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Presentation Notes
Thank you for the opportunity to speak here today. I the spirit of surgical history today I would like to talk about what is regarded as one of the first clinical descriptions of an aortic dissection.
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“These, Gentlemen, are the 
opinions upon which I base my 
facts.”

Winston Churchill 1874-1965

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I will preface my brief talk noting that much of what I will say is opinion, and opinion only. 
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Frank Nicholls

• 1728 - Elected Fellow of the 
Royal Society

• 1753 – Appointed Physician to 
King George II

• Had previously published his 
observations of aneurysms (and 
probably dissections) in 1727

Frank Nicholls, 1699-1778

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Frank Nicholls was a English physician, born in 1699. He attended Exeter College at Oxford obtaining his BA in classics and physics at the age of 19, his masters at 21, a bachelors of Medicine at 25 and his doctorate at 30.

In 1753 he was appointed as physician to King George II. On a side note this position had previously been filled by his father-in-law. The role of physician to the King and currently the Queen  continues and also encompasses the Head of the Medical Household. 

Prior to graduating in medicine he lectured at Oxford in anatomy, mostly devoted to what was known as minute anatomy, and demonstrated the structure of small blood vessels.
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A Digression – 6 Degrees of Separation
Frank Nicholls Connection to Halsted and Stanford

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Frank Nicholls

Richard Mead. Famous for describing transmissible diseases in his publication A Short Discourse Concerning Pestilential Contagion, and the Method to be used to prevent it. He attended to King George II starting in 1727. His London home later formed the basis of Great Ormond Street Hospital.

Richard Meade. 35th president of the American Association for Thoracic Surgery

Emile Holman. Friend of Meade. 33rd president of the AATS.

Halsted.

DCM. 88th president of the AATS.
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King George II

October 25, 1760

76 year old King, found collapsed after a 
bowel movement. 

Attempts at blood-letting failed to revive him.

Dr. Frank Nicholls, by order of the Lord 
Chamberlain, directed “…to open and 
embalm the Royal Body”

Presenter
Presentation Notes
On the morning of October 25, 1760, the King arose as usual at 6am, had a cup of hot chocolate, and went alone to his privy.

His valet heard a loud crash and found him unconscious on the ground, his only sign of trauma being a cut on his face from his fall. 

The house surgeon, Mr. Andrews,  was called and as could be expected, was unable to revive the King with bleeding. Dr. Nicholls was called and directed to perform the autopsy.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
These days details would be leaked online or published as a memoir. Dr. Nicholls could only publish in the Transactions of the Royal Society.
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Abdomen opened first:

“…all the parts therein contained were found in a natural and healthy 
state, except that some hydatides …. were found between the substance 
of each kidney, and its internal coat…in the present case, these 
hydatides were of no consequence, as none of them exceeded the bulk 
of a common walnut” 
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Abdomen opened first:

“…all the parts therein contained were found in a natural and healthy 
state, except that some hydatides …. were found between the substance 
of each kidney, and its internal coat…in the present case, these 
hydatides were of no consequence, as none of them exceeded the bulk 
of a common walnut” 

Ziganshin BA, Theodoropoulos P, Salloum MN, Zaza KJ, Tranquilli M, Elefteriades JA. Simple Renal 
Cysts as Predictors of Thoracic Aortic Disease. Circulation 2013;128:A17434

vs. 15.3%
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Chest then opened:

“…upon examining the heart, its pericardium was found  distended, with 
a quantity of coagulated blood, nearly sufficient to fill a pint cup…upon 
removing this blood, a round orifice appeared in the middle of the upper 
side of the right ventricle of the heart, large enough to admit the extremity 
of the little finger. Through this orifice, all the blood brought to the right 
ventricle had been discharged into the cavity of the pericardium…” 
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Chest (continued):

“…we found the two great arteries…and the right ventricle of the heart 
stretched beyond their natural state…in the trunk of the aorta, we found a 
transverse fissure on its inner side, about an inch and a half long, 
through which some blood had recently passed, under its  external coat, 
and formed an elevated echymosis . This appearance showed the true 
state of an incipient aneurism of the aorta; and confirmed the 
doctrine…that the external coat of the artery may (and does) often 
control an impetus of  the blood, capable of bursting the internal (or 
ligamentous coat) although this last is by much the thickest, and 
seemingly the strongest” 





• Ascending aorta abruptly distends 
and compresses the pulmonary 
artery

• Compression of PA sufficient to stop 
ejection of blood from RV thereby 
distending the RV

• RV ruptures from the distention



• Basis of theory derived from 
theories regarding formation of 
aneurysms and dissections.

• Three possible consequences 
to downstream obstruction:
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• No clear, recorded episodes of RV rupture associated with Type A 
dissection.

• Apocryphal:

• Burns A. Observations on some of the most frequent and important 
diseases of the heart, etc. p 231. Edinburgh, Boyce, 1809.

• Hodgson J. A Treatise on the Diseases of Arteries and Veins. P 63. 
London, Underwood, 1815.

• No recorded episodes of RV rupture associated with saddle 
pulmonary embolus.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Burns described the case of a 56 year old man who developed sudden substernal chest pain and died 4 days later, his autopsy showed hemopericardium and a ruptured right atrium and an unruptured Type A dissection.

Hodgson described a 70 year old woman found on autopsy to have near exact findings of Nicholls autopsy.

The question remains as to whether the hemopericardium in each of these cases arose from the heart or the aorta. But there is no disputing that George II had a hole in his heart.
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Hansalia et al. Echocardiography 2009;26:100-6.
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Summary

Alternative Cause of Events:

• Chronic or subacute Type A 
Dissection vs. root aneurysm 
and acute Type A

• Involvement of RCA

• Ischemic infarct of RV free wall
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Thank you
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