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(2’R)-Ethynyl uridine 3, and  its (2’S)-diastereomer 10, are synthesised in a divergent fashion 

from the inexpensive parent nucleoside. Both  nucleoside analogues are obtained from a total of 

5 simple synthetic steps and 3 trivial column chromatography purifications. To evaluate their 

effectiveness against HCV NS5B polymerase, the nucleosides were converted to their respective 

5’-O-triphosphates. Subsequently, this lead to the discovery of the 2’--ethynyl 18 and -

propynyl 20 nucleotides having significantly improved potency over Sofosbuvir triphosphate 24. 

2009 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved. 
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      For more than half a century nucleoside analogues have 

found widespread therapeutic application.
1
 During this period, 

base and sugar modified derivatives of the natural products 

remain the foundation for the counteraction of both DNA and 

RNA virus infections as well as in the treatment of a variety of 

cancers. In most cases, these analogues mimic their physiological 

counterparts, being metabolised into the corresponding 5’-O-

triphosphates, subsequently incorporated into the growing DNA 

or RNA chain and, as a result, inhibit viral replication or cancer 

cell division. In his seminal work, in 1959, Prusoff described the 

synthesis and biological activities of 5-iodo-2’-deoxyuridine (a 

thymidine analogue; IDU, 1, Figure 1), ultimately to become the 

first marketed antiviral agent against Herpes Simplex Virus 

(HSV).
2
 From these ground breaking activities, nucleoside 

analogues have been designed to combat a variety of viral 

diseases
3
 such as hepatitis B (HBV),

4
 human immunodeficiency 

virus (HIV)
5
 and other herpes viruses such as human 

cytomegalovirus (CMV).
3
 Most recently, following more than a 

decade of investigation of -D-2’--methylribose derivatives by 

a variety of groups,
6
 Sofosbuvir, a monophosphate prodrug that 

incorporates -D-2’-deoxy-2’--fluoro-2’--C-methyluridine (2, 

Figure 1) was approved by the FDA in late 2013 for the 

treatment of hepatitis C (HCV).
7
  

 
Figure 1. Examples of base and sugar modified nucleosides used in the 

treatment of DNA and RNA viruses.. 

 

Towards a similar goal, we wished to effectively replace the 

methyl group in nucleosides such as 2 with an ethynyl 

functionality (3 and 4, Figure 2) and subsequently investigate 

their antiviral properties.  

                                   
 

Figure 2. Ethynyl analogues 3 and 4 of nucleoside 2.. 

 

It is commonly known the syntheses of base and ribose 

modified nucleosides is a challenging problem, often resulting in 

severe restrictions to potential applications and alternative 

strategies have been and are currently being explored.
8
 Our 

syntheses began with the readily available and inexpensive parent 

nucleoside 5 (Scheme 1). On exposure to 1,3-dichloro-1,1,3,3-

tetrakis(2-methylethyl)-disiloxane in anhydous pyridine, the 

natural product generated the 3’, 5’- diprotected bis-silyl ether 6.
9
 

Although the intermediate 6 is commercially available, it was 

convenient, at least on larger scales, to prepare and use this 

material in crude form. Subsequent TEMPO-mediated oxidation 

provided the ketone 7, again, used in the next step without 

purification. On treatment with an excess of freshly prepared 

lithium trimethylsilylacetylide at -78
o
C, in THF, the ketone 7 was 

converted to the (2’R)-tertiary-alcohol 8, along with the expected 

(2’S)-epimer 9, identified by detailed NMR experiments.
10

 

Fortunately, both diastereomers can easily be separated by silica 

gel column chromatography, providing gram quantities of each 

component for further manipulation.
11

 

 

 
 
Scheme 1. Reagents and conditions:  a) 1,3-dichloro-1,1,3,3-tetrakis(2-

methylethyl)-disiloxane, pyridine, room temperature, 100%;  b) TEMPO, 

tBuOCl, KBr, NaHCO3, ice bath to room temperature, 83%;  c) 
Trimethylsilylacetylene, n-BuLi, THF, Et3N, -70°C;  d) Silica gel column 

chromatography, compound 9, 69%,  followed by compound 8, 6%.  

 

   The intermediates 8 and 9 offer a variety of opportunities for 

further modification. The simplest, of course, is complete 

desilylation, achieved with fluoride. to the titled compounds 3 

and 10. For example, on exposure to tetra-n-butylammonium 

fluoride, the (2’R)-tri-silyl diastereomer 8, provides the ribose 

modified nucleoside 3 in 64% yield, following purification by 

silica gel column chromatography (Scheme 2). Using the same 

protocol, the trisilyl protected nucleoside 9, provided the titled 

triol 10. 

The nucleoside 3 had been previously prepared in 5 steps from 

1,3,5-tri-O-benzoyl--ribofuranose)
12

 Although the overall yield 

in the previous route is higher, the present methodology employs 

an alternative using inexpensive reagents in a robust fashion.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scheme 2. Reagents and conditions: a) Et4NF:H2O, THF, room temperature 

followed by silica gel column chromatography, ( 64% for 3 from 8; 57% for 
10 from 9). 

 

In addition, the present route provides intermediates such as 8 

and 9 that are more amenable for further modification (Scheme 

3). For example, selective deprotection of the trimethylsilyl 

group in compound 8 was achieved with methanolic potassium 

carbonate, providing the terminal acetylene 11.  
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Scheme 3. Reagents and conditions:  a) K2CO3, MeOH, room temperature, 
40%; b) Boc2O, DMAP, room temperature, 67%;  c) n-BuLi, HMPA MeI, -

70°C to room temperature, 53%;  d) 20% TFA in CH2Cl2, room temperature, 

83%;  e) TBAF, room temperature, 71%. 

 

The exposed hydroxyl and base imide are masked as their tert-

butyl carbonate and carbamates 12, prior to alkylation with 

iodomethane in the presence of n-butyllithium and HMPA to the 

protected nucleoside 13. Finally, removal of the protecting 

groups provides the C2’-3-carbon uridine analogue 14.  

As mentioned above, an advantage of the current 

methodology, at least from a medicinal chemistry perspective, is 

the availability of the 2’-(S)-intermediates, such as 9, for further 

modification. In a separate approach, treatment of the ketone 7 

with propynylmagnesium chloride provided the alcohol 15, as the 

exclusive product (Scheme 4).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scheme 4. Reagents and conditions: a) Propynylmagnesium bromide, THF, 
ice bath, 54%;  b) DAST, toluene, -20C,  35%; c) Et4NF:H2O, THF, room 

temperature, 63%. 

.  

     Subsequent exposure to DAST proceeds with inversion, 

delivering the fluoride 16. Removal of the silicon protecting 

groups provides the nucleoside 17, a close derivative of 3. 

As a potential measure of their effectiveness as antiviral 

agents, the aforementioned nucleosides were converted to the 

corresponding 5’-O-triphosphates 18-24
13

 and subsequent 

inhibitory activity against the wild-type NS5B polymerase 

evaluated (Table 1).
14

  

                        

NTP   
IC50 

(M) 

18    0.09 

19    ~54 

20   0.16 

21    3.6 

22   9.9 

23    0.43a 

24    1.1a,15 

    

                                aPrepared and tested as dimethylhexylammonium salts. 

Table 1  Activities of the nucleoside triphosphates against NS5B polymerase. 

As expected, the ribo-analogue 18 was considerably more 

potent than its xylo-counterpart 19, and approximately 4-fold 

more active than the C2’--Me analogue 23. Introduction of a 

methyl group at the terminii of the acetylene was tolerated. The 

propynyl derivative 20 was slightly less potent than 18, while in 

the fluoride series the 3-carbon C2’ analogue 22 was 2-3 times 

less active than the ethynyl 21. Importantly, the triphosphate 

derived from Sofosbuvir 24 is only 3-fold more potent than than 

it’s 2’-acetylene analogue 21, while being an order of magnitude 

less effective than the corresponding hydroxy analogue 18.  

The anti-HCV activities, evaluated in the 1b genotype replicon 

assay and cytotoxicity of the most promising nucleosides were 

evaluated and are shown in Table 2.
16

 

                          

Nuc.   
EC50 
(M) 

CC50 
(M) 

3    >100 >100 

14   >100 >100 

4    N.T.a >100 

17   >100 >100 

     

  aNot Tested. 



  

Table 2. Anti-HCV and Cytotoxicity of Nucleosides.  

 

     Of the nucleosides analyzed (3, 14 and 17) none displayed any 

appreciable activity up to a concentration of 100M. To exert 

anti-HCV activity, the nucleosides must first be metabolized by 

kinases to the 5’-O-triphosphates. Based on experience with 

other C2’-uridine nucleosides (including 2, the key component of 

Sofosbuvir), the rate-limiting process in this step-wise 

transformation, is the initial phosphorylation, and hence the lack 

of potency displayed in Table 2 is not surprising.
17 

Importantly, 

none of the nucleosides tested demonstrated cytotoxicity.     

     In summary, a series of nucleosides bearing an ethynyl or 

propynyl substituent at the C2’--position and a hydroxyl or 

fluoro as the -substituent were prepared. The synthetic route 

provides rapid access to both C2’-epimeric intermediates 8 and 9 

and hence allowing flexibility in the design of novel nucleosides.  

To evaluate their potential as anti-HCV agents, the corresponding 

5’-O-triphosphates were prepared and their inhibition of wild 

type HCV NS5B polymerase was evaluated and compared to 24, 

the active triphosphate of sofosbuvir. While the fluoro derivative 

21 was approximately 3 times less potent, the -substituted 

ribose analogues 18 and 20 were 7- and 10-fold more potent than 

sofosbuvir triphosphate respectively. Although the nucleosides 

did not display anti-viral activity, monophosphate prodrugs, such 

as the one demonstrated in Sofosbuvir, have been developed to 

by-pass the inefficient initial kinase step. Application of this and 

other studies related to the nucleosides described in this paper 

will be presented elsewhere. 
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