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A convenient synthesis of furo[3,2-c ]coumarins by a tandem
alkylation/intramolecular aldolisation reaction
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Abstract—A simple and efficient synthesis of furo[3,2-c ]coumarin derivatives from 4-hydroxycoumarin and �-haloketones via a
tandem O-alkylation/cyclisation protocol is described. © 2001 Elsevier Science Ltd. All rights reserved.

The 4-hydroxycoumarin fragment occurs in many syn-
thetic and natural products, which are used clinically as
drugs and pesticides1 as well as oral anticoagulants2

and rodenticides.3 These important applications have
generated considerable interest in this ring system and
various 2,3- or 3,4-fused polycycles or open chain
derivatives have been synthesised. While many efforts
have been made to synthesise 3-alkyl-4-hydroxycou-
marin derivatives,4 only a few studies have focussed on
the synthesis of linearly or angularly fused tricyclic
complex systems. All the reported procedures referring
to this particular system require vigorous reaction con-
ditions and laborious preparation.5

This paper describes a simple and easy route to new
angular furocoumarins 3 differentially substituted on

the five-membered ring, starting from 4-hydroxycou-
marin 1. The reaction is also interesting because the
framework of these systems is entirely present in the
coumestans (6H-benzofuro[3,2-c ]benzopyran-6-ones), a
class of physiologically active natural compounds such
as wedelolactone, medicagol, psoraldin, isopsoraldin,
erosnin, and many others.6

The idea arose from the observation that the highly
reactive enolic moiety of 1 can easily be utilised,
together with selected building blocks, in the construc-
tion of angular or linear polyheterocycles. With this in
mind, we chose the double electrophile �-haloketones 2
(Scheme 1). In fact, for the entries (a–e), treatment of 1
with the ambident reagents 2 produced the expected
cycloadducts 3 in good yield (70–77%).7 The reaction

Scheme 1.
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was carried out in glacial AcOH/AcONH4 or piperidine
in refluxing toluene/EtOH (4:1). In entry f, the desired
cycloaddition failed: desyl chloride 2f and 1 were recov-
ered unreacted. This failure can be attributed to the
presence of the bulky phenyl substituent in the �-posi-
tion. In entry g, however, the reaction of 1 with 2g
under similar conditions (AcOH/AcONH4, refluxing
toluene/EtOH) gave the dihydrofuran derivative 4 in
high yield (90%).7 It must be noted that chemoselective
cyclisation is favoured at the carbonyl-C, rather than at
the ester-C, in accordance with accepted rules.8 The
stability of the �-hydroxyester 4 is remarkable and it
can be recrystallised and stored without any decompo-
sition. Moreover, it cannot be converted into the corre-
sponding derivative 3g. Treatment of the isolated 4 with
acids or bases did not promote any dehydration and, at
the end, compound 4 was unaltered.

All the compounds synthesised were characterised by
their 1H and 13C NMR, and IR spectra, as well as by
elemental analyses.9 IR spectra of compounds 3a–e and
4 contain bands at 1735–1755 cm−1 which are charac-
teristic of the stretching vibrations of the coumarin
carbonyl group. For compound 4 C�Oester and OH
bands were also observed at 1702 cm−1 and at 3331
cm−1, respectively. In the 1H NMR spectrum of the
dihydro derivative 4 the signal related to the OH
appears at � 6.54 and exchanges with D2O; the methyl-
ene protons are split into an AB quartet centred at �

4.90 due to the generation of a new chiral carbon. An
X-ray crystallographic analysis carried out on 3b also
confirmed the structure of compounds 3.10

Formation of 3 can proceed following two different
pathways (Scheme 2). Firstly, (i), through dehydration
of 6 obtained by intramolecular C�C bond formation
of the initial adduct 5. Alternatively, (ii), by the tau-
tomeric form 7B of the aldol product 7A, which is
subjected to a 5-exo-trig cyclisation to give 6 through
intramolecular O�C bond formation and dehydration,
in a manner which follows the well-known Feist–
Benary synthesis11 of 3-carbonyl substituted furans.
The latter reaction pathway also implies a partial
change in the direction of cyclisation. A similar process
should occur, at least partially, for the tautomeric form
7C through the lactone carbonyl oxygen to give linear
policyclic fused heterocycles such as 8 or 9.

The existence of the 4-hydroxycoumarin/2-hydroxy-
chromone tautomerism12 has been demonstrated, for
instance, by the treatment of 4-hydroxycoumarin with
diazomethane, which afforded a mixture of 4-methoxy-
coumarin and 2-methoxychromone.13 Since products 8
and 9 were not observed, it can be assumed that 3 is
formed through pathway (i). In confirmation of this,
the X-ray of 3-phenylfuro[3,2-c ]coumarin 3b showed
the phenyl substituent exclusively in the 3-position.10

Scheme 2.
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On the basis of the above results, the reaction leading
to 3 is unhindered when the nearby �-carbon of 2 is not
particularly bulky. This can prevent the O-alkylation
process and/or the following 5-exo-trig cyclisation.
When this condition is satisfied, the resulting hydroxyl
group on the tertiary carbon atom or in the benzylic
position is easily expelled as water, under the conditions
used, to give 3. The unsuccessful dehydration of 4 to
give 3g, however, reflects the well-known difficulties
that �-hydroxy-acids or -esters have in losing water
intramolecularly.
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