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Hepatitis C virus (HCV) infection is a major global health burden and is associated with an increased risk of liver cirrhosis and
hepatocellular carcinoma. There remains an unmet medical need for efficacious and safe direct antivirals with complementary
modes of action for combination in treatment regimens to deliver a high cure rate with a short duration of treatment for HCV
patients. Here we report the in vitro inhibitory activity, mode of action, binding kinetics, and resistance profile of TMC647055, a
novel and potent nonnucleoside inhibitor of the HCV NS5B RNA-dependent RNA polymerase. In vitro combination studies with
an HCV NS3/4A protease inhibitor demonstrated potent suppression of HCV RNA replication, confirming the potential for
combination of these two classes in the treatment of chronic HCV infection. TMC647055 is a potent nonnucleoside NS5B poly-
merase inhibitor of HCV replication with a promising in vitro biochemical, kinetic, and virological profile that is currently un-
dergoing clinical evaluation.

Hepatitis C is caused by a chronic viral infection with the hep-
atitis C virus (HCV) and may ultimately result in severe liver

diseases, including fibrosis, cirrhosis, and hepatocellular carci-
noma (12). HCV is transmitted via the blood or contaminated
blood products, and although blood screening has considerably
reduced the rate of new infections (40), an estimated 170 million
people are currently infected worldwide (13). There are six HCV
genotypes (1 to 6) and multiple subtypes thereof, and genotype 1
is the predominant genotype in Europe, North America, Japan,
and China (38).

Until recently, patients were treated with weekly injections of
pegylated alpha interferon (IFN-�) in combination with twice-
daily oral ribavirin for 48 weeks. This treatment regimen results in
a sustained virological response (SVR) in approximately 80% of
patients infected with genotype 2 or 3 but only 40 to 50% of those
infected with genotype 1 (39). Moreover, this regimen is associ-
ated with a range of side effects, including flu-like symptoms, ane-
mia, and depression (31). Hence, considerable efforts are being
focused on the discovery and development of direct-acting anti-
virals (DAAs) for hepatitis C. It is believed that inhibitors of HCV
NS3/4A protease, NS5A, and NS5B polymerase will be effective
antivirals with fewer side effects than the combination of pegy-
lated IFN-� and ribavirin.

In 2011, the HCV NS3/4A protease inhibitors telaprevir (17,
44) and boceprevir (2, 35) were approved by the U.S. Food and
Drug Administration and the European Medicines Agency for the
treatment of genotype 1 chronic hepatitis C in combination ther-
apies with pegylated IFN-� and ribavirin. Treatment with telapre-
vir and boceprevir in combination with pegylated IFN-� and riba-
virin significantly increased the SVR rate in treatment-naïve and
experienced patients infected with genotype 1 virus and resulted
in shortened treatment durations for a substantial number of
treatment-naïve patients (17, 35, 44). Nevertheless, multiple
DAAs with complementary modes of action are needed to mini-
mize viral resistance, reduce the treatment duration time; increase
the cure rates of hard-to-treat patient populations, such as prior
nonresponders to an IFN-based regimen; and establish all-oral

IFN-free treatment regimens with fewer side effects, thereby pro-
viding therapeutic options for IFN-intolerant patients.

HCV NS5B is an RNA-dependent RNA polymerase (RdRp)
that is responsible for the synthesis of both positive-strand
genomic RNA and negative-strand RNA (5, 29). The three-di-
mensional structure of HCV NS5B is similar to those of other
RdRps, comprising a right-hand motif with thumb and finger
domains and a palm domain containing the active site (26). Sev-
eral classes of NS5B inhibitors have been reported (3, 19). The
nucleoside NS5B polymerase inhibitors (NI) compete with the
natural ribonucleoside triphosphate substrates of NS5B at the ac-
tive site of the enzyme, where chain elongation is catalyzed. Non-
nucleoside inhibitors (NNI) belong to diverse chemical families
and usually bind to one of four distinct binding sites named
NNI-1 to NNI-4, in locations distal from the catalytic center of the
NS5B polymerase, thereby interfering with the initiation and/or
elongation step of RNA synthesis. The NNI-1 binding site, also
known as the thumb pocket I site, is located at the interface of the
finger and thumb domains of the NS5B polymerase and is occu-
pied by the flexible fingertip �1 loop when the NS5B polymerase is
in a closed active conformation (11). Binding of inhibitors to
NNI-1 is purported to displace the flexible �1 loop from its thumb
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domain binding site, perturbing the interaction between the NS5B
polymerase finger and thumb domains and thereby locking the
enzyme in an open inactive conformation. Small molecules with
benzimidazole (4, 16, 41) and indole chemical scaffolds (15) were
identified as NNI-1-directed NS5B inhibitors.

A proof-of-concept study of HCV genotype 1-infected subjects
showed that monotherapy with the NNI-1 inhibitor BI 207127 has
antiviral activity against HCV genotype 1 (23). Zeuzem et al. re-
ported on an orally administered triple combination treatment for
4 weeks with BI 207127, the HCV NS3/4A protease inhibitor BI
201335, and ribavirin without pegylated IFN-� in treatment-na-
ïve patients infected with HCV genotype 1 (45). This triple com-
bination demonstrated potent early antiviral activity against HCV
genotype 1 with good safety and tolerability.

We now report the in vitro inhibitory activity, mode of action,
resistance profile, and genotypic coverage of TMC647055, a novel
indole class NNI-1-directed NS5B inhibitor. Furthermore, we in-
vestigated the affinity of TMC647055 for a panel of HCV NS5B
polymerases representing diverse genotypes. TMC647055-NS5B
complex stability accounts for the potent inhibitory activity of
TMC647055 against the majority of HCV genotypes.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Inhibitor synthesis. TMC647055 and TMC435 were synthesized in-
house as described elsewhere (36, 43).

Cells and plasmids. Huh7-Luc cells containing the genotype 1b
Con-1 bicistronic subgenomic HCV replicon (clone ET) with cell culture
adaptive mutations E1202G, T1280I, and K1846T in NS3 and NS4B and
encoding a firefly luciferase reporter (28, 30) were kindly provided by R.
Bartenschlager, University of Heidelberg, Heidelberg, Germany. Huh7-
SG-Con1b cells (i.e., genotype 1b Con1-based subgenomic replicon clone
with the S2204I cell culture adaptive mutation in NS5A) and Huh7-SG-1a
cells (i.e., a genotype 1a H77-based subgenomic replicon clone with the
P1496L and S2204I cell culture adaptive mutations in NS3 and NS5A)
were obtained from Apath LLC (St. Louis, MO) (6, 7). Replicon-contain-
ing cells were maintained in Dulbecco’s modified Eagle’s medium
(DMEM; Sigma D-5546 medium supplemented with 10% fetal calf serum
[FCS], 1% L-glutamine, 0.04% [50 mg/ml] gentamicin) containing 500 to
750 �g/ml G418. Human hepatoma Huh7-lunet (obtained from R. Bar-
tenschlager), VeroE6, MRC-5, HEK293T, and HepG2 cells were main-
tained in DMEM.

Cloning, expression, and purification of NS5B. The coding se-
quences of the different NS5B isolates lacking 21 C-terminal residues
(NS5B�C21) were amplified and subcloned into the pET21b plasmid as
described previously (32). The NS5B�C21 expression constructs were
then transformed into Escherichia coli Rosetta 2 (DE3) (Novagen, Madi-
son, WI) for NS5B production, and protein was purified as reported be-
fore (32).

RdRp assay. A primer-dependent transcription assay enabled the de-
termination of 50% inhibitory concentrations (IC50s) essentially as de-
scribed previously (32). Briefly, following a 15-min preincubation with
the inhibitor, 20 nM purified Con1b NS5B�C21 polymerase was incu-
bated for 10 min with a mixture of 150 nM 5=-biotinylated oligonucleo-
tide (rG13) primer, 15 nM poly(rC) template, 19 mM Tris-HCl, 5 mM
MgCl2, 17 mM NaCl, 21 mM KCl, and 2.5 mM dithiothreitol (DTT).
Then, 600 nM GTP and 0.13 �Ci of [3H]GTP were added to the 40-�l
mixture to initiate the reaction; the mixture was then incubated at room
temperature for 2 h before the reaction was stopped by the addition of 40
�l streptavidin-coated SPA beads.

Anti-replicon activity and cytotoxicity of TMC647055. The lucifer-
ase reporter replicon assay and the replicon assays with a quantitative
real-time PCR (qRT-PCR) readout were performed as described previ-
ously (27). Briefly, Huh7-Luc replicon cells and counterscreen cell lines

(Huh7-CMV-Luc and MT4-LTR-Luc) were incubated with serial dilu-
tions of TMC647055 for 3 days, after which the luciferase activity was
determined or HCV replicon RNA levels were measured and normalized
to a cellular reference mRNA (the ribosomal subunit RPL13 gene). The
50% effective concentrations (EC50s) and n-fold changes in the EC50s
were calculated for the inhibitor assayed in triplicate unless stated other-
wise. The cytotoxicity of TMC647055 for different cell types (MRC-5,
HEK-293T, HepG2, and VeroE6 cells) was analyzed after 3 days of inhib-
itor exposure by incubation with resazurin (Sigma-Aldrich, St. Louis,
MO), followed by resorufin fluorescence detection in a fluorescence
reader. Dose-dependent inhibition curves were used to calculate 50%
cytotoxic concentrations (CC50s). In addition, CC50s were determined in
an Huh7 hepatoma cell line expressing a luciferase reporter under the
control of a human cytomegalovirus (CMV) major immediate-early pro-
moter (Huh7-CMV-Luc) and in an MT4 T lymphocyte cell line (MT4-
LTR-Luc) encoding a luciferase reporter under the control of the human
immunodeficiency virus type 1 (HIV-1) long terminal repeat by measur-
ing luciferase luminescence after 3 days of incubation in the presence of
increasing concentrations of the compound.

Transient replicon assay: mutant replicons. The drug susceptibility
of mutant replicons was assessed as described previously (25, 32). Mutant
replicons were generated by the introduction of site-directed mutations
into the pFKi341Luc_NS3-3=_ET backbone, obtained from R. Barten-
schlager (22). Based on luciferase luminescence measurements of inhibi-
tor-treated wells and nontreated-cell controls, dose-response curves and
EC50s were calculated.

Transient replicon assay: NS5B chimeric replicons. NS5B chimeric
replicons were generated as described previously (32). The sensitivity of
the chimeric replicons to TMC647055 was tested in a transient replicon
assay as described previously (30).

Selectivity of TMC647055 for HCV. Antiviral activities against a
broad range of DNA (CMV, adenovirus, hepatitis B virus, vaccinia virus)
and RNA (coxsackie virus, dengue virus, influenza virus, yellow fever
virus) viruses were determined as described previously (1, 14, 18, 21, 27).

Determination of affinity and dissociation constants of TMC647055
binding to NS5B. Interactions between NS5B�C21 polymerase isolates
and inhibitors were measured via surface plasmon resonance (SPR) using
the T100 Biacore system as described previously (32). Briefly, purified,
HIS6-tagged polymerases were immobilized using noncovalent, reversible
capture on nitrilotriacetic acid sensor chips (GE Healthcare) in immobi-
lization buffer (20 mM morpholinepropanesulfonic acid [MOPS; pH
7.4], 500 mM NaCl, 0.005% Tween 20, 1 mM DTT, 50 �M EDTA). Im-
mobilization levels of 5,000 to 20,000 resonance units were routinely
reached. Interaction studies were all performed at 25°C with a flow rate of
10 �l/min. Inhibitors were serially diluted in running buffer (20 mM
Tris-HCl [pH 7.4], 150 mM NaCl, 50 �M EDTA, 1 mM DTT, 0.005%
Tween 20) containing 5% dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO). Single-cycle ki-
netics were used in which five increasing concentrations of inhibitor were
injected for a period of 300 s each in one single cycle, and dissociation was
monitored for a period of 1,200 s. The sensor surface was regenerated by
sequentially injecting regeneration buffer 1 {350 mM EDTA, 10% DMSO,
500 mM NaCl, 0.2% 3-[(3-cholamidopropyl)-dimethylammonio]-1-
propanesulfonate (CHAPS), 0.1% soluble carboxymethyl-dextran} and
regeneration buffer 2 (0.05% SDS in phosphate-buffered saline). Data
were analyzed using simultaneous nonlinear regression analysis (global
fitting) adapted for single-cycle kinetics with Biacore T100 BiaEval eval-
uation software 2.0 (GE Healthcare) as described previously (32).

Colony formation assay with Huh7-Luc replicon cells. A colony for-
mation assay was performed as described previously (25). Briefly, Huh7-
Luc replicon cells were seeded at a concentration of 2 � 104/10-cm dish
and treated with different concentrations of a single inhibitor or a com-
bination of two different inhibitors, respectively, in the presence of 1,000
�g/ml G418. Medium was refreshed twice weekly, and fresh inhibitor was
added. After 2 to 3 weeks, when significant cell death was visible, the
remaining cell colonies were stained with neutral red and counted.
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In vitro selection of resistant replicons. Huh7-Luc replicon cells were
seeded at a concentration of 3 � 105/10-cm dish and treated with different
concentrations of compound in the presence of 250 �g/ml G418.
TMC647055 concentrations of 375 nM, 750 nM, and 1.875 �M (approx-
imately 5, 10, and 25 times the EC50, respectively) were used for genotype
1b resistance selection experiments. For the genotype 1a resistance selec-
tion experiments, 750 nM and 1,500 nM TMC647055 (approximately 5
and 10 times the EC50, respectively) were used. Medium was refreshed
twice weekly, and fresh compound was added. Cells were subcultured
when necessary, and significant cell death typically occurred after 2 to 3
weeks. Surviving cell colonies were individually picked or pooled and
expanded. As soon as the quantity of cells obtained was sufficient, RNA
was extracted and amplified and the NS5B region was sequenced by stan-
dard Sanger sequencing at a population level.

HCV replicon clearance and rebound assay. For the HCV replicon
clearance and rebound assay, Huh7-Luc replicon cells were seeded at a
concentration of 3 � 105/10-cm dish and treated with different concen-
trations of a single inhibitor or a combination of two inhibitors for 2
weeks in the absence of G418 (clearance phase). Cells were subcultured
twice per week during the clearance phase upon reaching 70 to 80% con-
fluence, and cell pellets were collected for RNA extraction, followed by
cDNA synthesis and RT-PCR to monitor HCV replicon RNA levels. After
2 weeks, cells were incubated in the absence of inhibitor for a further
period of 3 weeks in the presence of 250 �g/ml G418 to enable a rebound
to occur where residual HCV replicon RNA was present after drug treat-
ment. The G418-containing cell culture medium was refreshed every 3 to
4 days, and cells were subcultured when 70 to 80% confluence was
reached. Cell pellets of each passage during the rebound phase were col-
lected and subjected to RNA extraction, cDNA generation, and RT-PCR
to monitor HCV replicon RNA levels.

RESULTS
TMC647055 is a cell-permeating, selective HCV NS5B inhibitor.
TMC647055 is a macrocyclic indole inhibitor (Fig. 1) that showed
itself to be a potent inhibitor of the HCV NS5B polymerase (ge-
notype 1b, Con1b), eliciting a mean IC50 of 34 nM, as assessed in

the RdRp primer-dependent transcription assay. In the stable rep-
licon system, TMC647055 inhibited the replication of a genotype
1b replicon (clone ET) in the Huh7-Luc cell line with median
EC50s of 77 nM (luciferase readout) and 139 nM (quantitative
reverse transcription-PCR readout) (Table 1). The median EC50s
in Huh7-SG-Con1b, a stable genotype 1b cell line, and in Huh7-
SG-1a, a stable genotype 1a cell line, were, respectively, 74 nM and
166 nM (RT-PCR readout). To investigate the effect on replicon
activity of binding of the compound to human serum proteins, we
added 40% human serum to the Huh7-Luc cell line. This resulted
in an �10-fold increase in the median EC50 to 740 nM (luciferase
readout). The mean CC50s for Huh7 and MT4 cells in a luciferase
reporter assay were 42.1 �M (n � 5) and 28.9 �M (n � 16),
respectively. Cytotoxicity measurements in a panel of additional
cell lines (MRC-5, HEK-293T, HepG2, and VeroE6) using a res-
azurin assay all resulted in CC50s in excess of 50 �M (see Table S1
in the supplemental material).

TMC647055 showed high selectivity for HCV when evaluated
with a broad panel of human DNA and RNA viruses. At concen-
trations of up to 100 �M, no antiviral activity was observed for
CMV, adenovirus, vaccinia virus, coxsackie virus, influenza virus,
and yellow fever virus and the compound showed no effect on
dengue virus up to the highest tested concentration of 25 �M
(data not shown). The EC50 in the hepatitis B virus antiviral assay
was 86 �M (data not shown).

In order to confirm that the inhibitor inhibited the NS5B poly-
merase via interaction with the NNI-1 pocket, the antiviral activity
of TMC647055 was tested on a mutant panel in the transient rep-
licon assay. TMC647055 showed median EC50 changes in the rep-
licon assay of 9-, 3-, and 371-fold for L392I, V494A, and P495L,
respectively, three mutations that are associated with reduced sen-
sitivity to NNI-1 inhibitors (37) (Table 2). Consistent with its
mode of action, TMC647055 activity was not affected by muta-
tions associated with reduced sensitivity to NNI-2, NNI-3, NNI-4,
HCV NS5B nucleoside inhibitors, HCV NS3/4A protease inhibi-
tors, and HCV NS5A inhibitors (20).

Inhibitory activity of TMC647055 on HCV genotypes. The
genotypic coverage of TMC647055 was investigated in a transient
replicon assay using chimeric replicons based on the genotype 1b
replicon (clone ET) in which the C-terminal part of NS5A (amino
acids 440 to 447) and full-length NS5B (amino acids 1 to 591) were
replaced with the corresponding sequence derived from samples
from patients infected with HCV genotype 1a (n � 14), 1b (n �
10), 2b (n � 2), 3a (n � 2), 4a (n � 1), or 6a (n � 2); each chimeric
replicon represented the NS5B sequence from a different patient.
The genotype 5a chimera did not replicate, preventing the deter-
mination of an EC50. For genotype 2a, the corresponding se-
quence of JFH-1 was used.

FIG 1 Structure of TMC647055.

TABLE 1 Antiviral activity of TMC647055 in stable replicon-containing cell lines

Replicon cell line (readout) Subtype EC50 (�M)a EC50 IQRb (Q1-Q3) nc EC90 (�M)a EC90 IQRb (Q1-Q3) nc

Huh7-Luc (luciferase) 1b 0.077 0.052–0.158 109 0.339 0.266–0.454 109
Huh7-Luc (qRT-PCR) 1b 0.139 0.103–0.140 6 0.395 0.317–0.454 6
Huh7-SG-Con1b (qRT-PCR) 1a 0.074 0.052–0.165 5 0.407 0.308–0.483 6
Huh7-SG-1a (qRT-PCR) 1a 0.166 0.041–0.180 8 0.465 0.110–0.495 8
Huh7-Luc � 40% human serum (luciferase) 1b 0.740 0.503–1.035 59 3.70 1.88–5.02 58
a EC50s and EC90s are expressed as median values.
b IQR, interquartile range.
c n, number of independent measurements.
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The median EC50 of TMC647055 on NS5B sequences derived
from clinical isolates of genotypes 1a, 1b, 3a, 4a, and 6a ranged
between 27 nM and 113 nM (Table 3). However, the genotype 2a
and 2b chimeric replicons exhibited a more-than-200-fold reduc-
tion in susceptibility to TMC647055 in comparison with the ref-
erence genotype 1b (clone ET) replicon.

The affinity, binding kinetics, and dissociation constants of
TMC647055 and HCV NS5B. Previous studies have demon-
strated a good correlation between the cellular inhibitory activity
of an inhibitor (EC50) and the affinity of the inhibitor for its target
protein as measured by SPR (10, 32, 33, 42). This technique en-
ables accurate determination of inhibitor binding kinetics, i.e., the

association rate constant (kon), dissociation rate constant (koff),
affinity (KD � koff/kon), and complex stability (t1/2 � ln2/koff).

TMC647055 displayed high-affinity interaction (median KD,
	35 nM) with NS5B across all genotypes, except for genotype 2b,
for which the median KD of 880 nM was more than 20 times higher
than those for the other genotypes (Table 4). This reduced affinity
for genotype 2b NS5B was due mainly to a 
9-fold increased
dissociation rate and concomitant 
9-fold decreased inhibitor-
NS5B complex stability. Genotype 1b samples displayed the high-
est complex stability (median t1/2, 121 min). The median n-fold
change in the KD of the NS5B enzymes of different genotypes
compared to that of the Con1b wild-type enzyme, as measured in
SPR, was shown to be concordant with the median n-fold change
in the EC50s of NS5B sequences of different genotypes, compared
to that of the wild-type genotype 1b (clone ET) replicon, as as-
sessed in a transient replicon assay (Fig. 2).

In agreement with the data from the transient replicon studies,
the affinity of TMC647055 for NS5B was affected by mutations in
the NNI-1 binding pocket (Table 5) and not by mutations in other
NNI and NI binding pockets (data not shown). The L392I and
V494A mutations resulted in, respectively, 13- and 4-fold reduc-
tions in affinity, mainly due to an increased dissociation rate con-
stant (koff) and commensurately reduced complex stability. The
P495L mutant elicited a 
1,000-fold reduction in affinity,
through a combination of a 6-fold reduced kon and a 
200-fold
increased koff (Table 5 and Fig. 3).

Frequency of resistant colony formation. The frequency of
resistant colony formation was determined in a colony formation
assay using Huh7-Luc replicon cells incubated in the presence of
different concentrations of TMC647055 and TMC435, a potent,
once-daily HCV NS3/4A protease inhibitor (27), alone or in com-

TABLE 2 Effects of NS3/4A, NS5A, and NS5B mutations in the reference genotype 1b (clone ET) replicon on TMC647055 susceptibility

Inhibitor classa and mutation EC50 (�M)b EC50 range (�M) Fold changec Fold change range nd

None (wild-type clone ET) 0.051 0.008–0.295 140

NS5B nonnucleoside inhibitor
L392I (NNI-1) 1.039 0.814–1.65 8.8 8.2–13.3 5
V494A (NNI-1) 0.208 0.073–0.311 3.3 2.9–3.9 7
P495L (NNI-1) 17.8 14.7–
31.5 371.2 175.4–772.1 8
M423T (NNI-2) 0.067 0.014–0.084 0.8 0.6–1.1 8
M414T (NNI-3) 0.072 0.050–0.085 0.9 0.9–0.9 3
C316Y (NNI-4) 0.024 0.008–0.050 0.5 0.3–0.6 6

NS5B nucleoside inhibitor
S96T 0.099 0.078–0.191 1.3 0.9–2.2 9
S282T 0.073 0.037–0.109 0.9 0.7–1.2 12

NS3/4A protease inhibitor
R155K 0.085 0.031–0.137 1.2 1.0–1.5 5
A156V 0.081 0.076–0.087 2.8 2.7–3.0 2
D168V 0.055 0.019–0.072 0.8 0.7–1.1 5

NS5A inhibitor
L31V 0.040 0.015–0.075 1.0 0.6–1.6 4
Y93H 0.052 0.015–0.083 0.9 0.6–1.5 5

a For each inhibitor class, major mutations associated with reduced susceptibility to this class of inhibitors were engineered into the genotype 1b wild-type (clone ET) replicon.
b EC50s are expressed as median values.
c Fold changes in EC50s compared to the wild-type (clone ET) replicon were calculated for every single experiment, and the median values are shown.
d n, number of independent measurements. For n � 1 or 2, the observed value or the mean of the two observed values is, respectively, reported.

TABLE 3 Antiviral activity of TMC647055 against chimeric replicons
containing the NS5B region derived from patient isolates assessed in a
transient replicon assaya

NS5B genotype in
transient replicon

No. of
isolates

Median EC50

(�M)
EC50 range
(�M)

Wild-type clone ET 0.051
1a 14 0.048 0.016–0.185
1b 10 0.027 0.014–0.051
2a 1 12.530
2b 2 NDb 28.7–
98.4
3a 2 0.088 0.050–0.127
4a 1 0.097
6a 2 0.113 0.082–0.143
a The median EC50 across the different isolates within one genotype, the number of
different isolates per genotype, and the range of the EC50s of the different isolates
within one genotype are shown. For n � 1 or 2, the observed value or the mean of the
two observed values is, respectively, reported.
b ND, value not determined because the median EC50 for one genotype 2b isolate was
28.7 �M and that for the other genotype 2b isolate was 
98.4 �M.
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bination (see Fig. S1 in the supplemental material). After 2 to 3
weeks, the control dish containing untreated Huh7-Luc replicon
cells showed widespread cell growth, whereas a dose-dependent
reduction of cell colony formation was observed under TMC435
(
100 colonies at 80 nM and 19 colonies at a 200 nM concentra-
tion) or TMC647055 (30 colonies at a 750 nM concentration)
pressure (see Fig. S1 in the supplemental material). Interestingly,
no resistant replicon cell colonies were observed with 1.5 �M
TMC647055 alone, indicating complete clearance of the replicon
from the cells. Combination of TMC435 with TMC647055 sup-
pressed the formation of resistant colonies, even at the lowest
concentrations used (see Fig. S1 in the supplemental material). No
long-term cytotoxic effects in the absence of the G418 selection
agent were observed at combinations of the highest concentra-
tions tested (data not shown).

In vitro resistance selection with TMC647055. Six indepen-
dent resistance selection experiments were performed with
TMC647055 and genotype 1b replicon (Huh7-Luc) cells, and two
independent experiments were performed with genotype 1a rep-
licon cells. In all of the experiments, resistant colonies were ob-
served and the HCV replicon RNA was sequenced. NS5B se-
quences were obtained from 70 TMC647055-treated replicon
colonies or pools (21 of genotype 1a and 49 of genotype 1b). Eight
sequences were obtained from untreated controls. Only amino
acid substitutions that were observed in at least three NS5B se-
quences from experiments in the presence of TMC647055, as well
as any observed TMC647055 binding pocket variations, were fur-

ther profiled in the transient replicon assay. Notably, none of the
sequences analyzed from the control experiments incubated in
the absence of TMC647055 contained amino acid changes in the
NS5B region.

In genotype 1b resistance selection experiments, mutations
were most frequently observed at NS5B residues L392 (L392I) and
P495 (P495S/T/L), while in genotype 1a experiments, mutations
at NS5B residues P495 (P495S/L), Q309 (Q309R/K), F574
(F574V/S/A), and C575 (C575F/S) were most frequently selected
(Fig. 4 and Table 6). When the corresponding mutations were
introduced into the genotype 1b ET transient replicon backbone,
NNI-1 binding pocket mutations L392I, P495S, P495T, and
P495L showed EC50 changes of 9-, 51-, 45-, and 371-fold, respec-
tively. Another mutation that was identified, although at a low
frequency (observed in two NS5B sequences from genotype 1b
selection experiments), and was previously shown to be associated
with reduced sensitivity to NNI-1 inhibitors was V494A. This mu-
tation caused a 3-fold change in sensitivity to TMC647055 (37).
None of the mutations outside the NNI-1 binding pocket that
were identified in the resistance selection studies and tested in the
transient replicon assay (i.e., K79R, N110S, Q309R, T418A,
W574V [F574V in genotype 1a], and C575F) displayed an EC50

change of 
2-fold compared to reference genotype 1b (Table 6).
However, it needs to be taken into account that the F574V and
C575F mutations were selected only in the genotype 1a replicon
but phenotyped in a genotype 1b transient replicon. The lack of a
change in EC50 in the genotype 1b backbone supports the finding
that those mutations are not selected in the genotype 1b back-
ground.

In vitro clearance of HCV replicon RNA in genotype 1b rep-
licon. The in vitro clearance of HCV genotype 1b replicon RNA
was determined in an HCV replicon clearance and rebound assay
using Huh7-Luc replicon cells incubated in the presence of differ-
ent concentrations of TMC647055 alone or in combination with
the HCV NS3/4A protease inhibitor TMC435 (Fig. 5). HCV rep-
licon RNA was monitored by RT-PCR. The median EC50 of
TMC435 was 13 nM (27), compared with 139 nM for TMC647055
in a 3-day assay in Huh7-Luc replicon cells with HCV RNA read-
out. In the untreated Huh7-Luc control cells, the HCV replicon
RNA content was relatively constant over the whole time of the
experiment, with a maximum fluctuation of �0.3 log10.

A fast dose-dependent reduction of HCV replicon RNA was
detected upon incubation with 1.5 �M and 3.75 �M TMC647055
during the clearance phase in week 1, after the first passage of the
cells. A maximal reduction of HCV replicon RNA was observed

TABLE 4 Kinetic parameters of TMC647055 interactions with NS5B clinical isolates of different genotypesa

NS5B genotype
of purified
protein

No. of
isolates

kon (1/Ms) koff (1/s) KD (M) t1/2 (min)

Median Range Median Range Median Range Median Range

Wild-type Con1b 2.2E�04 8.9E�05 4.1E�09 130.5
1a 5 7.5E�04 (3.9–10.9)E�04 4.7E�04 (3.1–8.2)E�04 7.3E�09 (2.9–10.5)E�09 24.5 14.1–37.2
1b 5 3.1E�04 (2.3–3.7)E�04 9.5E�05 (4.9–14.1)E�05 3.9E�09 (2.3–5.1)E�09 121.4 82.1–234.0
2b 3 1.5E�04 (4.4–42.9)E�03 1.5E�02 (1.2–1.7)E�02 8.8E�07 (2.8–38.5)E�07 0.8 0.7–1.0
3a 3 6.0E�04 (2.5–9.5)E�04 3.6E�04 (3.6–4.5)E�04 6.1E�09 (4.0–19.1)E�09 31.7 25.5–32.1
4a 3 2.1E�05 (1.8–2.9)E�05 4.4E�04 (3.9–6.0)E�04 2.0E�09 (1.4–3.8)E�09 26.2 19.1–29.6
5a 1 4.0E�04 9.7E�04 2.1E�08 11.9
6a 1 5.1E�04 1.6E�03 3.0E�08 7.3
a The interaction was analyzed using the SPR reversible capture assay for HCV NS5B.

FIG 2 Comparison of n-fold changes in the KD and EC50 of TMC647055
between different genotypes. The n-fold changes in median KD values (Table
4) were calculated by using the Con1b reference strain, while for n-fold
changes in median EC50s (Table 3), the 1b clone ET reference strain was used.
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after the second passage with a decline of 3.1 log10 for the 1.5-�M-
treated cells and 3.7 log10 for the 3.75 �M-treated cells.

Treatment of the replicon-containing cells with a combination
of 1.5 or 3.75 �M TMC647055 with 100 nM TMC435 resulted in
a rapid decline of HCV replicon RNA within the first two passages
of the cells with a maximal reduction of 4.5 log10. HCV replicon
RNA remained below the limit of quantification during the re-
mainder of the clearance phase, suggesting efficient removal of the
replicon and suppression of resistance. These data were in line
with the complete suppression of the formation of resistant colo-
nies by the combination of TMC647055 and TMC435.

DISCUSSION

Before the introduction of NS3/4A protease inhibitors in HCV
treatment regimens, cure rates resulting from pegylated IFN-�
and ribavirin were moderate, with only 40 to 50% of patients
infected with HCV genotype 1 achieving an SVR. The inclusion of
telaprevir or boceprevir in regimens with pegylated IFN-� and
ribavirin strongly improves the SVR. However, the side effects
from the pegylated IFN-� treatment and the limited response in
treatment-experienced nonresponders highlight the need for the
development of other DAAs to be used in DAA combination treat-
ment regimens.

Combination therapies with DAAs with different modes of ac-
tion, e.g., NS3/4A protease and NS5B polymerase inhibitors, will
likely become the future standard of care for the treatment of
chronic hepatitis C with improved treatment outcomes and the
potential to develop an IFN-free treatment regimen with fewer
side effects. TMC647055 was identified as a novel NS5B inhibitor
(43) that binds to the NNI-1 allosteric site of the NS5B polymer-
ase. The inhibitor demonstrated potent inhibition in a biochem-
ical RdRp assay with the genotype 1b NS5B enzyme, as well as in
genotype 1a and 1b replicon systems. A 10-fold shift in replicon

activity was observed in the presence of 40% human serum, which
could be expected given the fact that this compound shows a high
degree of binding to human serum proteins (data not shown).
Additionally, no cytotoxicity (CC50) was observed in a panel of cell
lines with concentrations of TMC647055 of up to 50 �M, while it
was a very specific HCV replication inhibitor.

The activity of TMC647055 against NS5B sequences of differ-
ent HCV genotypes was determined using a transient assay with
chimeric replicons based on the genotype 1b clone ET replicon
backbone. The inhibitor displayed high potency against genotypes
3a, 4a, and 6a comparable to its activity against genotype 1, sug-
gesting that the overall shape of the NNI-1 pocket is well con-
served among these different genotypes. Variability in susceptibil-
ity to TMC647055 was observed within the genotype 1a chimeric
replicons with a EC50 range of 0.016 to 0.185 �M. The observed
variability could not be associated with potential differences in the
TMC647055 binding pocket residues, as evaluated by population
sequencing of the constructs (data not shown). Activity in the
genotype 2a and 2b chimeric replicons was reduced compared to
that in the reference genotype 1b clone ET replicon. Likewise, loss
of susceptibility of a genotype 2b NS5B polymerase to the Merck
indole-N-acetamide class NNI-1 inhibitors has been reported
(37), suggesting that this may be a common property of NNI-1
inhibitors. The genotype 5a chimera did not replicate, and hence,
TMC647055 could not be assessed against this genotype in the
chimeric replicon assay. Key mutations at amino acid positions
392, 494, and 495 known to be selected in the presence of NNI-1
inhibitors were identified during in vitro resistance selection ex-
periments with TMC647055 (37). Linkage studies of the observed
mutations in resistance selection studies with TMC647055 were
not performed at this stage.

Mutations in the NNI-2, NNI-3, and NNI-4 binding pockets
and the catalytic site did not affect the affinity of TMC647055, nor

TABLE 5 Kinetic parameters of TMC647055 interactions with different NS5B mutantsa

Mutation kon (1/Ms) koff (1/s) KD (M) t1/2 (min) n

Con1b wild type 2.2E�04 8.9E�05 4.1E�09 130.5 11
L392I (NNI-1) 1.8E�04 9.7E�04 5.5E�08 11.9 2
V494A (NNI-1) 5.5E�04 8.4E�04 1.6E�08 13.8 2
P495L (NNI-1) 3.4E�03 2.2E�02 6.5E�06 0.5 2
a The interaction was analyzed using the SPR reversible capture assay for HCV NS5B. For each inhibitor class, major mutations associated with reduced susceptibility to this class of
inhibitors were engineered into the genotype 1b backbone. n, number of independent measurements. Values are averages of at least two independent experiments.

FIG 3 Sensorgrams for the interaction of TMC647055 with two selected NS5B isolates (Con1b wild type in the left panel and Con1b P495L mutant in the right
panel), as analyzed using the SPR reversible capture assay for HCV NNS5B. The series of increasing concentrations of TMC647055 that were injected onto the
immobilized NS5B proteins are indicated. Gray traces represent the double-reference subtracted data, while the red traces represent the fitted values.
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did mutations that confer resistance to other classes of HCV in-
hibitors, i.e., NS3/4A protease and NS5A inhibitors (20), suggest-
ing that combination therapy with other classes of NS5B inhibi-
tors and HCV NS3/4A protease and NS5A inhibitors is possible.

TMC647055 at a concentration of 1.5 �M completely sup-
pressed the formation of resistant replicon colonies in a colony
formation assay using genotype 1b Huh7-Luc replicon cells. At
750 nM, a combination with the HCV NS3/4A protease inhibitor
TMC435 at 80 nM was needed to suppress the formation of resis-
tant colonies, suggesting that combination of the two inhibitors is
beneficial in suppressing the emergence of resistant mutants in
vitro. This finding is in line with earlier findings in the HIV field,
where combinations of antivirals with different mechanisms of
action are used to reach sustained viral suppression and to prevent
the development of resistance (34).

In an HCV replicon clearance and rebound assay using Huh7-
Luc replicon cells, a fast dose-dependent reduction but incom-
plete clearance of HCV replicon RNA was detected upon incuba-
tion with 3.75 �M TMC647055 during the clearance phase of the
assay, and after cessation of TMC647055 treatment, a rebound of
HCV replicon RNA was observed. Hence, TMC647055 alone was
not sufficient to clear the replicon completely from the cells in this
experimental setting. Interestingly, combination of 1.5 �M
TMC647055 with 100 nM TMC435 resulted in a fast decline of
HCV replicon RNA to below the level of quantification during the
clearance phase and prevention of the rebound of HCV replicon
RNA during the rebound phase. These results further substantiate
the thesis that a combination of two DAAs with different mecha-
nisms of action is favored over monotherapy in terms of HCV
resistance development and virus suppression. However, for each
combination, further studies are needed to exclude a potential
antagonistic effect of the combination. Currently, many clinical
studies are ongoing that evaluate the use of DAA combinations in
the treatment of HCV-infected patients. In particular, the combi-
nation of a protease inhibitor and an NNI with ribavirin has
shown clinical efficacy in HCV-infected patients with high rates of
rapid virologic response and SVR, especially in genotype 1b-in-
fected patients (46).

SPR enabled delineation of the kinetics of TMC647055 binding
to multiple NS5B�C21 polymerase clinical isolates and isolates
with site-directed mutations. In general, high-affinity interactions
between TMC647055 and NS5B were observed for all genotypes,
except for genotype 2b, with genotype 1b complexes displaying
the greatest complex stability. The reduced affinity for the geno-

FIG 4 Summary of results of the in vitro resistance selection experiment with TMC647055. Shown are the frequencies of changes observed at different amino acid
positions in NS5B sequences from TMC647055-treated replicon colonies or pools (21 of genotype 1a, 49 of genotype 1b). Positions at which mutations were
present in at least three sequences are shown. Gray bars, genotype 1a; black bars, genotype 1b.

TABLE 6 Summary of results of in vitro resistance selection experiments
with TMC647055

NS5B mutationa

No. (%)a of
observations in:

EC50 (�M)b

Fold change
in EC50

b,c

GT1a
replicon

GT1b
replicon

Wild-type clone ET 0.051
L10P 4 (8.2) NDd ND
P19S 1 (2.0) ND ND
Q19H 2 (9.5) ND ND
K79R 5 (10.2) 0.144 1.0
N110S 7 (14.3) 0.133 1.2
Q309R 7 (33.3) 1 (2.0) 0.047 0.8
Q309K 1 (4.8) ND ND
L392I 4 (19.1) 17 (34.7) 1.039 8.8
M414V 3 (14.3) ND ND
T418A 2 (9.5) 7 (14.3) 0.178 1.7
T418S 2 (9.5) ND ND
E440G 3 (6.1) ND ND
V485M 3 (14.3) 1 (2.0) ND ND
P495S/L 1 (4.8) ND ND
P495S 5 (23.8) 3 (6.1) 6.553 51.0
P495L 3 (14.3) 5 (10.2) 17.785 371.2
P495T 2 (4.1) 3.634 44.7
W571R 3 (14.3) 2 (4.1) ND ND
F574S 3 (14.3) ND ND
F574V 4 (19.1) 0.047e 0.7e

F574A/S/V 1 (4.8) ND ND
C575F 6 (28.6) 0.036 0.6
C575S 2 (9.5) ND ND
Y586C 3 (6.1) ND ND
Y586H 1 (2.0) ND ND

Total no. of
sequenced
colonies/pools

21 49

a NS5B sequences were obtained from 70 TMC647055-treated replicon colonies or
pools (21 of genotype 1a and 49 of genotype 1b). Mutations are shown for NS5B
residues at which changes were observed in at least three sequences. The frequency (in
parentheses) was calculated for each subtype.
b EC50s and fold changes in EC50s were measured in a mutant genotype 1b replicon
(clone ET) panel in at least three independent experiments. Fold changes in EC50s
compared to the wild-type (clone ET) replicon were calculated for every single
experiment, and the median values are shown.
c Compared to the wild-type replicon (clone ET).
d ND, not determined/tested.
e In the genotype 1b replicon used for determination of the EC50 and the fold change in
the EC50, this corresponds to a W574V change.
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type 2b enzyme derived from an increased dissociation rate and
the resultant decreased complex stability; the association rate for
the genotype 2b enzyme was similar to that observed for other
genotypes.

Similar trends in affinity (KD) and inhibitory activity (EC50)
were observed for TMC647055 across the tested genotypes and
mutants. This makes it possible to predict the likely drug suscep-
tibility of clinical isolates even when these isolates are not compat-
ible with replication in the replicon system, as was the case for a
genotype 5a chimera.

SPR enables the determination of protein-inhibitor complex
half-lives, which may be an important factor in clinical efficacy
(9). It was recently reported that BI207127 and MK-3281, two
NNI-1 inhibitors currently in clinical development, exhibit lower
clinical efficacy in genotype 1a-infected patients than in genotype
1b-infected patients (8, 23). While it remains to be determined
whether these observations are related to reduced complex half-
lives for the genotype 1a NS5B polymerase complexes, our results
suggest that it may be useful to evaluate complex half-life as an
additional selection criterion during NNI-1 discovery and optimi-
zation. After demonstrating the safety and tolerability of single
and repeated doses of TMC647055 in healthy volunteers, its anti-
viral activity was studied by treating HCV genotype 1a- and 1b-
infected patients with doses of 500 or 1,000 mg twice daily for 5
days with a morning dose on day 6. A potent antiviral response
was observed in HCV genotype 1b-infected patients (median
maximum decrease in HCV RNA from baselines of, respectively,
3.3 and 3.4 log10 IU/ml) (24). In HCV genotype 1a-infected pa-
tients, the antiviral activity was dose dependent with a median
maximum decrease in HCV RNA from a baseline of 1.4 log10

IU/ml at 500 mg twice daily and of 2.4 log10 IU/ml at 1,000 mg
twice daily (24). These first clinical efficacy data support the fur-
ther development of TMC647055 for the treatment of hepatitis C
disease.

In summary, we report that TMC647055 is a potent and selec-
tive NS5B NNI-1 inhibitor with activity against most HCV geno-
types. The contribution of TMC647055 to in vitro virus eradica-
tion and prevention of the emergence of resistant virus mutants

when combined with the HCV NS3/4A protease inhibitor
TMC435 supports its further clinical evaluation for the treatment
of HCV infections.
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