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The synthesis of a series of derivatized flavylium cations was undertaken and the affinity to the benzo-
diazepine binding site of the GABA-A receptor evaluated. The observed high affinity for some derivatives
(sub-lM range) was explained by an in vitro transformation of the flavylium cations into the correspond-
ing trans-retrochalcones, components which are proposed to be the active species in this series.

� 2008 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
5'
6'

1'

4'2'

6

7
8

9

10
45

3

2

3'

O+

A

B

C

1

Figure 1. The flavylium skeleton.
c-Aminobutyric acid (GABA) activates chloride ion channels by
binding to GABA-A receptors in the brain. The GABA-A receptor is a
heteropentameric, trans-membrane protein complex consisting of
multiple combinations of distinct receptor subunits.1,2 It is gener-
ally believed that the most abundant GABA-A receptor in the adult
mammalian brain consists of an a1b2c2 subunit combination.3 The
brain GABA-A receptor contains a variety of binding sites for com-
pounds, which modulate the functional effects of GABA to operate
on the chloride ion channel.4,5 The benzodiazepine binding site of
the GABA-A receptor recognizes a wide range of structurally differ-
ent compounds, 1,4-benzodiazepines as well as non-benzodiaze-
pine compounds:6–8 1,4-benzodiazepines (e.g., diazepam); b-
carbolines (e.g., abercanil and DMCM); triazolopyridazines (e.g.,
CL 218.872); imidazopyridines (e.g., zolpidem); pyrazoloquinoli-
nones (e.g., CGS 9896); cyclopyrrolones (e.g., zopiclone); imidazo-
pyrimidines (e.g., divalone); pyra-zolopyrimidines (e.g., zaleplon);
triazolopyridazines (e.g., L-838.417); imidazobenzodiazepines
(e.g., RY 80); and pyridoindoles (e.g., SL 651.498). Amentoflavone
was the first non-nitrogen containing compound to be identified
showing high affinity to benzodiazepine binding site of the
GABA-A receptor in vitro.9 Later a series of natural as well as syn-
thetic flavone derivatives were identified having low nanomolar
affinity to benzodiazepine binding site.10,11

In our search for new natural compounds acting on the GABA
receptor, we decided to investigate further the action of flavonoids
by testing flavylium compounds (Fig. 1) for which some biological
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properties have already been described such as anti-mutagenic,12

anti-tumoral,13 or anti-malarial14 activities.
Flavylium derivatives, including anthocyanidins or anthocya-

nins, are very important plant pigments which are compounds
known to be subjected to photochromism. This phenomenon oc-
curs through cis–trans photochemical isomerization of the chal-
cone forms resulting from the reversible pyrylium ring opening
by water.15 Because flavylium compounds are stable powders
which are easily prepared, they could be used as convenient
in vitro precursors of retrochalcones when dissolved in neutral
buffers, resulting in a possible delayed action on the GABA
receptor.

In this letter, we describe the synthesis of diversely substituted
flavylium derivatives and the binding assays for the benzodiaze-
pine binding site of the GABA-A receptor on rat-brain membranes.
A range of various affinities were observed reaching nM values for
the most active compounds for which analyses of the chemical
transformation correlated with time-dependent binding assays
were performed.

Flavylium hexafluorophosphates, substituted on their A-ring,
were synthesized in one step by condensing one equivalent of
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Scheme 1. Condensation step for the synthesis of flavylium salts: for (a) A-ring substituted and (b) A-ring unsubstituted derivatives.

Table 1
Binding data for flavylium cations 1a–q

Compound Substitution Affinitya Ki
b(lM)

R6 R7 R8 R30 R40 R50

1a OMe H H H H H 0.18
1b OMe H H H OMe H 0.06
1c OMe H H H OH H 0.16
1d OH H H H OMe H 0.32
1e OH H H H OH H 1.50
1f H H H H OMe H 0.48
1g Br H H H OMe H 0.14
1h OMe H H OMe OMe H n.a. at 10
1i H H H OMe OMe H n.a. at 10
1j H H H OMe OMe OMe n.a. at 10
1k H OH H H OH H 0.28
1l H OH H H H H 0.26
1m H OMe H H H H 1.80
1n H OMe H H OMe H 1.20
1o H H OH H OH H n.a. at 10
1p H OH OH H OH H n.a. at 10
1q OMe OH H H OMe H 7.80

a n.a. denotes no inhibition of specific [3H]-flumazenil binding.
b Each Ki value is the mean of three determinations.

Figure 2. UV-analysis of the evolution of flavylium cation 1b in aqueous media. (a)
In aqueous ethanol. (b) In buffer (Tris–citrate, pH 7.1). (c) UV–visible spectra of
trans-chalcone 5b in aqueous ethanol.
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benzaldehyde with one equivalent of acetophenone in acetic acid
in the presence of hexafluorophosphoric acid.16,17 In the absence
of substituents on the A-ring, we performed a solvent-free conden-
sation in the presence of BF3�Et2O18,19 (Scheme 1).

The results of the competition binding assays with the benzodi-
azepine antagonist [3H]-flumazenil on membranes from rat-brain
in vitro are listed in Table 1.20

A clear structure–activity analysis cannot be drawn from these
data obtained on hydroxy- and methoxy-substituted flavylium
derivatives. The effect of the compounds was measured on the
benzodiazepine binding site of the GABA-A receptors in rat cortical
membranes in vitro. The derivatives showed a range of affinities
reaching nanomolar values for the most active compounds. Possi-
bly, the 30-OMe or 8-OH substituted derivatives display very low
recognition of the binding site. All these values were determined
in standard binding conditions by incubating the probes for
15 min in the buffer before performing the test. Knowing the poor
stability of the flavylium salts in aqueous medium prompted us to
analyze these reactions in further detail.

The chemical transformations occurring in aqueous medium are
well described in the literature15 and are summarized in Scheme 2.

For 40-OH substituted derivatives (compounds 1c, 1e, 1k, 1o,
and 1p), two competing processes are in equilibria: deprotonation
of the hydroxyl phenolic group, leading to quinone species versus
addition of water at position-2 of the flavylium salt, leading to
reversible ring opening as illustrated in Scheme 2, the trans-retro-
chalcone being the ultimate structure formed. The latter mecha-
nism accounts for all the flavylium derivatives.
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Scheme 2. Chemical transformation of flavylium cations in aqueous media.
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As the relative concentrations of the different flavylium deriva-
tives in solution (structures 1–5) are time and pH-dependent, we
analyzed the transformations by UV spectroscopy. The binding as-
says use aqueous ethanol as initial incubation medium before dilu-
tion in buffer (pH 7.1), therefore we analyzed by UV these
transformations on the most potent flavylium cation 1b, subse-
quently in aqueous ethanol and in buffer (Fig. 2a and b).

Clearly, the UV analyses in water/alcohol or buffer suggest the
transformation of the flavylium salt into a similar compound, pre-
sumably the trans-retrochalcone. A main difference, however, can
be noticed around 460 nm, which is characteristic of the flavylium
absorbance. There is a slow and progressive disappearance of this
peak in water/alcohol while in buffer, there is an instant loss of
the orange flavylium color, likely due to addition of a water mole-
cule to the flavylium chromophore (see Scheme 2) before a slow
conversion to the trans-retrochalcone 5b. A quantitative analysis
of this transformation performed in a 1:1 CH3CN/H2O mixture al-
lowed isolation after 24 h of the trans-retrochalcone with 67% yield
after work up and chromatography on silica gel.21 The correspond-
ing UV–visible spectrum in aqueous ethanol is given in Figure 2c.

To corroborate the ligand–receptor interactions with these
chemical transformations, we checked the influence of pre-incuba-
tion of the sample in aqueous ethanol on the binding affinities. Pre-
incubation of flavylium 1b for 15 min and 24 h, respectively, before
keeping the samples for 40 min at 0–4 �C in the binding assay, led
to a slight increase in affinity going from 60 to 18 nM. The synthe-
sized trans-retrochalcone 5b showed a Ki value of 28 nM, value
which is slightly higher than the Ki value (18 nM) obtained on
the corresponding flavylium derivative 1b. A similar change in
affinity was observed for the 6-Br-40-OMe flavylium 1g increasing
from 136 to 66 nM in the same pre-incubation time range. Even
though, each flavylium salt will display individual kinetics of trans-
formation to the corresponding trans-retrochalcone, the disappear-
ance of the flavylium salt in buffer is instant and the binding values
given in Table 1 correspond therefore to a mixture of chalcone spe-
cies. These binding values might be slightly changed to lower Ki

values by longer incubation times as illustrated for compounds
1b and 1g.

This letter describes for the first time that transformation of
flavylium salts in vitro leads to compounds showing nanomolar
affinity to the benzodiazepine binding site of the brain GABA-A
receptor. Flavylium salts are stable and convenient synthetic pre-
cursors of retrochalcones, which are suggested to be the biologi-
cally active species. Further studies are needed to characterize
the interaction of the flavylium derivatives on GABA-A receptors.
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