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Was Measles Responsible for Curing a Cancer Patient? 
 
 
 

Breaking News 
The world was awash with the dramatic news that researchers in the Mayo Clinic, United 
States of America, have apparently cured multiple myeloma cancer in a patient using a 
measles virus. 
 
Introduction 
Since the turn of the nineteenth century the existence of viruses that could possible destroy 
tumours was first recognised. Early case reports of making use of oncolytic viruses (a virus 
that preferentially infects and kills cancer cells) from that time reported the shrinking of some 
cancer tumours during naturally acquired virus infections. This provided the basis for clinical 
trials where body fluids containing human or animal viruses were used to transmit infections 
to cancer patients. In most cases the immune system of the host destroyed the viruses 
before they could have any effect. In patients whose immune system was compromised, the 
viral infection persisted and some of the tumours regressed. With the advent of rodent 
experimentation and new methods for virus propagation, there were numerous attempts 
through the 1950s and 1960s to force the evolution of viruses with greater tumour specificity. 
Success was limited and many researchers abandoned the field. Technology employing 
reverse genetic modification later brought about a renewal of interest in making use of 
viruses that allowed the creation of more potent, tumour-specific types of viruses that infects 
and breaks down cancer cells but not normal cells (Kelly & Russell, 2007).   
 
Administering a Measles Virus to Two Cancer Patients 
It is important to know that the virus used in this specific instance was not a standard 
measles virus but a measles virus that was specifically engineered (modified) for the 
purpose of breaking down the myeloma (cancer cells) in two specific patients. Engineered 
measles viruses were used in this instance because neither of the two patients had 
previously been immunised against measles and neither had any resistance to measles. 
This means that they were both measles-seronegative. 
 
Both patients were diagnosed with multiple myeloma (a type of cancer of the plasma cells, a 
type of white blood cell present in the bone marrow). They had both been unsuccessfully 
treated by means of conventional therapy for between 7 and 9 years respectively and had 
both received stem cell transplants. Both patients also had multiple recurrences of their 
disease. They were both given a large single dose (approximately 100 billion units – enough 
to vaccinate 10 million people had it been a regular vaccine virus) of the specifically 
engineered virus (MV-NIS virus). Both patients became very ill and regrettably one patient 
died. The second patient received intensive care and support and survived the treatment 
and was eventually declared to be in remission. 
 
Conclusion 
The best approach to this spectacular news is cautious optimism. There is still much 
research to be done. Remarkably little is still known about the best way to deliver oncolytic 
viruses intravenously. The speed and duration of infusion, the quantity of virus, and the 
number of doses to be administered are also still poorly understood at this time. However, 
oncolytic viruses offer a promising new modality for the targeted infection and destruction of 
disseminated cancer (Bell, 2014; Russell, et al., 2014). 
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