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ABSTRACT

A photochemical synthesis of [5]helicene employing a copper-based sensitizer 7 has been developed that avoids the disadvantages associated
with the traditional UV light mediated method. The visible light mediated synthesis uses common glassware and a simple household light bulb
without the competing formation of [2 þ 2] cycloadducts, regioisomers, or the overoxidation product benzo[ghi]perylene 3. Preliminary results
show that the reaction time can be significantly reduced through the use of a continuous flow strategy.

The UV light mediated photocyclization of stilbenes
and stilbene-like molecules (photocyclodehydrogenation
reaction), sometimes referred to as the Mallory reaction,1

can be used to prepare a wide variety of polycyclic aro-
matic carbo- and heterocycles. Perhaps the most common
application of the reaction is in the synthesis of helicenes,
3-D polycyclic aromatic systems, which consist of all
ortho-fused aromatic rings that are inherently helically
chiral.2 Since the development of the UV-mediated photo-
cyclization of stilbenes in 1967 byMartin et al., it has been
applied to the synthesis of both small andhigher helicenes.3

Despite its popularity, the UV-mediated method is not
without its disadvantages. The classicalUV-lightmediated

photocyclodehydrogenation reaction lacks enantiocon-
trol, there is a need for high dilution conditions to avoid
competitive intermolecular photocycloadditions, and over-
oxidation of the desired products is often problematic.
In addition, there are practical complications which include
theneed fora special photochemical apparatusorUVlamps,
protective eyewear, and expensive quartz glassware. Despite
all of the obstacles, the classic photocyclodehydrogenation
reaction remains the go-to method for the synthesis of most
helicenes4 and helicene-like compounds.
One of the simplest helicene scaffolds, [5]helicene, has

been used in the synthesis of molecular springs, mo-
lecular machines, novel dyes, polymers, in asymmetric
catalysis, and in studying molecular recognition.5 The
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photochemical synthesis of [5]helicene perhaps best
exemplifies the drawbacks to the UV light mediated
synthesis (Figure 1). The synthesis of [5]helicene 2 from
stilbene precursor 1 is plagued by the formation of an
undesired regioisomer 4 and overoxidation of the
desired product to benzo[ghi]perylene 3. Mallory has
reported that the irradiation of 1 provided the desired
[5]helicene in 25% isolated yield, while the overoxida-
tion product 3 was also formed in 37% yield and the
regioisomeric product dibenzo[b,g]phenanthrene 4 in
38% yield. The difficulty in controlling the second
oxidation of 2 to 3 was noted by Katz et al., who
reported that the judicious choice of substituents
could inhibit the second photocyclization reaction.6

In an effort to develop a practical alternative to the
UV-mediated method, it was believed that the same
stilbene-like precursors could be coerced to form cyclic
products under visible light. As the formation of the
helicene product would now likely arise by a differ-
ent mechanism, the newly developed synthetic route
would not possess the drawbacks associated with the
use of UV light. Herein we describe progress toward
a visible light mediated photocyclization reaction and
the development of a gram scale total synthesis of
[5]helicene 2.

Synthetic photochemistry using visible light has recently
been cited as an emerging synthetic strategy and is
regarded as a “green” technology. The research groups
of MacMillan,7 Yoon,8 and Stephenson9 have recently
reported that sensitizers, such as 5 and 6 (Figure 2), can
be used to photochemically promote reactions (aptly
named photoredox reactions) under mild conditions
using light sources such as simple LED devices, household
lightbulbs, or even direct sunlight.10 Consequently, our
initial investigations sought to employ the same stilbene-
like precursor 1 with reaction conditions that mirrored
the classic photocyclization (utilizing I2 and propylene
oxide 9 as an oxidant system), but with an added sensitizer
(Table 1). We initially chose to investigate complexes that
have been reported to be efficient in other photoredox
processes for related synthetic transformations. These in-
clude the popular [Ru(bpy)3](PF6)2 (5) and [Ir(tbbpy)-
(phpy)]PF6 (6) complexes (Figure 2).Disappointingly, both
catalysts afforded very low conversion of 1 to the desired
[5]helicene, 2. We were then attracted to a Cu-based com-
plex [Cu(DPEPhos)(neo)]BF4 7, reported by McMillin
etal., butneverbefore investigatedasaphotoredoxcatalyst.11

Copper based photoactive complexes represent an under-
explored class of catalysts for photoredox chemistry, as they
often are easily prepared, have tunable electronic proper-
ties, and can possess very long excited state lifetimes.12

Upon treating 1 with the Cu-based sensitizer 7 (Table 1,
entry 3) conversion of 1 took place over 5 days to afford 2 in
30�47% yield. The appropriate control reaction whereby
the same reactionwasperformed in the absenceof light gave
no product 2 (Table 1, entry 4).

Figure 1. Toward a visible light mediated photocyclization.

Figure 2. Transition metal based sensitizers.
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Consequently, we began to optimize the synthesis of
[5]helicene 2 with Cu complex 7 in hopes of improving the
isolated yield via solvent effects or alternative oxidants
(Table 1). A number of solvent combinations were sur-
veyed; however none outperformed THF as a solvent.13 A
number of alternative oxidants were also investigated
including DDQ and t-BuO2H (21 and 29% isolated yield
of 2 respectively), although neither afforded a superior
yield when compared to molecular iodine (Tabel 1, entries
6�7). The use of a catalytic amount of iodine was studied,
where molecular oxygen would serve as the stoichiometric
oxidant. Over a reaction time of 5 days,14 comparable
yields were obtained compared to using stoichiometric
amounts of iodine (38 vs 30�47%).
In an effort to perform a rapid screening of photocata-

lysts based upon 7, an in situ synthesis of the Cu-based
photoredox catalysts was investigated (Table 2). It was
found that a solution of the complex 7, formed in THF
through the sequential addition of DPEPhos and neocu-
proine, could be used directly for the visible light mediated
synthesis of [5]helicene by simple addition of the remaining
reagents and starting material 1. Indeed, the yields for the
isolation of [5]helicene when using preformed catalyst 7
(30�47%) and via an in situ protocol were comparable
(32%). Using the in situ protocol, two important control
experiments were performed: (1) a reaction in the absence
of both the ligands (entry 2) and (2) a reaction in the
absence of the Cu precursor (entry 3). These experiments

suggest that the actual copper complex 7 is indeed the
active photoredox catalyst. Subsequently, the effect of
catalyst loading was investigated, where the yield of 2

was shown to increase to 56% when 50 mol % of 7 was
used.When the neocuproine ligand10was substitutedwith
either theN,N0-dimethyl bisimidazole 11 or the pyrimidine
derived ligand 12,13 the yields were again within the same
range as those obtained for the neocuproine complex (40%
for 2 and 39% for 2). However, the best results were
obtained when using XantPhos as the phosphine ligand
toprepare the photoredox catalyst.At a catalyst loading of
10 mol %, the XantPhos/neocuproine catalyst provided a
highly reproducible isolated yield of 50% of [5]helicene.
Changing the amine ligand from 10 to 11 did not result in a
significant increase. When the catalyst loading was in-
creased to 25 mol %, a further increase in yield was
observed to 57%. The visible light mediated reaction was
left for 14 days in an attempt to increase the isolated yield

Table 2. Optimization of the Visible Light Mediated Synthesis
of [5]Helicene by in Situ Generated Cu-Based Complexes

entry phosphine diamine mol % yield (%)a,b

1 DPEPhos neo 10 32

2 � � 10 0c

3 DPEPhos neo 10 0d

4 DPEPhos neo 10 32

5 DPEPhos neo 50 56

6 DPEPhos bimida 10 40

7 DPEPhos bimida 25 39

8 DPEPhos pypyr 10 39e

9 XantPhos neo 10 50

10 XantPhos neo 25 57f

11 XantPhos bimida 10 36

12 XantPhos bimida 25 49

a Isolated yields after chromatography. bAll reactions run at 5 mM.
Attempts at increasing the concentration further led to lower isolated
yields. cReaction performed in the absence of ligands. dReaction
performed in the absence of Cu(MeCN)4BF4

eWhen catalyst was
preformed the isolated yield of 2 was 14%. fWhen catalyst was pre-
formed the isolated yield of 2 was 56%.

Table 1. Optimization of the Visible Light Mediated Synthesis
of [5]Helicene

entry photocatalyst oxidant (equiv); time (d) yield (%)a

1 5 I2 (1), 9 (50); 3 <10

2 6 I2 (1), 9 (50); 3 <10

3 7 I2 (1), 9 (50); 5 30�47

4 7 I2 (1), 9 (50); 5 0b

5 7 I2 (0.1), O2 (1 atm); 5 38

6 7 DDQ (2); 3 21

7 7 t-BuOOH (4), Δ; 3 29

a Isolated yields following flash chromatography. bReaction per-
formed in the absence of light.
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of the desired helicene. However, no increase in yield was
observed. A control experiment where a 1:1 ratio of 1 and
[5]helicene was submitted to the optimized reaction con-
ditions was performed and no change in the ratio of 1 to 2

was observed, suggesting that the product may be inhibit-
ing further conversion of 1 to [5]helicene.
The synthesis of [5]helicene on a gram scale was

attempted using the optimized protocol (Scheme 1).16

After a 5 day reaction time, the [5]helicene product 2
was isolated in 42%yield. In an effort to develop amore
practical synthetic approach, we performed the synth-
esis of 2 using a continuous flow strategy, since many
photoredox processes have exhibited significant rate
accelerations when using flow chemistry approaches.17

The preliminary experiments demonstrated that a mix-
ture of the catalyst system (formed in situ) and 1 could
be injected through FEP-Teflon tubing while being
irradiated by the same household energy saving light-
bulb at the same concentration (5 mM) used in the
batch reactor. A significant decrease in the reaction
time was observed, as an almost identical yield of 2 was
obtained via the flow process when compared to the
batch reactor in only 10 h (compared to 120 h when
using a round-bottom flask).

Preliminary studies directed toward understanding the
mechanism suggest the newly developed visible light synth-
esis of 2 proceeds via an oxidation mechanism similar to
otherphotoredoxprocesses (Scheme2).18Toprovide some
preliminary support for an oxidative pathway, the cycliza-
tion of stilbenes 13 and 15were also investigated and it was
shown that only the more electron-rich trimethoxy deri-
vative15underwent cyclization to afford thephenanthrene
16. It should be noted thatmore detailed investigations are
still necessary to elucidate the mechanistic pathway for the
conversion of 1 to 2.

In summary, a visible light alternative to traditionalUV-
mediated photocyclizations has been developed using the
synthesis of [5]helicene as a model. The synthesis of
[5]helicene via a visible light mediated process using a
Cu-based sensitizer presents several solutions to long-
standing problems associated with the UV-mediated
photocyclization of 1: (1) a significantly higher yield of
2 can be obtained without the formation of any side
products resulting from intermolecular [2 þ 2] cycliza-
tions or from photocyclization at other positions re-
sulting in the formation of regioisomeric products (the
only remaining products are the cis- and trans-isomers
of 1, which can subsequently be recycled), (2) the
reaction does not require the use of expensive quartz
glassware, hazardous UV lamps, or protective eyewear.
The complex 7 was successful in a gram scale synthesis
of [5]helicene in good yield and with much shorter
reaction times when using a flow chemistry strategy.
The success of Cu complexes 7 and 15 should encourage
investigation of other Cu complexes for photoredox
transformations. Given the diverse range of substrates
that can undergo Mallory-type cyclization,1 the inves-
tigation of photoredox catalysis in other cyclization
reactions and application in the synthesis of higher
helicenes is also currently underway.
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Scheme 1. Scale-up Synthesis of [5]Helicene Using Either a
Round Bottom Flask or Continuous Flow Strategy

Scheme 2. Photocyclization of Stilbenes
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