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A concise and efficient synthesis of salvinal from isoeugenol
via a phenoxenium ion intermediate
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Abstract—In this letter, we describe how salvinal can be efficiently synthesized from isoeugenol via a phenoxenium ion intermediate
by four steps in 23% over all total yield.
� 2006 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
Salvinal, a naturally occurring neolignan, was firstly iso-
lated from Salvia mitorrhiza Burge (Danshen), a Chinese
medicinal plant, and was found as a novel adenosine A1

receptor ligand.1 The aqueous extract of this plant has
been popularly used as folk medicine for treatment of
angina pectoris, acute myocardial infarction, etc. in
China.2 In addition, chloroform extract of this plant
exhibits cytotoxic activities against various cell lines
derived from human carcinomas.3 Recently, the detailed
molecular action mechanism of salvinal has been
clarified as a microtubule inhibitor, similar to the effect
of colchicines.4 For further animal studies and other
biological interesting purposes, a larger amount of
salvinal is required. Thus, there is an urgent need to
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develop a concise and efficient synthetic method for pro-
ducing salvinal is urgent. After carefully examining the
published methods for the synthesis of salvinal reported
by Yang et al.,1a Hutchison et al.,5 Kao and Chern,6 and
our previous study,7 we found that some common draw-
backs still exist including multiple synthetic steps, low
over all total yield and tedious reaction conditions. We
herein report an improved strategy for the synthesis of
salvinal starting from isoeugenol in four steps with good
over all total yield (Scheme 1).

Oxidation coupling of isoeugenol was carried out by the
hypervalent iodine reagent, iodobenzene diaceate (IDA)
reported by Juhasz et al.,8 to give 2,3-dihydrobenzofuran
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Scheme 2. Compound 2 was oxidized by 1–3 equiv of DDQ.
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(2) in 40% yield. When 2 was reacted with 2 equiv of 2,3-
dichloro-5,6-dicyanobenzoquinone (DDQ) in refluxing
1,4-dioxane, benzofuran (3)9 was produced through
dehydrogenation and allylic oxidation in one-pot within
24 h, giving a yield of 83%. At the same reaction condi-
tion, when 2 was treated with 1 equiv DDQ, it gave com-
pound 2–110 in a yield of 91% through allylic oxidation
and no product from dehydrogenation reaction was
isolated. Furthermore when 3 equiv of DDQ was used
instead to carry out the reaction, compound 3–111 was
obtained in 77% yield. These reactions described above
can be summarized as follows (Scheme 2).

From this result, we have successfully improved the
previous study reported by Iliefski et al.12 They reported
that the allylic oxidation of arylpropene with DDQ can
only be worked slowly at the condition of appropriate
amount of water at room temperature. We also found
that the arylpropene functionality was more easily oxi-
dized to arylpropenal than that of oxidation of aryl-
dihydrofuran to arylfuran in compound 2. The other
oxidant and dehydrogenating reagent, selenium oxide
was limited for lower yield in this reaction due to the
poor solubility in dioxane compared to DDQ which
can be soluble and reacted efficiently. The reduction of
a,b-unsaturated aldehyde moiety in benzofuran (3)
was smoothly achieved by Adam’s catalyst (PtO2/H2)
to afford compound 4 in a yield of 95%.13 Finally, the
methyl group at 3-position of alcoholic benzofuran (4)
was successfully oxidized by selenium oxide in refluxing
ethanol to give the title compound, salvinal (5) in 72%
yield.14

In conclusion, in our process compound 2 was oxidized
and dehydrogenated by DDQ in refluxing 1,4-dioxane in
one-pot to give compound 3 in high yield and in a short
reaction time which is an advantage. In addition, effec-
tive oxidation of allylic methyl carbon, at 3-position of
benzofuran (4) by inexpensive selenium oxide is also
an advantage. Thus, we have successfully established a
concise and efficient synthesis for salvinal in four steps
and in 23% over all total yield.
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