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Open to the world: we owe so much to
the innovative spirit of Masaru Taniguchi

Professor and President Emeritus, La Jolla Institute for Immunology

Mitchell Kronenberg

We mourn the passing of Dr. Masaru Taniguchi, for his friendship and
numerous contributions to immunology. He is best known internationally
for work on invariant natural killer T (iNKT) cells. Striking features of iNKT
cells include expression of an invariant T cell antigen receptor  « chain,
recognition of glycolipid antigens presented by CD1d, and rapid responses
that activate many cell types and stimulate immune memory. Dr. Taniguchi
made seminal contributions to each of these key areas.

When Dr. Taniguchi’s group analyzed the TCR « chains from a group of
putative suppressor hybridomas, 13 had the same Ve 14-J a 281 (TraviO-
Traji8) rearrangement. Using an RNAse protection assay, they made
the surprising observation that this rearrangement was found at high
frequency in spleen and thymus of unprimed mice, and even in germ-free
mice, implying self-reactivity. These observations were later confirmed
when iNKT cells could be tracked using tetramers. Working with the
Pharmaceutical Research Laboratory of Kirin Brewery, they showed iNKT
cells recognize the glycosphingolipid a-galactosyl ceramide (aGalCer)
presented by CD1d, and that iNKT cells were responsible for the anti-tumor
effects of this compound. This led to multiple clinical trials of iNKT cells
and/or aGalCer, including Dr. Taniguchi’s use of induced pluripotent stem
cells to provide iNKT cells for off-the-shelf immunotherapy.

Dr. Taniguchi's groundbreaking findings showed creativity and insight,

although they were not always aligned with orthodoxy. Despite this, he
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was a trailblazer and it was always a

pleasure to discuss results amicably

with him. Investigators working on

T cells reactive to CD1 or MR1 have

formed an interactive community for

many years, and we appreciate the fifth

workshop in our series (2009), led by

Dr. Taniguchi in Kamakura. He is deeply missed by the community of iNKT
(CD1 and MR1) cell biologists. Among many testimonials, Professor Jim
McCluskey (Melbourne University) wrote, “He was a wonderful colleague,
deep and thoughtful as well as gentle and respectful. I always felt I was in
the presence of a sage and gifted scientist”.

Dr. Taniguchi served as the first Director of the RIKEN Center for Allergy
and Immunology (RIKEN RCAI), from 2001-2012. The late Dr. Kimi Ishizaka
was instrumental in setting up this RIKEN center, as well as the La Jolla
Institute for Immunology. Therefore, it is perhaps natural that our two
organizations had workshops and friendly interactions over many years.
As a leader, aside from the outstanding science he fostered, Dr. Taniguchi
promoted a forward-looking, international perspective. This perspective
is exemplified by their summer schools, international Scientific Advisory
Board, the appointment of faculty from Europe and the USA, and the
encouragement of female scientists. I know this well, as my spouse Dr. Hilde
Cheroutre was a part-time RIKEN faculty member for over a decade. Dr.
Taniguchi emphasized this perspective in a 2021 interview in International
Immunology, ‘1 have some words of advice for young scientists: please go
abroad as much as possible”. Finally, Masaru Taniguchi was my personal
friend who not only performed outstanding research, but who I admire as a

leader who always made others feel respected and valued.
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