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In 1941, the renowned neurophysiologist, Walter B. Cannon, wrote his landmark paper, entitled “Voodoo” Death, by which he meant death from fright.  In it he hypothesized that the cause of death in the cases he had gleaned from the anthropology literature was over-action of the sympathico-adrenal system. He proposed that these rare deaths represented the downside risk of the evolutionary advantage of the autonomic nervous system, summarized in the single word anticipation.  The ability of the nervous system to anticipate and prepare for perceived threats in the wild conferred a powerful advantage for survival that is summarized in Cannon’s principle of “fight or flight.”  However, this powerful sympathetic storm can actually damage the visceral organs, rarely causing sudden or rapid demise.  Modern evidence suggests that Cannon was generally correct.  Data from four separate streams of investigation (catecholamine cardiotoxicity; stress induced heart disease; nervous system stimulation; and cardiac reperfusion after ischemia) converge to allow the generation of a unifying hypothesis for neurally mediated cardiac damage. Catecholamines, released directly into the heart via the sympathetic nerves and reaching the myocardium via the blood stream from the adrenal medulla have the net effect of opening a receptor operated calcium channel that leads to free radical mediated cell death.  Electrolyte shifts related to this catecholamine mediated process alter the electrocardiogram, lowering the threshold for malignant arrhythmias that are the proximate caused of sudden death in many circumstances.

