
Migraine and Art: Painting 
Joost Haan 

•  What is art? 

•  Painting and migraine 
–  Some examples 

•  Can painting help us to better understand migraine? 



What is art? 

Marcel Duchamp 

Joseph Beuys 

Piero Manzoni  



What is art? 

•  Art is what you and I call art 

•  Art is what the artist calls art 

•  (You are all art, but some are more art than others) 

Art is an expression of … 

? 



What is art? 

•  Art is what you and I call art 

•  Art is what the artist calls art 

•  (You are all art, but some are more art than others) 

Art is an expression of … 
- Knowledge 
-  Skill 
-  Emotion 
-  The senses 
-  Inspiration 
-  …… 

? 



What is art? 

•  Art is what you and I call art 

•  Art is what the artist calls art 

•  (You are all art, but some are more art than others) 

Art is an expression of … 

? Disease 



Art as an expression of disease? 

Capgras syndrome 

1817-1886 



Art as an expression of disease? 

Richard Gerstl 
1883-1908 

Depression 



Art as an expression of disease? 

Charley Toorop 
1891-1955 

Stroke 



Art as an expression of disease? 

Is it useful to search for disease in art? 
 
Is it useful to search for migraine in painting? 
--------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Can art (sometimes) help us to better understand disease? 
 
Can painting help us to better understand migraine? 



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 2009: ‘Picasso and migraine’ >53.000 hits 



Picasso and Migraine 

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



She is presented both profile and full face. 
Then, one eye is shown looking inward, toward herself. 
The eyelashes of this eye are painted to emphasize this inward direction, 
yet the pupil looks straight out. 
The other eye, which Picasso has surprisingly painted red, 
looks out at the world and us; while the red shows intensity, 
the curves and symmetry of this eye give it serenity.  

Dora Maar, 
alias Henriette Theodora Markovitch  





Portrait of Picasso 

Georges Braque Francis Bacon 

Juan Gris 



Did Pablo Picasso suffer from migraine? 

1)  Yes 
2)  No 
3)  Don’t know 



Did Giorgio de Chirico suffer from 
migraine? 

1)  Yes 
2)  No 
3)  Don’t know 



Giorgio de Chirico 

•  Italian painter 1888-1978 
•  Metaphysical art 
•  Attacks of headache 
•  Attacks of vomiting 
•  Scotoma? 
•  Relieved by sleep 
•  Migraine? 

Fuller and Gale, BMJ 1988 Podoll, Robinson, Nicola 2002 





•  Only two episodes of recorded headache 
•  Abdominal malaise of sudden onset and short duration 
•  Complex visual and gustatory hallucinations 

Carlo Lisotto: No mention of migraine in the 
autobiography of de Chirico, only two episodes of TTH 

    Personal communication 



Did Giorgio de Chirico suffer from 
migraine? 

1)  Yes 
2)  No 
3)  Don’t know 



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 
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Did Hildegard von Bingen suffer from 
migraine? 

1)  Yes 
2)  No 
3)  Don’t know 



Did Sarah Raphael suffer from migraine? 

1)  Yes 
2)  No 
3)  Don’t know 



Sarah Raphael (1960-2001) 

•  Suffered from migraine with aura from the age of 15 or 16 
•  Inspiration for her art 



Aura --> 





Is it useful to search for disease in art? 

Migraine 

De Chirico 

Hildegard 

Picasso 

Raphael 

? X 

? 



Can art (sometimes) help us to better understand disease?  
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. 



Can painting help us to better understand migraine? 



Can painting help us to better understand migraine? 

•  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 in your life’ 

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

*stars, flashes. 

Uniformity of the similar representations 



Can art help us to better understand migraine? 

•  The usefulness of children’s drawings in the diagnosis of headache 
–  Stafstrom et al., Pediatrics 2002;109:460-72. 
–  ‘Draw a picture to show how your headache feels’ 

•  N = 226 (4-19 yrs) 
–  Analyzed blind to clinical diagnosis 
–  Migraine or non-migraine headache? 
–  Drawings had PPV* for migraine of 87% 

•  Focal neurological signs 100% 
•  Visual symptoms 95% 
•  Sad expression 49% 

PPV = positive predictive value 



Can art help us to better understand migraine? 

 

•  By drawing, migraineurs can show us what they see 
and what they feel 


