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Ugi four-component condensation with two cleavable components:
the easiest synthesis of 2,N-diarylglycines

Cristina Faggi a, Ana G. Neo b,c, Stefano Marcaccini b,*, Gloria Menchi b, Julia Revuelta b,d
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Abstract

The Ugi four-component condensation between anilines, aromatic aldehydes, isocyanides, and a-oxoacids afforded the expected
adducts which were cleaved in mild conditions to give 2,N-diarylglycines in high yields.
� 2008 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
The use of cleavable components in the Ugi four-com-
ponent condensation is of great importance since it allows
to broaden the scope of this important reaction.1 Although
the best known cleavable reagent is 1-isocyanocyclohex-1-
ene, reported more than 40 years ago by Ugi and Rosen-
dahl as a synthetic equivalent of the unknown ‘hydrogen
isocyanide’2 and then exploited by Keating and Arm-
strong,3 other cleavable isocyanides, acids, amines, and
carbonyl compounds are known.1,4

This Letter deals with a post-condensation transforma-
tion of Ugi-4CC adducts in which two components behave,
at the same time, as cleavable reagents.

The reaction between cyclohexyl isocyanide (1a), 4-chlo-
robenzaldehyde (2a), 4-chloroaniline (3a), and benzoyl-
formic acid (4a) afforded the expected Ugi-4CC adduct,
namely 2-[N-benzoylformyl-N-(4-chloro)phenyl]amino-2-
(4-chlorophenyl)-N-cyclohexyl acetamide (5a). Upon treat-
ment of 5a with methanolic potassium hydroxide, the
potassium salt of 2,N-di-(4-chlorophenyl)glycine (6a) was
isolated in high yield and purity from the reaction mixture
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and converted into the corresponding a-amino acid 7a. The
same product 7a was obtained upon alkaline treatment of
the Ugi-4CC adducts 5b, prepared by employing benzyl
isocyanide (1b) in the place of cyclohexyl isocyanide, and
5c obtained by employing pyruvic acid (4b) in the place
of benzoylformic acid (4a). Thus, the basic cleavage of
the Ugi adducts appeared to be feasible, regardless of the
kind of the isocyanide and the a-ketoacid.

The general interest of a-amino acids5 and certain 2,N-
diarylglycines6 besides our interest in the post-condensa-
tion modifications of the isocyanide-based multicomponent
reactions1b prompted us to perform further studies on this
cleavage.

At first sight the transformations 5a,b,c?6a appeared
as a double amide bond hydrolysis, but we were doubtful,
since the reaction took place smoothly in mild conditions,
whereas the hydrolysis of amides requires, as it is well-
known, drastic conditions. A careful examination of the
basic cleavage of 5a showed that only one equivalent of
potassium hydroxide was consumed. In addition we were
able to isolate a product from the reaction mixture, which
was identified as N-cyclohexyl benzoylformamide (8a) by
comparison with an authentic specimen obtained by a
known method.7
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Fig. 1. ORTEP Drawing of compound 11.
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Scheme 1. Behavior of Ugi-4CC adducts a
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In all of the cases studied, high yields of a-amino acids 7

were obtained from Ugi adducts 5 prepared from aromatic
aldehydes and anilines. It must be underlined that the iso-
lation of the Ugi adducts is unnecessary and the synthesis
of a-amino acids 7 was carried out in a more satisfactory
manner by employing a two-step one-pot procedure. The
one-pot procedure allowed us to obtain high yields of 7

by employing the cheap pyruvic acid (4b) in the place of
the relatively expensive benzoylformic acid (1a).8,9

Interestingly, the reaction did not afford a-amino acid
salts when Ugi-4CC adducts arising from aliphatic alde-
hydes, ketones, and alkylamines were subjected to metha-
nolic potassium hydroxide. When 1-(N-benzoylformyl-N-
phenyl)amino-N-cyclohexyl-1-cyclo-hexanecarboxamide (9)
+N
R1

O
KOH
MeOH
2 h, rt

Ar
HN

Ar
CO2

_
K +

R2

NH
R1

O
O

Ar
N
H

OH
Ar

O

6a

7a

OH
Ar1

O
7

8

HCO2H, H2O

N

OH

Ph

O

no reaction

Ar = 4-ClC6H4

 4 R2 5,8 R1 R2

a C6H5 a c-C6H11 C6H5

b CH3 b C6H5CH2 C6H5

   c c-C6H11 CH3

   

Ar2

 C6H5

C6H5

C6H5

C6H5

4-CH3C6H4

rising from a-oxoacids toward KOH.



C. Faggi et al. / Tetrahedron Letters 49 (2008) 2099–2102 2101
obtained from 1, 4a, and N-phenyl cyclohexanone imine
(10) was treated with the base, a cyclization to 2,5-dioxo-
1,3-diphenyl-3-hydroxy-1,4-diazaspiro[5.5]undecane (11)
whose structure was confirmed by X-ray analysis10

(Fig. 1) took place. Ugi adduct 12 arising from benzyl-
amine (13), cyclohexyl isocyanide (1a), 4-chlorobenzalde-
hyde (2a), and benzoylformic acid (4a) was recovered
unchanged after 2 days exposure to methanolic KOH
(Scheme 1).

On the basis of the above observations we proposed a
cleavage mechanism (Scheme 2). The formation of the
reaction products can be explained by hypothesizing the
base-induced formation of the 5-membered intermediates
14 alone or in equilibrium with the 6-membered intermedi-
ates 15 in the reaction medium.11 The presence of an acid
hydrogen in position 5 of the imidazolidinone ring of 14

ensures the prosecution of the reaction. The failure of the
reaction with Ugi-4CC adducts arising from ketones can
be explained with the absence of acid hydrogens. When ali-
phatic amines and/or aldehydes are employed the H-5 is
not acidic enough to give anions 16. Rearrangement of
anions 16 leads to the formation of 8 and the intermediate
ketene anions 17 which give the a-amino acid salts 6

directly, via the addition of water or via the addition of
methanol followed by the hydrolysis of the corresponding
methyl esters. Thus, both the acid and the isocyanide act
as cleavable reagents. In the a-amino acids 7 only the iso-
cyanide carbon is retained and this is a typical feature of
convertible isocyanides. It is noteworthy that simple
aliphatic isocyanides such as 1, without multiple bonds or
additional functional groups, behave as convertible
isocyanides.12

In conclusion the present method allows the preparation
of 2,N-diarylglycines in a very simple manner: all the
reagents are commercially available, reagents and solvents
are used as supplied, the reactions are performed by simple
mixing of the reagents at room temperature, and no special
apparatus is required. It must be noted that 2,N-diaryl-
glycines are usually prepared via alkaline hydrolysis of
Scheme 2. Proposed mechanism for the formation of 2,N-diarylglycines
from Ugi-4CC adducts.
the corresponding esters, which are not easily available.13

Another method consists of the hydrolysis of the corres-
ponding nitriles, in turn obtained via Strecker-type reac-
tions.14 Since the hydrolysis of a-aminonitriles is
generally carried out in strong acidic medium at high tem-
peratures, the survival of sensitive groups cannot be
ensured. Thus, the present method appears to be an alter-
native to the traditional Strecker synthesis and, at the same
time, similar. In fact the carbon atom of the carboxylic
group arises from the isocyanide and the inorganic cyanide,
respectively, whereas the amine and the aldehyde are the
same. In addition this route appears to be suitable for the
preparation of 2,N-diarylglycines in the solid phase by
using resin-bound isocyanides, such as polystyrene isocya-
nide resin.15

Supplementary data

Supplementary data associated with this article can
be found, in the online version, at doi:10.1016/j.tetlet.
2008.01.134.
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