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Scarlet fever was a devastating disease in the 19th century, often leaving lasting impacts on those
who contracted it and their families. In the novel Frankenstein by Mary Shelley, Elizabeth Lavenza
and Victor Frankenstein's mother, Caroline Frankenstein, are central characters whose lives are
profoundly affected by Elizabeth’s bout with scarlet fever. This article explores in detail what
happens to Elizabeth and Victor’s mother as a result of Elizabeth's scarlet fever and how these
events influence their futures, the storyline, and the overarching themes of loss, sacrifice, and the
pursuit of knowledge.

Understanding Scarlet Fever in the Context of
Frankenstein

What Is Scarlet Fever?

Scarlet fever is an infectious disease caused by the bacteria Streptococcus pyogenes. It was
prevalent in the 19th century and often affected children and young adults. Symptoms include high
fever, sore throat, rash, and in severe cases, complications such as rheumatic fever or even death.

Scarlet Fever in Mary Shelley’s Time

During the early 19th century, medical understanding of scarlet fever was limited. There were no
antibiotics, and the disease could be fatal. Its impact extended beyond health, affecting families
emotionally and financially.

Elizabeth’s Battle with Scarlet Fever

The Onset of Illness

Elizabeth Lavenza, Victor Frankenstein's adoptive sister and fiancée, contracts scarlet fever during a
period when infectious diseases were rampant. Her illness is depicted as severe, with Shelley



describing her suffering as intense and her recovery arduous.

The Consequences for Elizabeth

The effects of scarlet fever on Elizabeth go beyond physical health:

- Long-term Physical Impact: Elizabeth experiences lingering health issues, which make her more
fragile and vulnerable.

- Psychological Toll: The trauma of her illness and near-death experience fosters a heightened sense
of mortality and a desire for a meaningful life.

- Altered Future Prospects: Her recovery influences her relationship with Victor, instilling in her a
renewed appreciation and sense of urgency in their engagement.

Symbolism of Elizabeth’s Illness

Elizabeth’s scarlet fever symbolizes the fragility of life and foreshadows the tragic events to come.
Her illness underscores the theme of mortality that pervades the novel and highlights the human
cost of scientific pursuits.

Victor Frankenstein’s Mother: Caroline Frankenstein

Her Role in Elizabeth’s Recovery

Caroline Frankenstein plays a pivotal role during Elizabeth's illness:
- She devotes herself entirely to Elizabeth’s care, embodying maternal love and sacrifice.
- Her nurturing efforts reflect her deep compassion and sense of responsibility.

Impact of Elizabeth’s Scarlet Fever on Caroline

Although Caroline survives Elizabeth’s illness, her experience leaves an indelible mark:

- Emotional Toll: Witnessing Elizabeth’s suffering deepens Caroline’s sense of maternal vulnerability.
- Health Implications: The stress and exhaustion from caregiving may contribute to her subsequent
health decline.

- Catalyst for Her Actions: Her dedication to Elizabeth’s recovery reinforces her values of family and
love, shaping her decisions later in the novel.

The Tragic Consequences for Caroline

Later in the story, Caroline Frankenstein’s health deteriorates and she succumbs to an illness, which
some interpret as an indirect consequence of the emotional and physical toll of caring for her family,
including Elizabeth’s previous illness.



Impact of Elizabeth’s Scarlet Fever on the Family and
Narrative

Emotional and Psychological Effects

The illness profoundly impacts the entire Frankenstein family:

- Loss and Grief: Elizabeth’s near-death experience heightens familial bonds but also introduces a
sense of vulnerability and impending doom.

- Increased Anxiety: Family members become more cautious and protective, aware of the fragility of
life.

Foreshadowing of Tragedy

Elizabeth’s scarlet fever acts as a narrative device:
- It foreshadows her eventual death, which is pivotal to the novel’s tragic arc.
- It highlights the recurring motif of mortality and the unpredictable nature of life.

Influence on Victor Frankenstein

Victor’s experiences with illness, including Elizabeth's, shape his worldview:

- They deepen his obsession with uncovering the secrets of life and death.

- They serve as a stark reminder of the limits of human knowledge and the dangers of unchecked
ambition.

Broader Themes and Lessons From Elizabeth and
Caroline’s Experiences

Theme of Maternal Love and Sacrifice

Caroline’s devotion exemplifies maternal sacrifice, which is contrasted with Victor’s reckless pursuit
of knowledge, raising questions about responsibility.

The Fragility of Human Life

Elizabeth’s illness underscores the fragile nature of life and the unpredictability of disease,
reinforcing the novel’s exploration of mortality.



Consequences of Scientific Overreach

The illnesses and subsequent tragedies highlight the dangers of overstepping natural boundaries—a
central theme in Frankenstein.

Lessons on Family and Responsibility

The suffering of Elizabeth and Caroline emphasizes the importance of caring for loved ones and the
devastating consequences when such responsibilities are neglected.

Conclusion: The Lasting Impact of Scarlet Fever on
Elizabeth and Victor’s Mother

Elizabeth’s scarlet fever and its aftermath serve as critical turning points in Frankenstein. They
deepen the emotional complexity of the characters and underscore key themes such as mortality,
sacrifice, and the perilous pursuit of knowledge. For Elizabeth, the illness signifies her vulnerability
but also ignites a renewed appreciation for life and love. For Caroline, it exemplifies maternal
devotion but also foreshadows her ultimate demise. Collectively, these events highlight the fragile
human condition and the profound consequences of illness—lessons that resonate throughout
Shelley’s narrative, shaping the tragic destiny of the Frankenstein family.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What happens to Elizabeth as a result of her scarlet fever in
the story?

Elizabeth falls seriously ill after contracting scarlet fever, which leads to her suffering from a high
fever and a weakened immune system, impacting her health significantly.

How does Elizabeth's illness affect her relationship with Victor
Frankenstein?

Elizabeth's illness causes concern and distress for Victor, strengthening their bond as he cares for
her during her recovery, though it also highlights the fragility of her health.



What is the fate of Victor's mother as a consequence of
Elizabeth's scarlet fever?

Victor's mother, Caroline Frankenstein, contracts scarlet fever while caring for Elizabeth and
ultimately succumbs to the disease, dying from the illness.

How does Elizabeth's scarlet fever influence the family's
situation in the story?

Elizabeth's illness and her mother's death create a period of mourning and upheaval for the family,
impacting their emotional well-being and social standing.

What measures do Victor and his family take after Elizabeth
falls ill with scarlet fever?

They isolate Elizabeth to prevent the spread of the disease, and Victor's family mourns the loss of his
mother, leading to a period of grief and reflection.

Does Elizabeth recover fully from her scarlet fever, and how
does this affect her and Victor?

Elizabeth recovers physically, but the experience leaves her weakened emotionally. Victor becomes
more protective of her, and her illness profoundly influences their relationship.

In what way does Elizabeth's illness highlight the dangers of
infectious diseases in the story?

Her illness underscores the vulnerability of individuals before modern medicine, illustrating how
quickly contagious diseases like scarlet fever could be deadly and spread within families.

How does the death of Victor's mother impact his motivations
and actions later in the story?

Her death fuels Victor’s desire for knowledge and control over life and death, motivating his
obsession with creating the creature to avoid losing loved ones again.

What emotional toll does Elizabeth’s scarlet fever and her
mother’s death have on Victor?

Victor experiences deep grief, guilt, and a sense of helplessness, which contribute to his obsessive
pursuit of scientific knowledge to prevent future losses.

Are there any long-term effects on Elizabeth and Victor’s



family after these events?

Yes, the family remains mourning their losses, and the traumatic events influence Victor’s future
decisions and deepen the family's sense of vulnerability and sorrow.

Additional Resources

What Happens To Elizabeth And To Victor's Mother As A Result Of Elizabeth's Scarlet Fever? How
Does This Impact Their Lives and the Narrative?

The story of Mary Shelley's Frankenstein is rich with themes of scientific ambition, moral
responsibility, and the profound effects of personal tragedy. Among the pivotal moments shaping the
characters’ destinies is the impact of Elizabeth Lavenza’s scarlet fever on both her and Victor
Frankenstein’s mother, Caroline. This episode is not merely a subplot but a catalyst that influences
the trajectory of the novel’s characters and the unfolding of its tragic narrative. Understanding what
transpires as a result of Elizabeth’s illness offers insight into the emotional and social fabric of the
characters’ lives, as well as the broader themes of mortality and the consequences of scientific
pursuits.

The Context: Elizabeth’s Role and the Onset of Scarlet Fever

Elizabeth Lavenza, an orphan adopted by the Frankenstein family, is introduced as Victor's beloved
cousin and intended wife. She embodies innocence, compassion, and idealized virtue—qualities that
make her a central figure in the narrative. Her close relationship with Victor and her caring nature

make her a beloved member of the family, but her health becomes a fragile point in the story.

Scarlet fever, a highly contagious and often deadly disease prevalent in 19th-century Europe, plays a
critical role in shaping the characters' fates. It was a common and feared illness, especially among
children and young women, with high mortality rates. Elizabeth’s contraction of scarlet fever sets in
motion a series of tragic events affecting multiple characters.

Elizabeth’s Illness: The Onset of Scarlet Fever
How Elizabeth Contracts Scarlet Fever

Elizabeth’s contraction of scarlet fever is primarily linked to the contagious nature of the disease
and the close living arrangements of the Frankenstein household. In those times, infectious diseases
spread rapidly due to poor sanitation, limited medical understanding, and close quarters.

Symptoms and Initial Impact

Elizabeth exhibits classic symptoms: fever, sore throat, rash, and weakness. Her condition
deteriorates rapidly, causing anxiety among her family members. The illness is particularly perilous
because, at the time, there were no effective antibiotics or targeted treatments—only symptomatic
care and supportive remedies.



Emotional and Social Consequences

Elizabeth’s illness engenders fear and grief within the household. Her vulnerability underscores her
role as the moral and emotional center of the family, and her suffering raises the emotional stakes
for the readers and characters alike. Her recovery—or, in some cases, her death—becomes a matter
of life and death, emphasizing the precariousness of health in that era.

The Tragic Outcome: Elizabeth’s Death and Its Immediate Effects
Elizabeth’s Death

Despite the efforts of the family and the limited medical care available, Elizabeth succumbs to
scarlet fever. Her death is a devastating blow to Victor Frankenstein, who is deeply attached to her.
The loss of Elizabeth is not only a personal tragedy but also a catalyst that propels Victor into a
spiral of grief and obsession.

Impact on Victor Frankenstein

- Grief and Guilt: Victor blames himself for her death, believing that his scientific pursuits and
neglect contributed to her demise.

- Obsession with Death and Creation: Her death intensifies Victor's obsession with conquering death,
leading him to contemplate reanimation and the creation of the Creature.

- Emotional Turmoil: His grief isolates him from his family and friends, fueling his descent into
reckless ambition.

Impact on Victor’s Mother, Caroline

While Caroline Frankenstein’s direct health impact from Elizabeth’s scarlet fever is not explicitly
detailed, her emotional response is profound:

- Grief and Mourning: Caroline mourns Elizabeth’s passing, experiencing the deep sorrow that
comes with losing a beloved family member.

- Health and Stress: The emotional toll likely exacerbates her own health, given her caring nature
and the stress of her daughter’s death.

- Role as a Mourner: Her grief underscores the familial bonds and emphasizes the theme of mortality
that permeates the novel.

Broader Implications: How Elizabeth’s Scarlet Fever Alters the Narrative

The Catalyst for Victor’s Scientific Obsession

Elizabeth’s death marks a turning point in Victor Frankenstein’s life. Her loss ignites his obsession
with overcoming death and creating life. This obsession culminates in his eventual creation of the

Creature, which becomes the central tragedy of the novel.

The Reflection of 19th-Century Medical Limitations



Elizabeth’s demise illustrates the limitations of medicine during the period. Scarlet fever was often
fatal, and the lack of effective treatments meant that many families faced devastating losses. This
historical context enhances the novel’s exploration of human vulnerability and the consequences of
scientific overreach.

The Theme of Loss and Grief
Her death emphasizes the novel's recurring themes of mortality, the fragility of life, and the

devastating impact of loss on individuals and families. Elizabeth’s passing serves as a reminder of
the unpredictable and uncontrollable forces of nature and fate.

The Human Cost of Illness in a Pre-Modern Medical Context

Medical Understanding and Treatments

In the early 19th century, scarlet fever was poorly understood. The disease was often misdiagnosed
or treated with ineffective remedies such as herbal medicines, bloodletting, or quarantine, which
might slow but not prevent death.

Impact on Families

Families like the Frankensteins faced emotional devastation with limited medical options, often
leading to grief, social stigma, and economic hardship. Elizabeth’s death exemplifies these struggles.

Evolving Medical Knowledge
Historical developments since then have drastically reduced scarlet fever fatalities through

antibiotics and improved hygiene, but in Shelley’s time, such illnesses were often fatal, underscoring
the fragility of life.

The Ripple Effect: Elizabeth's Death on Family and Society
Family Dynamics
Elizabeth’s death causes profound shifts in family relationships:

- Victor’s Withdrawal: He becomes increasingly isolated and obsessed with his scientific pursuits.
- Caroline’s Grief: Her mourning deepens, and her health may have been compromised by her
emotional suffering.

- Other Family Members: The loss affects Victor’s father and other relatives, contributing to a
climate of sorrow.

Societal Reflection
Shelley’s portrayal of illness and death reflects societal fears and the limitations of medical science

at the time. It also emphasizes the human cost of neglecting mortality and the consequences of
unchecked scientific ambition.



Conclusion: The Lasting Impact of Elizabeth’s Scarlet Fever

Elizabeth’s contraction of scarlet fever and her subsequent death serve as a poignant reminder of
the fragility of life and the devastating toll disease can exact on individuals and families. For Victor
Frankenstein, it becomes a defining moment—fueling his obsession with transcending natural limits
and ultimately leading to tragic consequences. For Caroline, it underscores the profound human cost
of illness in an era lacking effective medical intervention.

This episode in Frankenstein exemplifies how a single illness can ripple through personal lives and
the broader narrative, illustrating themes of mortality, loss, and the perilous pursuit of knowledge. It
reminds us that beneath the scientific ambitions of the story lies a profound reflection on human
vulnerability and the enduring consequences of our actions in the face of nature’s immutable laws.
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