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ABSTRACT

A highly practical and readily available proline surrogate has been developed with improved solubility properties in common, nonpolar organic
solvents. This sulfonamide-based catalyst has proven highly effective at facilitating enantioselective and diastereoselective aldol reactions
with a range of substrates in nonpolar organic solvents in the presence of a single equivalent of water. Additionally, catalyst loading as low
as 2 mol % can be employed in the absence of any organic solvent with continued high levels of selectivity.

Since the early days of enantioselective Robinson annulations
facilitated by proline,1 organocatalysis has garnered the
attention of the synthetic community. The explosion of
research in this area in recent years has been fueled by the
general mildness of the conditions, the relative ease of
execution, and the wide variety of chemical transformations

that are possible.2 Proline 1 has attracted significant attention
in this areasparticularly in the role of facilitating aldol
reactions (Figure 1).3-5 Despite proline’s utility in facilitating
an organocatalyzed process, it is not without its short-
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(d) Barbas, C. F., III Angew. Chem., Int. Ed. 2008, 47, 42–47.
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ORGANIC
LETTERS

2008
Vol. 10, No. 20

4649-4652

10.1021/ol801941j CCC: $40.75  2008 American Chemical Society
Published on Web 09/23/2008



comings.6 Consequently, a range of proline mimetics has
been created to provide an improved reactivity profile. Two
commonly employed classes are the tetrazole 27 and sul-
fonamides 3-5.8 Derivatives of 4-trans-hydroxyproline (e.g.,
6-8) have been utilized in organocatalysis;9 however, these
substrates suffer from the fact that only one enantiomer of
trans-hydroxyproline is readily available. More substantially
different structures have also been introduced by
Mauroka,6b,10 Jørgensen,11 and others.12 It is important to
note that the vast majority of organocatalyzed processes
involving proline or proline surrogates employ polar solvents
such as DMF and DMSO.7a,8c While these solvents are
commonly used in research laboratories, their polarity creates
added hurdles for product isolation. Nonpolar solvents have
industrial advantages by providing good phase splits with
water and are more easily recycled on scale.13 We were also
cognizant of the need for any proline mimetic to be readily

accessible for inexpensive starting materials in both enan-
tiomeric forms. In this Letter, we disclose the development
of a practical solution for these challenges.

To explore the effects of solvent polarity, the solubility
of catalysts 1-5 in methylene chloride was screened.
Surprisingly, the solubility properties for each of these
compounds were quite poor (<5 mg/mL). The absence of a
significant nonpolar region to molecules 1-5 is one possible
hypothesis to explain the origin of this poor solubility.
Consequently, we developed a new sulfonamide catalyst 11
that possessed a sizable hydrocarbon chain in the para
position of the aromatic ring. This sulfonamide 11 is readily
accessible from the commercially available p-dodecylsulfonyl
chloride (13)14,15 and Cbz-protected proline 15 in 3 steps
(Scheme 1; Table 1). Sulfonamides are ideal choices for

proline mimetics as their pKa has been documented to nicely
match that of proline.8c,16 In contrast to catalysts 1-5,
sulfonamide 11 displays impressive solubility in methylene
chloride (300 mg/mL). The aldol reaction between cyclo-
hexanone (9) and p-nitrobenzaldehyde (10) in methylene
chloride with sulfonamide 11 provided the desired product
12 in reasonable ee and dr (entry 1); however, the yield of
this transformation was somewhat disappointing (51%). Use
of dichloroethylene (DCE) led to an appreciable rate increase
(entry 2).17 Further improvement was found by using a DCE/
EtOH mixed solvent system (99:1) (entry 3). Alternatively,
a single equivalent of water had a similar rate accelerating
effect9a,b and with the added benefit of increased diastereo-

(3) For recent reviews, see: (a) Kotsuki, H.; Ikishima, H.; Okuyama, A.
Heterocycles 2008, 75, 493–529. (b) Guillena, G.; Najera, C.; Ramon, D. J.
Tetrahedron: Asymmetry 2007, 18, 2249–2293.

(4) (a) List, B.; Lerner, R. A.; Barbas, C. F., III J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2000,
122, 2395–2396. (b) Sakthivel, K.; Notz, W.; Bui, T.; Barbas, C. F., III
J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2001, 123, 5260–5267.

(5) (a) Northrup, A. B.; MacMillan, D. W. C. Science 2004, 305, 1752–
1755. (b) Northrup, A. B.; MacMillan, D. W. C. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2002,
124, 6798–6799.

(6) (a) Orsini, F.; Pelizzoni, F.; Forte, M.; Destro, R.; Gariboldi, P.
Tetrahedron 1998, 44, 519–541. (b) Kano, T.; Takai, J.; Tokuda, O.;
Maruoka, K. Angew. Chem., Int. Ed. 2005, 44, 3055–3057.

(7) (a) Cobb, A. J. A.; Shaw, D. M.; Ley, S. V. SYNLETT 2004, 558–
560. (b) Knudsen, K. R.; Mitchell, C. E. T.; Ley, S. V. Chem. Commun.
2006, 66–68. (c) Hartikka, A.; Arvidsson, P. I. Tetrahedron: Asymmetry
2004, 15, 1831–1834.

(8) (a) Berkessel, A.; Koch, B.; Lex, J. AdV. Synth. Catal. 2004, 346,
1141–1146. (b) Dahlin, N.; Bøegevig, A.; Adolfsson, H. AdV. Synth. Catal.
2004, 346, 1101–1105. (c) Cobb, A. J. A.; Shaw, D. M.; Longbottom, D. A.;
Gold, J. B.; Ley, S. V. Org. Biomol. Chem. 2005, 3, 84–96. (d) Sundén,
H.; Dahlin, N.; Ibrahem, I.; Adolfsson, H.; Córdova, A. Tetrahedron Lett.
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Figure 1. Proline and select proline mimetics.

Scheme 1. Synthesis of Sulfonamide 11
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selectivity (entry 4). The optimum reaction conditions
included cooling of the reaction to 4 °C with a 30 h reaction
time (entry 5).

A direct comparison between sulfonamide 11 and a series
of commonly used organocatalysts is provided in Table 2.

Each of the known catalysts 1-5 facilitated the transforma-
tion with good enantioselectivity (98-99% ee); however,
only the tetrazole 2 is able to provide a reasonable yield
(91%) for this transformation (entry 2). Unfortunately, the
diastereoselectivity with the tetrazole catalyst 2 (7:1 dr) is
significantly below that of the sulfonamides (entries 3-6).
In contrast, our p-dodecylphenylsulfonamide catalyst 11
provided excellent diastereoselectivity, enantioselectivity, and
chemical yield for this transformation (entry 6). It is
important to note that the standard proline-based conditions
for this transformation (DMSO, rt) have been shown to
perform less effectively [65%, 1.7:1 dr, 67% ee (syn), 89%
ee (anti)].4

Next, focus was shifted to screening the utility of our
sulfonamide catalyst 11 for facilitating aldol reactions across
a range of substrates (Scheme 2). We were able to access

aldol adducts 17-27 derived from their corresponding
aldehydes and cyclohexanone. Additionally, 4-methylcyclo-
hexanone (28) proved to be a competent substrate for these
conditions.18 Dihydroxyacetone equivalent 30 and pyran-4-
one (32) also were effective in this transformation to provide
aldol adducts 31 and 33-35. Finally, we were pleased to
find that this transformation is effective with acetone (36)
to provide adducts 37-38 in reasonable enantioselectivities.

(18) Luo, S.; Xu, H.; Li, J.; Zhang, L.; Mi, X.; Zheng, X.; Cheng, J.-P.
Tetrahedron 2007, 63, 11307–11314.

Table 1. Optimization of Reaction Conditions with
Sulfonamide 11

entry conditionsa additive
% yield

(drb)
%
eec

1 CH2Cl2, rt, 36 h 51 (15:1) 97
2 ClCH2CH2Cl, rt, 46 h 92 (12:1) 95
3 ClCH2CH2Cl, rt, 36 h EtOH (1%) 96 (14:1) 97
4 ClCH2CH2Cl, rt, 36 h H2O (1 equiv) 96 (36:1) 97
5 ClCH2CH2Cl,4 °C, 30 h H2O (1 equiv) 95 (>99:1) 99
a All reactions were performed at 1 M. b dr was determined by 1H NMR.

c ee was determined by chiral HPLC, using a Daicel AD column.

Table 2. Comparison of Select Proline Mimetics

entry catalyst % yield % eea drb

1 1 22 98 13:1
2 2 91 98 7:1
3 3 42 99 65:1
4 4 49 98 83:1
5 5 52 99 92:1
6 11 95 99 >99:1

a ee was determined by chiral HPLC, using Daicel AD column. b dr
was determined by 1H NMR.

Scheme 2. Exploration of Substrate Scope with Sulfonamide
Catalyst 11a

aThe ratio of ketone to aldehyde was 5:1. bThis reaction was conducted
at room temperature. cThis reaction was performed without the addition of
H2O.
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Extension to cyclopentanone (39) revealed some interest-
ing results (Scheme 3). The optimized 1 equiv of water

conditions gave poor diasteroselectivity in the transformation
[94%, 1.35:1 (40:41), 87-95% ee]. In contrast, the DCE/
EtOH (99:1) solvent system gave improved levels of dia-
stereoselectivity favoring the syn product 40. Limited prior
examples of syn selective aldol reactions with cyclopentanone
have been reported.8c,19 Interestingly, slightly improved
levels of syn selectivity are observed at room temperature
(syn-40: 71%, 77% ee; anti-41: 26%, 80% ee), but with
reduced enantioselectivity.

Finally, we have found that we can perform aldol reactions
with catalyst loading as low as 2 mol % if the reaction is
performed neat (Scheme 4). Under these conditions, a single

equivalent of water was still added to the reaction to improve
reaction rate and selectivity.9a,b As seen in the previous
examples, these transformations generally proceeded in good
to excellent diastereoselectivity and enantioselectivity. We
have demonstrated the practicality of this process by prepar-

ing 1 mol of the aldol adduct 12 (Scheme 5) using a 500
mL round-bottomed flask in excellent diastereoselectivity and
enantioselectivity (88% yield, 97% ee, 98:1 dr). We were
also able to recover over 60% of the catalyst 11 via a single
crystallization.

In conclusion, a highly practical and readily available
proline mimetic 11 has been developed. The sulfonamide
11 can be prepared from commercially available and
inexpensive D- or L-proline. This important attribute is not
shared by 4-trans-hydroxyproline derivatives where only one
of the two enantiomers is commercially available at a
reasonable price. This catalyst 11 has been shown to be
effective at facilitating a range of aldol reactions with some
of the highest levels of diastereoselectivity and enantio-
selectivity reported for many of these transformations.3,4,7-12

Further applications of this catalyst 11 will be reported in
due course.
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Scheme 3. Select Examples with Cyclopentanone

Scheme 4. Select Aldol Reactions Using Low Catalyst Loadinga

aThe ratio of ketone to aldehyde was 2:1.

Scheme 5. Large Scale Example of Enantioselective Aldol
Reaction
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