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Montagnier’s proof for the existence of the BRU p25, p45 and p80 proteins
Montagnier’s isolation experiments from 1983
1983 Luc Montagnier and Francoise Barré-Sinoussi and their colleagues at the Pasteur
Institute published a paper in Science entitled “Isolation of a T-lymphotropic retrovirus from a
patient at risk for acquired immune deficiency syndrome (AIDS)”.1 In this paper they
reported cell culture experiments performed on lymph node tissue excised from a male
homosexual code named BRU. Montagnier claimed to have isolated a new human
retrovirus from BRU which he named lymphadenopathy-associated virus (LAV). The name
was derived from the generalised lymph node enlargement commonly seen in at risk
patients who may later develop AIDS (as did BRU). LAV is now called the human
immunodeficiency virus and for its discovery Montagnier and Barré-Sinoussi shared the
2008 Nobel prize in Physiology or Medicine.2 In the Science paper Montagnier claimed to
have purified the BRU virus but did not publish affirmatory electron microscopy evidence.
To prove the BRU virus was a new agent Montagnier had to analyse its proteins and show
they were not those of two human retroviruses Gallo claimed he had earlier discovered –
HTLV-I and HTLV-II. The obvious way to do this was to purify the viral particles, extract the
proteins and then compare their amino-acid sequences with those of HTLV-I and HTLV-II
proteins. This was not Montagnier’s approach. Instead he conducted a laboratory technique
known as immunoprecipitation, a procedure claimed to identify and characterise proteins by
means of reactions between proteins and antibodies. This raises a number of problems.
Precipitation in “immunoprecipitation” has the same meaning as in chemistry. For example,
both silver nitrate and sodium chloride are soluble in water and when a solution of one is
added to a solution of the other a dense white precipitate of silver chloride forms. Precipitate
is proof of reaction. “Immuno” signifies that one of the reactants is an antibody. The other is
usually a protein and the reaction can be written Ab + protein  Ab-protein complex.
Immunoprecipitation “Involves using an antibody that is specific for a known protein to isolate
that particular protein out of a solution containing many different proteins. This process can
be used to isolate and concentrate a particular protein from a sample containing many
thousands of different proteins” (emphasis added). “Specific for a known protein” means the
antibody reacts with the named protein to the exclusion of all others. (The procedure would
not work if this were not the case). Hence if a precipitate forms when the specific antibody is
added to a mixture of different proteins, the designated protein must be present. In the
perennially anthropomorphised language of immunology the antibody is said to “recognise”
the protein.3
In his fourth experiment Montagnier incubated “infected” umbilical cord lymphocytes for 20
hours with [35S] methionine. (The amino-acid methionine is incorporated into the proteins
produced in the culture. Radioactivity enables their detection following exposure to a
photographic plate). From a sample of the cell free supernatant “The virus was purified by
banding on a sucrose [density] gradient”. Then Montagnier added BRU’s serum containing
the thousands of BRU antibodies to the “purified [radioactively]labeled virus”, (the 1.16 g/ml
density gradient material) and allowed the mixture several hours to react. Then the
antibodies in BRU’s serum that had not reacted (those that failed to “recognise” anything)
were washed away leaving behind the Ab-protein complexes whose protein moieties had
been “recognised”. Then the antibody components were dissociated (removed) leaving
behind the “recognised” proteins. Since the proteins were still in mixture a sample was

placed on a gel and the proteins separated from one another by application of an electric
field (electrophoresis4). Finally a photographic plate was exposed to the gel whereupon the
radioactive 35S methionine revealed the locations of the proteins. The result is Lane 1, part
B of Figure 3 on page 870 of Montagnier’s paper.1
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Part A is not relevant to this discussion but is included to demonstrate the typical findings of
this technique. The black bands are the sites where 35S reveals the proteins that have
reacted with various antibodies.
The salient photograph is Part B which shows the results of adding BRU’s and other sera
(antibodies) to the proteins present the “purified-labeled virus”. The five lanes in B are:
Lane 1 = serum from BRU
Lane 2 = serum from another patient
Lanes 3&4 = sera from healthy donors
Lane 5 = goat antiserum to HTLV-I p24 (provided by Gallo).
Montagnier reported that lanes 2-5 did not show any proteins. (The dots are artefacts).
Montagnier asserts that Lane 1 contains three proteins, (p25, p45 and p80) that were
“recognized” by BRU’s antibodies. However we and several others could not see any
proteins of any molecular weight in Lane 1. When we asked a local HIV expert what he saw
(blinded to all but the figure), his reply was “nothing”.
Given that Montagnier had no retroviral particles in his “purified” virus and this gel is
Montagnier’s sole evidence for the existence of p24, it is impossible to conclude p24 is an
HIV protein and that p24 proves the existence of HIV. In 2012 the Perth Group wrote to the
editor of Science pointing out the problematic nature of Montagnier’s Figure 3B. There was
no reply.
Nonetheless, since 1983 detection of p24 in plasma or cell cultures using an anti-p24
antibody has been used in countless studies to detect and quantify plasma viraemia and
prove the “isolation” of HIV. These include studies which monitor the response to
antiretroviral drugs, including that of children in the seminal ACTG 076 study5 claimed to
prove AZT prevents mother-to-child transmission of HIV.6

One should note that p24 is the only protein Montagnier reported in the BRU “virus” and is
not a reverse transcriptase.
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