
TETRAHEDRON
LETTERS

Tetrahedron Letters 42 (2001) 6593–6594Pergamon

First total synthesis of (±)-tangutorine
Tiina Putkonen, Arto Tolvanen and Reija Jokela*

Laboratory of Organic Chemistry, Helsinki University of Technology, PO Box 6100, FIN-02015 HUT-Espoo, Finland

Received 11 June 2001; revised 10 July 2001; accepted 19 July 2001

Abstract—The first total synthesis of the novel indole alkaloid, tangutorine 1 was performed in seven steps from 7,8-dihy-
droquinoline-5(6H)-one 2. © 2001 Elsevier Science Ltd. All rights reserved.

In 1999, Duan and colleagues reported the isolation of
a new biogenetically interesting indole alkaloid,
tangutorine 1 from the leaves of Nitraria tangutorum.1

So far, this novel compound is the only known natural
product containing the benz[ f ]indolo[2,3-a ]quino-
lizidine unit (Fig. 1).

The structure of tangutorine was originally reported by
Duan et al.1 based on spectral and crystallographic
analyses. In their paper the ORTEP structure of
tangutorine corresponded with the spectral data. Their
results indicated, however, a discrepancy between the
ORTEP structure and the structural formula given.
According to the ORTEP structure the H-3/H-19 rela-
tionship was cis and H-3/H-20 trans. The chemical
shifts given for H-3 (3.54 ppm) and C-6 (22.2 ppm)
were typical for a structure with a trans C/D ring
juncture.

The basic ring system of tangutorine 1 was recently
synthesized in our laboratory.2 We proved definitely
that the H-3� stereochemistry in the structural formula
of the original paper of Duan et al.1 should be H-3�,
which corresponds with the original crystallographic
data. The NMR spectral data of our model compound

also confirmed the stereochemistry shown in the
ORTEP structure.

In addition to our synthesis of the basic ring system of
tangutorine, only a few approaches to the
benz[ f ]indolo[2,3-a ]quinolizidine skeleton have been
reported in the literature.3–9 We now report the first
total synthesis of tangutorine 1 starting from 7,8-dihy-
droquinoline-5(6H)-one 2.

7,8-Dihydroquinoline-5(6H)-one 2 was prepared in two
steps starting from 1,3-cyclohexanedione.10 Reaction of
2 with dimethyl carbonate containing a catalytic
amount of methanol under reflux for 3 h gave com-
pound 3 (yield 90%). Alkylation of ester 3 with trypto-
phyl bromide afforded salt 4 in 90% yield. Treatment of
this salt with sodium dithionite in a water–methanol
solution for 18 h at room temperature in the presence
of sodium bicarbonate gave a 95% yield of compound
5. Cyclization in HCl–MeOH for 3 days afforded the
two isomers of compound 611 in 65% yield. Reduction
with sodium borohydride in glacial acetic acid for 5 h
gave an inseparable mixture of isomers of compound
7a12 (50%). Dehydration13 was carried out through the
mesyl intermediate 7b with DBU to afford compound
814 (15%). Finally, the ester group was reduced at room
temperature for 4 h with lithium aluminum hydride in
THF to give (±)-tangutorine 115 in 90% yield (Scheme
1).

The spectral data (MS, 1H and 13C NMR) of
tangutorine 115 obtained correspond to those in the
original paper of Duan et al.1 The chemical shifts of
H-3 and C-6 measured are characteristic for com-
pounds in an all trans conformation, thus confirming
the stereochemistry of tangutorine as presented by
Berner et al.2

Figure 1.
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Scheme 1. (i) (MeO)2CO, NaH, MeOH, reflux, 3 h; (ii) tryptophyl bromide, Et2O, 100°C; (iii) Na2S2O4, NaHCO3, MeOH, H2O,
rt, 18 h; (iv) HCl–MeOH, rt, 65 h; (v) NaBH4, CH3COOH, rt, 5 h; (vi) MsCl, Et3N, CH2Cl2, 0°C, 1 h; (vii) DBU, 100°C, 2 h;
(viii) LiAlH4, THF, rt, 4 h.
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