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The ability of a crude onion peroxidase preparation to act as a biocatalyst for the oxidative dimerization–
cyclization of methyl p-coumarate, methyl caffeate and methyl ferulate is presented. The products of the
reaction have been fully characterized and were found to possess potent antioxidant activity in a ferric
reducing antioxidant power (FRAP) assay.

� 2011 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
Oxidative dimerization of phenolic compounds occurs in Nature
and leads to the formation of dihydrodimeric products that play a
significant role in the cross-linking of plant cell wall components,
which in turn influences various important cell wall properties.
This biotransformation is catalyzed by enzymes, such as peroxi-
dases and polyphenol oxidases including laccases, or, in some
cases, occurs via photochemical oxidation.1–5 Moreover, oxidative
cross-linking is very important for the properties and technological
applications of biopolymers in which phenolics (feruroyl and cou-
maroyl residues) are covalently attached.6,7

p-Coumaric acid (1), caffeic acid (2), and ferulic acid (3)
(Scheme 1) are components of plant cell walls, and are subjected
to oxidative dimerization to produce structurally diverse lignan-
type natural products. Characteristic examples of common pheno-
lic acid dihydrodimers isolated from plants are the ferulic acid di-
mers 8-O-4-diFA (compound I), 8,8-diFA (compound II), 5,5-diFA
(compound III), and the dihydrobenzofuran lignans (compounds
of type IV) (Fig. 1).8–10 The latter display a wide range of biological
ll rights reserved.
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activity including antitumor,11 antiparasitic,12 and antioxidant,5

and as a result, have attracted considerable attention as potential
synthetic targets with an important bioactivity.

The dimerization of phenolic acids to give lignans has been re-
ported to occur efficiently mainly using the biomimetic peroxi-
dase-H2O2 system, exploiting in most cases horseradish
peroxidase,4,13–16 but also potato peroxidase,9 Momordica charantia
peroxidase,5 and a peroxidase from the leaves of Bupleurum salicifo-
lium.1 The dihydrobenzofuran dimer of p-coumaric acid has also
been produced as a metabolic product of Curvularia lunata, as a re-
sult of the presence of peroxidase and laccase in the culture filtrates
of this microorganism.17 In addition, chemical single-electron oxi-
dizing systems, such as Ag2O or K3Fe(CN)6, are effective coupling
agents for the dimerization of phenolic acids or their esters.11,12,18

The exploitation of food residuals as sources of crude enzymes
can contribute not only to the reduction of the polluting load of
food industry wastes, but also to the development of high added
value products. As a continuation of our research on the potential
biocatalytic activity of crude peroxidase (POD) from onion solid
waste,19 we herein describe the reactions of methyl p-coumarate
(4), methyl caffeate (5), and methyl ferulate (6) using this enzymic
preparation as a catalyst. The antioxidant activity of the reaction
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Figure 1. Chemical structures of common natural phenolic acid dihydrodimers.
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Scheme 1. Oxidative coupling of esters 4–6 catalyzed by crude onion POD extract.
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products, as well as of their corresponding free acids and esters,
was evaluated using the ferric reducing antioxidant power (FRAP)
assay.

The starting esters 4–6 were synthesized via Fischer esterifica-
tion of p-coumaric, caffeic, and ferulic acids 1–3, respectively.20

The onion solid waste used as the enzyme source in this study
was obtained from a local catering facility (Chania, Crete, Greece)
after processing of brown-skin onion bulbs (Allium cepa). This is
the most widely cultivated horticultural crop in Europe, and the
common onion variety that can be found in typical supermarkets
in almost every region of Greece. The waste consisted of the apical
trimmings of the bulbs, as well as the outer dry and semi-dry
layers. The cell-free, POD-active extract was prepared as previously
described.19,21 In an effort to improve the enzyme activity we
concentrated the POD-active extract by treatment with ammo-
nium sulfate, stirring for one hour in an ice bath, and then centri-
fuging at 10,000 rpm at 4 �C for 15 min. The precipitate was
dispersed in phosphate buffer (pH 4) and used as the crude enzyme
source.22

The reaction conditions using methyl p-coumarate (4), methyl
caffeate (5) and methyl ferulate (6) as substrates for the crude en-
zyme preparation were optimized in terms of pH and solvents. We
performed the reactions at pH 4, 5 and 6, and optimum yields were
observed at pH 5 for methyl p-coumarate (4), at pH 4 for methyl
caffeate (5) and at pH 4 for methyl ferulate (6). In a typical exper-
iment (Scheme 1), to the crude POD extract were added H2O2, as a
solution in phosphate buffer, a solution of ester 4, 5 or 6 in meth-
anol and the appropriate co-solvent, and the mixture was stirred at
room temperature for 30 minutes. The reaction was quenched by
adding trichloroacetic acid and, after centrifugation, the aqueous
supernatant was extracted with ethyl acetate.23

The reaction progress was monitored by RP-18 LC-DAD-MS at
278 and 340 nm.24 In the case of methyl p-coumarate (4), a new
compound appeared at kmax 314 nm ([M+H]+ at m/z 355), whereas
in the case of methyl caffeate (5), a new compound appeared at
kmax 318 nm ([M+H]+ at m/z 387). For methyl ferulate (6), a new
compound appeared displaying a kmax at 328 nm ([M+H]+ at m/z
415). An LC-MS study indicated highly regiospecific dimerisation
resulting from oxidative coupling of the starting esters. The crude
products were purified using preparative TLC and HPLC to afford
compounds 7–9.23 Dihydrodimer 8 was unstable under these con-
ditions, and therefore was not isolated in pure form.

Based on 1D and 2D NMR data, the structures of the reaction
products were assigned unambiguously as the dihydrobenzofuran
lignans 7–9.25–27 Even though two different stereoisomers were
possible for each reaction product, analysis of their spectroscopic
characteristics suggested a single isomer, which was determined
as having a 70,80-trans configuration, in accordance with data re-
ported in the literature.11 Pure compounds 7 and 9 did not show
optical rotation. The ESI-MS spectra of pure compounds 7 and 9 in-
cluded, apart from the molecular ion, several diagnostic fragments.

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first report describing
the radical dihydrodimerisation of hydroxycinnamates involving
crude onion POD as the biocatalyst. The procedure is straightfor-
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Scheme 2. Proposed mechanism for the oxidative radical dihydrodimerisation of esters 4–6 catalyzed by crude onion POD extract.

S. Moussouni et al. / Tetrahedron Letters 52 (2011) 1165–1168 1167
ward and the compounds are obtained in good yields (70% and 90%
for compounds 7 and 9, respectively). The mechanism of the reac-
tion, as shown in Scheme 2, involves initial formation of a new C–C
bond arising from reaction between the C-8-centered semiquinone
radical and the C-5-centered quinone methide radical. The product
of this reaction is then cyclized regioselectively via nucleophilic at-
tack of the carbonyl oxygen C-4 at C-7 to produce the 2,3-dihydro-
benzofuran derivative.

The antioxidant activity of compounds 7 and 9, and the corre-
sponding starting phenolic acids and esters, was evaluated by the
ferric reducing antioxidant power (FRAP) assay, which uses antiox-
idants as reductants in a redox-linked colorimetric method,
employing an easily reduced oxidant system present in stoichiom-
etric excess. At low pH, reduction of ferric tripyridyl triazine (Fe III
TPTZ) complex to the ferrous form (which has an intense blue col-
or) can be monitored by measuring the change in absorption at
593 nm.28,29 The reaction is non-specific, in that any half reaction
that has a lower redox potential than that of the ferric-ferrous half
reaction, will lead to ferrous ion formation. The change in absor-
bance is therefore, directly related to the combined or ‘total’ reduc-
ing power of the electron-donating antioxidants present in the
reaction mixture. The results of the antioxidant activity evaluation
(Table 1) show that the dihydrobenzofuran lignans 7 and 9 exhibit
significantly higher activity in this assay than the corresponding
phenolic acids, 1 and 3, or the esters 4 and 6. Esterification of p-
Table 1
Antioxidant activity of compounds 1, 3, 4, 6, 7 and 9 as evaluated using the FRAP
assay.

Compound FRAP value (lM)

1 1.136
3 0.986
4 0.271
6 0.315
7 2.186
9 4.357
coumaric and ferulic acids results in a decrease in the ferric reduc-
ing power activity. The most active compound of the series tested
is dihydrobenzofuran 9, derived from the oxidative dimerization–
cyclization of methyl ferulate. This compound has also been re-
ported as a potent inhibitor of cell-mediated LDL oxidation.12

In conclusion, we have demonstrated the potential of using crude
onion POD extract as a biocatalyst for the efficient oxidative dimer-
ization–cyclization of methyl p-coumarate, methyl caffeate, and
methyl ferulate leading to dihydrobenzofuran lignan-type com-
pounds. The antioxidant activity of compounds 7 and 9 indicates
that they are promising molecular scaffolds for the design and syn-
thesis of more potent antioxidants derived from phenolic acids.
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