
Synthesis of Deuterated Benzopyran Derivatives as Selective COX‑2
Inhibitors with Improved Pharmacokinetic Properties
Yanmei Zhang,*,† Micky D. Tortorella,† Yican Wang,† Jianqi Liu,† Zhengchao Tu,† Xiaorong Liu,†

Yang Bai,† Dingsheng Wen,† Xin Lu,† Yongzhi Lu,† and John J. Talley*,‡,§

†Drug Discovery Pipeline, Guangzhou Institutes of Biomedicine and Health, Science City, Guangzhou 510530, P. R. China
‡Department of Chemistry, St. Louis University, St. Louis, Missouri 63108, United States
§Euclises Pharmaceuticals, St. Louis, Missouri 63108, United States

*S Supporting Information

ABSTRACT: We designed a series of specifically deuterated benzopyran analogues as new COX-2 inhibitors with the aim of
improving their pharmacokinetic properties. As expected, the deuterated compounds retained potency and selectivity for COX-2.
The new molecules possess improved pharmacokinetic profiles in rats compared to their nondeuterated congeners. Most importantly,
the new compounds showed pharmacodynamic efficacy in several murine models of inflammation and pain. The benzopyran derivatives
were separated into their enantiomers, and the activity was found to reside with the S-isomers. To streamline the synthesis of the desired
S-isomers, an organocatalytic asymmetric domino oxa-Michael/aldol condensation reaction was developed for their preparation.

KEYWORDS: COX-2, coxib, deuterium, benzopyran, NSAID

Nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs) inhibit
both COX-1 and COX-2 enzymes and have been a

mainstay in clinical medicine for the treatment of inflammation
and pain for many years. COX-2-selective inhibitors (coxibs)1,2

developed in the mid 2000s supplanted traditional NSAIDs
by virtue of their comparable efficacy with improved gastro-
intestinal safety.3 Coxibs were initially thought to be able to
avoid renal and cardiovascular side effects; however, this proved
not to be entirely accurate.4 In the kidney, COX-2 is expressed
constitutively in certain regions (i.e., macula densa) and is
highly regulated in response to changes in blood volume. COX-
2-mediated metabolites (e.g., PGE2 and PGI2) play a mecha-
nistic role in renin release, sodium excretion, and the main-
tenance of renal blood flow and glomerular filtration rate.5

Coxibs fell into disfavor as clinical medicine because initial data
linked them to cardiovascular risks of stroke and myocardial
infarction compared with traditional NSAIDs.6 However, data
analysis from two recent clinical trials7,8 clearly demonstrated
that chronic and even short-term use of NSAIDs increased
renal and cardiovascular side-effect risk no lesser than coxibs,
and that the risks appeared to be drug-dependent rather than
class-dependent. These data among other studies have inspired
renewed interest in selective COX-2 inhibitors, particularly with
coxibs that have a unique pharmacological profile, which could

address unmet medical conditions.9−12 Such clinical conditions
include treating pain and inflammation without further compro-
mising renal function and in treating or preventing certain types
of cancer associated with inflammation mediated by COX-2.
Benzopyran compounds as selective COX-2 inhibitors were

investigated.13−15 It was reported that 2-trifluoromethyl, 3-carboxy,
and 4-H substituents were key elements of the benzopyran phar-
macophore. Chiral chromatographic separation of 2-trifluoromethyl
enantiomers and evaluation of the individual isomers showed that
S-isomers were far more effective in blocking COX-2 activity than

Received: July 24, 2014
Accepted: July 27, 2014
Published: July 27, 2014

Figure 1. Benzopyran template and SC-75416.
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the corresponding R-isomers. Substitutions at the 5, 6, 7, and 8
positions were optimized for potency, efficacy, and pharmacoki-
netic profiles. Several clinical candidates were identified including
SC-75416 and advanced into clinical trials (Figure 1).
Deuteration of compounds is a strategy for creating new

chemical entities that has recently been used in drug discovery
to make improved drugs. Carbon−deuterium bonds are stronger
than the more common carbon−hydrogen bonds, and the re-
placement of hydrogen atoms with deuterium at metabolically
labile positions can significantly improve the PK and thus efficacy
of physiologically active compounds by slowing metabolism due
to the kinetic isotope effect. Deuterium substituted compounds
retain both biochemical potency and selectivity for their target,
suggesting that deuterium atom substitution does not appreciably
alter ligand−receptor binding. More importantly, replacing hy-
drogen with deuterium can enable substantial benefits to the
overall pharmacological profile of the compounds.16−18 In an
effort to develop improved selective COX-2 inhibitors, we de-
signed and synthesized a series of specifically deuterated
analogues of benzopyran coxibs. The initial synthetic efforts
focused on deuteration of the methyl group, which is outlined
in Scheme 1. Commercially available anisoles 1 were deuterium
labeled on the methyl group under strongly basic conditions in
DMSO-d6 to give compound 2, which converted methyl or
dimethyl into CD3 or di-CD3 derivatives.19 Deuterium sub-
stituted phenols 3 were prepared by O-demethylation, followed
by chlorination or bromination to provide the desired chlo-
rinated or brominated products. Chlorination or bromination

may also be conducted prior to O-demethylation if needed.
Substituted salicylaldehydes 4 were synthesized by the Duff
reaction.20−22 Key intermediate 4 was then condensed with
commercially available ethyl trifluorocrotonate to produce the
specifically deuterium substituted benzopyran nucleus 5, in a
one-step procedure by heating in K2CO3 and DMF. The
resulting esters 5 were hydrolyzed with sodium hydroxide yield-
ing the acids 6a−h; see Scheme 1 (see synthesis and charac-
terization of compounds, Supporting Information).
Compound 6i was prepared according to the procedure

outlined in Scheme 2. The benzopyran 7 was prepared by a
published procedure23 and then coupled with ethynyltrime-
thylsilane in the presence of a base and a catalytic amount of
cuprous iodide and tetrakis(triphenylphosphine)palladium(0)
to afford 8. Removal of the trimethylsilyl group was key to yield
the terminal deuterated compound 9 (K2CO3 in D2O), and
reduction of 9 (D2, Pd/C in ethyl acetate) and finally saponi-
fication of the ester with aqueous sodium hydroxide gave deu-
terated benzopyran 6i (see Scheme 2 and synthesis and char-
acterization of compounds in Supporting Information). The
corresponding nondeuterated benzopyran derivatives 6an−in
were synthesized by known methods.23

The analogues 6a−i and 6an−in were tested for their inhi-
bitory activity against recombinant human COX-1 and COX-2
enzymes, the results are shown in Table 1 (see in vitro COX
enzyme assay in Supporting Information). There were no
significant differences in the inhibitory profile against COX-1
or COX-2 between deuterated versus the corresponding

Scheme 1. Synthesis of Trideuteromethyl Derivativesa

aR represents substituents on C5, C6, C7, or C8 position; RD represents deuterated substituents. Reagents and conditions: (a) potassium t-butoxide,
DMSO-d6, 110 °C 6 h; (b) BBr3, DCM, 0 °C, 2 h; (c) HTMA, TFA, rt, 1 h; (d) ethyl 4,4,4-trifluorocrotonate, K2CO3, DMF, 80−100 °C, 2−4 h; (e)
NaOH, THF/CH3OH/H2O.

Scheme 2. Synthesis of Pentadeuterated Analogue 6ia

aReagents and conditions: (a) CuI, Pd(PPh3)4, ethynyltrimethylsilane, TEA, MeCN, rt, 24 h; (b) K2CO3, anhydrous ethanol, D2O, rt, 30 min; (c)
D2, EtOAc, Pd/C, rt, 1 h; (d) NaOH, THF/CH3OH/H2O.
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nondeuterated analogues. Most analogues had potency for
COX-2 with an IC50 < 100 nM and were relatively inactive
against COX-1. Within this series of compounds, the analogues

bearing a 6-chloro or 6-bromo substituent were the most
potent and selective inhibitors of COX-2.
The pharmacokinetic properties of analogues 6a−i and 6an−in

were studied in male SD rats following i.v. and oral adminis-
tration, the results are described in Tables 2 and 3 (see rat po PK
results of deuterated and nondeuterated analogues (Table 2) and
rat iv PK results of deuterated and nondeuterated analogues
(Table 3) in Supporting Information). There were significant

Table 2. Rat PK of Deuterated Analogues (PO)

dose (mg/kg) BA% Tmax (h) Cmax (μg/L) Vd (L/kg) t1/2 (h) AUC(0−∞) (μg/L·h) CLz/F (L/h/kg)

6a 10 92.8 1.167 20900 0.26 2.1 118331.438 0.086
6b 10 111.8 0.5 21300 0.57 3.35 84789.673 0.125
6g 2.5 110.7 0.5 8945 0.316 3.37 38881.983 0.066
6h 10 107.4 0.417 35300 0.53 5.2 142686.966 0.072
6i 30 60.2 1.25 33475 0.491 4.542 402662.508 0.075
6an 10 78.5 0.438 6592 1.25 3.09 12846.927 0.195
6bn 2.5 56.7 0.375 5338 1.13 3.53 12529.512 0.211
6gn 2.5 128.5 0.25 2720 1.37 1.75 4627.624 0.547
6hn 5 46.3 0.438 11523 0.65 1.51 17190.28 0.298
6in 25 78.6 1.625 29525 0.678 9.542 511440.855 0.049
SC-75416 10 67.5 0.75 8152.5 2.314 6.68 42223.264 0.242

Table 1. Evaluation of Substituted Benzopyrans against
COX-1 and COX-2 Enzymes

rh IC50 (μM)

compd R1 R2 R3 R4 COX-1 COX-2

6a H CD3 Cl CD3 0.054 ± 0.013
6b H CD3 Br CD3 0.043 ± 0.018
6c Br CD3 Br CD3 >100 0.084 ± 0.020
6d H H CD3 H >10
6e Cl H CD3 H 0.063 ± 0.015
6f CD3 H CD3 H >100 0.15 ± 0.035
6g CD3 H Cl H 0.059 ± 0.009
6h CD3 H Br H 0.039 ± 0.005
6i CD2CD3 H OCF3 H 0.061 ± 0.009
6an H CH3 Cl CH3 >100 0.069 ± 0.025
6bn H CH3 Br CH3 >100 0.19 ± 0.042
6cn Br CH3 Br CH3 >100 0.069 ± 0.008
6dn H H CH3 H >10
6en Cl H CH3 H >100 0.078 ± 0.022
6fn CH3 H CH3 H 0.100 ± 0.024
6gn CH3 H Cl H 0.051 ± 0.022
6hn CH3 H Br H >100 0.028 ± 0.001
6in CH2CH3 H OCF3 H >100 0.049 ± 0.007

Table 3. Rat PK of Deuterated Analogues (IV)

dose (mg/kg) Cmax (μg/L) Vd (L/kg) t1/2 (h) AUC(0−∞) (μg/L·h) CLz/F (L/h/kg)

6a 5 38750 0.287 2.525 63759.714 0.079
6b 5 26175 0.529 2.733 37914.156 0.135
6g 1 9068.75 0.404 3.909 14043.753 0.072
6h 5 38975 0.461 4.186 66436.832 0.077
6i 10 51625 0.39 5.946 222923.421 0.047
6an 1 5035 0.45 1.5 4898.988 0.207
6bn 1 16681 0.38 2.30 8843.992 0.119
6gn 1 4131 0.59 0.59 1440.446 0.706
6hn 2.5 38581 0.15 0.58 14843.535 0.172
6in 5 37250 0.301 5.446 130985.986 0.038
SC-75416 5 37187 1.353 5.78 31271.923 0.16

Table 4. In Vivo Murine Models of Inflammation and Pain

compd

air pouch
EC50

(mg/kg)
edema EC50
(mg/kg)

hyperalgesia
EC50 (mg/kg)

arthritis ED50
(mg/kg)

celecoxib 0.69 ± 0.10 2.81 ± 0.43 5.0 ± 0.64 1.57 ± 0.21
6a 0.47 ± 0.05 5.18 ± 1.01 2.77 ± 0.25
6b 0.57 ± 0.10 2.26 ± 0.36 3.82 ± 0.75
6g 0.45 ± 0.03 6.48 ± 1.25 3.33 ± 0.49
6h 0.27 ± 0.02 3.00 ± 0.31 2.19 ± 0.32 0.42 ± 0.08
6an 0.77 ± 0.10
6gn 0.61 ± 0.09
6hn 0.47 ± 0.06 3.47 ± 0.62 3.52 ± 0.77

Figure 2. Dose-dependent inhibition of arthritis by compound 6h.
Indomethacin (2 mg/kg) was used a positive control and PBS was
used as the vehicle (Veh).
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changes in the overall pharmacokinetic profile between deu-
terated versus the corresponding nondeuterated analogues. Overall
the deuterated analogues demonstrated a better PK profile. Ana-
logue 6h bearing a 6-bromo substituent was shown to have the
longest half-life.
Moreover, compounds 6a, 6b, 6g, and 6h were efficacious in

several key animal models used to assess the potency of
NSAIDs including the air pouch model of PGE2 release and
inflammation, paw edema, hyperalgesia in rats and the adjuvant
induced arthritis model in mice; see Table 4. All compounds
displayed potent efficacy and dose-dependent suppression in
each of these disease models.
As an example of the dose-dependent efficacy that we ob-

served for these compounds, a full dose response curve for

compound 6h, tested in the rat adjuvant arthritis model is
shown in Figure 2.
Normally, separation of the enantiomers can be accom-

plished by classical diastereomeric salt formation (selective
crystallization using chiral amines, such as α-methylbenzyl-
amine) or by chiral chromatography. We discovered that the
protected α,α-diphenyl-2-pyrrolidinemethanol24−26 (com-
pound 12 of Scheme 3) was able to catalyze the formation of
S-stereoisomer with more than 80% ee, which is a much more
efficient method for making the compound especially for large
scale synthesis. Iminium activation of α,β-unsaturated alde-
hydes 1127 by 12 leads to enantioselective oxa-Michael addition
with 4 and generates enamine intermediates that undergo
subsequent intramolecular 6-exo-trig aldol condensations to
give the corresponding S-6a−i24 (see Scheme 3 and page 9 of
Supporting Information). X-ray analysis of S-6h established that
the absolute configuration at C2 was S; see Figure 3 (see crystal
structure of S-6h, Supporting Information). As expected,
S-stereoisomers were found to be 2−5 times more potent for
COX-2 than their corresponding racemic mixtures; see Table 5.
In conclusion, we synthesized a series of specifically deu-

terium substituted benzopyran analogues as potent and selec-
tive COX-2 inhibitors. Analogues 6a, 6b, 6g, and 6h showed
not only excellent selective COX-2 inhibition but also a signifi-
cantly improved PK profile. These compounds were efficacious
in the gold standard rodent models of inflammation and pain.
We also developed a new enantioselective synthetic protocol
for preparation of S-stereoisomers for this series of molecules.
Collectively, these compounds deserve further evaluation as
clinical candidates for the treatment of inflammatory mediated
diseases.
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Scheme 3. Enantioselective Synthesis of (S)-2-(Trifluoromethyl)-2H-chromene-3-carboxylic Acidsa

aR represents substituents on C5, C6, C7, or C8 position. Reagents and conditions: (a) 2-nitrobenzoic acid, CH2Cl2, rt, 24 h; (b) OXONE, DMF,
rt, 24 h.

Figure 3. Ortep picture of S-6h.

Table 5. COX-2 Inhibition of S-Stereoisomers

ee value (%) rh IC50 (μM) COX-2 rh IC50 (μM) COX-1

S-6a 86.5 0.016 >100
S-6b 80.7 0.009 >100
S-6g 89.7 0.02 >100
S-6h 90.2 0.014 >100

ACS Medicinal Chemistry Letters Letter

dx.doi.org/10.1021/ml500299q | ACS Med. Chem. Lett. 2014, 5, 1162−11661165

http://pubs.acs.org
mailto:zhang_yanmei@gibh.ac.cn
mailto:zhang_yanmei@gibh.ac.cn
mailto:jjtalley@euclises.com
mailto:jjtalley@euclises.com


■ REFERENCES
(1) Dannhardt, G.; Kiefer, W.; Kram̈er, G.; Maehrlein, S.; Nowe, U.;
Fiebich, B. The pyrrole moiety as a template for COX-1/COX-2
inhibitors. Eur. J. Med. Chem. 2000, 35, 499−510.
(2) Dubost, J. J.; Soubrier, M.; Sauvezie, B. Treatment of rheumatoid
polyarthritis: evolution of concepts and strategies. Rev. Med. Interne
1999, 20, 171−178.
(3) Fosslien, E. Review: Cardiovascular complications of non-
steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs. Ann. Clin. Lab. Sci. 2005, 35, 347−
385.
(4) Harris, R. C.; Breyer, M. D. Update on cyclooxygenase-2
inhibitors. Clin. J. Am. Soc. Nephrol. 2006, 1, 236−245.
(5) Hao, C.-M.; Breyer, M. D. Physiological regulation of
prostaglandins in the kidney. Annu. Rev. Physiol. 2008, 70, 357−377.
(6) Sanghi, S.; MacLaughlin, E. J.; Jewell, C. W.; et al. Cyclo-
oxygenase-2 inhibitors: A painful lesson. Cardiovasc. Hematol. Disord.:
Drug Targets 2006, 6, 83−98.
(7) Trell, S.; Reichenbach, S.; Wandel, S.; et al. Cardiovascular safety
of non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs: network meta-analysis. Br.
Med. J. 2011, 342, c7086.
(8) Schjerning-Olsen, A. M.; Fosbol, E. L.; Lindhardsen, J.; et al.
Duration of treatment with nonsteroidal drugs and impact on risk of
death and recurrent myocardial infarction in patients with prior
myocardial infarction. Circulation 2011, 123, 2226−2235.
(9) Dannhardt, G.; Kiefer, W. Cyclooxygenase inhibitors: current
status and future prospects. Eur. J. Med. Chem. 2001, 36, 109−126.
(10) Bayly, C. I.; Black, W. C.; Leger, S.; Ouimet, N.; Ouellet, M.;
Percival, M. D. Structure-based design of COX-2 selectivity into
flurbiprofen. Bioorg. Med. Chem. Lett. 1999, 9, 307−312.
(11) Jacoby, R. F.; Seibert, K.; Cole, C. E.; Kelloff, G.; Lubet, R. A.
The cyclooxygenase-2 inhibitor celecoxib is a potent preventive and
therapeutic agent in the min mouse model of adenomatous polyposis.
Cancer Res. 2000, 60, 5040−5044.
(12) Baek, S. J.; Eling, T. E. Changes in gene expression contribute to
cancer prevention by COX inhibitors. Prog. Lipid Res. 2006, 45, 1−16.
(13) Wang, J. L.; Carter, J.; Kiefer, J. R.; Kurumbail, R. G.; Pawlitz, J.
L.; Brown, D.; Hartmann, S. J.; Graneto, M. J.; Seibert, K.; Talley, J. J.
The novel benzopyran class of selective cyclooxygenase-2 inhibitors-
part I: The first clinical candidate. Bioorg. Med. Chem. Lett. 2010, 20,
7155−7158.
(14) Wang, J. L.; Limburg, D.; Graneto, M. J.; Springer, J.; Rogier, J.;
Hamper, B.; Liao, S.; Pawlitz, J. L.; Kurumbail, R. G.; Maziasz, T.;
Talley, J. J.; Kiefer, J. R.; Carter, J. The novel benzopyran class of
selective cyclooxygenase-2 inhibitors-part II: The second clinical
candidate having a shorter and favorable human half-life. Bioorg. Med.
Chem. Lett. 2010, 20, 7159−7163.
(15) Wang, J. L.; Aston, K.; Limburg, D.; Ludwig, C.; Hallinan, A. E.;
Koszyk, F.; Hamper, B.; Brown, D.; Graneto, M.; Talley, J.; Maziasz,
T.; Masferrer, J.; Carter, J. The novel benzopyran class of selective
cyclooxygenase-2 inhibitors-part III: The three microdose candidates.
Bioorg. Med. Chem. Lett. 2010, 20, 7164−7168.
(16) Tung, R. The development of deuterium-containing drugs.
Inovative Pharmaceutical Technology April 2010, 24−28.
(17) Katsnelson, A. Heavy drugs draw heavy interest from pharma
backers. Nat. Med. 2013, 19, 656.
(18) Gant, T. G. Using deuterium in drug discovery: Leaving the
label in the drug. J. Med. Chem. 2014, 57, 3595−3611.
(19) Gant, T. G.; Sarshar, S. Substituted oxazolidinones. U.S. Patent
Appl. 20090270469, Feb. 18, 2010.
(20) Aston, K. W.; Brown, D. L.; Carter, J. S.; Deprow, A. M.;
Fletcher, T. R.; Hallinan, E. A.; Hamper, B. C.; Huff, R. M.; Kiefer, J.
R., Jr.; Koszyk, F.; Kramer, S. W.; Liao, S.; Limburg, D.; Springer, J. R.;
Tsymbalov, S.; Wang, L. J.; Xing, L.; Yu,Y. Chromene derivatives as
anti-inflammatory agents. U.S. Patent Appl. 20050148627, Jul. 7, 2005.
(21) Carter, J.; Obukowicz, M.; Talley, J.; Brown, D.; Graneto, M.;
Bertenshaw, S.; Rogier, D.; Nagarajan, S.; Hanau, C.; Hartmann, S.;
Ludwig, C.; Metz, S. Substituted benzopyran derivatives for the
treatment of inflammation. U.S. Patent 6,034,256, Mar. 7, 2000.

(22) Carter, J.; Obukowicz, M.; Devadas, B.; Talley, J.; Brown, D.;
Graneto, M.; Bertenshaw, S.; Rogier, D.; Nagarajan, S.; Hanau, C.;
Hartmann, S.; Ludwig, C.; Metz, S.; Korte, D. Substituted benzopyran
analogs for the treatment of inflammation. U.S. Patent 6,077,850, Jun.
20, 2000.
(23) Carter; J.; Brown, D.; Xing, L.; Aston, K.; Springer, J.; Koszyk,
F.; Kramer, S.; Huff, R.; Yu, Y.; Hamper, B.; Laio, S.; Deprow, A.;
Fletcher, T.; Hallinan, E. A.; Kiefer, J.; Limburg, D.; Wang, L.; Ludwig,
C.; McCall, J.; Talley, J. Benzopyran compounds useful for treating
inflammatory conditions. U.S. Patent 7,259,266, Aug. 21, 2007.
(24) Sunden, H.; Ibrahem, I.; Zhao, G.-L.; Eriksson, L.; Cordova, A.
Catalytic enantioselective domino oxa-Michael/aldol condensations:
Asymmetric synthesis of benzopyran derivatives. Chem.Eur. J. 2007,
13, 574−581.
(25) Pellissier, H. Recent developments in asymmetric organo-
catalytic domino reactions. Adv. Synth. Catal. 2012, 354, 237−294.
(26) Franzen, J.; Marigo, M.; Fielenbach, D.; Wabnitz, T. C.;
Kjærsgaard, A.; Jørgensen, K. A. A general organocatalyst for direct α-
functionalization of aldehydes: Stereoselective C−C, C−N, C−F, C−
Br, and C−S bond-forming reactions. Scope and mechanistic insights.
J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2005, 127, 18296−18304.
(27) Dumitrescu, L.; Huong, D. T. M.; Van Hung, N.; Crousse, B.;
Bonnet-Delpon, D. Synthesis and cytotoxic activity of fluorinated
analogues of Goniothalamus lactones. Impact of fluorine on oxidative
processes. Eur. J. Med. Chem. 2010, 45, 3213−3218.

ACS Medicinal Chemistry Letters Letter

dx.doi.org/10.1021/ml500299q | ACS Med. Chem. Lett. 2014, 5, 1162−11661166


