
                              Friends,  Romans, Countrymen
                                  Lend me your ears....... 

It is perhaps not widely known that Julius Caesar was not quite the superhuman invincible 
he-man as depicted in classical literature, not least by Caesar himself in De Bello Gallico. 
His life and career were  blighted by frequent health problems which over the years has 
prompted speculation as to just what was wrong with him. At the battle of Thapsus in 46BC 
Caesar had to be stretchered off the battlefield to safety, not because he had been 
wounded by the enemy, but because he had suffered from some kind of dizzy attack or 
vertigo which caused him to fall over and lose control of his limbs.

Down the centuries there have been many suggestions as to what might have produced 
these symptoms, including migraine, malaria, or perhaps a brain infection caught during 
his campaign in Egypt. More recently a series of mini-strokes or possibly epileptic fits have 
been added to the list.

Now most recently of all comes the suggestion that he might have been the victim of 
Menièreʼs syndrome. This affliction of the inner ear was first described by the French 
physician Prosper Menière in 1861. It is characterised by repeated attacks of vertigo and 
vomiting which cause increasing and progressive deafness. The cause is unknown and 
there is no effective treatment. It is one of those “you-have-to-learn-to-live-with-it” 
illnesses. This I can  vouch for, because in 1984, quite out of the blue, I received my first 
attack. Thus poor old Julius strikes a chord with me. Like me he would lose the hearing in 
his left ear. My equivalent of being stretchered from the battlefield was being half-carried, 
half-dragged from the classroom to the school medical room by the bunch of sixth form 
girls I was teaching. Much hilarity from them, much embarrassment from me.

Since Meniereʼs seems to be one of the illnesses which has always existed it is interesting 
to speculate who else down the centuries might have fallen victim. Beethoven, for 
example, seems a possibility. He suffered from progressive deafness until eventually he 
became totally deaf. Not surprisingly he was frequently both angry and depressed at what 
was happening to him and at his futile attempts to find some kind of remedy. But he does 
not appear to have suffered attacks of vertigo, so Menièreʼs can almost certainly be ruled 
out.

A much stronger candidate is 
Vincent van Gogh. Clearly he 
suffered from a raft of complex 
mental issues, but the fact that he 
felt driven to cut off one of his ears 
points to a serious problem with 
this part of his body. It is perhaps 
also significant that so many of his 
paintings depict a swirling, 
confusing world of jangling colours 
not so very different from the  
distorted reality created during a 
Menièreʼs attack.



Marilyn Monroe is also thought to have been a victim. She was not nicknamed “dizzy 
blonde” without good reason.With Menièreʼs dizziness comes as part of the territory. Hand 
in hand with Marilyn stands Martin Luther, although he blamed Satan for his suffering.
(Then he would,  wouldnʼt he?) Charles Darwin might also have been in our number, 
suffering from vertigo and continual vomiting. Travelling  in a carriage was impossible for 
him, as the bumpy ride would trigger a renewed attack.

As always it is once again Shakespeare who can pin down any human predicament with 
needle-sharp accuracy, except that this time he put the words into the mouth of the wrong 
man, unless, of course, Mark Antony was seeking volunteers from Roman high society to 
donate an ear for transplant into the wretched Julius. If only, might come the chorus from 
present day sufferers.

                                                        Footnote

The Menièreʼs Society exists to offer support to victims and to encourage and promote 
research into finding an effective treatment. Further information can be obtained from:

                                 
                                       www.menieres.org.uk
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