Spasm: The culprit
in heart attacks?

Although a blood clot in a coronary ar-
tery hardened with fats has been consid-
ered the cause of heart attacks for a quar-
ter-century, the villain may really be
something quite different — spasms of
coronary arteries. This news, which
comes from Italian researchers and is pub-
lished in the Dec. 7 NEw ENGLAND JOUR-
NAL OF MEDICINE, has profound implica-
tions for the prevention of heart attacks,
the leading cause of death in the indus-
trialized world.

Aheart attack, heart scientists generally
agree, consists of death of a section of
heart muscle due to deprivation of blood
coming from coronary arteries. But the
cause of this blood deprivation has been
tough to pin down because heart attack
patients usually seek medical attention
only after the fact. Now, Attilio Maseri and
his colleagues at the University of Pisa
have carefully followed persons at risk of
developing heart attacks in the hope of
catching heart attacks in the act.

The researchers zeroed in on 76 hos-
pitalized patients suffering from recurrent
episodes of angina, which consists of
chest pains resulting from the heart being
deprived of arterial blood. Angina often,
although not always, precedes a heart at-
tack. The patients had their blood dy-
namics continually monitored, their
hearts studied by a technique called thal-
lium myocardial scintigraphy when they
weren’t experiencing anginal symptoms,
and their hearts studied by means of coro-
nary arteriography when they were expe-
riencing anginal symptoms. The inves-
tigators found, using these various tech-
niques, that spasms of arteries supplying
the heart were the cause of all of the pa-
tients’ anginal episodes; that the spasms
causing angina continued as eight of the
patients went on to develop heart attacks;
that three of the eight patients developed
blood clots only after they experienced
spasms and heart attacks; and that these
clots formed precisely where arterial
spasms had occurred. So coronary arterial
spasms, not arterial blood clots, may be
the real cause of heart attacks, the re-
searchers conclude.

These findings, Eugene Braunwald of
Harvard Medical School writes in an ac-
companying editorial, have “profound im-
plications” for prevention of heart attacks.
When blood clots were considered to be
the principal culprit in heart attacks, an-
ticoagulant drugs appeared to be the logi-
cal preventive approach. But if coronary
arterial spasms are the culprit, then a
whole host of new preventive possibilities
unfold, notably coronary arterial dilators
such as nitroglycerin and aspirin and
other drugs that prevent aggregation of
platelets in coronary arteries, because it is
now known that platelets not only cause
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blood clots but also release a chemical
capable of constricting blood vessels.
What's more, since nerve impulses that
constrict blood vessels are transmitted to
coronary arteries via alpha-adrenergic
nerve receptors on the arteries, drugs that
block these receptors may also help in the
prevention of coronary arterial spasms.
Braunwald cautions, however, that
while the findings of Maseri and co-work-
ers “are impressive and convincing,”
spasm may only be the culprit in certain
heart attack victims — for instance, in
those who experience angina before at-
tacks. Also to be clarified is when spasm
can occur alone and when it must occur in
coronary arteries previously hardened
with fats. The data from Maseri and his
team suggest that a spasm usually, but
not always, takes place in a hardened ar-
tery. O

Pesticides can alter
human brain activity

A single exposure to a pesticide can
trigger changes in human brain activity —
as measured by electroencephalograms
(EEG’s) — lasting more than one year, ac-
cording to Frank H. Duffy and James L.
Burchfiel of the Harvard Medical School.
Duffy said the finding holds serious impli-
cations for anyone exposed to organo-
phosphate pesticides. In related tests with
monkeys the Harvard pair showed long-
term brain changes also occurred after
exposure to dieldrin, a chlorinated-hydro-
carbon pesticide. Their findings were re-
ported this week at a conference in Wash-
ington on pesticides and human health
sponsored by the Society for Occupational
and Environmental Health.

Duffy, director of experimental neuro-
physiology at Harvard, said his interest in
organo-phosphates developed after learn-
ing that civilian army workers complained
of behavior problems — which included
excessive dreaming, loss of libido, loss of
memory, irritability and trouble concen-
trating — after working near sarin. Phar-
macologically, sarin is identical to such
commonly used pesticides as malathion
and parathion, Duffy says, only many
times more potent (so potent, in fact, that
the army developed it as a nerve gas for
use on humans).

Using monkeys, the researchers showed
that those exposed to either a single, large
dose of sarin or to a series of low-level
doses (so low that any resulting symptoms
might have gone unnoticed without scru-
tiny) brought “significant EEG changes that
persisted a year.

Duffy said the “frightening” findings led
them to study humans accidentally ex-
posed to sarin from one to three times
only; all exposures occurred at least a year
earlier. Like the monkeys, the humans
showed small but consistent and signifi-
cant EEG changes — particularly in the
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high-frequency beta phases — when com-
pared against a carefully matched unex-
posed group. So consistent were the
changes that a computer could auto-
matically separate the exposed from un-
exposed with a better than 99 percent
accuracy. Without running concurrent be-
havioral tests (impossible in this study)
any correlation between EEG’s and the ob-
served emotional symptoms is only cir-
cumstantial, Duffy said. On the bright side,
Duffy says studies on persons exposed
several years ago indicate brain changes
may be reversible. (]

Drugs boost
brain damper

Librium, valium and the other benzodi-
azepine drugs are among the most widely
prescribed in the world. But the mecha-
nism of their action has not been ex-
plained. John G. Tallman of the National
Institute of Mental Health told a science
writers’ seminar last week that recent re-
search at NIMH has clarified one impor-
tant action of the tranquilizers: They en-
hance the activity of a naturally occurring
brain chemical.

The benzodiazepine drugs help quiet
nerve cell firing in the brain by reinforcing
the blocking action of the abundant neuro-
transmitter gasa, the major chemical in-
hibitor of brain activity. Tallman’s col-
league Dorothy Gallager demonstrated
that drug effect in one area of the rat brain,
and Erminio Costa and co-workers dem-
onstrated it in another area.

Researchers have located the specific
receptor proteins that bind benzodiaze-
pine drugs. Those receptors are close to
receptors for caBa on the nerve cells.
Tallman says the two receptors together
mediate flow of chloride ions across the
cell membrane, shutting down nerve cell
firing. High concentrations of Gapa in-
crease binding of the benzodiazepine
drugs to their own receptors, indicating
further the intimate relationship between
the two receptors.

The studies reveal that drugs like lib-
rium and valium act by increasing the af-
finity of GABA receptor protein, rather than
by altering the amount of GaBa released
into a synapse or the number of receptors
available. That affinity change has been
observed only in the presence of high
levels of GgaBa; thus Gallager speculates
that the drugs may have their most pro-
nounced effects in certain painful (or
stressful) behavioral states that seem to
increase GABA levels.

The benzodiazepine receptors probably
bind naturally occurring brain com-
pounds, as well as prescribed drugs. Fred-
erick K. Goodwin and colleagues, also at
NIMH, have isolated brain purines that at-
tach specifically to those receptors. When
administered at high concentrations,
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