters, they thought it was all over with them, for they were chopped and squashed and
boiled, they didn’t even know what was happening to them — and finally they became lovely
fine white paper!

‘Oh, if this isn’t a surprise! And what a lovely surprise!’” the paper said. ‘Now | am finer
than ever, and now | shall be written on! Just think what can be written! What incomparable
happiness!” And things were written on it, the loveliest of stories, and people heard what was
written on it, and it was so good and true, it made people much wiser and better, it was a
great blessing given the sheets of paper in the form of words.

‘This is more than | ever dreamt of when | was a tiny blue flower in the field! How could
| possible have imagined that | would end up carrying joy and knowledge to people. | still
cannot understand it! But it just happens to be so! The Lord God knows that | myself have
done nothing except what I, to the best of my poor ability, had to in order to stay alive! And
now he is taking me from one joy and honour to the next; every time I think: “Our song’s sung
and done!” things change into something much higher and better; now I’'m sure to travel, to
be sent all round the world, so that all people can read me! That's the most reasonable thing
to do! Before | had blue flowers, now for every flower | have the loveliest of thoughts. I'm
the happiest in the whole world?’

But the paper did not get to travel, it ended up at the printer’s, and there everything that was
written on it was set up in type for a book, yes, many hundreds of books, for in that way
infinitely more people could benefit and derive pleasure from it than if the one piece of paper
on which it was written had travelled the whole world and got worn out half-way round.
‘Yes, this is of course the most sensible thing!’ the written-on paper thought. ‘I simply hadn’t
thought of that! | can stay at home and be revered like some old grandfather! I'm the one it's
all written on, the words flowed from the pen straight onto me. | stay put and the books do all
the gadding about! Now things can really get a move on! Oh, how glad | am, how happy | am!’
Then the paper was collected into a pile and placed on a shelf. ‘It's a good thing to rest when
the deed’s well done!’ the paper said. ‘It's very right and proper than one collects oneself
and reflects on what there is inside one. Only now do | fully know what is written in me! And
to know oneself, that is what really marks an advance. | wonder what will now happen now,
a step forward, for sure, things always move forward! —

One day all the paper was placed by the fireplace to be burnt, for it was not to be sold to
the grocer and end up round butter and brown sugar. And all the children in the house stood
around, they wanted to see it blaze, they wanted to see the many red sparks of fire in the
ashes that seem to run and go out, one after the other, so quickly — they're the children
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leaving school, and the very last spark is the schoolmaster; often one thinks he’s already
gone, but then he comes a little later than all the others.

And all the paper lay in a bundle on the fire. Ooh! how it suddenly was ablaze. ‘Ooh! it said,
and suddenly was one big flame, it rose much higher than the flax had ever been able to lift
up its tiny blue flower and gleamed more than the white linen had ever been able to gleam;
all the written letters turned quite red in an instant, and all the words and thoughts flared up.
‘Now I’'m going straight up into the sun!" it said inside the flame, and it was as if thousands of
voices said it all together, and the flame shot up right through the chimney and upwards — —
and finer than the flame, completely invisible to human eyes, there floated tiny beings just as
many as there had been flowers on the flax. They were even lighter than the flame that bore
them, and when it went out and there was nothing left of the paper except black ash, they
danced yet again above it and wherever they came in touch one could see their footprints,
those of the red sparks: ‘The children left school and the very last one was the schoolmaster’!
it was a pleasure to look at, and the children of the house stood by the dead ashes and sang:
Snip snap whirr

skittle scuttle churr

Our song’s sung and done!

But the small invisible beings each said: ‘The song’s never sung and done! That's the most
wonderful thing of all! I know this, which is why | am the happiest in the whole world!

But that the children could neither hear nor understand, nor were they meant to, for children
are not supposed to know everything.



