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Indoles undergo smooth cyanation with CuCN in the presence of 20 mol % Pd(OAc)2 and 40 mol % CuBr2 in
DMF to produce a wide range of the corresponding 3-cyanoindoles in good yields with high regioselectivity.
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Indole nucleus is frequently found in medicinal chemistry and is
considered as ‘privileged scaffolds’.1 Therefore, the synthesis and
selective functionalization of indoles have been the focus of active
research over the years.2–4 Of these, 3-substituted indoles have
played a major role in the synthesis of various biologically active
molecules. In particular, 3-cyanoindoles are key intermediates for
the synthesis of antibacterial, antiviral and cytotoxic natural prod-
ucts such as nortopsentins (Fig. 1).5

Therefore, the introduction of cyanide functionality onto indole
moiety is considered to be very important, because nitriles are
valuable precursors for the synthesis of heterocycles such as oxaz-
olines, tetrazoles and imidazoles.6 Consequently, various methods
have been developed for the cyanation of indoles.7,8 Recently, the
direct cyanation of aromatic and heteroaromatic systems has been
reported using CuCN in the presence of Pd(II).9 However, there
have been no reports on the cyanation of indoles using CuCN/Pd(II)
system.

In continuation of our interest on the functionalization of in-
doles,10 we herein report the direct Pd(II)-catalyzed cyanation of
indoles through C–H bond activation using CuCN as the cyanating
agent. We first attempted the cyanation of indole (1) with CuCN (2)
using 0.1 equiv of Pd(OAc)2 and 0.4 equiv of CuBr2 in DMF. The
reaction proceeds well at 130 �C under air to give the desired prod-
uct 3a in good yield (Scheme 1).

Further attempts were made to improve the yields. However, no
improvement in yield or reaction time was achieved even by
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increasing the amount of the catalyst from 10 mol % to stoichiom-
etric amounts. Next, we turned our attention to various indoles.
Interestingly, several indoles such as 5-bromo-, 5-methoxy-, 2-
methy-, 2-phenyl, 5-chloro, 6-methoxy derivatives (Table 1, en-
tries b–f) underwent smooth cyanation to yield the corresponding
3-cyanoindoles. In addition, N-methyl- and N-benzyl-indoles
(Table 1, entries g and h) also gave the respective 3-cyanated deriv-
atives. The reaction works well even with sterically hindered and
electron-deficient indoles such as 5-nitro, 2-methyl-5-nitro,
6-methoxy-2-carbethoxy derivatives (Table 1, entries i–l) to pro-
duce the corresponding 3-cyanated indoles. Thus, a large number
H H
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Scheme 1. Preparation of 3-cyanoindole.
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Table 1
Pd(OAc)2 -catalyzed regioselective cyanation of indoles via C–H activation

Entry Indole Producta Time
(h)

Yieldb

(%)

a N
H N

H

CN

24 60

b N
H N

H

CN

22 72

c
N
H

MeO

N
H

CNMeO

22 65

d
N
H

Br

N
H

Br CN

24 62

e
N
H

Cl

N
H

Cl CN

24 67

f N
H

Me
N
H

Me

CN

22 68

g N

CH3

N

CN

CH3

22 66

h
N

N

CN

24 63

i
N
H

O2N

N
H

CNO2N

22 62

j
N
H

O2N

Me N
H

CN
O2N

Me
23 70

k N
H

O

OEt N
H

CN

O

OEt

75 85

l N
H

O

OEt

MeO

N
H

CN

O

OEt

MeO 45 84

a All products were characterized by 1H NMR, IR and mass spectrometry.
b Yield refers to pure products after chromatography.
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Scheme 2. A plausible reaction mechanism.
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of 3-cyanoindole derivatives were prepared using this procedure.
Though reaction proceeded at lower temperature (100 �C), the
yields were low (30–50%). No over cyanation was observed even
by increasing the amount of CuCN or by extending the reaction
time. Unlike indoles, pyrrole and carbazole failed to give the
desired product under identical conditions. The products were
characterized by 1H NMR, IR and mass spectrometry. In the ab-
sence of either Pd(II) or Cu(II), the reaction failed to give the de-
sired product. It is a direct and selective method for the
cyanation of indoles at C-3 position. The possible reaction mecha-
nism is depicted in Scheme 2. First, the cyanide anion is transferred
from CuCN to palladium, to form Pd(II) species, which undergoes
electrophilic palladation at the C-3 position of the indole. Reduc-
tive elimination of carbo-palladium gave the desired product along
with Pd(0), which was oxidized to Pd(II) by Cu(II) and/or air to
complete the catalytic cycle.11 The scope of the palladium-cata-
lyzed selective cyanation of indoles is illustrated with respect to
various indoles and the results are presented in Table 1.12

In summary, we have developed a novel protocol for the cyana-
tion of indoles at C-3 position via C–H activation. This method pro-
vides an easy access to a wide range of potentially valuable 3-
cyanoindoles thereby providing the precursors for the synthesis
of natural products such as nortopsentins.
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