
 

Viral protein may help chickenpox virus
spread within the body
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Diagram illustrates how varicella zoster virus might be able to take over a
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protein, potentially hijacking white blood cells and spreading the virus
throughout the body. Credit: González-Motos V, et al. (2017)

The virus that causes chickenpox—varicella zoster virus
(VZV)—possesses a protein that could enhance its ability to hijack white
blood cells and spread throughout the body, according to new research
published in PLOS Pathogens.

The findings, presented by Víctor González-Motos of Hannover Medical
School, Germany, and colleagues, may provide new insight into the
poorly understood mechanism by which VZV spreads after initial
infection in the respiratory tract.

VZV causes chickenpox in children and can reactivate later in life to
cause shingles. After infecting the respiratory tract, the virus hijacks the
immune system's white blood cells, using them to spread in the
body—including to the skin to cause chickenpox.

To better understand this process, the researchers investigated whether
VZV influences the function of chemokines, small immune system
proteins that attract white blood cells to sites of infection and guide their
movement within the body.

The scientists focused on a VZV protein known as glycoprotein C, since
previous research suggested it may play an important role in the
infection cycle. In the lab, they performed chemotaxis experiments and
found that the addition of glycoprotein C enhances the ability of
chemokines to attract white blood cells, including white blood cells from
the tonsils, which are a major target of VZV during initial infection.

Further experiments uncovered the molecular details of the interaction
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between glycoprotein C and chemokines. The researchers also showed
that VZV viral particles that had been genetically engineered to remove
glycoprotein C had a reduced ability to enhance chemokine attraction of
white blood cells, indicating the importance of glycoprotein C for this
process.

Overall, these results suggest that glycoprotein C may interact with
chemokines to attract more white blood cells to the site of VZV
infection, where the virus can hijack the white blood cells to spread to
other parts of the body. Further research is needed to investigate whether
this hypothesis holds up in human tissue.

  More information: González-Motos V, Jürgens C, Ritter B, Kropp
KA, Durán V, Larsen O, et al. (2017) Varicella zoster virus glycoprotein
C increases chemokine-mediated leukocyte migration. PLoS Pathog
13(5): e1006346. doi.org/10.1371/journal.ppat.1006346
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