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Migraine Aura:
Suggestions for Spiritual Approaches to Migraine Headaches

By Floco Tausin

Abstract:

In the 1990s, practitioners of orthodox scientific medicine engaged in dialogues with much passion
about the reintegration of religion into medicine. It was shown that many complaints and ilinesses are
soothed more easily if the patient is spiritually active. This article is a contribution to this development.
It examines the phenomenon of the migraine aura from a spiritual view and proposes an
understanding of migraine as a physical and spiritual condition which corresponds to lived spirituality
and, from there, is accessible to conscious alteration.
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Introduction

In spring 2007, | received an email from Klaus Podoll, MD, deputy of the Clinic for Psychiatry and
Psychotherapy at the University Hospital in Aachen, Germany. He is editor of the Migraine Aura
Foundation, dedicated to classifying and understanding migraine headaches and migraine auras in
order to help patients and to exploring human brain functioning in cognitive and psychological
processes. Dr. Podoll read about my work on eye floaters and spirituality. He wanted to know if | knew
about the phenomenon of migraine aura — the subjective visual phenomena preceding migraine
headaches — and, if so, what my position about that phenomenon would be.

To me, this was a surprising and unusual inquiry, for my research methods are humanistic and
spiritual rather than medical. However, it turned out that Dr. Podoll collects and presents alternative
approaches for the Migraine Aura Foundation, including the areas of art and spirituality. He has
pragmatic reasons for this, since such approaches can have positive results in the therapy of migraine
patients. This may be viewed as an expression of the dialogues about the reintegration of religion into
medicine, taking place since the 1990s.

In Western culture, religion and medicine have been closely interwoven for centuries. It was only with
the rise of materialistic and empiricist worldviews in the 17™ century that medicine shifted to focus
solely on empirically verifiable processes, excluding ‘supernatural’ or spiritual effects on human health.
In the last 20 years, however, it was shown in a number of studies that treatment of complaints and
ilinesses like diabetes, liver disorders, heart conditions, cancer, arthritis and chronic pains are



facilitated if the patient is spiritually active. While the mechanisms for the physical effects of religion
and spirituality have not been clarified yet, it is generally acknowledged that religions regulate the
feelings of the people and therefore have an effect on the immune system and the psyche (Koenig,
2003; Slager Johnson/Kushner 2001; Niv 2001; Parris/Smith, 2003).

This article is an answer to Dr. Podoll's inquiry and a contribution to the developments in medicine
outlined above. It examines the migraine aura from a spiritual view, and explores migraine not only a
physical but also as a spiritual condition which is accessible to conscious alterations.

Migraine headaches

Migraine headaches may be unilateral or bilateral,
pulsating headaches frequently accompanied by an
increased sensitivity to light and noise; by nausea and
dizziness; sometimes even by abdominal cramps,
numbness in various parts of the body and temporary
paralysis. The duration of this condition ranges from
several hours up to several days. There are different
neurophysiological theories about the causes of
migraine, focusing primarily on changes in the blood
circulation of the brain or on neural excitation. Genetic
factors may also contribute to the occurrence of
migraines. Migraine isn’t fun
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A great number of factors are known to trigger

migraines, including stimulants like chocolate, coffee, red wine and salt food; hormonal changes in the
body; emotional strains; climatic conditions; and others (Rowland/Frey, 2005; Dalsgaard-Nielsen,
1973). Approximately 12-14% of women and 8% of men are affected by migraine in the industrial
nations of Western Europe and the USA, thus causing several billion dollars in costs every year for
medical treatments and absenteeism from work (Reuter, 2005).

| find it of note that authors like Stephen King and Steven Sills create protagonists who suffer from
migraine to point to events lying ahead, or to start a process of reflection. Wassily Kandinsky, Yayoi
Kusama, Lewis Carroll, Giorgio de Chirico, Sarah Raphael and other visual artists have let themselves
be inspired to works of art by migraine experiences (cp. Dahlem and Podoll, 16.11.09).

Alternative treatments of migraine

The broad incidence of migraines is reflected in a wide array of treatments outside of conventional
medicine. Some of these approaches stem from medieval or pre-Christian European medical systems;
others derive from non-Western medicine. Some very old magical and alchemical practices and
recipes have been recommended for treatment of migraine (Eggetsberger, 1992; Retschlag, 1934).
Other therapies understand "iliness as a way" (Dethlefsen and Dahlke, 1997; Schwendener, 2000)
and try to find the spiritual causes of migraine. Yet other approaches focus primarily on the spiritual
development of man, where the cure of diseases is "only" a welcome side effect. Western
complementary and alternative medicine often isolates methodologies from such approaches from
their cultural and religious roots for use against migraine. Therapies reporting successes in migraine
treatment have included acupuncture and acupressure, homoeopathy, meditation, Neuro-Linguistic
Programming (NLP), sensory deprivation, shiatsu, yoga, autogenic training, as well as prayers and
spirituality in general (Rowland and Frey, 2005).



The visual migraine aura - an entoptic phenomenon

In these alternative approaches, the focus practically never lies on the migraine aura that precedes
the migraine in a minority of persons affected (10-20 %). In ancient medicine the Greek term adra
described the pre-symptom of an epileptic seizure. In the case of migraine, it serves to describe
subjective "imaginary" sensory perceptions, which precede the headaches for one hour at most.
Although auras can affect all senses, they usually refer to the visual sense (Gdbel, 16.11.09; Dahlem
and Podoll, 16.11.09).

A visual aura may manifest in several different
variations, being composed of typical and atypical
visual phenomena. Atypical visual phenomena like
small bright dots, white, colored or dark spots,
zigzags, lines, flashes of light, “foggy vision” and

{ others, are most frequent (Queiroz et al., 1997).
Typical visual phenomena include a flicker
(scintillation) and the visual field defect (scotoma).
Both can extend and move in the visual field.

i é/‘?,f,,"! e Ny 4 'u "3:&.‘ All these appearances can be understood as
S o - ' '‘entoptic phenomena,' a medical term for a specific
Example of a typical migraine aura in the group of subjective visual phenomena, some of

visual field. Drawing of a patient. (Dodick, 2009) which we know from more common, everyday
experiences reported by people who do not have migraines. Entoptic phenomena include 'form
constants,' moving geometric patterns; complementary colored afterimages; tiny luminous spheres
moving along rapidly in spiral tracks known as 'blue field entoptic phenomenon;' and transparent dots
and strings called 'eye floaters' or 'mouches (muscae) volantes' (Tausin, 2006b, 2006c).
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Intensity increase and altered consciousness

The interpretation of migraine represented here takes the entoptic phenomena as a starting point. In
many cultures practicing ritual forms of deep consciousness alteration, these phenomena are highly
valued in their religion, art and society (Bednarik et al. 1990; Tausin 2006a; 2007a). Apart from
ecstasy techniques practiced by shamans and seers, migraine can also be a trigger for entoptic
perceptions. As early as the 1980s, the doctors J. Dexter and A. Friedman noted similarities in the
altered central nervous system of migraine patients and of shamans in states of trance (Dexter and
Friedman, 1984). And the ethnopharmacologist Christian Ratsch, in his "Encyclopedia of Psychoactive
Plants," draws attention to the perception changes in migraine and in ritual trance states induced by
active agents of plants, in both cases triggered by the activation of certain neurotransmitters (Ratsch,
2005).

All of this suggests that migraine sufferers experience a stimulation of the nervous system in the
phase of the aura which | call an "intensity increase" or "heightened energy metabolism" (Tausin,
2009a). According to medical reports, this energy surge frequently manifests before the appearance of
the aura and engenders a good mood, effusive joy and openness, or intensive sadness, fear and
depression in people affected. Bodily sensations like prickling, tingling and shivering, which are
frequently experienced by migraine patients during the aura phase, are a further sign of increased
energy.

In some religious traditions, such feelings normally appear at moments of intense emotions and are a
sign for the openness towards the divine. This temporary increase in energy as well as the ability to
deal with that energy is often interpreted as having a spiritual meaning, because it changes the
consciousness and the perception of people. This was sought by ecstaticists, mystics, shamans and
visionaries of all times and cultures to facilitate contact with the divine (Tausin, 2007b).

While shamans and ecstaticists, however, are preparing themselves physically and spiritually over
many years for such intensity increases and perception changes, migraine sufferers are thrown "into
the cold water" without preparation or spiritual support. | suggest that some appear able to process
this increase in energy, as seen in the fact that in these cases there is no headache following the
visual auras (e.g. Waterwolf, 16.11.09). Most migraine sufferers, however, lack the physical and
spiritual prerequisites to handle that situation: the increased energy can’t flow freely and evenly in the
body — which expresses itself as the typical migraine symptoms of headaches, nausea and
oversensitivity.

Entoptic spirituality to counteract migraines

From the point of view of the ecstaticists,
migraine sufferers are generally more open to
altered states of consciousness because they
experience frequent energy increases — even
if these are uninvited and uncontrolled. This
means that if migraine patients are willing to
work ecstatically, they have a chance not only
to control this increased energy, and thus to
get rid of the unwanted migraine symptoms,
but also to develop their own consciousness
as well.
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We can find the inspirations for this ecstatic-energetic work in religions and spiritual teachings which
include entoptic phenomena. According to my previous enquiries, aspects of an "entoptic spirituality"
can be found in practices and beliefs of shamanistic societies, in the mystical and visionary traditions
of Hinduism, Buddhism, Christianity and Islam, as well as in modern teachings like the esoteric aura,
the theory of Orgone by Wilhelm Reich, or the mystic teaching of the seer Nestor living in the Swiss
Emmental (Tausin, 2006a; 2006c¢; 2009a).

The phenomena of entopic spirituality provide at least three helpful suggestions for migraine
treatment. First, they reframe entoptic phenomena in personal and cosmic contexts and thus convert
them into positive and meaningful experiences. In this way, they provide intellectual frameworks for
interpreting migraine auras, and therefore migraines in general, within the religious or spiritual
traditions of migraine sufferers. So far, there is no empirical data available to make statements about
the efficacy of such specific intellectual frameworks in migraine patients. But the case of U.S. artist
Robert Bursik shows the healing power of spiritual explanations in migraine aura patients in general:
Bursik connected these perceptions with statements from different religions and assigned the cause to
spirit. His headaches disappeared after he had accepted the auras, which at first had generated fears
(Bursik, 16.11.09).

Second, entoptic spirituality requires a change in daily behavior. It provides the concrete physical and
spiritual practices, suitable to prepare for this recurring situation of increased energy. If integrated into
one's daily schedule and exercised for some time, such practices help remove subtle energy blocks,
which, within understandings of biological energy fields, may cause pains and other symptoms (Benor,
2001; Brennan, 1988).

Practices of mystics and ecstaticists that may be relevant to treating migraines may include many
health-promoting practices:
- healthy, balanced vegetarian food;
- regular walks in fresh air as well as physical exercises aimed at the flexibility and sensitivity of
the body, e.g. dance, yoga, tai chi etc.;
- breathing exercises;
- concentration, meditation and relaxation exercises.

Reports from complementary and alternative medicine confirm that these exercises and practices
have been helpful in treatment of migraines (Rowland and Frey, 2005). In that way, migraine pains
motivate spiritual activity, which again shows the close connectedness of medicine and religion. For
many religious or spiritual traditions or philosophies are results of the aspiration to alleviate or
transcend pains. That’s how the philosopher Marcel Proust’s statement on illness helps us understand
why religious traditions are often followed with much devotion and zeal when pains are present:
“lliness is the doctor to whom we pay most heed; to kindness, to knowledge, we make promises only;
to pain we obey.”

Third, entoptic spirituality stresses the importance of experiencing and examining entoptic phenomena
as consciously as possible, resulting in a kind of meditation (Tausin, 2009b). Similarily, migraine
sufferers working ecstatically are encouraged to observe their auras very attentively. In this exercise,
the two above mentioned aspects meet: The intellectual framework tells the aura observers that they
experience something sacred during these moments; help them to break free from their usual thinking,
acting and perceiving for a period of time; and invite them to experience the world in a new way. This
is something that ecstaticists and shamans work for all their life. The physical exercises mentioned
help to deal with the energy increase and thus to maintain a clear consciousness during these
moments. | propose that just as meditation e.g. on eye floaters relieves the anxieties that may be



connected with them (Tausin 2009a), meditation on auras will result in overcoming the fears and
anxieties accompanying this condition.

My suggestion is that the combination of these aspects of a specific entoptic spirituality will help
migraine suferers to cope better with their migraine auras and migraine symptoms. There is no data
as yet to support this suggestion. Again, Robert Bursik may be taken as a successful example who
demonstrates at least some of the above mentioned aspects, including a redefining intellectual
framework and close observation of the phenomena. Thanks to the spiritual interpretation and his
patience, he has been able to enjoy the auras for three decades:

And if | let it, and take time, and watch it, it slows down, and | can enjoy the simple beauty of it
for what it is.
- Bursik
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The book:

Floco Tausin ,Mouches Volantes. Eye Floaters as Shining Structure of Consciousness.

Floco Tausin tells the story about his time of learning with spiritual teacher and seer Nestor, taking
place in the hilly region of Emmental, Switzerland. The mystic teachings focus on the widely known
but underestimated dots and strands floating in our field of vision, known as eye floaters or mouches
volantes. Whereas in ophthalmology, floaters are considered a harmless vitreous opacity, the author
gradually learns about them to see and reveals the first emergence of the shining structure formed by
our consciousness.

»Mouches Volantes« explores the topic of eye floaters in a much wider sense than the usual medical
explanations. It merges scientific research, esoteric philosophy and practical consciousness
development, and observes the spiritual meaning and everyday life implications of these dots and
strands.



The name Floco Tausin is a pseudonym. The author has studied at the Faculty of the Humanities at
the University of Bern. In theory and practice he is engaged in the research of subjective visual
phenomena in connection with altered states of consciousness and the development of
consciousness as such. In 2009, he published the mystical story “Mouches Volantes” about the
spiritual dimension of eye floaters.
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