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ABSTRACT

An amine-catalyzed [4 þ 2] annulation of Morita�Baylis�Hillman allylic acetates 2 with electron-deficient alkenes or diazenes has been
developed for efficient syntheses of highly functionalized cyclohexenes, tetrahydropyridazines, and important spirocycles. This reaction unveils
a new reactivity pattern of the intensely studied allylic compounds 2 acting as a C4 synthon in Lewis base catalyzed annulation reactions and also
showcases divergent catalysis between tertiary amines and phosphines.

Lewis base catalysis1 using phosphines and amines as
catalysts is now established as a reliable platform for the
construction of complexmolecular architectures, aswell as
for diversity-oriented synthesis. In this context, phosphine-
catalyzed annulation reactions of allenoates with activated
alkenes, imines, or carbonyls provide a powerful synthetic
toolbox for a series of carbo- and heterocycles.2 For
example, Lu’s pioneering work3 unveiled that, under
the mediation of substoichiometric PPh3, unsubstituted
allenoates 1 (R=H) readily undergo [3þ 2] cycloaddition
reactions with activated olefins or imines as a formal 1,
3-dipole to generate cyclopentenes or pyrrolines (Scheme 1,
top left). An innovative extension of this phosphine�allene
chemistry reported by Kwon4 disclosed that R-alkyl

allenoates 1 (R = CH2R
0) undertake a distinct [4 þ 2]

annulation pattern as a formal 1,4-dipole with alkenes or

imines to provide cyclohexenes or tetrahydropyridines

(Scheme 1, top right). Owing to their high efficiency in

the organic synthesis of ring structures, these two types of

annulations have attracted intense research efforts.5
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Recently, a class of generally formulated allylic com-
pounds 2 (Scheme 1, bottom),which could be conveniently
prepared from Morita�Baylis�Hillman adducts, have
also proven to be appealing and versatile substrates that
can be used as a C3 or C1 synthon in phosphine-catalyzed
[3þ n] and [1þ 4] annulations.6�8 Interestingly, in [3þ 2]
annulation reactions with activated olefins or imines,
allylic compounds 2 act as a formal 1,3-dipole which
undertakes a similar reactivity to that of allenoates 1 to
furnish isomeric cyclopentenes or pyrrolines (Scheme 1,
bottom left).6 Intrigued by Kwon’s [4 þ 2] work,4 and by
the similar reactivity between allenoates 1 and allylic
compounds 2, we envisaged that allylic compounds 2 could
be employed as a C4 unit in Lewis base catalyzed [4 þ 2]
annulation reactions with activated alkenes if an alkyl
group (R = CH2R

0) is introduced, thereby providing
new entries into six-membered ring structures (Scheme 1,
bottom right). Herein, we wish to report the first example
of a Lewis base catalyzed [4 þ 2] annulation reaction of
allylic compounds 2 bearing an extended alkyl group with
activated alkenes and also showcase an example of diver-
gent catalysis between amines and phosphines.
Due to its ease of preparation and equivalency in re-

activity, ethyl 2-bromomethyl-2-butenoate 2a0 was chosen
as an equivalent of allylic bromide 2a (R=Me, Y=Br).9

Our initial investigation started with the model reaction of
allylic bromide 2a0 (0.6 mmol) and N-phenyl maleimide
(0.5 mmol) with K2CO3 (0.75 mmol) in refluxing toluene
(Scheme 2). Under the catalysis of PPh3 (0.05 mmol), the
reaction, however, still proceeded in the well-established
[3þ 2] annulationmode,6a producing3 in 57%yield.Gratify-
ingly, by employing 1,4-diazabicyclo[2.2.2]octane (DABCO)
instead of PPh3 under otherwise identical conditions, the
reaction exclusively afforded the expected [4þ 2] annulation
product 4a in 95% yield, with a small amount (5%) of

byproduct D1.10 Further surveys on catalysts revealed that
other nitrogen nucleophiles including NEt3, DMAP, DBU,
and imidazole all exclusively delivered 4a, but in inferior
yields. N-containing hexamethyl phosphorus triamide
(HMPT) and 1,3,5-triaza-7-phosphaadamantane (PTA)11

also effected the formationof 4a inmoderate yields,whereas
PBu3 resulted in a complexmixture and trimethyl phosphite
was ineffective. In the absence of a catalyst, only a trace
amount of 4a was detected. Further optimizations on
conditions confirmed that toluene was still the best solvent
and a higher temperature was necessary for a fast transfor-
mation (for details, see Supporting Information).

Under the optimized conditions, the scope of allylic
compounds 2 was investigated with N-phenyl maleimide
as amodel substrate (Table 1). Allylic carbonate 2b readily
afforded4a in 69%yield in the absence ofK2CO3, since the
in situ generated tert-butoxide anion acted as a base in the
process6a (Table 1, entry 1). In the same manner, allylic
acetate 2c delivered 4a in almost quantitative yield within
24 h (entry 2). Allylic acetates bearing different electron-
withdrawing groups like tert-butoxycarbonyl (2d) and
acetyl (2e) also smoothly produced the corresponding
[4 þ 2] annulation products in good yields (entries 3, 4).
Impressively, allylic acetates (2f�i) with variable alkyl
groups were all effective, delivering products 4d�g in good
to excellent yields and exclusive diastereoselectivity (entries
5�8). Regarding its high efficiency, broad scope, and
homogeneous reaction media, allylic acetate 2 (Y=OAc)
could be assessed as the preferred C4 component over its
carbonate and bromide analogues.
Various electron-deficient alkenes as C2 components

were also examined in DABCO-catalyzed [4 þ 2] annula-
tions with representative allylic acetates 2c, 2g, and 2h

(Table 2). Activated terminal alkenes were found to be
good candidates. For example, doubly activated alkene 5
and monoactivated methyl vinyl ketone 7 and acrylates 9
all delivered their cyclohexenes in good yields, albeit with

Scheme 2. Divergent Annulation Induced by PPh3 andDABCO

Scheme 1. Similar Annulation Patterns of Allenoates 1 and
Allylic Compounds 2 under Lewis Base Catalysis
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modest regioselectivity in some cases (entries 1�6). Cyclic
enones 11 and 13 also worked well in the cyclization with
allylic acetate 2c, efficiently constructing spirocycles in
moderate yields with good regioselectivity (>8:1) (entries
7�9). Spirooxindole scaffolds exist in a number of natural
products and biologically active compounds.12 Isatin-
derived alkene 15 proved to be effective in the [4 þ 2]
annulation reactions with allylic acetates 2c and 2h to
readily generate such complex structures. In a single step,
spirohexeneoxindoles 16 with two or three stereogenic
centers were formed stereoselectively and efficiently
(entries 10, 11).
The C2 scope could be further extended to heteroatom

double bonds.Diisopropyl azodicarboxylate 17was found
to be an excellent partner in the annulations with all
selected allylic acetates, providing tetrahydropyridazines
18 in good to excellent yields (entries 12�14). Finally,
when 1,4-naphthaquinone 19 was tested, an interesting
cascade [4 þ 2] annulation�oxidation process occurred,
leading to the functional anthraquinone 2013 in one step
(entry 15). In the reaction, the naphthaquinone acts as
both an annulation partner and oxidant for the subsequent
aromatization.

The above results indicate that this amine-catalyzed [4þ 2]
annulation features a broad substrate scopewith respect to

both the C4 and C2 components. Also, most of the reac-

tions were clean and afforded the cyclization products in

good to excellent yields with complete diastereocontrol

and good regioselectivity. These merits guarantee the

annulation reaction significant potential in the construc-

tion of six-membered carbo-, hetero-, and spirocycles. It is

worthy tomention that, under the catalysis of phosphines,

a series of structurally similar allylic compounds and

Table 2. C2 Scope for the [4 þ 2] Annulation Reactiona

entry

C4

units

C2

units

time

(h) products

yield

(%)b

1c 2c 5 6 6a: R3 = H,

major

64

2 2h 5 12 6b: R3 = iPr 76

3c 2c 7 15 8a: R4 = H,

major

88

4 2h 7 15 8b: R4 = iPr 51

5c 2c 9a:

R5 = Me

15 10a: R5 = Me,

major

83

6c 2c 9b:

R5 = tBu

15 10b: R5 = tBu,

major

75

7c 2c 11a:

n = 1

16 12a: n = 1,

major

66

8 2c 11b:

n = 2

12 12b: n = 2 53

9 2c 13 24 14 49

10 2c 15 12 16a: R6 = H 79

11 2h 15 7 16b: R6 = iPr 76

12 2c 17 12 18a: R7 = H 83

13 2g 17 13 18b: R7 = Et 92

14 2h 17 12 18c: R7 = iPr 94

15 2c 19 12 20 43

aFor details, see Supporting Information. b Isolated yield. cProduct
was isolated as a regioisomeric mixture with a ratio of 2:1�8:1.

Table 1. C4 Scope for the [4 þ 2] Annulation Reactiona

entry C4 units

time

(h) 4

yield

(%)b

1 2b: Y = OBoc;

E = CO2Et; R
2 = H

17 4a 69

2 2c: Y = OAc;

E = CO2Et; R
2 = H

24 4a 99

3 2d: Y = OAc;

E = CO2
tBu; R2 = H

10 4b 86

4 2e: Y = OAc;

E = COMe; R2 = H

17 4c 53

5 2f: Y = OAc;

E = CO2Et; R
2 = Me

5.5 4d 77

6 2g: Y = OAc;

E = CO2Et; R
2 = Et

4 4e 78

7 2h: Y = OAc;

E = CO2Et; R
2 = iPr

12 4f 96

8 2i: Y = OAc;

E = CO2Et; R
2 = nBu

12 4g 93

aTypical conditions: a mixture of 2 (0.6 mmol), maleimide
(0.5 mmol), and DABCO (0.05 mmol) was refluxed in toluene (3 mL)
under a N2 atmosphere. b Isolated yield based on maleimide.
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electron-deficient alkenes were previously reported by Lu
to undergo a distinct [3 þ 2] annulation.6a�c Hence this
study showcases a divergent catalytic reactivity between
tertiary amines and phosphines.14

The different annulation modes of allylic acetates 2

induced by phosphines and amines are tentatively ratio-
nalized in Scheme 3 according to the stimulating work of
Aggarwal15 and Miller.14a As commonly proposed in
literatures,6�8 under the catalysis of phosphines, an allylic
P-ylide intermediate A16 is preferentially formed through
an addition�elimination�deprotonation process, which
serves as a surrogate of a 1,3-dipole to undergo the [3þ 2]
cycloaddition with electron-deficient alkenes.6 This annu-
lation mode takes advantage of the decent ability of
phosphorus to stabilize an ylide structure.15 In sharp
contrast, the amine-catalyzed annulation of allylic com-
pounds 2 with alkenes could not adopt the same [3 þ 2]
mode since the N-atom lacks the suitable ability to stabilize
its correspondingN-ylide intermediate.15 Consequently, the
zwitterionic intermediate B is alternatively formed, presum-
ablybydeprotonationat theδ-carbonof ammoniumsalt 23.

Theoretically, the putative intermediate B could be fairly
stabilized by the right-positioned ester group. Such a
resonance-stabilized species B is well poised to undergo
1,2-elimination of the amine catalyst to produce a highly
reactive diene 24,10bwhich subsequently undergoes aDiels�
Alder reaction with alkenes to form the [4 þ 2] products
(Scheme 3, path a). From the outset, we are also aware that
the [4þ 2] annulationmight proceed via a stepwisemechan-
ism, inwhichB acts as a formal 1,4-dipole to couplewith the
electrophilic alkene (path b). Formations of regioisomeric
[4þ 2] products inour experiments (Table2, entries 1, 3, 5�7),
however, argue against such a stepwise scenario.17Conver-
sely, the high diastereoselectivity observed in the [4 þ 2]
annulation is well in agreement with the endo stereochem-
istry of a Diels�Alder reaction.18

In conclusion, we have developed a novel amine-catalyzed
[4þ 2] annulationreactionofMorita�Baylis�Hillmanallylic
acetates 2 with electron-deficient alkenes, which provides
easy access to highly functionalized cyclohexenes, tetrahy-
dropyridazines, and important spirocycles from simple, read-
ily available startingmaterials. This reaction represents a new
reactivity pattern of the intensely studied allylic compounds 2
acting as a C4 unit in Lewis base catalyzed annulation
reactions. This amine-induced annulation mode is certainly
complementary to the previously well-established phosphine-
induced annulation modes as C3 and C1 units.

6�8 Further-
more, this study showcases divergent catalysis between ter-
tiary amines and phosphines, which could be attributed to
their subtle difference in intrinsic properties such as the
stabilizing ability of ylides.14a,c Future efforts will focus on
exploring the application of the amine-induced reactivity
mode in the development of new synthetic reactions.
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Scheme 3. Rationale for the Divergent Annulation Modes
Induced by Phosphines and Amines
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