
Abstract We characterized the MHC-related 1 (MR1)
locus in two nonhuman primates species, Pongo pygmaeus
and Pan troglodytes. MR1 cDNA sequences encoding
several isoforms generated through alternative splicing
were observed in both species. Amino acid alignment
between the five species in which MR1 has been charac-
terized to date – human, chimpanzee, orangutan, mouse,
and rat – reveals a very high degree of conservation spe-
cially in the α1 and α2 domains of the molecule. The
main differences concentrate in the transmembrane and
cytoplasmic domains. In the three primates species there
is a lysine residue inside the putative transmembrane do-
main which is not present in rodents. Furthermore, the
MR1 cytoplasmic region is longer in rodents, with a con-
served serine-containing motif that could be involved in
endocytosis; remarkably, this motif is absent in the three
primate species. We also describe the presence in the
chimpanzee of a sequence homologous to the MR1P1
pseudogene previously found in humans.
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Introduction

Human classical MHC class I genes (HLA-A, -B, -C) map
to MHC loci on Chromosome (Chr) 6. Among human
nonclassical genes, HLA-E, -F, -G (O'Callaghan and Bell
1998), HFE (Feder et al. 1996), and MIC (Bahram 2001)
map to MHC loci, whereas AZGP1 (Pendás et al. 1994),

PROCR (Fukudome and Esmon 1994), ULBP (Cosman
et al. 2001), FCGRT (Ghetie and Ward 2000), CD1
(Porcelli and Modlin 1999), and HLALS (MR1) (Hashimoto
et al. 1995) are sited outside the MHC complex.

MR1 was originally identified as a cDNA sequence
by Hashimoto and co-workers (1995). The gene for 
human and mouse MR1 (Riegert et al. 1998; Yamaguchi
et al. 1998) as well as a rat cDNA encoding MR1 
(Walter and Günther 1998) have been described.

MR1 is not polymorphic (Parra-Cuadrado et al. 2000)
and is ubiquitously expressed, as revealed in various
Northern blot and RT-PCR experiments. Several mRNA
isoforms generated through alternative splicing have
been found in human, mouse, and rat (Hashimoto et 
al. 1995; Riegert et al. 1998; Walter and Günther 1998;
Yamaguchi et al. 1997).

MR1 function is unknown, and of the nonclassical
MHC class I proteins it shows the highest level of amino
acid identity to classical molecules, specially in the α1
and α2 domains. The sequence conservation between hu-
man, mouse and rat is also very high. In humans, a MR1-
related pseudogene (MR1P1) has been found containing
exon 2, intron2, and exon 3 sequences (Parra-Cuadrado
et al. 2000).

Here we present the isolation and characterization of
MR1 homologues in chimpanzee and orangutan.

Materials and methods

Cell lines

The following Epstein-Barr virus-transformed B-cell lines pur-
chased from the ATCC (Manassas, Va.) were used: CARL (ATCC
CRL 1857) from chimpanzee (Pan troglodytes) and PUTI (ATCC
CRL 1850) from orangutan (Pongo pygmaeus).

cDNA amplification

MR1 cDNA was obtained after RT-PCR amplification using oligo-
nucleotides homologous to human MR1 as previously described
(Parra-Cuadrado et al. 2000).
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Genomic DNA amplification

MR1 genomic DNA encompassing exons 2 and 3 and the interven-
ing intron was amplified using primers homologous to the human
MR1 gene as previously described (Parra-Cuadrado et al. 2000).

Cloning and sequencing

PCR-amplified products were cloned and automatically se-
quenced. Sequence analysis was performed using GCG (Genetics
Computer Group) software. Multiple sequence alignment was ob-
tained with ClustalW software at the EBI (European Bioinforma-
tics Institute) server.

Results

PCR amplification of the chimpanzee and orangutan
MR1 cDNA

To characterize MR1 cDNA sequences, RT-PCR experi-
ments were carried out with primers previously used in
our laboratory to amplify full-length human MR1 cDNA

(Parra-Cuadrado et al. 2000). Amplification was success-
ful and we obtained several bands in samples from both
species, as shown in Fig. 1.

Orangutan MR1 cDNA

In a total 12 clones we obtained three types of sequence
in the orangutan samples (see Fig. 2). A 1066-nucleotide
sequence containing information for the leader peptide,
α1, α2, α3 transmembrane and cytoplasmic domains
was found (MR1B1). This sequence was 97.8% homolo-
gous to the human MR1 cDNA clone reported by Hashi-
moto and co-workers (1995). A second kind of clone,
790 nucleotides in length, named MR1B2 was found that
lacks exon4 encoding the α3 domain and is very likely
generated through alternative splicing. The third MR1
transcript (MR1B3) identified was 710 nucleotides long
and identical to MR1B2 except for a deletion of 79 nu-
cleotides in the 3′ end of the α1 domain. A cryptic splice
donor site located 77 bp from the 3′ end of the α1 do-
main generates this gap.

Chimpanzee MR1 cDNA

In chimpanzee, we identified a 1066-nucleotide cDNA
clone (MR1B1), 99.7% homologous to human MR1 and
97.9% homologous to orangutan MR1. In addition, a
chimpanzee MR1 transcript lacking the α3 domain
(MR1B2) was found (see Fig. 2).

Six out of 15 MR1 chimpanzee clones show a point
mutation in codon 197 (ACC➝ ATC) resulting in a sub-
stitution of threonine (accession numbers AJ275982,
AJ275983) by isoleucine (accession number AJ275984,
AJ275985). This indicates that CARL is a heterozygous
cell line for the MR1 gene. Orangutan and human 
MR1 sequences have T197, thus I197 is a chimpanzee-
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Fig. 1 RT-PCR analysis of MR1 expression in orangutan and
chimpanzee EBV B-cell lines (C chimpanzee sample, O orangutan
sample, – negative control, Mw molecular-weight marker)

Fig. 2 Diagram representing
the different cDNA isoforms
found in chimpanzee and oran-
gutan. EMBL/GenBank acces-
sion numbers are indicated for
each isoform. The asterisk in
the orangutan MR1B3 isoform
indicates a cryptic splice donor
site



specific substitution that alters the hydrophobicity in 
the α2 domain located outside the putative peptide-
binding region.

A comparison of the MR1 predicted amino acid se-
quences from human, chimpanzee, orangutan, mouse,
and rat reveals some interesting features as shown in
Fig. 3. The highest similarities between species are
found in the α1 and α2 domains, α3 and, in particular,
the transmembrane and cytoplasmic domains being more
divergent. In primates, there is a positively charged ly-
sine residue (number 303 in Fig. 3) inside the putative
transmembrane domain which corresponds to serine in
mouse and asparagine in rat. The cytoplasmic domain of
MR1 in primates is shorter than in rodents which display
three serine residues absent in primates.
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Fig. 3 Multiple alignment of
the predicted MR1 amino acid
sequences from primates (hu-
man, chimpanzee, and orangu-
tan) and rodents (mouse and
rat). Asterisk marks position
303: lysine in the three primate
species. Identities with the
MR1 consensus sequence are
indicated by dashes, dele-
tions/insertions are shown by
dots. GenBank accession num-
bers are: human MR1, U22963;
chimpanzee MR1, AJ275984;
orangutan MR1, AJ271828;
mouse MR1, U944989; rat
MR1, Y13972

Fig. 4 PCR amplification of MR1 and MR1P1 fragments encom-
passing exon2, intron 2, and exon 3 from human (H), chimpanzee
(C), and orangutan (O) genomic DNA. MR1P1 sequences were
not amplified in orangutan
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Fig. 5 Comparison between
MR1 sequences from chimpan-
zee (cMR1) and human (hMR1)
genomic DNA encompassing
exon 2, intron 2, and exon 3 (a)
and comparison between
MR1P1 sequences from chim-
panzee (cMRP1) and human
(hMRP1) genomic DNA en-
compassing exon 2, intron 2,
and exon 3 (b). Identities be-
tween sequences are indicated
by dashes, deletions/insertions
are shown by dots, single point
substitutions are indicated by
diamonds. MR1 and MR1P1
exons are boxed. Database ac-
cession numbers are: cMR1,
AJ315655; hMR1, AF073484;
cMR1P1, AJ315654; hMR1P1,
AJ132011



MR1 genomic DNA amplification

We wanted to investigate whether the MR1P1 pseudo-
gene found in humans is also present in orangutan and
chimpanzee genomes. To do this, PCR reactions using
genomic DNA were carried out with primers used previ-
ously in our laboratory to amplify DNA fragments of the
human MR1 gene as well as MR1P1 pseudogene, con-
taining exon 2, intron 2, and exon 3.

In orangutan, a single band of 1156 nucleotides in
length was observed (Fig. 4), DNA sequencing revealed
that this PCR product corresponds to the MR1 gene frag-
ment (Accession number AJ315656). MR1P1-related se-
quences were not found.

In chimpanzee two PCR products of 1320 and 1156
nucleotides in length respectively were observed (Fig. 4).
The short product corresponded to the expected fragment
of the MR1 gene and was 98.87% homologous to the hu-
man MR1 segment. The long product was 98.6% homolo-
gous to human MR1P1. This result indicates that there are
two MR1 sequences in chimpanzee as in humans. Com-
parison between chimpanzee and human MR1 fragments
(Fig. 5a) reveals a very high degree of conservation with
just one point mutation in exon 2 and one in exon 3, both
of them synonymous. In contrast, 11 substitutions can be
seen in the intron sequence. This situation is very differ-
ent from that observed in the MR1P1-like fragment
(Fig. 5b). In the intron, there are nine point substitutions
as well as five deletions that differentiate human and
chimpanzee sequences. In exon 2, there are six point sub-
stitutions, only two of which are synonymous. In exon 3,
there are three point substitutions (one synonymous). In-
terestingly, the stop codon (position 151) present in hu-
man MR1 is tryptophan in chimpanzee.

Discussion

We have found that MR1 orthologues exist in chimpanzee
and orangutan. MR1 cDNA isoforms generated by alterna-
tive splicing were observed in both species. Similar iso-
forms have also been found previously in human, rat, and
mouse. Thus, the pattern of multiple cDNA isoforms gen-
erated through alternative splicing mechanisms is extend-
ed to the species analyzed here and reinforces interest in
the possible functional implications of these isoforms.

Our results show that MR1 is a highly conserved mol-
ecule between primate and rodent species, especially in
the α1 and α2 domains, the α3 domain and, in particular,
the transmembrane and cytoplasmic regions showing
higher variability. This indicates strong evolutionary
pressure to maintain the α1 and α2 domains, suggesting
that this molecule binds a very conserved ligand.

This pressure can be appreciated by comparing the
chimpanzee and human genomic sequences we have ob-
tained from the MR1 gene and MR1P1-like sequences. In
the MR1 sequences, the differences between species ac-
cumulate inside intron 2, with the exons being almost
identical in both species. In contrast, the differences be-

tween both species appear in both intronic and exonic se-
quences in MR1P1.

Interestingly, the stop codon found at position 151 in
human MR1P1 encodes a tryptophan in chimpanzee,
suggesting the locus could be a functional gene. Howev-
er, in our experiments with cDNA, we found no tran-
scripts corresponding to chimpanzee MR1P1.

We did not find MR1P1-like sequences in orangutan.
This could indicate that this locus does not exist in oran-
gutan or that orangutan MR1P1 cannot be amplified with
the primers we used.

Multiple alignment of MR1 amino acid sequences
from human, chimpanzee, orangutan, rat, and mouse
demonstrates some interesting features with possible
evolutionary and functional implications.

As already mentioned, there is a remarkable conser-
vation of the α1 and α2 domains, with the α3 domain
being more divergent. The most intriguing differences
are located in the transmembrane and cytoplasmic do-
mains. The three primate MR1 sequences exhibit a posi-
tively charged amino acid (lysine) inside the putative
transmembrane region which is converted to serine in
mouse and asparagine in rat. In contrast, both rodent spe-
cies show longer cytoplasmic tails, with a conserved ser-
ine-containing motif (NEGSS) similar to that found in
HLA class I (SD/EXSL) and pig CD1 (CDPSS) mole-
cules (Chum et al. 1999). In HLA class I molecules, this
motif is necessary for constitutive endocytosis (Vega and
Strominger 1989) and the serine residue can be phos-
phorylated (Guild and Strominger 1984). Although the
function of MR1 is currently unknown, these features in-
vite some speculations. MR1 possibly binds to a ligand
that has been highly conserved through evolution, such
as a peptide or a membrane protein, through the α1 and
α2 domains. MR1 is also conceivably involved in endo-
cytosis and/or signal transduction. If so, the signal could
be transduced using different mechanisms in rodents and
primates. Rodents may phosphorylate the conserved ser-
ine in the cytoplasmic tail. In primates, this signal would
be transduced using a coupled protein associated with
MR1 through saline bridges between the lysine in MR1
and a negatively charged amino acid present inside the
transmembrane region of the second protein, in a manner
resembling immune receptors such as the T-cell receptor,
some FcRs, or some natural killer receptors.
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