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Introduction

Abstract

This chapter focuses on the discovery of the
Major Histocompatibility Complex (MHC) in
mice (H-2) and in humans (HLA), and on the
role played by the International HLA Workshops
in the analysis and characterization of this com-
plex genetic system. The early days of Tumour
Immunology and the importance of the defini-
tion of Tumour Associated Transplantation
Antigens (TATA) are also discussed. Today we
know that tumour cells can be killed by T lym-
phocytes by recognizing tumour antigenic pep-
tides presented by MHC molecules and they can
also escape this recognition by losing the
expression of MHC molecules. This important
phenomenon has been profoundly studied for
many years both in my lab in Granada and in
other laboratories. The results of this research
have important implications for the new genera-
tion of cancer immunotherapy that boosts T cell
responses. A historical perspective of major dis-
coveries is presented in this chapter, with the
names of the scientists that have made a signifi-
cant contribution to the enormous progress
made in the field of Tumour Immunology.

Keywords

MHC - HLA - H-2 - Major histocompatibility
complex - HLA heavy chain - Beta2 micro-
globulin - Tumor immunology - Tumor
escape - HLA workshops - Antigen
processing
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Peter Gorer discovered the Histocompatibility sys-
tem (H-2) in mice in 1935 in experiments with
allogeneic tumor transplantation. The key obser-
vation was that tumors fail to growth when trans-
planted into genetically distinct host of the same
species. The antibodies generated in these alloim-
munizations were used for MHC typing of red
blood cells in inbred strains of mice using a
complement-dependent cytotoxicity test (Gorer
1936, 1937; Gorer and Mikulska 1954; Gorer and
O’Gorman 1956). This test was used years later to
discover and define the HLA system in humans by
testing leukocytes with alloimmune sera obtained
from individuals after blood transfusion (Dausset
1954) and from pregnant women (van Rood 1962).
I recommend reading the article “Seeds of time:
Fifty years ago Peter A. Gorer discovered the H-2
complex” written by Jean Klein (1986), the publi-
cation by Bernard Amos on “Recollections of Dr
Peter Gorer” (1986) and the book “H-2 antigens:
genes, molecules, function” edited by Shella David
(1987) after the meeting he organized in the
Jackson Lab in Bar Harbor (Maine, USA) to com-
memorate the 50th anniversary of the discovery of
the H-2 system (see also Snell 1986).

In 1975-1976 mouse tumors were typed for
H-2 antigens in the laboratory of Hilliard
Festenstein at the London Hospital Medical
College using mouse alloantisera, defining pri-
vate and public H-2 specificities (Garrido et al.
1976, 1977, 1979; Schmidt et al. 1979). The
key finding was that the MHC class I profiles
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