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Fluorescent oligonucleotide incorporating 5-(1-ethynylpyrenyl)-
20-deoxyuridine: sequence-specific fluorescence changes upon

duplex formation
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Abstract—We describe the design and properties of a pyrene-labeled deoxyuridine that can be inserted efficiently into oligode-
oxynucleotides using phosphoramidite chemistry. An oligonucleotide incorporating the pyrene-labeled deoxyuridine is a sensitive
fluorescence probe that can discriminate between perfect and single-base-mismatched pairing by changes in its fluorescence
intensity.
� 2004 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
The design and synthesis of fluorescent oligonucleotides
have been subject to intensive effort because these oligo-
nucleotide derivatives can be used as tools in molecular
biology, diagnostics, and structural studies.1 There is
current interest in the development of fluorophore-
labeled oligonucleotides that display a strongly enhanced
signal upon hybridization with a target DNA. These
types of oligonucleotide probes have become very
attractive recently because they can be used as single-
nucleotide polymorphism (SNP) probes.2;3 Pyrene is one
of the most attractive of several fluorophores for the
development of fluorescent oligonucleotide probes
because it possesses favorable photochemical properties,
such as high stability and high quantum yields.4 Various
pyrene-labeled oligonucleotides have been developed as
intercalators5 and as probes that display monomer or
excimer fluorescence upon hybridizations.6 There has
been little investigation, however, into fluorescent oligo-
nucleotide probes that can discriminate between fully
matched and one-base-mismatched sequences by using
pyrene-monomer emission. A few research groups have
used pyrene-labeled probes to distinguish between sin-
gle-stranded oligonucleotides and their duplexes with
complementary targets.6c;d;e In these cases, the intensity
of the signal of the excimer increased when the probes
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hybridized to their complementary targets. Murakami
et al. recently reported an RNA oligonucleotide6a;b

containing a 20-pyrenylmethyluridine unit whose fluo-
rescence intensity is enhanced significantly upon
hybridization to a target RNA. Little or no fluorescence
changes were observed upon the binding of this probe to
single-base-mismatched RNA. Herein we describe a
‘smart’ oligonucleotide that has enhanced fluorescence
intensity upon fully matched hybridization and
decreased intensity upon single-base-mismatched
hybridization. Although there are several ways to attach
a pyrene molecule to a nucleoside, we have chosen to
covalently attach such a unit at the C-5 position of
deoxyuridine,7which is a substitution that we expect will
not perturb its DNA base pairing ability and so should
have very little influence on the stability of duplex DNA.
We have used palladium-catalyzed Sonogashira cou-
pling8 to incorporate a rigid ethynylpyrene moiety into
the oligonucleotide.9 Oligonucleotides containing 5-(1-
ethynylpyrenyl)-20-deoxyuridine have been reported by
Berlin et al. and Wagenknecht et al.,10 but the utility of
these oligonucleotides as probes for detecting single-
base changes of target sequences has not been explored.

The modified oligodeoxyribonucleotide (ODN) con-
taining a 5-(1-ethynylpyrenyl)-20-deoxyuridine unit at
the central position, which is depicted in Figure 1, was
prepared from the nucleoside U* using phosphoramidite
chemistry.11 The ODN was purified by reversed-
phase HPLC and characterized by MALDI-TOF mass
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I: 5'-TGG ACA CU*C GGA ATG-3'

II: 5'-CAT TCC GTG TGT CCA-3'
III: 5'-CAT TCC GGG TGT CCA-3'
IV: 5'-CAT TCC GCG TGT CCA-3'
V: 5'-CAT TCC GAG TGT CCA-3'
VI: 5'-TGG ACA CTC GGA ATG-3'

Figure 1. The synthesized oligonucleotides.

Figure 3. Normalized absorption spectra recorded at ambient tem-

perature of duplexes containing ODN I in a buffer of 100mM NaCl,

20mM MgCl2, and 10mM Tris–HCl (pH7.2).

Table 1. Thermal melting temperatures (Tm �C) of modified and

unmodified ODN duplexesa

Modified duplexes Tm Unmodified duplexes Tm

IÆII 59 VIÆII 57

IÆIII 61 VIÆIII 62

IÆIV 62 VIÆIV 56

IÆV 60 VIÆV 66

aMeasured at 260 nm in 10mM Tris–HCl buffer (pH7.2) containing

100mM NaCl and 20mM MgCl2. Estimated error is ±1 �C.
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spectrometry and UV–vis absorption and emission
spectra, which clearly suggest the presence of the 1-
ethynylpyrenyl groups.

The single-stranded ODN I exhibits typical pyrene-
monomer emission (kmax ¼ 408, 434 nm). Very interest-
ingly, the emission intensities of single-base-pair-mis-
matched duplexes with ODNs II–IV are reduced
considerably relative to that of single-stranded ODN I
(Fig. 2). It is well established that nucleobases serve as
efficient quenchers for pyrene fluorescence in nucleosides
and single-stranded oligonucleotides.12 In our nucleo-
side system, the fluorescence quantum yields of U* in
CHCl3 and MeOH solutions are 0.81 and 0.12, respec-
tively.13;14 Such fluorescence quenching in MeOH indi-
cates that efficient electron injection take place from
pyrene to uracil base. The injected electron is transferred
to the flanking cytosine bases, which induces fluores-
cence quenching of ODN I upon excitation.

In general, both the intercalation of aromatic hydro-
carbons, such as pyrene, into a duplex and the stacking
onto a base quench the fluorescence of these hydrocar-
bons.5c;15 The absorption maxima of single-base-mis-
matched duplexes are red-shifted relative to that of the
fully matched duplex, from 397 to 402 nm, as shown in
Figure 3. These results indicate that in the single-base-
mismatched duplexes the pyrene units interact with one
or more nucleobases at a site external to the helical base
pairing sequence.5c Furthermore, the transition melting
temperatures (Tm) of single-base-mismatched duplexes
are similar to those of the fully matched duplex, as
summarized in Table 1, because of the stabilization
brought about by the pyrene units stacking with their
Figure 2. Emission spectra recorded at 25 �C of duplexes containing

ODN I (1.5M) in a buffer of 100mM NaCl, 20mM MgCl2, and

10mM Tris–HCl (pH7.2). Fluorescence spectra were recorded with an

excitation wavelength of 386 nm. The spectrum labeled ‘none’ is that of

single-stranded I.
neighboring nucleobases. Therefore, the fluorescence
intensities of the single-base-mismatched duplexes are
decreased relative to that observed for the single-stran-
ded ODN I. The pyrene unit in the fully matched duplex
is likely to be located alongside the duplex and is,
therefore, unable to intercalate or stack with the bases.
This arrangement is probably responsible for the
increased emission, which is also supported by circular
dichroism (CD) spectra (Fig. 4a)16 in which we observe
little induced CD at 350–450 nm in perfect matched
duplex IÆV and single-base mismatched duplex IÆII.
Figure 4b shows the expanded CD spectra for the
duplexes in the region between 300 and 450 nm. The
perfect matched duplex IÆV exhibits a peak (398 nm).
The single-base mismatched duplexes IÆII, IÆIII, and
IÆIV, however, show slight red-shifted peaks (402 nm),
which are due to the interactions with neighboring
nucleobases on the exterior of the ultimate base pairing
in the single-base mismatched duplexes. The character-
istic negative and positive absorptions at 240 and
280 nm, respectively, indicate B-form DNA for the sec-
ondary structure of the modified DNA duplexes.

The quenched intensity of the fluorescence emissions in
the single-stranded ODN I and the single-base-mis-
matched duplexes is recovered in the fully matched
duplex IÆV; the corresponding emission maximum is
shifted from 434 to 444 nm. The relative fluorescence
intensities of IÆV, I, IÆII, IÆIII, and IÆIV are 1.9, 1.0, 0.34,
0.46, and 0.69, respectively. Especially noteworthy is the
observation that the fluorescence efficiency of IÆV is 5.6
times stronger than that of IÆII. Because of this differ-
ence, the naked eye can discriminate between perfect
and mismatched base pairing of ODN I, as demon-
strated in Figure 5.



Figure 4. (a) CD spectra of DNA duplexes and (b) expanded CD

spectra of DNA duplexes containing ODN I (4.5lM) at 10 �C in a

buffer of 100mMNaCl, 20mMMgCl2, and 10mM Tris–HCl (pH7.2).

Figure 5. Photographs of the emission behavior at 25 �C of single-

stranded ODN I alone and in duplexes with unmodified ODNs II–V

(15lM) upon irradiation with light at 365 nm in a buffer of 100mM

NaCl, 20mM MgCl2, and 10mM Tris–HCl (pH7.2).
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Figure 6 presents the variable-temperature fluorescence
spectra of single-stranded ODN I and duplex IÆV. The
temperature-dependent fluorescence of the latter is blue-
shifted and its intensity decreases far more dramatically
at ca. 60 �C, which is the melting point of duplex IÆV (see
Figure 6. Emission spectra of (a) the single-stranded ODN I and

(b) the duplex IÆV (1.5 lM) recorded at temperatures from 10 to 90 �C
(at 10 �C intervals). Conditions are the same as described in Figure 2.

The inset displays the temperature-dependent fluorescence intensities

of IÆV.
inset in Fig. 6), than that of I alone as the temperature is
increased.

In conclusion, pyrene-labeled nucleosides––substituted,
using Sonogashira coupling, at the C-5 position of
deoxyuridine––can be inserted efficiently into ODNs.
The pyrene-labeled ODN I is a sensitive probe that
discriminates between perfect and one-base-mismatched
base pairing by changes in its fluorescence intensity.
These findings suggest a way to design highly sensitive
probes for SNP. These studies are now in progress;
additionally, the structural basis for the different
fluorescence properties between fully matched and sin-
gle-base-mismatched duplexes requires further investi-
gation.
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