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Due to high reactivity, reactive oxygen species can attack biological molecules leading to cell or tissue
injury. In this study, glucose moiety was attached at the C-7 position of quercetin 3-O-methyl ether
(1) and luteolin (2) through glycosidic bond or ether linkage. The glucose-containing compounds showed
potent DPPH and superoxide anion radical scavenging and lipid peroxidation inhibition activities and
nearly equivalent protective actions to the parent aglycons against the H2O2-induced oxidative neuronal
damage in primary cultured rat cortical cells. Among the compounds tested, 3b and 3c were the most
potent (IC50 values = 7.33 and 5.34 lM, respectively), exhibiting nearly equivalent actions to the parent
compounds 1 and 2 (IC50 = 3.50 and 3.75 lM, respectively).

� 2009 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
In aerobic organisms, mitochondria convert glucose into energy
for cells in the form of ATP via the electron transport chain. During
mitochondrial respiration, oxygen is normally reduced to water,
but this process is incomplete and up to 2% of oxygen is converted
to the superoxide anion radical O2

�,1 which can be transformed to
other reactive oxygen species (ROS), such as, hydrogen peroxide,
peroxynitrite, or hydroxy radicals.2,3 ROS are highly reactive due
to the presence of an unpaired oxygen valence shell, which allows
them to attack biological molecules, such as, lipids, proteins, en-
zymes, DNA, and RNA, and thus cause cell and tissue injuries.4 In
particular, brain tissue is highly sensitive to oxidative stress due
to its high oxygen utilization rate, low levels of antioxidant en-
zymes,5 the susceptibility of brain membranes to peroxidation,6

and its high iron content.7 Therefore, antioxidants that can protect
neuronal cells from oxidative injuries may provide a means for pre-
venting or treating oxidative stress-related neurodegenerative dis-
orders, such as, ischemia,8 Alzheimer’s disease,9 and Parkinson’s
disease.10 During the course of our continued search for antioxida-
tive neuroprotectants from plant sources, we recently identified
quercetin 3-O-methyl ether (1) a potent antioxidant from Opuntia
ficus-indica var. saboten.11 We found that 1 exhibited a protective
ll rights reserved.
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effect against oxidative neuronal damage induced by H2O2 or
superoxide anion radicals in cultured neurons.12

The in vivo biological activities of flavonoids depend on many
parameters, including bioavailability. Thus, the lower solubilities
of flavonoids in water can limit their bioavailabilities in vivo.13

On the other hand, most flavonoids present in vegetables or plants
are bound to sugars as glycosides. In this context, it has been re-
ported that the absorption of quercetin glycoside is more efficient
than that of quercetin aglycon,14 indicating that the hydrophilic
character of glucose probably increased the water solubility of
the aglycon, and enhanced its bioavailability. Accordingly, to de-
velop a neuroprotective agent from quercetin 3-O-methyl ether
(1), we modified its structure in an attempt to improve its physico-
chemical properties. In this report, we describe synthesis of glu-
cose-containing flavones 3a–f and their antioxidant and
neuroprotective activities (Fig. 1).

Because of the obvious structural similarities, luteolin (2) was
also included in this study. Glucose was attached at the C-7 posi-
tion of 1 and 2, because we previous found that modification at this
position does not substantially influence antioxidant activity.15

Flavones were derivatized as glucosides or as ethers using ester
or ethylene glycol linkages.

The regioselective 7-O-glucosylations of quercetin 3-O-methyl
ether (1) and luteolin (2) were achieved using the Mitsunobu
method,16 which involves the coupling of protected flavones with
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Figure 1. Design of glucose-containing flavones.
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protected glucose (Scheme 1). 2,3,4,6-Tetra-O-benzyl-D-glucopyra-
nose (6) was reacted with benzyl-protected flavones 415 and 517 in
the presence of DEAD and triphenylphosphine (PPh3) in CH2Cl2 at
room temperature to afford the benzyl-protected flavone gluco-
sides 7 and 8 in 70% and 44% yields, respectively, with predomi-
nantly the b anomeric configuration. The benzyl-protecting
groups in 7 and 8 were removed by hydrogenolysis in the presence
of Pd(OH)2 and cyclohexene in MeOH/THF at 80 �C to afford 3a and
3b in 87% and 52% yields, respectively.
Bn
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8, R = H, 44%
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The introduction of a glucose via an ether bond using acetate as
a linker was achieved by the regioselective 7-O-alkylation of the
flavones with a bromoacetate 10, which containing an ester bound
glucose group (Scheme 2). The required bromoacetate 10 was pre-
pared in 78% yield by the DCC coupling reaction between benzyl
2,3,4-tri-O-benzyl-D-glucopyranoside (9)18 and bromoacetic acid
in the presence of a catalytic amount of DMAP in CH2Cl2. The reac-
tion between 10 and the benzyl-protected flavones 3 and 4 in the
presence of K2CO3 in DMF at 80 �C afforded the benzyl-protected
flavones 11 and 12 in 65% and 70% yields, respectively. Finally,
the benzyl-protecting groups in 11 and 12 were removed using
Pd(OH)2 and cyclohexene to afford 3c and 3d in 66% and 39%
yields, respectively.

The introduction of a glucose via an ether bond using ethylene
glycol as a linker was also achieved using a procedure similar to
that described above using the bromoethyl-glucose 15 (Scheme
3). Compound 15 was prepared from 9 through a three-step reac-
tion sequence, involving; alkylation of the C-6 hydroxyl group of 9
with ethyl chloroacetate in the presence of KHCO3 in CH3CN
(90%),19 reduction of the ethyl ester group with LiAlH4 in THF
(98%),20 and bromination of the resulting hydroxyl group using
CBr4 and PPh3 in THF (75%).21 Finally, the coupling reactions be-
tween 15 and benzyl-protected flavones 3 and 4 in the presence
of K2CO3 in DMF followed by the removal of the benzyl-protecting
groups of the resulting products on Pd(OH)2 and cyclohexene
system afforded 3e and 3f.

It has been reported that quercetin glucoside is predominantly
absorbed by a glucose-transport system22,23 or by passive trans-
port after deglycosylation in the intestine prior to absorption.24

In the present study, the glucose moiety was introduced to flav-
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ones in two ways; via an ether bond, using ester or ethylene glycol
linkages, or via a glucosidic bond. Since the glucose connected to
flavones via an ether linkage is unlikely to be cleaved by intestinal
microflora, we assessed the antioxidant and neuroprotective activ-
ities of 3a–3f to investigate whether the biological activities of par-
ent flavones 1 and 2 were retained in these glucose-containing
flavones. The antioxidant activities of the synthesized flavones
3a–3f were evaluated by examining DPPH25 and superoxide
anion26 radical scavenging and the inhibition of lipid peroxida-
tion27 assays in several cell-free bioassay systems (Table 1). For
comparison purposes, the antioxidant activities of ascorbic acid
and the parent flavones 1 and 2 were included as positive controls.
As shown in Table 1, the synthesized compounds showed DPPH
radical scavenging activities (IC50 = 15.64–19.74 lM) that were
similar to those of the parent compounds 1 and 2 (IC50 = 14.17
and 16.18 lM, respectively), which confirmed that the introduc-
tion of the glucose moiety had little effect on DPPH radical scav-
enging activity. Furthermore, DPPH radical scavenging activities
did not appear to be altered significantly by the type of glucose
linkage.

Xanthine oxidase generates hydrogen peroxide and superoxide
anion radicals, which are readily converted to highly reactive hy-
droxyl radical in the presence of iron,28 and thus, we examined
the superoxide anion radical scavenging activities of 3a–3f using
an xanthine/xanthine oxidase system (Table 1).26 The quercetin
3-O-methyl ether series (3a, 3c, 3e) exhibited variable superoxide
radical scavenging activities (IC50 = 10.24–32.92 lM) as compared
to the parent compound 1 (IC50 = 17.39 lM). In contrast, the super-
oxide radical scavenging activity of the luteolin series (3b, 3d, 3f)
was increased by ca. twofold by the introduction of a glucose group
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Table 1
The antioxidant and neuroprotective activities of the glucose-containing flavones 3a–3f and their parent compounds 1 and 2

O

O
R2

OH

R1O OH

OH

3a-3f

Compds R1 R2 IC50
a (lM)

DPPH scavengingb O2
� scavengingc LPO inhibitiond Inhibition of H2O2-induced injurye

3a O

OH

HO

OH
HO

OMe 16.89 ± 0.52 10.24 ± 0.79 43.21 ± 9.80 30.65 ± 1.14
3b H 17.28 ± 0.27 3.28 ± 0.20 40.41 ± 5.75 7.33 ± 1.10

3c
O

O

HO

HO
OH

OH

O
OMe 19.74 ± 2.11 32.92 ± 0.17 66.66 ± 4.81 5.34 ± 1.08

3d H 16.67 ± 1.48 6.22 ± 0.08 47.87 ± 6.67 12.70 ± 1.02

3e
O

O

HO

HO
OH

OH

OMe 15.64 ± 1.80 12.77 ± 0.63 77.96 ± 11.58 58.36 ± 1.04
3f H 18.50 ± 1.73 3.53 ± 0.51 47.80 ± 2.35 15.71 ± 1.27

1 H OMe 14.17 ± 0.69 17.39 ± 0.50 19.00 ± 0.51 3.50 ± 1.26
2 H H 16.18 ± 1.85 8.66 ± 0.10 24.66 ± 4.75 3.75 ± 1.16
Ascorbic acid 40.99 ± 6.19 >300 >300 —

a IC50 values (defined as concentrations that inhibited activity by 50%) were calculated using GraphPad Prism using data obtained from at least three independent
experiments.

b DPPH radical scavenging activity.25

c Radical scavenging activity of superoxide anions generated in the xanthine/xanthine oxidase system.26

d Inhibition of lipid peroxidation induced by iron-ascorbic acid in rat liver homogenate.27

e Inhibition of the H2O2-induced oxidative neuronal damage in primary cultured rat cortical cells.29 The IC50 values are expressed as the means ± SD.
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(IC50 = 3.28–6.22 lM) versus parent compound 2 (IC50 = 8.66 lM).
Furthermore, luteolin series compounds (3b, 3d, 3f) were about
3–4-fold more potent than the quercetin 3-O-methyl ether series
(3a, 3c, 3e), which implied that the substituent (R = H or OCH3)
at the C-3 position of the flavone ring played a role in the scaveng-
ing of superoxide radicals.

Due to high levels of unsaturated lipids, brain tissue is
particularly susceptible to lipid peroxidation by ROS.6 Thus, we
evaluated the effects of the synthesized compounds on lipid perox-
idation using rat liver homogenate.27 Table 1 shows that all the glu-
cose-containing compounds synthesized during this study
inhibited lipid peroxidation (Table 1). However, they were 2–3-fold
less potent than the parent compounds 1 and 2. We attribute this
reduced inhibition of lipid peroxidation to the hydrophilic charac-
ter conferred by the attachment of glucose. All synthesized and par-
ent compounds were significantly more potent than ascorbic acid at
scavenging radicals and inhibiting lipid peroxidation (Table 1).

To evaluate the neuroprotective effects of the synthesized glu-
cose-containing flavones 3a–3f, we employed primary cultured
rat cortical cells that had been maintained for 10–12 days
in vitro.29 When cultures were exposed to 100 lM H2O2 for
5 min prominent neuronal cell death was observed at 20–24 h
after exposure, as compared with sham-treated controls. MTT
reduction assays showed that 80–90% of cells were damaged under
this experimental condition. However, simultaneous cotreatments
of cells with 3a–3f and H2O2 inhibited oxidative injury, and re-
sulted in concentration-dependent increases in cell survival
(Fig. 2). Furthermore, although no clear structure–activity relation-
ship was not found, luteolin series members (3b, 3d, 3f) were more
effective at protecting these neuronal cells against H2O2-induced
oxidative injury than the quercetin 3-O-methyl ether series (3a,
3c, 3e). Of the compounds tested, 3b and 3c most potently inhib-
ited oxidative injury, with IC50 values of 7.33 and 5.34 lM, respec-
tively (Table 1); the IC50 values of the parent compounds 1 and 2
were 3.50 and 3.75 lM, respectively. Based on these findings, we
conclude that glucose addition to the parent structures had only
a marginal effect on the protective actions of the parent com-
pounds against H2O2-induced oxidative neuronal damage.

In conclusion, we synthesized glucose-containing derivatives of
quercetin 3-O-methyl ether and luteolin and evaluated their anti-
oxidant and neuroprotective activities. Irrespective of the linkage
type examined, glucose-containing compounds exhibited potent
DPPH and superoxide radical scavenging activities. Lipid peroxida-
tion in rat liver homogenate was also inhibited by the synthesized
compounds, but their potencies were slightly lower than those of
the parent compounds. However, the improved physicochemical
properties achieved by introducing glucose may compensate for
a reduced ability to protect against lipid peroxidation. In addition,
the synthesized glucose derivatives retained the neuroprotective
effects of their parent compounds against H2O2-induced oxidative
injuries. Of the synthesized compounds, 3b and 3c most protected
neuronal cells, and these levels were comparable to those of the
parent compounds. Taken together, these findings suggest that
the introduction of the glucose moiety to flavones may improve
water solubility and only marginally reduced antioxidant and neu-
roprotective activities.
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Figure 2. Effects of the glucose-containing flavones 3a–3f on H2O2-induced
oxidative damage in cortical cultures. Primary cultured rat cortical cells (10–
12 days in vitro) were exposed to 100 lM H2O2 for 5 min in the absence or presence
of the indicated concentrations of the test compounds. Cell viabilities were assessed
using MTT reduction assays after further incubation for 20–24 h at 37 �C.29 Points
represent means ± SEM of three separate experiments performed in duplicate. Cell
viabilities were calculated using the following formula: Cell viability
(%) = 100 � (Absinsult + sample � Absinsult)/(Abscontrol � Absinsult).
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