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Abstract

A versatile and expeditious synthesis of taurine-derived thioureas, ureas, and guanidines using taurine isothiocyanate as the key inter-
mediate is reported. Thioureas were obtained by a one-pot two-step procedure starting from taurine by the isothiocyanation reaction
with thiophosgene in aqueous THF, followed by coupling with aliphatic and aromatic amines. Desulfurization of thiourea derivatives
with yellow mercury(II) oxide gave access to either taurine-containing ureas or guanidines in a one-pot three-step fashion. This meth-
odology was successfully applied to the preparation of a cyclodextrin-derived thiourea and guanidine with a taurine residue in their
structures.
� 2008 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Keywords: Taurine; Isothiocyanate; Thioureas; Ureas; Guanidines; Cyclodextrin

Taurine, or 2-aminoethanesulfonic acid, is a natural b-
sulfoaminoacid that is not incorporated into proteins, but
is particularly abundant as a free amino acid in all mamma-
lian electrically excitable tissues such as heart, brain, retina,
and skeletal muscles.1,2 Although it was isolated from the
animal tissues more than two hundred years ago, its biolog-
ical activities and beneficial effects have been recently redis-
covered.1,3 Taurine is involved in brain and retina
development, neurotransmission, osmoregulation, and
immunomodulation;1,2,4,5 numerous studies show that tau-
rine also exerts an antioxidant activity by scavenging reac-
tive oxygen species (ROS) such as endogenously generated
hypochlorous acid,6 nitric oxide or H2O2.7

Although the exact antioxidant mechanism still remains
unclear, the promising in vivo and in vitro studies suggest
that this sulfoaminoacid might be considered as a potential
drug to ameliorate the oxidative stress8,9 in diseases such as
diabetes.10,11 Furthermore, taurine has been described to
play a protective role in spinal cord injury12 and a detoxif-

icant role against some toxins such as heavy metals13 or
against vitamin A excess.14

The exceptional properties showed by taurine have
prompted the researchers to prepare a plethora of deriva-
tives3,15–17 among which acamprosate (calcium 3-acetyla-
minopropane-1-sulfonate) has a predominant place, as it
has recently been approved for the clinical treatment of
alcoholism.18,19 Other taurine derivatives such as taltrimide
and tauromustine are commercialized as anti-convulsant
and anti-cancer agents,3 respectively. Some different appli-
cations of taurine derivatives comprise nanosensors,20

organogelators21 or water-soluble dyes.22

In this context, we now describe a novel methodology
for the easy and practical preparation of taurine-derived
thioureas, ureas, and guanidines, families of compounds
with both synthetic and biological interests.23–26 Despite
the vast amount of taurine derivatives described so
far,3,27 reports on the synthesis of thioureas, ureas, and
guanidines are very scarce,28,29 and never involving taurine
isothiocyanate or isocyanate.

We have used the sodium salt of taurine isothiocyanate
as the key and versatile intermediate for the preparation
of these compounds. There is only one report for the
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preparation of the potassium salt of taurine isothiocyanate,
used as an intermediate in the synthesis of thiazolines;30

however, the procedure described by the authors turns
out to be quite tedious and expensive, and consists of
sequential treatment of taurine with DBU, carbon disulfide,
N,N0-diisopropylcarbodiimide, and potassium thiocyanate
in an acetonitrile–pyridine mixture. Furthermore, no char-
acterization data for the title compound are included. Bült-
mann and co-workers reported31 the use of the sodium salt
of taurine isothiocyanate 2 as a potential P2-purinoceptor
antagonist; this compound was synthesized from taurine
by the addition of thiophosgene, but neither experimental
nor spectroscopy data are included.

On the contrary, we have prepared crystalline isothiocy-
anate 232 in quite an effective and operative fashion by the
treatment of taurine with thiophosgene in aqueous THF in
the presence of NaHCO3 as a mild base (Scheme 1), using
similar conditions as those reported by us for the prepara-
tion of glycopyranosyl isothiocyanates.33 Purification by
column chromatography afforded compound 2 in an 87%
yield, and remarkably, the reaction could be performed
in a multi-gram scale.

Compound 2 could be in situ transformed into thioureas
3–6 by the addition of both aliphatic and aromatic amines
to the reaction medium, without the necessity of first isolat-
ing or purifying the isothiocyanate; these thioureas were

obtained in a 45–86% yield for the two steps after column
chromatography.34

This one-pot procedure could be extended one more
step; thus, in situ treatment of crude taurine-containing
thioureas with yellow mercury(II) oxide as a desulfurizat-
ing agent (Scheme 1), in the presence of aromatic and ali-
phatic amines afforded guanidines 7–11 (24–61%, three
steps). It is noteworthy mentioning that zwitterionic guan-
idines were isolated as solid pure compounds without chro-
matography. Reaction must proceed through a transient
carbodiimide which spontaneously undergoes addition of
the amine.33 It is remarkable that despite using an aqueous
medium, the higher nucleophilicity of the amine toward
water affords the desired guanidines as the major com-
pounds. An example of a natural taurine-derived guanidine
is asterubine, 2-[(dimethylamino)iminomethyl]aminoe-
thanesulfonic acid, isolated from starfish, which displays
a plant growth-promoting effect.35

Following the same synthetic pathway, the addition of
yellow mercury(II) oxide to the crude thioureas 5 and 6,
without the presence of an extra amine, afforded ureas 12

and 13 in a 60% and 40% yield, respectively (Scheme 1).36

We decided to extend our methodology to the prepara-
tion of taurine-containing cyclodextrins; the latter are
macrocyclic oligosaccharides with a truncated-cone struc-
ture bearing a hydrophobic cavity capable of forming
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