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GRAPHICAL ABSTRACT

Abstract Antidepressant drug (R)-rolipram was readily prepared on a large scale from iso-

vanilline via a succinct route. The key reaction was carried out using a 1mol% loading of

nickel(II)-bis[(S,S)-N,N0-dibenzylcyclohexane-1,2-diamine]Br2 complex as the catalyst.

The ee% could reach to 99%, and the catalyst could be recovered and used in the next reac-

tion cycle with high ee%.

Keywords Asymmetric synthesis; Michael addition; (R)-rolipram

INTRODUCTION

(R)-Rolipram (Fig. 1), an antidepressant drug known to be a selective phos-
phodiesterase type IV inhibitor,[1] is of great interest as a therapeutic agent for the
treatment of central nervous system disorders, such as depression and mental disor-
ders.[2–4] Among the various reported synthetic strategies, the key step introducing
the chiral center is still problematic, which increases the cost of this drug. Numerous
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approaches have been developed to introduce the chiral center, which include (a)
conjugate addition of the chiral enolate to b-nitrostyrene,[5] (b) the conjugate
addition of nucleophilic substrate to chiral a,b-unsaturated bicyclic lactam or oxazo-
line,[6] and (c) a Claisen rearrangment process with the transfer of chiral site.[7]

Recently, the application of chiral metal catalyst and organocatalyst has created a
new process for (R)-rolipram,[8] but loaded catalysts are expensive and difficult to
recover in the following cycles. Therefore, developing a new practical symmetric
synthesis of (R)-rolipram has become increasingly urgent.

Evans et al.[9] invented a readily prepared nickel(II)–bis[(S,S)-N,N0-
dibenzylcyclohexane-1,2-diamine]Br2 complex that could catalyze the Michael
addition of 1,3-dicarbonyl compounds to nitroalkenes to achieve high enantioselec-
tive transformation. In this article, we first applied this air- and moisture-stable
nickel complex 1 (Fig. 2) to the preparation of (R)-rolipram. In addition, the catalyst
could be recovered in 90% yield and was used in the next batch of the reaction,
affording high ee% and yield.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

O-Alkylation of isovanillin (2) with cyclopentyl bromide, followed by standard
Henry condensation of 3-(cyclopentyloxy)-4-methoxybenzaldehyde (3) with nitro-
methane, provided (E)-2-(cyclopentyloxy)-1-methoxy-4-(2-nitrovinyl) benzene(4)
with a yield of 92%. The key Michael addition of diethyl malonate to compound
4 catalyzed by the chiral nickel catalyst was described as follows. The mixture of
compound 4 (10.5 g, 40mmol), diethyl malonate (8.3 g, 52mmol), and nickel
complex 1 (0.36mg, 0.4mmol) was stirred under nitrogen at 0 �C. The reaction
was monitored by high-perfomance liquid chromatography (HPLC). The effect of

Figure 2. Nickel complex 1.

Figure 1. (R)-Rolipram.
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solvent for Michael addition of diethyl malonate to compound 4 catalyzed by nickel
complex 1 is illustrated in Table 1. Generally, nickel compelx 1 could be dissolved in
a range of solvents and provided perfect reactivity and enantioselectivity. In the
polar solvent ethanol, the enantiomeric excess was 80%. The enantioselectivity in
neat reaction was normal. Excellent reactivity and enantioselectivity could be
obtained in toluene, dichloromethane, and dichloroethane. Decreasing temperature
could improve the enantioselectivity slightly, but longer reaction time was required.
Interestingly, the use of dichlormethane gave the best results. It might be explained
by the best solubility of nickel complex 1 and compound 3 in dichloromethane. In
addition, the enantioselectivity could not be improved in tetrahydrofuran (THF)
or ethyl acetate.

With the extended reaction time, good yield, and ee% were achieved by using
less loaded catalyst (0.1mol%). We turned our attention to the recovery of catalyst.
The catalyst was the complex of (1R,2R)-N1,N2-dibenzylcyclohexane-1,2-diamine
with Ni(II). Hydrochloride could decompose the complex, and the chiral ligand
could be dissolved in water as hydrochloride salt, which could be extracted with
organic solvent after neutralized with a base. In our experiments, we washed the mix-
ture with 2N hydrochloride twice, and the combined water phases were neutralized
with 2N NaOH to pH 8. The resulting water phase was extracted with dichloro-
methane, which resulted in the recovering the chiral ligand in 90% yield. Complex
1 could be synthesized from the recovered chiral ligand and reused. The synthesis
route of compound 5 from compound 4 is shown in Scheme 1, and the catalytic
asymmetric Michael reaction with catalyst recycling is presented in Table 2. The
recovered complex 1 was reused several times. Although slight loss of activity was
observed, the recovered complex 1 promoted the Michael reaction to obtain the
desired product 5 in very high ee even after five runs.

The application of the Michael addition was further evaluated by performing a
large-scale experiment. The Michael addition of ethyl malonate with compound 4

catalyzed by 1mol% catalyst in dichlormethane at room temperature obtained

Table 1. Effect of solvent on enantioselective Michael addition of 4 with diethyl malonate

Entry Solvent

Reaction

temperature (�C)
Reaction

timea (h) Yieldb (%) Eec (%)

1 THF 20 9 92 92

2 EtOAc 20 12 96 90

3 CH2Cl2 20 9 98 97

4 CH2Cl2 0 20 98 98

5 ClCH2CH2Cl 20 9 93 97

6 ClCH2CH2Cl 0 21 98 91

7 EtOH 20 24 95 80

8 Toluene 20 10 98 93

9 Toluene 0 20 98 95

10d Neat 20 100 95 88

aAll the reactions stopped with conversion of more than 99%.
bIsolated yield.
cEnantiomeric excess was determined by HPLC with chiracel AD column.
dNeat reaction with 1.5 equivalent of diethyl malonate.
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1 kg of compound 5 in 98% yield with 97% ee. Optically pure compound 6 (950 g)
was obtained after recrystallization in petroleum ether=methyl-tert-butyl ether
(4:1) with a yield of 95%.

Eventually, hydrogenlysis of the compound 5 by Raney Ni catalyst gave the
lactam 6, which was further decarboxylated to give compound 7. One-pot, ring-
closure reaction gave (R)-rolipram as a single enantiomer in 72.5% overall yield over
six steps.

In conclusion, for the first time, nickel(II)–bis[(S,S)-N,N0-dibenzylcyclohexane-
1,2-diamine]Br2 complex was used as the catalyst to make the key intermediate of
(R)-rolipram. On a large scale, (R)-rolipram was prepared in a succinct route with
good yield, and the ee% reached to 99%. This method provided an efficient, low-cost
protocol to make the antidepressant drug (R)-rolipram (Scheme 2).

Scheme 1. Catalytic asymmetric Michael reaction with catalyst.

Table 2. Catalytic asymmetric Michael reaction with catalyst recycling

Cycle

Parameter 1 2 3 4 5

Yield (%)a 98 95 94 92 89

Ee (%)b 98 98 97 97 97

aIsolated yield.
bEnantiomeric excess was determined by HPLC with chiracel AD column.

Scheme 2. General strategy for synthesis of (R)-rolipram.
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EXPERIMENTAL

The melting point was determined on WRS-2 melting-point apparatus
(Shanghai, China) and uncorrected. The NMR spectra were recorded on a Varian
400-MHz spectrometer using CDCl3 as solvent and tetramethylsilane (TMS) as
internal standard. Mass spectra were recorded on Jeol AX-505 or SX-102 spectro-
meters. Optical rotations were measured on a Jasco DIP-0181 digital polarimeter
with a sodium lamp.

Synthesis of 3-(Cyclopentyloxy)-4-methoxybenzaldehyde, 3

To a solution of 3-hydroxy-4-methoxybenzaldehyde (50 g, 0.33mol) and bro-
mocyclopentane in DMF (400mL), K2CO3 (68.3 g, 0.5mol) was added and refluxed
for 12 h. After completion of the reaction, the mixture was cooled to room tempera-
ture. The mixture was taken into water (200mL), extracted with ethyl acetate
(3� 200mL), dried over anhydrous Na2SO4, and evaporated to give the brown oily
compound 3 (68.0 g); 94% yield; 1H NMR (400MHz, CDCl3): d 9.80 (s, 1 H, CHO),
7.39 (dd, J¼ 8.1, 1.7, 1 H, Ar-H), 7.33 (d, J¼ 1.7, 1 H, Ar-H), 6.96 (d, J¼ 8.1, 1 H,
Ar-H), 4.85–4.74 [m, 1 H,OCH(CH2)4], 3.90 (s, 3 H, Ar-OCH3), 2.14–1.80 (m, 6 H,
cyclopentyl-H), 1.64–1.52 (m, 2 H, cyclopentyl-H); MS: m=z (Mþ 1) 221. The data
were consistent with those reported in the literature.[10]

Synthesis of (E)-2-(Cyclopentyloxy)-1-methoxy-
4-(2-nitrovinyl)benzene, 4

A mixture of 3-(Cyclopentyloxy)-4-methoxybenzaldehyde (68 g, 0.31mol),
ammonium acetate (40.6 g, 0.53mol), and nitromethane (94.6 g, 1.55mol) in acetic
acid (400mL) was refluxed for 12 h. The reaction mixture was cooled to room tem-
perature. Water was added drop by drop. The solid was filtered and dried to give
compound 4 (75.1 g); 92% yield; 1H NMR (400MHz, CDCl3): d 7.93 (d, J¼ 13.6,
1 H, -CH=CHNO2), 7.54 (d, J¼ 13.6, 1 H, -CH=CHNO2), 7.24 (dd, J¼ 8.3, 1.8,
1 H, Ar-H), 7.07 (br d, J¼ 1.8, 1 H, Ar-H), 6.87 (d, J¼ 8.3, 1 H, Ar-H), 4.81 [td,
J¼ 9.0, 3.0, 1 H, -OCH(CH2)4], 3.93 (s, 3 H, Ar-OCH3), 2.01–1.82 (m, 6 H,
cyclopentyl-H), 1.72–1.61 (m, 2 H, cyclopentyl-H); MS: m=z (MNaþ) 286; mp
138.5–139.5 �C. The data were consistent with the literature.[10]

Synthesis of (S)-Diethyl-2-(1-(3-(cyclopentyloxy)-4-
methoxyphenyl)-2-nitroethyl)malonate, 5

Catalyst 1 (357mg, 0.4mmol) was added to a solution of (E)-2-
(cyclopentyloxy)-1-methoxy-4-(2-nitrovinyl)benzene (10.5 g, 40mmol) and diethyl
malonate (8.3 g, 52mmol) in CH2Cl2(10mL) under the protection of nitrogen and
stirred for 9 h at 0 �C. CH2Cl2 was removed under vacuum, and then water
(10mL) was introduced. The solid was filtered and dried to give compound 5, which
was the white solid (17.8 g); 98% yield. Optically pure compound 5 was obtained
after recrystallization by petroleum ether=methyl tert-butyl ether (MTBE) (4:1).
Racemic sample was prepared by racemic catalyst according to the general
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procedure. 1H NMR (CDCl3=300MHz) d 6.81–6.72 (m, 3H), 4.90 (dd, J¼ 12.9, 1H),
4.82 (dd, J¼ 12.9, 1H), 4.73–4.69 (m, 1H), 4.29–4.14 (m, 3H), 4.05 (q, 2H), 3.76 (s,
3H), 3.79 (d, 1H), 2.02–1.79 (m, 5H), 1.64–1.59 (m, 3H), 1.29 (t, 3H), 0.91 (t, 3H);
MS: m=z ðMNHþ

4 Þ 441; mp 94.5–95.5 �C; [a]D: 30–9.4 (c 1.15 CHCl3), ee> 99%.
Chiral HPLC condition: Agilent 1200 HPLC, Chiracel AD column (250� 4.6mm
i.d.) with a mixture of hexane and 2-propanol (95:5) at a flow rate 1.0ml=min as
the mobile phase, oven temperature 25 �C, 210 nm, tmajor¼ 20.22min, tminor¼
26.22min. The data were consistent with literature.[11]

Synthesis of (4R)-Ethyl-4-(3-(cyclopentyloxy)-4-methoxyphenyl)-2-
oxopyrrolidine-3-carboxylate, 6

Raney nickel (5 g, washed with 95%MeOH) was placed in a flask equipped with
a magnetic stirrer and charged with a solution of compound 5 (19.9 g, 47mmol) in
MeOH (500mL) under a nitrogen atmosphere. The reaction system was then flushed
and filled with H2. After stirring the mixture at room temperature for 12 h, the cata-
lyst was filtered off and the filtrate was condensed to produce a light-grey oily com-
pound. Then, petroleum ether was added to give target product 6 (15.7 g); 96% yield;
1H NMR (400MHz, CDCl3): 7.74 (br s, 1 H, NH), 6.86–6.68 (m, 3 H, Ar-H),
4.78–4.69 (br m, 1 H, Ar-�CH), 4.23 (q, J¼ 7.1, 2 H, OCH2CH3), 3.42 (dd,
J¼ 18.0, 8.6, 1 H, CHAHB-NH), 3.85–3.71 (m, 4 H, Ar-OCH3 and CHAHB-NH),
3.51 (d, J¼ 9.8, 1 H, CH-�C), 3.39 [t, J¼ 9.0, 1 H, OCH(CH2)2], 1.96–1.73 (m, 6H,
cyclopentyl-H), 1.62–1.51 (m, 2 H, cyclopentyl-H), 1.26 (t, J¼ 7.1, 3 H, OCH2CH3);
MS: m=z (MHþ) 348. The data were consistent with the literature.[10]

Synthesis of (R)-Rolipram

The mixture of compound 6 (15.6 g, 45mmol) in THF (50mL) and 2N NaOH
aqueous solution (50mL, 100mmol) was refluxed for 2 h. The pH value of the resulting
solution was adjusted to 1 with 1N HCl and extracted with CH2Cl2(100mL� 3). The
combined organic layer was washed with brine, dried over anhydrous Na2SO4, and
evaporated. The residue was dissolved in MeOH (50mL), and thionly chloride
(10mL) was added in an ice bath. It was stirred at room temperature for 2 h. The
mixture was evaporated into dryness and diluted with toluene (50mL). The resulting
solution was neutralized with 2N NaOH aqueous solution, and the water was dec-
anted. The resulting toluene solution was refluxed for 2 h and evaporated to oil, which
was titrated to give yellow solid (R)-Rolipram (11.2 g, 90% overall yield); 1H NMR
(400MHz, CDCl3): 7.23 (br s, 1 H, NH), 6.82 (d, J¼ 8.5, 1H, Ar-H), 6.75–6.71 (m,
2 H, Ar-H), 4.75 [m, 1 H, OCH(CH2)2], 3.82 (s, 3 H, Ar-OCH3), 3.75 (app. t,
J¼ 8.9, 1 H, CHAHB-NH), 3.64–3.56 (m, 1 H, Ar-�CH), 3.37 (dd, J¼ 9.4, 7.7, 1 H,
CHAHB-NH), 2.70 (dd, J¼ 16.9, 8.9, 1 H, CHAHBCO), 2.47 (dd, J¼ 16.9, 8.9, 1
H, CHAHBCO), 1.93–1.75 (m, 6H, cyclopentyl-H), 1.66–1.51 (m, 2H, cyclopentyl-H);
m=z (MHþ) 276; mp 131.5–132.5 �C [a]D: 25–31 (c 1.05, MeOH); ee> 99%. Chiral
HPLC condition: Agilent 1200 HPLC, Chiracel AD-H column (250� 4.6mm i.d.)
with a mixture of hexane and 2-propanol (90:10) at a flow rate of 1.0ml=min as the
mobile phase, oven temperature was 28 �C, 210 nm, tmajor¼ 10.22min, tminor¼
10.65min. The data were consistent with those reported in the literature.[10]

PREPARATION OF (R)-ROLIPRAM 3293

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

B
ro

w
n 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
] 

at
 0

0:
54

 2
2 

O
ct

ob
er

 2
01

2 



REFERENCES

1. Semmler, J.; Wachtel, H.; Endres, S. The specific type IV phosphodiesterase inhibitor roli-
pram suppresses tumor necrosis factor-a production by human mononuclear cells. Int. J.
Immunopharmacol. 1993, 15, 409–413.

2. Sommer, N.; Northoff, G. H.; Weller, M.; Steinbrecher, A.; Steinbach, J. P. The anti-
depressant rolipram suppresses cytokine production and prevents autoimmune encephalo-
myelitis. Nat. Med. 1995, 1, 244–248.

3. Wachtel, H. Potential antidepressant activity of rolipram and other selective cyclic
adenosine 3’,50-monophosphate phosphodiesterase inhibitors. Neuropharmacol. 1983,
22, 267–272.

4. Schneider, H. H.; Schmiechen, R.; Brezinski, M.; Seidler, J. Stereospecific binding of the
antidepressant rolipram to brain protein structures. Eur. J. Pharmacol. 1986, 127, 105–
115.

5. Meinrad, B.; Dieter, S. Enantioselective preparation of c-amino acids and c-lactams from
nitro olefins and carboxylic acids, with the valine-derived 4-isopropyl-5,5-diphenyl-1,3-
oxazolidin-2-one as an auxiliary. Helv. Chim. Acta 1999, 82, 2365–2379.

6. Meyers, A. I.; Lawrence, S.; Jörg, S. The synthesis of aracemic 4-substituted pyrrolidi-
nones and 3-substituted pyrrolidines: An symmetric synthesis of (�)-rolipram. J. Org.
Chem. 1993, 58, 36–42.

7. Mulzer, J.; Zuhse, R. German Patent 4032055, 1990.
8. (a) Aslanian, A.; Lee, G.; Iyer, R. V.; Shih, N. Y.; Piwinski, J. J.; Draper, R. W.;

McPhail, A. T. An asymmetric synthesis of the novel H3 agonist (þ)-(3R,4R)-3-(4-
imidazolyl)-4-methylpyrrolidine dihydrochloride(sch 50971). Tetrahedron: Asymmetry
2000, 11, 3867–3871; (b) Mulzer, J.; Zuhse, R.; Schmiechen, R. Enantioselective synthesis
of the antidepressant rolipram by Michael addition to a nitroolefin. Angew. Chem. In. Ed.
1992, 31, 870–872; (c) Evans, D. A.; Scheidt, K. A.; Johnston, J. N.; Willis, M. C. Enan-
tioselective and diastereoselective Mukaiyama–Michael reactions catalyzed by bis(oxazo-
line) copper(II) complexes. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2001, 123, 4480–4491; (d) Itoh, K.;

Kanemasa, S. Enantioselective Michael additions of nitromethane by a catalytic double
activation method using chiral Lewis acid and achiral amine catalysts. J. Am. Chem.
Soc. 2002, 124, 13394–13395; (e) Becht, J. M.; Meyer, O.; Helmchen, G. Enantioselective
syntheses of (�)-(R)-rolipram, (�)-(R)-baclofen, and other GABA analogues via

rhodium-catalyzed conjugate addition of arylboronic acids. Synthesis 2003, 2805–2810;
(f) Garcia, A. L. L.; Carpes, M. J. S.; Oca, A. C. B. M.; Santos, M. A. G.;
Santana, C. C.; Correia, C. R. D. Synthesis of 4-aryl-2-pyrrolidones and b-aryl-c-
amino-butyric acid (GABA) analogues by Heck arylation of 3-pyrrolines with arenediazo-
nium tetrafluoroborates: Synthesis of (�)-rolipram on a multigram scale and chromato-
graphic resolution by semipreparative chiral simulated moving-bed chromatography. J.
Org. Chem. 2005, 70, 1050–1053; (g) Liu, W. J.; Chen, Z. L.; Chen, Z. Y.; Hu, W. H.
Dirhodium-catalyzed intramolecular enantioselective C-H insertion reaction of N-cumyl-
N-(2-p-anisylethyl)diazoacetamide: Synthesis of (�)-rolipram. Tetrahedron: Asymmetry
2006, 16, 1693–1698; (h) Deng, J.; Duan, Z. C.; Huang, J. D.; Hu, X. P.; Wang, D. Y.;
Yu, S. B.; Xu, X. F.; Zheng, Z. Rh-catalyzed asymmetric hydrogenation of c-
phthalimido-substituted a,b-unsaturated carboxylic acid esters: An efficient enantioselec-
tive synthesis of b-aryl-c-amino acids. Org. Lett. 2007, 9, 4825–4828; (i) Paraskar, A. S.;

Sudalai, A. Co-catalyzed reductive cyclization of azido and cyano substituted a,b-unsatu-
rated esters with NaBH4: Enantioselective synthesis of (R)-baclofen and (R)-rolipram.
Tetrahedron 2006, 62, 4907–4916; (j) Wu, B. G.; Kuhena, K. L.; Nguyen, T. N.; Ellis,

D.; Anaclerion, B.; He, X. H.; Yang, K. Y.; Karanewsky, D.; Yin, H.; Wolff, H.;

3294 L. WEN ET AL.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

B
ro

w
n 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
] 

at
 0

0:
54

 2
2 

O
ct

ob
er

 2
01

2 



Bieza, K.; Caldwell, J.; He, Y. Synthesis and evaluation of N-aryl pyrrolidinones as novel
anti-HIV-1 agents, part 1. Biorg. Med. Chem. 2006, 16, 3430–3433.

9. Evans, D.; Mito, S.; Seidel, D. Scope and mechanism of enantioselective Michael addi-
tions of 1,3-dicarbonyl compounds to nitroalkenes catalyzed by nickel(II)-diamine com-
plexes. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2007, 129, 11583–11592.

10. Hynes, P. S.; Stupple, P. A.; Dixon, D. J. Organocatalytic asymmetric total synthesis of
(R)-rolipram and formal synthesis of (3S,4R)-paroxetine. Org. Lett. 2008, 10, 1389–1391.

11. Barnes, D. M.; Ji, J. J.; Fickes, M. G.; Fitzgerald, M. A.; King, S. A.; Morton, H. E.;
Plagge, F. A.; Preskill, M.; Wagaw, S. H.; Wittenberger, S. J.; Zhang, J. Development
of a catalytic enantioselective conjugate addition of 1,3-dicarbonyl compounds to
nitroalkenes for the synthesis of endothelin-A antagonist ABT-546: Scope, mechanism,
and further application to the synthesis of the antidepressant rolipram. J. Am. Chem.
Soc. 2002, 124, 13097–13105.

PREPARATION OF (R)-ROLIPRAM 3295

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

B
ro

w
n 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
] 

at
 0

0:
54

 2
2 

O
ct

ob
er

 2
01

2 


