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Abstract—An expedient formal total synthesis of the calabar alkaloid physovenine was reported. The key step involves an oxindole
synthesis via palladium-catalyzed intramolecular arylation of o-bromoanilide. © 2002 Elsevier Science Ltd. All rights reserved.

Physostigmine (1) and physovenine (2) are natural alka-
loids isolated from the seeds of Physostigma venenosum
(calabal beans). With interesting and potent biological
properties, such as anticholinergic and miotic activi-
ties,1 these compounds and derivatives have been found
to be clinically useful for relieving symptoms of
Alzheimer’s disease. As a result of their biological
activities and unique structures, they have been popular
targets for total syntheses and many innovative syn-
thetic methodologies have been developed for their
preparation.2 Reported herein are the results from our
recent study on the construction of pivotal intermediate
3 using palladium-catalyzed intramolecular arylation of
amides, a strategy which is similar to Overman’s Heck
reaction approach3 but with a saturated substrate
butananilide 4 instead of butenanilide 5.

The direct coupling of hard enolates with aromatic
halides has been a reaction of limited scope until pio-
neering developments by the Buldwald, Hartwig and
other groups.4 In particular, oxindoles have been pre-
pared by this methodology.5 During the course of our
work to prepare a variety of oxindoles for medicinal
chemistry, we were intrigued by the possibility of utiliz-
ing these reactions for natural alkaloid synthesis.

The o-bromobutananilde 9 was prepared in a straight-
forward manner (Scheme 1). Subjecting this compound
to a mixture of KN(SiMe3)2, R-BINAP6 and a catalytic
amount of Pd(OAc)2 acetate in toluene afforded oxin-
dole 10 in 24% yield, with concomitant formation of a
significant amount of elimination product 1,3-dimethyl-
3-vinyl-5-methoxy-2-oxindole. However, when the reac-
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Scheme 1.

tion was conducted in THF instead of toluene and
using LiN(SiMe3)2 as a base, 10 was isolated in 60%
yield, albeit with low ee.7 In addition to solvent, the
reaction was also sensitive to the ligand employed
(Table 1). Surprisingly, some of the ligands reported to
be useful in promoting oxindole formation5 proved to
be unsatisfactory for 9.

Compound 10 was deprotected uneventfully to the free
alcohol 11, which has been previously converted to
physovenine via straightforward transformations, as
demonstrated by Clark et al.8 The enantiomerically
pure form of 11 was also reported by Overman and
co-workers in their enantioselective synthesis of
phytosigmine.3

In summary, we have demonstrated the utility of palla-
dium-catalyzed oxindole formation through intramolec-
ular arylation of o-bromoanilide. This has been applied
to the formal total synthesis of physovenine. While the
current enantioselectivity is relatively low, the potential
of a more suitable chiral ligand affording higher ee’s is
being explored.
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