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Facile synthesis of 2 0-O-cyanoethyluridine by ring-opening
reaction of 2,2 0-anhydrouridine with cyanoethyl
trimethylsilyl ether in the presence of BF3ÆEt2O
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Abstract—In this Letter, a facile method for the synthesis of 2 0-O-cyanoethyluridine, which is a key intermediate in the synthesis of
fully and partially 2 0-O-cyanoethylated oligoribonucleotides as well as unmodified oligoribonucleotides, was developed by the ring-
opening reaction of 2,2 0-anhydrouridine with 2-cyanoethyl trimethylsilyl ether in the presence of BF3ÆEt2O in dimethylacetamide.
The 2 0-O-cyanoethyluridine 3 0-phosphoramidite derivative was converted into the 2 0-O-cyanoethyl-4-N-acetylcytidine 3 0-phosphor-
amidite derivative by a series of reactions involving displacement of the 4-(1H-1,2,4-triazol-1-yl)uridine derivative with ammonia
followed by acetylation.
� 2007 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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Scheme 1. Previous method for the synthesis of 2 0-O-cyanoethyl
uridine (4).
Chemically modified RNAs have proved to be useful
tools for various studies related to molecular biology,
gene detection, gene therapy, and bioindustry.1–4 Modi-
fication of ribonucleoside sugar residues at the 2 0-posi-
tion has been extensively studied for enhancing the
hybridization affinity of synthetic oligoribonucleotides
to target DNA/RNA molecules as well as their nuclease
resistance and cellular uptake.5–12 It is desirable that
RNA monomer building blocks of 2 0-O-modified ribo-
nucleoside derivatives can be synthesized by a series of
simple and convenient short-step reactions.

In our laboratory, a general method for the synthesis of
2 0-O-cyanoethylated RNA oligomers has recently been
developed using the Michael reaction for the introduc-
tion of the cyanoethyl group into 2 0-hydroxyl under
mild conditions (Scheme 1).13 It was found that 2 0-O-
cyanoethyl RNAs have higher hybridization affinity
for DNA and RNA and more improved enzyme resis-
tance than unmodified RNAs and 2 0-O-methyl RNAs.
Furthermore, we found that RNAs could be easily con-
verted to unmodified RNAs by treatment with Bu4NF
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in THF.14 This means that the 2 0-O-cyanoethylribo-
nucleoside building blocks could be used as the common
starting materials for the synthesis of not only 2 0-O-
cyanoethylated RNAs but also unmodified RNAs.
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Scheme 3. A new route to compound 4 by the BF3-promoted ring-
opening reaction of 5.
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The key intermediate of 2 0-O-cyanoethylribonucleoside
derivative 3 was synthesized by the reaction of 2 0-free
3 0,5 0-O-protected ribonucleoside derivatives 2 with
acrylonitrile in t-BuOH in the presence of Cs2CO3. This
strategy was used for all four ribonucleoside derivatives.
However, for the uridine derivative, this strategy
required a five-step reaction to obtain 2 0-O-cyanoethyl-
uridine from uridine (1), as shown in Scheme 1. In
particular, Cs2CO3-promoted cyanoethylation needed
pre-protection of the N3 imido group of uridine. There-
fore, the procedure for the protection/deprotection of its
protecting group could not be avoided. Therefore, we
focused on an alternate method for the synthesis of
2 0-O-cyanoethyluridine 4 by a shorter route. McGee
and Zhai reported a straightforward method for the syn-
thesis of 2 0-O-alkylated uridine derivatives 6 by the
ring-opening reaction of 2,2 0-anhydrouridine (5) with
Mg(OR)2, as shown in Scheme 2.15 Later, Ross et al.
reported that a similar reaction occurred when
B(OMe)3 was used as a metal alkoxide.16 Reese17 also
reported that Al(OCHCHOCH3)3 was effective as a
reagent for the introduction of the methoxyethoxy
group into the 2 0-position. On the other hand, Ishido
and his co-workers reported that simple heating of uri-
dine with diethyl carbonate quantitatively gave 2,2 0-
anhydrouridine (5), as shown in Scheme 3.18

If the ring-opening reaction of 5 with similar metal
cyanoethoxides could be explored, only a two-step reac-
tion would be required to synthesize 2 0-O-cyanoethyluri-
dine (4). However, it seemed difficult to use magnesium
O

HO

HO
N

N

O

O

O

HO

HO
N

HN

O

O

OR

Mg(OR)2, B(OR)3, or Al(OR)3

5 6

Scheme 2. Ring-opening reaction of 2,2 0-anhydrouridine (5) with
metal alkoxides to give 2 0-O-alkylated uridine derivatives 6.

Table 1. Reactions of 2,2 0-anhydrouridine with 2-cyanoethyl trimethylsilyl e

Entry Solvent Time (h) Temp (�C) TM

1 Dioxane–HMPA (10:1) 15 120 2.5
2 Dioxane–HMPA (1:1) 15 120 2.5
3 Dioxane–HMPA (1:1) 15 120 5.0
4 HMPA 15 120 5.0
5 DMA 15 120 5.0
6 DMA 15 120 5.0
7 DMAa 15 120 5.0
8 DMA 5 120 5.0
9 DMA 5 120 5.0

10 DMF 15 120 5.0
11 Dioxane 15 Reflux 5.0
12 DMA 15 120 5.0
13 DMA 18 40 5.0
14 DMA 15 140 5.0
15 DMA 15 140 5.0

a Ethylenecyanhydrine was used as a nucleophile.
b In these cases, 2 0-chloro-20-deoxyuridine was obtained as the exclusive pro
cyanoethoxide because the reaction medium was
strongly basic and the cyanoethyl group might be easily
eliminated from the once-formed 2 0-O-cyanoethyluri-
dine. No good methods exist for the synthesis of boron
and aluminum. It was reported that the nitrile function
is very sensitive to hydrogen halide gas in producing an
adduct.19 On the other hand, a trimethylsilyl ether of
2-cyanoethanol was used for the synthesis of (2-cyano-
ethyl)dichlorophosphine without the use of any base.20

This silyl ether seemed to be better as a donor molecule
of the 2-cyanoethyl group.

Therefore, 2-cyanoethyl trimethylsilyl ether was used as
the nucleophile for the ring-opening reaction of com-
pound 4. We chose BF3ÆEt2O as the Lewis acid for the
activation of the cyclic ether bond by coordination of
the 4-carbonyl oxygen, which is the most basic site, as
ther in the presence of BF3ÆEt2O

S–CE ether (equiv) Lewis acid equiv Yield of 4 (%)

BF3ÆEt2O 2.5 10
BF3ÆEt2O 2.5 17
BF3ÆEt2O 2.5 29
BF3ÆEt2O 2.5 31
BF3ÆEt2O 2.5 65
BF3ÆEt2O 3.0 61
BF3Et2O 3.0 51
BF3ÆEt2O 2.5 51
BF3ÆEt2O 3.0 63
BF3ÆEt2O 2.5 25
BF3ÆEt2O 2.5 Trace
AlCl3 2.5 0b

BCl3 2.5 0b

ZnCl2 2.5 0
MgBr2 2.5 0

duct, as described in the text.
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Scheme 5. Conversion of the uridine 3 0-phosphoramidite building
block 8 to the cytidine 3 0-phosphoramidite building block 11.
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illustrated in Scheme 3. The Si–F bond is known to have
a strong bond energy (552.7 kcal);21 even if the trimeth-
ylsilyl fluoride is generated in the reaction medium, it
would remain intact with other functional groups of
the uridine molecule.

Considering this, we examined a variety of conditions to
obtain the desired product 4. These results are shown in
Table 1. It was found that this ring-opening reaction
required an elevated temperature of 120 �C and polar
solvents such as HMPA and N,N-dimethylacetamide
(DMA). As a result, we could obtain the desired product
in 65% yield using 5.0 equiv of 2-cyanoethyl trimethyl-
silyl ether and 2.5 equiv of BF3ÆEt2O in DMA at
120 �C for 15 h.26 This yield is satisfactory compared
with the total yield (ca. 45–50%) of the same product
starting from uridine reported previously.22 The use of
AlCl3 and BCl3 as Lewis acids did not give the desired
product 4 but 2 0-chloro-2 0-deoxyuridine (7) as the exclu-
sive product in 95% and 94% yields, respectively, as
shown in Scheme 4.

In the synthesis of fully or partially 2 0-O-cyanoethylated
RNAs as well as unmodified RNAs using N-protected
2 0-O-cyanoethyl-5 0-O-dimethoxytritylribonucleoside 3 0-
phosphoramidites, it is desirable if these monomer
building blocks could be synthesized from a common
starting material. It is well known that for a pyrimidine
series of ribonucleoside derivatives, uridine derivatives
can be converted into cytidine derivatives by in situ
phosphorylation followed by the displacement of the
resulting 4-O-substituted intermediates with 1H-1,2,4-
triazole.23 The 4-(1H-1,2,4-triazol-1-yl)uridine deriva-
tive can be converted into the 4-amino derivative by
treatment with ammonia, which can be further con-
verted into the 4-N-protected species by acylation.24

Therefore, we studied the conversion of the uridine unit
8 obtained from compound 4 into the cytidine unit 11
through intermediate 10 by the above-mentioned strat-
egy, as shown in Scheme 5. Thus, the cytosine unit 10
could be synthesized in 80% yield from compound 8.
The desired cytidine 3 0-phosphoramidite derivative 11
was easily obtained in 85% yield by acylation of 10 with
acetyl chloride.26

In conclusion, we have established a more straightfor-
ward route to the key intermediate 4 for the synthesis
of the uridine phosphoramidite building block 8 using
a new ring-opening 2 0-O-cyanoethylation and an effec-
tive conversion of 9 to the cytidine unit 11. The im-
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Scheme 4. Formation of 2 0-chloro-20-deoxyuridine (7).
proved procedure26 for the synthesis of the pyrimidine
ribonucleoside 3 0-phosphoramidite derivatives would
significantly reduce the overall burden on the synthesis
of the 2 0-O-cyanoethylated and unmodified RNA
derivatives.
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