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In memory of Francesco Furlanello: a great
advocate for dedicated commitment to
effective, up-to-date, and expert management
of cardiac arrhythmias and sports cardiology

Professor Francesco Furlanello passed away in mid-January 2023, at the age
of 93. He was born in the Veneto region of Italy, studied at the University of
Padova, and graduated in Medicine in 1954. From the start, he was inter-
ested in electrocardiography and cardiac arrhythmias and one of his first sci-
entific reports, in 1962, was focused on the changes in ventricular
repolarization after prolonged pauses in atrial fibrillation.! He was deeply
involved in cardiology practice and became Chief of Cardiology in one small
town in Veneto before moving to Trento in 1973. At the Santa Chiara
Hospital, he founded the Cardiology Division and Arrhythmia Centre of
Trento which he directed until 1996. After his retirement, he continued
to be active and had consultant appointments in Milan and Rome.

Since the beginning of his career, he has been involved in studying both
common and rare arrhythmia disorders®* and he supported the introduc-
tion of His bundle recordings and programmed electrical stimulation in the
practice of arrhythmia evaluation, at the same time as the landmark contri-
butions in the field from Wellens, Puech, Coumel, Fontaine, Slama, Olsson,
Josephson, Gallagher and other pioneers in the field.
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He was strongly convinced that the study of arrhythmias and conduction
disorders had to be developed as an important field of Cardiology, with
highly relevant perspectives for improving risk stratification in patients
and athletes, as well as for improving pharmacological and non-
pharmacological treatments. At that time transmission of clinical and scien-
tific knowledge from leading experts to cardiologists and researchers was
an important issue, since the circulation of ideas and concepts was concen-
trated in leading journals and in international meetings attended by few ex-
perts. Francesco Furlanello in the early seventies had the great merit of
understanding the absolute need for promoting education and the ex-
change of experiences in the field of arrhythmias and with an exceptional
vision planned to promote expert meetings in Northern Italy. These meet-
ings on ‘The New Trends in Arrhythmias’ started in a pioneering format in
1974, with 200 participants, and were then planned every two years, from
1974 in Val di Sole (Trento), and since 1978 to 2004 were held in Marilleva.
The ‘Marilleva meeting’, usually planned at the end of January, became a
very highly successful ‘go to’, highly attended and well-organized confer-
ence. These scientific conventions covered, overall, thirty years of land-
mark evolution, such as the introduction in practice of deductive
electrophysiology, as well as of fulguration/ablation and of implantable
cardioverter-defibrillators.

The meetings in Marilleva were unique in their organization and in the at-
mosphere that characterized the social and professional interactions among
all the participants. After some hours in the morning dedicated to skiing,
walking or other recreational activities, participants were involved in the sci-
entific sessions, open to contributions from many emerging researchers in
the field and with the simultaneous publication of the proceedings. Some
‘hot topics’, usually related to ‘new frontiers’ in diagnosis, risk stratification
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Figure 1 Special postmark for the first meeting organized by Frances Furlanello at Marilleva.
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Figure 2 Some snapshots from the career of Francesco Furlanello. Top panel: on the left is the first meetings organized in Val di Sole (Trento) in 1976,
on the right part of the audience participating in the 1992 edition of the Marilleva meeting (among others, Berndt Luderitz, Lukas Kappenberger, Angelo
Auricchio, Antonio Raviele, Helmut Klein and John Camm). The lower panel shows from left to right: Francesco Furlanello with Michael Mirowski in
1988, at the inauguration of the last edition in 2004 of the Marilleva meeting and at the National Congress of AIAC (ltalian Association of Arrhythmology

and Cardiac Pacing) receiving a career award from Giuseppe Boriani.

or treatment of arrhythmias, quite often stimulated open and passionate
debates that continued in the following hours, at dinner. Indeed, what re-
mains unforgettable about the ‘Marilleva meeting’ was the possibility for
many ‘ordinary’ electrophysiologists being shoulder to shoulder all day
long with the world’s leading cardiac electrophysiology experts. This al-
lowed many Italians and other European participants the opportunity to es-
tablish personal relationships with these top-level researchers working in
European and North American institutions. In turn, came many research
and clinical collaborations, training possibilities and friendships that lasted
for many years. So important were these meetings that they were each
celebrated with a special postmark! (Figure 7).

In Figure 2 are some snapshots illustrating the evolution of the meetings
organized by Francesco Furlanello, from the first initiatives to the highly
popular meetings held in Marilleva which were attended by all the leaders
in the field, providing an extraordinary educational opportunity for many
generations of cardiologists involved in arrhythmia management. This major
achievement was recognized by the award given to Professor Furlanello by
the Italian Association of Arrhythmology and Cardiac Stimulation (AIAC) in
2017.*

Francesco Furlanello and his group produced important contributions in
the field of arrhythmias related to risk stratification, diagnosis and both
pharmacological and non-pharmacological treatments.>® Additionally,
Furlanello was a pioneer in studying arrhythmias in athletes,” and he pro-
moted the recognition of Sports Cardiology and Sports Arrhythmology
as important fields, to be approached with modern and sophisticated tools
in an attempt to prevent the dramatic occurrence of sudden death in ath-
letes.®"° His contributions to a better understanding of the important risks
associated with the use of illicit drugs and doping were outstanding."""?

All the cardiologists involved in the fields of arrhythmia and sports cardi-
ology are grateful to Francesco Furlanello for his generous and visionary
dedication to research and education. However, his careful and detailed
clinical approach on behalf of patients and athletes is a great example of

extraordinary care at a time when the rapid development and availability
of technology threatened to reduce the crucial importance of genuine,
spontaneous human interactions with colleagues and, most importantly,
with patients. This is a very important perspective to be pursued and fuelled
also for the novel developments that characterize the field of clinical cardiac
electrophysiology and arrhythmia management.’>~"®
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