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• Read or listen to the audio version of Migraine: 
A History by Katherine Foxhall for a fascinating 
insight in the stigma of migraine and the 
history of migraine treatments
• Read Joan Didion’s essay on migraine: “In Bed.”
• Learn about migraine art from Migraine Art: The 

Migraine Experience From Within.
• Participate in Headache on the Hill and become 

a migraine advocate.

• The earliest descriptions of migraine were in 
the fifth and sixth centuries before the 
Common Era.
• The second-century Roman physician Galen 

described migraine and called it “hemicrania,” 
for “half the head.” He thought that migraine 
was caused by vapors that rose up from the 
stomach and caused pain in the head.
• Migraine was taken seriously for hundreds of 

years up until the late 18th century in England, 
during a time of tensions between England and 
France. Migraine was called a “French disease” 
and became associated with quackery.
• Early remedies for migraine included herbs 

such as sage and rosemary, and letting blood.
• The understanding of migraine changed in the 

second half of the 20th century, when it 
became thought of as a vascular disease.
• Migraine was almost split up into separate 

diseases in the 1930s and 1940s.
• The understanding of migraine took a big leap 

forward in the 1980s with the International 
Headache Society’s classification and treatment 
guide for headache and is now considered to 
be a neurovascular disease.
• In 1991 we had the first triptans, and those 

were game changers. They are seen as old 
technology now, when we have the newly 
introduced CGRP targeting drugs.
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“And the idea is that the herbs in the remedies 
counteract the humoral imbalances in the body. 
By looking at the herbs that they use ... that 
helps us understand how they understood 
migraine as a disorder.”

“So, you have this strange period in the 19th 
century where migraine is seen as both a disease 
of poor, exhausted women, but also intellectual, 
scientific men.”

“The history of migraine treatment is really a 
history of people looking for a cure, people 
trying all kinds of different things. And that's 
something we see still today. You go to 
something like Amazon or eBay, and it's full of 
people promising you a cure. And for some 
people … sometimes these work some of the 
time, then they stop working, and you go and 
find the next thing.”

“I think it's not so much the specific treatments 
or any of the individual stories, but just this 
general sense that migraine has persisted for so 
long, and that it was taken seriously. And I think 
that's a really important thing to know, because I 
find that a hopeful story.”
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