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Ynolates react with ketones at room temperature to afford R,â,â-trisubstituted acrylates (tetra-
substituted olefins) with 2:1-8:1 geometrical selectivities. This can be regarded as a new olefination
reaction of ketones giving tetrasubstituted olefins in good yield, even in the case of sterically hindered
substrates. The reaction mechanism involves cycloaddition of ynolates with a carbonyl group and
subsequent thermal electrocyclic ring-opening of the resulting â-lactone enolates. The stereoselec-
tivity is determined in the ring-opening, which is regulated by torquoselectivity. In this paper, we
describe the scope and limitations of olefination of ketones via ynolates and discuss the stereocontrol
mechanism.

Introduction

Olefination of carbonyl compounds is a fundamental
carbon-carbon bond-forming reaction in synthetic or-
ganic chemistry.1 Although conventional olefinations,
such as the Wittig2 and the Horner-Wadsworth-Em-
mons reactions,3 are generally effective in providing di-
and trisubstituted olefins from aldehydes, the low reac-
tivity and/or stereoselectivity of these methods make
them less desirable in the olefination of ketones to furnish
tetrasubstituted olefins,4 which serve as important syn-
thetic intermediates and useful units in medicinal chem-
istry5 and material science.6 Considering how difficult it
is to achieve high stereoselectivity in the olefination of
ketones using phosphorus reagents, development of a
novel reaction with a new mechanism would be extremely
useful.7

We have reported a novel methodology for the genera-
tion of ynolate anions 3 via cleavage of ester dianions 2
derived from R,R-dibromo esters 18 (Scheme 1).9 Since
ynolate anions are ketene anion equivalents, they are
expected to act as multifunctional reactive species.10 We

have already demonstrated the synthetic utility of the
unique anions, including tandem reactions providing
polysubstituted carbocycles,11 cycloaddition with aldi-
mines giving â-lactams,12 and 1,3-dipolar cycloadditions
with nitrones leading to â-amino acids.13

In a previous paper, we reported an olefination of
aldehydes using the ynolate anions 3,14 via ring-opening
of the â-lactone enolates 4 derived from the cycloaddition
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of aldehydes with ynolates, with excellent E selectivity
(Scheme 2), and briefly mentioned the preliminary
results of olefination of ketones.15 In the next paper, we
presented a stereoelectronic effect on the E/Z selectivity
in the olefination of acetophenone and benzophenone.16

Although we have achieved high Z-selectivity in the
olefination of acylsilanes to give vinylsilanes,17 the gen-
erality including the mechanistic considerations in the
olefination of unfunctionalized ketones have not been
known. The development of general methods for the
efficient olefination of ketones is, therefore, still a chal-
lenge. In this paper, we describe the scope and limitations
of the olefination of unfunctionalized ketones via ynolates
with mechanistic considerations on the stereocontrol.

Results

Olefination of ketones providing tetrasubstituted ole-
fins was investigated under the conditions used in
olefination of aldehydes. Table 1 shows the olefination
of symmetrical ketones. As expected, the tetrasubstituted
olefins were synthesized in good yields. The sterically
hindered ynolate 3d, aromatic ynolate 3e, and trimeth-
ylsilyl-substituted ynolate 3g afforded the tetrasubsti-
tuted olefins in good yields. It was also demonstrated that
not only the lithium-halogen exchange method (method
A) but also the reductive lithiation method (method B)
for the generation of the ynolates were applicable to the
olefination.9c

Next, we examined the stereoselective olefination of
unsymmetrical ketones. As shown in Table 2, the reac-
tions of methyl-, butyl-, cyclohexyl-, and phenyl-substi-
tuted ynolates with aryl alkyl ketones gave the desired
olefins in good yield and in unprecedented E-selectivities
(entries 1-4, 6-10) except for indanone, which afforded
the Z-olefin preferentially (entry 11).18 These results
indicate that aryl groups and alkyl groups of ketones
were recognized efficiently in the olefination. Olefination
of acetophenone with the trimethylsilyl-substituted yno-

late was unsuccessful (entry 5), probably due to enoliza-
tion of the ketone by the sterically hindered ynolate.
Olefination of chalcone preferred the (E,E)-diene, where
the aryl group is cis to the carboxylate (entry 12). The
stereochemical preference for olefination of pinacolone
(tert-butyl methyl ketone) is the production of the Z-olefin
(entry 13). Since the E-selectivity using 2-methylcyclo-
hexanone was poor, the recognition between the second-
ary and tertiary carbons on sp3 carbons is not very good
(entry 14). Table 2 also demonstrates that the one-pot
methyl esterification can be applicable to this olefination
of ketones.

For comparison, olefination of tert-butyl phenyl ketone
via the Wittig and Horner-Wadsworth-Emmons reac-
tions was attempted, but no reaction occurred (Scheme
3). It can be seen from these results that ynolates turn
out to be much better reagents than conventional re-
agents for the olefination of ketones, especially sterically
hindered ones.

During the course of this research, we also observed a
stereoelectronic effect, which has already been reported.16

The elucidation of this effect, as well as that of the
stereoselectivity, requires theoretical calculations and
will be published elsewhere.

Discussion

The olefination of ketones via ynolates consists of the
two steps of cycloaddition and ring-opening as shown in
Scheme 2. This olefination has two notable features, the
first being high reactivity toward sterically hindered
ketones. Ynolates can react with phenyl tert-butyl ketone
at room temperature to provide the tetrasubstituted olefin
in good yield. It would be probably due to the fact that
ynolates are highly nucleophilic compact nucleophiles
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SCHEME 2 TABLE 1. Olefination of Symmetrical Ketones via
Ynolates

entry ynolate (R) ketone (R1) conditionsa product
yield
(%)

1 3a (Bu) Ph A 5 82
2 3a (Bu) Me A 6 51
3 3a (Bu) -(CH2)5- A 7 68
4 3b (Me) Ph A 8 >99
5 3e (Ph) Ph B 9 94
6 3f (i-Pr) Ph B 10 99
7 3d (t-Bu) Ph B 11 85
8 3f (PhCH2CH2) Ph B 12 94
9 3g (Me3Si) Ph A 13 98b

a After ketones were added to a THF solution of Ynolates at
room temperature, the mixture was stirred for 0.5 h. Condition
A: Ynolates were prepared with t-BuLi. Condition B: ynolates
were prepared with naphthalene-catalyzed lithiation. b Isolated as
methyl ester.
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TABLE 2. Olefination of Unsymmetrical Ketones via Ynolates

a The ynolate was prepared via naphthalene-catalyzed lithiation.
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bearing linear sp-hybridized carbons at the reaction site.
In addition, although it is not clear that the first step
giving â-lactone enolates is the concerted cycloaddition
or the stepwise addition-cyclization, the reverse reaction,
which is frequently found in aldol reactions of ketones,
is constrained by the spontaneous conversion of the
highly labile adduct, the â-lactone enolate, into the R,â-
unsaturated carboxylate at room temperature. As de-
scribed above, the conventional phosphorus ylide meth-
ods, like the Wittig reaction, are sensitive to steric
congestion, presumably due to the steric hindrance of the
triphenylphosphorus unit and their moderate nucleophi-
licity.

The second feature is the stereoselectivity. The E/Z
stereochemistry of the olefination products is determined
in the thermal conrotatory electrocyclic ring-opening of
the â-lactone enolates. Since this ring-opening would be
an exothermic irreversible reaction, the transition state
also should be “reactant-like”. Thus, the relative energy
of the transition states should take precedence over the
relative thermodynamic stability of the products. The
ring-opening of â-lactone enolates should be similar to
that of oxetenes. It is known that cycloadditions of
aldehydes or ketones with alkynyl ethers are promoted
by Lewis acids to give alkoxyoxetenes, which are con-
verted to R,â-unsaturated esters via ring-opening.19 There
have been, however, few reports on the E/Z selectivity,
especially for the olefination of ketones. Thermal ring-
opening of cyclobutenes giving butadienes has been well
studied experimentally20,21 and theoretically. In particu-
lar, Houk’s torquoselectivity22 provides a reasonable
explanation for our results (Figure 1).

The olefination of aldehydes corresponds to the ring-
opening of 3-alkyl(or 3-aryl)cyclobutenes (Figure 2). It has
been reported that 3-methylcyclobutene gives only E-

alkenes,23 which is in good agreement with our results.
In both cases, alkyl substituents rotate outward exclu-
sively. Houk and co-workers interpret this finding, based
on theoretical calculations, as a steric effect, which, in
part, involves repulsion between filled orbitals of R′ and
the σ-orbital of the breaking C-C bond.24 In the case of
â-lactone enolates, it can be similarly suggested that the
alkyl and the aryl groups (R′) derived from aldehydes
rotate outward, partially due to repulsion between filled
orbitals of the alkyl (or aryl) group (R′) and the σ-orbital
of the breaking C-O bond. This repulsion would be larger
than the steric repulsion between the alkyl group (R′)
and the substituent (R) derived from the ynolate, unless
the transition state is late. This would be one reason the
thermodynamically unstable (E)-olefins were generated
exclusively.

The olefination of ketones via ynolates corresponds to
the ring-opening of 3,3-dialkyl(or aryl)cyclobutenes, which
was extensively studied by Stevens20 and Houk.25 Stevens
reported that 3-tert-butyl-3-methylcyclobutenes prefer-
entially gave the E-isomer as the major isomer, which is
not in accord with our results (Figure 3). In his case, since
the transition state occurs at a relatively late stage, if
the tert-butyl group rotates inwardly, the steric repulsion
between the tert-butyl group and the methylene group
would be critical and thus the E-isomer would be favored.
In our case, because the transition state would occur at
an early stage, the steric repulsion between the tert-butyl
and oxygen atom would be expected to be smaller than
in Stevens’ case. According to Houk’s torquoselectivity,
the electron-donating groups rotate outward and the
electron-accepting substituents inward (Figure 1). In our
case, although the obvious electron-accepting substitu-
ents are not present, some orbital interactions should
nonetheless participate in the selectivity. Recently, the
role of σ* orbitals as acceptors has been discussed by
Murakami26 and Houk.27 If the σ* orbital of the C-C bond
is supposed to be more electron accepting than that of
the C-H bond,28 the inward rotation of the tert-butyl
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FIGURE 1. Torquoselectivity for conrotatory electrocyclic
ring-opening of a cis-3-donor-4-acceptor-cyclobutene.

FIGURE 2. Electrocyclic ring-opening of 3-alkylcyclobutenes
and â-lactone enolates derived from aldehydes.
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group might be expected. Further theoretical calculations
are still needed before a more precise explanation of these
results can be forthcoming.

In contrast, the results of olefination of phenyl alkyl
ketones are consistent with that of 3-methyl-3-phenyl-
cyclobutene; that is, the phenyl group rotates outward
preferentially in both cases (Figure 4). In this case, since
the phenyl group has an electron-rich π-orbital, it can
be regarded as an electron-donating group compared with
the alkyl group. The stereoelectronic factor would over-
come the steric factor. Our findings are consistent with
those indicating that a phenyl group bearing an electron-
donating substituent at the para position rotates outward
more preferentially and that the one bearing an electro-
withdrawing group rotates inward.16 In the olefination
of indanone and chalcone, however, the phenyl group
prefers to rotate inward. As the reason is unclear, more
detailed theoretical calculations are required.

In conclusion, we have developed a new olefination
reaction of ketones via ynolates. The reaction mechanism,
involving cycloaddition of the ynolate with a carbonyl,
followed by thermal electrocyclic ring-opening of the
resulting â-lactone enolates, is quite different from the
conventional ylide and metal carbenoid methods. Thus,
it would constitute a new category of olefination. The
stereoselectivity is determined in the ring-opening, which
is mainly regulated by stereoelectronic effects and tor-
quoselectivity, which can be predicted theoretically. Since
ynolates are highly reactive, even sterically hindered
ketones can be olefinated under mild conditions to give
tetrasubstituted olefins in good yield and in unprec-
edented E/Z selectivity. Although the detailed stereo-
control mechanism is still unclear, this reaction can be
applied to a wide variety of organic syntheses, especially
sterically congested systems.
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FIGURE 3. Electrocyclic ring-opening of 3-tert-butyl-3-me-
thylcyclobutene and â-lactone enolate derived from pinacolone.

FIGURE 4. Electrocyclic ring-opening of 3-methyl-3-phenyl-
cyclobutene and the â-lactone enolate derived from acetophe-
none.
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