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ABSTRACT: Expedient cobalt-catalyzed C−H alkynylation
was achieved under exceedingly mild reaction conditions.
Thus, chelation-assisted direct alkynylations of heteroarenes
occurred with 1-bromoalkynes and ample substrate scope. The
optimized catalytic system allowed for step-economical C−H
functionalizations with a mild base K2CO3 at reaction
temperatures as low as 25 °C.

Selectively substituted indoles and pyrroles represent key
structural motifs in bioactive compounds of relevance to

medicinal chemistry and drug development, among others.1

Therefore, there is a continued strong demand for flexible
syntheses and diversifications of these heteroaromatic scaffolds.2

In recent years, metal-catalyzed C−H activations have emerged
as particularly effective tools for the assembly and late-stage
modification of heteroarenes.3 While various protocols for direct
arylations, alkenylations, and alkylations have been established,
C−H alkynylations4 of heteroarenes continue to be scarce. Thus
far, methods for direct heteroarene alkynylations have mostly
been achieved with rather costly 5d and 4d transition metal
catalysts, largely exploiting chelation assistance.5 The recent few
years have witnessed the emergence of homogeneous catalysts
based on naturally abundant, environmentally benign first row
transition metals.6 Hence, cobalt complexes have specifically
been identified as increasingly viable catalysts for C−H activation
reactions,7 with considerable progress being accomplished with
high-valent cobalt complexes, as reported by Kanai/Matsunaga,8

Ackermann,9 Daugulis,10 Glorius,11 Ellman,12 and Chang,13

among others.14 Within our program on base metal-catalyzed
C−H functionalizations,15 we became interested in devising
methods for cobalt-catalyzed direct alkynylations. A recent
independent report from Shi16 on cobalt-catalyzed reactions with
hypervalent iodine(III) reagents and the strong base MgOt-Bu at
110 °C prompted us to report our results on an efficient protocol
for cobalt(III)-catalyzed C−H alkynylations with easily acces-
sible 1-bromoalkynes. Notable features of our strategy are not
limited to (i) versatile cobalt(III) catalyzed C−H alkynylations,
(ii) excellent functional group tolerance, and (iii) in contrast to a
very recent report,16 exceedingly mild reaction conditions:17

room temperature (25 °C), using the mild base K2CO3.
We initiated our studies by probing reaction conditions for the

envisioned C−H alkynylation of indole 1a18 with bromoalkyne
2a (Table 1). Among a variety of different cobalt complexes,
[Cp*CoI2]2 proved to give optimal results (entries 1−5).
Cocatalytic amounts of a silver(I) salt were essential for the C−H
alkynylation to proceed, with AgSbF6 being ideal (entries 5−9).
These findings can be rationalized with the formation of a

cationic cobalt(III) complex as the active catalyst. Replacing
KOAc by PivOH led to catalyst inhibition (entry 10),
highlighting carboxylate assistance.19 Further, bases other than
KOAc enabled efficient C−H activations by chelation assistance
(entries 11−14), and the mild K2CO3 furnished the desired
product 3aa in virtually quantitative yield (entries 14 and 15),
which allowed for the site-selective C−H functionalization at a
room temperature of 25 °C (entry 15).
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Table 1. Cobalt-Catalyzed C−H Alkynylationa

entry [Co] additive 1 additive 2 3aa (%)

1 − AgSbF6 KOAc −
2 Co(OAc)2 AgSbF6 KOAc −
3 [Cp*Co(C6H6)][PF6]2 − KOAc −
4 [Cp*CoI2(CO)] AgSbF6 KOAc 68
5 [Cp*CoI2]2 AgSbF6 KOAc 75
6 [Cp*CoI2]2 − KOAc −
7 [Cp*CoI2]2 AgBF4 KOAc 66
8 [Cp*CoI2]2 AgPF6 KOAc 72
9 [Cp*CoI2]2 Zn(OTf)2 KOAc −
10 [Cp*CoI2]2 AgSbF6 PivOH <5
11 [Cp*CoI2]2 AgSbF6 K3PO4 52
12 [Cp*CoI2]2 AgSbF6 KOTs −
13 [Cp*CoI2]2 AgSbF6 − −
14 [Cp*CoI2]2 AgSbF6 K2CO3 91
15 [Cp*CoI2]2 AgSbF6 K2CO3 96b

aReaction conditions: 1a (0.25 mmol), 2a (1.1 equiv), [Co] (2.5 mol
%), additive 1 (10 mol %), additive 2 (2.0 equiv), TFE (2.5 mL), 80
°C, 18 h. b25 °C. pym = pyrimydyl.
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With an optimized catalytic system in hand, we probed its
versatility in the C−Halkynylations of various indoles 1 (Scheme
1). The user-friendly cobalt catalyst displayed a notable

chemoselectivity, in that important electrophilic functional
groups, such as bromo or iodo substituents, were fully tolerated.
Likewise, sterically hindered substrates 1g and 1h were also
efficiently converted to the desired indoles 3ga and 3ha,
respectively.
The versatile cobalt(III) catalyst was not restricted to indole

substrates 1, but also enabled C−H alkynylations on pyrroles 4 in
a site-selective fashion (Scheme 2).20 Again, the C−H

functionalization process was characterized by exceedingly mild
reaction conditions at 25 °C, which, for instance, resulted in the
tolerance of a valuable ketone in substrate 4a.
Differently silylated20 bromoalkynes 2 proved to be viable

starting materials for the cobalt(III)-catalyzed C−H alkynylation
protocol given that KOAc was used as a mild base (Scheme 3).
Again, the C−H transformation occurred efficiently at ambient
temperature of 25 °C.
In consideration of the mild reaction conditions of the

cobalt(III)-catalyzed C−H activation, we became attracted to
unravelling its mode of action.21 To this end, we observed a facile
H/D exchange, solely occurring in the C-2 position of indole 1a
(Scheme 4a), indicating the importance of chelation assistance
for the C−H activation step. Furthermore, competition experi-
ments with differently substituted bromoalkynes 2 revealed that
the TMS-decorated derivative reacted preferentially (b). As to
the heteroarenes 1, electron-rich indole 1c was identified as the
inherently more reactive substrate (c). This phenomenon can be

rationalized in terms of an electrophilic-type C−H activation by
the in situ generated cationic cobalt(III) complex.
Based on our mechanistic studies we propose a plausible

catalytic cycle for the C−H alkynylation to be initiated by a
reversible C−H cobaltation to generate metallacycle 6 (Scheme
5). A subsequent migratory insertion of bromoalkyne 2 delivers
the key intermediate 7, which finally undergoes β-bromo-
elimination.
The synthetic utility of the cobalt(III)-catalyzed C−H

alkynylation was illustrated by further diversification of the

Scheme 1. Scope of Cobalt-Catalyzed C−H Alkynylation

Scheme 2. C−H Alkynylation of Pyrroles 4

Scheme 3. C−H Alkynylation with Bromoalkynes 2

Scheme 4. Mechanistic Studies

Scheme 5. Plausible Catalytic Cycle
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thus-obtained indoles 3 (Scheme 6). Hence, the chemoselective
removal of the silyl-group was easily accomplished under mild

reaction conditions, and further functionalizations proved viable
to deliver products 8−12.
In summary, we have reported on cobalt-catalyzed C−H

alkynylations under exceedingly mild reaction conditions. Thus,
a versatile cobalt(III) catalyst allowed for direct functionaliza-
tions using 1-bromoalkynes with ample substrate scope. The
most user-friendly catalyst proved amenable to C−H function-
alizations on indoles and pyrroles at room temperature.
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