
A

M. Adib et al. LetterSyn  lett

SYNLETT0 9 3 6 - 5 2 1 4 1 4 3 7 - 2 0 9 6
© Georg Thieme Verlag  Stuttgart · New York
2016, 27, A–E
letter

at
er

ia
l.
Transition-Metal-Free Acylation of Quinolines and Isoquinolines 
with Arylmethanols via Oxidative Cross-Dehydrogenative Cou-
pling Reactions
Mehdi Adib*a 
Rahim Pashazadeha 
Saideh Rajai-Daryasareia 
Roya Kabirib 
Seyed Jamal Addin Goharic

a School of Chemistry, College of Science, University of Tehran, 
P. O. Box 14155-6455, Tehran, Iran
madib@khayam.ut.ac.ir

b NMR Lab, Faculty of Chemistry, Tabriz University, Tabriz, Iran
c Department of Chemistry, Imam Hossein University, Tehran, 

Iran

MeCN, 80 °C, 2 h

N

H

R3

R2

R1

N H

N

ArO

R3

R2

R1

N

Ar

O

R4

H

HH

Ar O metal-free

R3MeNOSO3H

+

(R3MeN)2S2O8

K2S2O8

KHSO4

R3MeNOSO3
.

R3MeN Cl
+ _

12 examples
70–85% yield

Ar = C6H5,  4-MeOC6H4, 4-ClC6H4, 3-ClC6H4,
        2-MeC6H4, 4-MeC6H4, 4-BrC6H4

R1 = R2 = H, OMe; R3 = H, C6H5, Br, NO2; R4 = H, MeR4

KCl

KCl

7 examples
65–76% yield
D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
: U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f W

ol
lo

ng
on

g.
 C

op
yr

ig
ht

ed
 m
Received: 26.01.2016
Accepted after revision: 10.04.2016
Published online: 18.05.2016
DOI: 10.1055/s-0035-1562135; Art ID: st-21016-d0052-l

Abstract An efficient acylation of quinolines and isoquinolines is de-
scribed by use of arylmethanols as the acylating agents through a C–C
bond formation via an oxidative cross-dehydrogenative coupling (CDC)
strategy. This C-aroylation reaction was carried out by use of K2S2O8 as
oxidant and methyltrioctylammonium chloride (Aliquat 336) as a trans-
fer agent in MeCN at 80 °C under transition-metal-free conditions.

Key words cross-dehydrogenative coupling reaction, C–C bond for-
mation, metal-free coupling reaction, K2S2O8, Aliquat 336, 2-aroyl
quinolones, 1-aroyl isoquinolines

The exploration and development of ideal synthetic
procedures to achieve C–C bond formation via functional-
ization of C–H bonds is an attractive and crucial challenge
in the area of organic synthesis.1 Recently, there has been a
great interest in developing metal-free approaches as valu-
able complements and powerful strategies for the direct
functionalization of C–H bonds to access C–C and C–hetero-
atom bonds.2 In the meantime, formation of C–C bonds can
be accessed by the cross-dehydrogenative coupling reaction
(CDC) that has played a crucial role for functionalization of
organic compounds. CDC reactions are effective, atom-eco-
nomical, and rapid approaches for the synthesis of a variety
of functionalized molecules, natural, and pharmaceutical
products.3

Quinoline and isoquinoline derivatives are prevalent
structural motifs found in pharmaceuticals, numerous nat-
ural products, and synthetic analogues.4 Among them, 2-
acylquinolines and 1-acylisoquinolines have been shown to
possess a diverse range of biological properties such as an-

titumor,5 CRTH2 antagonist (e.g. I, Figure 1),6 anticancer
(e.g. II, Figure 1),4a antimicrobial,7 and CB2-selective recep-
tor activities (e.g. III and IV, Figure 1).8

Figure 1  Some representative biologically active 1-acyl isoquinolines 
and 2-acyl quinolines

Commonly, 1-aroylisoquinoline and 2-aroylquinoline
derivatives have been prepared from aldehydes or methyl-
arenes by use of various oxidants under different conditions
(Scheme 1). In 2013, Antonchick et al. developed an aroyla-
tion of these heterocycles with aldehydes by use of
PhI(OCOCF3)2 and TMSN3 under metal-free conditions.9a

Prabhu and co-workers reported a similar acylation with
aldehydes using a substoichiometric amount of TBAB and
K2S2O8.9b In 2015, Patel et al. developed an AlCl3-catalyzed
acylation by methylbenzenes in the presence of TBHP as ox-
idant.9c Acylation of isoquinoline derivatives was also car-
ried out with TBHP/MnO2 and TBHP/TFA systems by Liu and
co-workers by use of methylbenzenes and benzaldehydes,
respectively.9d,e Very recently Prabhu et al. have reported a
metal-free acylation of heteroarenes by use of a TBHP/NCS
system.9f Furthermore, several other reports have been pre-
sented in recent years regarding C–H functionalization of
isoquinolines and quinolines.10
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Scheme 1  Synthesis of 1-aroyl isoquinoline derivatives

However, to the best of our knowledge there is no report
on the cross-dehydrogenative coupling of quinolines and
isoquinolines with arylmethanols under transition-metal-
free conditions. With this in mind, and in continuation of
our attempts toward the synthesis of biologically active
heterocycles,11 herein we describe a new and efficient tran-
sition-metal-free approach for the oxidative acylation of
quinolines and isoquinolines by use of arylmethanols as the
acylating agents.

We started our study with a model reaction between
isoquinoline (1a) and benzyl alcohol (2a) as the acylating
agent (Scheme 2) for which the effects of different condi-
tions on the efficiency of this oxidative cross-dehydrogena-
tive coupling reaction including the molar ratio of the reac-
tants, the type and amount of oxidant, type and amount of
additive, suitable solvent, and reaction temperature would
be optimized (Table 1).

Scheme 2  Acylation of isoquinoline with benzyl alcohol

When the reaction was performed with a 1:2 molar ra-
tio of 1a/2a in MeCN as solvent in the presence of two
equivalents of K2S2O8 as oxidant and 15 mol% of Aliquat 336
as additive at ambient temperature or at 50 °C, the reaction
was absolutely ineffective (Table 1, entries 1 and 2). Howev-
er, when the temperature raised to 80 °C, the desired prod-
uct 3a was obtained in 70% yield (Table 1, entry 3). It was
demonstrated that K2S2O8 was the best oxidant in compari-
son to the others such as BPO, TBHP, H2O2, and DDQ that
were tested during the optimization process. With BPO, 3a
was detected in 62% yield (Table 1, entry 4) but the reaction
was ineffective with TBHP, H2O2, and DDQ (Table 1, entries
5–7). By using 2.5 equivalents of K2S2O8, the yield improved
to 75% (Table 1, entry 8). Increasing the amount of oxidant
further led to a decrease in yield (Table 1, entry 9). The sol-
vent system also notably affected the efficiency of this reac-
tion. Solvents such as 1,2-dichloroethane, chlorobenzene,
toluene, dioxane, DMSO–H2O, and DMSO were examined,
showing that MeCN was the best among all the tested sol-
vents (Table 1, entries 8, 10–15). In 1,2-dichloroethane,
chlorobenzene, toluene, and DMSO, the yield of the reac-

tion decreased (Table 1, entries 10–12 and 15) and in 1,4-
dioxane or DMSO–H2O (1:1) no acylation product was ob-
served (Table 1, entries 13 and 14). When carrying out the
reaction using additives such as molecular iodine, KI, and
CuI, no acylation product was observed (Table 1, entries
16–18). By increasing the amount of Aliquat 336 to 30
mol%, the yield of 3a improved to 85% (Table 1, entry19).
Carrying out the reaction with 1:1, 1:3, and 1:4 ratios of
1a/2a led to 3a in lower yields (Table 1, entries 20–22). Two
further control experiments were performed in the absence
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Table 1  Optimization of the Reaction Conditions for Metal-Free Dehy-
drogenative Cross-Coupling of Isoquinoline (1a) with Benzyl Alcohol 
(2a)a

Entry Oxidant 
(equiv)b

Additive (mol%)b Solvent Temp 
(°C)

Yield 
(%)

 1 K2S2O8 (2) Aliquat 336 (15) MeCN r.t. NRc

 2 K2S2O8 (2) Aliquat 336 (15) MeCN  50 NR

 3 K2S2O8 (2) Aliquat 336 (15) MeCN  80 70

 4 BPO (2) Aliquat 336 (15) MeCN  80 62

 5 TBHPd (2) Aliquat 336 (15) MeCN  80 NR

 6 H2O2
e (2) Aliquat 336 (15) MeCN  80 NR

 7 DDQ (2) Aliquat 336 (15) MeCN  80 NR

 8 K2S2O8 (2.5) Aliquat 336 (15) MeCN  80 75

 9 K2S2O8 (3) Aliquat 336 (15) MeCN  80 70

10 K2S2O8 (2.5) Aliquat 336 (15) DCE  80 65

11 K2S2O8 (2.5) Aliquat 336 (15) PhCl  80 50

12 K2S2O8 (2.5) Aliquat 336 (15) PhMe  80 50

13 K2S2O8 (2.5) Aliquat 336 (15) 1,4-dioxane  80 NR

14 K2S2O8 (2.5) Aliquat 336 (15) DMSO–H2O 
(1:1)

 80 NR

15 K2S2O8 (2.5) Aliquat 336 (15) DMSO  80 60

16 K2S2O8 (2.5) I2 (15) MeCN  80 NR

17 K2S2O8 (2.5) KI (15) MeCN  80 NR

18 K2S2O8 (2.5) CuI (15) MeCN  80 NR

19 K2S2O8 (2.5) Aliquat 336 (30) MeCN  80 85

20f K2S2O8 (2.5) Aliquat 336 (30) MeCN  80 55

21g K2S2O8 (2.5) Aliquat 336 (30) MeCN  80 70

22h K2S2O8 (2.5) Aliquat 336 (30) MeCN  80 70

23 – Aliquat 336 (30) MeCN  80 NR

24 K2S2O8 (2.5) – MeCN  80 NR

25 K2S2O8 (2.5) Aliquat 336 (30) MeCN 100 80
a Reaction conditions: isoquinoline (1a, 1 mmol), benzyl alcohol (2a, 2 
mmol; except for entries 20–22), solvent (3 mL), 2 h.
b In respect to 1a.
c NR = no reaction.
d 70 wt% t-BuOOH in H2O.
e 30 wt% H2O2 in H2O.
f 1:1 ratio of 1a/2a.
g 1:3 ratio of 1a/2a.
h 1:4 ratio of 1a/2a.
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of oxidant or additive, which revealed the requirement of
the presence of both oxidant and additive for promotion of
this reaction (Table 1, entries 23 and 24). Moreover, carry-
ing out the reaction in a higher temperature led to a de-
crease in the observed yield of the reaction (Table 1, entry
25).

Thus, a 1:2 molar ratio of 1a/2a, MeCN as solvent, 2.5
equivalents of K2S2O8 as oxidant, 30 mol% of Aliquat 336 as
additive, and a reaction temperature of 80 °C were selected
as the optimized conditions for this oxidative cross-dehy-
drogenative coupling reaction (Table 1, entry 19).

With the optimized conditions in hand, we explored the
generality of this dehydrogenative cross-coupling reaction.
It was found that benzyl alcohol (2a), 4-methoxybenzyl al-
cohol (2b), 4-chlorobenzyl alcohol (2c), 2-methylbenzyl al-
cohol (2d), 3-chlorobenzyl alcohol (2e), and 4-bromobenzyl
alcohol (2f) all smoothly reacted with electron-neutral iso-
quinoline (1a) and afforded the corresponding 1-aroyliso-
quinolines in 72–85% yields (Table 2, entries 1–6). The reac-
tion of the electron-rich 6,7-dimethoxyisoquinoline (1b)
gave substituted isoquinoline derivatives 3g and 3h in 74%
and 70% yields, respectively (Table 2, entries 7 and 8). The
presence of phenyl, Br, and NO2 substituents on the C4 posi-
tion of the isoquinoline was also tolerated, and the corre-
sponding products were formed in good yields (Table 2, en-
tries 9–12).14

Quinolines also coupled effectively with arylmethanols
2a–c,f,g (4-methylbenzyl alcohol) under the same opti-
mized conditions. The reactions went to completion within
two hours, and the corresponding 2-aroylquinolines 5a–g
were obtained in 65–76% yields (Table 3).14

Table 3  Cross-Dehydrogenative Coupling of Arylmethanols with 
Quinolinesa

Table 2  Cross-Dehydrogenative Coupling of Arylmethanols with Isoquinolinesa

 

Entry R1 R2 R3 R4 3 Yield (%)b Observed mp (°C) Reported mp (°C)

 1 H H H H 3a 85  74–75 75–7714

 2 H H H 4-MeO 3b 78  78–79 748

 3 H H H 4-Cl 3c 80  86–88 1038

 4 H H H 2-Me 3d 75  72–74 oil9c

 5 H H H 3-Cl 3e 72 100–102 104–10513

 6 H H H 4-Br 3f 80  74–76 70–729c

 7 OMe OMe H H 3g 74 136–138 131–13312

 8 OMe OMe H 4-MeO 3h 70 150–152 145–1489b

 9 H H C6H5 H 3i 75 132–134 –9d

10 H H C6H5 4-MeO 3j 72 142–145 1459b

11 H H Br H 3k 70 133–135 129–1309c

12 H H NO2 H 3l 72 104–106 106–1089c
a Reaction conditions: isoquinoline 1 (0.5 mmol), arylmethanol 2 (1 mmol), K2S2O8 (2.5 mmol), Aliquat 336 (30 mol%).
b Isolated yields (in respect to 1).
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Entry R1 R2 5 Yield 
(%)b

Observed 
mp (°C)

Reported 
mp (°C)

1 H H 5a 76  99–100  96–989c

2 H 4-MeO 5b 70  82–85  65–689c

3 H 4-Cl 5c 70 128–129 105–1079c

4 H 4-Br 5d 72 109–110 111–1139c

5 H 4-Me 5e 73  65–66  63–659b

6 Me H 5f 68  65–67  63–649c

7 Me 4-Cl 5g 65  84–86  79–819c

a Reaction conditions: quinoline 4 (0.5 mmol), arylmethanol 2 (1 mmol), 
K2S2O8 (2.5 mmol), Aliquat 336 (30 mol%).
b Isolated yields (in respect to 4).
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A plausible mechanism for the formation of 1-aroyl iso-
quinolines is depicted in Scheme 3. The reaction sequence
is assumed to begin with the reaction between methyl-
trioctylammonium chloride (A, Aliquat 336) as the transfer
agent and potassium persulfate (K2S2O8) to generate meth-
yltrioctylammonium persulfate (B) that, on heating, would
convert into methyltrioctylammonium sulfate radical (C).
Sulfate radical C may react with benzyl alcohol (2a) through
a radical hydrogen-abstraction process and formation of
benzaldehyde (E) together with methyltrioctylammonium
hydrogensulfate (D). Next, the sulfate radical C reacts with
benzaldehyde (E) to give acyl radical F, followed by radical
attack of F on isoquinoline (1a) to form the corresponding
α-acyl amine radical G. Finally, hydrogen abstraction and
rearomatization of G by sulfate radical C give the desired
product 3a as well as D. Methyltrioctylammonium hydro-
gensulfate (D) reacts with KCl to regenerate methyltrioc-
tylammonium chloride (A).

To validate the proposed mechanism of this CDC, reac-
tion between isoquinoline (1a) and benzyl alcohol (2a) un-
der the optimized reaction conditions was carried out in
the presence of the radical trap TEMPO. In this reaction,
2,2,6,6-tetramethylpiperidino benzoate (6) was isolated in
52% yield, and the desired acylated product 3a was not de-
tected (Scheme 4). This observation strengthens the pro-
posal that radical intermediates are present in the CDC re-
action.

In conclusion, we have developed a new and efficient
dehydrogenative cross-coupling reaction for acylation of
isoquinolines and quinolines. The reactions were carried
out in the presence of K2S2O8 as oxidant and methyltrioc-

tylammonium chloride (Aliquat 336) as transfer agent. The
use of arylmethanols as the acylating agents, metal-free
and mild reaction conditions, high yields of the products,
and short reaction times are the salient advantages of this
method. To the best of our knowledge this is the first report
of the acylation of isoquinolines and quinolines using aryl-
methanols.
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dried over Na2SO4, filtered, and the solvent was evaporated
under vacuum. The residue was purified by column chromatog-
raphy using n-hexane–EtOAc (8:1) as eluent to afford 3a.
(Isoquinolin-1-yl)(phenyl)methanone (3a)
Yield: 0.198 g (85%); white solid; mp 74–75 °C. 1H NMR (300.1
MHz, CDCl3): δ = 7.47 (dd, J = 7.7, 7.4 Hz, 2 H, 2 × CH), 7.60–7.63
(m, 2 H, 2 × CH), 7.75 (t, J = 7.5 Hz, 1 H, CH), 7.81 (d, J = 5.9 Hz, 1
H, CH), 7.94 (d, J = 8.6 Hz, 1 H, CH), 7.96 (d, J = 7.7 Hz, 2 H, 2 ×
CH), 8.20 (d, J = 8.6 Hz, 1 H, CH), 8.54 (d, J = 5.9 Hz, 1 H, CH). 13C
NMR (75.1 MHz, CDCl3): δ = 123.1, 125.8, 126.1, 127.3, 127.9,
128.3, 130.9, 131.2, 133.5, 136.4, 136.6, 141.7, 155.5, 194.1.
(4-Chlorophenyl)(quinolin-2-yl)methanone (5c)
Yield 0.187 g (70%); white solid; mp 128–129 °C. 1H NMR (300.1
MHz, CDCl3): δ = 7.45 (d, J = 8.5 Hz, 2 H, 2 × CH), 7.62 (t, J = 8.0
Hz, 1 H, CH), 7.75 (t, J = 7.2 Hz, 1 H, CH), 7.88 (d, J = 7.5 Hz, 1 H,
CH), 8.12 (d, J = 8.7 Hz, 1 H, CH), 8.19 (d, J = 7.9 Hz, 1 H, CH),
8.24 (d, J = 8.5 Hz, 2 H, 2 × CH), 8.35 (d, J = 8.7 Hz, 1 H, CH). 13C
NMR (75.1 MHz, CDCl3): δ = 119.9, 127.5, 128.5, 128.9, 129.1,
130.3, 130.6, 133.3, 134.6, 137.0, 140.1, 147.2, 154.3, 193.1.
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