
DRIVING THE SCIENCE THAT WILL END MELANOMA

This is a moment of crisis in melanoma. While 
melanoma accounts for less than two percent of all 
skin cancer cases, late stage, metastatic melanoma 
leads to the majority of skin cancer deaths.   

The goal of The Wistar Institute Melanoma 
Research Center (MRC) is to reverse the growing 
death rate from melanoma. Its basic tactic is to 
understand the unique biology of melanoma in 
order to develop new therapies against the disease.

Led by the renowned melanoma researcher, 
Meenhard Herlyn, D.V.M., D.Sc., the MRC 
serves as a way for researchers to partner with 
clinicians – a framework of connections that brings 
scientists, physicians, the life sciences industry, and melanoma advocates together, saving lives through new and 
better therapies.

The Wistar Institute
Melanoma Research Center

New tools for melanoma research:  
Wistar pioneered the creation of three-dimensional “artificial skin” that serves as a model for studying how 
living tumors behave, as well as a proving ground for new therapeutics. 

Recent advances include:

Patient “avatars” to personalize therapy:  
Every melanoma tumor poses a unique challenge to oncologists who want to match the right drug (or 
drugs) to the right patient. Using patient tumors, MRC researchers can create  “xenografts,” which are 
mouse models that host human tumors. These models then serve as patient stand-ins (or avatars), which 
MRC researchers can use to determine which drugs, or combinations of drugs, work most effectively 
against their particular tumor.  

Ultimately, the MRC will develop an atlas for personalized melaoma medicine, one that oncologists will use 
to match individual patients with the most effective therapies against their particular type of melanoma.



Finding novel ways to address the problem of metastatic cancer:  
In 2013, Wistar researchers have successfully used a diabetes drug, phenformin, to target the metabolism 
of so-called cancer stem cells within melanoma. The MRC is currently working towards a clinical trial 
in patients to test the combination of this common diabetes drug with chemotherapies or targeted anti-
melanoma drugs.

Discovering the causes of tumor drug resistance:  
In the last decade, the understanding of the genetic basis of melanoma has led to remarkable new drugs that 
specifically target melanoma tumors. In advanced cases of melanoma, these drugs often show tremendous 
responses—tumors that literally melt away—only for the cancer to return, more aggressive than before.   

Wistar researchers are world-renowned leaders in the effort to understand what causes drug resistance 
in melanoma tumors—which genes or molecular mechanisms tumors subvert to aid in their survival.  
MRC researchers have defined new potential drug targets and published extensively on how particular 
combinations of drugs may overcome drug resistance.  Their insights continue to change clinical practice 
and lead to new clinical drug trials. 
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Wistar Faculty in the Melanoma Center: 

These melanoma “spheroids” are formed using a 3-D cell culturing technique 
pioneered in the Herlyn laboratory. The blue dots are melanoma cells that have 
been killed off through combinations of therapeutics.


