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Intermezzo: Migraine Art 
 

Wilkinson and Robinson (Cephalalgia 1985;5:151-7) 
 
Analysis of drawings and paintings entered for a migraine art competition. 
‘…draw your own impression of visual disturbance or depict the effect of migraine on 

your life’ 



Gowers 



Migraine Art 
Wilkinson and Robinson 

–  N = 207 
–  Spectral appearances* 70% 
–  Fortification spectra 48% 
–  Visual loss 16% 
–  Hemianopic loss 30% 
–  Pain 39% 
–  Metamorphopsia 16% 

*stars, flashes. 

Uniformity of the representations 

‘…the large number of similar 
representations probably confirms their 

organic nature.’ 



–  Rare autosomal dominant variants (FHM) 
–  Association studies (MTHFR C677T) 

–  Animal models (FHM KI) 

–  Genome-wide association studies (consortia) 

–   

Genetics of migraine 
Studied in Leiden since 1992 



Genetics of migraine: 1993 
My personal history (I) 

•  1990 Thesis on HCHWA-D 
•  Wine club 1993 

 (MDF + C2H5OH) 
•  6th IHS congress Paris 1993 

 (review >100 articles) 
•  Secret meeting with French group (linkage FHM): 

 We:  ‘It is on 5’ 
 They:  ‘It is on 19’ 



 

Migraine 
(with aura) 

19p13 

    FHM: Joutel A et al., Nat Genet 1993 

CADASIL: Tournier-Lasserve et al., Nat Genet 1993 

Mistrust! 



 

Migraine 
(with aura) 

19p13 

    FHM: Joutel A et al., Nat Genet 1993 

CADASIL: Tournier-Lasserve et al., Nat Genet 1993 

Notch3 CACNA1A 

Serendipity 



Genetics of migraine: 1994 
 My personal history (II) 

ADMA Arundel 1994 
Debate J.M.S. Pearce vs. J. Haan 



There is insufficient evidence to support the belief 
that migraine is hereditary 

Pearce: 
 
‘I am filled with admiration for my opposing colleague Dr. J. Haan, 

who has so succesfully persuaded … the organizer to give him the 
immediately attractive role of opposing this proposition’ 

 
‘Alas, it is my sad task as the underdog to try to overcome the 

obvious fallacies inherent in the motion before you’ 



There is insufficient evidence to support the belief 
that migraine is hereditary 

Pearce: 
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immediately attractive role of opposing this proposition’ 

 
‘Alas, it is my sad task as the underdog to try to overcome the 
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Score  Pearce – Haan 
 Pre 10 – 90 
 Post 80 - 20 



Did Pablo Picasso suffer from migraine? 

1)  Yes 
2)  No 
3)  Don’t know 







Picasso and Migraine 

•  BBC News: Monday, 4 September, 2000, 14:08 GMT 15:08 UK 
•  A leading Dutch neurologist is suggesting that the Spanish painter, 

Pablo Picasso, painted the way he did because he suffered from 
bizarre visual migraines.  

•  The Dutch neurologist, Michel Ferrari, who is presenting a paper 
at an international conference, conducted research in which 
migraine sufferers drew pictures of what they saw during an attack.  

•  Doctor Ferrari says these were extremely similar to Picasso's 
paintings from the late 1930s period. 

•  Google 2010: ‘Picasso and migraine’ >50.000 hits 



Picasso and Migraine 

•  No mention of migraine in: 
– Biographies 
– Memoirs of contemporaries 
– Letters of Picasso (eg. To Guillaume Apollinaire) 





Portrait of Picasso 

Georges Braque Francis Bacon 

Juan Gris 



Did Pablo Picasso suffer from migraine? 

1)  Yes 
2)  No 
3)  Don’t know 



Migraine Genetics: 
CADASIL and RVCL 

CADASIL and Migraine: A review 
Michael K Liem, Saskia AJ Lesnik Oberstein, Jeroen van der Grond, Michel D Ferrari, Joost Haan 

Cephalalgia 2010, In Press. 



CADASIL 

Cerebral
Autosomal
Dominant
Arteriopathy with
Subcortical
Infarcts and
Leukoencephalopathy

Arteries, arterioles 
GOM 

Degeneration smooth muscle cells 
Endothelium 



CADASIL: clinical features 

AAO 20-65 years 
Tia’s and infarcts 
Cognitive deterioration 
Migraine (with aura)* 
Depression 
Epilepsy 



MRI in CADASIL 

Frontotemporal external capsule   periventricular       frontal

(early sign) (sens  90% (not specific) (not specific)
spec  45%)

Not specificMicrobleeds 
(not specific) 



7 Tesla MRI 



Migraine in CADASIL 
Desmond et al., Stroke 1999 



Migraine in CADASIL 
Liem et al., Cephalalgia 2010 In Press 

– PubMed search; 15 articles; >500 patients 
– Prevalence 14-72% (overall 38%) 
–  80-90% MA 
– Typical aura in 44%, atypical* 56% 
– No relation with genotype / MRI abnormalities 

* Acute onset, >60 minutes, not visual 
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H: smooth muscle cells 





TREX1 and migraine 

•  Stam et (25) al., in preparation 
–  78 TREX1 mutation carriers from 11 families 
–  5 different mutations 
–  53% migraine 
–  86% 1st symptom 
–  70% MO / 30% MA 
–  No genotype – phenotype correlation 



Did Hildegard von Bingen suffer from migraine? 

1)  Yes 
2)  No 
3)  Don’t know 



Hildegard von Bingen 

•  German abbess and mystic (1098-1179) 
•  Descriptions of her visions in: 

–  Scivias 
–  Liber divinorum operum simplicis hominis 

•  Drawings of her visions 
•  Composer of church music 



Did Hildegard von Bingen suffer from migraine? 

‘Yes’, says 





1917 
: migraine? 

Podoll and Robinson, 2002 Recurring painfull disease 
Episodes of complete amaurosis 
Bilateral pareses of the legs 
Speech difficulties 



1 



Did Hildegard von Bingen suffer from 
migraine? 

1)  Yes 
2)  No 
3)  Don’t know 









Vasculopathies and migraine 

•  CADASIL and RVCL 
– Coincidence? 
– Shared genetic factors? 

•  Notch3/Trex1 as migraine susceptibility genes? 
– Vascular? 

•  Decreased CBF? 
•  Microemboli from damaged blood vessels? 

– Neuronal? 
•  Increased susceptibility for CSD? 

Smooth muscle cells? 



Vasculopathies and migraine 

•  CADASIL and RVCL 
– Spurious? 
– Shared genetic factors? 

•  Notch3/Trex1 as migraine susceptiblity genes? 
– Vascular? 

•  Decreased CBF? 

– Neuronal? 
•  Increased susceptibility for CSD? 

Migraine 
models 
7 Tesla MRI 

PET 



Painting as an expression of migraine? 



Can painting help us to better understand migraine? 

The visual aura of migraine is a subjective phenomenon… 
 
…what the migraineur experiences is necessarily inaccessible to others. 

‘Uniformity of the similar representations probably confirms their organic nature’ 
 Wilkinson and Robinson, 1985 


