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ABSTRACT: A novel and efficient palladium(II)-catalyzed alkenyl
C−H activation oxidative annulation of enamides with alkynes for the
synthesis of substituted pyrroles has been developed. The reaction
tolerates a wide range of functional groups and is a reliable method for
the synthesis of triaryl-substituted pyrroles in high yields.

Pyrroles are some of the most important monocyclic
heterocycles which are prevalent in many pharmaceutical

drugs, biological compounds, and functional materials.1 Over
the past decades, many efforts have been devoted to the
synthesis of various substituted pyrroles.2 Very recently, elegant
strategies, such as multicomponent reactions,3 dehydrogenative
cyclization reactions,4 and oxidative cyclization of N-allyli-
mines,5 have been developed for the synthesis of pyrroles.
Despite these advances, the development of new method-
ologies for the synthesis of substituted pyrroles remains one of
the hottest topics in synthetic chemistry.6

Recently, transition-metal-catalyzed oxidative annulations of
the C−H/N−H bond with alkynes have emerged as an efficient
strategy to synthesize various heterocycles7 such as indoles,7e

carbolines,7f isoquinolines,7i and benzothiazines.7j Enamides
which are a class of versatile building blocks have been widely
applied in asymmetric hydrogenations,8 Lewis acid catalyzed
nucleophilic addition reactions,9 and transition-metal-catalyzed
cross-coupling reactions.10,11 As one of the C−H/N−H bond
annulation reaction precursor, Rh-catalyzed oxidative annula-
tion of enamides with internal alkynes for the synthesis of
substituted pyrroles has been developed by the groups of
Glorius12 as well as Stuart and Fagnou.13 Ru-catalyzed
annulation of enamides with alkynes has also been developed
independently by the groups of Wang14 and Ackermann.15

However, these reactions are restricted to electron-deficient
enamides which display an electron-withdrawing ester group on
the alkenyl moiety. The electron-rich enamides such as aryl-
substituted enamides are still challenging substrates for Rh- or
Ru-catalyzed annulation reactions.12−15

Very recently, we have developed a series of Pd- or Cu-
catalyzed cross-coupling of enamides for the synthesis of
azaheterocycles (Scheme 1, eqs 1 and 2).16 We hypothesized
that the Pd-catalyzed oxidative annulation of enamides with
internal alkynes may be tolerated a broad substrate scope and
show an efficient approach for the synthesis of pyrroles. Herein,
we describe the development of a Pd-catalyzed oxidative
coupling of aryl enamides with internal alkynes for the synthesis
of substituted pyrroles (Scheme 1, eq 3).

We began our study by investigating the palladium-catalyzed
oxidative coupling of enamide 1a and diphenylacetylene 2a. We
were pleased to find that pyrrole 3aa was obtained in 37% yield
in the presence of Cu(OAc)2 (1 equiv) in CH3CN at 120 °C
(Table 1, entry 1). Screening of various solvents, such as DCE,
toluene, t-AmOH, and 1,4-dioxane, suggested that t-AmOH
was the most suitable solvent for this reaction (Table 1, entries
2−5). Further experiments showed that Pd(OAc)2 was the first
choice for catalyst precursor; other palladium salts, such as
PdCl2, Pd(TFA)2, Pd(PPh3)2Cl2, and Pd(dba)2, were inferior
(Table 1, entries 6−9). Indeed, no reaction occurred in the
absence of a palladium catalyst (Table 1, entry 10). However,
the best yield was 42% at this stage.
The phosphine ligand is generally air-sensitive due to it being

easily oxidized. Therefore, phosphine ligand has rarely been
used in palladium-catalyzed oxidative coupling reactions. Huang
and co-workers reported an elegant palladium-catalyzed
oxidative carbonylation reaction using Xantphos as the ligand.17

Herein, we found that phosphine ligands can improve the

Received: December 4, 2013

Scheme 1. Transition-Metal-Catalyzed Couplings of
Enamides
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conversion of our palladium-catalyzed oxidative reactions. A
series of bisphosphine ligands show positive effect for the
reaction (Table 1, entries 11−15). In particular, Xantphos (4,5-
bis(diphenylphosphino)-9,9-dimethyl xanthene) was found to
be the most effective ones to give pyrrole 3aa in 86% yield
(Table 1, entry 15). Although the 31P NMR spectrum of the
crude reaction mixture indicated that most of the Xantphos has
been oxidized in the reaction,18 the oxidized Xantphos ((9,9-
dimethyl-9H-xanthene-4,5-diyl)bis(diphenylphosphine oxide))
did not promote the reaction (Table 1, entry 16). And the
stoichiometric reaction also confirmed that the Xantphos
indeed promoted the reaction (Scheme 2). Therefore,
Xantphos should be the real ligand in the reaction.

With the optimized reaction conditions established, a series
of enamides 1 was investigated for extending the substrate
scope (Scheme 3). This transformation displayed high
functional group tolerance and proved to be a quite general
methodology for preparation of triaryl-substituted pyrroles.
Enamides with electron-neutral or electron-donating groups on
aryl rings, such as alkyl, phenyl, methoxyl, [1,3]dioxolyl, and
amino, all gave the corresponding N-acetyl-substituted pyrroles
3ba−la in good to high yields. o-Methyl substituted enamides
1e and 1f were transformed efficiently into corresponding
pyrroles 3ea and 3fa in 81−83% yields implying that the
transformation was insensitive to steric hindrance of the

enamides. Enamides with an electron-withdrawing group such
as fluoro, chloro and bromo, were well tolerated and afforded
the corresponding pyrroles 3ma−oa in 76%-84% yields. 2-
Naphthyl enamide 1p and thienyl enamide 1q proceeded
smoothly as well to give the desired pyrroles 3pa−qa in 63%,
56% yield respectively when acetonitrile was used as the
solvent. In addition, the N-propionyl enamide 1r shows similar
reactivity with 1a to give the corresponding N-propionyl
pyrrole 3ra in 70% yield. However, no reaction occurred when
the aliphatic enamides and electron-deficient enamides such as
1s,t were used as the substrates.
Next, various internal alkynes 2 were investigated to extend

the substrate scope, and the results are summarized in Scheme
4. Overall, this transformation showed broad substrate
tolerance among internal alkynes. Symmetric diaryl-substituted

Table 1. Optimization of Reaction Conditionsa

entry catalyst ligand solvent yield (%)

1 Pd(OAc)2 CH3CN 37
2 Pd(OAc)2 DCE 19
3 Pd(OAc)2 toluene 15
4 Pd(OAc)2 t-AmOH 42
5 Pd(OAc)2 1,4-dioxane 30
6 PdCl2 t-AmOH 34
7 Pd(TFA)2 t-AmOH 27
8 Pd(PPh3)2Cl2 t-AmOH 32
9 Pd(dba)2 t-AmOH 24
10 t-AmOH 0
11 Pd(OAc)2 PPh3 t-AmOH 36
12 Pd(OAc)2 dppf t-AmOH 50
13 Pd(OAc)2 dppe t-AmOH 52
14 Pd(OAc)2 dppp t-AmOH 48
15 Pd(OAc)2 Xantphos t-AmOH 86
16 Pd(OAc)2 Xantphos oxide t-AmOH 20

aReaction conditions: 1a (0.2 mmol), 2a (0.22 mmol), catalyst (5 mol
%), ligand (10 mol %), Cu(OAc)2 (1 equiv), solvent (3 mL), 12 h;
isolated yields.

Scheme 2. Stoichiometric Reactions

Scheme 3. Pd-Catalyzed Oxidative Coupling Enamides 1
with Diphenylacetylene 2a for the Synthesis of Substituted
Pyrrolesa

aReaction conditions: 1 (0.2 mmol), 2a (0.22 mmol), Pd(OAc)2 (5
mol %), Xantphos (10 mol %), Cu(OAc)2 (1 equiv), t-AmOH (3 mL),
12 h; isolated yields. CH3CN was used as solvent.

Organic Letters Letter

dx.doi.org/10.1021/ol403517p | Org. Lett. XXXX, XXX, XXX−XXXB



alkynes with either electron-donating or -withdrawing groups
on the aromatic rings reacted efficiently to give the
corresponding substituted pyrroles 3ab−af in good to high
yields (76−86%). Symmetrical aliphatic alkynes such as 4-
octyne, underwent the desired reaction to give the correspond-
ing pyrrole 3ag in moderate yield. Unsymmetrical alkynes were
also tolerated in the reaction. The pyrrole 3ah was obtained as
single regioisomer in 78% yield when ethyl 3-phenylpropiolate
2h was employed as the substrate (see the X-ray diffraction
structure of 3ah in Scheme 4). Methyl phenyl alkyne 2i
underwent the reaction to give two regioisomers 3ai and 3ai′ in
total 69% yield with a 6.5:1 ratio.
On the basis of the aforementioned results and previous

studies, a tentative mechanism for the reaction is proposed in
Scheme 5. The alkenyl C−H bond of enamide 1a is first
activated by the Pd(OAc)2 to form a palladium intermediate
A.11b,16a,19 Coordinative insertion of alkyne 2 into the Pd−C
bond of intermediate A gives the intermediate B. Intra-
molecular deprotonated cyclization of intermediate B generates
a six-membered palladacycle C. Finally, reductive elimination of
intermediate C affords the N-acetyl-substituted pyrrole 3 and

Pd(0) species. The Pd(0) was reoxidized by Cu(OAc)2 to
regenerate the active Pd(OAc)2 catalyst. Since the C−H
activation of enamide by Pd(OAc)2 is fast step,11b,16a we
assumed that the reductive elimination of Pd(II) from the
vinylamido complexe C is the rate-determining step.20 The
Xantphos ligand is likely promoted reductive elimination of
Pd(II) from intermediate C due to the wide bite-angle of bis-
phosphine.17c

In summary, we have developed a palladium-catalyzed
alkenyl C−H activation annulation of aryl enamides with
alkynes for the synthesis of triaryl- substituted pyrroles. This
palladium-catalyzed oxidative annulation reaction tolerates a
wide range of functional groups and is a reliable procedure for
rapid elaboration of readily available aryl enamides into a
variety of valuable substituted pyrroles in high yields. Further
studies on the transition-metal-catalyzed transformations of
enamides are in progress in our laboratory.
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