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TheNHC-catalyzed conjugate hydroacylation of 1,4-naph-
thoquinones allows for the synthesis of monoacylated
1,4-dihydroxynaphthalene derivatives. These targets, dif-
ficult to prepare selectively by standard protocols, repre-
sent important intermediates in the elaboration of highly
substituted 1,4-naphthoquinone derivatives, which con-
stitute relevant pharmaceutical scaffolds. High regios-
electivity has been observed in the hydroacylation
reaction when starting from nonsymmetrical quinones.

N-Heterocyclic carbene (NHC) organocatalysis has be-
come an increasingly popular field in recent times, as it per-
mits a broad range of useful synthetic transformations.1 The
nucleophilic character of NHCs enables their addition to the
carbonyl group of aldehydes, giving rise to the formation of

“Breslow intermediates”. These can evolve by several reac-
tion pathways, which allows the synthesis of different types
of compounds. Among these reaction pathways, the genera-
tion of acyl azolium intermediates deserves particular atten-
tion, as these species can behave as acylating reagents for
carbon- and heteronucleophiles (Scheme 1).2,3

Herein, we report (Scheme 2) the NHC-catalyzed reduc-
tion-acylation of 1,4-naphthoquinones (1) with aldehydes
(2) to give the monoacylated 1,4-dihydroxynaphthalenes
4. In particular, high regioselectivity has been observed
when starting from nonsymmetrical 1,4-naphthoquinones.4

Compounds 4 are difficult to prepare selectively by con-
ventional acylation reactions, and are useful intermediates
in the synthesis of highly substituted 1,4-naphthoquinone
derivatives, which constitute relevant pharmaceutical
scaffolds.5,6

We have recently undertaken the study of the addition of
different reagents to quinones.7 In the search of a new type
of acylation of quinones, we began the present study by
screening several commercially available azolium salts as
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precatalysts for the reaction between 1,4-naphthoquinone
(1a) and isobutyraldehyde (2a) (Table 1). Whereas no reac-
tion was observed for imidazolium 3a, thiazolium 3b, or
mesityltriazolium 3c salts (entries 1-4), the use of the
pentafluorophenyltriazolium salt 3d8 catalyzed a conjugate
hydroacylation reaction at rt to afford 4aa in good yield
(entry 5). Best results were obtained in CH2Cl2 as solvent
as compared with other solvents of different polarities
(entries 7-9).3d

Under the optimized reaction conditions achieved (Table 1,
entry 5), we examined a variety of aldehydes 2 in their reaction
with naphthoquinone 1a (Table 2, entries 1-6).

We observed that the reaction was general with respect
to 2, admitting aliphatic, alicyclic, aromatic, and unsatu-
rated aldehydes. Also, the reaction was tolerant to the
presence of peri substituents on the quinone system
(Table 2, entry 7).

Several nonsymmetrically substituted naphthoquinones 1
were also examined to assess the scope of the reaction with
regard to the regiochemistry (Table 2, entries 8-13).9 We
observed that a single monoacylated compound 4 was
formed in all cases. It is noteworthy that, in the case of the

C2-substituted quinones 1c and 1e, the most hindered acy-
lated products 4 resulted from the reaction. In the case of
quinone 1d, high regioselectivity10 was observed in favor of
the 4-hydroxy-5-methoxy-1-naphthyl esters 4. In one case
(Table 2, entry 4), the corresponding diacylated product 5ae
was also isolated.

With regard to the formulation of a plausible mechanism,
we have observed that reaction of 1a with deuterated acet-
aldehyde (2b-D4) takes place with 52% deuterium incor-
poration at C3 of the product 1ab-D (Scheme 3).

Our experimental results, in particular the obtention of
the most hindered acylated hydroquinones 4 as major reac-
tion products, are in agreement with a hydride transfer

SCHEME 2

TABLE 1. Optimization of Reaction Conditions
a

entry 3 base solvent yield of 4aa (%)

1 3a Et3N CH2Cl2 0
2 3b Et3N CH2Cl2 0
3b 3b DBU DMF 0
4 3c Et3N CH2Cl2 0
5 3d Et3N CH2Cl2 80
6 3d DBU CH2Cl2 0
7 3d Et3N 1,4-dioxane 70
8 3d Et3N toluene 20
9 3d Et3N DMF 20

10c 3d Et3N CH2Cl2 60d

aUnless otherwise stated, all reactions were performed with 0.1 mmol of
quinones 1, 1.25 equiv of aldehyde 2a, 0.25 equiv of azolium salts 3, and 1.0
equiv of base at rt. bReaction carried out at 50 �C. cReaction carried out
with 0.12 equiv of 3d. d10%of the diacylated product 5aawas also isolated.

TABLE 2. Scope of the Acylation Reactiona

entry 1 2 R1 R2 R3 R4
4 (yield, %)b

1 1a 2b Me H H H 4ab (75)
2 1a 2c cyclopropyl H H H 4ac (80)
3 1a 2d o-Br-C6H4 H H H 4ad (70)
4 1a 2e CHdCHMe H H H 4ae (80)c

5 1a 2f CHdC(Me)2 H H H 4af (60)
6 1a 2g CHdCHCHdCHMe H H H 4ag (65)
7 1b 2a

iPr H OMe OMe 4ba (80)
8 1c 2a

iPr Me H H 4ca (75)
9 1c 2e CHdCHMe Me H H 4ce (70)
10 1d 2a iPr H OMe H 4da (75)
11 1d 2d o-Br-C6H4 H OMe H 4dd (70)
12 1d 2e CHdCHMe H OMe H 4de (70)
13 1e 2a iPr Ph OMe H 4ea (65)
aAll reactions were performed with 0.1 mmol of quinones 1, 1.25

equiv of aldehydes 2, 0.25 equiv of 3e, and 1.0 equiv of Et3N in CH2Cl2
solution (0.3 mL) at rt. bIsolated yield after chromatography. c10% of
the diacylated product 5ae was also isolated.
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mechanism from intermediate I (Scheme 4, path A).11,12 In
the presence of 1,4-naphthoquinones 1, which are well-
known both for their redox properties and their ability to
add nucleophiles in a conjugate fashion, 1,4-hydride transfer
from I may take place giving rise to the acyl azolium II and
intermediate III. Rapid acylation of III by II affords IV,
which tautomerizes to 4. Further acylation of 4 with II may
occur to give the diacylated compounds 5 as minor reaction
products. However, redox pathways are not to be excluded,
and the hydride transfer stepmight take place intramolecularly
from a cation-radical/anion-radical complex between 1 and the
Breslow intermediate, leading to an ion pair complex.

Also, a SETmechanism in which the quinones were acting
as oxidants of the Breslow intermediate3 (Scheme 4, Path B)
could be operative. This would give rise to the acyl azolium
intermediate II and the hydroquinoneV. Acylation ofVwith
II should have furnished the diacylated compounds 5 as
major reaction products, together with the less hindered
monoacylated products 6, and the observed products 4 as
minor components of the reaction mixture. However, this
product distribution is not in agreement with our experi-
mental results.

In summary, we have developed the NHC-catalyzed re-
duction-acylation of 1,4-naphthoquinones with aldehydes
to afford monoacylated 1,4-dihydroxynaphthalene deriva-
tives. This process takes place with high regioselectivity in
agreement with a consecutive hydride transfer-electrophilic
acylation mechanism. Further investigations for the use of
other Michael acceptors in this catalytic reaction are in
progress, and will be reported in due course.

Experimental Section

General Procedure for the Synthesis of 4. With exclusion of
air and humidity, 1,4-naphthoquinone 1 (0.1 mmol) was
dissolved in CH2Cl2 (0.3 mL) in a screw-cap vial containing
a magnetic stirring bar. The azolium catalyst 3 (0.025 mmol)
was added, followed by 0.125 mmol of the aldehyde 2, and
Et3N (0.1 mmol). The vial was capped under Ar. After 18 h of
stirring at rt, the mixture was filtered through a pad of Celite,
which was repeatedly rinsed with Et2O. The solvent was
evaporated under reduced pressure and the products were
isolated by chromatography on silica gel with CH2Cl2 as
eluent.

Isobutyric acid 4-hydroxynaphthalen-1-yl ester (4aa): 1H
RMN (CDCl3, 300 MHz) δ 8.00 (d, 3J=8.0 Hz, 1H), 7.65 (d,
3J=8.0 Hz, 1H), 7.45-7.32 (m, 2H), 6.83 (d, 3J=8.8 Hz, 1H),
6.43 (d, 3J=8.8 Hz, 1H), 6.13 (s, 1H), 2.91 (sept, 3J=6.7 Hz,
1H), 1.36 (d, 3J= 7.1 Hz, 6H) ppm; 13C RMN (CDCl3, 75.5
MHz) δ 176.8, 149.7, 139.8, 127.6, 126.8, 125.5, 125.2, 122.3,
120.8, 117.8, 107.9, 34.4, 19.2, 19.2 ppm; HRMS (EI) calcd for
C14H14O3 230,0943 (Mþ), found 230,0944.

Isobutyric acid 4-isobutyroyloxynaphthalen-1-yl ester (5aa):
1H RMN (CDCl3, 300 MHz) δ 7.83-7.76 (m, 2H), 7.50-7.44
(m, 2H), 7.19 (s, 2H), 2.93 (sept, 3J=6.7 Hz, 2H), 1.37 (d, 3J=
7.2Hz, 12H) ppm; 13C-RMN(CDCl3, 75.5MHz)δ 173.2, 173.2,
143.4, 143.4, 127.5, 127.5, 125.5, 125.5, 120.5, 120.5, 116.7,
116.7, 33.1, 33.1, 17.7, 17.7, 17.7, 17.7 ppm; HRMS (EI) calcd
for C18H20O4 300,1362 (Mþ), found 300,1362.
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