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ABSTRACT

Reductive heterocycle�heterocycle (heterocyclef heterocycle; H�H) transformations that give 4-aminoquinolines, 3-acylindoles, and quinolin-
4(1H)-ones from 2-nitrophenyl substituted isoxazoles are reported. When this methodology is applied to 3,5-, 4,5-, and 3,4-bis(2-
nitrophenyl)isoxazoles, chemoselective heterocyclization gives quinolin-4(1H)-ones, and 4-aminoquinolines, exclusively.

In diversity oriented syntheses,1 heterocycle�heterocycle
(H�H) strategies, wherein a starting heterocycle is trans-
formed into a new and architecturally different heterocycle,
constitute a powerful means to address diversity in dis-
covery chemistry.2 We postulate that H�H strategies can

be particularly useful in providing skeletal diversity and
that this approach uniquely complements the more well
established ‘reagent-based’ and ‘substrate-based’ approaches
to skeletal diversification.3 Indeed,wehave recently exploited
an H�H strategy in a variety of indazole f indazolone
studies4 and report an extension to isoxazole based systems.
Frompreviouswork,5 substituted (3- and4-nitrophenyl)-

isoxazoles can be selectively reduced to their corresponding
anilines with Zn/HOAc (0 �C, 5 min) and we set out to
explore the possibility of reducing 2-nitrophenylisoxazoles
to other useful heterocycles with Zn/HOAc. Analysis of the
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literature revealed that others had reported related trans-
formations. Specifically, Batra6a et al. reported that a
palladiumoncarbon-mediatedreductionof3-(2-nitrophenyl)-
isoxazole leads to substituted 4-aminoquinolines (10
examples)6 and Yamanaka et al. reported that Raney
nickel reduction of 4- or 5-(2-nitrophenyl)isoxazoles can
deliver 3-acylindole7 (2 examples) or quinolin-4(1H)-
one7b (1 example) heterocycles, respectively.

This backdrop, coupled with theH�H potential of this
strategy, led us to explore this topic further, focusing
initially on using M (= Zn or Fe) in HOAc to trans-
form (2-nitrophenyl)isoxazoles into quinolines/indoles/
quinolin-4(1H)-ones with subsequent studies exploring
the outcomes of reducing bis(2-nitrophenyl)isoxazoles
under these same conditions. We began by preparing
(2-nitrophenyl)isoxazole 1a (Scheme 1) and found that
this substituted isoxazole did not reduce inZn/HOAc at rt.
Fortunately, we found that Fe powder in neat HOAc at
120 �C resulted in reductive heterocyclization to 4-amino-
quinoline 2a in 77% yield. To extend this methodology,
isoxazole 1awas cleanly converted to 4-bromoisoxazole 1b
(Br2, CCl4, 99% yield) and subsequent Fe/HOAc reduc-
tion delivered 3-bromo-4-aminoquinoline (2b). Attempts
to combine this 1b f 2b H�H transformation with sub-
sequent o-haloaniline-based coupling reactions failed.
These reductive heterocyclizations of 1a and 1b proceed
by the green aniline NH2 attacking the isoxazole-derived
carbonyl.
We next prepared isoxazole 1c by reacting 2-bromo-N-

hydroxybenzimidoyl chloride with 2-nitrophenylacety-
lene.8 Fe/HOAc reduction of isoxazole 1c gave 2-(2-
bromophenyl)-4-quinolin-4(1H)-one 3c in 44% yield. We
found thatBr2 inCCl4was ineffective atC4brominationof
isoxazole 1c; itwas however readily brominated to 1dusing
NBS (HOAc, cat. H2SO4). Fe/HOAc reduction of 1d gave
3-bromo-2-phenyl-4-quinolin-4(1H)-one 3d (44% yield).

Aswith 2b, all attempts atmetal-mediated9 reactions on 3d
[f 5H-indolo[3,2-b]quinolin-11(10H)-one] failed. The re-
ductive heterocyclizations of 1c and 1d proceed by the blue
aniline NH2 attacking the isoxazole-derived imine carbon.
With these calibrating results in hand, wherein both the

carbonyl and imine carbons can serve as the reactive
electrophile, our next objective was to evaluate whether
presumed intermediate 7 (Scheme 2) would undergo
chemoselective heterocyclization of the red aniline NH2

onto the imine or onto the carbonyl carbon. Each hetero-
cyclization of 6 would deliver a different 3-acylindole
whenR1 6¼R2. To address this competition question, both
isomers of 6 (a and b) were prepared by the base-mediated
condensation of the appropriate chlorooxime 4 with the
appropriate 1-(2-nitrophenyl)alkan-2-one 5 (f 6a;f 6b).
In the event, reduction of 6a under Fe/HOAc conditions

gave only indole 8a in 46%yield. Likewise, reduction of 6b
gave only indole 8b in 60% yield (see X-ray in Supporting
Information (SI)).10 Inboth cases, the anilineNH2 cyclized

with complete chemoselectivity onto the imine carbonof 7.11

Although intermediate 7 has several possible tautomeric
forms that are all likely accessible under the reaction
conditions12 and may display different modes of reactiv-
ity, the observed chemoselectivity is complete. Although
we are not certain which tautomeric form (or protonated
form thereof) of 7 preferentially reacts in the systems
described herein, we formulate our discussion around
the β-iminocarbonyl 7a.
To test the limits of imine vs carbonyl chemoselectivity,

6c was prepared (Scheme 3). Our reasoning was that a

Scheme 1. H�H Chemistry of 3- and 5-(2-Nitrophenyl)-
isoxazoles

Scheme 2. H�H Chemistry of 4-(2-Nitrophenyl)isoxazole
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2-methoxyphenylmoiety (R2 in 7; Scheme2)would donate
electron density into the imine of 7 and reduce its electro-
philicity. Treating 6c with Fe/HOAc at 120 �C resulted in
the formation of two indole products, 10a and 10b in a
combined yield of 96% and in a 60:40 ratio, respectively.
Thus, even in this “reactivity-skewed” case, the aniline
NH2 prefers to attack the imine (9af 10a), in contrast to
Yamanaka’s one asymmetrical example.7a The structures
of 10a and 10b were established by X-ray crystallography
(see SI).10

With these Fe/HOAc-mediated (2-nitrophenyl)isoxaz-
ole f 4-aminoquinoline/indole/quinolin-4(1H)-one H�H
results in hand, we next explored the reductive heterocycli-
zation chemistry of 3,5-, 3,4-, and 4,5-bis(2-nitrophenyl)-
isoxazoles as it appeared these systemswould confrontnew,
as yet unexplored chemoselectivity questions. For example,
reductive heterocyclization of 3,5-bis-(2-nitrophenyl)-
isoxazole 11 (Scheme 4) could produce quinolin-4(1H)-
one (w heterocyclization to 12 involving the imine via 12a)
and/or 4-aminoquinoline (w heterocyclization to 13 in-
volving the carbonyl via 13a) products. To probe this
question, 11 was synthesized.
Reductive heterocyclization of 11 with Fe/HOAc

gave quinolin-4(1H)-one 12 (22% isolated þ several uni-
dentified spots in the crude TLC); we suspected that
in situ formation of acetic anhydride and subsequent
N-acylation(s) of the reaction products complicated this
reaction mixture.13 It was found that changing the acid
source from HOAc to aq. NH4Cl increased the yield of 12
to 56%. Thus, 11, upon reduction, leads to chemoselective
attack by the blue aniline NH2 onto the imine carbon
(12a f 12) to the complete exclusion of the green aniline
NH2 onto the carbonyl carbon (13a f 13). Importantly,
no 4-aminoquinoline 13 was detected in either reaction.14

Again, understanding the heterocyclization reactivity
of bis(2-nitrophenyl)isoxazole derived intermediates is
complicated by the viability of various β-iminocarbonyl
tautomers, their numerous conformations and configura-
tions, multiple possible hydrogen bonding arrays, the

effects of different conjugation pathways on the acidity/
basicity (and, potentially, iron-binding ability) of key
functional groups, and different tether lengths between
potential nucleophiles and electrophiles (6-exo-trig vs
5-exo-trig).15 Despite these complications, the H�H re-
ductive heterocyclizations depicted in Schemes 2 and 4
each proceed to give only one new heterocyclic product.

The complete imine vs carbonyl chemoselectivity ob-
served for 11 suggested that 3,4-bis(2-nitrophenyl)-
isoxazole 14 (Scheme 5) should produce 3-acyl-1H-indole
17 (and, perhaps, its condensation analogue 18). To test
this hypothesis, 1-(2-nitrophenyl)-propan-2-one was
condensed with N-hydroxy-2-nitrobenzimidoyl chloride
(NaH in dry THF). Reductive heterocyclization of 14
with Fe/HOAc gave none of the anticipated imine-derived
indole 17; rather, 4-aminoquinoline 15 and its acylated
analogue16 (69%combinedyield; 0.2:1 ratio, respectively)
were produced.
Obtaining 16 supports the suspected in situ formation

of acetic anhydride under these conditions.13 Since neither
indole 17 or 18 was obtained, we believe that this hetero-
cyclization is prevented because the imine in 17a (f 17)
suffers deactivation by conjugation with the green aniline
NH2 (similar to 6c; Scheme 3). Accepting that as an
explanation for no formation of 17, why was 4-aminoqui-
noline 15 formed to the complete exclusion of indole 19?
We hypothesize that the red aniline NH2 (derived from the
red nitro moiety) is the most basic site in the bis-reduction
intermediate derived from 14: this nitrogen’s lone pair is
not delocalized into the β-iminocarbonyl system whereas
the green aniline NH2 would be. Consequently, in acetic
acid at 120 �C, the red aniline is protonated (see 15a in
Scheme 5) and not available for the required nucleophilic
attack. Indeed, this factor may also explain the lack of
formation of 17.
These insights with 14 led us to predict that reductive

heterocyclization of the final system in this series, i.e.,
4,5-bis-(2-nitrophenyl)isoxazole 20 (Scheme 6), should
produce quinolin-4(1H)-one 21a (w reductive heterocycli-
zation of 20 to 21awould involve the imine carbon and the
blue conjugated aniline NH2) via intermediate 20a. To test

Scheme 3. H�H Chemistry of 4-(2-Nitrophenyl)isoxazole

Scheme 4. H�H Chemistry of 3,5-Bis(2-nitrophenyl)isoxazole
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this prediction, 20 was synthesized by condensation of
N-hydroxyacetimidoyl chloride onto 1,2-bis(2-nitro-
phenyl)ethanone (NaH in dry THF). Fe/HOAc reduction
of 20 proceeded to give quinolin-4(1H)-ones 21a and 21b
(87% total yield) in a 1:1.1 ratio, respectively, confirming
formation of acetic anhydride in situ.13 Importantly, in-
doles 22 and 23 were not obtained as their formation
is precluded by formation of the protonated red aniline
NH2 in 20a.
Since the assignment of structure 21a was complicated

by the expectation that 22and 23wouldhave similarNMR
spectra and the same mass, chemical shift calculations
(using the multistandard approach)16 were performed
using DFT17 (see SI for details). Mean absolute deviations
(MAD) of the chemical shifts relative to experimental data
were 0.2, 0.4, and 0.6 ppm (21a, 22, and 23 respectively) for
1H NMR. The MAD for the 13C NMR were 2.8, 4.8, and
4.8 ppm, respectively.18TheMADfor structure 21a are the
lowest and within the range typically found for correctly
assigned structures,16 suggesting that 21a is indeed the
product of the reduction.19

In this work, we have shown that Fe/HOAc reduction
of (2-nitrophenyl)- and bis(2-nitrophenyl)isoxazoles leads
with great chemoselectivity to a variety of useful hetero-
cycles via heterocycle�heterocycle (H�H) transforma-
tions. Although the reactivities of the systems described
above are influenced by many factors, often juxtaposed in
effect, two empirical guidelines for predicting the products
in these systems have emerged: (1) chemoselective hetero-
cyclization onto the imine carbon is preferred unless it is
deactivated; (2) in systemswith competing anilinemoieties,
the less basic NH2 is the favored nucleophile. These guide-
lines will, no doubt, prove useful in facilitating the design
of additionalH�H synthetic reactions of this type.
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