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Virus spreads by bouncing off infected cells

Viral ping-pong lets vaccinia get to other cells faster.

Brian Vastag

1.

Callit viral ping-pong: the vaccinia poxvirus tricks infected
cells into flinging newly made virus particles far and wide,
rapidly spreading the infection outward, according to a
study by UK scientists.

genome — was enough to trigger actin-filament
propulsion on contact with new virus particles. They
concluded that the two proteins are all that's required
for the manoeuvre. The team is now trying to untangle
exactly how the virus particles bind to the A33-A36

2. This 'viral bouncing' accounts for experiments in which protein complex, and what signal the complex sends into
vaccinia spreads much more quickly across a dish of cells the cell to trigger the filaments.
(see video) than viral reproduction rates should allow,
says Geoffrey Smith of Imperial College London, who led Lynn Enquist, a virologist at Princeton University in
the study, which is published online in Science'. Princeton, New Jersey, says that other viruses deploy
similar strategies. HIV, for instance, induces cells to shoot
3. "A virus might hit a cell that's already infected, get out projections called filopodia that serve as bridges for
bounced away, hit another, get bounced away again ... and virus particles to crawl along to reach uninfected cells?.
eventually it will find a cell that is uninfected, which it can
enter,” says Smith. "The virus is so smart.” . Although the details differ from virus to virus, virologists
are quickly warming to the notion that many viruses
4. Smith and his colleagues discovered how the viral trick deploy specific, deliberate mechanisms to spread through
works using live-imaging techniques and fluorescently tissues. "Viruses move from cell to cell in a very directed
tagged viruses. After infection by vaccinia, a cell rapidly and specific way," says Enquist. "It's a very hot area of
begins producing two viral proteins, called A33 and research.” Advances in imaging technology — such as
A36. These proteins move to the cell's outer membrane, the techniques used by Smith and his colleagues — are
where they form a complex that tags the cell as infected. spurring the interest.
When other vaccinia particles bump into the membrane
and try to infect the already-infected cell, the viral . Vaccinia is rarely harmful to humans, but it is so closely
particles instead get stuck to the protein complex. This related to the smallpox virus that it is used as a vaccine
docking triggers the cell to shoot out a long filament — against the often-deadly disease — so successfully that
made of the building-block protein actin — that propels smallpox had been eradicated worldwide by the 1970s.
the virus outward. David Evans, a virologist at the University of Alberta in
Edmonton, Canada, says that the latest work may explain
5. Inessence, says Smith, vaccinia cons cells into announcing, why smallpox kills so quickly: "A hallmark of smallpox
""Hey guys, we're infected already, no point coming in here. infection is the rapid and massive spread [inside the
You need to go somewhere else."™ body]," he says. "I think this is one additional factor that
explains the lethality of smallpox.”
Viral velocity
6. Smith's team found that crippling the A33 and A36 genes Reference ' A A A
. . . . . 1. Doceul, V., Hollinshead, M., van der Linden, L. & Smith, G. L. Science advance
inside vaccinia slowed infection rates substantially, online publication doi-10.1126/scienceT183173 (2010,
whereas inserting the genes for only these two proteins 2. Sherer, N. M. et al. Nature Cell Biol. 9, 310-315 (2007).
into human cells — without the rest of the vaccinia ZIBIRE: http:/www.nature.com/nature/newsvideo,/1183173movies].mov
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