
Kounis syndrome: not to be
sneezed at

A 45-year-old man with previous history of allergic asthma and
nasal polyps presented to his local hospital with angina pectoris,
diaphoresis and nausea. He had recently had a severe exacerba-
tion of his asthma and rhinorrhoea requiring hospital admission,
but was not taking nasal decongestants. ECG was consistent
with an acute inferior STEMI, and he was transferred to our
institution for emergency cardiac catheterisation. Significant
stenoses were noted in all major epicardial vessels, but particu-
larly in the right coronary artery (figure 1, online video 1).
However, these resolved following intracoronary Glyceryl tri-
nitrate (figure 2, online video 2). Troponin I level was 38.9 ug/l
(normal<0.1 ug/l) confirming significant myocardial necrosis.
He had an elevated eosinophil count (1.2×109/l). Urine toxicol-
ogy was negative for drugs of abuse. We diagnosed coronary
vasospasm secondary to allergic angina, or Kounis syndrome
type 1. Allergic angina was first described in 1991,1 and occurs
in atopic individuals. It is precipitated by mast cell degranulation
and release of vasoactive mediators, including histamine, leuko-
trienes and other neutral proteases, such as tryptase and
chymase. Histamine and leukotrienes are powerful coronary
vasoconstrictors (leading to Kounis syndrome type 1), while
tryptase and chymase can induce plaque erosion and rupture2

(leading to Kounis syndrome type 2). Our patient was managed

medically, although aspirin was not prescribed, as this may cause
further mast cell degranulation and exacerbate the condition.
He responded well to oral nitrates, calcium channel antagonists,
prednisolone and the leukotriene antagonist, monteleukast, in
addition to his usual antihistamines and asthma inhalers.
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allergic myocardial infarction. Circulation 1999;100:e156.Figure 1 Significant stenoses noted in the right coronary artery on
angiography.

Figure 2 Immediately following administration of intracoronary GTN,
all the stenoses have resolved revealing an unobstructed vessel.
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