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Received 27 June 2002; accepted 18 September 2002

Abstract—Tris[ortho-chloromethylphenyl]bismuth diacetate reacted with phenols and enolisable substrates in the presence of a
base to afford good yields of oxaphenanthrene derivatives. © 2002 Elsevier Science Ltd. All rights reserved.

The dibenzo[b,d ]pyran nucleus constitutes the skeleton
of a number of physiologically active natural products
as well as of drugs.1 Apart from the various classical
strategies developed for their synthesis,2–4 three recently
reported pathways are based on direct one-pot method-
ologies: (a) organolead-mediated ortho-arylation–cycli-
sation sequence;5 (b) intramolecular radical cyclisation6

and (c) palladium-catalysed cross-coupling reactions.7

However, the first method involves the use of toxic
organolead reagents, the utility of the second route is
limited by the low regioselectivity of the cyclisation,
and the Heck-type reactions (c) are restricted to elec-
tron-rich phenols.8

In this letter, we report a new route to diben-
zo[b,d ]pyran derivatives, using organobismuth-medi-
ated oxidation–ortho-arylation–cyclisation sequence in
a one-pot reaction. Organobismuth derivatives are
interesting candidates for their utilisation in ‘green
chemistry’ as they are less toxic and less expensive than
the analogous organolead reagents, and also than the
palladium salts and phosphine or the related ligands
that are needed for the palladium coupling.9 The vari-
ety of organobismuth-mediated transformations (C-,
O- and N-arylation reactions),10–12 the high regioselec-
tivity of these processes and the rather mild reaction

conditions made these reagents attractive for a number
of transformation of pharmacologically active prod-
ucts.13–16 Moreover, these reactions are useful for the
introduction of neutral, electron-poor, as well as elec-
tron-rich aryl groups,17 the latter being frequently
observed in natural products.

For the synthesis of oxaphenanthrene derivatives, the
tris[ortho-chloromethylphenyl]bismuthane 2, containing
two electrophilic centres, was used as the key reagent.
The synthetic procedure for the preparation of 2
involves the reaction of the functionalised aryl-Grig-
nard reagent, recently reported by Cahiez and
Knochel,18,19 with bismuth trichloride (Scheme 1). This

Scheme 1. Reagents and conditions : (a) i-PrMgBr, THF,
−10°C, 3 h; (b) BiCl3, −10°C, 2 h, then rt overnight; (c)
PhI(OAc)2, CH2Cl2.
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method afforded the trivalent organobismuth com-
pound 220 in moderate yield (27%). The following three
steps for the synthesis of the dibenzo[b,d ]pyran deriva-
tives were performed in one pot. Oxidation of the
Bi(III) derivative 2 by PhI(OAc)2

21 led to the corre-
sponding triarylbismuth diacetate 3, which was treated
directly with the various substrates. The ortho-arylation
reaction afforded the arylation products 4, which
underwent a spontaneous intramolecular cyclisation to
lead to the formation of 5. Thus, this strategy permitted
us to carry out a three-step synthesis in one-pot leading
to the benzopyran derivatives.

In a typical procedure, a mixture of tris[ortho-
chloromethylphenyl]bismuthane 2 (0.17–0.26 mmol, 1
equiv.) and iodobenzene diacetate (0.19–0.29 mmol, 1.1
equiv.) in CH2Cl2 (3–5 mL) was stirred at room temper-
ature for 6–8 h. Then the substrate (0.17–0.26 mmol, 1
equiv.) and the base [triethylamine (0.51–0.78 mmol, 3
equiv.) or NaH (2 equiv.)] were added and the reaction
mixture was stirred under the conditions described in
Table 1. After completion of the reaction, distillation of
the solvent under reduced pressure followed by purifica-
tion of the residue by chromatography afforded the
pure cyclisation products.22

Table 1. Synthesis of dibenzo[b,d ]pyran derivatives, via one-pot oxidation–arylation–cyclisation sequence using tris[ortho-
chloromethylphenyl]bismuthane 2
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Good overall yields of the benzopyran products were
obtained with �-naphthol 6 and with electron-rich phe-
nols (8 and 10). The less electron-rich 4-tert-butylphe-
nol 12 afforded the oxaphenanthrene derivative 13 in a
moderate yield and 4-methoxyphenol 14 gave the cycli-
sation product 15 in a poor yield in line with the
general reactivity patterns of pentavalent organobis-
muth reagents towards phenols.23 On the other hand,
the phenols containing electron-withdrawing groups,
for example 4-bromo-2-methylphenol, did not react
with derivative 3. The triarylbismuth diacetate 3 reacted
not only with phenols, but also with �-dicarbonyl com-
pounds. For example, the reaction of 3 with 2,4-pen-
tanedione 16 afforded the bicyclic compound 17 in a
good yield. It is interesting to note that the reaction
with the cyclic �-ketoester 18 led to the tetracyclic
compound 19 in a good yield. During the third step
(cyclisation by nucleophilic substitution), the hydro-
chloric acid which is liberated could affect the yields of
the reaction products. However, increasing the amount
of triethylamine up to 6 equiv. did not improve the
yields. By contrast, when pyridine was used instead of
triethylamine, a significant reduction of the yields was
then observed.

In conclusion, this new bismuth-mediated oxidation–
ortho-arylation–cyclisation sequence for the synthesis of
the dibenzo[b,d ]pyran derivatives proved equal or even
superior in terms of yield, but is environmentally more
friendly than our recently reported method involving
the use of the related organolead reagent.5 It is interest-
ing to note that different aryl derivatives of main group
metal elements, containing good leaving groups or eas-
ily functionalisable substituents in the ortho-position of
the aromatic moiety, have been involved in reductive
coupling reactions.5,24 The proximity of the metallo-
centre and the second electrophilic reaction centre
could affect the routes and the speed of the chemical
processes. Work in this direction is now underway and
will be reported in due course.
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