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Design, synthesis, and preliminary biological evaluation
of a novel triazole analogue of ceramide
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Abstract—The amide bond of ceramide was replaced by the non-hydrolyzable 1,2,3-triazole functionality. Click chemistry was
employed for synthesis of the designed analogues. Our preliminary biological evaluation indicated that the amide moiety of cera-
mide is amenable to bioisosteric substitution with the triazole moiety. Some of the analogues were more potent than C2-ceramide as
cytotoxic agents, and the observed cytotoxicity was possibly mediated through the induction of apoptosis.
� 2007 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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Sphingolipid research has recently made significant
strides.1 The increased appreciation and understanding
of the biological roles of sphingolipid raise the emerging
concept of sphingolipid metabolites as therapeutics.2

One of the remarkable recent findings in sphingolipid
research is that sphingolipid metabolites, such as cera-
mide, sphingosine-1-phosphate (S1P), and sphingosine-
1-phosphocholine, can act as second messengers that
regulate diverse cellular processes. Another important
finding is that different sphingolipid metabolites display
different biological functions. For example, ceramide
has pro-apoptotic and anti-proliferative activity,
whereas its metabolite, S1P, exerts an opposite effect.1,2

Thus, controlling the balance of sphingolipid metabo-
lites, by the regulation of enzymes involved in sphingo-
lipid metabolism or by local delivery of sphingolipid,
could modulate the cellular processes.

Ceramide plays a central role in sphingolipid metabo-
lism, both as a key precursor and as a penultimate deg-
radation product of all major sphingolipids (Fig. 1).3

The amide linkage of ceramide is hydrolyzed to fatty
acid and sphingosine by the enzyme ceramidase. The
resulting sphingosine is intrinsically bioactive, and it
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could serve as a substrate for sphingosine kinase to form
S1P.

Due to the biological significance of ceramide, a number
of analogues have been synthesized and evaluated.4

However, to the best of our knowledge, modification
of the amide moiety of ceramide to the non-hydrolyz-
able bioisosteric moiety has not been reported. We envi-
sioned that hydrolytically stable ceramide analogues
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Figure 1. Pathways of ceramide metabolism.
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Scheme 1. Reagents: (a) 1.5 equiv HC„CR, CuSO4, Na-ascorbate,
tBuOH/H2O (1:1), 3–12 h, 85–95%.

Table 1. Cytotoxic activities for 1,2,3-triazole containing ceramide

analogues 1 and 2

Compound EC50
a (lM)

HCT 116b NCI-H358c K-562d
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might alter the balance of sphingolipid metabolites,
either by mimicking the actions of endogenous ceramide
or by regulating the related enzymes. Furthermore, their
metabolic fate would be different from that of ceramide,
due to the different physicochemical properties of the
isosteres. As a consequence, the subsequent sphingolipid
metabolism would be affected, thereby influencing the
cellular processes.

Among a variety of bioisosteres of the amide moiety,
1,2,3-triazoles have gained increasing attention in drug
discovery.5 Triazoles can mimic the topological and elec-
tronic features of an amide bond, and they can actively
participate in hydrogen bonding and dipole–dipole
interactions. Indeed, we recently demonstrated that tria-
zole could successfully serve as a linking unit that can
mimic the atom placement of an amide bond of the
immunostimulant a-GalCer.6 However, unlike amides,
triazoles are extremely stable to hydrolysis. Based on
these considerations, we decided to replace an amide
bond of ceramide by the 1,2,3-triazole functionality as
a non-hydrolyzable bioisostere. We present here the syn-
thesis and preliminary evaluation of a series of 1,2,3-tri-
azole containing ceramide and phytoceramide analogues
of general structures 1 and 2, respectively (Fig. 2) in
which the lipid-chain lengths have been incrementally
varied.

For the divergent synthesis of the designed triazole ana-
logues of ceramide, we employed the recently introduced
click chemistry (Scheme 1). Sharpless and co-workers
developed a copper(I)-catalyzed Huisgen reaction
between azides and terminal alkynes, providing a regio-
selective construction of 1,4-disubstituted-1,2,3-triaz-
oles.7 Thus, the known azidophytosphingosine 4, the
requisite starting material for the synthesis of 2, was pre-
pared from DD-ribo-phytosphingosine according to the
published procedure.8 Huisgen’s 1,3-dipolar cycloaddi-
tion between the obtained azido-compound 4 and varied
terminal alkynes in the presence of CuSO4 and sodium-
ascorbate in tBuOH/H2O provided the desired 1,4-regio-
selective triazole products 2a–e in high isolated yield
(85–95%). For the synthesis of 1, DD-erythro-azidosp-
hingosine 5 was prepared from azidophytosphingosine
4 according to our published four-step procedure.9

Analogous to the preparation of 2, we encountered no
difficulties when converting azidosphingosine 5 into
the corresponding triazoles 1a–e through the
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Figure 2. General structure of triazole containing ceramide analogues

and structure of C2-ceramide.
copper(I)-catalyzed Huisgen reaction. The structure
and regiochemistry of the obtained analogues were
established by means of NMR analysis including
HMBC.10

Among various fundamental biological functions of
ceramides, it has long been known that they can induce
apoptotic cell death.11 Thus, as a preliminary evaluation
of triazoles 1 and 2, the cytotoxic activity in various can-
cer cells was determined by sulforhodamine B (SRB) or
MTT assay as described previously.12,13 In our experi-
ments, the cell-permeable C2-ceramide 3 (Fig. 2) was
employed as a positive control.14 As shown in Table 1,
the cytotoxic activities of triazole analogues 1 were
highly influenced by the length of the attached chain.
The short-chain triazole analogues 1a–c were more effec-
tive than prototype C2-ceramide 3 in inhibiting cancer
cell growth. On the other hand, the long-chain triazoles
1d–e did not show any significant cytotoxicities against
the cancer cells tested up to 50 lM. These results were
not surprising in view of the generally accepted fact
that synthetic short-chain ceramides, such as C2- and
C2-ceramide 24.5 19.6 35.1

1a 16.0 15.7 13.0

1b 12.9 13.6 12.3

1c 12.5 12.8 8.2

1d >50 >50 >50

1e >50 >50 >50

2a 13.9 13.2 14.9

2b 12.9 12.9 14.5

2c 12.0 13.7 12.6

2d >50 >50 >50

2e >50 >50 >50

a All values are means of a minimum of three experiments.
b Human colon carcinoma.
c Human bronchioalveolar carcinoma.
d Human chromic myelogenous leukemia.



Figure 3. DNA fragmentation in K-562 cells treated with various

concentrations of ceramide analogues.
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C6-ceramide, are water soluble and membrane-perme-
able, whereas natural long-chain ceramide is not
water-soluble and penetrates cellular membranes with
difficulty.15 Based on this fact, we could infer that the
diminished cytotoxicities of long-chain triazoles 1d–e
could be attributed to their low aqueous solubility or
poor membrane permeability, not to the intrinsic
inactivity.

The phytoceramides, which contain a hydroxyl group at
C-4 instead of double bond of ceramides, are slightly
more cytotoxic compared with their corresponding cera-
mides.16 These previous findings suggest that the cyto-
toxic activity could be also expected from the
phytosphingosine derived triazoles 2, if the triazole moi-
ety successfully mimics the amide bond. As expected,
triazoles 2 exhibited similar level of cytotoxic activities
as the corresponding sphingosine derived triazoles 1.
Analogous to triazole 1, only short-chain triazole ana-
logues 2a–c were more potent than C2-ceramide 3.
These results indicate that the amide moiety of ceramide
is amenable to bioisosteric substitution with the triazole
moiety.

To determine whether the cytotoxicity is mediated by
the induction of apoptosis, DNA fragmentation was
analyzed. K-562 cells were treated with the short-chain
triazole analogues 1b and 2b for 18 h, and DNA samples
were extracted and analyzed by electrophoresis on aga-
rose gels.17 In parallel, as an apoptosis-positive control,
C2-ceramide 3 was used. The results showed that expo-
sure to triazoles 1b and 2b exerted DNA cleavage that
was characteristic of apoptosis (Fig. 3). Phytosphingo-
sine derived triazole 2b displayed a higher ability than
sphingosine derived triazole 1b to induce DNA fragmen-
tation. C2-ceramide 3 causes much less fragmentation of
K-562 DNA than triazoles 1b and 2b in our experi-
ments. These observations suggest that triazole ana-
logues possibly induce apoptosis in K-562 cells.

In conclusion, we have replaced an amide bond of cera-
mide with a non-hydrolyzable 1,2,3-triazole functional-
ity. Click chemistry was employed to generate triazole
containing ceramide analogues efficiently. As a prelimin-
ary evaluation of the obtained analogues, the cytotoxic
activity in various cancer cells was measured. Our preli-
minary evaluation indicated that the amide moiety of
ceramide is amenable to bioisosteric substitution with
the triazole moiety, providing the basis for further
development of triazole containing analogues. The
short-chain triazole analogues displayed higher activities
than C2-ceramide. Although the reason for these higher
cytotoxic activities is not clear presently, the observed
cytotoxicity is possibly mediated, in part, by the induc-
tion of apoptosis. Because of the numerous and compli-
cated biological actions of ceramide, it is difficult and
needs further studies to ascertain whether the triazole
analogues simply mimic the actions of endogenous cer-
amide or exert different intracellular behavior. To this
end, we are currently investigating this issue, and the re-
sults will be reported in due course.
Acknowledgments

This study was supported by the Korea Science and
Engineering Foundation (KOSEF) through the Na-
tional Research Laboratory Program funded by the
Ministry of Science and Technology (M10500000055-
06J0000-05510). One of the authors (M.C.) was
supported financially by 2nd stage of BK21 project for
Applied Pharmaceutical Life Science Research Division.
References and notes

1. Merrill, A. H., Jr.; Sandhoff, K. Sphingolipids: Metabo-
lism and Cell Signaling. In Biochemistry of Lipids,
Lipoprotein, and Membranes; Vance, D. E., Vance, J. E.,
Eds.; Elsevier: New York, 2002; pp 373–407.

2. For a good review with citations, see: (a) Kester, M.;
Kolesnick, R. Pharmacol. Res. 2003, 47, 365; (b) Rosen,
H.; Liao, J. Curr. Opin. Chem. Biol. 2003, 7, 461; (c) Ségui,
B.; Andrieu-Abadie, N.; Jaffrézou, J.-P.; Benoist, H.;
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