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Abstract A practical preparation of imatinib base was reported in this
article. Compared with reported works, the features of this work were
the concise procedures, the industrially available starting materials, the
avoidance of expensive or highly toxic transition-metal catalysts or re-
agents, and the genotoxic impurities 6-methyl-N1-[4-(pyridin-3-yl)py-
rimidin-2-yl]benzene-1,3-diamine and 4-(chloromethyl)-N-(4-methyl-
3-{[4-(pyridin-3-yl)pyrimidin-2-yl]amino}phenyl)benzamide. The meth-
od was scalable to at least 100 mmol, and the products were separated
by simple recrystallizations.

Key words practical method, total synthesis, medicinal chemistry,
imatinib, copper

Imatinib mesylate (Gleevec, {4-(4-methylpiperazin-1-
ylmethyl)-N-4-[methyl-3-(4-pyridin-3-yl)pyrimidin-2-yl-
amino]phenyl}benzamide methane sulfonate, Figure 1) is
an inhibitor of tyrosine kinases that has been approved by
the FDA since 7th November, 2001. It is indicated for the
treatment of chronic myeloid leukemia (CML) and gastroin-
testinal stromal tumors (GIST) and attracted much atten-
tion in particular due to its positive effects on those pa-
tients with CML in recent years.1

Figure 1  Chemical structure of imatinib base 1

Generally, there are several typical references on the
synthesis of imatinib. The first work was reported by Zim-
mermann in 1993 (Scheme 1).2 In their work, 2-methyl-5-
nitroaniline (2) was chosen as the starting material. Heat-
ing 2 with cyanamide in ethanol in the presence of HNO3
afforded the 1-(2-methyl-5-nitrophenyl) guanidine salt 3,
which led to the intermediate 5 through the reaction with
(E)-3-(dimethylamino)-1-(pyridin-3-yl)prop-2-en-1-one
(4). After reduction, 5 was easily transformed to 6, which
afforded the final product 1 through the reaction with 7
(Scheme 1). There are many disadvantages for Zimmer-
mann’s synthetic routes and the major defect should be its
isolation procedure. Since the processes generated many
impurities, flash chromatography was required to isolate
the final product from byproducts, limiting the application
of this synthetic methodology in large-scale preparation.

Scheme 1  Zimmermann’s routes for the synthesis of imatinib base 1
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Latter, Loiseleur et al. described the second synthetic
route for imatinib base 1 by the palladium-catalyzed cross-
coupling of 4-(pyridin-3-yl)pyrimidin-2-amine (12) with
N-(3-bromo-4-methylphenyl)-4-[(4-methylpiperazin-1-yl)
methyl]benzamide (11, Scheme 2).3 The shortcomings of
this synthetic methodology were the special sonication
equipment, as well as tedious purification of the product by
flash chromatography and separating the desired from the
undesired isomers using reverse-phase preparative chro-
matography. Besides using noble-metal platinum and palla-
dium as catalysts not only enhanced the production cost
but also led to the highly toxic metal residual in final prod-
uct, which should be strictly controlled in the medicine
synthesis. Amala et al.,4 Szakács et al.,5 Szczepek et al.,6 and
Kompella et al.7 then improved the above synthetic routes,
but there are still shortcomings such as the use of excess
moles of tin(II) chloride/Raney nickel and hydrazine hy-
drate reagents for the reduction of the nitropyrimidine in-
termediate to prepare the corresponding amino compound
6. In 2012, Lee et al. tried to improve the last step of
Loiseleur’s routes using polystyrene-supported CuO as cata-
lyst, but resulted in very low yield of the product imatinib
base (15%).8

Scheme 2  Loiseleur’s routes for the synthesis of imatinib base 1

In 2008, Wang et al. reported a new synthetic route to
prepare imatinib 1.9 As shown in Scheme 3, the method
started from 2-bromo-1-methyl-4-nitrobenzene (13), an
industrially available material. Latter, Lee et al. tried to im-
prove this method using the recyclable polystyrene-sup-
ported CuO as catalyst in the coupling of 12 with 13
(Scheme 3).8 But since copper is not an expensive metal, the
easily available inorganic copper salt might be the prefera-
ble catalyst from the point of industrial view. The avoidanc-
es of noble-metal catalysts made this methodology more

practical in large-scale preparation, but the inevitable re-
sidual of genotoxic impurities such as the 6-methyl-N1-[4-
(pyridin-3-yl)pyrimidin-2-yl]benzene-1,3-diamine (6) and
4-(chloromethyl)-N-(4-methyl-3-{[4-(pyridin-3-yl)pyrimi-
din-2-yl]amino}phenyl)benzamide (15) is the major short-
coming of this method.

Scheme 3  Wang’s routes for the synthesis of imatinib base 1

Our group aimed to develop the practical synthetic
methodologies with great application potential.10–11 During
our continuous cooperative projects with industrial cir-
cles,11 we recently paid attention to the synthesis of imati-
nib base because of its huge market prospect in China. Re-
cently, we developed a novel synthetic route for the prepa-
ration of imatinib base. Herein, we wish to report our
findings.

The major synthetic routes were illustrated in Scheme
4.12–16 We chose 3-bromo-4-methylaniline (10) as the start-
ing material because it was an industrially available chemi-
cal with very low price (ca. $16/kg in China). Treating 10
with the cheap reagent 4-(chloromethyl)benzoyl chloride
(14, ca. $3/kg in China) afforded the intermediate 16 in ex-
cellent yield.13 Compound 16 could be smoothly trans-
formed to the intermediate 11 by refluxing in 1-methylpip-
erazine.14 The copper-catalyzed coupling of 11 with 12 led
to the final product imatinib base 1 in moderate yield.15

Compared with Wang’s work, this method avoided the gen-
eration of the genotoxic intermediates 6 and 15 by adjust-
ing the introduction order of the functional groups. Its last
step was very similar to that of Loiseleur’s routes (Scheme
2), but considering the fact that copper is less toxic and ex-
pensive than palladium,16 we preferred to choose the cop-
per-catalyzed coupling, although it suffered from the lower
product yield. It should be notable that in all of the above
procedures, the products could be isolated by recrystalliza-
tion, which was a very convenient procedure from the point
of industrial view. Finally, magnified reactions of 11 with
12 in 100 mmol and 1 mol led to the imatinib base 1 in 73%
and 71% yield, respectively, further confirming the practica-
bility of the method.
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Scheme 4  Our routes for the synthesis of imatinib base 1

The price of compound 12 was expensive, but fortu-
nately, it could be synthesized from the industrially avail-
able materials through known methodologies:9 Refluxing
1-(pyridin-3-yl)ethan-1-one (17, ca. $72/kg in China) with
1,1-dimethoxy-N,N-dimethylmethanamine (18, ca. $16/kg
in China) in xylene led to the intermediate 19 in excellent
yield. Further reaction with guanidine nitrate gave 4-(pyri-
din-3-yl)pyrimidin-2-amine (12) in good yield (Scheme 5).9
Thus, in our procedures, all of the materials were industri-
ally available and their prices were below $100/kg (in Chi-
na).

Scheme 5  Synthesis of 4-(pyridin-3-yl)pyrimidin-2-amine (12)

In order to facilitate the readers to understand the ad-
vantages of our routes, we wish to compare them with pre-
viously reported works. As shown in Table 1,Zimmermann’s
routes avoid the genotoxic intermediate 15 generation step,
but require noble-metal catalyst and suffer from the geno-
toxic intermediate 6. Loiseleur’s routes do not undergo the
genotoxic intermediates 6 and 15 generation steps, but re-
quire both platinum and palladium catalysts, while Lee’s
improvement using polystyrene-supported CuO catalyst
failed and resulted in very low product yield. Free of noble-

metal catalyst, Wang’s work should be the most practical
routes, but unfortunately, it suffers from both of the geno-
toxic intermediates 6 and 15. Avoiding noble-metal catalyst
and the genotoxic intermediates 6 and 15, our routes
should be more practical and safe.

Table 1  Comparison of the Synthetic Routes for Imatinib Basea

In conclusion, we developed a practical synthetic route
for the preparation of imatinib base, which is very practical
because of the concise procedures including the practical
isolation by recrystallization, the industrially available
starting materials and the avoidance of highly toxic transi-
tion-metal catalysts or reagents and the genotoxic impuri-
ties.
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