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Despite initial virus control by CD8* cytotoxic T lymphocytes
(CTLs), noncytopathic or variably cytopathic viruses (e.g., hepatitis
B and C viruses, HIV) are able to establish persistent infections. The
role of neutralizing antibodies (nAbs) in controlling disease pro-
gression is unclear. Therefore, the phenomenon of viral evasion
from the nAb response and its implications for virus persistence
remain controversial. Here we demonstrate nAb-mediated viral
clearance in CTL-deficient mice infected with the prototypic non-
cytopathic lymphocytic choriomeningitis virus (strain WE). During
prolonged CTL absence, neutralization-resistant virus mutants
were selected in individual mice within 70-90 days. In naive
animals infected with these virus variants only low nAb responses
were induced, resulting in an increased tendency of virus to persist.

M any viruses that are minimally or noncytopathic in vivo
tend to establish chronic infections in their hosts. These
comprise hepatitis B or C viruses in humans and lymphocytic
choriomeningitis virus (LCMV) in mice and may include HIV
and simian immunodeficiency virus. The infections initially are
controlled by a strong specific CD8" cytotoxic T lymphocyte
(CTL) response (1), either by direct lysis of infected cells (2) or
through production of noncytolytic mediators (3). The cellular
immune system alone, however, fails to control these infections
in the longer term (4-6).

Neutralizing antibody (nAb) responses to noncytopathic vi-
ruses usually are generated late in the course of infection,
generally after the initial control of viremia (7-9). Nevertheless,
several observations indicate that nAb may contribute to long-
term control. First, passive immunization studies in animal
models show partial protection (10, 11). Second, nAb titers
correlate with lack of disease progression in long-term survivors
during HIV infection (12). Third, virus reappears in mice lacking
nAb responses (B cell-deficient or CD4* T cell-deficient mice)
70-150 days after efficient initial viral control during LCMV
infection (5, 6). Finally, variant viruses resistant to neutralization
by polyclonal autologous sera have been found during HI'V and
simian immunodeficiency virus infections (13-15). Although
immune evasion through antigenic variation of neutralizing
epitopes has been demonstrated in vivo for several viruses
exposed to mAbs (16, 17) and is a major force in the evolution
of influenza viruses within the human population (18), virus
evasion from polyclonal antibody responses in one individual and
perhaps focused on several neutralizing epitopes, is more diffi-
cult to explain (19).

Although CTLs play an important role in the immune control
of murine infection with LCMV (20), kinetics of virus elimina-
tion sometimes revealed variably efficient clearance and unex-
plained viral re-emergence (21-23). We therefore examined the
correlation between nAb responses and LCMV elimination or
persistence. We found delayed, but efficient, control of LCMV
by nAb responses in the absence of CD8* T cells. Unexpectedly,
virus variants emerged that escaped the established polyclonal
Ab response. Thus, under conditions where CD8" T cell re-
sponses are, or become, low or absent LCMV may be able to
persist within a single host by changing neutralizing surface
determinants.

Materials and Methods

Mice. CD8/~ (24), P/~ (2), IFN-aBR /™ (25), IFN-yR~/~ (26),
RAG-17/7, and uMT mice (27) as well as C57BL/6 (B6),
BALB/c and wild-type (wt)129 mice were obtained from the
Institut fiir Labortierkunde (University of Ziirich, Switzerland).
All animals were kept under specific pathogen-free conditions.

Viruses and Neutralizing Activity. LCMV strain WE originally was
obtained from F. Lehmann-Grube, Heinrich Pette Institut, Ham-
burg, Germany, and propagated on L1929 cells. LCMV nAb-escape
variants were isolated from spleen homogenates of CD8/~ mice,
grown on MCS57 cells for 48 h, and subsequently plaque-purified
two times in vitro as described (17). LCMYV titers and nAb titers in
blood, or virus titers of centrifuged tissue homogenates, and of virus
stock solutions were determined with an immunological focus
assay (28).

In Vivo Depletion of CD8+ T Cells. Mice were treated with 0.2 ml of
a tested rat anti-CD8 mAb (YTS 169.4; ref. 29) i.p. 3 days and
1 day before LCMYV infection (8). The degree of depletion was
assessed by flow cytometric analysis (FACScan, Becton Dickin-
son) using FITC-conjugated anti-CD8 mAb (PharMingen) and
was always > 95% in blood and spleen.

Molecular Analysis. Sequence analysis of LCMV-WE Glycopro-
tein (GP)-1 was performed as described (17).

Results

CTL-Independent Clearance of LCMV by nAbs. We have observed
previously that mice depleted of CD8" T cells in vivo by
treatment with mAb (29) are sometimes capable of clearing
LCMV eventually (9). Although the degree of CD8-depletion
was > 95% in blood and spleen as assessed by flow cytometric
analysis (8), CD8™ T cells reappeared in the blood after 10-15
days, reaching control levels after 60 days (Fig. 1B). To inves-
tigate the role of re-emerging CD8* T cells for virus clearance,
we compared CD8-depleted B6 mice and CD8~/~ mice (24) for
their ability to control a low dose (200 plaque-forming units, pfu)
i.v. infection with LCMV-WE. Although immunocompetent B6
mice cleared the virus within 1 week, viremia was controlled
between days 30 and 40 in CDS8-depleted B6 mice and between
days 60 and 70 in CD8 7/~ mice (Fig. 14). Direct ex vivo (12-15
h), as well as secondary !Cr-release assays after in vitro restimu-
lation failed to detect MHC class I restricted cytotoxicity in
CDS8~/~ mice on days 8, 50, and 100 after infection (data not
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Fig. 1. Control of viremia in CD8-depleted mice («CD8) and CD8/~ mice

infected with a low dose of LCMV-WE. CD8~/~ mice and in vivo CD8-depleted
B6, P~/~, IFN-afR/~, and IFN-yR~/~ mice were infected i.v. with 200 pfu of
LCMV-WE. Nondepleted mice were used as controls. Sequential blood samples
were analyzed for virus titers (A and C) for assessment of CD8 depletion by
flow-cytometric analysis (B) and for neutralizing activity against LCMV-WE (D).
Nondepleted P/~ (+), IFN-aBR~/~ (++), and IFN-yR~/~ mice (+++) died by
days 20-40 as a consequence of CD8" T cell-mediated immunopathology.
Only virus titers before death are indicated for these mice. Data shown are the
mean of three mice per group = SEM in one of two similar experiments.

shown, ref. 24). BALB/c mice or wt129 mice depleted of CD8*
T cells controlled viremia similar to B6 mice (data not shown).
To evaluate whether cytolytic or noncytolytic mediators released
by reappearing CD8* T cells were responsible for the earlier
virus clearance in CD8-depleted mice compared with CD8~/~
mice, we additionally examined anti-CD8-treated mice deficient
either in perforin or IFN receptors [P/~ mice (2), IFN-aBR~/~
mice (25), and IFN-yR ™/~ mice (26)] infected with 200 pfu of
LCMV-WE. Non-CD8-depleted control P~/~, IFN-aBR ™/, and
IFN-yR ™/~ mice died of CD8" T cell-mediated immunopathol-
ogy 20—40 days after infection (Fig. 1C, refs. 2 and 30). Under

w

conditions of transient CD8* T cell deficiency, viremia was
controlled in P~/ mice with similar kinetics as in B6 mice,
whereas a longer period was needed for clearance in mice
deficient in IFN receptors, paralleling the findings in CD8 "/~
mice (Fig. 1C). Thus, interferons (particularly IFN-vy) seem to be
of greater importance than perforin for long-term LCMV con-
trol, in agreement with recent studies (3, 6, 30, 31). The
surprising finding, however, was that mice permanently lacking
either CTLs or different effector mediators were able to even-
tually control this low-dose LCMV infection, indicating addi-
tional antiviral mechanisms. CD8-depleted mice, as well as
CD87/~ mice, generated stronger and earlier nAb responses in
comparison to control animals (Fig. 1D), correlating with ab-
sence of CD8" T cell-mediated immunosuppression and in-
creased virus titers (8, 9). Together with earlier findings (5, 6)
showing LCMV re-emergence in B cell-deficient mice (uMT
mice, ref. 27), the observed correlation between low nAb titers
and delayed virus control in the different CD8-depleted mice
studied (Fig. 1 4, C, and D), suggested that the nAb response
might be involved in LCMV clearance in the absence of CD8*
T cells. To test this hypothesis, uMT mice were in vivo depleted
of CD8" T cells and infected with 200 pfu of LCMV-WE i.v. In
contrast to untreated uMT mice, these mice were not able to
clear the virus for up to 100 days (Fig. 24). uMT mice may
represent a complex phenotype (32) and may have some defects
in T help. It has been hypothesized that specific B cells might be
involved in priming of T help (27, 32). This hypothesis requires
further evaluation, but seems an unlikely explanation because
specific B cell frequencies are too low (33). In addition, immu-
nity to LCMV-Armstrong may differ from that to LCMV-WE
(32). In a subsequent experiment, LCMV-infected uMT mice
were depleted of CD8* T cells once viremia was controlled by
administration of anti-CD8 mAbs on days 15 and 17 after
infection (Fig. 2B). Viremia was detectable again 2 days after
anti-CD8 treatment and virus persisted at high levels, in contrast
to control CDS8-depleted B6 mice, which controlled viremia
during the whole observation period of 100 days. Interestingly,
administration of polyclonal anti-LCMV-WE serum (200 pul;
pooled from immune B6 mice) between the two CD8-depleting
mAD injections (day 16) and weekly thereafter, prevented re-
emergence of the virus in uMT mice (Fig. 2B). To further
confirm the role of nAbs in controlling viremia under the
conditions tested here, we adoptively transferred i.v. 107 LCM V-
immune, magnetic cell sorting-purified B cells (pooled from

Ao = —
el 8°° T, 3 5
° —_ [e]
[ L7 ‘O_ 2 S
o % Ee] o)
2 57 e & E 91 —
= 6 ) £ € 4
£ 2 s £
T 4] EE - 2
] ] = =
£ L4 2 o A B6 +0CD8 @ 3
o 3l AAB6aCDS | [ 2 g 3 @ UMT +aCD8 = B64.CD8
S O uMT oCD8 s = & uMT + oCD8 + HIS 2 + immune
. 2] H oMT 2 2 852’ o 2/ B B cells
e 1 Z O e S S ¢ ............... detlim. .\ o
a<17] F<1 <1.7]  Mee$ 9 <17 /

0 20 40 60 80 100 0 20 40 60 80 100 0 5 10 15 20 40
Days after infection Days after infection Days after infection
Fig. 2. Influence of nAb-producing B cells on LCMV viremia in CD8-depleted («CD8) mice. All mice were infected i.v. with 200 pfu LCMV-WE. (A) Virus titers

(filled symbols) and nAb titers (open symbols) in CD8-depleted B6 and MT mice and nondepleted control uMT mice. (B) B6 mice and uMT mice first were infected
(day 0) and CD8-depleted after initial viral clearance (arrow; administration of anti-CD8 mAbs on days 15 and 17 after infection). In a subgroup of uMT mice (©),
200 ul LCMV-WE hyperimmune serum (HIS) was additionally injected i.v. on day 16 and weekly thereafter. Viral titers were measured in sequential blood samples.
(C) Magnetic cell sorting-purified B cells, pooled either from spleens of uninfected B6 mice (A) or spleens of LCMV-WE-immune B6 mice (CD8-depleted on days
—3and —1, immunized on day 0, B cells taken 30 days after infection; ®) were adoptively transferred i.v. into recipient CD8-depleted mice on day 1 (arrow) after
infection. Virus titers in the blood were sequentially determined. Data shown are the mean of three mice per group = SEM in one of two similar experiments.
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Fig.3. Early control of viremia in CD8~/~ mice infected with a high dose (2 X
106 pfu) of LCMV-WE. Virus titers (A) and neutralizing activity against
LCMV-WE (B) were determined in sequential blood samples. Organs from
CD8~/~ mice were harvested 20-50 days after infection for quantitation of
LCMV titers in spleen and lung (A Inset). Data shown are the mean of six mice
per group = SEM in two independent experiments.

spleens of CD8-depleted donor B6 mice, 30 days after infection
with 200 pfu LCMV, of > 90% purity as assessed by flow
cytometry) into CD8-depleted B6 recipient mice, 1 day after
infection with 200 pfu of LCMYV 1i.v. Mice that received B cells
from uninfected donor animals were able to clear the virus from
blood after about 40 days. In comparison, recipients of LCMV-
immune B cells exhibited drastically reduced virus titers in the
blood and controlled viremia more rapidly by day 18 (Fig. 2C).

We then reasoned that the known (8) enhancement of the nAb
response by high-dose LCMV-WE infection possibly would lead
to earlier virus control during long-lasting CD8" T cell defi-
ciency when compared with 200 pfu infections (Fig. 1.4). There-
fore, CD8/~ mice were infected with 2 X 10° pfu of LCMV-WE.
Viremia in these mice indeed was controlled earlier and with
similar kinetics as in CD8-depleted B6 mice (Fig. 34). Clearance
correlated again with an enhanced nAb response (Fig. 3B). Virus
was controlled not only in the blood, but also in solid organs
(spleen, lung), where virus titers decreased by 100- to 1,000-fold
within 50 days in CD8~/~ mice (Fig. 34 Inset). Virus titers in
organs (spleen, liver, lung, kidney) were below detection level by
day 60 in CDS8-depleted mice (data not shown).

Virus Escape from the Polyclonal nAb Response During CD8* T Cell
Deficiency. Surprisingly, a longer observation period of blood
virus titers in CD8/~ mice infected with 2 X 10% pfu of

w

0
)

®

0

1 cp8* mice

>
1
o

N

ALog,(virus titer/mi blood) m 3>
O

s
A Neutr. Ab tj:er (log,x10)

o

L
A
A

~N N
n
T
-
N
=

60 70 80 90 100
Days after infection

0
o
4
-

M2

M3 M4 M5 M6
Mouse

LCMV-WE revealed a new wave of viremia in all of the mice
(6/6) 2-3 weeks after viral clearance from blood or about 70 days
after infection (Fig. 44). Renewed viremia was similarly ob-
served between days 90 and 100 in the following CD8-depleted
mice: 2/6 P~/ mice, 2/6 IFN-aBR~/~ mice, 2/6 IFN-yR~/~
mice, and 3/3 thymectomized B6 mice infected with 200 pfu of
LCMV-WE (data not shown). The remaining mice still control-
ling viremia at this time point had low virus titers in several
organs (Table 1). This finding indicated again an important
contribution of nAb for virus control in solid organs, probably by
preventing or reducing continuous hematogenic virus spread.

The observation of renewed viremia in the presence of high
nAb titers (Fig. 44) suggested that failure of long-lasting virus
control might be caused by the emergence of neutralization-
resistant virus mutants. We performed neutralization experi-
ments with sequential autologous sera and virus isolates from
CD8~/~ mice. We found that sera taken after virus reappearance
were able to neutralize the originally injected LCMV-WE wt
virus, but could not neutralize the bulk virus rescued from the
blood or the spleen of the corresponding donor animal 100 days
after infection (Fig. 4B). Further analysis of these variants after
double-plaque purification on MCS57 cells revealed that the
majority of the isolated virus clones resisted neutralization by
autologous sera (shown for mouse #6 in Fig. 4C). Only four of
26 spleen isolates rescued from CD8/~ mice 100 days after
LCMYV infection were still sensitive to autologous neutralization.
In comparison to LCMV-WE-wt, variants were neutralized to a
lesser degree by polyclonal serum pooled from LCMV-WE-
immune B6 mice or by several mAbs against the envelope
glycoprotein GP-1 (KL25, WEN1, and WEN4; derived from
immunizations of mice with LCMV-WE, ref. 34), as demon-
strated in Table 2.

The two parts of the single envelope glycoprotein structure of
LCMV (GP1 and GP2, amino acids 59-262 and 263-498,
respectively) are derived from a precursor polypeptide and
encoded on the small (S) segment of the LCMV RNA genome
(35), together with the internal nucleoprotein. Competitive
binding assays with mAbs have demonstrated the presence of a
single, conformational neutralizing epitope on the GP1 of
LCMV-WE (36). Sequence analysis of the neutralization-
resistant spleen virus isolates from CD8/~ mice revealed var-
ious aa mutations in GP1 (Fig. 5). Only 1-3 aa substitutions were
found in this region per viral isolate, confirming previous
findings of minimal genetic variation of LCMV during chronic
infection (37). Noncoding mutations were very rare: only three
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Fig.4. Virusre-emerging in CD8~/~ mice escaped the autologous nAb response. (A) Blood from the same CD8~/~ mice as in Fig. 3 was tested at later time points
for virus titers (m) and neutralizing activity against the immunizing LCMV-WE (OJ). Data shown are the mean of six mice per group = SEM in two independent
experiments. (B and C) Sera obtained from individual CD8 '~ mice (M1-M6) 100 days after infection were tested for neutralizing activity against the immunizing
virus (LCMV-WE-wt, solid bars) and against contemporaneous virus isolated from the blood or the spleen of the corresponding mouse M1-M6 (open bars).
Variants were used in the neutralization assays either as bulk isolates (B) or after double plaque purification of bulk isolates; shown for mouse #6 (C).
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Table 1. LCMV control in the absence of CTLs or selected
antiviral mediators 100 days after infection with 200 pfu

Virus titer, logo pfu/organ

Renewed

Genotype Spleen Liver Kidney Lung viremia
wt* «CD8 <1.6 <1.6 <1.0 <1.0 —
<1.6 <1.6 <1.0 <1.0 -
<1.6 <1.6 <1.0 <1.0 -
P~/~ aCD8 2.7 3.0 2.5 2.8 +
<1.6 <1.6 <1.0 <1.0 -
<1.6 <1.6 2.7 <1.0 -
IFN-a/BR~/~ aCD8 5.2 5.5 6.4 6.2 +
<1.6 <1.6 <1.0 <1.0 -
<1.6 <1.6 <1.0 <1.0 -
IFN-yR~/~ aCD8 3.2 <1.6 2.8 2.2 +
2.6 <1.6 4.2 3.2 +
<1.6 <1.6 3.6 <1.0 -
CcD8 /- 4.7 5.3 5.0 5.6 +
4.7 6.2 6.0 4.6 +
4.8 4.7 5.0 5.5 +

Mice of the indicated genotype were CD8-depleted («CD8; except CD8/~
mice) and infected with 200 pfu of LCMV-WE. Organs were harvested 100 days
after infection for quantitation of viral titers by plaque assay. LCMV organ
titers of individual mice in one of two similar experiments are shown. Virus
re-emerged in the mice indicated by +. Renewed viremia before day 100 was
observed in 6/6 CD8~/~ mice, 2/6 P~/~ mice, 2/6 IFN-a/BR~/~ and 2/6 IFN-yR~/~
mice.

*B6 mice and wt 129 mice were used as controls. Infected but not CD8-
depleted P/~ and IFN-R~/~ mice all died by days 20-40.

viral isolates of those characterized in Fig. 5 showed 1-2 silent
nucleotide substitutions (not shown), arguing in favor of impor-
tant selective advantages for the detected aa changes in GP1 in
vivo. Importantly, aa substitutions were not present in the GP1
gene of 12 independent viral isolates from persistently infected
uMT (three mice) and RAG-1"/~ (three mice); this finding
correlated with absence of selective pressure exerted by nAb on
the virus (Fig. 5). The virus isolates that were still sensitive to
autologous neutralization showed no mutation in their GP1 gene
(not shown). None of the mutations shown in Fig. 5 led to
additional potential sites for N-linked glycosylation (NXS or
NXT), a condition associated with a limitation of the humoral
response through epitope masking by carbohydrates (38—40).

In Vivo Analysis of nAb-Resistant Viruses. The following experiments
were performed to ensure that persistence of spleen isolates was not
caused by factors other than resistance to neutralization. Three
distinct double plaque-purified nAb escape variants (WE-M4-1.1,
WE-M5-2.1, and WE-M6-1.1 in Fig. 5) were chosen for these
experiments. Their identity as nAb-escape mutants was confirmed

by the demonstration that they were not neutralized by autologous
sera from the same time point, although these sera still neutralized
LCMV-WE-wt (not shown). In the first experiment, immunocom-
petent B6 mice were infected with 2 X 10* pfu of these nAb-escape
variants to investigate their replication properties. Virus titers in
spleens on day 4 after infection were not higher than those of
control (LCMV-WE-wt infected) mice (Fig. 64), and in all in-
stances titers dropped below detection levels by day 12 after
infection, not only in the spleen (Fig. 64) but also in liver and lung.
In addition, in vitro infection of MC57 cells with these variants
(multiplicity of infection of 0.01) confirmed similar replication
capacities (data not shown). Histological analysis of different
organs by staining for LCMV with LCMV-immune serum (41) on
days 4, 8, and 12 after infection with 2 X 10* pfu of LCMV variants
failed to show differences in cell or organ tropism (data not shown).
Thus, the variants were not of the LCMV docile or clone 13 type,
as they tended not to persist in normal mice (37, 42).

Could reappearing LCMV represent CTL-escape mutants
(43) rather than nAb-escape mutants? Target MC57 cells in-
fected with the same variants were readily recognized in a >'Cr
release assay using splenocytes from mice immunized with
LCMV-WE, excluding this possibility (data not shown). In
addition, nucleotide sequences showed no mutations in the two
immunodominant GP-specific CTL epitopes.

Because the nAb-escape variants were as rapidly controlled as
LCMV-WE-wt in immunocompetent mice (probably via effi-
cient virus clearance by CD8™" T cells), we next explored whether
they would have a selective advantage in situations where viral
control is predominantly mediated by nAb, i.e., during the
transient absence of CD8* T cells. Anti-CD8-treated B6 mice
infected i.v. with 2 X 10* pfu of nAb-escape variants (WE-M4-
1.1, WE-M5-2.1, and WE-M6-1.1, which have been character-
ized in Figs. 5 and 64) showed prolonged viremia beyond day 60,
in contrast to LCMV-WE-wt-infected mice, which controlled the
virus within 30-40 days (Fig. 6B) and in contrast to CD8* T
cell-competent mice (Fig. 64 and data mentioned above). A
more detailed analysis of the nAb response in these mice showed
markedly decreased autologous neutralizing activity, compared
with LCMV-WE-wt infected mice (Fig. 6C). Despite the slightly
higher nAb titers induced against WE-M4-1.1, in comparison to
the other variants, virus persisted for longer periods in WE-
M4-1.1-infected mice (Fig. 6B). Therefore, additional parame-
ters (e.g., different susceptibilities to IFN) might of course be
involved, which also would explain the higher virus titers ob-
served in these mice early after infection (37).

In addition to autologous neutralization assays, sera taken
from these CD8-depleted mice infected with variant viruses were
tested for their ability to neutralize the ancestor virus LCMV-
WE-wt. Although after infection with WE-M5-2.1 and WE-
M6-1.1 similar low neutralizing activity was detected against the
LCMV-WE-wt virus, the sera of mice infected with WE-M4-1.1

Table 2. Neutralization of nAb-escape LCMV-WE variants by mAbs

Neutralization titer against nAb-escape variants

LCMV- WE-M4- WE-M4- WE-M5- WE-M6- WE-M6- WE-M6-
Antibody WE-wt 1.1 2.1 2.1 1.1 2.1 3.1
KL25 320 40 40 <10 40 20 80
WEN1 640 160 160 <10 80 20 80
WEN4 1280 40 80 <10 10 20 40
HIS 640 40 80 40 40 40 40

Neutralization of nAb escape variants was tested in an infectious focus assay with the LCMV-WE GP1-specific
neutralizing mAbs KL25, WEN1, and WEN4 (40 png/ml) and a polyclonal LCMV-neutralizing mouse hyperimmune
serum (HIS), and compared to neutralization of LCMV-WE-wt. Antibodies were X 10 prediluted and titrated in
2-fold dilution steps. LCMV nAb-escape variants were isolated from the spleen of CD8~/~ mice (#4—6 in Figs. 4 and

5) 100 days after infection with 2 X 10 pfu LCMV-WE.
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Fig. 5. LCMV-WE nAb-escape variants contain amino acid-changing point

mutations within the sequence coding for the viral envelope GP GP1 (amino
acids 59-262). Positions of alterations in deduced amino acid residues are
indicated by vertical lines along GP1. Unequivocal amino acid-changes be-
tween LCMV-WE-wt and double plaque-purified virus variants are shown.
Variants were isolated from spleens of six CD8/~ mice (M1-M6 in Fig. 4) 100
days after infection with 2 X 10° pfu of LCMV-WE and from persistently
infected, B cell-deficient uMT and RAG-1~/~ mice.

neutralized LCMV-WE-wt much better than the immunizing
virus (Fig. 6D), a situation reminiscent of the “original antigenic
sin” phenomenon of influenza virus-specific antibodies (44).
Notable differences to the influenza situation are: the LCMV
mutants arose and persisted in individual mice and the affected
animals had never encountered the ancestor virus before.

Taken together, neutralization-resistant viral mutants evolv-
ing in one individual show enhanced viral persistence in new
CDS8-incompetent hosts. This finding correlated with the vari-
ants’ failure to induce adequate de novo humoral immune
responses.

Discussion

This study provides evidence that, together with CTLs, nAbs play
a major role in long-term control of low- and high-dose infection
with LCMV-WE, a virus that persists at very low levels in immune
mice (41). Therefore, general and specific immunopathology and
suppression of the nAb response early after infection (8, 9, 45)
contribute to virus persistence. If the antibody-mediated pressure
on LCMV increases during infection, nAb-escape mutants are
selected, particularly if the CTL response is weak or absent.

What is the general importance of nAb-escape mutants in
host-parasite relationships? Our findings may help to explain
several earlier observations of re-emerging LCMYV in presence
of ongoing or transferred immunity (21-23). Several organisms
(African trypanosomes, Giardia lamblia, Borrelia sp., and Neis-
seria gonorrhoeae) may switch surface immunodominant protec-
tive antigenic determinants by specific strategies (e.g., gene
rearrangement, ref. 46) within one single host. Also, the phe-
nomenon described here in individual mice resembles the anti-
genic drift of influenza viruses that develops at the world
population level (18). Escape of virus from a polyclonal antibody
response has been suggested for several lentiviruses (13-15). In
the absence of direct evidence of a role for nAb in virus control
in vivo, it remained, however, unclear whether in these examples
the envelope GP variation was driven by the evolution of cell
tropism or by antibodies (19).

Here, virus control by nAb was directly associated with
emergence of neutralization-resistant variants. The role of im-
mune pressure by nAb for selection of virus variants was not only
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Fig. 6. In vivo control of LCMV-WE nAb-escape variants in naive hosts. B6

mice (A) or CD8-depleted B6 mice (B-D) were infected with 2 X 104 pfu of the
indicated nAb escape variants or with LCMV-WE-wt. Nondepleted mice were
sacrificed on days 4, 8, and 12, and spleens were harvested for virus quanti-
tation (A). Sequential blood samples from CD8-depleted mice were obtained
for quantitation of LCMV titers (B), autologous nAb titers againstimmunizing
virus (C), and reciprocal nAb titers against LCMV-WE-wt (D). Data shown are
the mean for three mice per group * SEM.

indicated by the lack of aa substitutions in variants isolated from
persistently infected B cell-deficient mice (uMT, RAG-17/7)
and diminished sensitivity of variants to neutralization by poly-
clonal hyperimmune serum (Table 2), but also by the change of
N9 (variants M5-2.1 and M5-2.2 in Fig. 5). Amino acid changes
at this position have been selected before in LCMV carrier mice
expressing the neutralizing anti-GP1 mAb KL25 as a transgene
(17). This finding also correlates with the complete resistance of
these variants to neutralization by KL25 (Table 2).

As the three-dimensional structure of LCMV-GP1 is still
unknown, it is difficult to assess whether the aa substitutions
described in our study are local changes in the neutralizing
epitope or mutations at distal sites leading to conformational
changes. Most aa changes seem to be clustered in three variable
regions (amino acids 119-133, 175-185, and 211-214, Fig. 5),
and it would be tempting to speculate that these specific aa
sequences make up the neutralizing epitope.

One hypothesis raised to explain the emergence of variants
with a neutralization-resistant phenotype within one individual
is the presence of a restricted oligoclonal primary antibody
response (19). In our study, nAb-escape mutants failed to
induce efficient de novo nAb responses, suggesting that variants
were less immunogenic or perhaps more immunosuppressive.
Quite similar neutralization escape mutants have been described
recently in experimental lentiviral infections of macaques
(40, 47, 48).
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CDS8* T cell deficiency greatly enhanced the appearance of
nAb-escape mutants during LCMV infection, paralleling obser-
vations in a human/simian immunodeficiency virus model in-
fection (48). Interestingly, Bom ™'~ mice largely lacking MHC
class I and CTL responses in general fail to clear LCMV (11, 49).
As Bom ™/~ mice also have a defect in antibody metabolism (50,
51), this latter phenotype requires further analysis. What is the
relevance of our findings for initially immunocompetent ani-
mals? Several conditions have been characterized, where CD8*
T cell responses decrease or disappear. First, CTL-escape virus
variants in vivo have been demonstrated not only for LCMYV (43),
but also during HIV and hepatitis B and C viral infections
(reviewed in ref. 4). Second, exhaustion or unresponsiveness of
CTLs may occur (42, 52). Third, CTL responses may be low
initially (53). Thus, even in initially immunocompetent individ-
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uals, conditions of low, declining, or absent CTL responses
during establishment of persistent viral infections may arise,
facilitating virus escape from the nAb response.

In conclusion, the direct correlation between LCMV clear-
ance by nAbs, virus evasion from humoral immunity, and
subsequent viral persistence, as documented in this study,
strongly suggests that vaccines against viruses that tend to persist
should elicit early and strong humoral responses in addition to
cellular responses to be effective.
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