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Abstract—Methyl N-(E-enoyl)pyroglutamates, derived from inexpensive and readily available in both enantiomeric forms pyro-
glutamic acid were found to be an efficient Michael acceptors in the addition reactions with nucleophilic glycine equivalent allowing
for an efficient practical asymmetric synthesis of b-substituted pyroglutamic acids and related compounds.
� 2004 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
Synthesis of sterically constrained amino acids has
attracted a great deal of attention in the past.1 The inter-
est toward these man-made amino acids is
driven mostly by their application as a constrained struc-
tural unit in the de novo peptide design.2 Of particular
interest are b-substituted glutamic/pyroglutamic acids3

as these compounds can be transformed to a family of
the corresponding v-constrained4 five-carbon-atoms
amino acids including glutamines, prolines, orn-
ithines, and arginines.5 The asymmetric synthesis of
b-substituted pyroglutamic acids gains also an addi-
tional impetus considering practical synthetic applica-
tions of the natural pyroglutamic acid for preparing
numerous stereochemically defined and biologically
important compounds.5

Recently, we have developed organic base-catalyzed,
room-temperature Michael addition reactions between
nucleophilic glycine equivalents and a,b-unsaturated
carboxylic acid derivatives6,7 as an operationally con-
venient and generalized method for preparing b-substi-
tuted glutamic/pyroglutamic acids. In particular, we
have demonstrated that N-(E-enoyl)-4-phenyl-1,3-
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oxazolidin-2-ones (1) (Scheme 1) serve as ideal Michael
acceptors in the addition reactions with various chiral
and achiral equivalents of nucleophilic glycine, in partic-
ular the Ni(II)-complex 2,8 introduced by us, to afford
the corresponding addition products 3 in high-to-quan-
titative chemical yields and with virtually complete dia-
stereo- and enantioselectivity.7c,h

However, despite the fact that the Evans-type chiral
auxiliary 5 can be efficiently recovered and reused by
transformation to the starting Michael acceptor 1,9 its
relatively high cost,10 in particular for the large-scale
preparations, poses a sensitive economic issue. There-
fore, we decided to find a simple and economical alter-
native to the chiral auxiliary 5, allowing at the same
time to achieve the same, almost complete, level of ster-
eochemical outcome provided by the Michael acceptors
1. We now wish to report on the application of methyl
pyroglutamate, as one of the most inexpensive, yet very
efficient chiral auxiliaries in controlling the stereochem-
ical outcome of the organic base-catalyzed Michael
addition reactions.

Taking into account a close similarity between the struc-
tures of 1,3-oxazolidin-2-ones 5 and pyroglutamic acid
7a (Fig. 1) it is not surprising that many research groups
have been exploring the application of various com-
pounds derived from pyroglutamic acid as Evans-type
chiral auxiliaries for general asymmetric synthesis.11
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Figure 1. Reagents: (a) R = H; (b) Me; (c) Et.
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However, most of the reported examples involve multi-
step modification of the pyroglutamic acid skeleton and
therefore they lose the appeal of very inexpensive, read-
ily available source of chirality. To the best of our
knowledge, there are only three reports in the literature
on application of methyl 7b and ethyl 7c pyroglutamates
derived butadienes 8 in the Diels–Alder reactions.12

To explore an effectiveness of pyroglutamates as chiral
auxiliaries in our Michael addition reactions, we pre-
pared, according to the recently published procedure,
a series of Michael acceptors 9 (Scheme 2) bearing var-
ious alkyl as well as aryl groups with electron-withdraw-
ing and electron-releasing substituents. Our choice of
the methyl ester 7b was based on an expected simplicity
of the NMR spectra over the corresponding products
obtained form the ethyl ester 7c. As an equivalent of
nucleophilic glycine we chose the picolonic acid/o-
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(amino)acetophenone derived complex 2 as it was shown
to provide the highest reaction rate and diastereo-
selectivity in the Michael addition reactions using
N-(E-enoyl)-oxazolidinones 1. All reactions were con-
ducted at room temperature in a commercial-grade
DMF using 15-mol% of DBU as a catalyst.

First we tried the reaction between crotonyl derived
Michael acceptor (S)-9a and Ni(II)-complex 2. To our
delight the addition occurred at high reaction rate giving
rise to a sole reaction product 10a (Table 1, entry 1).
Sterically bulkier ethyl (S)-9b and n-butyl (S)-9c con-
taining derivatives reacted with complex 2 with a slightly
slower rate however with the same complete diastereo-
selectivity as only one reaction product was detected
by 1H NMR of the crude reaction mixture (entries 2
and 3). Unfortunately, in the reaction of i-propyl con-
taining Michael acceptor (S)-9d with Ni(II)-complex 2
no products were observed after 2h of the reaction time
(entry 4). Nevertheless, this outcome came without any
surprise, as the corresponding i-propyl containing oxa-
zol-idinone derived Michael acceptor also did not react
with complex 2.7c,h Application of (R)-configured
Michael acceptor 9a mirrored the result obtained with
(S)-9a (entry 5).

In the aromatic series we first conducted the addition
between cinnamoyl containing Michael acceptor (S)-9e
O

H

O

N

R

H

(2R,3S, 5'S)-10e-h

CO2Me

NO CO2H

R

H
+

(2R,3R)-11a

1. MeOH/HCl
2. NH4OH
3. Dowex

N O

Me

H
O

N

6

ref. 9
2

(2R,3S)-11e

Me–C6H4; (g) 4-OMe–C6H4; (h) C6H5.



Table 1. Reactions between Michael acceptors 9a–h and Ni(II)-complex 2a

Entry R 9a–h t (min) Yield, %b % de of 10a–hd

1 Me (S)-a 25 96 >96c

2 Et (S)-b 30 98 >96c

3 n-Butyl (S)-c 30 98 >96c

4 i-Propyl (S)-d 120 No reaction

5 Me (R)-a 25 95 >96c

6 Ph (S)-e 30 96 >90

7 4-OMe–C6H4 (S)-f 60 91 >88

8 4-CF3–C6H4 (S)-g 5 95 >94

9 C6F5 (S)-h 2 92 >96c

a All reactions were run in dry DMF in the presence of 15mol% of DBU at room temperature. Molar ratio (S)- or (R)-2/9a–h: 1.0/1.1.
b Isolated yield of pure product.
c Only one product was observed in the reaction mixture.
d Determined by 1H NMR of the crude reaction mixture.
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and complex 2. The reaction occurred at high rate, com-
parable with that of the aliphatic series (entry 6). On the
other hand, the stereochemical outcome was found to be
a bit less perfect, as in the crude 1H NMR of the reac-
tion mixture one could find some signals (<5%) possibly
belonging to other than (S)-10e diastereomer. Michael
acceptor (S)-9f, containing electron-releasing p-methoxy
group, reacted with complex 2 at noticeably slower reac-
tion rate and with slightly lower diastereoselectivity
(entry 7). By contrast, the addition between the trifluoro-
methyl containing (S)-9g and complex 2 occurred at
very fast rate and with improved stereochemical out-
come (entry 8). Of particular interest was the reaction
of pentafluorophenyl derivative (S)-9h. Due to high elec-
trophilicity of the C, C double bond in compound (S)-9h
its reaction with Ni(II)-complex 2 occurred almost in-
stantly giving rise to the product 10h in high chemical
yield (entry 9). Notably, the stereochemical outcome
of this reaction was the highest in the aromatic series
as sole product 10h was detected in the crude reaction
mixture by 1H NMR.

Methyl and phenyl containing products 10a,e were
hydrolyzed under the standard conditions7h,13 to furnish
the corresponding b-substituted pyroglutamic acids
11a,e as well as ligand, which was reused for preparation
of starting complex 2.8 On the basis of spectroscopic
data and optical rotations of compounds 11a,e their
absolute configuration was assigned as (2R,3R) for 11a
and (2R,3S) for 11b.14 These stereochemical results are
in full agreement with the data obtained in the previous
works using N-(E-enoyl)-oxazolidinones 1 as chiral
Michael acceptors.7

In summary, we have demonstrated that inexpensive
and readily available in both enantiomeric forms methyl
pyroglutamate 7b can be used as a chiral auxiliary in the
place of expensive Evans-type 4-phenyloxazolidin-2-one
5. Taking into account almost 100-fold difference in the
price between these chiral auxiliaries, successful applica-
tion of methyl pyroglutamate derived Michael acceptors
render our organic base-catalyzed, room-temperature
Michael addition reactions even more practical and
appealing for large-scale preparations of enantiomeri-
cally pure b-substituted glutamic/pyroglutamic acids
and related compounds.
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