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Highly Active Ansamitocin Derivatives: Mutasynthesis Using an AHBA-
Blocked Mutant
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Despite the fact that natural products represent a very impor-
tant source of drugs in several therapeutic fields such as anti-
infective agents and cancer therapy, the development of natu-
ral product based drugs is often hampered by their structural
complexity. This fact precludes facile total synthetic access to
analogues or the development of natural product libraries.
Therefore, semisynthetic and biotechnological approaches are
commonly pursued in pharmaceutical research and develop-
ment.[1] A very interesting strategy combines chemical semi-
synthesis with biosynthesis using genetically engineered mi-
croorganisms, a technique termed mutational biosynthesis or
mutasynthesis (Figure 1).[2,3] Recently, mutasynthesis has expe-

rienced a renaissance as the number of fully sequenced bio-
synthetic gene clusters of pharmaceutically potent natural

products has substantially increased, setting the stage for
easier creation of specific blocked mutants and therefore effi-
cient access to modified drug candidates.[4])

Maytansine (1; Figure 2), first isolated from the Ethiopian
plant Maytenus serrata,[5] and the related ansamitocins P-1, P-2,
P-3 (2), and P-4 (3)[6, 7] are highly potent antitumor compounds

of microbial origin (Actinosynnema pretiosum). They consist of
a 19-membered macrolactam ring and differ in the side chain
at C3. These ansamycin antibiotics inhibit the growth of vari-
ous leukemia cell lines as well as human solid tumors at very
low concentrations (10�3–10�7 mgmL�1). Clinical development
of these antitumor agents was stopped in phase II[8] owing to
gastrointestinal side effects and neurotoxicity.[9] Total synthetic
approaches to analogues of maytansinoids have been pursued
but have not provided any new insight into their structure–
activity relationships.[10] Nevertheless, there is continued inter-
est in maytansinoids as highly toxic agents for use in antibody
conjugates, and they have performed well as immunoconju-
gates in phase I studies.[11]

The present high interest in the maytansinoid family fuels
the new search for analogues not previously obtained by
either synthesis or semisynthesis. The producing microorgan-
ism creates ansamitocins through biosynthetic machinery typi-
cal for bioactive polyketides, in which the polyketide chain is
assembled on a modular polyketide synthase (PKS) and further
modifications are made by additional decorating enzymes. The
biosynthesis of 2 is primed by a starter unit that originates
from a different biosynthetic pathway, which is an ideal situa-
tion to access new analogues by a mutasynthetic approach.[2b]

In the present case, 3-amino-5-hydroxybenzoic acid (AHBA, 4)
is the starter unit that originates from a shikimate-type biosyn-
thetic pathway (Scheme 1),[12] so that blocked mutants can be
generated without affecting the modules of the polyketide
biosynthetic gene cluster (PKS 1). Therefore, we initiated a

Figure 1. The concept of mutational biosynthesis : A= starting substrate, B–
D=biosynthetic intermediates, E=natural product, B*–D*=modified bio-
synthetic intermediates, E*=modified natural product ; a–d=enzymes.
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Figure 2. Structures of maytansine (1) and ansamitocins P-3 and P-4 (respec-
tively 2 and 3).
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ACHTUNGTRENNUNGresearch program[13] dedicated to synthetically exploiting the
AHBA-blocked mutant of the ansamitocin P-3 producer, Actino-
synnema pretiosum (HGF073; Scheme 1).[12a] Herein we describe
the generation of highly active ansamitocin analogues by the
combination of chemical synthesis and biosynthesis.

Experimental Section

We chose to feed a series of 3-aminobenzoic acid derivatives
that varied in the functionality at the 5- position (compounds
6–12) or contained an additional oxy group at C2 (compound
13) (Figure 3). Additionally, we prepared and fed the 4-func-
tionalized 3-aminobenzoic acid derivatives 14–23, which lack

the hydroxy group at C5. Related
to these examples are benzoic
acids 24 and 25, which are func-
tionalized at C6 instead of C4. N-
Acetylcysteamine (SNAC) ester 5,
an AHBA-coenzyme A mimic,
was also prepared. Mutant
HGF073, which is blocked in the
biosynthesis of AHBA,[12a] supple-
mented with aminobenzoic acid
4 and the corresponding SNAC
ester 5, produced amounts of
AP-3 similar to those of the wild-
type ACHTUNGTRENNUNGfermentation (60–
70 mgL�1).[13a] No AP-3 was de-
tected in the ACHTUNGTRENNUNGextracts of the fer-
mentation of HGF073 without
supplementation. Clearly, AHBA
(4) is first transformed into the
aryl adenylate, which then is at-
tacked by the thiol group of 4’-
phosphopantetheine to form the

enACHTUNGTRENNUNGzyme-bound thioester.[14]

Each of the benzoic acids and SNAC derivatives 6–25 were
then fed to growing cultures of Actinosynnema pretiosum
mutant HGF073 according to the cultivation parameters A
(Supporting Information). Each time parallel fermentations
were carried out for comparison with the wild-type strain, the
mutant HGF073 supplemented with the respective AHBA ana-
logues and the ’natural’ AHBA, and without supplementation
to test the viability of strain HGF073. The cultures were har-
vested after seven days and extracted with ethyl acetate. The
extracts were subjected to high-resolution electrospray ioniza-
tion mass spectrometry (HR ESI-MS) for primary screening. The
crude extracts collected from mutasynthons 8, 9, and 14–17
clearly revealed m/z peaks for the suggested ansamitocin ana-
logues. Interestingly, ethyl- and allyl ACHTUNGTRENNUNGderivatives 10 and 12,
which are closely related to methyl derivative 8, were not pro-
cessed to any macrocycles. A 5-amino group as in 6 or 7 is not
tolerated, and mutasynthon 13 bearing an additional oxy func-
tionality at position 2 also failed to be transformed into any
products or advanced intermediates. The same observation ap-
plies to the 4-iodo-, 4-methoxy-, 4-methyl-, 4-hydroxy-, and 4-
aminobenzoic acids 18–23, as well as 6-substituted aminoben-
zoic acids 24 and 25. On the basis of these analytical results,
fermentations with supplemented benzoic acid derivatives 8
and 14, 16, and 17 were repeated with cultures of Actinosynne-
ma pretiosum mutant HGF073 (cultivation parameters B, Sup-
porting Information) on a larger scale to obtain sufficient
amounts of new AP-3 derivatives (Scheme 2).

Indeed, mutasynthon 8 was efficiently processed to 19-des-
ACHTUNGTRENNUNGchloroansamitocin P-3 (26).[15] The corresponding D3-methoxy
ACHTUNGTRENNUNGderivative was converted into D3-26, proving that 8 is com-
pletely incorporated intact. Adding 3-amino-4-halobenzoic
acids 14, 16, and 17 to growing cultures of mutant HGF073
(cultivation parameters B, Supporting Information) afforded the
corresponding demethoxy-AP-3 analogues 27–29, which were

Scheme 1. The principal biosynthetic pathway of ansamitocin P-3 (2). Codes in parenthesis refer to corresponding
genes.

Figure 3. AHBA (4), SNAC compound 5, and mutasynthons 6–25 fed to
strain HGF073.
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isolated as pure compounds by applying HPLC purification
procedures. These primary mutasynthetic experiments point
out that modifications at the 2- and 6-positions of the amino-
benzoic acid are not tolerated by the biosynthetic apparatus.

In principle, mutasynthesis not only provides new natural
product analogues for testing their biological properties but
can serve to introduce new functional groups for further
chemical derivatization (semisynthesis) as shown in Figure 4.

To illustrate this combined approach, the brominated product
29 was used as substrate for a Pd-catalyzed Stille reaction, be-
cause Stille coupling proceeds under almost neutral conditions,
unlike other Pd-catalyzed C�C coupling procedures such as
the Heck–Mizoroki and Suzuki–Miyaura reactions. We were de-
lighted to find that the coupling of tributylvinyl stannane with
the brominated ansamitocin 29 proceeded in excellent yield.
After chromatographic purification, 20-demethoxy-19-vinyl
AP-3 (30) (1.3 mg, 2.2 mmol) was isolated as pure material
(Scheme 3)

For the detailed evaluation of their biological profile as anti-
cancer agents, the new derivatives were used to treat cultured
human tumor cell lines; all showed strong antiproliferative
ACHTUNGTRENNUNGactivity, with IC50 values in the single-digit pmolmL�1 range or
less (Table 1).

The 19-halogenated 20-demethoxyansamitocins 27–29 and
the vinyl derivative 30 were tested for their inhibitory effect on
cell growth of various cell lines in relative to AP-3.[16] 27–30
showed very strong activity against leukemia and ovarian
cancer cell lines. Lower activity was found against kidney
cancer cell lines. Thus, the introduction of different substitu-
ents onto the ansamitocins results in differential inhibitory
action toward these cell lines. In general, the 19-fluoro-20-de-
methoxyansamitocin 27 and similarly the vinyl derivative 30
are the most active compounds tested, apart from the natural
product 2. The activities of 28 and 29 and 20-demethoxyansa-
mitocin 26[15] are generally 3- to 50-fold weaker than that of
AP-3.

In conclusion, we have achieved the first mutasynthetic
preparation of new 19-deschloro (compound 26) and deme-
thoxy derivatives of AP-3 (compounds 27–29) in quantities suf-
ficient for testing and chemical modification. Furthermore, we
extended this type of “total synthesis” approach by combining
mutasynthesis and semisynthesis. All new derivatives showed
strong inhibitory effect on cell growth. Therefore, this muta-
ACHTUNGTRENNUNGsemisynthetic strategy has great potential for accessing com-
pound libraries of highly potent and complex natural products
like the ansamitocins.
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Scheme 2. Successful mutasyntheses with strain HGF073.

Scheme 3. Stille reaction of 19-bromo-20-demethoxy-AP-3 (29) with vinyl
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Table 1. Antiproliferative activity of 2 and 27–30.[a]

IC50 [pmolmL�1][16]

Cell line Origin 2 27 28 29 30

KB-3-1 cervix
carcinoma

0.17 0.31 0.58 0.46 0.67

U-937 lymphoma 0.0055 0.017 0.058 0.046 0.084
PC-3 prostate

carcinoma
0.055 0.059 0.20 0.15 0.17

SK-OV-3 ovarian
carcinoma

0.047 0.059 0.17 0.077 0.067

A-498 kidney
carcinoma

1.7 3.4 5.0 6.2 3.0

A-431 epidermoid
carcinoma

0.079 0.068 0.25 0.15 0.070

[a] The activity of 26 was published previously.[15]

Figure 4. The concept of a combined mutasynthesis–semisynthesis ap-
proach: A= starting substrate, B*–D*=modified biosynthetic intermediates,
E* and F*=modified natural products ; a–d=enzymes.

ChemBioChem 2008, 9, 1057 – 1060 B 2008 Wiley-VCH Verlag GmbH&Co. KGaA, Weinheim www.chembiochem.org 1059

www.chembiochem.org


trie. We thank Birte Engelhardt and Bettina Hinkelmann for per-
forming the cell proliferation assays.

Keywords: ansamitocin · antitumor agents · mutasynthesis ·
semisynthesis · Stille reaction

[1] a) F. von Nussbaum, M. Brands, B. Hinzen, S. Weigand, D. HLbich,
Angew. Chem. 2006, 118, 5194–5254; Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 2006, 45,
5072–5129; b) I. Paterson, E. A. Anderson, Science 2005, 310, 451–453;
c) D. J. Newman, G. M. Cragg, K. M. Snader, J. Nat. Prod. 2003, 66, 1022–
1037.

[2] Reviews: a) S. Weist, R. D. S�ssmuth, Appl. Microbiol. Biotechnol. 2005,
68, 141–150; b) A. Kirschning, F. Taft, T. Knobloch, Org. Biomol. Chem.
2007, 5, 3245–3295.

[3] The term mutasynthesis was first suggested by: K. L. Rinehart, Pure
Appl. Chem. 1977, 49, 1361–1384.

[4] a) M. A. Gregory, H. Petkovic, R. E. Lill, S. J. Moss, B. Wilkinson, S. Gaisser,
P. Leadlay, R. M. Sheridan, Angew. Chem. 2005, 117, 4835–4838; Angew.
Chem. Int. Ed. 2005, 44, 4757–4760; b) M. Ziehl, J. He, H.-M. Dahse, C.
Hertweck, Angew. Chem. 2005, 117, 1226–1230; Angew. Chem. Int. Ed.
2005, 44, 1202–1205; c) W. Kim, J. S. Lee, D. Lee, X. F. Cai, J. C. Shin, K.
Lee, C.-H. Lee, S. Ryu, S.-G. Paik, J. J. Lee, Y.-S. Hong, ChemBioChem
2007, 8, 1491–1494.

[5] a) S. M. Kupchan, Y. Komoda, W. A. Court, G. J. Thomas, R. M. Smith, A.
Karim, C. J. Gilmore, R. C. Haltiwanger, R. F. Bryan, J. Am. Chem. Soc.
1972, 94, 1354–1356; b) S. M. Kupchan, Y. Komoda, A. R. Branfman, A. T.
Sneden, W. A. Court, G. J. Thomas, H. P. J. Hintz, R. M. Smith, A. Karim,
G. A. Howie, A. K. Verma, Y. Nagao, R. G. Dailey, Jr. , V. A. Zimmerly, W. C.
Sumner, Jr. , J. Org. Chem. 1977, 42, 2349–2357; c) R. F. Bryan, C. J. Gil-
more, R. C. Haltiwanger, J. Chem. Soc. Perkin Trans. 2 1973, 897–901.

[6] a) E. Higashide, M. Asai, K. Ootsu, S. Tanida, Y. Kozai, T. Hasegawa, T.
Kishi, Y. Sugino, M. Yoneda, Nature 1977, 270, 721–722; b) M. Asai, E.
Mizuta, M. Izawa, K. Haibara, T. Kishi, Tetrahedron 1979, 35, 1079–1085.

[7] Review: J. M. Cassady, K. K. Chan, H. G. Floss, E. Leistner, Chem. Pharm.
Bull. 2004, 52, 1–26.

[8] a) J. T. Thigpen, C. E. Ehrlich, W. T. Creasman, S. Curry, J. A. Blessing, Am.
J. Clin. Oncol. 1983, 6, 273–275; b) J. T. Thigpen, C. E. Ehrlich, J. Conroy,

J. A. Blessing, Am. J. Clin. Oncol. 1983, 6, 427–430; c) M. J. Ravry, G. A.
Omura, R. Birch, Am. J. Clin. Oncol. 1985, 8, 148–150.

[9] B. F. Issell, S. T. Crooke, Cancer Treat. Rev. 1978, 5, 199–207.
[10] This information was basically collected from semisynthetic work start-

ing with the natural products as described in: W. C. Widdison, S. D. Wil-
helm, E. E. Cavanagh, K. R. Whiteman, B. A. Leece, Y. Kovtun, V. S. Gold-
macher, H. Xie, R. M. Steeves, R. J. Lutz, R. Zhao, L. Wang, W. A. BlLttler,
R. V. J. Chari, J. Med. Chem. 2006, 49, 4392–4408; Total synthesis ap-
proaches were recently reviewed in ref. [7] .

[11] a) Y. V. Kovtun, C. A. Audette, Y. Ye, H. Xie, M. F. Ruberti, S. J. Phinney,
B. A. Leece, T. Chittenden, W. A. BlLttler, V. S. Goldmacher, Cancer Res.
2006, 66, 3214–3221; b) W. C. Widdison, S. D. Wilhelm, E. E. Cavanagh,
K. R. Whiteman, B. A. Leece, Y. Kovtun, V. S. Goldmacher, H. Xie, R. M.
Stevens, R. J. Lutz, R. Zhao, L. Wang, W. A. BlLttler, R. V. J. Chari, J. Med.
Chem. 2006, 49, 4392–4408; c) J. M. Lambert, Curr. Opin. Pharmacol.
2005, 5, 543–549; d) F. Kratz, K. A. Ajaj, A. Warnecke, Expert Opin. Invest.
Drugs 2007, 16, 1037–1058.

[12] a) T.-W. Yu, L. Bai, D. Clade, D. Hoffmann, S. Toelzer, K. Q. Trinh, J. Xu,
S. J. Moss, E. Leistner, H. G. Floss, Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 2002, 99,
7968–7973; b) T.-W. Yu, R. M�ller, M. M�ller, X. Zhang, G. DrLger, C.-G.
Kim, E. Leistner, H. G. Floss, J. Biol. Chem. 2001, 276, 12546–12555;
c) S. C. Wenzel, R. M. Williamson, C. Gr�nanger, J. Xu, K. Gerth, R. A. Mar-
tinez, S. J. Moss, B. J. Carroll, S. Grond, C. J. Unkefer, R. M�ller, H. G.
Floss, J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2006, 128, 14325–14336.

[13] a) T. Kubota, M. Br�njes, T. Frenzel, J. Xu, A. Kirschning, H. G. Floss,
ChemBioChem 2006, 7, 1221–1225; b) T. Frenzel, M. Br�njes, M. Quit-
schalle, A. Kirschning, Org. Lett. 2006, 8, 135–138.

[14] S. J. Admiraal, C. T. Walsh, C. Khosla, Biochemistry 2001, 40, 6116–6123.
[15] A. Meyer, M. Br�njes, F. Taft, T. Frenzel, F. Sasse, A. Kirschning, Org. Lett.

2007, 9, 1489–1492.
[16] Like AP-3 2 (IC50=0.02 pmolmL�1), demethoxyansamitocins P-3 27–29

also showed strong antiproliferative activity for primary human endo-
thelial cells (27: IC50=0.04 pmolmL�1, 28 : IC50=0.08 pmolmL�1, 29 :
IC50=0.23 pmolmL�1).

Received: December 7, 2007

Published online on March 31, 2008

1060 www.chembiochem.org B 2008 Wiley-VCH Verlag GmbH&Co. KGaA, Weinheim ChemBioChem 2008, 9, 1057 – 1060

http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/ange.200600350
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/anie.200600350
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/anie.200600350
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.1116364
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/np030096l
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/np030096l
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00253-005-1891-8
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00253-005-1891-8
http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/b709549j
http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/b709549j
http://dx.doi.org/10.1351/pac197749091361
http://dx.doi.org/10.1351/pac197749091361
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/ange.200462784
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/anie.200462784
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/anie.200462784
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/ange.200461990
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/anie.200461990
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/anie.200461990
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/cbic.200700196
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/cbic.200700196
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/ja00759a054
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/ja00759a054
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/jo00434a001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/p29730000897
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/270721a0
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0040-4020(01)93726-3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1248/cpb.52.1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1248/cpb.52.1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1097/00000421-198504000-00007
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0305-7372(78)80014-0
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/jm060319f
http://dx.doi.org/10.1158/0008-5472.CAN-05-3973
http://dx.doi.org/10.1158/0008-5472.CAN-05-3973
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/jm060319f
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/jm060319f
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.coph.2005.04.017
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.coph.2005.04.017
http://dx.doi.org/10.1517/13543784.16.7.1037
http://dx.doi.org/10.1517/13543784.16.7.1037
http://dx.doi.org/10.1073/pnas.092697199
http://dx.doi.org/10.1073/pnas.092697199
http://dx.doi.org/10.1074/jbc.M009667200
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/ja064408t
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/cbic.200500506
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/ol052588q
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/bi010080z
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/ol0702270
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/ol0702270
www.chembiochem.org

