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medical Microfile

A Rare and Deadly Outgrowth of Measles
Subacute sclerosing panencephalitis (SSPE)* is a progressive neurological degeneration of the cerebral cortex, white matter, and brain stem. Its incidence is approximately one case in a million measles infections, and it afflicts primarily male children and adolescents. Its relationship to measles remained unsuspected for three decades because of the prolonged incubation period of SSPE. Eventually, researchers discovered intracellular inclusions in infected brain cells that proved identical to cytological features of measles, and finally they were able to isolate the SSPE agent.

The pathogenesis of SSPE appears to involve a defective virus, one that has lost its ability to form a capsid and be released from an infected cell. It can, however, continue to spread unchecked through the brain by cell fusion. Its spread sets into motion inflammatory processes that destroy neurons and accessory cells and break down myelin. The disease is known for the profound intellectual and neurological impairment it brings, beginning with such symptoms as decline in memory, judgment, and motor activity. The course of the disease invariably leads to coma and death in a matter of months or years.

Photos of tissue affected by SSPE may be viewed at http://www.neuropat.dote.hu/panenc.htm, thanks to Professor Katalin Hegedus.

MMWR Weekly article on SSPE

http://www.cdc.gov/epo/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/00001185.htm
