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Abstract—The ring-closing metathesis of diolefin substrates containing an external carboxymethyl substituent is presented. The
reaction is enabled through microwave irradiation allowing greatly enhanced yields and conversion rates. The reaction results in
the formation of carboxymethyl substituted dihydropyrroles, dihydrofurans, and cyclopentenes. In certain cases, pyrroles are
formed through further in situ oxidation. © 2003 Elsevier Science Ltd. All rights reserved.

The olefin metathesis reaction resulting in ring forma-
tion (ring-closing metathesis or RCM) has become an
important and powerful reaction within the field of
synthetic organic chemistry.1 The ruthenium catalysts
developed by Grubbs (1 and 2, Scheme 1)2 have been
utilized for RCM based ring formation as a key step in
numerous natural product synthesis.3 The reaction is
very general in the formation of many ring sizes and
types,4 with notable exceptions in the eight member
ring size cases.5,6 In addition, it is fairly general to
functionality that is internal to the new ring system
being formed. However, the reaction does show limita-
tions to external substituents.6 So far, only substituents

with little or no steric or electronic bias are compatible
(i.e. Me or Et). External groups with an electronic bias
(CO2Me, OMe, CN, Br) result in little to no yield of the
RCM product.6,7 Adding additional substitution exter-
nal to the newly formed double bond would allow the
formation of an activated system enabling further
unique functionalization.

As part of a drug discovery program, we became
interested in exploring the carboxymethyl substituent
via 2-substituted methacrylate systems (Scheme 2).
Although the only report of this system in the ring-clos-
ing metathesis resulted in a low conversion (�5%), we
extrapolated that we could realize our goal to access
this system by applying microwave irradiation to raise
the yield and apply this reaction to other systems.8

Investigations into the conditions suitable for ring clos-
ing metathesis reactions of these substrates under
microwave irradiation were initiated. The N-p-toluene-
sulfonyl substrate (4a, Table 1) with the added car-
boxymethyl substituent was investigated under a variety
of conditions. Treatment with Grubbs type I catalyst
(1) resulted in only a trace of the desired dehydropyrro-
lidine product (5a). Switching to the Grubbs type II
catalyst (2) gave slightly better results, and at room
temperature the reaction proceeded to about 40% con-
version even after prolonged exposure. Heating to
50°C, resulted in conversion to about 75% after 5 h, but
proceeded no further. We then investigated irradiation
in the microwave, which gave more promising results.9

Irradiation for 5 min at 50°C gave 85% conversion, and
at 150°C for 5 min gave 97% conversion. Further
beneficial effects of the microwave can be seen in
comparison reaction times and conversions. In condi-
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Table 1. Conversion of 4a to 5a with 3% of 2 in 1,2-
DCE9–11

Conditions (0.025 M in Temperature % Conversion
(time)a(°C)4a)

24rt 6 (5 min)
rt 30 (6 h)24

37 (20 h)24rt
62 (5 min)Thermal 50
75 (20 min)50Thermal

50Thermal 75 (5 h)
85 (5 min)50�wave, 0–10 W, 1 psi

150�wave, 60–80 W, 60 psi 97 (5 min)

a % Conversions determined by 1H NMR analysis of the crude
reaction mixture.

goal of obtaining product yields after purification. The
N-p-tosylsulfonamide substrate (4a) gave 82% of the
dehydropyrrolidine (5a).11,12 The diallyl malonate sub-
strate 4b followed suit and gave a 100% conversion and
56% isolated yield of the cyclopentene ester 5b when
exposed to the same conditions. The lower isolated
yield is due presumably to product volatility. We were
gratified to see this conversion, since Grubbs reported
that this substrate gave �5% conversion when using
the type I catalyst (1).6 Finally, the reaction translated
to the dihydrofuran system 5c with bisolefin 4c in 82%
isolated yield under slightly lower temperature
(100°C).12,13

We next considered several nitrogen substrates which
would give dehydropyrrolidines with different groups
on nitrogen.12,13 This type of substrate could be incor-
porated as a 3,4-dehydro-isoproline peptidomimetic
scaffold or be utilized as an intermediate to construct
alkaloid natural products.14,15 We were also interested
in determining if the basicity would effect the RCM in
these systems. We discovered that the reaction was
successful, but were surprised to find that we isolated
the pyrrole products (6a,b) along with the expected
dehydropyrrolidines. The N-phenyl substrate translated
cleanly in a similar fashion to the N-tosyl result (entry
1) resulting in a 70% yield of the dehydropyrrolidine 5d.
The methallyl-acrylate substrate 4e was exposed to
these conditions and we were intrigued to find that not
only did the reaction provide a successful RCM reac-
tion resulting in a tetrasubstituted olefin product 5e
(16%), but also the corresponding 2,3,5-trisubstituted
pyrrole 6a (48%) as the major product.13 The pyrrole
formation can be explained through an RCM followed
by an in situ oxidation. The final example, the N-(S-�-
methylbenzyl) substrate 4f gave the pyrrole product 6b
exclusively in 76% isolated yield.13 When comparing
substrates (4a to 4d to 4f), it is clear this oxidation is
dependent upon the nitrogen basicity.

In conclusion, we have provided an example of the
microwave accelerated ring-closing metathesis reaction
with an external carboxymethyl substituent forming
products with an activated olefin. In the case of five-
membered rings, dehydropyrrolidines, dihydrofuran,
cyclopentene, and pyrrole substrates are formed in
good yields. The microwave allows shorter conversion
times and higher conversion rates. Also, to our knowl-
edge, this is the first reported pyrrole formation utilizing
the RCM. Further progress in these areas will be the
subject of future reports.

tions not involving microwave heating, conversion
reaches a maximum after several hours, presumably due
to lower catalyst turnover or catalyst decomposition.
At room temperature the maximum conversion is 37%
and at 50°C it is 75%, compared to 85 and 97% after 5
min using the microwave. These results clearly show
that microwave heating results in further conversions in
shorter time either overcoming catalyst decomposition
or increasing catalyst turnover.

With evidence that we were observing a rate accelera-
tion and increase in catalyst efficiency for this ring
closure via microwave irradiation we investigated the
substrate variability (Scheme 3, Table 29–13). We began
our study by preparing carboxymethyl containing sub-
strates based on known analogous bisolefin compounds
which give successful ring closing metathesis reactions.
We focused on the various five member ring cases.1,4,6

Alkylations with methyl-2-(bromomethyl) acrylate were
carried out with a variety of allylated substrates (3a–f,
Scheme 3) with carbon, oxygen, and nitrogen nucle-
ophiles in the presence of cesium carbonate or sodium
hydride as base. Analogs were prepared that were pre-
cursors to dihydropyrrole (4d–f), dihydrofuran (4c),
and cyclopentene (4b) systems. We ran reactions at
either 100 or 150°C, with a catalyst amount of 3, 6, or
12 mol%, and irradiation times of 5 or 10 min with the

Scheme 3.
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Table 2.
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