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The combination of cerium(III) chloride heptahydrate and
sodium iodide supported on silica gel is known to promote
Michael-type additions. Continuing our work on solvent-free
conditions, the CeCl3‚7H2O-NaI-SiO2 system catalyzes the
addition of a variety of indoles and nitroalkenes, giving
2-indolyl-1-nitroalkane derivatives in good yields. Develop-
ment of this method has resulted in a new protocol for the
synthesis of 4-substituted â-carbolines.

We reported recently that indoles react with R,â-
unsaturated ketones in the presence of cerium(III) chlo-
ride heptahydrate and sodium iodide supported on silica
gel leading to good yields of indoles alkylated at the
3-position.1 The reaction may be regarded as a Friedel-
Crafts-type conjugated addition of indoles2 in solvent-free
conditions.3 However, several Michael acceptors4 failed
to react under our conditions, including vinyl sulfones,
R,â-unsaturated esters, and acrylonitrile.

Although the Michael addition of nucleophilic indoles7

to nitroalkenes has been well studied,8 the area is far

from fully explored. The use of CeCl3‚7H2O-SiO2 as
“friendly” Lewis acid promoter9 in Michael reactions with
poorly reactive indoles has not been reported previously.
Among the strongest Michael acceptors,5 nitroalkenes are
also attractive because the nitro group can serve as a
masked functionality. This synthetic chameleon can be
transformed after the Michael addition has taken place.6

Results and Discussion

It is well established that our CeCl3‚7H2O-NaI com-
bination supported on SiO2 is optimal in suppressing
polymerization of electron-rich heteroaromatic rings
(such as indoles) under acid-catalyzed conditions.10 Our
procedure could find many other useful applications in
Michael conditions. In our study of the addition of indoles
to nitroalkenes (Scheme 1), treatment of indole (1a) with
trans-â-nitrostyrene11 in the presence of 0.3 equiv of
CeCl3‚7H2O and 0.3 equiv of NaI supported on SiO2 (0.5
g/mmol of nitroalkene) gives a heterogeneous mixture
that affords, after simple workup, the corresponding
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K.; Laya Mimò, M. S.; Vera Vegas, W. J. Russ. Chem. Rev. 2001, 70,
971-990. (b) Bhalay, G.; Dunstan, A.; Glen, A. Synthesis 2000, 1846-
1859. (c) Tanaka, K.; Toda, F. Chem. Rev. 2000, 100, 1025-1074. (d)
Metzger, J. O. Angew. Chem., Int. Ed. 1998, 37, 2975-2978.

(4) Jung, M. E. In Comprehensive Organic Synthesis; Trost, B. M.,
Fleming, I., Eds.; Pergamon: Oxford, 1991; Vol. 4, pp 1-67.

(5) (a) Zhou, J.; Ye, M.-C.; Huang, Z. Z.; Tang, Y. J. Org. Chem. 2004,
69, 1309-1320. (b) Evans, D. A.; Scheidt, K. A.; Fandrick, K. R.; Lann,
H. W.; Wu, J. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2003, 125, 10780-10783. (c) Bandini,
M.; Fagioli, M.; Melchiorre, P.; Melloni, A.; Umani-Ronchi, A. Tetra-
hedron Lett. 2003, 44, 5843-5846. (d) Bandini, M.; Cozzi, P. G.;
Giacomini, M.; Melchiorre, P.; Selva, S.; Umani-Ronchi, A. J. Org.
Chem. 2002, 67, 3700-3704.

(6) (a) Chakrabarty, M.; Basak, R.; Ghosh, N.; Harigaya, Y. Tetra-
hedron 2004, 60, 1941-1949. (b) Bandini, M.; Melchiorre, P.; Melloni,
A. Umani-Ronchi, A. Synthesis 2002, 1110-1114.

(7) Bartoli, G.; Marcantoni, E.; Sambri, L. Synlett 2003, 2101-2116.
For Lewis acidic activation of various functionalities, see: Yamamoto,
H. In Lewis Acidic in Organic Synthesis; Wiley-VCH: Weinhein, 2000.

(8) (a) Masesane, I. B.; Steel, P. G. Synlett 2003, 735-737. (b)
Berner, O. M.; Tedeschi, L.; Enders, D. Eur. J. Org. Chem. 2002, 1877-
1894. (c) Rimkus, A.; Sewald, N. Org. Lett. 2002, 4, 3289-3291. (d)
Ono, N. The Nitro Group in Organic Synthesis; Wiley-VCH: New York,
2001. (e) Fornicola, R. S.; Oblinger, E.; Montgomery, J. J. Org. Chem.
1998, 63, 3528-3529. (f) Calderari, G.; Seebach, D. Helv. Chim. Acta
1995, 68, 1592-1604. (g) Bartoli, G.; Bosco, M.; Sambri, L.; Marcantoni,
E. Tetrahedron Lett. 1994, 35, 8651-8654. (h) Pecunioso, A.; Menicagli,
L. J. Org. Chem. 1989, 54, 2391-2396.

(9) Rosini, G.; Ballini, R. Synthesis 1988, 833-847.
(10) (a) Bartoli, G.; Bosco, M.; Foglia, G.; Giuliani, A.; Marcantoni,

E.; Sambri, L. Synthesis 2004, 859-864. (b) Okauchi, T.; Itonaga, M.;
Minami, T.; Owa, T.; Kitoh, K.; Yoshino, H. Org. Lett. 2000, 2, 1485-
1489.

(11) (a) Kotrusz, P.; Toma, S.; Schmalz, H.-G.; Adler, A. Eur. J. Org.
Chem. 2004, 1577-1583. (b) Alexakis, A.; Andrey, O. Org. Lett. 2002,
4, 3611-3614. (c) Enders, D.; Seki, A. Synlett 2002, 26-28.

SCHEME 1

10.1021/jo048776w CCC: $30.25 © 2005 American Chemical Society
J. Org. Chem. 2005, 70, 1941-1944 1941Published on Web 01/28/2005



2-indolyl-1-nitroalkane (3aa) in good yield. Encouraged
by this result, we have carried out the addition of a
variety of indoles and nitroalkenes, summarized in Table
1. This synthetic approach allows the facile introduction
of 2-nitroethyl-functionalized substituents into the 3-po-
sition of indole nucleus, possibly serving as a source for
the corresponding amino compounds.12 These derivatized
indole stock compounds would be valuable intermediates
for the preparation of molecules of biological interest.13

It has been observed that the electronic properties of
the aromatic ring have an effect on the rate of this
Michael reaction. The rate is accelerated if an electron-
donating group is present on the indole nucleus (Table
1, entry 2). Even indole substrates bearing an electron-
withdrawing group such as 5-cyanoindole (1d) afford the
corresponding adduct14 in satisfactory yield (Table 1,
entry 4). In the case of an indole derivative containing a
hydroxyl group (1c), our catalyzed Michael addition ran
cleanly and in good yields (3ca and 3cg). Direct reaction
of hydroxyindoles is generally problematic, often result-
ing in low Michael adduct yields due to interaction of the
indolyl hydroxyl group with the Lewis acid catalyst.15

Unfortunately, where the pyrrole moiety of indole carries
electron-withdrawing substituents such as a carbomethoxy
or a benzenesulfonyl group, synthesis of the correspond-
ing Michael adducts has not been successful. The pres-
ence of electron-withdrawing groups in pyrrole ring
reduces the overall nucleophilicity.

With nitroalkenes substituted in the R- or â-position,
the reaction proceeds with good yields. Moreover, with
R,â-disubstituted nitroalkenes we observed low diaste-
reoselectivity and approximately equal parts of syn and
anti products. Only in the case of nitrocyclohexene (2c)
as a Michael acceptor we have obtained moderate dia-
stereoselectivity (Table 1, entry 6) in 2-indolyl-1-nitro-
cyclohexane (3ac). Moreover, Michael addition of indole
to 1-furyl-2-nitropropene 2d and 1-(3-pyridyl)-2-nitro-
ethene 2e gave the corresponding adducts 3ad and 3ae
without any interference of the sensitive heterocyclic
nucleus (Table 1, entries 7 and 8). Furthermore, we have
investigated the use of our CeCl3‚7H2O-NaI-SiO2 sys-
tem to add indoles to the R-carbon atom of R,â-unsatur-
ated carbonyl compounds having a strongly electron-
withdrawing group at the â-carbon.16 The readily available
trans-â-nitroacrylate (2g)17 gave very good yields in all
cases (Table 1, entries 10 and 11). Upon oxidative
removal of the nitro group, this is a useful, high-yielding
method for synthesizing indoles having a malonate
moiety at the 3-position.18 Finally, our conditions can lead
to the nitro indole 3ah.19 Indole reacts with nitroalkene
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TABLE 1. Michael Addition of Indoles to Nitroalkenes
Catalyzed by CeCl3‚7H2O-NaI Combination Supported
on SiO2

a

a Reactions performed in the presence of 30 mol % CeCl3‚7H2O
and 30 mol % NaI supported on silica gel. b All products were
identified by their IR, NMR, and GC/MS spectra. c Yields of
products isolated by flash chromatography. d As a mixture of two
diastereomers in about 1:1 ratio. e Calculated syn/anti ratio
(78:22) on the mixture of diastereomers isolated by column
chromatography.
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derivative (2h), giving a mixture of diastereomers that
we have not been able to separate. This mixture is,
however, easily converted to the enantiomerically pure
alkaloid (-)-(S)-brevicolline.20 The chiral nitroalkene
synthon 2h has been obtained starting from natural
amino acid (S)-proline.21

The present methodology can be applied widely. The
preparation of 3-(2-aminoethyl)-1H-indole, tryptamine
and its derivatives, the neurotransmitter serotonin, and
the tissue hormone melatonin constitute especially im-
portant examples.22 In general, the tryptamines are an
important class of compounds frequently used as building
blocks in the construction of numerous indole alkaloids
with useful biological activity,23 but they are not very
stable. Therefore, syntheses have been designed to pass
through stable intermediates likely 3-(2-nitroethyl)in-
dolyl derivatives, and subsequently transformed to the
amino compounds. Synthetic routes to tryptamines via
reduction of the nitro compounds24-26 have been demon-
strated. Our novel synthetic approach using the Lewis
acid promoter cerium(III) salt provides an easy and
convenient method of making tryptamines by Michael
addition of indoles to nitroalkenes. One of the most
important aspects in this methodology is that the solvent-
free conditions suppress any polymerization phenomena
of the acid-sensitive substrates.

The â-carbolines represent a large group of biologically
active alkaloids widespread in nature.27-29 A number of
central nervous system pharmacological effects have been
attributed to such alkaloids.30 Synthesis of pyrido[3,4-b]-
indoles, the â-carbolines (Scheme 2), was examined to
further evaluate the general utility of silica gel-supported

cerium(III) chloride heptahydrate and sodium iodide.
While â-carbolines can be synthesized via tryptamines31

(vide supra), 4-substituted â-carbolines lacking substitu-
tion at the 3-position are not well represented in the
literature. We have been especially interested in dem-
onstrating the value of our present procedure by synthe-
sis of methyl 9H-â-carbolines-4-carboxylate (6). Busacca’s
method32 of derivatization of an intermediate to generate
a diverse group of 4-substituted â-carbolines requires
N-protection, whereas our linear approach involves in-
troduction of the 4-substituent in the first synthetic step.
Toward this goal, we began with Michael addition of
indole (1a) to methyl â-nitroacrylate (2g) under our
conditions (Table 1, entry 10). The reaction affords indole
3ag in excellent yield, and the nitro group has been
efficiently reduced by hydrogenation in the presence of
Raney nickel to give the â-substituted tryptamine deriva-
tive 4.33 The hydrochloride of 4 was converted in modest
yield under protic conditions according to the standard
procedure34 into the 4-substituted 1,2,3,4-tetrahydro-â-
carboline 5 by condensation with formaldehyde followed
by Pictet-Spengler cyclization of the imine. By compari-
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SCHEME 2 a

a Reagents and conditions: (a) (i) H2 (1 atm), Raney nickel, room
temp for 16 h; (ii) 4 N HCl-dioxane, 78%. (b) (i) 37% aq HCHO,
MeOH, room temp for 18 h; (ii) 6% aq K2CO3, EtOAc, room temp,
1 h; 90%. (c) Pd/C, xylenes, refluxing for 4 h, 83%.
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son, preparation of the hydrochloride of 5 proceeded in
good yield when a 37% formalin solution was added to 4
in methanol at room temperature and stirred overnight.35

The salt of 5 was converted to the free base and
dehydrogenated in the presence of Pd/C to afford â-car-
boline 6 in 83% isolated yield.36

In conclusion, we have demonstrated that the readily
available and economical CeCl3‚7H2O-NaI-SiO2 system
is a viable means for Lewis acid-promoted Michael
addition of indoles with functionalized nitroalkene Michael
acceptors. The results show that our present synthetic
methodology can be applied widely and especially to the
synthesis of â- carbolines that are difficult to make by
other means. These cerium(III)-promoted reactions in

solvent-free conditions are expected to be of use in the
synthesis of a range of indole alkaloids.
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