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• Cultivation area of 17 000 ha in 2025
• +- 2000 farmers
• 43 flax scutching mills
• 7 linen-specialised weaving mills
• Machine builders (for agriculture, processing, textile production)

Flax industry in Belgium today:



•Dew retting
•River retting 
•Warm water retting
•Pond retting
•Enzymatic retting



Dew retting



The flax is pulled and put back on the field to ret. Photos: Alliance for European Flax-Linen and Hemp



The colour of the flax changes from yellow-green to brown and grey throughout the field retting. 
Photos: Alliance for European Flax-Linen and Hemp / Inagro / Wikipedia



The flax is turned every few days, to ensure the stalks to ret evenly. Photo: Texture museum



• How? The flax is pulled and laid out again on the field, it’s turned one or several 
times to ret evenly. 

• Duration: 3-7 weeks, depending on the weather
• When? Historically done, and remains the most widely used method today
• Advantage

• Simple and not labour-intensive
• River water isn’t polluted

• Disadvantage
• Duration depends very much on the weather
• Grey colour of the fibres

Dew retting = field retting



River retting



Thousands of wooden crates, hundreds of bundles of flax, flax shelves and the typical ‘flax shed’ where the materials were stored, 
overlooking the Leie between Bissegem and Kortrijk, c. 1910–1920. Photo: Texture Museum



The bundles of flax are kept submerged at all times using heavy stones, overlooking the Leie in 
Kortrijk, c. 1910–1920. Photo: Texture Museum 



The bundles of flax are kept submerged at all times using heavy stones, overlooking the Leie. 
Photo: Texture Museum 



The flax is dried on the riverbank in thousands of small sheds. In the early 20th century, this was 
often a communal activity in which children also helped. Photo: Texture Museum



• How? Stack the flax in wooden crates and submerge them in the river water
• Duration: 7-10 days, depending on the temperature of the water
• When? Since late middle ages. Repeated bans in 1627 and 1725. Repermitted in river Lys 

(exception in Flanders) 1820-1943. Banned since then
• The story of the ‘Golden River’ in Kortrijk – river Lys (Leie) 1850-1950:

• Precious fibres of exceptional quality for which a high price was paid worldwide
• Colour, gloss, fineness, fat and smooth touch, strength, suppleness and other spinning qualities

• Advantage
• White fibers, ideal for white linen 
• High quality of fibres 

• Disadvantage
• Labour-intensive
• Foul smell
• Pollution of the river water and fish mortality
• Drying of the bundles

River retting: in running water



Warm water retting 



Retting in tanks. Photo: Texture Museum



Rettery Holvoet, Izegem (1948-1993). Photo: Texture Museum

https://inventaris.onroerenderfgoed.be/erfgoedobjecten/91645
https://inventaris.onroerenderfgoed.be/erfgoedobjecten/91645
https://inventaris.onroerenderfgoed.be/erfgoedobjecten/91645


• How? Concrete bunkers with steel sliding doors in which the flax was stacked and completely 
submerged in water at 30-35 degrees Celsius 

• Duration: 2-7 days
• When? From around 1930 onwards, last rettery in Belgium closed in 2021
• Advantage

• Quick: only 2-7 days 
• White fibers, ideal for white linen 

• Disadvantage
• Energy-consuming
• Labour-intensive
• Foul smell
• Contamination and pollution of the surface water
• Drying of the bundles
• Slightly weaker fibre and less gloss than river retting? 

Warm water retting: in tanks (retteries)



Pond retting



Pond retting. - Photo: Texture Museum



Pond retting in Ireland. / Pond retting. - Photos: Texture Museum



Pond retting in Flanders (Nieuwkerken). Photo: University library Ugent, photographer Jean 
Massart, 1904



• How? Flax put in small still water ponds and covered with mud, turf, branches. 
Always dew retted afterwards to clean

• Duration: 1-3 weeks, depending on the temperature of the water
• When? When river retting was banned (16-19th century), no longer done today
• Advantage

• No connection to river water
• Soft, shiny flax, good quality, precious

• Disadvantage
• Fibre slightly less strong?

Pond retting = mud retting, blue retting: retting in stagnant water



Enzymatic retting



• How? Add specific (natural) enzymes to initiate the retting
• When? Since begin 1900’s, research and experiment still ongoing, but is not 

breaking through yet
• Advantage

• Quick
• More controll over the process
• Combining with dew retting? 

• Disadvantage
• Fibers less strong?
• What about big quantities of flax?

Enzymatic retting
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