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1. Introduction

It was in 1979 when GROVE e al. isolated from pollen of rape
(Brassica napus) a highly active plant growth promoter, named it
brassinolide and elucidated its structure as (22R,23R.24S5)-2x,34,
22,23-tetrahydroxy-24-methyl-B-homo-6a-oxa-5x-cholestan-6-one (1)
by spectroscopic methods including X-ray analysis (/). The original
structural features of this compound and its unique high biological
activity at very low concentrations stimulated intense research activities
in many laboratories. Such efforts were directed towards the search for
similar compounds in the plant kingdom, their chemical synthesis,
biochemistry and biological mode of action leading up to their practical
application in agriculture and horticulture. As a result of this inter-
disciplinary and rapidly processing research, brassinosteroids can nowa-
days be regarded as a new class of plant hormones with ubiquitous
occurrence in the plant kingdom. Especially. recent molecular biological
studies demonstrated their essential role for normal plant growth and
development. A series of reviews have been published (2—77). Whereas
the first book on brassinosteroid research covers developments up to
1990 (/2), two up-to-date publications about this topic have appeared
very recently (/3, /4). The present article covers the literature up to
December 1998 with special consideration of phytochemical. analytical
and biochemical aspects.

2. Natural Occurrence and Distribution

Till now more than 40 members of the brassinosteroid family
including conjugates could be structurally identified (Fig. 1. /, /15-89).
They have been found in a large variety of higher plants and could be
detected in more than 50 species (3, 5-170, /2. [3. 20). Most bras-
sinosteroids described so far have been isolated from plants belonging to
the angiosperms and within this subdivision mainly in the class of the
dicots, but have also been found in some gymnosperms (Fig. 2).

HO,,,

HO"

Brassinolide (1) 28-Homobrassinolide (2)
Fig. 1. Structures of brassinosteroids from plants
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Fig. 1 (continued)
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