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The direct palladium-catalyzed coupling reaction of indoles with alkynyl bromides was described in this
paper. In the presence of catalytic amount of PdCl2(PPh3)2 and 2.0 equiv. NaOAc, the coupling reaction of
indoles with alkynyl bromides proceeded smoothly at 50 �C to give the corresponding 3-alkynylindoles
with high regioselectivity in good to excellent yields.

� 2008 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
Table 1
Reaction optimization for C-3 alkynylation of indolea

NH

+ Br

Palladium catalyst
base

THF, 50 oC, 24h NH

Ph

1a 2a 3a

Entry Catalyst Base Yieldb (%)

1 Cul NaOAc NDc

2 Cu(OAc)2 NaOAc ND
3 Pd(PPh3)4 NaOAc 85
4 Pd(OAc)2 NaOAc ND
5 PdCl2 NaOAc ND
6 PdCl2(PPh3)2 NaOAc 89
7 PdCl2(PPh3)2 KOAc 80
8 PdCl2(PPh3)2 NEt3 7
9 PdCl2(PPh3)2 Cs2CO3 ND

10 PdCl2(PPh3)2 K2CO3 ND
11 PdCl2(PPh3)2 t-BuOK ND
12 PdCl2(PPh3)2 DMAP <5
13 PdCl2(PPh3)2 None <5
Indole derivatives are one of the most privileged structural mo-
tifs frequently found in natural products and pharmaceuticals.1

Many efficient methods for the synthesis and functionalization of
indoles have been developed in recent years;2 among them the di-
rect functionalization of heterocyclic C–H bonds is one of the most
attractive processes. During last two decades, the significant pro-
gress in the development of transition metal-catalyzed direct ary-
lation3 and vinylation4 of indoles has been achieved. This approach
provides direct coupling of indoles with arene derivatives and al-
kenes. However, direct C–H alkynylation of indoles has not been
reported yet. Until recently, Gevorgyan and co-workers developed
direct palladium-catalyzed alkynylation reaction of electron-rich
heterocycles with alkylnyl halides.5 This work encouraged us to
examine the possibility of preparing 3-alkynylindoles by a similar
strategy.

Typically, 3-alkynylindoles were prepared from the Sonogashira
reaction of 3-functionalized indoles with alkynes.6 While these
reactions are often synthetically useful, they usually require
protection of heteorocyclic nitrogen atom of indoles and prefunc-
tionalization of indoles. The other method included preparation
of 2-substituted 3-alkynylinoles via palladium-catalyzed reaction
of 1-bromoalkynes with o-alkynyltrifluoroacetanilides, which re-
quire multiple steps to synthesize.7 We envisioned a more direct
protocol, which allowed us to avoid preactivation of indoles or
multistep synthesis of indole fragment, that will serve as an alter-
native way to supplement these existing methodologies. Herein,
we report the direct C-3 alkynylation of indoles with aryl-,
cyclohexenyl-substituted 1-bromoalkynes in satisfactory to high
yields under mild conditions.

Our initial attempts focused on the coupling of indole (1a)
with 1-bromophenylacetylene (2a),8,9 various conditions were
examined in order to optimize the desired results (Table 1). It
was found that PdCl2(PPh3)2 and Pd(PPh3)4 were effective cata-
lysts compared with Pd(OAc)2 and PdCl2. Under the identical
ll rights reserved.

: +86 551 3601592.
conditions, Pd(OAc)2 and PdCl2 completely failed to yield any
coupled products (entries 4 and 5). However, when PdCl2(PPh3)2

and Pd(PPh3)4 were applied as the catalysts, the coupling reac-
tion of indole and bromoalkyne led to 3-alkynylindole in 89%
and 85% yields respectively (entries 3 and 6). Notably, in the
absence of Pd catalyst, using Cu(OAc)2 or CuI as a catalyst, the
reaction could not occur (entries 1 and 2).

Next, an examination of selected bases revealed that NaOAc and
KOAc were effective to this transformation (entries 6 and 7).
However, the use of stronger bases such as Cs2CO3, K2CO3, and
t-BuOK did not give the coupled product 3a (entries 9–11). It
a Reactions were carried out with indole (0.2 mmol), bromophenylacetylene
(0.6 mmol), catalyst (5 mol%), and base (0.4 mmol) in THF (1 mL).

b Isolated yield after column chromatography.
c No desired product was detected by TLC analysis.
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Table 2
Pd-catalyzed alkynylation of diverse indolesa

Entry Heterocycle Halide Product Time (h) Yieldb (%)

1
N
H

Br
N
H

3a

24 89

2
N
H

Br

N
H
3b

18 92

3
N
H

BrMeO

N
H

OMe

3c

12 90

4
N
H

Br

Cl N
H

Cl

3d

22 53

5
N
H

Br

N
H
3e

24 95

6
N
H

Br

N
H
3f

12 65

7
N BrMeO

N

OMe

3g

14 88

8
N Br

N

3h

14 72
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Table 2 (continued)

Entry Heterocycle Halide Product Time (h) Yieldb (%)

9
N
H

MeO

Br

N
H

MeO

3i

24 77

10
N
H

MeO2C

Br

3j
N
H

MeO2C 24 75

a Reactions were carried out with indole (0.5 mmol), bromoalkyne (1.5 mmol), PdCl2(PPh3)2 (10 mol%), and NaOAc (1.0 mmol) in THF (1 mL) at 50 �C.
b Isolated yield after column chromatography.

Y. Gu, X. Wang / Tetrahedron Letters 50 (2009) 763–766 765
was possible that strong base would remove the proton on nitro-
gen atom, which altered the electronic distribution of indole aro-
matic ring system and resulted in no occurrence of the desired
reaction.10 Significantly lower yields were obtained when NEt3

and DMAP were used as bases (entries 8 and 12).
With optimized conditions in hand, we embarked on an investi-

gation of the reaction scope (Table 2). In the presence of 10 mol%
of PdCl2(PPh3)2 and 2.0 equiv. of NaOAc in THF, indoles underwent
smooth coupling reaction with bromoalkynes to give only C-3 alky-
nylated products.11,12 This transformation is not sensitive to air and
N
H

Ph

Br

+
PdCl2(PPh)3 (10 mol%)

NaOAc (2.0 equiv.)

THF, 50 oC, 24 h
No Reaction

(1)

N
H

Ph

Br N
H

Ph

(55% yield)3k

+

PdCl2(PPh)3 (10 mol%)
NaOAc (2.0 equiv.)

THF, 50 oC, 18 h
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N
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H PdIILn
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N
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Scheme 1. Proposed mechanism in the alkynylation of indoles.
moisture and could be conveniently carried out on the benchtop
using unpurified solvent.13 Most notably, free indoles showed com-
parable reactivity to N-methyl indoles in this transformation; for
example, reaction of indole (1a) with 1-bromophenylacetylene
(2a) provided 3a in 89% isolated yield; no N-alkynylation product
was obtained in this reaction (entry 1). It was found that conjugated
1-bromoalkynes, for example, when the substituents of 1-bro-
moalkynes were aryl or alkenyl groups, the reaction smoothly gave
corresponding alkynylindoles in good to excellent yields (entries
1–6).14 These transformations were also compatible with a diverse
variety of functional groups at 1-bromoalkynes, including alkyl,
methoxy, and chloro groups (entries 2–4). In addition, N-methyl in-
dole proceeded well in this transformation to give corresponding
coupled products (entries 7 and 8). When electron-donating or elec-
tron-withdrawing substituents, such as methoxy or ester groups,
were introduced at 5-position of indole, the reactions occurred in
good yields (entries 9 and 10), Surprisingly, the strong electron-
withdrawing substitute, nitro group was introduced at the same po-
sition, the reaction did not give any coupled product at the same
reaction condition, probably the strong electron-withdrawing group
significantly lowers the nucleophilicity of the indole.

Importantly, these coupling reactions typically provided the 3-
alkynylindoles with high selectivity (>20:1). When C-3 was
blocked (for example, in 3-methylindole), no C-2 substituted
product was observed (Eq. 1). However, when C-2 was blocked
(for example, in 2-methylindole), C-3 alkynylated indole 3k was
obtained in moderate yield,15 probably due to steric effect (Eq.
2). According to our findings, we proposed a possible mechanism
in the C-3 alkynylation of indoles (Scheme 1), which is very similar
to the previous postulated for the palladium-catalyzed arylation of
indoles.3b Direct palladium-catalyzed C–H alkynylation of indole
operates via an electrophilic palladation pathway. Oxidative addi-
tion of alkynyl bromide with palladium catalyst forms alkynylpal-
ladium intermediate 4, which attacks the most electron-rich C-3
position of indole 1 to furnish iminium intermediate 5. Deprotona-
tion of 5 with a base gives the palladium intermediate 6, which
undergoes reductive elimination to provide 3-alkynylindoles 3
and regenerate the palladium catalyst.

In conclusion, we have developed a new palladium-catalyzed
method for the direct 3-alkynylation of indoles. These reactions
represent a practical approach to synthesize 3-alkynylindoles with
mild conditions, high regioselectivity and no need to protect indole
nitrogen atom. Ongoing work to expand the substrate scope and
apply this reaction to the synthesis of complex molecules is
underway.
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