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An efficient, unusual Mannich type reaction of tertiary aromatic amines, formaldehyde and 1,3-dicar-
bonyl compounds is described in aqueous micelles catalyzed by boric acid to afford dialkylaminoarylated
1,3-dicarbonyls. In this unusual Mannich type reaction, tertiary aromatic amines react with formalde-
hyde to generate an N-alkyl-N-(4-methylenecyclohexa-2,5-dienylidene)alkylaminium intermediate
(aza quinone methide), which undergoes nucleophilic addition with 1,3-dicarbonyl compounds. The
reaction is highly regioselective, and exclusively para functionalized products are formed in high yields.

� 2008 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
The Mannich reaction is a powerful synthetic method for the
preparation of b-amino carbonyl compounds, an important class
of building blocks of pharmaceutically relevant compounds.1 Due
to its atom-economy, the Mannich reaction has received increasing
attention, and is applied widely as a key step in the synthesis of
numerous pharmaceuticals and natural products.2 Mannich reac-
tions are very useful for generation of diversity in order to optimize
lead compounds.
ll rights reserved.

: +91 522 2623405/2623938.
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Scheme 1. Unusual Man
The Mannich reaction proceeds with initial formation of an
iminium salt (intermediate 3) via reaction of amine 1 and aldehyde
2 (Scheme 1). The intermediate 3 then reacts with various nucleo-
philes to give products 4, which are known as ‘Mannich bases’.
Under typical Mannich reaction conditions, simple tertiary amines
cannot be employed because the iminium salt 3 cannot be gener-
ated from the aldehyde during the first step of the Mannich
reaction.
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However, in the present unusual Mannich type reaction, an
intermediate (N-alkyl-N-(4-methylenecyclohexa-2,5-dienylidene)
alkylaminium 6, as equivalent iminium salt of 3, is suggested to
form on reaction of tertiary aromatic amines (N,N-dimethylaniline)
with a non-enolizable aldehyde such as formaldehyde.3,4 This
intermediate 6 can be attacked by a number of nucleophiles to
generate Mannich type products.

We report here a facile and regioselective unusual Mannich
type coupling reaction of tertiary aromatic amines, formaldehyde
and 1,3-diketones in the presence of boric acid in aqueous micelles
via aza quinone methide intermediate 6.

Boric acid is a useful catalyst for a number of synthetic transfor-
mations, for example, the aza Michael addition in water,5 the thia
Michael addition in water,6 Biginelli reaction,7 transesterification
of ethyl acetoacetate8 and decarboxylation of cyclic b-enamino-
ketoesters.9 It offers milder conditions relative to common mineral
acids. The selection of boric acid as catalyst was made because of
one of its most fundamental properties, namely it produces a
Brønsted acid ½BðOHÞ3 þH2O ¼ Hþ þ BðOHÞ4�� on reaction with
water. The use of water as a reaction medium in organic synthesis
has received much attention.10 Water as a reaction medium con-
veys many important advantages; it is cheap, safe and environ-
mentally benign. Moreover, the application of water as a solvent
has led to observed differences in both reactivity and selectivity
to those found in common organic solvents.11 Thus, boric acid in
water is expected to be a useful reagent for Mannich type addi-
tions. As a part of our continued efforts towards the development
of environmentally friendly synthetic procedures for multi-compo-
nent reactions, we report here a boric acid catalyzed unusual Man-
nich type coupling reaction in aqueous micelles.

Initial experiments focused on finding an efficient catalyst for
coupling N,N-dimethylaniline, formaldehyde and ethyl acetoace-
tate (Scheme 2).

When no catalyst was used, the reaction yielded a complex mix-
ture. Using acidic catalyst such as CF3COOH, para toluene sulfonic
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Table 1
Screening of catalysts for coupling of ethyl acetoacetate, formaldehyde and N,N-
dimethylanilinea

Entry Catalyst Catalyst (mol %) Yield 7ab (%) Yield 9ab (%)

1 None — <10 80
2 CF3COOH 20 50 40
3 PTSA 20 59 41
4 MSA 20 53 35
5 H3BO3 20 85 <5
6 H3BO3 10 70 25

a Reaction conditions: ethyl acetoacetate (1 mmol), formaldehyde (1 mmol), N,N-
dimethylaniline (1 mmol), SDS–water (1 ml, concn = 0.1 g/ml), 90 �C, 0.5 h.

b Isolated yield.
acid (PTSA) or methane sulfonic acid (MSA), led to simplified reac-
tion (TLC), and two major products (7a and 9a) were isolated in
varying ratios. Boric acid was found to be better than other acidic
catalysts. Using 20 mol % of boric acid as catalyst, 7a was obtained
with high selectivity. Decreasing the amount of catalyst resulted in
a poor yield of 7a and also poor selectivity of 7a over 9a. The
results of this study are shown in Table 1.

We also studied the effect of solvent on the boric acid catalyzed
coupling reaction of ethyl acetoacetate, formaldehyde and N,N-
dimethylaniline. In less polar solvents such as dichloromethane
and tetrahydrofuran, poor yields of 7a were obtained with signifi-
cant formation of 9a. However, in more polar solvents such as
methanol and ethanol, 7a was obtained with better selectivity. In
neat water, the reaction gave a poor yield of 7a but in aqueous
micelles of sodium dodecyl sulfate SDS, product 7a was formed
in high selectivity. The role of SDS appears to form aqueous
micelles, which increases the solubility of reactants and thus
minimizes the formation of side products. The results of this study
are shown in Table 2.

We studied the scope of the boric acid catalyzed unusual Man-
nich type reaction in aqueous micelles (Scheme 3). A number of
tertiary aromatic amines reacted smoothly to yield condensed
products 7a–n.12,13

We carried out the reaction with cyclic and acyclic 1,3-dicar-
bonyl compounds. Reactions with acyclic 1,3-dicarbonyl com-
pounds resulted in the formation of dimer 9a in minor amounts,
however, with cyclic 1,3- dicarbonyls 7a was obtained exclusively.
In all cases the reaction was carried out with 20 mol % boric acid in
aqueous SDS (0.1 g/ml). The results of this study are shown in
Table 3.

In conclusion, we have developed a boric acid catalyzed unusual
Mannich type reaction of tertiary aromatic amines, formaldehyde
and 1,3-dicarbonyl compounds in aqueous micelles with high
regioselectivity. The reaction conditions are mild, and good to
excellent yields of products are obtained in short reaction times.
Further development of this unusual Mannich type reaction and
its application to the synthesis of bioactive compounds are in
progress.
Table 2
Solvent effect on the coupling of ethyl acetoacetate, formaldehyde and N,N-
dimethylanilinea

Entry Solvent Yield 7ab (%) Yield 9ab (%)

1 CH2Cl2 25 54
2 THF 30 38
3 MeOH 70 22
4 EtOH 73 19
5 SDS–water (0.1 g/ml) 84 <5

a Reaction conditions: ethyl acetoacetate (1 mmol), formaldehyde (1 mmol), N,N-
dimethylaniline (1 mmol), boric acid (20 mol %), reflux, 0.5 h.

b Isolated yield.
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Table 3
Boric acid catalyzed three-component coupling of tertiary aromatic amines, formaldehyde and 1,3-dicarbonyl compounds in aqueous micellesa

Entry Aromatic amine 1,3-Dicarbonyl compound Product Time (min) Yieldb (%)
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N
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O O
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Table 3 (continued)

Entry Aromatic amine 1,3-Dicarbonyl compound Product Time (min) Yieldb (%)

12 5d
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a Reaction conditions: 1,3-diketone (1 mmol), formaldehyde (1 mmol), tertiary aromatic amine (1 mmol), boric acid (20 mol %), SDS–water (1.5 ml, c = 0.1 g/ml), reflux.
b Isolated yield.
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