
Chemoselective Substitution Reaction of 2-Bromo-3-methoxy-1,4-naphthoquinone

Bryanne L. Stills, Carolyn B. Lauzon, and Tetsuo Otsuki�

Department of Chemistry, Occidental College, 1600 Campus Road, Los Angeles, CA 90041, U.S.A.

(Received November 7, 2001; CL-011118)

Chemoselective substitution reactions of 2-bromo-3-meth-
oxy-1,4-naphthoquinone were studied here. In the reactions of 2-
bromo-3-methoxy-1,4-naphthoquinone with a variety of alkyla-
mines, 2-alkylamino-3-bromo-1,4-naphthoquinones resulted in
high yields. Alkylthiols, on the other hand, were found to form 2-
alkylthio-3-methoxy-1,4-naphthoquinones in their reactions with
2-bromo-3-methoxy-1,4-naphthoquinone in the presence of an
amine.

The substitution of quinones has long been studied, partly
because a quinone moiety is incorporated into various biologi-
cally important molecules of complex structure.1 Starting with
simple symmetrical 1,4-naphthoquinones such as 2,3-dichloro-
1,4-naphthoquinone, for example, 2-alkylamino-3-chloro-1,4-
naphthoquinones were successfully synthesized by choosing the
stoichiometry of an alkylamine.2As of yet, however, there has not
been a procedure established for introducing a particular
substituent at the 2- and/or the 3-positions of 1,4-naphthoqui-
nones in a regioselective manner when starting from 1,4-
naphthoquinones lacking symmetry. In order to develop amethod
for regioselective substitution at the 2- and/or the-3-positions of
1,4-naphthoquinones, we studied the reaction of 2-bromo-3-
methoxy-1,4-naphthoquinone (1) as an unsymmetrical starting
1,4-naphthoquinone. We found that a chemoselective substitu-
tion occurred upon applying appropriate conditions for the
reaction. When alkylamines 2 were reacted with 1,3 substitution
at the 3-methoxy group yielded 2-alkylamino-3-bromo-1,4-
naphthoquinone derivatives 3 within a few hours. On the other
hand, when alkylthiols 4were reacted with 1 in the presence of an
amine, substitution for the 2-bromine gave 2-alkylthio-3-
methoxy-1,4-naphthoquinones 5 as the primary product. Depend-
ing upon the amount of amine aswell as alkylthiol added, a second
substitution resulted in the formation of 2,3-bis(alkylthio)-1,4-
naphthoquinones (6) as the final substitution product.

A variety of alkylamines 2 were found to react with 1 in the
dark, yielding 2-alkylamino-3-bromo-1,4-naphthoquinones 3
through a smooth substitution reaction at the 3-methoxy group
(see Scheme 1). Methanol best served as the solvent for this
substitution reaction. The rate of substitutionwas dependent upon
the nature of amines. Primary amines reacted fast, whereas
secondary amines afforded a substitution product rather slowly.
In addition, the size of alkyl group was also found to influence the
rate of substitution. Amines with bulky alkyl groups, in general,
underwent the substitution reaction rather slowly. For these
amines, a reaction at elevated temperatures was often found to
effect the substitution process. Tertiary amines didn’t lead to the
formation of any substitution product with 1 even at elevated
temperatures.4

Typically, 1 (0.1mmol) was dissolved in methanol (20mL).
To this solution, an excess amount of an alkylamine 2 (0.2–
0.5mmol) was added in the dark. The color of the solution

changed to dark red immediately upon the addition of amine to the
solution of 1. The reaction mixture was kept at room temperature
for a few hours until the starting quinone was consumed. In order
to complete the reaction of 1 with an amine 2 with bulky
substituents, the reaction mixture was refluxed for a few hours.
After the completion, the reaction mixture was concentrated in
vacuo and purified on silica gel columnwith amixed solvent such
as pentane-ethyl acetate (95-5) as the eluent. 2-Alkylamino-3-
bromo-1,4-naphthoquinones 3 were isolated as purple crystals in
high yields. The structures of all products were supported by
spectroscopic data such asMS, 1H-NMR, 13C-NMR, IR andUV.5

As described above, tertiary amines were found not to react
with 1. When an alkylthiol 4 was added to an unreacting mixture
of 1 and a tertiary amine, an immediate color change of the
reaction mixture was observed. In this reaction, an alkylthio
group was first substituted for bromine at the 2-position, yielding
2-alkylthio-3-methoxy-1,4-naphthoquinone 5 (see Scheme 2).
Depending upon the amount of amine added, a second
substitution with the 3-methoxy group resulted in the formation
of 6.6 In the absence of amine, an alkylthiol alone will not react
with 1 even at an elevated temperature. Therefore, the formation
of alkylthiolate ion in the equilibrium between alkylthiol and
amine as a base was suggested to be critical for the observed
substitution reaction. The reactivity of alkylthiol depends upon
the alkyl group. Both primary alkyl thiols and secondary alkyl
thiols were found to react effectively with 1, whereas tertiary
alkyl thiols did not react at a noticeable rate. Amines other than
tertiary amine were also effective as the base for this substitution
reaction. There was no product identified that would indicate an
amine itself participated in the reaction as a nucleophile.

To a mixture of 1 (0.1mmol) and an alkylthiol 4 (0.2–

Scheme 1. Reaction of 2-Bromo-3-methoxy-1,4-naphthoqui-
none with Amine.

Scheme 2. Reaction of 2-Bromo-3-methoxy-1,4-naphthoqui-
none (1) with Thiol in the Presence of Amine.
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0.5mmol) in methanol (20mL), for example, triethylamine
(0.1mmol) was added in the dark. The color of the reacting
mixture immediately changed to deep orange. The reaction was
completed in a few hours at room temperature. The purification of
the mixture on silica gel column with an eluent mixture; pentane-
ethyl acetate (95-5) gave 2-alkylthio-3-methoxy-1,4-naphtho-
quinones (5) as orange crystals. When 5 (0.1mmol) were further
reacted with alkylthiol 4 (0.2–0.5mmol) in the presence of a
catalytic amount of triethylamine6 in methanol (20mL) at room
temperature, 2,3-bis(alkylthio)-1,4-naphthoquinones 6 were
yielded in another few hours. 6 were also directly synthesized
without isolating 5when an excess amount of amine was added to
a mixture of 1 and an alkylthiol 4. 6 were obtained as orange
crystals after purification on a silica gel column with a mixture of
pentane-ethyl acetate (95-5) as the eluent. All products, 5 and 6,
were characterized by spectroscopic data such as MS, 1H-NMR,
13C-NMR, IR and UV.7;8

Clearly, the mechanisms involved in each substitution
reaction are different. A nucleophilic attack of alkylthiolate ion
is suggested to explain the substitution reaction at the 2-bromine
with alkylthio group. On the other hand, an initial electron
transfer process between an amine and 1 is hypothesized to
explain the substitution of the 3-methoxy group with an
alkylamino group.4 Further study remains to disclose the
mechanistic details.9
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