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A

This straightforward activity should highlight the narrative structure of the poem and 
should encourage learners to identify the poet’s careful selection of salient events to tell 
Caroline’s story. A choice of three events may begin to shed light on how the poet tells 
her story: her marriage, divorce and death – three possible choices – may help to initiate 
a discussion about whether the poet intends us to judge or to pity Caroline, or both.

Perhaps what is missing from the account of her life is as important as what is included. 
For example, learners may notice that nothing is told about her childhood, as if her life 
only began on her marriage. Little is said about her role as a mother, perhaps to suggest 
that it played only a small part in her life. No credible family, professional or social life is 
included, though some details of her sexual liaisons are. Learners’ reactions to her story 
and her character may vary widely and some use of the poem’s details to support views 
should be encouraged here.

B

Learners should readily identify Caroline’s choice of a husband to be based on her 
assessment of his wealth and status. Some explanation of the poem’s title, ‘A County 
Life’, may help to initiate a discussion of the particular kind of social status Caroline 
aspires to. Hard copies (rather than online) of Tatler magazine, Homes and Gardens, The 
Lady and particular county magazines which depict the lives of modern-day Carolines 
might help learners understand the kind of life she sees represented in the man she 
chooses. Important features to note about Caroline’s choice of husband may include:

• his inherited rather than earned wealth

• his large estate and house which display wealth in subtle rather than vulgar ways

• his social standing is implied by, and tied up with, what he has, not what he does

• her complete disregard of his character or looks, a complete absence of love.

Impressions of Caroline may vary. Learners should be encouraged to justify their views 
of her as, perhaps, shallow, calculated, socially aspirational or pitiful. The poet’s shaping 
of our reactions by the selection of details and the language used may highlight his 
craft here.

Activities
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C

The concise, loaded use of language to mock Caroline may be elicited here. The 
exclusive focus on Caroline may be noted. The use of ‘aflush’ to hint at a stereotypical 
bride is undermined by her narcissism and ‘swank’ may begin to suggest a rather naïve, 
childish view of herself in her new social position. Mustique has a particular place in 
British memories as the playground of the decadent rich and royalty. Learners’ own 
research can be used to highlight the island’s privately-owned exclusivity.

D

Learners should begin to hear and discuss the effects of line and stanza breaks here and 
may discern and describe the subtle tone the poet creates. The matter-of-fact way in 
which he moves from honeymoon to divorce in the middle of a line and a stanza may 
be addressed. Learners may find that this evokes a cold or bitter underlying atmosphere 
while others may detect a sadness or a sense of waste. The brief reference to the son 
seems to contain a pause in the sentence across the line which learners may also find 
creates an ambiguous, perhaps ironic or poignant mood. Interpretation, with apt 
support and exploration, may usefully be encouraged here.

E

The image of the ‘failed student’ is a strange one and may elicit some focused 
description of the poet’s use of language. (Duncan Bush was a university and college 
lecturer in various countries so may well have seen this phenomenon for himself.) It 
implies that she hung around the same places and people in the hope of regaining 
lost social status by association. The idea of her as a ‘student’, someone studying the 
manners and lives of the class she aspires to, rather than having been born into it, may 
also be implicit in the image. The use of the image of a social ladder in ‘a lost social 
rung’ may reinforce this idea.  

The poet’s use of ‘wistful’ may signal a slight change in tone towards sympathy for some 
learners although the ‘wistful/for status’ may contain a note of mockery too.

A discussion of the nature of Caroline’s relationships with her son compared with those 
with her brief sexual partners may be helpful. She seems helpless to prevent her son 
from turning into a ‘prig’ and some learners may note the detachment and coldness in 
the simple marking of passing time implied by ‘each term taller’. Learners may see her 
encounters with rich and influential men as pathetic and demeaning in her search for 
social status. Her changed status as a divorced woman in this class of society may be 
discussed – is she a victim of the old, moneyed County class or does she simply try to sell 
herself to gain access to it? 
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F

Learners may be able to track for themselves the way that the poet shapes our 
understanding of Caroline by the end of the poem. The red highlighted lines show 
her decline and create an unpleasant picture of her as a middle-aged drunk who has 
gone to seed and is unable to contain her bitterness. Learners should be encouraged to 
support their views by reference to the detail in these lines, such as the use of ‘bray’ to 
mock her voice or ‘sour’ to describe her view of life.

The image of milk ‘dribbling away to rennet’ may elicit some thoughtful discussion of 
the poet’s use of language and imagery to show how Caroline’s life has soured and been 
reduced.

The reference to Margaret Rutherford may need some explanation. Her profession as an 
actress and her reputation as an upper-class battle-axe figure may be explored as a way 
to portray Caroline in middle age.

The lines in green may be seen as the poet’s own critique on Caroline’s life and the 
tone here is less mocking and more direct. The indictment of the ‘rural gentry’ as a 
destructive force in her life will readily be noted although ‘her naïve,/excited arrivisme’ 
may need some explanation. The social ambition rather than entitlement by birth 
which is implied by ‘arrivisme’ is mitigated by ‘naïve’ and ‘excited’ and makes the reader 
less willing to judge her earlier behaviour. Learners’ opinions of her may be revised as a 
result and these impressions could be explored.

G

Learners may or may not have anticipated Caroline’s demise but some discussion 
may elicit some ideas about how the poet uses language and imagery to shape our 
responses to this point. Learners’ reactions to the depiction of her death may be 
supported by factual detail, such as the loneliness of her life implied by the length 
of time she lay undiscovered, and by the poet’s use of language to highlight her 
despair such as the phrases highlighted here. While learners’ sympathy for her may be 
tempered by earlier depictions of her as a shallow social climber, there should be some 
appreciation of how the poet gradually adds some subtlety to her portrayal.

These Teachers’ Notes, provided to support the teaching and learning of GCSE English 
Literature, contain some ideas which teachers could use to stimulate discussion and debate, in 
conjunction with other materials and sound classroom teaching. Context is not assessed in this 
non-examination assessment. We cannot guarantee the accuracy of external websites.


