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ABSTRACT

In an effort to access biologically important scaffolds, a concise branch-selective synthesis of C3 tertiary oxindoles by Cu(I)-catalyzed aryl
amidation and 2,2-dimethyl indene by Pd(0)-catalyzed Heck cyclization has been accomplished from acyclic reverse-prenylated intermediates.
Oxindole C3-enolate generation using NaH followed by alkylation in the presence of appropriate electrophiles provides a novel route to quaternary
C3 reverse-prenylated oxindoles.

Direct synthetic access to privileged scaffolds is of crucial
importance in the discovery and development of new drug
candidates. Indole and oxindole scaffolds are common
structural motifs in many therapeutic agents.1-3 Indole
alkaloids, which contain a reverse prenyl group at the C3
position, such as notoamide, roquefortine, amauromine, and
ardeemin, have attracted the attention of the scientific
community because of their significant biological activity.
Nature has produced the welwitindolinone family of alkaloids
that has challenged synthetic chemists by presenting this C3
reverse-prenyl signature embedded in addition to a highly

dense arrangement of rings and functionalities (see Figure
1, reverse prenyl group highlighted).4 Concurrently, the
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indene scaffold has been found in selective inhibitors of
aldosterone synthase5 and a series of serotonin receptor
agonists.6

Oxindole derivatives containing a reverse prenyl group at
C3 are challenging synthetic targets. Several approaches have
been developed for the construction of reverse-prenylated
quaternary C3 centers.7 Despite the fact that some of them
were applied to the syntheses of natural products, these

strategies are limited by a narrow substrate scope, low-
yielding protocols, arduous routes, or the use of highly toxic
reagents (e.g., tin or selenium). Few methods exist for the
synthesis of tertiary C3 reverse-prenylated oxindole scaf-
folds.8 Although the corresponding C3 hydroxy product has
been obtained in good yields, additional steps are required
for the construction of complex and diverse C3 quaternary
centers.

With the broad goal of synthesis and evaluation of
biological activity for a series of C3 reverse-prenylated
oxindoles and 2,2-dimethyl indenes, herein we report an
elegant branch-selective syntheses of C3 tertiary oxindoles
6a-e and indene 7 from the key intermediates 5a-l simply
by switching the transition metal catalyst for the correspond-
ing coupling reactions (Scheme 1). Furthermore, the repre-

sentative tertiary C3 reverse-prenylated oxindole 6a has been
shown to easily undergo the amide-enolate alkylation reaction
to furnish quaternary C3 reverse-prenylated oxindoles 8 and
9 (Vide infra).

Substituted phenylacetamides 3a-l were obtained in a
straightforward fashion from commercially available acids,
in good yields by the reaction of the corresponding acid
chlorides (X ) H, Br [1] or I [2]) with an amine in the
presence of DMAP (20 mol %) as a nucleophilic catalyst in
DCM. Use of either pyridine (for 3a-e) or triethylamine
(for 3f-l) as a base proved equally efficacious, while
triethylamine proving superior with aliphatic amine sub-
strates.
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Figure 1. Representative examples with the highlighted portion
showing a C3 reverse-prenyl scaffold in a prominent or in a cryptic
fashion.

Scheme 1. Divergent Synthetic Route to Reverse-Prenylated
Oxindole (6a-e) and Indene (7) Scaffolds
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Indene scaffold 7 was synthesized from reverse-prenylated
amide 5b by a palladium (0)-catalyzed intramolecular 5-exo-
trig Heck cyclization process. The use of tris(dibenzylide-
neacetone)dipalladium (0) with tri-o-tolyl phosphine as a
ligand in toluene at 100 °C gave the desired product 7 in
69% yield after 24 h. Alternatively the use of bis(triph-
enylphosphine)palladium(II) chloride in toluene at 100 °C
gave 2,2-dimethyl indene 7 in 82% yield after 15 h.
Structurally rigid terminal olefin functionality was identified
through distinct 1H NMR signals at 4.92 and 5.41 ppm in
addition to a characteristic 13C NMR signal at 102.9 ppm
that showed large coupling to the chemically distinct terminal
olefinic protons (data not shown). The discovery of this
synthetic route leading to 7 is important as it allows for
derivatization of indene scaffold in previously intractable
positions.

In midcourse to reverse-prenylated amides 5b-l, the key
intermediates in the synthesis of both target scaffolds, we
applied the Meerwein-Eschenmoser Claisen rearrangement
of allyl imidates9 to substrates 4b-l. Following this se-
quence, the amides 3b-l were converted to intermediate
imidochlorides by the means of phosphorus pentachloride
in refluxing benzene. The crude imidochlorides were treated
with lithium prenyloxide to form allyl imidates 4b-l, which
proved sufficiently pure for subsequent transformations. 1H
NMR signatures were observed for all of the precursors

4b-l, however these imidates proved sensitive to storage
and/or to further spectroscopic characterization. The
Meerwein-Eschenmoser Claisen rearrangement under the
contitions attempted caused a deprenylation event as a minor
side reaction that led to formation of amides 3b-l. Amides
3b-l could be isolated from the reaction mixture and
recycled as the starting material for the preparation of
allylimidates 4b-l, thereby rendering further efficiency to
this sequence (Scheme 1). On our way to tertiary C3 reverse-
prenylated oxindoles 6a-e, we focused on copper(I)-
catalyzed intramolecular Goldberg N-arylation reaction10,11

of amides 5b,c,e-j,l.
In order to avoid the standard protocol, which implies the

use of high temperatures, highly polar solvents, and large
amounts of copper(I) reagents, we have applied recent
advances in aryl amidation chemistry to our substrates. For
compound 6a, we explored a set of two distinct conditions
operating under Cu(I) catalysis. First, 5a was subjected to
the Aryl C-N bond-forming reaction according to the
approach reported by Buchwald.12 Use of copper(I) iodide
as the source of transition metal, K3PO4 as a base, and
N,N′-dimethylethylenediamine (DMEDA) as a ligand in
toluene gave the desired product 6a in only 55% yield
(Table 2). Alternatively, substituting the amidation condi-

tions with structurally defined, air-stable copper(I) complex
Cu(phen)(PPh3)Br as reported by Venkataraman’s group for

(9) (a) For a general discussion on this variant of the Claisen rearrange-
ment, see: Gradl, S. N.; Trauner, D. In Claisen Rearrangement; Hiersemann,
M., Nubbemeyer, U., Eds.; Wiley-VCH: Weinheim, 2007; pp 367-396.
(b) Metz, P.; Mues, C. Tetrahedron 1988, 44, 6841. (c) Metz, P.; Mues,
C.; Schoop, A. Tetrahedron 1992, 48, 1071. (d) Metz, P.; Linz, C.
Tetrahedron 1994, 50, 3951. (e) For chiral auxiliary-based enantioselection,
see: Metz, P.; Hungerhoff, B. J. Org. Chem. 1997, 62, 4442. Hungerhoff,
B.; Metz, P. Tetrahedron 1999, 55, 14941.

Table 1. Meerwein-Eschenmoser Claisen Rearrangement
Leading to Major (5b-l) and Minor (3b-l) Product Formation

entry R X time, h
ratioa

5:3
yieldb of

5, %

1 benzyl Br 2.5 6:1 71 (5b)
2 benzyl I 2 1:1 45 (5c)
3 propyl H 3 5:1 64 (5d)
4 propyl Br 1 3:1 66 (5e)
5 propyl I 1 6:1 71 (5f)
6 pentyl Br 1 5:1 76 (5g)
7 pentyl I 0.5 3:1 59 (5h)
8 isopropyl Br 3 8:1 68 (5i)
9 isopropyl I 0.5 3:1 54 (5j)
10 phenyl H 1 1:1 41 (5k)
11 Phenyl I 0.5 1:2 33 (5l)
a Determined by 1H NMR. b Isolated yield after flash chromatography.

Table 2. Goldberg Aryl Amidation Reaction Leading to Tertiary
C3 Reverse Prenylated Oxindoles 6a-e

a Except for entry 2. b Isolated yield after flash chromatography.
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aryl-nitrogen bond formation proved superior.13 Following
this method, 10% Cu(phen)(PPh3)Br, reverse-prenylated
amide 5c, and Cs2CO3 as a base in toluene gave desired
cyclization product 6a in 87% yield (Table 2) after 72 h.
Using 6a as a prototypical case, this amidation protocol was
optimized for the catalyst, base, and duration of reaction (see
Supporting Information). The use of K3PO4 as a base proved
to be superior for the synthesis of the products 6b-e, which
were obtained in moderate to good yields following the same
approach14 (Table 2).

To illustrate the applicability of the developed synthetic
method for the further derivatization of tertiary C3 reverse-
prenylated oxindoles, we attempted an oxindole alkylation
at the neopentyl C3 center. Because of the steric conge-
stability caused by the C3 substitution, we anticipated this
transformation to be challenging. Gratifyingly, formation
of the corresponding enolate proved feasible upon treat-
ment of 6a with sodium hydride in DMF at room
temperature, and the alkylation of the enolate with
bromoacetonitrile and ethyl bromoacetate proceeded to
completion at room temperature within 30 min to give
the products 8 and 9 in 98% and 97% yield, respectively
(Scheme 2). Oxindole 8 crystallized upon dissolving the
purified compound in minimum amount of THF followed
by vapor phase trituration with hexanes. The structure of
oxindole 8 deduced from the X-ray diffraction data is
shown below (Scheme 2). It is interesting to note that the
C-N portion of the nitrile aligns, at least in the solid state,
in an antiperiplanar orientation with the CdO π bond of
the oxindole carbonyl group, understandably due to
possible minimization of the dipole moment. As reverse-
prenylated oxindoles occupy a significant chemical space
in medicine, we anticipate the ease of crystallizability
shown by oxindole 8 to bode well for ensuing ligand-
receptor docking studies.

In conclusion, we have developed a novel, elegant branch-
selective synthesis of oxindole and indene privileged scaf-
folds. 2,2-Dimethyl indene 7 has been obtained from

intermediate 5b by a 5-exo-trig Heck cyclization reaction.
Conditions were studied for the conversion of acyclic reverse-
prenylated amides 5 to tertiary C3 reverse-prenylated oxin-
doles 6a-e via Cu(I)-catalyzed intramolecular aryl amida-
tion. Finally, oxindole 6a underwent enolate alkylation with
corresponding electrophiles to give quaternary C3 reverse-
prenylated adducts 8 and 9. In addition to accessing
stereodivergent ring skeletons from readily available precur-
sors, the development of stereocontrolled syntheses of tertiary
and quaternary C3 reverse-prenylated natural products is
currently ongoing and will be reported in due course.
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Scheme 2. Enolate Alkylation of 6a; Direct Access to C3
Quaternary Oxindoles
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