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     Having just come from a study of Victorian Poetry, and enjoying the romance of flowery speech and rich imagery, I found this poem to be very enjoyable.  It is quite in contrast to the other two assignments, Collier’s A Woman’s Labour, and Duck’s A Thresher’s Labour.  Though the latter do contain a fair amount of imagery, they are mostly dark, drudging, and bleak, where this poem is bright, hopeful, and flamboyant.  In addition to casting an element of brightness upon the poem, the classical opening in Dyer’s third book serves two purposes.  First, it links the past and the present, which is important because it gives the present a place of importance and value in the history of man.  The phrase, “Let now the fleecy looms / Direct our rural numbers, as of old, / When plains and sheepfolds were the muses’ haunts” (11-13) is an example of how associating the present with the past can give it a sense of validity.  Secondly, and probably more significantly, it makes use of ornate and embellished language, giving it the feel of a high epic poetic form and, thus, elevating it.  Further, the poet’s use of the words “virtuous deed” at line 14, both reiterates his personal theme of the virtue of labor and, again, elevates the poem by assigning to its theme a moral judgment in the form of virtue.


     Another way in which the Dyer elevates this poem, and thus his theme, is by placing the action of the laborer first in direct line with nature, which is seen as an unchangeable, divinely induced part of the universe, and then, in fact, placing it above nature.  For example, he writes, ”Ev’n nature lives by toil: /  Beast, bird, air, fire, the heav’ns, and rolling worlds, / All live by action: nothing lies at rest, but death and ruin” (22-25).  This phrase places man (seen in this poem as he who toils) at one with nature, all the elements, and even heaven.  The following phrase proceeds to elevate man (the laborer) above nature, as he writes, “man is born to care; / Fashion’d, improv’d, by labor” (25-26).  Similarly, he continues, “What simple nature yields / (And nature does her part) are only rude / Materials, cumbers on the thorny ground; / ‘Tis toil that makes the fleece” (35-38).  In this way Dyer implies that even a divinely ordered universe can be improved upon by something as virtuous as good, hard labor.


     Another outstanding feature of the poem is its vivid color, as exemplified by the phrase, “your whole skill consists / In op’ning well the fibres of the woof, / For the reception of the beauteous dye, / And wedging ev’ry grain in ev’ry pore, / Firm as a diamond in gold enchas’d” (208-212).  From Dyer’s description of the dying process noted above, to his other references including the “rosy fingers of the morn” (145) and “yellow sheaves” (614) crowning the farmer’s hopes, the reader maintains a constant sense of color and vibrancy that is reminiscent of the author’s interest in painting.  


     Probably one of the most important aspects of this poem is that after Dyer elevates it to a moral and religious peak and imbues it with a supporting emotion and beauty, he then transports the weightless reader to the place he intended from the beginning, which is world of political, social, and industrial pride and perfection.  Using the aforementioned classical allusions, such as “Carthage” (335), as well as current geographical references, such as the “Brasilian woods” (286), “Chinese” (527), and “Japan” (528), he is able to propose to the reader that various aspects of the wool industry present a unifying factor amongst people of all global locations, past and present, mythological and factual.  In this way the industry itself is elevated with the utmost importance of being not only a national goldmine but also a global unification tool.  


     Dyer’s success in convincing the reader of the social and political importance of the wool industry is aided by his use of two images, that of the river and the hand.  The flowing river is a constant theme in the second half of the poem, with references such as the “Calder” (259), the “Anton” (427), and the “Nile” (594).  As the river flows from country to country, connecting each through its tributaries and oceans, the reader is propelled into a world that soon becomes very small; and once the world is brought together geographically, its inhabitants are then linked together as one people by Dyer’s use of the word “hand” in such phrases as “let the hand assist / To guide and stretch the gently-less’ning thread” (56-57), “Teach their unwilling hands, nor yet complain” (99), “The younger hands / ply at the easy work of winding yarn” (281-282), “where slaves / (Wretched requital) drink, with trembling hand” (364-365), and “We need not vex the strong laborious hand / With toil enormous” (592-593).  By using this varied imagery Dyer is able to metaphorically unite slave and master, young and old, and foreign and domestic as a people working together to one lofty purpose, again creating a nobility of end by its dignity of means.


     As mentioned in the introduction, from the beginning this poem is fused with a lofty air and moral judgment, as exemplified by Dyer’s frequent use of words such as “good” and “virtuous.”  The poet skillfully takes the reader through every minute and detailed aspect of the wool industry, assigning to each a subtle morality, which has the effect of satiating the poem with a sense of morality, peace, happiness, and comfort.  By blending an uncommon sense of patriotism and pride with a striking beauty and compelling virtue, Dyer’s poem draws the reader into a fantastic industrial nirvana. 
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