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In this article we describe a rational approach for prefixing multiple cooperative binding sites in
an ideal spatial arrangement on a structurally rigid backbone, constrained exclusively by
intramolecular hydrogen bonding. The idea is exemplified by the ability of the self-assembling
constructs 1a-e and 2a,b to form hydrogen-bonded dimers, whose structural preorganization has
been solely effected by intramolecular hydrogen bonding. The readily accessible amidinourea
backbone has been used as a common platform for the construction of a variety of such
self-assembling systems. ESI mass spectrometry and single-crystal X-ray diffraction studies have
been particularly effective in investigating the self-assembling propensities of these systems.
Remarkably, most the H-bonded dimers reported herein undergo an unusual mode of self-assembly,
using intermolecular four-membered ring hydrogen-bonded interaction, affording extended su-
pramolecular networks.

Introduction

Over the past three decades, chemists have made key
strides in learning the fundamental rules of self-as-
sembling processes involving noncovalent interactions,
in particular hydrogen bonding.1,2 Owing to the direc-
tionality and specificity,3,4 hydrogen bonds are particu-
larly useful for the programmed self-assembly of smaller
molecular components to generate supramolecular en-
sembles with predefined structural features. Hydrogen
bond-mediated self-assembly is achieved mainly by pre-
organizing the acceptor (A) and donor (D) hydrogen-
bonding codes in a desired fashion.5,6 Preorganization of
the hydrogen-bonding codes also has a direct influence
on the stability of the self-assembled ensembles.7 A
perusal of the structures of many such programmed self-
assembling systems reported in the literature (Figure 1)

reveals that covalent linkages, in combination with
intramolecular hydrogen bonding, have been invariably
used to preorganize the hydrogen-bonding codes, and
these covalent linkages usually form part of the hetero-
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cyclic ring on which the hydrogen-bonding codes are
appended.5,6

Design Principles. In an effort to explore the poten-
tial of using intramolecular hydrogen bonding as the sole
driving force in preorganizing linear hydrogen-bonding
arrays, we generated a series of self-assembling modules
whose linear quadruple hydrogen-bonding arrays were
embedded on an acyclic amidinourea framework (Figure
2). It was anticipated that the primary amino group in 1
and 2 would hold the hydrogen-bonding codes (A and D)
in a preorganized manner due to the possibility of
formation of two intramolecular hydrogen-bonding in-
teractions, as depicted in Figure 2. Structural studies
(vide infra) indeed showed that such an arrangement of
the linear hydrogen-bonding array on the amidinourea
framework indeed favored the preorganization of the
hydrogen-bonding codes, under the influence of two
intramolecular hydrogen bondings. The strategy disclosed
herein has the potential for significantly augmenting the
“tool box” of the modern day supramolecular chemist, as

well as providing a novel approach in the rational design
of molecular recognition systems using the concept of
intramolecular hydrogen bonding as the sole driving force
for preorganization.8

Results and Discussion

The self-assembling modules 1 and 2 are quickly
accessible in good yield from the readily available bisboc
guanidine9 3, which served as a common synthon for both
1 and 2 (Scheme 1). The carbamate-protected amidi-
noureas 1a,c,d,e could be easily synthesized by reacting
the N,N′-di-boc-guanidine 3 with various amines under
reflux condition in THF. It is noteworthy that the urea
formation in this reaction is achieved by the reaction of
amines (R2NH2) with the in situ generated isocyanate
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Kühl, C.; Uphoff, A. Eur. J. Org. Chem. 2002, 4063-4070. (m) Baruah,
P. K.; Gonnade, R.; Phalgune, U. D.; Sanjayan, G. J. J. Org. Chem.
2005, 70, 6461-6467.

(7) Murray, T. J.; Zimmerman, S. C. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 1992, 57,
4010-4011 and references therein.

(8) The importance of the preorganization of binding sites in host-
guest complexation processes has long been recognized. See, for
example: (a) Cram, D. J. Angew. Chem., Int. Ed. 1988, 27, 1009-1020.
(b) Gerbeleu, N. V.; Arion, V. B.; Burgess, J. Template Synthesis of
Macrocyclic Compounds; Wiley-VCH: Weinheim, Germany, 1999. (c)
Templated Organic Synthesis; Diederich, F., Stang, P. J., Eds.; Wiley-
VCH: Weinheim, Germany, 2000. (d) Gatti, F. G.; Leigh, D. A.;
Nepogodiev, S. A.; Slawin, A. M. Z.; Teat, S. J.; Wong, J. K. Y. J. Am.
Chem. Soc. 2001, 123, 5983-5989.

(9) Feichtinger, K.; Zapf, C. S.; Heather, L.; Goodman, M. J. Org.
Chem. 1998, 63, 3804-3805.

FIGURE 1. Selected examples of preorganized self-comple-
mentary self-assembling modules that form H-bonded dimers.
For ease of identification, covalent bonds and intramolecular
hydrogen bonds involved in preorganization of the hydrogen-
bonding codes are colored red and blue, respectively.

FIGURE 2. Amidinourea-based self-complementary self-
assembling modules with preorganized linear hydrogen-bond-
ing arrays. Intramolecular hydrogen-bonding sites that prefix
the linear hydrogen-bonding codes have been highlighted in
blue.
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from 3.10 The N-ethyl carbamate analogue 1b could be
readily obtained in two steps from 1a by first deblocking
its tBoc group by short exposure to TFA/DCM (1:1, v/v)
followed by reaction with ethyl chloroformate. The sul-
fonylated amidinoureas 2a,b were synthesized by tos-
ylation of the free amidinoureas, obtained from 1a,e,
respectively, by deprotecting their tBoc group by short
exposure to TFA/DCM (1:1, v/v).

Self-assembling modules 1 and 2 were readily soluble
in nonpolar solvents such as CDCl3, which suggested that
the NH protons were solvent shielded.11 However, de-
tailed solution-state NMR studies, including the deter-
mination of stability constants, could not be undertaken
due to the existence of multiple conformations,12 as
evidenced by the broad proton resonances. Nevertheless,
the formation of discrete dimers 1.1 and 2.2 was con-
firmed by ESI mass spectrometry.13 In addition to the
molecular ion peaks (MH+) that are due to the monomers
1 and 2, the ESI spectra (see Supporting Information)
showed sizable peaks corresponding to the dimers 1.1
(M2H+) and 2.2 (M2H+).

Presumably due to their efficient packing in crystal
lattices, the self-assembling modules 1a-d and 2a,b
readily crystallized under ambient conditions.14 To gain
more insights into the self-assembling propensities of
these self-assembling modules, a detailed crystal struc-
ture study of a diverse set of differentially substituted
analogues was undertaken.15 Comparison of the crystal
structures of 1a-d and 2a,b revealed the following facts.
All of the self-assembling constructs 1 and 2, irrespective
of the nature of substituents, underwent dimer formation

through intermolecular hydrogen bonding, although a
substantial difference existed in the mode of their as-
sembly. In all but one case (1c, see vide infra), the
programmed double intramolecular hydrogen bonding,
characterized by the graph set S(6),16 was indeed proved
to be effective in preorganizing the self-complementary
AADD-type hydrogen-bonding codes for duplex formation.
Although all of these self-assembling modules 1 and 2
were expected to dimerize through quadruple hydrogen
bonding due to their similar AADD-type hydrogen-
bonding codes, the results of crystal structure investiga-
tions revealed substantial deviations from this conjecture.
It was observed that, in general, substituents exerted a
profound role in dictating the mode of hydrogen bonding
in the duplex formation, 1.1 and 2.2, (Figure 3). It is
noteworthy that similar observations have been reported
in heterocycle-based AADD-type quadruple hydrogen-
bonding self-assembling systems.17

The key role of substituents in influencing the mode
of hydrogen bonding in duplex formation is clearly
evident in the comparison of crystal structures of 1a-d.
Whereas the closely resembling analogues 1a and 1b,
which differ only in their carbamate substituents, show
the same trend in the duplex formation (1.1a and 1.1b)
through quadruple AADD-type intermolecular hydrogen
bonding, as expected, the N-isobutyl-substituted analogue
1c formed duplex 1.1c through N-H‚‚‚N-type intermo-
lecular double hydrogen-bonded interaction. The nonfor-
mation of a quadruply hydrogen-bonded duplex 1.1c is
presumably due to the crystal-packing forces that may
be influencing the adopted conformations and orienta-
tions. The intermolecular hydrogen-bonding interactions
(graph set C(4))16 in the dimers 1a-d are of medium
strength3 since the hydrogen bonding D-H‚‚‚A distances
(d(N-H‚‚‚X); where X ) N or O) are in the range 2.09-
2.67 Å. However, the (S-6)-type intramolecular hydrogen
bondings in the series 1a-d remained relatively stron-
ger3 (d(N‚‚‚Oavg) ) 2.01 Å).

In an effort to investigate the influence of an additional
acceptor atom on the N-substituent in modulating the
hydrogen-bonding codes in duplex formation, 1d was
synthesized. It was observed that, having a 2-pyridyl
N-substituent,19 1d formed ADAD-type quadruple hy-
drogen-bonded duplex, a mode of hydrogen bonding that
is in stark contrast to what is observed in 1a-c. The
strong bias toward the ADAD-type intermolecular hy-
drogen bonding involving pyridine nitrogen could be due
to its better H-bonding acceptor potential when compared
to the ether oxygen of the carbamoyl moiety.16,20 It is
noteworthy that heterocycle-based ADAD-type self-as-
sembling motifs whose linear hydrogen-bonding arrays
were preorganized by a combination of covalent linking
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SCHEME 1. Synthesis of 1 and 2a

a Reagents and conditions: (i) R2NH2, THF, reflux, 12 h. (ii)
TFA/DCM (1:1, v/v), 30 min. (iii) ClCO2Et, Et3N, DCM, 12 h. (iv)
p-Tos-Cl, Et3N, DCM, 12 h.
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and intramolecular H-bonding have been reported in the
literature.6b,l

An interesting feature of the self-assembling constructs
1a-c is the deployment of both carbamoyl oxygens
(carbonyl and ether oxygens) in hydrogen-bonding inter-
actions, a situation that is not commonly observed in self-
assembling systems.5,6 In the self-assembling constructs
1a-c, the carbamoyl carbonyl oxygen atoms have been
found to be involved in intramolecular hydrogen bonding,
thereby preorganizing the linear array of hydrogen-
bonding codes, while the ether oxygen atom (of the
carbamoyl moiety) takes part in self-assembly through
intermolecular hydrogen-bonding interactions. However,
the contribution of the intermolecularly hydrogen-bond-
ing ether oxygen atom (of the carbamoyl moiety) toward
the stability of the dimers and self-assembled ensembles
would be minimal due to its reduced hydrogen-bonding
acceptor potential.20 Indeed, extensive studies20a have
revealed that ester and lactone oxygens (both sp3 and
sp2 oxygen atoms) are very poor hydrogen-bonding
acceptors due to their the reduced hydrogen-bonding
acceptor potential, which in turn is due to their reduced
Brønsted basicity.20a,21

Sulfonamides have been used as flexible and polar
peptidomimetic isosteres of carboxamides.22 Further
interest in this class of carboxamide isosteres stems from
the fact that the more acidic N-H of sulfonamides may

give rise to stronger hydrogen bonds.23 To evaluate the
potential of sulfonamides in hydrogen bond-mediated
duplex formation, 2a,b were synthesized. Analysis of the
crystal structures revealed that hydrogen bond-mediated
dimer formation was indeed realized, independent of the
nature of the substituents, although the mode of hydro-
gen bonding was significantly affected, as in the case of
1a-d. Whereas 2b, having a dodecyl urea N-substituent,
formed duplex through AADD-type quadruple hydrogen
bonding, as expected, the analogous benzyl-substituted
2a failed to dimerize in a similar manner, presumably
due to the crystal-packing forces that may be influencing
the adopted conformations and orientations. Instead, 2a
underwent dimerization through urea-type hydrogen
bonding,24,25 with the graph set C(4) [R1

2(6)].16
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Wees, B. J. Phys. Rev. Lett. 2003, 91, 207402-207405. (f) De Jong, J.
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FIGURE 3. Single-crystal X-ray structures of dimers a (1.1a), b (1.1b), c (1.1c), d (1.1d), e (2.2a), and f (2.2b). Hydrogen bonding
is highlighted in dashes (salmon colored), above which hydrogen bond distances (N-H‚‚‚N and N-H‚‚‚O) are displayed in Å. All
hydrogens, other than those at the hydrogen-bonding sites, have been deleted for clarity. This figure was made using PyMOL.18
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Remarkably, all the quadruply hydrogen-bonded dimers
1.1a,b,d and 2.2a,b undergo further self-assembly using
the not-so-common four-membered ring intermolecular
hydrogen-bonding interaction,16,26 forming extended shee-
tlike supramolecular networks (Figure 4).

Four-membered ring hydrogen bond-mediated self-
assembly has been reported in certain nitro anilines,26

wherein both the hydrogen bond acceptor atoms (oxygen)
of nitro group bind a single proton, usually from a
secondary aromatic amine, to form a [R2

2(4)]-type16 four-
membered hydrogen-bonded network. The supramolecu-
lar assembly of the dimers (1.1a,b,d and 2.2a,b) through

the four-membered ring intermolecular hydrogen bonding
is characterized by relatively longer hydrogen bonds
(d(N-H‚‚‚Oavg) ) 2.355 Å), which suggests that additional
interactions, presumably from the cooperative hydropho-
bic interactions of the N-urea and O-carbamate substit-
uents of the adjacent duplexes, might be involved in
stabilizing these extended self-assembled networks. In-
deed, such cooperative hydrophobic interactions are
known to play a crucial role in aiding the self-assembly
of peptide/protein â-sheets containing substantial amounts
of hydrophobic amino acid residues.27 Interestingly, the
dimer 1.1c that lacks predisposition of its N- and O-
substituents as in the other cases (1a,b,d and 2a,b) self-
assembles in a different fashion, affording a pillar-type
supramolecular ensemble (figure 4c).

(26) Panunto, T. W.; Urbaliczyk-Lipkowska, Z.; Johnson, R. B.;
Etter, M. C. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 1987, 109, 7786-7797.

FIGURE 4. Further self-assembly of the dimers 1.1a-d and 2.2a,b. Hydrogen bonding is highlighted in dashes (salmon colored),
above which [R2

2(4)]-type hydrogen bond distances (N-H‚‚‚N and N-H‚‚‚O) are displayed in Å. All hydrogens, other than those
at the hydrogen-bonding sites, and the disordered atoms/rings have been omitted for clarity. Only a single sheet of self-assembled
network is shown here. This figure was made using PyMOL.18
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Summary

Fixing multiple cooperative binding sites in an ideal
spatial arrangement on a structurally rigid backbone,
constrained by intramolecular hydrogen bonding, is a
novel way for facilitating the hydrogen bond-directed
synthesis of molecular dimers. In this article, we have
demonstrated the ability of the self-assembling constructs
1 and 2, both of them based on the amidinourea motif,
to form molecular dimers, whose structural preorgani-
zation has been solely effected by intramolecular hydro-
gen bonding. It is interesting to note that the molecular
dimers 1.1a-d and 2.2a,b undergo further self-assembly,
affording supramolecular hydrogen-bonded networks.28

The ease with which the amidinourea motif can be
manipulated to yield a diverse set of molecular dimers
and their high propensity for crystallization14 are note-
worthy. With these observations realized, experiments
are underway to extend this strategy for the preorgani-
zation of much larger linear hydrogen-bonding arrays.29

Such studies should allow us to further delineate the
contributions of cooperative forces on the molecular
assembly process such that the construction of organic
assemblies akin to those of nanoscale biological com-
plexes may be realized.

Experimental Section

General Procedure: [Amino-(3-benzylureido)-meth-
ylene]-carbamic Acid tert-Butyl Ester 1a. A mixture of
N,N′-di-boc-guanidine (1.3 g, 5 mmol, 1 equiv) and benzyl-
amine (1.6 mL, 15 mmol, 3 equiv) in dry THF (10 mL) was
refluxed with stirring for 12 h. The solvent was evaporated
under reduced pressure, and the residue was subjected to
purification by column chromatography (50% pet. ether/ethyl
acetate, Rf 0.7) to yield a colorless sticky compound that was
crystallized from chilled chloroform to yield 1a (65%). mp 110
°C; IR (CHCl3) ν (cm-1): 3396, 3269, 3013, 2980, 2934, 1647,
1547, 1508, 1454, 1302, 1244, 1148; 1H NMR (500 MHz,
CDCl3): δ 8.65 (br, 3H), 7.33-7.26 (m, 5H), 6.25 (bs, 1H), 4.36
(d, J ) 5.5 Hz, 2H), 1.47 (s, 9H); 13C NMR (125 MHz, CDCl3):
158.3, 138.6, 128.5, 127.2, 82.0, 43.7, 28.0; ESI mass: 293.04
(M+ + 1), 586.02 (2M+ + 2); Anal. Calcd for C14H20N4O3: C,
57.52; H, 6.90; N, 19.16. Found: C, 57.28; H, 7.10; N, 19.32.

[Amino-(3-benzylureido)-methylene]-carbamic Acid
Ethyl Ester 1b. To a 1:1 mixture of TFA and DCM (10 mL)
was added 1a (300 mg, 1.0 mmol) at room temperature. After
being stirred for 30 min, the reaction mixture was stripped
off the volatiles under reduced pressure, and the waxy residue
was dissolved in DCM (5 mL). Triethylamine (0.43 mL, 3.1
mmol, 3 equiv) was added to the above reaction mixture,
followed by the addition of ethylchloroformate (0.1 mL, 1.0
mmol, 1 equiv). After being stirred overnight, the reaction
mixture was diluted with DCM (10 mL) and washed succes-
sively with saturated bicarbonate solution and water, and the
organic layer was separated and dried over anhydrous Na2-
SO4. Evaporation of DCM under reduced pressure, followed
by purification of the crude product by column chromatography
(50% petroleum ether/ ethyl acetate, Rf 0.5), gave 1b as
colorless solid (61%) that could be crystallized by diffusion of
pet. ether into a solution of the compound in ethyl acetate.
mp 139-140 °C; IR (CHCl3) ν (cm-1): 3384, 3288, 3018, 2401,
2361, 1672, 1626, 1547, 1370, 1288, 1231, 1140; 1H NMR (500
MHz, CDCl3): δ 10.67-8.80 (br, 3H), 7.34-7.25 (m, 5H), 6.41
(bs, 1H), 4.39 (d, J ) 5.5 Hz, 2H), 3.99 (bs, 2H), 1.18 (bs, 3H);
13C (125 MHz, CDCl3): 161.7, 160.4, 157.1, 138.1, 128.7, 127.4,
61.3, 43.7, 14.3; ESI mass: 265.20 (M+ + 1), 529.39 (2M+ +
1); Anal. Calcd for C12H16N4O3: C, 54.54; H, 6.10; N, 21.20.
Found: C, 54.38; H, 6.22; N, 21.28.

N-[Amino-3-benzylureido)-methylene]-4-methylben-
zenesulfonamide 2a. 2a was synthesized from 1a (300 mg,
1.0 mmol, 1 equiv), following the same procedure for synthesis
of compound 1b, and using p-toluenesulfonyl chloride (196 mg,
1.0 mmol, 1 equiv). Purification was effected by column
chromatography (60% petroleum ether/ethyl acetate, Rf 0.7)
to yield 2a as a white solid (60%) that could be crystallized
from chilled ethyl acetate. mp: 180-181 °C; IR (Nujol) ν
(cm-1): 3377, 3271, 3229, 2924, 2854, 1711, 1633, 1582, 1549,
1456, 1261, 1224, 1155, 1142; 1H NMR (500 MHz, CDCl3): δ
9.62 (s, 1H), 9.53 (s, 1H), 7.81 (s, 1H), 7.74 (bs, 1H), 7.61 (d, J
) 7.9 Hz, 2H), 7.26-7.23 (m, 5H), 7.17 (d, J ) 7.9 Hz, 2H),
4.32 (d, J ) 5.7 Hz, 2H), 2.42 (s, 3H); 13C (125 MHz, CDCl3):
δ 156.8, 154.7, 142.8, 138.8, 137.6, 129.2, 128.3, 127.4, 127.1,
125.8, 43.5, 21.3; ESI mass: 347.09 (M+ + 1), 693.17 (2M+ +
1); Anal. Calcd for C16H18N4O3S: C, 55.49; H, 5.24; N, 16.18;
S, 9.25. Found: C, 55.43; H, 5.33; N, 16.04; S, 8.94.
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