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Samarium(II) promoted stereoselective synthesis of
antiproliferative cis-b-alkoxy-c-alkyl-c-lactones

Osvaldo J. Donadel,a,b Tomás Martı́n,a,c Vı́ctor S. Martı́na,* and José M. Padróna,d,*

aInstituto Universitario de Bio-Orgánica ‘‘Antonio González’’, Universidad de La Laguna, C/ Astrofı́sico Francisco Sánchez 2,

38206 La Laguna, Spain
bINTEQUI-CONICET, Facultad de Quı́mica, Bioquı́mica y Farmacia, Universidad Nacional de San Luis,

Chacabuco y Pedernera -5700- San Luis, Argentina
cInstituto de Productos Naturales y Agrobiologı́a, Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Cientı́ficas, C/ Astrofı́sico Francisco Sánchez 3,

38206 La Laguna, Spain
dBioLab, Instituto Canario de Investigación del Cáncer (ICIC), C/ Astrofı́sico Francisco Sánchez 2, 38206 La Laguna, Spain

Received 6 September 2006; revised 3 October 2006; accepted 4 October 2006

Available online 6 October 2006
Abstract—Samarium(II) iodide promotes the stereoselective synthesis of cis-b-alkoxy-c-alkyl-c-lactones under mild conditions start-
ing from linear precursors. The in vitro antiproliferative activities were examined in the human solid tumor cell lines from diverse
origin A2780, SW1573, and WiDr. From the growth inhibition data a structure–activity relationship was obtained. Overall the
results point to the relevant role of cis-b-alkoxy-c-alkyl-c-lactones as novel scaffolds for the development of new anticancer drugs.
� 2006 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
Lactones are common structural elements present in sev-
eral natural products that are known to exhibit diverse
biological and pharmacological activities. In particular,
c-lactones display a broad biological profile including
strong antibiotic, antihelmintic, antifungal, antitumor,
antiviral, antiinflammatory, and cytostatic properties,
which makes them interesting lead structures for the
development of new drugs.1

Several syntheses of lactones are available in the litera-
ture.2 However, reports on the synthesis of cis-b,c-di-
substituted-c-lactones compared with that of the trans
form are limited.3 Moreover, in the construction of the
two stereogenic centers in b,c-disubstituted-c-lactone te-
dious stepwise methods have been employed.4

Samarium(II) iodide (SmI2) is a mild single-electron
reducing agent that has been widely used in the field
of organic chemistry.5 This reagent has been employed
in the past to obtain substituted c-lactones in modest
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to high yields (17–82%), by the intermolecular coupling
of aldehydes or ketones with a,b-unsaturated esters.6

More recently, it has been reported the synthesis of
b-alkoxy-c,c-dialkyl-c-lactones from ketones and
b-alkoxyacrylates.7

Within our program directed at the synthesis of novel
antitumor compounds8 and bioactive substances of mar-
ine origin,9 these synthetically challenging structures
have attracted our interest in the development of new
methodologies for their synthesis. We report herein on
the synthesis of b-alkoxy-c-alkyl-c-lactones by means
of one-pot SmI2-mediated coupling of n-octanal with
b-alkoxyacrylates. To the best of our knowledge, we de-
scribe for the first time the intermolecular coupling of
b-alkoxyacrylates with aldehydes in a stereoselective
manner and promoted by SmI2. The antitumor profile
of the obtained c-lactones was evaluated in vitro against
a panel of the human solid tumor cell lines A2780 (ovar-
ian cancer), WiDr (colon cancer), and SW1573 (non-
small cell lung cancer, NSCLC).

The general synthetic pathway used to obtain the com-
pounds in this study is outlined in Scheme 1. The neces-
sary b-alkoxyacrylates are prepared in high yields (69–
72%) in THF from the appropriate alcohol 1, an
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Scheme 1. Reagents and conditions: (a) HC„CCO2Me, (n-Bu)3P,

THF, 51–72%; (b) n-octanal, SmI2, MeOH, THF, 0 �C, 11–52%.
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Figure 1. Proposed diastereoisomeric control for the formation of cis-

b-alkoxy-c-alkyl-c-lactone 3.
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equimolar amount of methyl propyolate, and half an
equivalent of tri-n-butyl phosphine. Then, the b-alkoxy-
acrylate 2 is reacted with n-octanal promoted by SmI2 to
give the corresponding c-lactone 3 in modest yields.10

The spectral data of selected c-lactones 3 are given.11

Interestingly, the stereochemistry of the substituents
on the ring is cis.12 Traces of the corresponding trans
isomer are not detected. According to this methodology
a series of derivatives were prepared and the results ob-
tained are given in Table 1.

We propose a chelation-control model such as illustrat-
ed in Figure 1 for the reaction of b-alkoxyacrylates 2
with aldehydes. The ketyl radical generated from the
reduction of aldehydes can coordinate with the Sm(III)
cation. Subsequent chelation of the carbonyl oxygen
atom of the b-alkoxyacrylate 2 forms a complex, where
two nearly alternated approaches of the ketyl radical to
the double bond are possible. The A approach provides
the cis-c-lactone 3 and the B approach gives the trans
Table 1. b-Alkoxyacrylates 2a–h and cis-b-alkoxy-c-alkyl-c-lactones 3a–f
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compound. In the latter, a steric hindrance can be pres-
ent between R1 and R2 groups. The destabilizing effect
may account for the diastereoisomeric control observed
in this reaction.

The in vitro antiproliferative activity was evaluated
using the National Cancer Institute (NCI) protocol.13

We screened growth inhibition and cytotoxicity against
the panel of human solid tumor cell lines A2780,
SW1573, and WiDr after 48 h of drug exposure using
the sulforhodamine B (SRB) assay.14 The growth inhibi-
tion data are listed in Table 2. The results allow us to
classify the compounds according to their activity pro-
file. Taken as a whole, compounds 3a and 3e–f appear
as the most active products from the series with similar
performance against the three tumor cell lines. Thus,
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Table 2. In vitro antiproliferative activity of cis-b-alkoxy-c-alkyl-c-lactones against human solid tumor cellsa

Compound A2780 SW1573 WiDr

GI50 TGI LC50 GI50 TGI LC50 GI50 TGI LC50

3a 16 (±3.1) 31 (±4.5) 61 (±5.7) 18 (±2.3) 36 (±2.8) 71 (±6.5) 16 (±3.8) 33 (±5.1) 71 (±9.2)

3b 84 (±27) 23 (±4.1) 49 (±8.7) 95 (±8.3) 50 (±24)

3c 63 (±13) 52 (±7.9) 44 (±9.0)

3d 48 (±14) 33 (±12) 83 (±30) 39 (±13)

3e 19 (±6.4) 42 (±12) 88 (±15) 27 (±2.3) 78 (±27) 96 (±8.3) 27 (±8.2) 81 (±34) 97 (±5.0)

3f 22 (±3.2) 51 (±23) 80 (±18) 32 (±7.1) 83 (±30) 97 (±4.5) 32 (±12) 86 (±25)

a Values are given in lM and are means of two to four experiments, standard deviation is given in parentheses. GI50 represents 50% growth

inhibition, TGI total growth inhibition, and LC50 50% cell killing. TGI and LC50 values are given only if they are less than 100 lM, which is the

maximum concentration test.
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GI50 and TGI values were in the range 16–32 and 31–
86 lM, respectively. These lactones were able to show
LC50 values within the experimental range with the
exception of compound 3f against WiDr cells.

A second group comprises derivatives 3b–d, which
showed modest activity against A2780 ovarian and
WiDr colon cancer cells with GI50 values in the range
39–84 lM. For these drug-cell line combinations TGI
and LC50 values could not be reached at the maximum
test concentration, that is, 100 lM. Interestingly, differ-
ences in activity were observed for lactones 3b–d against
lung cancer cells. While compound 3c showed a compa-
rable modest activity in all cell lines, derivatives 3b and
3d exerted larger activity against lung cancer cells. The
activity profile of compound 3b was better, showing
specificity for SW1573 cells comparable to those of 3a
and 3e–f.

Even though the experiments are preliminary, we found
that these synthetic derivatives considerably induced
growth inhibition or even cytotoxicity in human solid
tumor cells. Taking as a whole, the results are consistent
with considering c-lactones as an essential structure with
the substituents on the ring modulating the biological
activity. The outcome of the assay brings up a dual
behavior for derivative 3b. While this c-lactone may be
considered as a lead for further development of tradi-
tional cytotoxic agents for lung cancer, a new strategy
can be foreseen for colon and ovarian cancer cells: com-
pound 3b may be considered as a cytostatic drug against
these cancer cells.

In conclusion, we have reported a samarium(II) iodide
promoted method for the synthesis of cis-b-alkoxy-c-al-
kyl-c-lactones from linear precursors. This general
methodology allows the quick production of a variety
of c-lactones that are anticipated to be useful for the dis-
covery of novel bioactive compounds. On the basis of
growth inhibition parameters, a structure–activity rela-
tionship was obtained.
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