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ABSTRACT: A novel palladium catalyzed approach to 3-
arylindoles was developed from indoles and cyclohexanones.
Various cyclohexanones acted as aryl sources via an alkylation
and dehydrogenation sequence using molecular oxygen as the
hydrogen acceptor. This method showed good regioselectivity
and afforded 3-arylindoles as the sole products.

Indole and its derivatives are frequently found in natural
products, functional materials, agrochemicals, and pharma-

ceuticals.1 Among them, C-arylated indoles show great
potential in pharmaceuticals, especially as anticancer drugs.2

Since its discovery in 1869, great efforts have been made to
develop efficient synthetic methodologies for the preparation
and further functionalization of indole.3 Recently, much focus
has been devoted to the transition-metal-catalyzed direct
arylation of indoles with activated arenes. This strategy avoids
the prefunctionalization of indole derivatives and thus can
potentially provide an efficient synthetic route to rapidly
construct various biaryls containing an indole nucleus.4 Aryl
halides were the most commonly used coupling partners for
direct C-arylation of indole derivatives promoted by transition-
metal catalysts.5 Apart from aryl halides, various aromatic
coupling partners, including organoboranes,6 aromatic hyper-
valent iodine chemicals,7 arylsiloxanes,8 arylhydrazines,9 aryltri-
flates,10 aromatic carboxylic acids,11 and sodium sulfinates12

have been successfully employed as arylation agents (Scheme 1,
eq 1). More recently, nonactivated arenes were also used as
coupling partners for arylated indole preparation via a cross-
dehydrogenative-coupling (CDC) reaction under oxidative
reaction conditions (Scheme 1, eq 2).13,14 The CDC reaction
avoids the prefunctionalization of both coupling partners and
thus affords the most direct approach for the preparation of
arylindoles. However, this method is mainly suitable for
nonsubstituted or symmetrical substituted arenes.
However, all of the above-mentioned approaches require two

aromatic coupling partners. The direct arylation of heteroarenes
with readily available and cheap nonaromatic coupling partners
is very rare. Cyclohexanone is cheap, readily available, and facile
to convert into other important organic materials such as
hexanedioic acid, which is an important precursor for the
production of nylon.15 Cyclohexanone also could be used as an
alkylation reagent for indoles in trichloroacetic acid using
triethylsilane as a reductant, selectively affording 3-cyclohexyl-
indole in good yield.16 Recently, the Stahl group found that

these compounds could be dehydrogenated under palladium
catalyzed reaction conditions to afford the corresponding
phenols or cyclohexenones using molecular oxygen as a
hydrogen acceptor.17 We and others successfully used cyclo-
hexanones as aryl sources for C−C and C−heteroatom bond
formation.18 Similarly, phenothiazines could be prepared from
cyclohexanones and 2-aminobenzenethiols via condensation−
tautomerization reactions in the absence of transition metals.19

We and others also developed methods for 2-arylsulfanylphenol
formation from thiols and cyclohexanones using a catalytic
amount of iodine as the catalyst under metal-free conditions.20

In this transformation, cyclohexanones acted as phenol sources.
It would be attractive and challenging to use cyclohexanones as
aryl sources to prepare biaryls containing an indole moiety via
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Scheme 1. Various Methods for C-Arylindoles
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direct arylation of free indole C(sp2)−H bonds. Herein, we
describe a palladium-catalyzed 3-arylindole formation from
cyclohexanones and free indoles using oxygen as the hydrogen
acceptor (Scheme 1, eq 3).
Initially, we examined the reaction of indole (1a) and

cyclohexanone (2a) in toluene under an oxygen atmosphere.
No arylated indole product was observed when the reaction
was carried out at 140 °C using 5 mol % PdCl2 as the catalyst as
determined by GC analysis (Table 1, entry 1). Under these

conditions, several other palladium salts were screened in the
absence of any ligand and proved to be ineffective for this type
of arylation reaction (entries 2−5). Fortunately, the expected
product 3-phenylindole (3a) was detected in 32% yield when
Pd(TFA)2 was used as the catalyst (entry 6). Various ligands
were then screened in the presence of Pd(TFA)2 (entries 7−
11). Nitrogen-containing ligands such as 1,10-phenanthroline
and DMAP (4-dimethylaminopyridine) were ineffective, and
their use resulted in lower yields (entries 7 and 8). Among the
phosphine ligands investigated, DPEphos ((bis{2-diphenyl-
phosphino}phenyl)ether) exhibited the best reactivity, and 3a
could be formed in 45% yield (entry 11). The choice of solvent
was pivotal, and the use of other solvents such as p-xylene,
mesitylene and NMP all resulted in lower yields (entries 12−
14). Increasing the catalyst and ligand loading increased the
reaction yield while decreasing the reaction temperature
decreased the reaction yield (entries 16 and 17). The reaction
yield could be further improved to 85% when the reaction time
was prolonged to 30 h (entry 18). Oxygen acted as an efficient

hydrogen acceptor, and replacement of it with inert argon
significantly decreased the reaction yield to 5% (entry 19).
Based on the optimized conditions, various indoles with

substituents were screened to explore the scope and generality
of this reaction (Table 2). The reaction was found to be

general, giving the desired 3-phenylindoles (3) in reasonable
yields and excellent selectivity. Common functional substitu-
ents were compatible with the optimized conditions. The
substituent position significantly affected the reaction yield, and
the reaction yield decreased from 81% to 64% when the methyl
substituent shifted from C-4 to C-7 (entries 2 and 3). Similar
phenomena were observed when a fluoro substituent was
located at a different position of indole (entries 5 and 6). No
desired product could be obtained when a bromo substituent
was presented in the indole moiety due to the cleavage of the
carbon−bromo bond (entry 9). Active functional groups such
as cyano and ester were well tolerated, and the C-arylation
products 3j and 3k were obtained in 70% and 72% yields,
respectively (entries 10 and 11). The reaction did not show
much difference when a hindered methyl substituent was
located at the C-2 position of indole, and the C-3 arylated
product 3l was isolated in 68% yield (entry 12). In all cases, the
reaction showed very good selectivity and no 2-phenylindole or

Table 1. Optimization of the Reaction Conditionsa

entry catalyst ligand solvent
temp
(°C)

yieldb

(%)

1 PdCl2 toluene 140 trace
2 PdBr2 toluene 140 trace
3 Pd(COD)Cl2 toluene 140 trace
4 Pd(acac)2 toluene 140 3
5 Pd(OAc)2 toluene 140 5
6 Pd(TFA)2 toluene 140 32
7 Pd(TFA)2 1,10-phen toluene 140 11
8 Pd(TFA)2 DMAP toluene 140 15
9 Pd(TFA)2 PPh3 toluene 140 38
10 Pd(TFA)2 X-phos toluene 140 28
11 Pd(TFA)2 DPEphos toluene 140 45
12 Pd(TFA)2 DPEphos p-xylene 140 23
13 Pd(TFA)2 DPEphos mesitylene 140 12
14 Pd(TFA)2 DPEphos NMP 140 0
15 Pd(TFA)2 DPEphos toluene 140 56
16c Pd(TFA)2 DPEphos toluene 140 66
17c Pd(TFA)2 DPEphos toluene 130 58
18c,d Pd(TFA)2 DPEphos toluene 140 85
19c,e Pd(TFA)2 DPEphos toluene 140 5

aConditions: 1a (0.5 mmol), 2a (0.5 mmol), catalyst (5 mol %),
ligand (5 mol %) solvent (2.0 mL), 24 h, under oxygen unless
otherwise noted. For entries 15−19, 0.75 mmol of 2a was used. bGC
yield based on 2a using dodecane as internal standard. c10 mol %
catalyst and 20 mol % ligand were used. d30 h. eUnder argon.

Table 2. Reaction of Various Indoles with 2aa

aConditions: 1 (0.75 mmol), 2a (0.5 mmol), Pd(TFA)2 (0.05 mmol),
DPEphos (0.1 mmol), toluene (2.0 mL), 140 °C, 30 h, under oxygen.
bIsolated yield based on 2a.

Organic Letters Letter

dx.doi.org/10.1021/ol500231c | Org. Lett. 2014, 16, 1618−16211619



N-arylated byproducts were observed. When the C-3 position
was occupied by a methyl group, no coupled product could be
observed (entry 13). Protected 1-methylindole (1n) also could
be employed for this reaction and gave 1-methyl-3-phenyl-
indole (3n) in 74% yield (entry 14).
The scope of the reaction with cyclohexanones is outlined in

Table 3. Cyclohexanones bearing alkyl substituents at the para

position were able to smoothly couple with 1a to give the
corresponding biaryls in good yields (entries 2−4). When 4-
phenylcyclohexanone (2f) was employed to react with 1a,
product 3s was obtained in 63% yield (entry 5). To our delight,
the ester functional group was well tolerated in this reaction,
and the corresponding arylated product was obtained in 77%
yield (entry 6). The substituent position in cyclohexanone
significantly affected the reaction yield. When 3-methylcyclo-
hexanone (2h) was used, 3-(m-tolyl)-1H-indole (3u) was
obtained in 72% yield (entry 9). However, no desired product
3v could be isolated when 2-methylcyclohexanone (2i) was
used as a coupling partner (entry 8).
To gather more information about the reaction mechanism,

some control experiments were carried out under different
conditions (Scheme 2). An intermediate 5a (determined by
GC-MS, not isolable) was observed in 89% GC yield when the
reaction of indole (1a) and cyclohexanone (2a) was carried out
in the absence of Pd(TFA)2 (Scheme 2a). DPEphos played an
important role in this transformation, and only a trace amount
of 5a was observed in the absence of it. When the reaction was
stopped after 8 h using Pd(TFA)2/DPEphos as the catalyst, 5a

could be smoothly transferred into stable 3-cyclohexylindole
(4a) using the hydrogen generated from the cyclohexanone
dehydrogenation step (Scheme 2b). Further treatment of 5a or
4a with the standard conditions afforded the corresponding
product 3a in 85% and 82% yields, respectively (Scheme 2c and
d). However, treatment of 5a and 4a in the absence of
DPEphos only gave the target product 3a in 36% and 32%
yields, respectively (Scheme 2e and f). Both Pd(TFA)2 and
DPEphos were necessary to give the final biaryl product in a
satisfactory yield. Although we could not trap more important
intermediates between the starting material and the final
product to elucidate the exact reaction mechanism, the first step
should be the direct alkylation of indole under neutral
conditions. The second step should be the dehydrogenation
of alkylated intermediates (4a or 5a) using oxygen as the
hydrogen acceptor (Scheme 2g). It is very interesting that
DPEphos could significantly improve the direct alkylation of
indole with cyclohexanone under neutral conditions (Scheme
2a), which is usually carried out under acidic conditions.16,21,22

In summary, we have developed a novel approach for the
synthesis of 3-arylindoles using cyclohexanones as the aryl
source. The palladium-catalyzed coupling reaction of cyclo-
hexanones with an indole C(sp2)−H bond and subsequent
dehydrogenation−tautomerization reactions were realized in
one pot. Molecular oxygen was used as an efficient hydrogen
acceptor in this transformation. The reaction showed good
selectivity, and no 2-arylindole byproduct was observed. Since
cyclohexanones are readily available starting materials, this
method can afford an efficient and environmentally benign
approach for the preparation of biaryls and other arylated
heteroarenes. The generality, exact reaction mechanism, and
synthetic applications of this methodology are under
investigation.

Table 3. Reaction of 1a with Various Cyclohexanonesa

aConditions: 1a (0.75 mmol), 2 (0.5 mmol), Pd(TFA)2 (0.05 mmol),
DPEphos (0.1 mmol), toluene (2.0 mL), 140 °C, 30 h, under oxygen.
bIsolated yield based on 2.

Scheme 2. Control Experiments and Possible Pathway
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Studer, A. Angew. Chem., Int. Ed. 2009, 48, 4235.
(7) (a) Deprez, N. R.; Kalyani, D.; Krause, A.; Sanford, M. S. J. Am.
Chem. Soc. 2006, 128, 4972. (b) Phipps, R. J.; Grimster, N. P.; Gaunt,
M. J. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2008, 130, 8172.
(8) Liang, Z. J.; Yao, B. B.; Zhang, Y. H. Org. Lett. 2010, 12, 3185.
(9) Chen, Y. X.; Guo, S. B.; Li, K. N.; Qu, J. P.; Yuan, H.; Hua, Q. R.;
Chen, B. H. Adv. Synth. Catal. 2013, 355, 711.
(10) Mochidu, K.; Shimizu, M.; Hiyama, T. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2009,
131, 8350.
(11) (a) Cornella, J.; Lu, P. F.; Larrosa, I. Org. Lett. 2009, 11, 5506.
(b) Zhou, J.; Hu, P.; Zhang, M.; Huang, S. J.; Wang, M.; Su, W. P.
Chem.Eur. J. 2010, 16, 5876.
(12) Wu, M. Y.; Luo, J. Y.; Xiao, F. H.; Zhang, S. F.; Deng, G. J.; Luo,
H. A. Adv. Synth. Catal. 2012, 354, 335.
(13) (a) Dwight, T. A.; Rue, N. R.; Charyk, D.; Josselyn, R.; DeBoef,
B. Org. Lett. 2007, 9, 3137. (b) Stuart, D. R.; Fagnou, K. Science 2007,
316, 1172. (c) Stuart, D. R.; Villemure, E.; Fagnou, K. J. Am. Chem.
Soc. 2007, 129, 12072. (d) Potavathri, S.; Pereira, K. C.; Gorelsky, S. I.;
Pike, A.; LeBris, A. P.; DeBoef, B. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2010, 132, 14676.
(e) He, C. Y.; Fan, S. L.; Zhang, X. G. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2010, 132,
12850. (f) Liang, Z.; Zhao, J.; Zhang, Y. H. J. Org. Chem. 2010, 75,
170. (g) Pintori, D. G.; Greaney, M. F. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2011, 133,
1209.
(14) For a selected review on the CDC reaction, see: Li, C. J. Acc.
Chem. Res. 2009, 42, 335.
(15) Musser, M. T. Cyclohexanol and Cyclohexanone in Ullmann’s
Encyclopedia of Industrial Chemistry; Wiley-VCH: Weinheim, 2005.
(16) Rizzo, J. R.; Alt, C. A.; Zhang, T. Y. Tetrahedron Lett. 2008, 49,
6749.
(17) (a) Izawa, Y.; Pun, D.; Stahl, S. S. Science 2011, 333, 209.
(b) Diao, T. N.; Stahl, S. S. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2011, 133, 14566.
(c) Izawa, Y.; Zheng, C. W.; Stahl, S. S. Angew. Chem., Int. Ed. 2013,
52, 3672. (d) Pun, D.; Diao, T. N.; Stahl, S. S. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2013,
135, 8213. (e) Diao, T. N.; Pun, D.; Stahl, S. S. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2013,
135, 8205. (f) Hong, W. P.; Iosub, A. V.; Stahl, S. S. J. Am. Chem. Soc.
2013, 135, 13664.
(18) (a) Bailey, D. M.; DeGrazia, G. D.; Alexander, E. J.; Powles, R.
G.; Johnson, R. E.; Patrick, R. A.; Heerdt, B. G.; Fairbain, M. E.;
Pruden, D. J. J. Med. Chem. 1985, 28, 160. (b) Xie, Y.; Liu, S.; Liu, Y.;
Wen, Y.; Deng, G. J. Org. Lett. 2012, 14, 1692. (c) Girard, S.; Hu, X.;
Knauber, T.; Zhou, F.; Simon, M.; Deng, G. J.; Li, C. J. Org. Lett. 2012,
14, 5606. (d) Hajra, A.; Wei, Y.; Yoshika, N. Org. Lett. 2012, 14, 5488.
(e) Barros, M.; Dey, S.; Maycock, C.; Rodrigues, P. Chem. Commun.
2012, 48, 10901. (f) Zhao, J. W.; Huang, H. W.; Wu, W. Q.; Chen, H.
J.; Jiang, H. F. Org. Lett. 2013, 15, 2604. (g) Simon, M.; Girard, S. A.;
Li, C. J. Angew. Chem., Int. Ed. 2012, 51, 7537.
(19) Liao, Y. F.; Jiang, P. C.; Chen, S. P.; Xiao, F. H.; Deng, G. J. RSC
Adv. 2013, 3, 18605.
(20) (a) Liao, Y. F.; Chen, S. P.; Jiang, P. C.; Qi, H. R.; Deng, G. J.
Green Chem. 2013, 15, 3302. (b) Ge, W. L.; Zhu, X.; Wei, Y. Y. Adv.
Synth. Catal. 2013, 355, 3014.
(21) For an example of indole alkylation with alcohols promoted by a
Bronsted acid: Han, X. P.; Wu, J. Angew. Chem., Int. Ed. 2013, 52,
4637.
(22) Cao, L. L.; Wang, D. S.; Jiang, G. F.; Zhou, Y. G. Tetrahedron
Lett. 2011, 52, 2837.

Organic Letters Letter

dx.doi.org/10.1021/ol500231c | Org. Lett. 2014, 16, 1618−16211621

http://pubs.acs.org
mailto:liaoyunfeng900@126.com
mailto:gjdeng@xtu.edu.cn

