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Until the 1950s there was no therapy for the stroke patient 
and accuracy in diagnosis mattered not at all. A stroke was a 
stroke was a stroke. With the introduction of anticoagulants 
and vascular surgery, medicine was for the first time faced 
with the task of investigating the pathology and pathophysi-
ology of the many types of cerebrovascular disease and laying 
down rules for diagnosis and management. Knowledge bur-
geoned spearheaded by angiography, CT, and MRI, and more 
recently, neurosonography, MRA, and MR diffusion. The spe-
cialty of stroke neurology has become extremely intricate 
and in no aspect is this more true than in the vertebral-basilar 
territory.

This volume is eloquent testimony to the very special tal-
ents of Dr. Caplan. From his vast practical experience, he has 

composed the complete document, wherein is recorded in 
lucid, fluent prose, virtually every known detail about strokes 
involving the brainstem, cerebellum, and thalami. It is the 
authoritative statement of Dr.  Caplan and will be required 
reading for the stroke neurologist who would be compleat.

There are different levels of endeavor in clinical medicine; 
only the top rank have particular appeal. Alas many physicians 
practice out their careers, mediocre. In these pages, Dr. Caplan’s 
disciples will be guided to the profound satisfaction of prac-
ticing near-perfect neurology.

C. Miller Fisher
Boston, Mass,
May, 1995

Foreword to the first edition
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xiii

My interest in posterior circulation vascular disease was 
stimulated early during my stroke fellowship in 1969, by an 
encounter with a patient who developed cortical blindness, 
severe agitation, and loss of memory while in the hospital. 
Later during that year, under the tutelage of Dr.  C.  Miller 
Fisher I  thoroughly studied and reported eye movement 
abnormalities in patients with midbrain and thalamic 
infarcts and ptosis among stroke patients. Ever since then 
I  have been fascinated by the plethora of symptoms and 
signs that develop in patients with lesions within the brain 
structures fed by posterior circulation vessels, a territory 
that makes up less than a quarter of the volume of the brain. 
I have made the study of neurological phenomena attribut-
able to vascular-related injury to this territory and to clinical 
posterior circulation disease the focus of my life’s work. This 
monograph on disease of the posterior circulation represents 
my “magnum opus.”

I am a devotee of medical history. I do not believe that one 
can conjure up a path to the future, or even estimate where one 
is now, without knowing the past developments and ideas and 
how they evolved. For that reason I have included a chapter on 
history, and began each chapter with historical developments 
in the topic covered by the chapter. The first edition was pub-
lished in 1996, at a time when I did not have available some of 
the final results in the New England Medical Center – Posterior 
Circulation Registry (NEMC-PCR). This registry included 
over 400 thoroughly studied patients and was and is the largest 
accumulation of patients with ischemic posterior circulation 
disease. I  included in the first edition ideas, events, findings, 
and opinions about posterior circulation disease that pre-
ceded the NEMC-PCR as well as the preliminary results in this 
registry. Since then, there have been major advances in brain 
imaging, more clinical-anatomical and clinical-pathological 
reports, and more interest and results of treatment. I  have 
attempted to bring the topic up-to-date (a process which took 
3 years of effort) by including a thorough reporting of my own 
work and that of others that followed the 1996 publication of 
the first edition.

I and this volume owe much to others. I am heavily indebted 
to Dr. C. Miller Fisher, my mentor. It was he that set me along 

the path and guided me during the subsequent 40  years. 
My other mentors in Neurology – Dr. Derek Denny-Brown, 
the Neurology department chair during my neurology resi-
dency, and Drs. Flaviau Romanul, Raymond Adams, and E.P. 
Richardson were also wise physicians that heavily influenced 
my early training. My colleagues on the various stroke ser-
vices also merit my thanks  – Drs. Chaim Mayman, Arthur 
Rosenbaum, and Nick Zervas at the Beth Israel Hospital in 
Boston during 1970–1978; Dr. J.P. Mohr who worked with me 
on the Harvard Stroke Registry during that time; Drs. Dan 
Hier, Phil Gorelick, Robert Stein, and Cathy Helgason at the 
Michael Reese Hospital in Chicago during 1978–1984; Drs. 
Michael Pessin, Sam Wolpert, and Dana DeWitt at the New 
England Medical Center during 1984–1998; and Drs. Robert 
Edelman, Steve Warach, Magdy Selim, Sandeep Kumar, Ajith 
Thomas, and Gottfried Schlaug at the Beth Israel Deaconess 
Medical Center in Boston during 1998–2014. Many former 
stroke fellows also took an active part in the registry and in 
publications thereafter, especially Drs. Barbara Tettenborn, 
Conrado Estol, Hui-Meng Chan, Ching Sang-Chung, Robert 
Wityk, Axel Rosengart, Pierre Amarenco, Claudia Chaves, 
Joan Breen, Kostantino Vemmos, and Ladislav Pazdera. 
During the writing of the first edition, I  spent time in the 
medical libraries in Mannheim, Germany with the help of 
Dr. Michael Hennerici, and in Utrecht, Netherlands with the 
help of Dr. Jan van Gijn. I am grateful to Drs. Ajith Thomas 
and Christopher Ogilvy, Neurosurgery colleagues at Beth 
Israel Deaconess Medical Center who reviewed the chapter 
on subarachnoid hemorrhage, aneurysms, and vascular mal-
formations and offered suggestions.

My long-term very loyal secretary Pauline Dawley typed 
the first edition and helped greatly with the update. Nick 
Dunton and his Cambridge University Press colleagues 
deserve thanks for making the material into a first-rate 
publication. Loretta Baron, the Nurse who shepherded the 
NEMC-PCR patients, was extremely helpful in ensuring that 
the registry got done in the best fashion. Neurology resi-
dents and stroke fellows at the various hospitals have always 
helped with data accumulation, ideas, and recovering images 
for publication. My wife Brenda has been a loyal supporter 

Preface
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despite my many hours away from home while working on 
this volume. My children Laura, Daniel, Jonathan, David, 
Jeremy, and Benjamin have always been supportive of their 
father. Most of all I  owe an enormous debt to the patients 

whose disease represents the matter of this volume – I hope 
in some way their illnesses have helped with understanding 
posterior circulation disease and will be some guidance for 
care for future patients.
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