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One-pot reductive-cyclization as key step for the synthesis
of rutaecarpine alkaloids
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Abstract

The quinazolinocarboline alkaloids including rutaecarpine (1a), euxylophoricine A (1b), and euxylophoricine C (1c) have been syn-
thesized efficiently from the ring opened b-carboline derivative as key intermediate by a one-pot reductive-cyclization reaction. The key
intermediate was prepared from tryptamine (6) following Bischler–Napieralski cyclization, benzoylation, and oxidative cleavage of the
exocyclic double bond.
� 2007 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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Rutaecarpine (1a)1 isolated from the dried fruits of Evo-

dia rutaecarpa and callus tissue cultured from the stem of
Phellodendron amurense2–5 has been used in China and
Japan as traditional medicine for remedy such as headache,
dysentery, cholera, worm infections, and postpartum.6

Rutaecarpine (1a) and its analogues, euxylophoricine A
(1b), euxylophoricine C (1c), and dehydroevodiamine (2)
(Fig. 1) were also found to possess anti-stomachic, anti-
emetic, anti-nociceptive, anti-inflammatory, anti-pyretic,
analgesic, astringent, anti-hypertensive, uterotonic, cyclox-
ygenase (COX-2) inhibitory, and agonist TCDD-receptor
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1a : R1 = R2 = R3 = H , Rutaecarpine
1b : R1 = H ; R2 = R3 = OMe , Euxylophoricine A
1c : R1 = H ; R2 , R3 = -O-CH2-O- , Euxylophoricine C
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Fig. 1. Rutaecarpine and its analogues.
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activities.7 Furthermore, rutaecarpine (1a) can also sup-
press platelet plug formation in mesenteric venules and
increase intracellular Ca2+ in endothelial cells.8

Recently, Don et al.9 reported that rutaecarpine deriva-
tives selectively inhibited human CYP1A1, CYP1A2, and
CYP2B1. Robinson and co-workers10 reported the first
total synthesis of rutaecarpine and since then several routes
to it and its derivatives have been developed.11

The generalized approach toward the synthesis of ruta-
ecarpine (1a) and various analogues involved the late con-
struction of the indole skeleton (A, B rings) by the widely
used Fischer indole synthesis through an acid-catalyzed
or thermal sigmatropic rearrangement of an N-aryl hydra-
zone. On the other hand, the quinazolinocarboline back-
bone of dehydroevodiamine (2) has been reported to give
the ring opened b-carboline derivative 2a upon the addition
of water.12 Furthermore, the pseudobase has been pro-
posed as a likely but never isolated or observed
intermediate.
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Our synthetic strategy for rutaecarpine alkaloids 1a–c is
to construct an intermediate similar to b-carboline 2a. The
retrosynthetic analysis is shown in Scheme 1. We envisage
that the reverse cyclization to rutaecarpine alkaloids 1a–c

from the nitro-intermediate of the ring opened b-carboline
derivatives can be carried out in a one-pot reaction via
reductive-cyclization. Furthermore, the 2,3,4,9-tetrahy-
dro-b-carbolin-1-one 3a–c can be readily prepared from
1-methyl-4,9-dihydro-3H-b-carboline (5) in two steps that
involved the isomerization of the endocyclic double bond
to the exocyclic double bond,13 followed by an oxidative
cleavage of the double bond to give the requisite carbonyl
group.14 It is also of interest to investigate the biological
activities of these ring opened b-carboline derivatives syn-
thesized. To our knowledge, no approach involving the
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Scheme 2. Total sy
construction of a b-carboline C, D, E rings first, followed
by the construction of the quinazolinone ring has been
reported.

The 1-methyl-4,9-dihydro-3H-b-carboline (5) can be
prepared from commercially available tryptamine (6).
Treatment of tryptamine (6) with acetic anhydride gave
the N-acetylated product 8 and subsequent Bischler–Napi-
eralski cyclization in POCl3 to give compound 5 in good
yield. The reaction of compound 5 with various benzoly
chloride derivatives, prepared from the corresponding ben-
zoic acid derivatives 7a–c with SOCl2, afforded the requisite
intermediates 4a–c for the synthesis of rutaecarpine alka-
loids (Scheme 2).

We first attempted to oxidatively cleave the exocyclic
double bond of 4a–c under ozonolysis condition, but was
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unsuccessful. The use of potassium permanganate for the
oxidative cleavage of the exocyclic double bond success-
fully gave the desired 2,3,4,9-tetrahydro-b-carbolin-1-one
derivatives 3a–c.15

We have obtained the ring open b-carboline intermedi-
ates 3a–c in three steps from tryptamine (6). A one-pot
reaction was sorted for the formation of the quinazolinone
ring. This involved the reduction of the nitro- to the amino-
group, followed by an in situ condensation of the free
amino group with the ring amide to form the quinazoli-
none ring. It was found that the treatment of 3a–c with
tin in HCl/MeOH followed by basic workup can afford
rutaecarpine analogue alkaloids 1a–c16 in a one-pot
reaction.

In conclusion, a simple procedure for the preparation of
rutaecarpine analogue alkaloids 1a–c and their ring opened
b-carboline derivatives has been reported. The one-pot
reductive-cyclization reaction for the construction of the
quinazolinone ring is noteworthy.
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