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A one-pot synthesis of substituted pyridines via a cascade
reaction of 2-azido-2,4-dienoates with R-diazocarbonyl com-
pounds and triphenylphosphine is reported. The process
involves a Staudinger-Meyer reaction, a Wolff rearrange-
ment, an aza-Wittig reaction, and an electrocyclic ring-
closure. The procedure is general and efficient. The substrates
are readily available.

Substituted pyridines are an important class of compounds
due to their abundance in biologically important natural and
synthetic substances and their utilities as intermediates in
synthetic chemistry.1 Not surprisingly, a large amount of work
has been devoted to the development of methods to provide
these products in a straightforward fashion,2 the majority of
which involve the transition metal mediated cycloadditions,3

one-pot multicomponent reactions,4 and 6π-electrocyclization
of the in situ generated azahexa-1,3,5-trienes.5 Ketenimines are
nitrogenated heterocumulenes, which can participate in a variety

of organic reactions,6 such as nucleophilic-addition reactions,7

radical-addition reactions,8 [2+2] and [2+4] cycloaddition
reactions,9 and sigmatropic rearrangements.10 Herein, we de-
scribe a cascade synthesis of substituted pyridines via the
ketenimine intermediates.

In the context of our studies aimed for the development of
ketenimine-participated synthetic methods,11 we have focused
on the reaction of 2-azido-2,4-dienoates and R-diazocarbonyl
compounds. When the solution of ethyl 2-azido-5-phenylpenta-
2,4-dienoate (1a), 2-diazo-1-phenylethanone (2a), and triph-
enylphosphine in toluene was refluxed for 10 h, ethyl 6-benzyl-
5-phenylpicolinate (3a) was produced in 10% yield. In an
attempt to improve the yield, subsequent work focused on
optimization of the reaction conditions. We then examined the
reaction temperature and several other solvents such as xylene,
tetrahydrofuran, 1,2-dichloroethane, and CH3CN. The best yield
(80%) was obtained when the reaction was performed in xylene
at 140 °C for 2 h (Table 1, entry 1).

With the suitable reaction conditions in hand, we examined
the scope of this process using various 2-azido-2,4-dienoates
112 and R-diazoketones 2.13 As shown in Table 1, all of the
reactions generated pyridines 3 in good yields (70-90%).
Furthermore, the electron-rich azides (Table 1, entries 11-14)

(1) For reviews, see: (a) Babu, P. A.; Narasu, M. L.; Srinivas, K. ARKIVOC
2007, 247–265. (b) O’Hagan, D. Nat. Prod. Rep. 2000, 17, 435–446. (c) O’Hagan,
D. Nat. Prod. Rep. 1997, 14, 637–651. (d) Joule, J. A.; Mills, K. In Heterocyclic
Chemistry, 4th ed.; Blackwell: Oxford, UK, 2000.

(2) For reviews, see: (a) Henry, G. D. Tetrahedron 2004, 60, 6043–6061.
(b) Varela, J. A.; Saa, C. Chem. ReV. 2003, 103, 3787–3802. (c) Ciufolini, M. A.;
Chan, B. K. Heterocycles 2007, 74, 101–124.

(3) For the transition metal-catalyzed synthesis of substituted pyridines, see
recent examples: (a) Varela, J. A.; Castedo, L.; Saà, C. J. Org. Chem. 2003, 68,
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gave better yields than the electron-deficient azides (Table 1,
entries 8-10 and 15-18).

Next, our attention was directed toward the reaction of
2-diazo-1,3-diones 414 (Table 2). It was found that all the
reactions could take place at lower temperature (100 °C) in
toluene, resulting in pyridines 5 in good yields (76-85%).
In all cases, pyridines 5 were isolated as the sole product.
Herein we described our working hypothesis of the mecha-
nism in Scheme 1. First, azide 1 reacts with triphenylphos-
phine to form phosphazene A via the Staudinger-Meyer
reaction,15 while R-diazoketone 2 transforms to ketene B
through the Wolff rearrangement reaction.16 Then the aza-

Wittig reaction between phosphazene A and ketene B affords
N-vinylic ketenemine C.17 Finally, the electrocyclic ring
closure of C and a subsequent double bond isomerization
give pyridine 3.

In summary, we have demonstrated an efficient synthesis of
substituted pyridines via a one-pot cascade reaction of 2-azido-
2,4-dienoates, R-diazocarbonyl compounds, and triphenylphos-
phine. The procedure is rapid and general, and the substrates
are readily available.12,13,18 This methodology will find applica-
tions in the synthesis of natural products and organic materials
as well as ligands.

Experiment Section

General Procedure for the Synthesis of Pyridines 3. To a
solution of PPh3 (0.131 g, 0.5 mmol) in anhydrous xylene (10 mL)
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TABLE 1. Synthesis of Pyridines 3a

a Reaction conditions: 1 (0.5 mmol), 2 (0.5 mmol), PPh3 (0.5 mmol),
xylene (20 mL), N2, 140 °C, 2 h. b The yield of the isolated product.

TABLE 2. Synthesis of Pyridines 5a

entry R1/R2 R3 product yield (%)b

1 Ph/H (1a) Ph (4a) 5a 78
2 Ph/H (1a) 4-BrC6H4 (4c) 5b 77
3 Ph/Me (1b) Ph (4a) 5c 79
4 Ph/Me (1b) 4-MeC6H4 (4b) 5d 81
5 Ph/Me (1b) 4-BrC6H4 (4c) 5e 76
6 Ph/Me (1b) 4-MeOC6H4 (4d) 5f 85
7 Ph/H (1a) Me (4e) 5g 80

a Reaction conditions: 1 (0.5 mmol), 4 (0.5 mmol), PPh3 (0.5 mmol),
toluene (20 mL), N2, 100 °C, 2 h. b The yield of the isolated product.

SCHEME 1. A Plausible Mechanism for the Synthesis of
Pyridines
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was added dropwise a solution of 1 (0.5 mmol) and 2 (0.5 mmol)
in anhydrous xylene (10 mL) at 140 °C under nitrogen atmosphere
over 30 min. The mixture was stirred for 2 h. The solvent was
evaporated in vacuum and residual oil was purified by silica gel
column chromatography, using hexane/EtOAc (5:1) as the eluent,
to afford pure 3.

Ethyl 6-benzyl-5-phenylpicolinate (3a): yellow oil; IR (KBr)
1741, 1495, 1445, 1386, 1137, 1007, 762 cm-1; 1H NMR (500
MHz, CDCl3) δ 8.03 (d, J ) 7.8 Hz, 1 H), 7.63 (d, J ) 7.8 Hz, 1
H), 7.38-7.36 (m, 3 H), 7.15-7.09 (m, 5 H), 6.96 (d, J ) 6.8 Hz,
2 H), 4.50 (q, J ) 7.1, 2 H), 4.26 (s, 2 H), 1.45 (t, J ) 7.1, 3 H)
ppm; 13C NMR (125 MHz, CDCl3) δ 165.6, 158.7, 147.0, 141.1,
139.5, 139.0, 138.8, 129.1, 129.0, 128.6, 128.3, 128.2, 126.2, 123.1,
62.0, 42.1, 14.6 ppm; MS (ESI) m/z ([M + H]+) 318. Anal. Calcd
for C21H19NO2: C 79.47, H 6.03, N 4.41. Found: C 79.40, H 6.03,
N 4.43.

Ethyl 6-(4-methylbenzyl)-5-phenylpicolinate (3b): yellow oil; IR
(KBr) 1742, 1513, 1444, 1384, 1137, 1007, 761 cm-1; 1H NMR
(500 MHz, CDCl3) δ 8.01 (d, J ) 7.9 Hz, 1 H), 7.62 (d, J ) 7.8
Hz, 1 H), 7.39-7.38 (m, 3 H), 7.17-7.15 (m, 2 H), 6.95 (d, J )
7.9 Hz, 2 H), 6.87 (d, J ) 8.0 Hz, 2 H), 4.49 (q, J ) 7.1 Hz, 2 H),
4.20 (s, 2 H), 2.25 (s, 3 H), 1.45 (t, J ) 7.1 Hz, 3 H) ppm; 13C
NMR (125 MHz, CDCl3) δ 165.6, 158.9, 147.0, 141.0, 139.1, 138.7,
136.5, 135.6, 129.2, 129.0, 128.9, 128.6, 128.2, 123.0, 62.0, 41.6,
21.2, 14.6 ppm; MS (ESI) m/z ([M + H]+) 332. Anal. Calcd for
C22H21NO2: C 79.73, H 6.39, N 4.23. Found: C 79.73, H 6.37, N
4.24.

General Procedure for the Synthesis of 5. To a solution of
PPh3 (0.131 g, 0.5 mmol) in anhydrous toluene (10 mL) was added
dropwise a solution of 1 (0.5 mmol) and 4 (0.5 mmol) in anhydrous
toluene (10 mL) under nitrogen atmosphere at 100 °C over 30 min.
After the mixture was stirred for 2 h, the solvent was evaporated
in vacuum and residual oil was purified by silica gel column
chromatography, using hexane/EtOAc (5:1) as the eluent, to afford
pure 5.

Ethyl 6-(1-oxo-1-phenylpropan-2-yl)-5-phenylpicolinate (5a):
yellow oil; IR (KBr) 1742, 1716, 1447, 1387, 1143, 1006, 764 cm-1;
1H NMR (500 MHz, CDCl3) δ 7.97 (d, J ) 7.9 Hz, 1 H), 7.63 (d,
J ) 7.9 Hz, 1 H), 7.59-7.57 (m, 2 H), 7.43-7.39 (m, 4 H),
7.30-7.26 (m, 4 H), 4.91-4.89 (m, 1 H), 4.43-4.39 (m, 2 H),
1.64 (d, J ) 6.9 Hz, 3 H), 1.40 (t, J ) 7.1 Hz, 3 H) ppm; 13C
NMR (125 MHz, CDCl3) δ 200.0, 165.5, 158.6, 147.5, 140.2, 138.7,
137.1, 132.5, 129.1, 129.0, 128.6, 128.4, 128.3, 123.1, 61.8, 47.6,
17.3, 14.5 ppm; MS (ESI) m/z ([M + H]+) 360. Anal. Calcd for
C23H21NO3: C 76.86, H 5.89, N 3.90. Found: C 76.89, H 5.92, N
3.93.

Ethyl 6-(1-(4-bromophenyl)-1-oxopropan-2-yl)-5-phenylpicoli-
nate (5b): white solid, mp 90-91 °C; IR (KBr) 1743, 1710, 1443,
1387, 1140, 1007, 764 cm-1; 1H NMR (500 MHz, CDCl3) δ 7.98
(d, J ) 7.8 Hz, 1 H), 7.65 (d, J ) 7.9 Hz, 1 H), 7.46-7.40 (m, 7
H), 7.30-7.27 (m, 2 H), 4.82 (q, J ) 6.9 Hz, 1 H), 4.43-4.38 (m,
2 H), 1.63 (d, J ) 6.9 Hz, 3 H), 1.40 (t, J ) 7.1 Hz, 3 H) ppm; 13C
NMR (125 MHz, CDCl3) δ 198.8, 165.3, 158.3, 147.6, 140.1, 138.9,
138.5, 135.9, 131.7, 129.9, 129.1, 128.7, 127.4, 123.3, 61.8, 47.7,
17.3, 14.5 ppm; MS (ESI) m/z ([M + H]+) 438. Anal. Calcd for
C23H20BrNO3: C 63.02, H 4.60, N 3.20. Found: C 63.01, H 4.66,
N 3.20.
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