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ABSTRACT: A significant proportion of genetic disease cases arise from
truncation of proteins caused by premature termination codons. In eukaryotic
cells some aminoglycosides cause readthrough of premature termination codons
during protein translation. Inducing readthrough of these codons can potentially
be of therapeutic value in the treatment of numerous genetic diseases. A significant
drawback to the repeated use of aminoglycosides as treatments is the lack of
balance between their readthrough efficacy and toxicity. The synthesis and
biological testing of designer aminoglycoside compounds is documented herein.
We disclose the implementation of a strategy to reduce cellular toxicity and maintain readthrough activity of a library of compounds
by modification of the overall cationic charge of the aminoglycoside scaffold through ring I modifications.
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Changes to a single base in the coding region of mRNA
can transform an amino acid codon into a stop codon,

leading to the premature termination of translation. Termed
nonsense mutations, premature termination codons (PTC)
result in the formation of defective, truncated proteins. Genes
are inactivated by nonsense mutations in approximately 11% of
patients across several thousand rare genetic diseases. Addi-
tionally, they also cause tumor suppressor gene inactivation in
about 10% of cancer patients.1−3

Traditionally used as Gram-negative antibacterial agents, the
aminoglycoside class of compounds (Figure 1) have also been
shown to bind and alter the conformation of eukaryotic
ribosomes. This conformational change in the ribosomal A site
allows for the pairing of a near-cognate aminoacyl-tRNA at a
PTC site, inducing readthrough of the codon, and suppressing
premature translation termination. Incorporation of an amino
acid at the PTC can result in the expression of the wild type or
alternative mutant allele and lead to the production of
functional or near-functional proteins.4−6 Harnessing this
mechanism of action has provided an approach to treat
genetic disorders caused by nonsense mutations.7−10

The aminoglycoside class of antibiotics consist of pyranose,
and less commonly furanose, units bound to a central 2-
deoxystreptamine (2-DOS) core. The carbohydrate bound at
position 4 of 2-DOS is ring I, and the carbohydrate bound
either at position 5 or at position 6 of 2-DOS is ring III (rings
labeled in blue, Figure 1). The most clinically useful
aminoglycoside antibiotics are typically disubstituted on the
4,5- or 4,6-hydroxy positions of 2-DOS.11 Natural features
commonly include further glycosidic elongation (3a−b, Figure
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Figure 1. Examples of natural aminoglycosides.
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1) and (S)-4-amino-2-hydroxybutanoyl (AHB) substitution at
the 2-DOS core N-terminals (5, Figure 1).
Aminoglycosides are typically produced as complex mixtures

by fermentation of Gram-positive bacteria, and the challenges
associated with isolating pure components from these mixtures
have further complicated their study.12 For example,
gentamicin is composed of gentamicins C1, C1a, C2, and
C2a (1, Figure 1) in addition to various minor components
including sisomicin, gentamicins A, B, B1, X2, 2-DOS,
garamine, and garosamine.13−15 Therefore, access to pure
synthetic analogs aids in the development of novel amino-
glycosides with favorable therapeutic profiles.
Another significant challenge with the development of

aminoglycosides as PTC readthrough agents centers around
their clinical toxicity profile. Aminoglycosides, in general,
exhibit nephrotoxic and ototoxic properties.16 Nephrotoxicity
is often observed early during treatment, while irreversible
ototoxicity incidence increases upon prolonged dosing.17 The
mechanism of toxicity is attributed to perturbations in various
intracellular process, all driven by accumulation and retention
in the cochlear cells and proximal tubule cells, via
mechanotransducer (MET) channels such as megalin and
cubulin.18−20 Megalin and cubulin recognize and transport
highly cationic molecules, including aminoglycosides.21−24

A strategy demonstrated by Ricci and colleagues to lower
the ototoxicity of antibacterial agent sisomicin (6a Figure 2)

was to reduce the cationic charge of the molecule, which was
achieved by eliminating basic sites from the sisomicin skeleton
(Figure 2).25 Prior elucidation of the structure of bacterial
ribosome-bound gentamicin C1a (1d, Figure 1) and
paromomycin by X-ray crystallography suggested that the
Ring II 1- and Ring III 3″-amino groups were nonessential sites
for binding, therefore modification was not expected to affect
therapeutic function.26 The introduction of amide and
sulfonamide functionality was shown to reduce ototoxicity
and decrease penetration of hair cell MET channels in rat
cochlear cultures, thus providing a strategy to reduce the
toxicity of aminoglycosides for PTC readthrough.
The Ricci et al. study was limited to sisomicin analogues. We

recognized an opportunity to expand on this work by
chemically synthesizing a library of known PTC readthrough
agents with modified amino groups, hoping to reduce cell
toxicity without compromising readthrough activity.
Examination of the published X-ray crystal structure of the

G418 (2) aminoglycoside bound to the yeast 80S ribosome
suggested that replacement of the Ring I 2′-amino group may
be a suitable starting point for these explorations (Figure
3).7,27 Notably, a direct relationship was previously reported
between the basicity of the 2′-amino moiety and toxicity as

determined by LD50 values in mice.28 The work we present,
herein, will document our efforts to reduce toxicity and
maintain eukaryotic PTC readthrough activity of existing small
molecules by modification of the aforementioned amino group.
After initially identifying the paromamine core as a scaffold,

several generations of compounds have been reported by
Baasov and colleagues as therapeutically relevant agents
(Figure 4).29−35 Intrigued by the seminal work on designer

Figure 2. Modification of sisomicin to reduce toxicity by Ricci.25

Figure 3. Graphical 3D representation (A) and 2D representation (B)
of the key interaction of the four basic amine groups present in G418
(2) with the yeast 80S ribosome.7,27 The 2′-amino group was
identified as a potential basic moiety which could be substituted
without detrimentally impacting PTC readthrough activity.

Figure 4. Evolution of synthetic aminoglycosides developed by
Baasov and colleagues as eukaryotic PTC readthrough agents.
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aminoglycosides with improved PTC readthrough activity, we
decided to apply our structural modification onto the core of
NB124 (ELX-02), an aminoglycoside derivative in phase II
clinical trials for treatment of cystic fibrosis and nephropathic
cystinosis.36

This led to the design of compound 9a, where the 2′-amino
group was replaced with a hydroxyl moiety (Figure 5). In

addition to compound (R)-9a, we were able to prepare the
diastereomeric 6′-alcohol, (S)-9b (Figure 5). The impact of
the stereoisomer at the 6′-position on PTC readthrough
activity has not previously been explored, however others have
noted the conformation of the 6′-alcohol impacts antibacterial
activity.37

To evaluate the PTC readthrough activity of the compounds
we selected the lung carcinoma DMS-114 cell line with
homozygous nonsense mutation R213X in the TP53 gene.
This mutation was previously shown to be very responsive to
PTC readthrough treatments.38 DMS-114 cells were exposed
to the compounds at various concentrations over the course of
48 hours. Expression of the full-length p53, the PTC
readthrough product, was determined. As anticipated, both
G418 and NB124 induced concentration dependent increase
in PTC readthrough (Figure 7a). NB124 was less active than
G418 at lower concentrations but at 62 μg/mL they both
elicited similar PTC readthrough. NB124 was not toxic to
DMS-114 cells at concentrations up to 62 μg/mL but it
showed significant toxicity at 125 μg/mL and higher
concentrations. Replacement of the 2′-amine moiety with the
alcohol led to a significant reduction in the PTC readthrough
activity of compounds 9a and 9b compared to parent molecule
NB124 (Figure 7a). We observed a concentration dependent
increase in the production of full-length p53 with 9a starting at
125 μg/mL. At 500 μg/mL, this compound elicited PTC
readthrough that reached 18% of the maximal PTC read-
through activity of the 62 μg/mL nontoxic dose of NB124
(Figure 7a). Compound 9b did not show any PTC
readthrough activity at concentrations up to 500 μg/mL
indicating the importance of the stereoisomer at the 6′-
position for PTC readthrough activity (Figure 7a). In addition
to decreased PTC readthrough activity, we also observed a
marked reduction in cytotoxicity of 9a and 9b at concen-
trations up to 500 μg/mL compared to G418 or NB124.
Despite the reduction in activity, a comparable toxicity versus
efficacy value for compound 9a, encouraged us to further
explore the structure−activity relationship. Two approaches
were considered to further understand and improve the
structural aspects driving the PTC readthrough activity of
these aminoglycoside derivatives.
The first was to understand whether the overall cationic

charge of the molecule was important for driving cellular

readthrough activity. Compounds 9a and 9b have three basic
amine moieties and would possess an overall charge of +3 at
physiological pH. In contrast, NB124 and G418 (2) contain
four basic moieties and a +4 overall charge. If the cationic
nature of the molecule as a whole was important for either
cellular uptake or readthrough activity, then an analogue, such
as compound 9c, may shed some light on the structural drivers
of cellular readthrough in our DMS-114 system (Figure 6).

The second approach relied on the observation initially
reported by Simonson and colleagues that the introduction of a
hydroxylmethyl group at the ring I 6′,7′-positions in
paromamine did not affect binding to the bacterial ribosome
relative to the alcohol.39 Subsequent incorporation of the 7′-
hydroxyl group on NB124 by Baasov and co-workers, however,
suggested improved activity via interactions with RNA bases in
the eukaryotic ribosome structure (NB157).34

This led to the design of compound 9d, which incorporated
the additional primary alcohol at the 7′-position, while also
maintaining the reduced cationic nature of compound 9a
(Figure 6). We were interested in evaluating whether addition
of a 7′-hydroxyl group would be sufficient to improve the
readthrough activity to levels similar to that of G418 (2) or
NB124.
As such we sought to synthesize both 9c and 9d to better

understand the structural−activity relationship of charge, ring I
substituents, and PTC readthrough activity.
Similarly to triamine analogue 9b, the tetraamine analogue

9c did not display any PTC readthrough activity at
concentrations up to 500 μg/mL, suggesting that the overall
cationic charge was not essential for readthrough. Most
promisingly, however, was the significant concentration
dependent increase in the PTC readthrough activity of the
triamine analogue 9d. This compound induced p53 PTC
readthrough starting at 31 μg/mL and at 125 and 250 μg/mL
readthrough reached levels similar to those elicited by 15 and
31 μg/mL NB124, respectively (Figure 7b). Consistent with
our goal, 9d did not show cell toxicity at concentrations up to
500 μg/mL.
To gain a better understanding of the safety of these novel

compounds, we measured their effect on human fibroblasts
viability and compared them to that of G418 and NB124
(Figure 8). Both novel compounds 9a and 9d did not
significantly inhibit cell viability at concentrations up to 0.5
mg/mL, however compound 9d caused a 15% reduction in cell
viability at 1 mg/mL. Both G418 and NB124 caused
significant concentration dependent reduction in cell viability
with 1 mg/mL eliciting 72% and 50% reduction, respectively
(Figure 8).

Figure 5. First-generation modified NB124 analogues with 2′-
hydroxyl modifications.

Figure 6. Second-generation modified NB124 analogues with 2′-
hydroxyl moieties and 6′/7′ modifications.
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The synthesis of compounds 9a−d was achieved by coupling
ring I to ring II via chemical glycosylation (Scheme 1). The
intermediate was subsequently coupled to ring III to give the
desired aminoglycoside skeleton. Cleavage of the protecting

groups and conversion to the corresponding sulfate salts
yielded the final products for biological evaluation.
The ring I analogues of compounds 9a and 9b were

prepared in an almost-identical fashion (Scheme 2). Thio-
glycosides 10a−b were oxidized at the 6′-positions to afford
aldehydes 11a−b.40,41 Treatment with methylmagnesium
bromide gave alcohols 12a−b as diastereomeric mixtures.
Benzoylation afforded diastereomerically pure glycosyl donors
13a−b after chromatographic separation, in preparation for
coupling to ring II.

The ring I synthesis of analogue 9c began with known azide
14, accessed stereoselectively from L-ascorbic acid (Scheme
3).42 Global acyl protection enabled the β-thioglycoside 15 to

subsequently be accessed selectively over two steps. Further
protecting group manipulations afforded ring I (13c) ready for
coupling to ring II.
The synthesis of analogue 9d began from the tetrabenzylated

glucose species 16 (Scheme 4).43 Oxidation of 16 under Swern
conditions followed by Wittig methylenation elongated the
ring I framework to give 17. The resulting vinyl group
underwent Upjohn dihydroxylation to give the corresponding
glycol as a diastereomeric mixture. Following stannylene
acetal-mediated selective protection of the primary 7′-alcohol,
the desired stereoisomer 18 was isolated after chromatographic
separation.44 X-ray crystallography confirmed the stereo-

Figure 7. Effect of compounds 9a−b (A) and 9c−d (B) on TP53
PCT readthrough. DMS-114 were exposed to various concentrations
of indicated compounds for 48 h, and p53 levels (full-length, FL-p53;
truncated, TR-p53) were determined using capillary electrophoresis
western analysis. Vinculin was used as loading control. The numbers
under the lanes indicate the percent amounts of FL-p53 normalized
against vinculin, relative to that of NB124 at 62 μg/mL.

Figure 8. Fibroblast toxicity studies on 9a and 9d. Wild-type
fibroblasts were exposed to various concentrations of indicated
compounds for 48 h and cell viability was measured using the
Promega ApoLive-Glo Multiplex Assay kit.

Scheme 1. Generalized Synthetic Strategy Towards
Aminoglycosides 9a−d

Scheme 2a

a10−12a: R1 = Tol, R2 = OH, R3 = Me. 10−12b: R1 = Ph, R2 = Me,
R3 = OH. Route towards 13a−b: (a) DMP, CH2Cl2; (b) MeMgBr,
THF; (c) BzCl, pyridine.

Scheme 3a

aRoute towards 13c: (a) Ac2O, NaOAc; (b) TolSH, BF3·OEt2,
CH2Cl2; (c) NaOMe, MeOH then Amberlyte 15 (H+); (d) BnBr,
NaH, DMF.
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chemistry of 18. Benzyl protection of 18 gave fully benzylated
species 19. Treatment with acetic anhydride in the presence of
sulfuric acid displaced the 1′- and 7′-benzyl groups selectively
to afford diacetate 13d as the glycosyl donor.43

Thioglycosides 13a−c were treated with NIS in the presence
of triflic acid and underwent glycosylation reactions with
alcohol 23, which was accessed enzymatically (Scheme 5).35,45

Acetate 13d was reacted with 23 in the presence of triflic acid.
Global acetate cleavage of 20a−d, followed by regioselective
reacylation, afforded alcohols 21a−b as glycosyl acceptors.46,47

A glycosylation reaction with known glycosyl donor trichlor-
oacetimidate ring III (24)32,48 was carried out under standard
Lewis acidic conditions to give the final protected amino-
glycosides (22a−d). Cleavage of the protecting groups,
followed by treatment with sulfuric acid, gave the correspond-
ing sulfate salts 9a−d for biological evaluation.
We have prepared a series of structural variants of NB124

and NB157, which have illuminated the role of the amino- and
hydroxyl-groups at the 6′- and 2′-position of ring I. The goal of
these synthetic efforts was to reduce the overall cationic charge
of the parent molecules in an attempt to widen the therapeutic
window for readthrough activity over dose-limiting nephrotox-
icity and ototoxicity. PTC readthrough agents exhibit the
potential to treat a wide range of severe genetic diseases,
however the safety profile of aminoglycoside readthrough
agents will need to be improved upon to maximize the
therapeutic potential. Highly cationic charged aminoglycosides
are taken up into proximal tubule and cochlear cells via
transporters such as megalin, which recognize cationic
molecules. Reductions in the overall cationic nature of the
aminoglycosides may serve to reduce overall toxicity but must
not come at the expense of readthrough activity. Our efforts to
identify potent aminoglycoside agents with reduced overall
cationic charge resulted in the identification of compound 9d
as a promising analogue. Further evaluation of the in vivo
properties and readthrough activity of compound 9d, together
with assessment of the toxicity profile remains ongoing.
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Scheme 5a

a13/20−22a: R1 = OBz, R2 = Me, R3 = STol. 13/20−22b: R1 = Me,
R2 = OBz, R3 = SPh. 13/20−22c: R1 = N3, R

2 = Me, R3 = STol. 13/
20−22d: R1 = OBn, R2 = CH2OAc, R

3 = OAc. 9a: R1 = OH, R2 = Me.
9b: R1 = Me, R2 = OH. 9c: R1 = NH2, R

2 = Me. 9d: R1 = OH, R2 =
CH2OH. Route towards 9a−d: (a) 23; for 13a−c plus NIS, TfOH,
CH2Cl2/Et2O; for 13d plus TMSOTf, 4 Å mol. sieves, CH2Cl2/Et2O;
(b) NaOMe, THF/MeOH; (c) Ac2O, pyridine; (d) 24, BF3·OEt2, 4
Å mol. sieves, CH2Cl2; (e) NaOMe, MeOH; (f) not applied to 22a−
b; for 22c−d PMe3, NaOH, THF/water; (g) for 22a−b hydrazine
monohydrate, Pd/C, MeOH; for 22c−d H2, Pd/C, AcOH/H2O; (h)
H2SO4 (aq.). TCA = trichloroacetimidate.
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■ ABBREVIATIONS
2-DOS, 2-deoxystreptamine; AHB, (S)-4-amino-2-hydroxybu-
tanoyl; DMF, dimethylformamide; DMP, Dess−Martin
periodinane; DMSO, dimethyl sulfoxide; EC50, effective
concentration, 50%; LC50, lethal concentration, 50%; MET,
mechanotransducer; NaHMDS, sodium hexamethyldisilazide;
NIS, N-iodosuccinimide; NMD, nonsense-mediated mRNA
decay; NMO, N-methylmorpholine N-oxide; OTCA, trichlor-
oacetimidate; PTC, premature termination codon; TCA,
trichloroacetonitrile; THF, tetrahydrofuran
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