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Attempts have been made from time to time to prepare from bacteria 
believed to be the causative agent of leprosy a product that could be used as 
an antigen in the precipitin or complement fixation test with the serum of 
leprous patients, or a product analogous to tuberculin which might be used 
in the diagnosis of leprosy infection by a skin test. In general, the prepara­
tions have been derived from two sources, viz ., acid-fast bacilli isolated in 
pure culture from the nodules of leprous patients or leprous nodules them­
selves. 

The literature on this subject has been reviewed by Wade (1), whose 
monograph summarizes the papers, most of which are now chiefly of histori­
ical interest. 

Among the most recent attempts to secure an antigenic substance for the 
skin test was that of Henderson, Aronson, and Long (2), who prepared puri­
fied proteins from two strains of acid-fast bacilli isolated from skin nodules, 
using the method employed by Seibert (3) in the preparation of a product 
from tubercle bacilli designated TPT. Intradermal tests with this material, 
carried out on 158 leprous patients and 263 non-leprous persons, were essen­
tially negative. 

A much more elaborate study, involving more than five thousand intra­
dermal tests, was made in a cooperative survey arranged by McKinley (4), 
in the Philippines, in which use was made of protein products prepared by 
Henderson from four strains of supposed M. leprae, one a strain supposed M. 
leprae murium, several strains of tubercle. bacilli of human, bovine, and 
avian types, and several strains of saprophytic acid-fast bacilli. The conclu­
sion reached was that in none of the substances used was there a specific 
antigen for a diagnostic skin test for leprosy. 

It is evident that results comparable to those obtained with tuberculin 
in persons infected with tubercle bacilli have not been obtained with any 
preparation used for the diagnosis of leprous infection. There is certainly 
more than reasonable doubt as to the justification for using any of the present 
cultures of so-called leprosy bacilli for this purpose. It would seem log­
ical, however, to use the acid-fast bacilli that are present in leprous lesions if 
they could be obtained free from tissue materials, or even if a preparation 
mixed with such material could be obtained that contained a high concentra-
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tion of specific substance from these bacilli. Such preparations might be 
suitable both for intracutaneous and serological tests. For this reason at­
tempts were made to obtain directly from spleens an antigen or product anal­
ogous to tuberculin which might be used in the diagnosis of leprosy. A prod­
uct was obtained by buffer solution extraction of finely ground lepr~)Us spleens 
rich in acid-fast bacilli (5) and it was tested on leprosy patients by a commit­
tee in Manila, P.I. (6) . Specific tuberculin-like action could not be demon­
strated. There are at least two possible explanations for this negat ive result. 
One is that there is no hypersensitiveness to leprosy bacilli. The other is 
that the acid-fast bacilli in the spleen after grinding were adsorbed or pro­
tected by the proportionately great amount of normal splenic cells present., 
and therefore not well extracted. 

It is, however , possible that lack of hypersensitiveness is associa ted with 
an actual excess of antigen in leprous tissues. TI1is possibility was investigated 
by an experiment designed to procure true antibody which might then be 
tested against the serum of lepers. Acid-fast bacilli, assumed to be true lep­
rosy bacilli, were obtained by the author (7) from 61 Gm. of dried human 
leprous spleen by use of a homogenizing chamber and the interface r eaction. 
Microscopic examination of these organisms showed ·that few tissue cells 
were present. A series of nine subcutaneous injections of the acid-fast organ­
isms was given to two rabbits. Each rabbit received a total of 180 mg. in a 
period of twenty-three days. 

The original plan was to inject the rabbit antiserum intradermally in 
leprous patients and contacts in the Philippines, and thus determine if the 
presence of antigen could be detected in the skin of leprous patients by this 
means. The Japanese invasion prevented further prosecution of this plan. 

Leprous serum for the tests was supplied through the courtesy of Dr. 
G. H. Faget, Medical Director of the National Leprosarium, Carville, La. 
Serum from several patients, representing both neur al and lepromatous types, 
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was obtained. The precipitin test was used. Results were as follows: When 
human leprosy serum was used as antigen against rabbit anti-leprosy serum, 
a precipitate developed, which was still evident in high (1: 640) dilution (table 
I) . The same result occurred, however, when normal human serum was 
employed as antigen in the test (table 1). On the other hand, when the rab­
bit anti-leprosy serum was used as the antigen against human leprosy serum 
no precipitate resulted (table 2). It was evident that an anti-human sub-
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stance, presumably derived from the human spleen, was present in the serum 
of the rabbits immunized against the acid-fast organisms obtained by chem­
ical manipulation from splenic tissue. 'l'lhis substance proved readily remov­
able by adsorption with a normal human serum. After adsorption no .precip­
itate formed when either rabbit anti-leprosy bacillus serum or human leprous 
serum was used as antigen (table 3). Thus the method failed to demon­
strate the presence of specific leprosy antigen in the human leprous serum. 
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SUMMARY 

Injection of acid-fast bacilli, obtained from spleens of human leprosy 
patients, into normal rabbits did not lead to the development of an anti­
serum reacting with the serum of leprosy patients in such a way as to indi­
cate the presence of specific leprosy bacillus antigen in leprous serum. 
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