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The direct azidation of various heterocyclic b-ketoesters, lactones, and lactams is reported. By using tosy-
lazide and an organic base such as L-proline or TBD, the direct a-insertion of azide into these substrates
was achieved in moderate to good yields, without competitive deacylating diazo transfer. This procedure
represents an interesting alternative to the usual two-step approach of a-halogenation and subsequent
displacement with azide ion.

� 2009 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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Figure 1. Examples of reported azidocarbocyclic b-ketoesters.
The high versatility of organic azides made them very useful in
organic synthesis. They are reported to react with electrophiles,
nucleophiles, and radical species and to yield reactive nitrenes un-
der thermal and photochemical conditions.1 Azides are easily con-
verted into amines by the Staudinger reaction,2 and are useful for
the preparation of various types of heterocycles.3 Furthermore,
they act as 1,3-dipoles in cycloaddition reactions and have been
extensively used in the highly robust Huisgen azide–alkyne 1,3-
dipolar cycloaddition under thermal activation or under Cu(I)
catalysis.4

In the course of our synthetic work we envisioned direct azida-
tion of heterocyclic b-ketoesters (Scheme 1, X = O) by using sulfo-
nyl azides. Heterocyclic b-ketoesters have been extensively studied
in synthetic chemistry,5 that is, in various C-alkylation reactions,5a

electrophilic amination,5b,c halogenations,5d or for addition to Mi-
chael acceptors.5e–g Surprisingly, studies devoted to their direct
azidation have not been reported in the literature thus far (Scheme
1, path b). The closest related works have mentioned the reactivity
of sulfonyl azides with carbocyclic b-ketoesters (Scheme 1,
X = CH2).6 These studies revealed two-competitive reactions: the
usually major deacylating diazo transfer (Scheme 1, pathway a)
and the minor azido group transfer reaction (Scheme 1, pathway
b).6 The ratio between these two possible pathways depends on
the nature of the sulfonyl azide reagent and on the nature of the
substrate; the azido group transfer reaction being the dominant
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transformation only when extended cyclic or hindered substrates
are engaged (Fig. 1).6a,c

Given our synthetic constraints, we sought a direct azidation
reaction, instead of a two-step procedure through a-halogenation
and subsequent displacement of halide with azide ion.7 Consider-
ing the above-mentioned literature data, we anticipated that the
study of the reactivity of sulfonyl azides toward a collection of het-
erocyclic b-ketoesters (Scheme 1, X = O, NH) would be of interest to
the synthetic community.

In preliminary experiments, our model substrate 2-acetyl-c-
butyrolactone 1a was treated under two reported conditions: by
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Scheme 1. Reactivity of sulfonyl azides toward heterocyclic and carbocyclic
b-ketoesters.



Table 2
Azidation of selected heterocyclic b-ketoestersa

Entry Substrate Base Solvent Product Yieldb

(%)

1
O

O

OEt

O
1b L-Pro DMSO O

O

OEt

O

N3

2b 38

2 HN

O

OEt

O

O

1c L-Pro DMSO HN

O

OEt

O

O
N3

2c 30

3
HN OEt

OO

O

1d
L-Pro DMSO

HN OEt

OO

O
N3

2d
12

4 TBD DCM 66

5 DBU DCM 52

6

HN OEt

OO

1e
L-Pro DMSO

HN OEt

OO

N3

2e
0

7 TBD DCM 78c

8 DBU DCM 83c

a TsN3 (1 equiv), base (1 equiv), 72 h at rt.
b Yields are reported for pure products.
c 48 h at rt.
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generating triflic azide in situ,8 and by using a combination of trim-
ethylsilylazide and iodosobenzene.9 Both these conditions gave the
desired azido transfer product 2a in poor yield (32% and 5%, respec-
tively, Scheme 2).

We then focused on the use of commercially available tosylaz-
ide (TsN3) with organic bases. First, we followed the conditions
used for the preparation of examples shown in Figure 1. However,
in the presence of 1 equiv of TsN3 and 1 equiv of TEA (triethyl-
amine) or DBU (1,8-diaza-bicyclo[5,4,0]undec-7-ene) no reaction
was observed after 72 h in DCM (Table 1, entries 1 and 2). Changing
the base to TBD (1,5,7-triazabicyclo[4.4.0]dec-1-ene), previously
studied by our group for its high reactivity,10 afforded the expected
azido product 2a in moderate to good yields in DCM, toluene, and
THF (Table 1, entries 3–5). We then turned our attention to L-pro-
line, known to be a good activator of 1,3-dicarbonyl compounds.11

Treating 1a with 1 equiv of TsN3 and 1 equiv of L-proline in DMF for
72 h at room temperature afforded 2a in 52% of yield (Table 1, en-
try 6). The best azidation result was obtained by changing the sol-
vent to DMSO, affording in this case, the desired azidation product
2a in 62% yield along with the recovery of 15% of the starting mate-
rial (Table 1, entry 7). The use of both reagents in excess did not
change the efficiency of the reaction. Importantly, in none of these
reactions were the products of the competitive deacylating diazo
transfer reaction detected (Scheme 1).

Having successfully synthesized the azido derivative of 2-acet-
yl-c-butyrolactone 1a, we moved our attention toward demon-
strating the generality of the strategy starting from various
heterocyclic b-ketoesters, lactones, and lactams. Compounds 1b–
d were prepared following the literature procedures,12 whereas
compound 1e is commercially available. When treated under the
optimized conditions in the presence of L-proline, five-membered
lactone 1b and five-membered lactam 1c afforded the desired azi-
do compounds 2b and 2c in moderate yields (Table 2, entries 1 and
2). Lower yields (<20%) were obtained using TBD, DBU, or TEA as
base (in DCM) instead of L-proline. For six-membered lactams
1d–e, L-proline failed to afford the desired azidation products in
acceptable yields. In both cases, the starting material conversion
(i) or (ii)

(i) NaN3, F3CSO2Cl, Et3N, dry DMF, RT, 32%
(ii) Me3SiN3, (PhIO)n, dry THF, <5%
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Scheme 2. Azidation of 2-acetyl-c-butyrolactone 1a using literature methods.

Table 1
Azidation of 2-acetyl-c-butyrolactone 1a

1a 2a

O

O O
O

O O

N3

TsN3 (1 equiv)
Base (1 equiv)

RT, 72 h

Entry Base Solvent Yielda (%)

1 TEA DCM 0
2 DBU DCM 0
3 TBD DCM 42
4 TBD Toluene 38
5 TBD THF 56
6 L-Pro DMF 52b

7 L-Pro DMSO 62b

a Yields are reported for pure products.
b Racemic compound.
was very low, only 2d could be obtained in 12% yield (Table 2, en-
tries 3 and 6). Surprisingly, in the case of 1d–e, the use of TBD or
DBU improved the formation of the azidation products 2d–e to a
large extent (Table 2, entries 4–5 and 7–8). All the resulting azides
were characterized from spectral data.13 It is noteworthy to men-
tion that in none of these reactions the deacylating diazo transfer
adduct (Scheme 1, pathway a) was formed in an isolable amount.
Instead, the unreacted starting material could be recovered almost
quantitatively.

Considering the above-mentioned results, it appears that the
azidation reaction is highly sensitive to the substrate’s structure
and this preliminary study did not allow us to draw any general
conclusions. Yields were found to be reproducible, but depending
on the base used, the outcome of the reaction is not easily
predictable.

Finally, compound 2e was used in further transformations to as-
say the azide moiety reactivity. Under classical Staudinger reaction
conditions the azido compound 2e could be converted into the
amino product 3, in a moderate but non-optimized yield (Scheme
3).14 Moreover, as an example of click reaction, 2e was engaged in a
Huisgen azide–alkyne 1,3-dipolar cycloaddition catalyzed by Cu(I),
2e

PPh3 (1 equiv)

Toluene:HCl (5%)
RT, 12 h
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CuSO4 (10 mol%)
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Scheme 3. Reactivity of azido compound 2e.
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with phenylacetylene affording compound 4, in a medium but non-
optimized yield (Scheme 3).15

In conclusion, direct azidation of heterocyclic b-ketoesters using
TsN3 and organic bases was studied. Each selected substrate could
be converted into the azido derivative in moderate to good yields.
It appears that base plays a critical role in the outcome of the reac-
tion. Results showed that L-proline should be preferred for the azi-
dation of five-membered rings and TBD or DBU are more
appropriate for the conversion of six-membered rings. Thus, it ap-
pears that direct azidation of heterocyclic b-ketoesters is a potent
alternative to the standard two-step procedure (halogenation and
displacement with azide ion).
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