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Preface to ”Amide Bond Activation”

The amide bond represents a privileged motif in chemistry. A fascinating feature of the amide

bond is its innate stability, achieved by delocalization of the nitrogen lone pair into the carbonyl

group. In recent years, we have witnessed an explosion of interest in the development of new

chemical transformations of amides that defying the conventional knowledge characterizing the

amide bond as one of the most robust functional groups in synthetic chemistry. An important

trend involves chemoselective activation of the N–C amide bond by metal insertion. This thriving

class of reactions originated from the classic studies of amide bond destabilization and has already

demonstrated the potential to become a widely applicable cross-coupling platform. More generally,

N–C bond activation emphasizes the significance of ubiquitous amide bonds in participating in a

wide range of electrophilic, Lewis acid, radical, and nucleophilic reaction pathways, among other

transformations. These methods deliver valuable disconnections by functional group interconversion

or the functionalization of amides on a fundamental level. Equally relevant are structural and

theoretical studies that provide the basis for chemoselective manipulation of amidic resonance.

This monograph on amide bonds offers a broad survey of the recent advances in activation of amides

and addresses various approaches in the field.

In closing, I would like to thank all the authors who contributed their excellent work to this

monograph. It is beyond any doubt that these interesting articles will inspire future advances in

this field.

Michal Szostak

Special Issue Editor

xi
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Fast Amide Bond Cleavage Assisted by a Secondary
Amino and a Carboxyl Group—A Model for yet
Unknown Peptidases?
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Abstract: Unconstrained amides that undergo fast hydrolysis under mild conditions are valuable
sources of information about how amide bonds may be activated in enzymatic transformations.
We report a compound possessing an unconstrained amide bond surrounded by an amino and a
carboxyl group, each mounted in close proximity on a bicyclic scaffold. Fast amide hydrolysis of this
model compound was found to depend on the presence of both the amino and carboxyl functions,
and to involve a proton transfer in the rate-limiting step. Possible mechanisms for the hydrolytic
cleavage and their relevance to peptide bond cleavage catalyzed by natural enzymes are discussed.
Experimental observations suggest that the most probable mechanisms of the model compound
hydrolysis might include a twisted amide intermediate and a rate-determining proton transfer.

Keywords: amide hydrolysis; model compound; intramolecular catalysis; twisted amide; protease; intein

1. Introduction

Hydrolysis of the 1-azatricyclo[3.3.1.13,7]decan-2-one (1), which contains an ultimately twisted
and N-pyramidalized amide bond, was reported to be very fast and accompanied by the formation
of the “dimer” (compound 2) and higher oligomers [1]. The use of a half equivalent of water under
certain conditions led almost exclusively to formation of 2 (Scheme 1). Apparently, the product of
the initial hydrolysis of 1—the amino acid 3—was immediately N-acylated by unreacted 1, which
possesses an extremely electrophilic carbonyl group. In contrast to the twisted and therefore highly
reactive amide 1, the dimer 2 has an essentially unconstrained amide bond: yet we found that it reacted
with excess of water at a comparable rate, also giving the amino acid 3 (Scheme 1) [1]. Such a fast
amide hydrolysis is unusual; therefore, we decided to study the compound 2 in more detail.
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Scheme 1. Formation and hydrolysis of amide 2.
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Examples of amides hydrolysable under mild conditions are rare, but not unknown. Apart from 1

and other similar systems featuring highly deformed amide bonds (see the reviews [2–4]), there are
compounds where fast amide bond hydrolysis was suggested to be facilitated by neighboring group
assistance (Figure 1 lists some representative examples, [5–13]).
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Figure 1. Selected compounds reported to undergo unusually fast amide bond hydrolysis in buffered
water under mild conditions (indicated in brackets). Values of the half-life, calculated using the
measured pseudo-first order rate constants kobs are listed for each compound.

Compounds like 1 and 4–12 should not be regarded simply as chemical curiosities. In fact,
most of them were deliberately designed and synthesized to obtain valuable information on the
fundamental properties of the amide bond, and to use this information in unraveling the mechanisms
of biologically relevant processes involving amide formation and cleavage: particularly mechanisms of
protein cleavage catalyzed by proteolytic enzymes. Perhaps most studied in this regard are molecules
mimicking the function of the side-chain carboxyl groups in the active sites of aspartic proteases.
The first systematic studies with such molecules, later named enzyme models [14], were undertaken
back in the 1950s [5,15]. In the following decades many more similar models were discovered.
It was demonstrated that one or two carboxyl groups in close proximity to the amide function (as in
compounds 4–6, 8–10, 12) catalyzed the amide bond hydrolysis with rates comparable to those
of the corresponding enzymatic transformations. Similar work was also published on models of
metalloproteases (exemplified here by compound 7), and serine/cysteine proteases (e.g., compound
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11). Although the validity of the enzyme models and their relevance to the natural enzyme mechanisms
has been extensively criticized and re-examined (see, for example, [10,11,16,17], there is no doubt that
they made important contributions to our understanding of the natural catalytic systems, and will do
so in the future.

Moreover, reactive model amides like compounds 1 and 4–12, together with natural systems,
inspired many chemists to design selective and efficient non-enzymatic transformations of the amide
bond, not limited to hydrolysis. For example, twisting around the N−C bond, as a general concept for
amide bond activation was ingeniously utilized for the diverse and unprecedented functionalization
of amides. Such twisting can be easily achieved either by formation of bridgehead lactams [18],
or even by modifying acyclic amides [19] without resorting to polycyclic scaffolds. Notable are the
metal-catalyzed N−C cross-coupling reactions of the twisted amides, impossible for unconstrained
compounds (see recent reviews on this subject, [2,20–22]. Activation by neighboring groups was also
used for developing selective amide group cleavage [23] and amine group protection strategies [24,25].
There has also been significant progress towards selective biomimetic metal-ion promoted amide
bond cleavage, mimicking metalloproteases and amidohydrolases [23,26–30]. It should be noted,
however, that efficient artificial catalytic (in particular, organocatalytic) amide bond transformations
characteristic of proteases presents a challenge so far unachieved [31].

In view of the above, compound 2 might be regarded as a promising model compound, where
the observed fast amide bond hydrolysis under mild conditions could provide new information about
the intrinsic reactivity of the amide linkage and its possible catalytic cleavage.

One might hypothesize that the observed fast hydrolysis of 2 is facilitated by both carboxyl and
secondary amine groups flanking the amide bond. In this paper, we report experimental evidence for
this hypothesis, and also discuss the hidden potential of this model system in the study of biochemical
transformations and the design of artificial catalytic systems.

2. Results

We first wanted to know if the presence of only one functional group, either the amino group
or the carboxylate in the structural context of the amide 2 is sufficient for the fast hydrolysis of the
amide bond. The literature data (e.g., on 5 [6], 9 [10], as well as on the compound described in [32])
clearly demonstrated that a single carboxyl group, if properly placed, can catalyze very fast amide
bond hydrolysis intramolecularly, presumably through the proton transfer to the amide bond oxygen
and subsequent nucleophilic attack at the N-CO bond carbon [6]. Involvement of the basic nitrogen of
a neighboring pyrimidine substituent in the hydrolytic cleavage of the amide bond has also been well
documented [33].

We synthesized two isostructural analogues of 2, compounds 13 and 14, one lacking the secondary
amino group (bearing the –CH2– fragment instead), and the other possessing no carboxyl group (with
–CH2– in place of –CH(COOH)–).

Compound 13 was prepared via the bicyclic carboxylic acid 20, synthesized by the method first
published in [34] and further refined by us [35]. The acid 20 was converted to the corresponding acid
chloride and coupled under the Schotten–Baumann reaction conditions with amino acid 3 (Scheme 2).

The key intermediate in our synthesis of 14 was the bicyclic amine 25, which was obtained
following the steps described in [36,37] (Scheme 3). N-Cbz-protected amino acid 21 was prepared
from 3 (we observed also formation of the side-product 22 during the protection) and coupled with 25

using a standard peptide coupling protocol. Cleavage of the Cbz-protecting group by hydrogenolysis
afforded compound 14.

3
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Scheme 2. Synthesis of model compound lacking the amino group.

 

Scheme 3. Synthesis of model compound lacking the carboxyl group.

The structure of the amide 14 was confirmed by comprehensive analysis of its 2D-NMR spectra.
The key NOESY correlations, which prove the structure of 14 in solution are shown in Figure 2 (see also
the Supporting Information).

Compound 13 gave single crystals suitable for X-ray structure determination, which showed
that the carboxyl group is indeed in close proximity to the amide bond (Figure 3) and might facilitate
hydrolysis: as for example, in the known compound 9 [10]. However, neither 13 nor 14 was hydrolyzed
at a measurable rate under the conditions used in [1] (0.084M in acetonitrile-d3 solution in the presence
of five equivalents of water), in which compound 2 was reported to be hydrolyzed within days.

4
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We noted only very slow changes in the solutions of 14 in the presence of a large excess of water
(on standing in a CD3CN-D2O mixture, 1:1 v\v at 25 ◦C): where formation of insoluble, presumably
polymeric material was observed within several weeks. These results are also in agreement with the
reported fact [1] that if the carboxyl group in compound 2 is reduced to CH2OH, the resulting amino
alcohol also withstands hydrolysis even during prolonged treatment with excess water. Therefore,
one might conclude that the amino and carboxyl groups act together to facilitate the hydrolysis of amide 2.

 
Figure 2. NOE correlations for 7-CH 1H-NMR peak in the 2D-NOESY spectrum of compound 14.

Figure 3. Molecular structure of 13 (ellipsoids are drawn at the 50% probability level).

In order to elucidate possible mechanisms for the intramolecular catalysis of the amide bond
in 2, we decided to obtain this compound as a hydrochloride by a route different from that
shown in Scheme 1 in order to study the rates of its reaction with water in buffers at different
pH. We reasoned that the hydrochloride salt would be more stable than the zwitterionic form of 2

obtained directly from 1, enabling us to purify the compound. The synthetic approach was based on
our observation (above) that treatment of the amino acid 3 with CbzCl gave not only the expected
protected compound 21, but also the dimer 22 as a side-product (Scheme 3, in parentheses). Using
Me3SiCH2CH2OCOCl as protecting reagent and varying the reaction conditions, we obtained the
dimer 27 in a reasonable yield. Most probably, formation of 27 proceeded through the activated

5
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intermediate 28, which reacted with the starting amino acid (Scheme 4). Alternatively, compound
27 could be formed through the twisted amide 1, formed upon activation of the carboxyl group.
The twisted amide could acylate unreacted 3 (as shown in Scheme 1), and the dimer 2 produced could
then be trapped by the N-protecting reagent. Treatment of 27 with dry HCl in dioxane afforded the
hydrochloride 2·HCl.

 
Scheme 4. Alternative synthesis of amide 2 (hydrochloride).

Compound 2·HCl indeed turned out to be quite stable and crystallized from the reaction mixture
after the deprotection of 27 upon addition of diethyl ether. The purity of the obtained 2·HCl was
sufficient to study its hydrolysis in different D2O buffers (acetate, pD 3.81 and 4.85; phosphate, pD
6.68 and 7.95; carbonate, pD 9.45 and 10.68). Progress of the hydrolysis was monitored by 1H-NMR
using unambiguously assigned peaks for the starting compound and its hydrolysis product.

In the acidic acetate buffers (pD 3.81 and 4.85) and in phosphate buffer at pD 6.68, the 2·HCl
hydrolysis product—the amino acid 3—appeared slowly in the 1H- and 13C-NMR spectra while the
starting amide peaks disappeared. A typical 1H-NMR data set for the hydrolysis in an acetate buffer is
illustrated in Figure 4. The kinetic parameters obtained for the hydrolysis in the acidic-neutral buffers
are listed in Table 1 (see also the Experimental section and Supporting Information for the details).
As can be seen from the data in Table 1, the pseudo-first order rate constant kobs of the hydrolytic
amide bond cleavage in 2 gradually increases with the pD values in this pD range, with the maximum
of 1.849 × 10−4 min−1 (half-life ~62.5 h, 23 ◦C) in phosphate buffer at pD 6.68.

Table 1. Kinetic parameters for the hydrolysis of 2·HCl in acidic D2O buffers at different pD values, 23 ◦C.

pD Value Half-life of 2·HCl, min kobs, min−1 Log(kobs)

3.81 18,138 3.821 × 10−5 −4.418
4.85 4668 1.485 × 10−4 −3.828
6.68 3748 1.849 × 10−4 −3.733

6
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Figure 4. Representative 1H-NMR spectral data set for hydrolysis of 2·HCl in acetate D2O buffer,
pD 4.85, 23 ◦C.

Hydrolysis of 2·HCl in alkaline buffers (phosphate at pD 7.95, carbonate at pD 9.45 and 10.68)
was found to become slower as the pD increased. The kinetic data obtained for this pD range are
shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Kinetic parameters for the hydrolysis of 2·HCl in alkaline D2O buffers at different pD values,
23 ◦C.

pD Value Half-life of 2·HCl, min kobs, min−1 Log(kobs)

7.95 18,802 3.686 × 10−5 −4.433
9.45 91,125 7.605 × 10−6 −5.119
10.68 126,114 5.496 × 10−6 −5.260

Interestingly, at pD 9.45 and 10.68 we observed a duplicated set of the 1H- and 13C-NMR signals
corresponding to the starting amide, suggesting the presence of its two forms in the solutions
(Figures S33–S36 in the Supplementary Materials). These two forms were observed immediately
after the compound was dissolved (the equilibrium between the forms established faster than we
could run the 1H-NMR spectrum, ~2 min), and their ratio remained unchanged during the whole

7
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period of the kinetic measurements (~2 months). However, the ratio between the forms depended
on the pD of the solutions. The form which was dominant at the pD 9.45 had the chemical shifts of
the NMR signals close to those observed for the 2·HCl in acidic buffers; at the pD 10.68, both forms
gave corresponding signals of almost equal intensity; to explain these observations, we suggest the
existence of the structures 2b+− and 2− in the alkaline solutions (Figure 5).

Figure 5. Fragments of 13C-NMR spectra of compound 2 in different buffers containing peaks of the
carbonyl carbon atoms.

Figure 6 summarizes the kinetic data, showing the pD–rate profile of the amide 2 hydrolysis in
D2O. The profile is bell-shaped, with the rate maximum at around neutral pD at 23 ◦C.

 
Figure 6. pD-rate profile for the hydrolysis of 2·HCl.

8
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3. Discussion

The bell-shaped rate profile for the hydrolytic cleavage of the amide 2 confirmed our suggestion
made using the model molecules 13 and 14: that both amino and carboxyl groups are involved in the
hydrolysis. On the basis of our experimental data, one can suggest the equilibria between differently
protonated 2 in different buffers, as schematically illustrated in Figure 7. Evidently, the basic nitrogen
in 2 is protonated and “switched off” from intramolecular assistance of the amide bond hydrolysis
at low pDs (where species 2+ dominate). Similarly, deprotonation of the COOH group “switches
off” its involvement in the reaction at high pDs (the equilibria shifting to unreactive 2−). There is an
alternative explanation of the pD rate profile—see the discussion of possible hydrolysis mechanisms
below—but in all cases the amino and carboxyl groups should act synergistically.

At the high pDs, another reason for the slowdown of the reaction might be epimerization at the
carbon atom next to the carboxyl group. The racemization could also explain the doubling of the
signals in the solution of 2 in the alkaline buffers. However, we can exclude this possibility: the NMR
signal-doubling is observed almost immediately after dissolving the amide 2 in the buffers, and the
ratio of the species observed in the NMR spectra is dependent on the pD, but not on time. Epimerization
in similar systems is known to proceed much more slowly and under harsher conditions, leading to
almost complete conversion of the endo-COOH epimer to the exo-COOH epimer [35]. Observation of
the two species in the spectra of 2 might be explained by the slow (on the NMR time scale) exchange
between the species 2b+− and 2− at high pDs (Figure 8). This could be confirmed by the fact that
one of the species (content increasing with pD, so assigned to 2−) has the carboxyl group 13C-NMR
resonance at lower field then the other species (tentatively assigned to 2b+−, Figure 8), in line with
literature data reporting the downfield shift for the COOH 13C-NMR peak upon deprotonation [38].

Two types of possible mechanisms of the hydrolysis of 2 can be suggested, if both the amino and
carboxyl functions are involved. These mechanisms (which we name N- and O-mechanisms in order
to distinguish them in the following discussion) differ by the roles played by the two functional groups
in intramolecular catalysis. The N-mechanism, realizable either through path a or b (Figure 7) involves
a nucleophilic attack of the basic nitrogen atom on the amide bond carbon while the COOH group acts
as a general acid. It might be concerted (path a) or involve formation of a tetrahedral intermediate
(TIb, path b), but in both cases should result in formation of the twisted amide 1. Although we
did not observe 1 in the reaction mixtures at any pDs by NMR, we know that its hydrolysis will be
extremely fast under the reaction conditions used [1], excluding the accumulation of 1 in observable
concentrations. The O-mechanism (concerted path c or stepwise path d, Figure 7) suggests that the
amino and the carboxyl group swap roles in the first step of the reaction: the deprotonated COOH is
now the nucleophile and the protonated amino group acts as the general acid. This possible mechanism
would involve formation of the anhydride intermediate A (apart from the tetrahedral intermediate TId

in the path d). Degradation of A might again involve the nucleophilic amino group attack at one of the
anhydride carbonyls and formation of the twisted amide 1. In all cases the limiting step is the first; the
following transformations should be fast—explaining why no intermediates were detected by NMR
spectroscopy in the reaction mixtures. In order to prove that the rate limiting step of the hydrolysis
(at least at low pH) involves a proton transfer, we set up two hydrolysis reactions of 2·HCl running in
parallel with all the conditions but one identical: the solvent for one being H2O, for the other, D2O.
NMR monitoring of the reaction rates revealed a well-defined isotope effect: the hydrolysis in H2O
being ca 1.3–1.6 times faster than in D2O. Figure 9 illustrates the faster appearance of the hydrolysis
product in the 1H-NMR spectra of the reaction mixtures run in the course of the experiment.
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Figure 7. Possible mechanisms of the hydrolysis of the amide 2.
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Figure 8. Equilibria established in solutions of 2 at different pH.

Figure 9. Characteristic regions of the 1H-NMR spectra illustrating the hydrolysis rates of 2·HCl in
D2O (A) and H2O (B). After twelve days of reaction.

The fact that we observed none of the possible intermediates makes it difficult to choose between
paths a-d based only on our experimental data.

If the amine nitrogen is indeed involved as the nucleophilic center in the intramolecular catalysis
of the amide bond cleavage in 2, this raises an intriguing question: why does nature not utilize
nitrogen-based nucleophilic centers in enzymatic hydrolytic cleavage of the amide bond? None of
the currently known peptidases (hydrolases acting on amide bonds in protein backbones [39]) utilize
an N-nucleophilic attack as a part of their catalytic mechanism [40]. Ubiquitous and long-studied
serine and cysteine proteases feature the side-chain –OH or –SH nucleophilic groups in their active
sites. Similarly, the threonine –OH group is thought to be involved as a nucleophile in relatively
recently discovered threonine proteases [41]. The catalytic mechanisms proposed for both aspartic and
metalloproteases involve nucleophilic attack of a water molecule at the scissile amide bond. Finally,
the rare glutamic proteases were also suggested to utilize a water molecule as the nucleophile [42].
Even if there are as yet undiscovered “XX-peptidases” (XX designating an N-nucleophile in the active
site), they undoubtedly must be rare.

In fact, there are known proteolytic enzymes that cleave peptide bonds with active participation of
a nucleophilic nitrogen atom. These enzymes are not peptidases but rather lyases, as their action does
not include hydrolysis. The N-nucleophile thought to play the key role in the amide bond cleavage
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is the nominally non-nucleophilic amide nitrogen of the asparagine side chain. Named asparagine
peptide lyases, these enzymes were assigned to a “seventh catalytic type of proteolytic enzymes” [43];
many families of this enzyme type are now known. Typical examples are inteins, the protein segments
able to mediate their own scission from larger proteins [44,45]. This process, known as protein
splicing, involves cleavage of the two amide bonds flanking the inteins, producing the intein-removed
proteins built from two remaining N- and C-extein fragments. Most intein-containing proteins have a
conserved asparagine residue at one of the amide-bond cleavage sites. In the key step of the splicing,
the asparagine amide is activated for intramolecular nucleophilic attack at its own peptide bond,
leading to its cleavage. The chain of molecular events, a part of the mechanism proposed for splicing
an intein (SspDnaE) [46] is illustrated in Figure 10.

Figure 10. A part of the proposed intein SspDnaE splicing mechanism involving the Asn159
nucleophilic attack (marked with the yellow star) at the nearby amide bond carbonyl. Reprinted
from [46] with permission from Elsevier.

Details of the activation of the Asn side chain amide for the nucleophilic attack are not
completely understood. This could involve its tautomerization with the formation of a more reactive
imidate species [47] or, alternatively, twisting the amide bond, which is known to enhance its
nucleophilicity [48]. Interestingly, a mechanism involving the twisted asparagine amide group
was proposed for oligosaccharyltransferases, the membrane protein complexes which catalyze
asparagine-linked glycosylation [49]. Whatever the mechanism of the amide nucleophile activation, it is
clear that nature avoids strong amine nucleophiles in the active sites of the proteolytic enzymes. They
are present in a latent form (amide group of Asn) and only generated during the catalysis. It cannot
be due to low availability of active N-nucleophiles in proteins. The lysine amino group, for example,
acts as a nucleophile in ribulose 1,5-bisphosphate carboxylase (Rubisco), the most abundant enzyme
on Earth [50]. In the catalytic protein splicing described above, where amide bonds are cleaved,
however, the action of the asparagine-derived active nucleophile results in destruction of the enzyme
itself. One might even question whether the splicing can be considered as an enzymatic process [43].
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The prospect of self-destruction could be one of the reasons why natural proteases evolved without
N-nucleophiles in the active site.

Our model compound 2 demonstrates that one possible way to avoid self-destruction could be
structural constraint holding the intermediate N-acylated species in a twisted conformation, before a
water molecule arrives and completes the hydrolysis cycle. There are no reasons to believe that this is
impossible in natural catalytic systems, therefore, one might also believe that “XX-peptidases” are yet
to be discovered. In any case, in seems worthwhile to design artificial catalytic systems exploiting the
N-nucleophiles in the catalytic processes. Such systems could be inspired by known natural enzymes or
by model molecules as described in this paper. One important step towards this goal has already been
reported by Otaka et al. [51]. They developed a photo-responsive amide cleavage device, mimicking
the intein-mediated protein splicing. According to their approach, photo-triggered liberation of the
secondary amino group on a modified asparagine fragment activates the asparagine amide for the
nucleophilic attack that subsequently cleaves the adjacent peptide bond, as illustrated in Figure 11.

Figure 11. Photoinduced peptide bond cleavage inspired by natural protein splicing. Reprinted with
permission from [51]. Copyright 2016 American Chemical Society.

4. Materials and Methods

4.1. General

Solvents were purified according to standard procedures [52]. Melting points were measured
on an automated melting point system and are uncorrected. Analytical TLC was performed using
Polychrom SI F254 plates. Column chromatography was performed using silica gel (230–400 mesh) as
the stationary phase. 1H, 13C NMR and all 2D NMR spectra were recorded at 499.9 or 400.4 MHz for
protons and 124.9 or 100.4 MHz for carbon-13. Chemical shifts are reported in ppm downfield from
TMS (1H, 13C) as an internal standard. Mass spectra were recorded either on an Agilent 1100 LC/MSD
SL (Agilent, Santa Clara, CA, USA) instrument by chemical ionization (CI) or on a GCMS instrument
with electron impact ionization (EI). CHN-analysis was done on an Elementar VarioMICRO Cube
analyzer (Elementar, Langenselbold, Germany).

4.2. Synthetic Procedures

3-Endo-bicyclo[3.3.1]nonane-3-carboxylic acid (20). This known compound was prepared starting
from 1-cyclohexenylpyrrolidine (16) and 2-bromomethyl-acrylic acid benzyl ester (15) on a
0.2 mol scale in 69% overall yield following the procedures described in [36] for the analogue,
7-endo-3-(tert-butoxycarbonyl)-3-azabicyclo [3.3.1]nonane-7-carboxylic acid. The 1H-NMR spectrum
of the product corresponded to that described in [53]. White crystals, m.p. 126 ◦C (lit.
126.5–127 ◦C [52]).1H-NMR (δ, CDCl3, 500 MHz): 11.78 (broad s, 1H, COOH), 2.48 (h, 6.0 Hz, 1H, 3-H),
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1.9–2.1 (m, 4H), 1.6–1.7 (m, 1H), 1.55 (d, 13.5 Hz, 1H), 1.25–1.45 (m, 7H), 1.09 (d, 13.5 Hz, 1H). 13C-NMR
(δ, CD3Cl, 124.9 MHz): 183.27 (COOH), 36.56, 32.50, 28.74, 28.48, 24.43, 15.55. LC/MS (CI, neg. scan):
m/z = 167.2; (CI, pos. scan): m/z = 169.2. Anal. Calc. for C10H16O2: C, 71.39; H, 9.59. Found: C, 71.35;
H, 9.55.

3,7′-Endo-3′-(bicyclo[3.3.1]non-3-ylcarbonyl)-3′-azabicyclo[3.3.1]nonane-7′-carboxylic acid (13). Compound
20 (266 mg, 1.6 mmol) was dissolved in dry dichloromethane (0.5 mL) and mixed with oxallyl chloride
(5 mg, 4 mmol). The mixture was stirred under protection from air moisture for 8 h. Then the volatile
products were removed under vacuum (0.01 mm Hg, 40 ◦C, 4 h). The residue was dissolved in dioxane
(1 mL) and added dropwise to a solution of the amino acid 3 (prepared as described in [1], 244 mg,
1.44 mmol) and Na2CO3 (0,763 g, 7.2 mmol) in water (1 mL) under stirring and cooling by an ice bath.
The mixture was stirred for 8 h at ambient temperature, evaporated on a rotary evaporator, and the
residue (the sodium salt of 13) crystallized from ethanol. The crystallized and air-dried product was
dissolved in a minimum amount of water (approximately 0.4 mL) and the solution was acidified by
conc. HCl to afford 13 as a white crystalline material. It was filtered and dried in vacuum (0.01 mm.
Hg, 40 ◦C, 4 h). 230 mg, 45% overall yield. Below, the data for the sodium salt of 13 (an analytical
sample) are listed. m.p. 233 ◦C. 1H-NMR (δ, D2O, 500 MHz): 4.13 (d, 12.5 Hz, 1H), 3.82 (d, 12.5 Hz,
1H), 3.01 (d, 12.5 Hz, 1H), 2.91 (m, 1H), 2.52 (d, 12.5 Hz, 1H), 2.20 (m, 1H), 1.75–2.35 (m, 8H), 1.55–1.75
(m, 3H), 1.15–1.45 (m, 8H), 0.95—1.10 (m, 3H). 13C-NMR (δ, D2O, 124.9 MHz): 184.89, 179.73, 52.16,
48.93, 37.80, 32.41, 32.26, 32.18, 28.79, 28.75, 28.26, 28.05, 27.73, 26.35, 25.58, 25.43, 24.39, 24.11, 15.09.
LC/MS (CI, neg. scan): m/z = 318.2; (CI, pos scan): m/z = 320.2. Anal. Calc. for C19H29NO3: C, 71.44;
H, 9.15; N, 4.38. Found: C, 71.40; H, 9.13; N, 4.39.

7′-Endo-3′-[(benzyloxy)carbonyl]-3-azabicyclo[3.3.1]nonane-7′-carboxylic acid (21). Amino acid 3 (169 mg, 1
mmol) and NaHCO3 (200 mg, 2.4 mmol) were dissolved in water-dioxane mixture (10 mL, 1:1 v/v). To
this solution was added benzyl carbonochloridate (carbobenzoxychloride, 0.2 mL) dropwise under
stirring. The mixture was stirred for 3 h, and then acidified carefully by 1N HCl till pH 2. The product
was extracted with MTBE (3 × 50 mL), the combined extracts were dried over Na2SO4 and evaporated.
The product was purified by column chromatography (silica gel, MTBE as an eluent). Analytical
sample was prepared by crystallization from diethyl ether. Yield: 200 mg, 66%. White crystals, m.p.
120 ◦C. 1H-NMR (δ, CDCl3, 500 MHz): 10.02 (br s, 1H, COOH), 7.40–7.70 (m, 5H, arom.), 5.12 (br s,
1H), 4.97 (br s, 1H), 4.03 (br s, 2H), 2.92 (d, 11.5 Hz, 2H), 2.60 (br s, 1H), 2.36 (d, 13.0 Hz, 2H), 1.75–2.00
(m, 4H), 1.64 (d, 11.5 Hz, 1H), 1.54 (d, 11.5 Hz, 1H). 13C-NMR (δ, CDCl3, 124.9 MHz): 178.67, 156.18,
136.47, 128.01, 127.72, 127.47, 66.67, 48.70, 36.96, 30.89, 29.26, 26.21. LC/MS (CI, neg. scan): m/z = 302.3;
LC/MS (CI, pos. scan): m/z = 304.2. Anal. Calc. for C17H21NO4: C, 67.31; H, 6.98; N, 4.62. Found: C,
67.36; H, 6.86; N, 4.60. Chromatographic purification of 21 also yielded a side-product assigned to the
structure 22 (6 mg), on the basis of its 1H-NMR and MS data.

7,7′-Endo-3′-({3-[(benzyloxy)carbonyl]-3-azabicyclo[3.3.1]non-7-yl}carbonyl)-3′-azabicyclo[3.3.1]no
ane-7′-carboxylic acid (22). m.p. 170 ◦C: 1H-NMR (δ, (CD3)2SO, 500 MHz): 11.63 (s, 1H, COOH),
7.20-7.50 (m, 5h, arom.), 5.03 (s, 2H, CH2Ph), 4.11 (d, 13.0 Hz, 1H), 3.70-3.90 (m, 3H), 2.93 (d, 12.0 Hz,
1H), 2.55–2.75 (m, 3H), 2.32 (m, 2H), 1.35–1.95 (m, 13H), 1.33 (d, 12.0 Hz, 1H), 1.11 (d, 12.0 Hz, 1H),
0.98 (br s, 1H). LC/MS (CI, neg. scan): m/z = 453.4; LC/MS (CI, pos. scan): m/z = 455.2.

3-azabicyclo[3.3.1]nonane (25), 3-azabicyclo[3.3.1]nonane-2,4 dione 24 (5 g, 32 mmol, prepared as described
in [35]) was dissolved in THF (100 mL) under an argon atmosphere. Lithium aluminum hydride (3.7 g,
98 mmol) was added in portions to the solution, which was then refluxed for 5 h and stirred for an
additional 8 h without heating. The excess of the LiAlH4 was quenched carefully with water, the
product was sublimed to afford 25 as a colorless crystalline product, 2.68 g, 67% yield.

All the spectral data were identical to those described in the literature [54]. m.p. 157 ◦C.
For the use in the next step, the amine was converted to its hydrochloride by dissolving in an
excess of 1N HCl, evaporation in vacuum, co-evaporation with water (3 × 20 mL) on a rotary
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evaporator, drying in a desiccator over P2O5 for 24 h. White crystals (crystallized from isopropanol),
3-azabicyclo[3.3.1]nonanehydrochloride (25·HCl): 1H-NMR (δ, (CD3)2SO, 500 MHz): 9.81 (broad s, 1H,
NH), 8.08 (broad s, 1H, NH), 3.14 (d, 13 Hz, 2H), 3.03 (d, 13 Hz, 2H), 1.90–2.10 (m, 3H), 1.40–1.80 (m,
7H). 13C-NMR (δ, (CD3)2SO, 124.9 MHz): 46.40, 29.80, 28.96, 25.22, 19.36. Anal. Calc. for C8H16ClN: C,
59.43; H, 9.98; N, 8.66. Found: C, 59.40; H, 9.95; N, 8.69.

7-Endo-benzyl 7-(3′-azabicyclo[3.3.1]non-3′-ylcarbonyl)-3-azabicyclo[3.3.1]nonane-3-carboxylate (26).
The Cbz-protected amino acid 21 (95 mg, 0.31 mmol) and DIPEA (81 mg, 0.63 mmol) were dissolved
in acetonitrile (1 mL). (2-(1H-benzotriazol-1-yl)-1,1,3,3-tetramethyluronium hexafluorophosphate
(HBTU, 128 mg, 0.34 mmol) was added to the solution under stirring, and the stirring continued
for 5 min. Then the mixture was combined with a solution of the amine hydrochloride (25·HCl,
prepared as described above, 61 mg, 0.37 mmol) and DIPEA (73 mg, 0.56 mmol) in acetonitrile (1 mL).
The resulting mixture was stirred for 8 h, and then evaporated on a rotary evaporator. The residue was
applied to a chromatographic column (silica gel) and pure 26 was eluted with hexane-ethylacetate 2:1
v/v). Colorless oil, crystallized on standing, 88% yield (112 mg). An analytical sample was prepared by
crystallization from petroleum ether. m.p. 157 ◦C. 1H-NMR (δ, (CDCl3, 500 MHz): 7.25–7.45 (m, 5H,
arom.), 5.20 and 5.09 (two d, 2H), 4.57 (m, 1H), 4.02 (d, 12.0 Hz, 1H), 3.95 (d, 12.0 Hz, 1H), 3.88 (d,
12.0 Hz, 1H), 3.29 (d, 12.0 Hz, 1H), 2.75–2.85 (m, 3H), 2.74 (broad s, 1H), 1.80–2.15 (m, 7H), 1.50–1.80 (m,
9H), 1.43 (broad s, 1H), 1.26 (m, 1H). 13C-NMR (δ, (CD3)2SO, 124.9 MHz): 177.47, 177.09, 136.55, 128.15,
127.56, 127.36, 50.43, 35.75, 32.80, 30.20, 29.51, 29.00, 27.00, 26.21., 26.20, 25.97. LC/MS (CI, pos. scan):
m/z = 411.2. Anal. Calc. for C25H34N2O3: C, 73.14; H, 8.35; N, 6.82. Found: C, 73.11; H, 8.39; N, 6.80.

7-Endo-3′-(3-azabicyclo[3.3.1]non-7-ylcarbonyl)-3′-azabicyclo[3.3.1]nonane (14). The Cbz-protected amide
26 (38 mg, 0.1 mmol) was dissolved in methanol (3 mL). Palladium on charcoal (10%, 60 mg) was
added to the reaction vessel, which was then filled with hydrogen and the mixture was shaken under
1 atm H2 for 8 h. Then the mixture was filtered, evaporated in high vacuum (0.01 mm Hg) without
heating. The crude product 14 easily forms the carbonate upon handling on air, therefore it was mixed
with 5% aqueous NaOH solution (5 mL) and extracted with dichloromethane (3 × 20 mL) under an
argon atmosphere. The combined dichloromethane extracts were evaporated in high vacuum without
heating, the residue was dried in high vacuum for 5 h. Yellowish oil, 27.6 mg (quantitative yield).
1H-NMR (δ, CD3OD, 500 MHz): 4.55 (d, 15.0 Hz, 1H), 4.08 (d, 15.0 Hz, 1H), 3.36 (d, 15.0 Hz, 1H), 3.03
(m, 1H), 2.85 (d, 15.0 Hz, 1H), 2.69 and 2.61 (two d, 14.5 Hz, 4H), 1.60–2.20 (m, 17H), 1.55 and 1.51 (two
d, 14.5 Hz, 2H), 1.46 (broad s, 1H), 1.38 (d, 14.5 Hz, 1H). For the peaks assignments, see Supporting
Information. 13C-NMR (δ, CD3OD, 124.9 MHz): 176.47, 51.81, 51.76, 50.71, 32.61, 31.93, 30.85, 30.36,
28.65, 28.25, 28.08, 26.88, 25.64, 25.59, 20.13. LC/MS (CI, pos. scan): m/z = 277.2.

7,7′-Endo-3′-[(3-{[2-(trimethylsilyl)ethoxy]carbonyl}-3-azabicyclo[3.3.1]non-7-yl)carbonyl]-3′-azabicyclo[3.3.1]
nonane-7′-carboxylic acid (27). Amino acid 3 (100 mg, 0.59 mmol) was suspended in THF (2 mL) and
triethylamine (120 mg, 1.2 mmol) was added to the suspension under stirring. The mixture was then
cooled to −20 ◦C and 2-(trimethylsilyl)ethylcarbonochloridate (214 mg, 1.2 mmol) was slowly added
under stirring, keeping the mixture temperature not higher than −10 ◦C. After the addition, the
mixture was stirred at −10 ◦C for 15 min and at ambient temperature for 30 min. The mixture was then
again cooled in an ice-water bath, and a suspension of 3 (100 mg, 0.59 mmol) in a triethylamine (60 mg,
0.6 mmol) solution in THF (2 mL) was added to the stirred mixture in one portion. The resulting
mixture was stirred overnight at ambient temperature. The volatile products were removed in vacuum,
the residue was triturated with aqueous citric acid solution (5%). The crude product was extracted
with MTBE (3 × 50 mL), the combined extracts were evaporated and the residue was purified by
reverse-phase HPLC to afford 27 as colorless oil which crystallized on standing. Yield: 178.2 mg, 65%.
m.p. 198 ◦C. 1H-NMR (δ, CDCl3, 500 MHz): 9.83 (br. s, 1H), 4.36 (br. s, 1H), 4.13 (br. s, 2H), 3.80–4.05
(br. m, 3H), 3.12 (br. s, 1H), 2.65–2.82 (br. m, 5H), 2.53 (br. s, 1H), 2.24 (br. m, 2H), 1.75–2.15 (br. m,
9H), 1.64 (br. s, 1H), 1.57 (br. s, 2H), 1.21 (br. s, 1H), 0.98 (br. m, 2H), −0.1 (br. m, 9H). 13C-NMR (δ,
CDCl3, 124.9 MHz): (all the signals are broadened) 117.72, 117.27, 157.53, 63.64, 50.73, 47.37, 36.83,
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33.33, 33.12, 31.31, 30.02, 29.30, 29.05, 28.53, 27.26, 27.07, 26.94, 26.78, 25.81, 25.52, 25.32, -1.47. LC/MS
(CI, neg. scan): m/z = 463.2, 454.2, 465.2; (CI, pos. scan): m/z = 466.2, 467.2, 468.2. Anal. Calc. for
C24H40N2O5Si: C, 62.03; H, 8.68; N, 6.03. Found: C, 62.08; H, 8.64; N, 6.00.

7,7′-Endo-3′-(3-azabicyclo[3.3.1]non-7-ylcarbonyl)-3′-azabicyclo[3.3.1]nonane-7′-carboxylic acid hydrochloride
(2·HCl). Compound 27 (50 mg, 0.11 mmol) was dissolved in a mixture of dry diethyl ether and
dichloromethane (1:1 v/v, 1 mL) and a solution of HCl in dry dioxane (~10%, 0.5 mL) was added.
The mixture was left standing at ambient temperature for 8 h, the formed white crystals of the product
(2·HCl) were filtered, washed thoroughly with dry diethyl ether on the filter, dried in high vacuum
(0.05 mm Hg) for 6 h at 25 ◦C). Yield: 18 mg (46%). m.p. 198 ◦C (with decomposition). 1H-NMR (δ,
D2O, 500 MHz): 4.06 (d, 13.5 Hz, 1H), 3.85 (d, 13.5 Hz, 1H), 3.10–3.33 (m, 3H), 2.90–3.15 (m, 3H), 2.74
(dd, 13.5 and 2.0 Hz, 1H), 2.57 (h, 2.0 Hz, 1H), 1.85-2.20 (overlapped m, 11H), 1.73 (dd, 13.5 and 3.0 Hz,
1H), 1.50-1.70 (m, 4H), 1.34 (q, 3.0 Hz, 1H). 13C-NMR (δ, D2O, 124.9 MHz): 180.58, 179.33, 50.75, 49.01,
48.32, 47.98, 35.51, 29.83, 29.26, 29.10, 28.72, 27.11, 26.36, 26.30, 26.28, 26.09, 23.74, 23.39. Anal. Calc. for
C18H29ClN2O3: C, 60.58; H, 8.19; N, 7.85. Found: C, 60.54; H, 8.22; N, 7.83.

4.2.1. Kinetic Measurements for Hydrolysis Reaction of Compound 2 in D2O

Hydrolysis was carried out at 23 ◦C in NMR sample tubes, monitored by 1H-NMR spectra
(recorded by single scans). Six buffer solutions were prepared in D2O: acetate buffers (pD 3.81 and
4.85), phosphate buffers (pD 6.68 and 7.95), and carbonate buffers (pD 9.45 and 10.68); the pD values
were measured at 23 ◦C immediately before the measurements. The buffer concentrations were 250 mM
in each case, the ionic strengths were adjusted with NaCl to 1 M. The compound 2·HCl was weighed in
an NMR sample tube (5–7 mg), and the measurements started by addition of the corresponding buffer
solution to the compound (in the amount to achieve the compound concentration 25 mM). The content
of the tube was vigorously shaken, starting immediately the recording of the time. The first 1H-NMR
spectrum was measured as quickly after the buffer addition as practical (~2 min), then the spectra
were measured at intervals, depending on the reaction progress. The spectra were run as single scans,
in order to avoid integral-value distortions due to relaxation effects. The unambiguously assigned
non-overlapping peaks of the starting compound and its hydrolysis product were carefully integrated.
The complete data sets (Tables S1–S12) were used to build the kinetic curves and calculate kobs and the
half-lives for each compound (see the Supporting Information).

4.2.2. Estimation of the Kinetic Isotope Effect by Comparison of the Hydrolysis Rates of 2·HCl in D2O
and H2O

Two reactions were set up in two NMR sample tubes simultaneously by dissolving 4.2 mg of the
2·HCl in each tube in 0.5 cm3 D2O or H2O. The 1H-NMR spectra of the samples were run at intervals
(as single scans, in order to avoid integral-value distortions due to relaxation effects). For the spectral
measurements in H2O, excitation sculpting technique [55] was used for the water signal suppression.
The unambiguously assigned non-overlapping peaks of the starting compound and its hydrolysis
product were carefully integrated. Representative spectra can be seen in Figures S13 and S14.

4.2.3. X-ray Data for Compound 13

Crystal Data for C19H29NO3 (M = 319.43 g/mol): monoclinic, space group P21/c (no. 14),
a = 6.9409(2) Å, b = 10.8409(3) Å, c = 22.2437(6) Å, β = 93.2098(12)◦, V = 1671.11(8) Å3, Z = 4,
T = 180(2) K, μ(CuKα) = 0.673 mm-1, Dcalc = 1.270 g/cm3. The diffraction pattern was indexed as two
domains with 19230 measured reflections (domain 1 only), 19298 reflections (domain 2 only) and 3794
reflections (overlapped) (7.96◦ ≤ 2 ≤ 133.37◦), Rint = 0.0399. 2954 unique reflections were used in all
calculations. The final R1 was 0.0599 (I > 2σ(I)) and wR2 was 0.1593 (all data).
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CCDC 1884473 contains the supplementary crystallographic data for this paper. These data can
be obtained free of charge via https://www.ccdc.cam.ac.uk/structures (or from the CCDC, 12 Union
Road, Cambridge CB2 1EZ, UK; Fax: +44 1223 336033; E-mail: deposit@ccdc.cam.ac.uk).

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online. Figures S1–S36, NMR spectra and chromato-mass
traces for the compounds described in the main text; Tables S1–S12, Figures S37–S48, kinetic data on the hydrolysis
of 2·HCl in different buffers; Figures S49 and S50, Representative 1H-NMR data set used for estimation of the
kinetic isotope effect on the 2·HCl hydrolysis reaction; Figure S51; The CIF file for compound 13.
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26. Milović, N.M.; Kostić, N.M. Palladium (II) complexes, as synthetic peptidases, regioselectively cleave the
second peptide bond “upstream” from methionine and histidine side chains. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2002,
124, 4759–4769. [CrossRef]

27. Hohage, O.; Sheldrick, W.S. Cisplatin mediates selective downstream hydrolytic cleavage of Met-(Gly) n-His
segments (n= 1, 2) in methionine-and histidine-containing peptides: The role of ammine loss trans to the
initial Pt-S (Met) anchor in facilitating amide hydrolysis. J. Inorg. Biochem. 2006, 100, 1506–1513. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]
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Abstract: Functionalization of amide bond via the cleavage of a non-carbonyl, C-N σ bond remains
under-investigated. In this work, a transition-metal-free single-electron transfer reaction has been
developed for the C-N σ bond cleavage of N-acylazetidines using the electride derived from sodium
dispersions and 15-crown-5. Of note, less strained cyclic amides and acyclic amides are stable under
the reaction conditions, which features the excellent chemoselectivity of the reaction. This method is
amenable to a range of unhindered and sterically encumbered azetidinyl amides.

Keywords: amides; C-N σ bond cleavage; sodium; crown ether

1. Introduction

Amide is among the most ubiquitous functional groups [1]. Although the reductive functionalization
of amides has been studied extensively, the majority of strategies have focused on the amide reductions
via C-O or C-N cleavage, to afford the corresponding amines or alcohols (Scheme 1) [2–11]. Only
a few examples were reported for the amide bond functionalization via the selective activation of the
non-carbonyl, C-N σ bond, despite its considerable potential in the synthesis of amide linkage in both
chemistry and biology (Scheme 1) [12,13]. In 2005, Aube and co-workers reported a highly unusual C-N
σ bond cleavage in a class of specialized bridged lactams under catalytic hydrogenation conditions [14].
The twisted amide bond is the possible reason for the high activities of the C-N σ bonds in those substrates.
Recently, Szostak and co-workers have developed a more general single electron transfer (SET) method
for the reductive cleavage of C-N σ bonds in both planar and pyramidalized amides, using TmI2-ROH
reagent, which forms from a nonclassical lanthanide (II) iodide [15–18]. Given the high price of thulium,
a corresponding SET protocol mediated by cheap electron donor reagents will be more desirable, which is
the subject of this work.

 
Scheme 1. Reductive functionalization of amides.

Electrides, in which anions are electrons, are a class of useful single electron-donor reagents.
Solutions of alkali metal in liquid metals [19], first described by Sir Humphry Davy in 1803 [20], are
among the most common electride systems, which have found wide applications in single-electron
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transfer reductions, including the venerable Birch reduction [21–23]. To avoid the hazards that are
associated with the usage of liquid ammonia, new methods for the generation of electride salts using
alkali metal and crown ethers were developed. However, freshly distilled sodium, potassium mirror,
or highly pyrophoric potassium–sodium alloys were required to accelerate the reaction between the
alkali metal and crown ethers [24–27]. Previously, our group developed a more practical protocol for the
synthesis of electride salts, using sodium dispersions and 15-crown-5 [28]. Sodium dispersion in oil is
a bench-stable and commercially available reagent with a high specific surface area [28–32]. The derived
electride has already been successfully applied in a chemoselective ammonia-free Birch reduction [28].
However, the application of such an electride in other SET reactions remains under-investigated.
Herein, we report the first electride-mediated C-N σ bond cleavage reaction in pyramidalized azetidinyl
amides (τ = 3.3◦; χN = 32.5◦; 4-TolC(O)-azetidine, Winkler−Dunitz parameters [33]), using a cheap
sodium dispersion/15-crown-5 reagent system under practical conditions.

2. Results and Discussion

Our study began with the optimization of the reaction conditions for the C-N σ bond cleavage
process in azetidinyl amides, using 1a as a model substrate. In the previous work, we have
demonstrated that 1a can be converted into the corresponding alcohol via C-N cleavage, using
Na/EtOH [5]. We hypothesized that the absence of the proton donor would suppress the amide
reduction pathway, and lead to the formation of 2a via the C-N σ bond cleavage. The initial trial of the
reaction, using 5.0 equiv. of sodium dispersions in Et2O afforded 2a in a moderate yield of 50% with the
recovered starting material, accounting for the majority of the remaining mass balance (entry 1, Table 1).
By-products derived from the amide reduction were not observed. The yield could be significantly
improved by replacing Et2O with tetrahydrofuran (THF), a solvent with higher dielectric constant,
which indicated that the reaction might go through an outer-sphere electron transfer mechanism
(entry 2, Table 1). As electrides are promising electron donors for the outer electron transfer processes,
the feasibility of electride derived from sodium dispersions and 15-crown-5 was investigated. When
5.0 equiv. of Na/15-crown-5 was employed, satisfactory yields of 2a were obtained in both Et2O
and THF (Entries 3 and 4, Table 1). Although Na/15-crown-5/i-PrOH is an effective system for
Birch-type reductions, dearomatization was well-suppressed in the absence of a proton donor, and the
reduction of the phenyl moiety in 1a was not observed under the conditions using Na/15-crown-5
(Entries 3 and 4, Table 1). The reductive C-N σ bond cleavage is a two-electron process. However,
shortening the amount of Na/15-crown-5 to 3.0 equiv. resulted in a much lower yield (entries 5 and 6,
Table 1). Also, shortening the reaction time gave decreased yields (Entries 7 and 8, Table 1).

Table 1. Optimization of selective C-N σ bond cleavage in azetidinyl amides by Na/15-crown-5 1.

Entry Sodium Dispersion 1 (Equiv) 15-crown-5 (Equiv) Time Solvent Yield (%) 2

1 5.0 0 2.0 h Et2O 50
2 5.0 0 2.0 h THF 67
3 5.0 5.0 2.0 h Et2O 79
4 5.0 5.0 2.0 h THF 80
5 4.5 4.5 2.0 h Et2O 65
6 3.0 3.0 2.0 h Et2O 56
7 5.0 5.0 1.0 h THF 71
8 5.0 5.0 10 min THF 47

THF: tetrahydrofuran. 1 Sodium dispersions in oil, 33.9 wt %, particle size 5–10 μm. 2 Determined by 1H-NMR.
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Next, the optimized conditions (Entry 4, Table 1) were applied to the selective C-N σ bond
cleavage reactions. A broad range of aliphatic and aromatic azetidinyl amides were converted into
the corresponding secondary n-butyl amides at high yields (Figure 1). Both the unhindered (e.g., 1a,
1g, and 1m) and sterically encumbered (1h, 1i, and 1j) azetidinyl amides were viable substrates for
this reaction. Aromatic rings were stable under the reaction conditions. By-products derived from the
Birch-type dearomatization were not detected in any of the tested substrates (1a–1h). Substrate-bearing
functional groups, such as methoxy group (1d) and alkene group (1k), were also readily converted into
the corresponding n-butyl amides without the demethylation of the methoxy group or the reduction
of the alkene group. In contrast, chloride (1f) were fully reduced when 8.0 equiv. of Na/15-crown-5
was used, which suggested that the potential application of this protocol in dehalogenation reactions.
In addition, if the reaction with 1a was quenched by D2O, the corresponding deuterium labeled
product, 3-phenyl-N-(propyl-3-d)propanamide, was detected, albeit in a low deuterium incorporation.
Remarkably, this single electron transfer process is highly selective for azetidinyl amides. Less strained
cyclic amides, such as pyrrolidinyl amide 1o and piperidinyl amide 1p, were very stable under the
reaction conditions. Acyclic tertiary amide 1r and secondary amide 1q also did not undergo the
cleavage reaction. Those observations suggested that the large ring strain in a four-membered ring
of 25.4 kcal/mol (cf. aziridines, 27.5 kcal/mol) [33] is the possible driving force for the C-N σ bond
cleavage process in azetidinyl amides.

(1)

(2)

The key processes in this reaction involve the generation of ketyl-type radicals from a reversible
electron transfer (1→4, Scheme 2) and the sequential C-N σ bond cleavage (4→5). The control reactions
(Equations (1) and (2)) demonstrated that (a) in the presence of EtOH, alcohol 3 was formed as the
major product; (b) it was difficult to convert secondary amide 2 to the corresponding alcohol 3 using
Na/EtOH. These observations indicated that, in the presence of the proton donor, amide reduction
via the C-N cleavage (4→6→7→3) was the dominant pathway. In addition, the ring-opening step
(4→5) was relatively slow, so that the n-butyl amides 2 derived from the C-N σ bond cleavage were
not detected in the reaction using Na/EtOH (Equation (1)). However, the second electron transfer
(6→7) will be suppressed in the absence of a proton donor, which will alternately lead to the formation
of a C-N σ bond cleavage product 2 (4→5→2).
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Figure 1. Selective C-N σ bond cleavage in azetidinyl amides by Na/15-crown-5 1. 1 Conditions:
1 (0.50 mmol, 1.0 equiv.), Na dispersions (5.0 equiv.), 15-crown-5 (5.0 equiv.), THF (3.0 mL), 0 ◦C.
2 Isolated yield. 3 Na dispersions (8.0 equiv.) and 15-crown-5 (8.0 equiv.) were used.
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Scheme 2. Proposed mechanism for the C-N σ bond cleavage in azetidinyl amides with Na/15-crown-5.

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. General Information

Glassware was dried in an oven overnight before use. Thin-layer chromatography was carried out
on SIL G/UV254 silica–aluminum plates, and plates were visualized using ultraviolet light (254 nm)
and KMnO4 solution. For flash column chromatography, silica gel 60, 35–70 μm was used. NMR data
was collected at 300 MHz. Data was manipulated directly from the spectrometer or via a networked
PC with appropriate software. All samples were analyzed in CDCl3. Reference values for the residual
solvent were taken as δ = 7.27 (CDCl3) for 1H-NMR; δ = 77.1 (CDCl3) for 13C-NMR. Multiplicities for
coupled signals were designated using the following abbreviations: s = singlet, d = doublet, t = triplet,
q = quartet, br = broad signal, and are given in Hz.

All solvents and reagents were used as supplied. Amides were prepared by the standard
method [33]. 2g and 2n are novel compounds, and all the other compounds used in this study
have been described in the literature or are commercially available. 1H and 13C NMR spectra of 2a–2n,
and HRMS of 2g and 2n are provided in the Supplementary Materials.

3.2. Optimization Studies (Table 1)

To a suspension of Na dispersion in oil (33.9 wt %, 1.50–2.50 mmol) in anhydrous solvent (0.5 mL),
15-crown-5 (0–2.50 mmol) was added under Ar at 0 ◦C and stirred vigorously for 5 min. The solution
turned dark blue rapidly. A solution of substrate (0.500 mmol) in the same solvent (2.0 mL) was
then added at 0 ◦C. After 10–120 min, the reaction was quenched by a saturated aqueous solution
of NaHCO3 (2.0 mL), and the reaction mixture was diluted with Et2O (10 mL) and brine (20 mL).
The aqueous layer was extracted with Et2O (2 × 10 mL), and the organic layers were combined,
dried over Na2SO4, filtered, and concentrated. Then, the sample was analyzed by 1H-NMR (CDCl3,
300 MHz) to obtain the yield, using an internal standard (CHCl2CHCl2) and by comparison with
corresponding samples.

3.3. General Procedure for the C-N Bond Cleavage in Azetidinyl Amides

To a suspension of Na dispersion in oil (33.9 wt %, 2.50–4.00 mmol) in anhydrous THF (0.5 mL),
15-crown-5 (2.50–4.00 mmol) was added under Ar at 0 ◦C, and stirred vigorously for 5 min. A solution
of the substrate (0.500 mmol) in THF (2.0 mL) was then added at 0 ◦C. After 2 h, the reaction was
quenched by a saturated aqueous solution of NaHCO3 (2.0 mL) and the reaction mixture was diluted
with Et2O (10 mL) and brine (20 mL). The aqueous layer was extracted with Et2O (2 × 10 mL), and the
organic layers were combined, dried over Na2SO4, filtered and concentrated. The crude product was
purified by flash chromatography (silica, 0–50% hexane/EtOAc).

3-Phenyl-N-propylpropanamide (2a) [34]: white solid (76.5 mg, 80%). 1H-NMR (300 MHz, CDCl3) δ
7.32–7.24 (m, 2H), 7.24–7.15 (m, 3H), 5.56 (s, 1H), 3.16 (td, J = 7.1, 6.9 Hz, 2H), 2.96 (t, J = 7.7 Hz, 2H),
2.46 (t, J = 7.7 Hz, 2H), 1.44 (m, 2H), 0.84 (t, J = 7.4 Hz, 3H); 13C-NMR (75 MHz, CDCl3) δ 172.2, 140.9,
128.4, 128.3, 126.1, 41.2, 38.4, 31.8, 22.7, 11.3.
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4-Phenyl-N-propylbutanamide (2b): colorless oil (97.5 mg, 95%). 1H-NMR (300 MHz, CDCl3) δ

7.33–7.23 (m, 2H), 7.23–7.13 (m, 3H), 5.49 (s, 1H), δ 3.20 (td, J = 7.1, 6.5 Hz, 2H), 2.65 (t, J = 7.5 Hz, 2H),
2.17 (t, J = 7.5 Hz, 2H), 1.97 (m, 2H), 1.51 (m, 2H), 0.91 (t, J = 7.4 Hz, 3H); 13C-NMR (75 MHz, CDCl3) δ
172.7, 141.6, 128.6, 128.4, 126. 0, 41.3, 36.0, 35.3, 27.2, 23.0, 11.4.

2-Phenyl-N-propylacetamide (2c) [35]: white solid (66.5 mg, 75%). 1H-NMR (300 MHz, CDCl3) δ
7.40–7.23 (m, 5H), 5.41 (s, 1H), 3.57 (s, 2H), δ 3.17 (td, J = 7.2, 6.2 Hz, 2H), 1.44 (m, 2H), 0.83 (t, J = 7.4 Hz,
3H); 13C-NMR (75 MHz, CDCl3) δ 171.0, 135.2, 129.5, 129.1, 127.4, 44.0, 41.4, 22.8, 11.3.

3-(4-Methoxyphenyl)-N-propylpropanamide (2d) [34]: white solid (105.1 mg, 95%). 1H-NMR (300
MHz, CDCl3) δ 7.11 (d, J = 8.1 Hz, 2H), 6.82 (d, J = 8.1 Hz, 2H), 5.53 (s, 1H), 3.77 (s, 3H), 3.16 (td,
J = 6.7 × 2 Hz, 2H), 2.90 (t, J = 7.5 Hz, 2H), 2.42 (t, J = 7.5 Hz, 2H), 1.45 (m, 2H), 0.85 (t, J = 7.4 Hz, 3H);
13C-NMR (75 MHz, CDCl3) δ 172.2, 158.1, 133.0, 129.3, 114.0, 55.3, 41.2, 38.9, 31.0, 22.9, 11.3.

N-Propyl-3-(p-tolyl)propanamide (2e): white solid (100.6 mg, 98%). 1H-NMR (300 MHz, CDCl3) δ
7.18–6.99 (m, 4H), 5.72 (s, 1H), 3.16 (td, J = 6.5, 6.4 Hz, 2H), 2.91 (t, J = 7.8 Hz, 2H), 2.44 (t, J = 7.8 Hz,
2H), 2.30 (s, 3H), 1.45 (m, 2H), 0.85 (t, J = 7.4 Hz, 3H); 13C-NMR (75 MHz, CDCl3) δ 172.2, 137.9, 135.6,
129.1, 128.2, 41.2, 38.6, 31.4, 22.8, 21.0, 11.3.

3-Phenyl-N-propylpropanamide (2a) (derived from 1f) [34]: white solid (76.5 mg, 80%).1H-NMR (300
MHz, CDCl3) δ 7.32–7.24 (m, 2H), 7.23–7.15 (m, 3H), 5.50 (s, 1H), 3.16 (td, J = 6.9, 6.5 Hz, 2H), 2.96 (t,
J = 7.7 Hz, 2H), 2.46 (t, J = 7.7 Hz, 2H), 1.44 (m, 2H), 0.84 (t, J = 7.4 Hz, 3H); 13C-NMR (75 MHz, CDCl3)
δ 172.1, 141.0, 128.6, 128.4, 126.3, 41.3, 38.6, 31.9, 22.9, 11.3.

4-Cyclohexyl-N-propylbenzamide (2g): white solid (99.4 mg, 81%). 1H-NMR (300 MHz, CDCl3) δ
7.73–7.66 (m, 2H), 7.26–7.21 (m, 2H), 6.32 (s, 1H), 3.39 (td, J = 7.4, 6.5 Hz, 2H), 2.53 (m, 1H), 1.94–1.73
(m, 5H), 1.61 (m, 2H), 1.43 – 1.22 (m, 5H), 0.96 (t, J = 7.4 Hz, 3H); 13C-NMR (75 MHz, CDCl3) δ 167.6,
151.6, 132.4, 127.0 (× 2), 44.5, 41.7, 34.3, 26.8, 26.1, 23.0, 11.5; HRMS (FTMS-ESI) m/z: [M + 1]+ calc for
C16H23NO 246.1852, found 246.1849.

1-Phenyl-N-propylcyclopentane-1-carboxamide (2h): white solid (113.4 mg, 98%). 1H-NMR (300 MHz,
CDCl3) δ 7.38–7.21 (m, 5H), 5.22 (s, 1H), 3.09 (td, J = 7.0, 5.9 Hz, 2H), 2.52–2.41 (m, 2H), 2.06–1.96 (m,
2H), 1.89–1.75 (m, 2H), 1.75–1.60 (m, 2H), 1.36 (m, 2H), 0.75 (t, J = 7.4 Hz, 3H); 13C-NMR (75 MHz,
CDCl3) δ 176.4, 144.4, 128.6, 126.8 (× 2), 59.3, 41.4, 36.9, 24.0, 22.7, 11.1.

(3r,5r,7r)-N-Propyladamantane-1-carboxamide (2i): colorless oil (109.6 mg, 99%). 1H-NMR (300 MHz,
CDCl3) δ 5.63 (s, 1H), 3.21 (td, J = 6.7, 6.3 Hz, 2H), 2.08–2.01 (m, 3H), 1.88–1.82 (m, 6H), 1.76–1.68 (m,
6H), 1.51 (m,2H), 0.91 (t, J = 7.4 Hz, 3H); 13C-NMR (75 MHz, CDCl3) δ 177.7, 41.0, 40.7, 39.4, 36.6, 28.3,
23.0, 11.4.

2-(4-Isobutylphenyl)-N-propylpropanamide (2j): colorless oil (74.2 mg, 60%). 1H-NMR (300 MHz,
CDCl3) δ 7.22–7.16 (m, 2H), 7.14–7.08 (m, 2H), 5.41 (s, 1H), 3.53 (q, J = 7.2 Hz, 1H), 3.14 (td, J = 7.1,
5.9 Hz, 2H), 2.45 (d, J = 7.2 Hz, 2H), 1.84 (m, 1H), 1.51 (d, J = 7.2 Hz, 3H), 1.41 (m, 2H), 0.90 (d, J = 6.6 Hz,
6H), 0.80 (t, J = 7.4 Hz, 3H); 13C-NMR (75 MHz, CDCl3) δ 174.5, 140.7, 138.8, 129.6, 127.4, 46.8, 45.1,
41.3, 30.2, 22.8, 22.4, 18.5, 11.2.

N-Propylpent-4-enamide (2k): colorless oil (66.4 mg, 94%). 1H-NMR (300 MHz, CDCl3) δ 5.82 (t,
J = 8.7 Hz, 1H), 5.69 (s, 1H), 5.04 (dd, J = 18.9, 13.6 Hz, 2H), 3.22 (d, J = 6.8 Hz, 2H), 2.33 (dt, J = 35.4,
7.5 Hz, 4H), 1.52 (dd, J = 14.5, 7.3 Hz, 2H), 0.92 (t, J = 7.2 Hz, 3H); 13C-NMR (75 MHz, CDCl3) δ 172.3,
137.2, 115.5, 41.3 36.0, 29.8, 22.9, 11.4.
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N-Propylpropionamide (2l) [36]: colorless oil (40.3 mg, 70%). 1H-NMR (300 MHz, CDCl3) δ 5.44 (s,
1H), 3.22 (td, J = 7.2, 6.5 Hz, 2H), 2.20 (q, J = 7.6 Hz, 2H), 1.52 (m, 2H), 1.16 (t, J = 7.6 Hz, 3H), 0.93 (t,
J = 7.6 Hz, 3H); 13C-NMR (75 MHz, CDCl3) δ 173.7, 41.3, 29.9, 23.0, 11.4, 10.0.

N-Propylhexanamide (2m): colorless oil (69.2 mg, 88%). 1H-NMR (300 MHz, CDCl3) δ 5.64 (s, 1H), 3.21
(td, J = 7.2, 6.1 Hz, 2H), 2.16 (t, J = 7.8 Hz, 2H), 1.63 (m, 2H), 1.52 (m, 2H), 1.36–1.26 (m, 4H), 0.96–0.85
(m, 6H); 13C-NMR (75 MHz, CDCl3) δ 173.2, 41.2, 36.9, 31.5, 25.6, 23.0, 22.5, 14.0, 11.4.

N-Propylstearamide (2n): white solid (135.1 mg, 83%). 1H-NMR (300 MHz, CDCl3) δ 5.63 (s, 1H), 3.21
(td, J = 6.9, 6.5 Hz, 2H), 2.16 (t, J = 7.6 Hz, 2H), 1.62 (m, 2H), 1.52 (m, 2H), 1.37–1.20 (m, 28H), 0.96–0.82
(m, 6H); 13C-NMR (75 MHz, CDCl3) δ 173.2, 41.2, 37.0, 32.0, 29.8 (× 5), 29.7 (× 3), 29.6, 29.4 (× 3), 25.9,
23.0, 22.7, 14.2, 11.4; HRMS (FTMS-ESI) m/z: [M + 1]+ calc for C21H43NO 326.3417, found 326.3408.

4. Conclusions

In summary, a transition metal-free method for the challenging C-N σ bond cleavage in azetidinyl
amides has been developed, using sodium dispersions and 15-crown-5. This practical reaction requires
only inexpensive air- and moisture-stable reagents. High yields were obtained across a broad range of
aliphatic and aromatic azetidinyl amides. More importantly, full chemoselectivity over the reductive
C-N σ bond cleavage of less strained cyclic amides and acyclic amides was achieved. This work
represents the first application of an electride in the C-N σ bond cleavage in pyramidalized amides.
The further application of the electride derived from sodium dispersions and crown ethers in new SET
reactions will be the subject of our future research.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at http://www.mdpi.com/1420-3049/24/3/459/s1,
1H and 13C-NMR spectra of 2a–2n, and HRMS of 2g and 2n.
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Abstract: It has been established that an electron-deficient cationic CpE-rhodium(III) complex
catalyzes the non-oxidative [2+2+2] annulation of N-(1-naphthyl)acetamide with two alkynoates via
cleavage of the adjacent C–H and C–N bonds to give densely substituted phenanthrenes under mild
conditions (at 40 ◦C under air). In this reaction, a dearomatized spiro compound was isolated, which
may support the formation of a cationic spiro rhodacycle intermediate in the catalytic cycle. The use
of N-(1-naphthyl)acetamide in place of acetanilide switched the reaction pathway from the oxidative
[2+2+2] annulation-lactamization via C–H/C–H cleavage to the non-oxidative [2+2+2] annulation
via C–H/C–N cleavage. This chemoselectivity switch may arise from stabilization of the carbocation
in the above cationic spiro rhodacycle by the neighboring phenyl and acetylamino groups, resulting
in the nucleophilic C–C bond formation followed by β-nitrogen elimination.

Keywords: alkynes; C–H bond cleavage; C–N bond cleavage; cyclopentadienyl complexes;
N-(1-naphthyl)acetamide; rhodium; [2+2+2] annulation

1. Introduction

The transition-metal-catalyzed [2+2+2] annulation of three unsaturated compounds is a useful
method for the synthesis of six-membered carbocycles and heterocycles [1–9]. For example,
the transition-metal-catalyzed [2+2+2] annulation of three alkynes is able to afford densely substituted
benzenes with an atom- and step-economical manner [10–14]. For the synthesis of naphthalene derivatives,
benzynes have been employed as one of the three alkynes but the use of the benzynes suffers from the
redundant precursor synthesis and harsh reaction conditions [15–17]. Alternatively, several examples of
the transition-metal-catalyzed oxidative [2+2+2] annulation via cleavage of adjacent two C–H bonds of
benzenes, in which formally dehydrogenated benzenes are employed as benzyne equivalents, have been
reported [18–22]. As such, our research group reported that an electron-deficient cationic CpE-rhodium(III)
complex, derived from 1, catalyzes the oxidative tandem [2+2+2] annulation-lactamization of acetanilide
(2a) with two alkynoates 3 via cleavage of adjacent two C–H bonds at room temperature under air
to give densely substituted banzo[cd]indolones 4a (Scheme 1, top) [23]. In this catalysis, not only
acetanilide (2a) but also ortho-substituted acetanilide 2b was able to react with two alkynoates 3 to give the
corresponding banzo[cd]indolones 4b after treatment with KOH in ethanol (Scheme 1, top) [23]. In this
paper, we have established that the electron-deficient cationic CpE-rhodium(III) complex is able to catalyze
the non-oxidative [2+2+2] annulation of N-(1-naphthyl)acetamide (2c) with two alkynoates 3 via cleavage of
the adjacent C–H and C–N bonds, leading to densely substituted phenanthrenes 5, under mild conditions
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(at 40 ◦C under air) (Scheme 1, middle). Although several examples of the transition-metal-catalyzed
decarboxylative and oxidative [2+2+2] annulation of benzoic acids with two alkynoates via cleavage of the
adjacent C–H and C–C bonds, leading to densely substituted naphthalenes, have been reported [24–27],
only a single example of the non-oxidative [2+2+2] annulation via cleavage of the adjacent C–H and C–N
bonds, in which the acylamino moiety is employed as a traceless directing group, has been reported in the
neutral Cp*-rhodium(III) complex-catalyzed synthesis of tetraarylnaphthalenes from N-acylanilines and
two diarylacetylenes at elevated temperature (110 ◦C) (Scheme 1, bottom) [28].

Scheme 1. Cationic CpE-rhodium(III) complex-catalyzed [2+2+2] annulations of acetanilides 2a/2b

and N-(1-naphthyl)acetamide (2c) with two alkynoates 3 via cleavage of adjacent C–H/C–H and
C–H/C–N bonds, respectively.
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2. Results

In the course of our study of the cationic CpE-rhodium(III) complex-catalyzed oxidative tandem
[2+2+2] annulation-lactamization of acetanilides with two alkynoates, leading to banzo[cd]indolones,
the reaction of 2-methyl acetanilide 2b and ethyl 2-butynoates (3a) was examined. As already shown in
Scheme 1, the expected banzo[cd]indolones 4b were generated after treatment with KOH in ethanol [23].
Surprisingly, the use of N-(1-naphthyl)acetamide (2c) in place of 2b failed to afford the expected
naphtho[cd]indolone 4ca. Instead, densely substituted phenanthrene 5ca was generated as a major
product along with a mixture of the corresponding regioisomeric [3+2] annulation products 6ca/6ca′
(Scheme 2). In addition to the above products, unidentified oligomerization products derived from 2c

and 3a were generated as by-products.

Scheme 2. Cationic CpE-rhodium(III) complex-catalyzed non-oxidative [2+2+2] annulation of
N-(1-naphthyl)acetamide (2c) with two ethyl 2-butynoates (3a).

Then the screening of the reaction conditions and the acyl groups on the nitrogen of
1-aminonaphthalene was conducted as shown in Table 1. Elevating the reaction temperature (40 ◦C)
slightly increased the yields of 5ca and 6ca/6ca′ (entry 2). Increasing the amount of 3a increased
the yield of 5ca and decreased that of 6ca/6ca′ (entry 3). However, this increase was very small,
therefore, the conditions of entry 2 were selected as the best conditions. With respect to the acyl
groups on the nitrogen of the 1-aminonaphthalene moiety, electron-poor N-(1-naphthyl)amide 2d,
possessing the highly acidic amide proton, was tested in place of 2c, while no reaction was observed
even at 80 ◦C (entry 4). Sterically demanding N-(1-naphthyl)amide 2e was also tested with expectation
for acceleration of reductive elimination. Unfortunately, the use of 2e significantly increased the
yield of not the [2+2+2] annulation product 5ea but the [3+2] annulation products 6ea/6ea′ (entry 5).
Finally, the reaction was conducted using the Cp*-rhodium(III) complex instead of the CpE-rhodium(III)
complex 1, which resulted in significant decrease of the yields of 5ca and 6ca/6ca′ (entry 6).
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Table 1. Optimization of reaction conditions for rhodium (III)-catalyzed [2+2+2] annulation of
N-(1-naphthyl)amides 2 with two ethyl 2-butynoates (3a) a.

Entry L 2 (R) Conditions 3a (Equiv.)
Yield (%) b

5 6 (6′)
1 CpE 2c (Ac) rt, 72 h 3 5ca/26 6ca (6ca′)/18 (7)
2 CpE 2c (Ac) 40 ◦C, 16 h 3 5ca/31 6ca (6ca′)/24 (13)
3 CpE 2c (Ac) 40 ◦C, 16 h 10 5ca/33 6ca (6ca′)/22 (10)

4 c CpE 2d (COCF3) 80 ◦C, 16 h 3 5da/0 6da (6da′)/0 (0)
5 CpE 2e (COt-Bu) 40 ◦C, 16 h 3 5ea/0 6ea (6ea′)/55 (3)
6 Cp* 2c (Ac) 40 ◦C, 16 h 3 5ca/13 6ca (6ca′)/3 (<1)

a [Rh2] (0.020 mmol), AgNTf2 (0.080 mmol), Cu(OAc)2·H2O (0.040 mmol), 2 (0.200 mmol), 3a (0.60–2.00 mmol),
CH2Cl2 (1.0 mL) and acetone (1.0 mL) were used. b Determined by 1H NMR yield using C6Me6 as an internal
standard. c (CH2Cl)2 (2.0 mL) was used.

The scope of the present cationic CpE-rhodium(III) complex-catalyzed [2+2+2] annulation is
shown in Table 2. As with our previously reported cationic CpE-rhodium(III) complex-catalyzed
oxidative tandem [2+2+2] annulation-lactamization of acetanilides with two alkynoates, leading
to banzo[cd]indolones, a wide variety of primary alkyl-substituted alkynoates 3a–e reacted with
N-(1-naphthyl)acetamide (2c) to give the corresponding [2+2+2] annulation products 5ca–ce (entries
1–5). However, phenyl-substituted alkynoate 3f failed to afford the corresponding [2+2+2]
annulation product 5cf and gave the corresponding [3+2] annulation product 6cf′ in good yield
with perfect regioselectivity (entry 6). This product switch is also the same as our previously reported
tandem [2+2+2] annulation-lactamization of acetanilide (2a) with 3f [23]. Unfortunately, the use
electron-deficient alkynes did not afford the corresponding annulation products at all. For example,
the use of ethyl propiolate afforded a complex mixture of products and no reaction was observed when
using ethyl 2-butynoate. The structure and regiochemistry of the [2+2+2] annulation product 5ce were
unambiguously determined by the X-ray crystallographic analysis as shown in Figure 1.

Table 2. Scope of alkynoates 3 on rhodium(III)-catalyzed [2+2+2] annulation with N-(1-naphthyl)acetamide (2c) a.

+

10 mol % 1
40 mol % AgNTf2
20 mol % Cu(OAc)2•H2O

CH2Cl2/acetone (1:1), 40 °C
16 h, under air

CO2R2

R1

N N
CO2R2 (R1)

R1 (CO2R2)
R1

CO2R2
R1

R2O2C

2c 3
(3 equiv)

6 (6')5

AcH Ac

Entry 3 R1 R2
Yield (%) b

5 6 (6′)
1 3a Me Et 5ca/33 6ca (6ca′)/22 (10)
2 3b Me Me 5cb/30 6cb (6bb′)/22 (8)
3 3c n-Bu Et 5cc/32 6cc (6cc′)/37 (7)
4 3d Ph(CH2)3 Me 5cd/35 6cd (6cd′)/38 (5)
5 3e Cl(CH2)3 Me 5ce/36 6ce (6ce′)/31 (5)
6 3f Ph Et 5cf/0 6cf (6cf′)/0 (69)

a 1 (0.020 mmol), AgNTf2 (0.080 mmol), Cu(OAc)2·H2O (0.040 mmol), 2c (0.200 mmol), 3 (0.600 mmol), CH2Cl2
(1.0 mL) and acetone (1.0 mL) were used. b Determined by 1H NMR yield using C6Me6 as an internal standard.
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Figure 1. ORTEP diagram of 5ce with ellipsoids at 50% probability. All hydrogen and disordered atoms
are omitted for clarity.

Importantly, an interesting by-product was generated in the reaction of 2c and 3a as shown in
Scheme 3. When using 3 equiv of 3a, a very small amount of dearomatized spiro compound 7ca was
detected in the crude reaction mixture (3% yield). An isolable amount (13% yield) of 7ca was generated
when using an excess amount of 3a.

Scheme 3. Formation of dearomatized spiro compound 7ca. The yields were determined by 1H NMR
yield using C6Me6 as an internal standard.

Plausible mechanisms for the formation of 5ca, 6ca and 7ca from 2c and 3a are shown in
Scheme 4. First, C–H bond cleavage of 2c by CpE-rhodium(III) species A affords naphthylrhodium
B. Next, insertion of 3a into B gives alkenylrhodium C. The subsequent insertion of 3a into C

gives dienylrhodium D. The second alkyne insertion may not proceed in the case of sterically
demanding phenyl-substituted alkynoate 3f, thus generating [3+2] annulation product 6cf′ (Table 2,
entry 6). Electrophilic metalation of the electron-rich 1-aminonaphthalene ring produces cationic spiro
rhodacycle E, in which the carbocation is stabilized by the neighboring phenyl and acetylamino
groups. Nucleophilic attack of the dienylrhodium moiety to the electrophilic 1-position of the
1-aminonaphthalene ring gives π-pentadienyl complex F [29]. Importantly, nucleophilic attack of
the dienylrhodium moiety to the 3-position of the 1-aminonaphthalene ring in spiro rhodacycle
E′, leading to π-pentadienyl complex F′, would be unfavorable due to the unstable dearomatized
quinodimethane structures in E′ and F′. β-Nitrogen elimination [30,31] from intermediate F affords
5ca and the catalytically active rhodium(III) species A. However, the copper(II) co-catalyst was
necessary in order to reoxidize rhodium(I) species generated through the competing oxidative
[3+2] annulation giving 6ca. In this reaction, dearomatized spiro compound 7ca was isolated as a
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by-product. This compound may be generated by reductive elimination and deprotonation from spiro
rhodacycle E. Increasing the amount of 3a may facilitate the reductive elimination, which increased
the yield of 7ca. This result may support the intermediacy of spiro rhodacycle E in the catalytic
cycle. Interestingly, the regioselectivity of both the present CpE-rhodium(III)-catalyzed [2+2+2] and
[3+2] annulations of N-(1-naphthyl)acetamide (2c) is opposite to that of our previously reported
CpE-rhodium(III)-catalyzed [2+2+2] and [3+2] annulations of acetanilides that proceed presumably via
alkenylrhodium G [23], although the reason is not clear at the present stage.

We considered that it is possible to regenerate spiro rhodacycle E by oxidative addition with a
neutral rhodium(I) complex and protonation of 7ca. Therefore, 7ca was treated with acetic acid and an
in situ generated neutral CpE-rhodium(I) complex, prepared by the reaction of 1, AgNTf2, NaOAc, 2a

and 3a. However, no reaction was observed, thus excluding the intermediacy of 7ca in the catalytic
cycle (Scheme 5).

Scheme 4. Plausible mechanisms for formation of 5ca, 6ca and 7ca from 2c and 3a.
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N
H

Me

CO2Et

3a (3 equiv)

50 mol % 1
200 mol % AgNTf2
100 mol % NaOAc

CH2Cl2/acetone (1:1)
under Ar, rt, 16 hAc

+

2a  (1 equiv)

40 °C, 16 h Me

CO2Et
Me

EtO2C

5ca / 0%

Me

CO2Et

Me
N

EtO2C

7ca (1 equiv)

Ac

AcOH (1 equiv)
CpERhI

Scheme 5. Reaction of 7ca with an in situ generated CpE-rhodium(III) complex and acetic acid.

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. General Information

Anhydrous acetone (No. 27,072-5) and CH2Cl2 (No. 130-02457) were obtained from Aldrich
(St. Louis, MO, USA) and Wako (Osaka, Japan) and used as received. Solvents for the synthesis of
substrates were dried over Molecular Sieves 4Å (Wako) prior to use. Anilides 2d [32] and 2e [33] were
prepared according to the literature. Internal alkynes 3d [34] and 3e [35] were prepared according to
the literature. All other reagents were obtained from commercial sources and used as received. 1H and
13C data were collected on a Bruker AVANCE III (Billerica, MA, USA) HD 400 (400 MHz) at ambient
temperature. HRMS data were obtained on a Bruker micro TOF Focus II (Billerica, MA, USA). A single
crystal X-ray diffraction measurement was made on Rigaku XtaLAB mini II diffractometer (Akishima,
Japan) using graphite monochromated Mo-Kα radiation. All reactions were carried out in oven-dried
glassware with magnetic stirring.

3.2. General Procedure for the Rhodium-Catalyzed Annulation of N-(1-Naphthyl)amides with Two Alkynoates
(5ca, 6ca and 6ca′; Table 1, entry 2)

To a Schlenk tube was added AgNTf2 (15.5 mg, 0.040 mmol), [CpERhCl2]2 1 (8.5 mg, 0.010 mmol),
Cu(OAc)2·H2O (4.0 mg, 0.020 mmol), N-(naphthalen-1-yl)acetamide (2c, 18.5 mg, 0.100 mmol), ethyl
2-butynoate (3a, 33.6 mg, 0.300 mmol), acetone (0.5 mL) and CH2Cl2 (0.5 mL) under air in this order.
The mixture was sealed and stirred at 40 ◦C under air for 16 hours. The resulting mixture was diluted
with ether, filtered through a silica gel pad and washed with ether. The solvent was removed under
reduced pressure and the residue was purified by a preparative thin layer chromatography (TLC,
hexane/AcOEt = 2:1), to give a mixture of 5ca, 6ca and 6ca′. The yields of 5ca (31%), 6ca (22%) and
6ca′ (10%) were determined by 1H NMR with hexamethylbenzene as an internal standard.

3.3. Product Characterization

Diethyl 1,3-dimethylphenanthrene-2,4-dicarboxylate (5ca). Analytically pure 5ca was isolated from a
mixture of 5ca, 6ca and 6ca′ (21.8 mg, 5ca/6ca/6ca′ = 45:41:14) by a gel permeation chromatography
(GPC). The regiochemistry of the title compound was determined by the NOESY experiment as well
as analogy to the 1H NMR chemical shifts of 5ce. Colorless solid, 7.2 mg, 0.0205 mmol, 21% isolated
yield, mp 83.8–85.0 ◦C; 1H NMR (CDCl3, 400 MHz) δ 8.44 (d, J = 8.4 Hz, 1H), 7.95 (d, J = 9.2 Hz, 1H),
7.92–7.87 (m, 1H), 7.79 (d, J = 9.2 Hz, 1H), 7.63–7.51 (m, 2H), 4.57–7.44 (m, 4H), 2.70 (s, 3H), 2.47 (s, 3H),
1.95 (s, 3H), 1.44 (t, J = 7.1 Hz, 3H), 1.35 (t, J = 7.2 Hz, 3H); 13C NMR (CDCl3, 100 MHz) δ 172.0, 170.0,
134.1, 133.0, 132.3, 129.8, 129.6, 129.5, 129.1, 128.7, 127.8, 127.5, 127.0, 126.3, 125.6, 122.4, 61.8, 61.4, 17.4,
17.2, 14.3, 13.9; HRMS (ESI) calcd for C22H22O4Na [M + Na]+ 373.1414, found 373.1410.

Ethyl 1-acetyl-3-methyl-1H-benzo[g]indole-2-carboxylate (6ca) and ethyl 1-acetyl-2-methyl-1H-
benzo[g]indole-3-carboxylate (6ca′) [36]. An analytically pure mixture of 6ca and 6ca′ was isolated from
a mixture of 5ca, 6ca and 6ca′ (21.8 mg, 5ca/6ca/6ca′ = 45:41:14) by GPC. The regiochemistry of the
title compounds was determined by comparison with the 1H NMR chemical shifts of the literature.
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Colorless solid, 7.6 mg, 0.0257 mmol, 26% isolated yield, 6ca/6ca′ = 75:25, mp 86.1–87.2 ◦C; 1H
NMR (CDCl3, 400 MHz) δ 6ca: 8.17–8.11 (m, 1H), 7.96–7.90 (m, 1H), 7.67 (d, J = 8.7 Hz, 1H), 7.59
(d, J = 8.7 Hz, 1H), 7.55–7.48 (m, 2H), 4.43 (q, J = 7.1 Hz, 2H), 2.76 (s, 3H), 2.65 (s, 3H), 2.04 (s, 3H),
1.45 (t, J = 7.1 Hz, 3H); 6ca′: 8.28 (d, J = 8.7 Hz, 1H), 7.97 (d, J = 7.9 Hz, 1H), 7.74 (t, J = 7.9 Hz, 1H),
7.57–7.44 (m, 3H), 4.50–4.40 (m, 2H), 2.85 (s, 3H), 2.62 (s, 3H), 1.49 (t, J = 7.1 Hz, 3H); 13C NMR (CDCl3,
100 MHz) δ 177.6, 162.3, 133.5, 129.41, 129.36, 126.3, 126.2, 125.8, 125.2, 124.7, 124.4, 124.0, 123.7, 123.2,
121.8, 121.7, 121.3, 120.8, 119.0, 61.2, 30.0, 14.3, 10.4; HRMS (ESI) calcd for C17H15NONa [M + Na]+

318.1101, found 318.1115.

Dimethyl 1,3-dimethylphenanthrene-2,4-dicarboxylate (5cb). The yield of 5cb (30%) was determined by
1H NMR with hexamethylbenzene as an internal standard. Analytically pure 5cb was isolated from a
mixture of 5cb, 6cb and 6cb′ (19.2 mg, 5cb/6cb/6cb′ = 51:37:12) by GPC. The regiochemistry of the
title compound was determined by analogy to the 1H NMR chemical shifts of 5ce. Colorless solid,
8.8 mg, 0.0273 mmol, 27% isolated yield, mp 62.8–64.5 ◦C; 1H NMR (CDCl3, 400 MHz); 1H NMR
(CDCl3, 400 MHz) δ 8.35 (d, J = 8.4 Hz, 1H), 7.95 (d, J = 9.1 Hz, 1H), 7.93–7.87 (m, 1H), 7.79 (d, J = 9.2 Hz,
1H), 7.64–7.53 (m, 2H), 4.00 (s, 3H), 3.99 (s, 3H), 2.68 (s, 3H), 2.44 (s, 3H); 13C NMR (CDCl3, 100 MHz) δ

172.4, 170.5, 133.9, 133.1, 132.6, 129.83, 129.79, 129.1, 129.0, 128.8, 127.9, 127.7, 127.1, 126.4, 125.3, 122.3,
52.7, 52.3 17.5, 17.4; HRMS (ESI) calcd for C20H18O4Na [M + Na]+ 345.1097, found 345.1101.

Methyl 1-acetyl-3-methyl-1H-benzo[g]indole-2-carboxylate (6cb) and methyl 1-acetyl-2-methyl-1H-
benzo[g]indole-3-carboxylate (6cb′). The yields of 6cb (22%) and 6cb′ (8%) was determined by 1H
NMR with hexamethylbenzene as an internal standard. An analytically pure mixture of 6cb and
6cb′ was isolated from a mixture of 5cb, 6cb and 6cb′ (19.2 mg, 5cb/6cb/6cb′ = 51:37:12) by GPC.
The regiochemistry of the title compounds was determined by analogy to the 1H NMR chemical
shifts of 6ca and 6ca′. Colorless solid, 6.0 mg, 0.0213 mmol, 21% isolated yield, 6cb/6cb′ = 75:25,
mp 93.7–95.0 ◦C; 1H NMR (CDCl3, 400 MHz) 6cb: δ 8.17–8.10 (m, 1H), 7.95–7.89 (m, 1H), 7.66 (d,
J = 8.7 Hz, 1H), 7.59 (d, J = 8.7 Hz, 1H), 7.57–7.44 (m, 2H), 3.97 (s, 3H), 2.76 (s, 3H), 2.64 (s, 3H); 6cb′: δ

8.26 (d, J = 8.8 Hz, 1H), 7.97 (d, J = 8.1 Hz, 1H), 7.93–7.87 (m, 1H), 7.79 (d, J = 9.2 Hz, 1H), 7.64–7.53
(m, 2H), 4.00 (s, 3H), 3.99 (s, 3H), 2.68 (s, 3H), 2.44 (s, 3H); 13C NMR (CDCl3, 100 MHz) δ 171.0, 136.8,
134.9, 133.6, 130.3, 130.2, 128.7, 128.5, 125.3, 123.4, 118.6, 118.1, 116.3, 27.6, 9.2; HRMS (ESI) calcd for
C17H15NONa [M + Na]+ 304.0944, found 304.0952.

Diethyl 1,3-dibutylphenanthrene-2,4-dicarboxylate (5cc). The yield of 5cc (32%) was determined by 1H
NMR with hexamethylbenzene as an internal standard. Analytically pure 5cc was isolated from a
mixture of 5cc, 6cc and 6cc′ (40.0 mg, 5cc/6cc/6cc′ = 42:9:49) by GPC. The regiochemistry of the
title compound was determined by analogy to the 1H NMR chemical shifts of 5ce. Pale yellow oil,
11.7 mg, 0.0269 mmol, 27% isolated yield; 1H NMR (CDCl3, 400 MHz) δ 8.42 (d, J = 8.6 Hz, 1H), 7.93
(d, J = 9.2 Hz, 1H), 7.90–7.86 (m, 1H), 7.77 (d, J = 9.1 Hz, 1H), 7.61–7.56 (m, 1H), 7.55–7.50 (m, 1H),
4.51–4.43 (m, 4H), 3.04–2.97 (m, 2H), 2.80–2.68 (m, 2H), 1.78–1.64 (m, 4H), 1.55–1.29 (m, 4H), 1.44 (t,
J = 7.1 Hz, 3H), 1.34 (t, J = 7.2 Hz, 3H), 1.02–0.92 (m, 6H); 13C NMR (CDCl3, 100 MHz) δ 171.9, 170.0,
137.5, 135.0, 133.7, 132.9, 129.4, 129.2, 129.1, 128.5, 128.1, 127.7, 127.0, 126.1, 125.7, 122.3, 61.7, 61.3,
33.9, 33.5, 32.1, 31.3, 23.4, 23.3, 14.2, 13.9, 13.83, 13.79; HRMS (ESI) calcd for C28H34O4Na [M + Na]+

457.2349, found 457.2359.

Ethyl 1-acetyl-3-butyl-1H-benzo[g]indole-2-carboxylate (6cc) and ethyl 1-acetyl-2-butyl-1H-
benzo[g]indole-3-carboxylate (6cc′). The yields of 6cc (37%) and 6cc′ (7%) were determined by
1H NMR with hexamethylbenzene as an internal standard. An analytically pure mixture of 6cc

and 6cc′ was isolated from a mixture of 5cc, 6cc and 6cc′ (40.0 mg, 5cc/6cc/6cc′ = 42:9:49) by GPC.
The regiochemistry of the title compounds was determined by analogy to the 1H NMR chemical
shifts of 6ca and 6ca′. Colorless solid, 13.2 mg, 0.0391 mmol, 39% isolated yield, 6cc/6cc′ = 86:14,
mp 61.0–62.4 ◦C; 1H NMR (CDCl3, 400 MHz) δ 6cc: 8.16–8.09 (m, 1H), 7.95–7.88 (m, 1H), 7.67 (d,
J = 8.7 Hz, 1H), 7.58 (d, J = 8.6 Hz, 1H), 7.56–7.43 (m, 2H), 4.43 (q, J = 7.1 Hz, 2H), 3.11 (t, J = 7.7 Hz,
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2H), 2.77 (s, 3H), 1.75–1.63 (m, 2H), 1.52–1.40 (m, 2H), 1.44 (t, J = 7.1 Hz, 3H), 0.97 (t, J = 7.2 Hz, 3H);
6cc′: 8.30 (d, J = 8.8 Hz, 1H), 8.00–7.95 (m, 1H), 7.77–7.71 (m, 2H), 7.56–7.43 (m, 2H), 4.50–4.39 (m, 2H),
3.25–3.18 (m, 2H), 1.75–1.63 (m, 2H), 1.52–1.40 (m, 5H), 1.00–0.93 (m, 3H); 13C NMR (CDCl3, 100 MHz)
δ 177.7, 162.2, 133.4, 131.0, 129.4, 129.0, 126.3, 125.7, 124.8, 123.4, 123.1, 121.9, 121.6, 119.1, 61.2, 33.4,
30.0, 24.7, 22.9, 14.2, 14.0; HRMS (ESI) calcd for C21H23NO3Na [M + Na]+ 360.1570, found 360.1575.

Dimethyl 1,3-bis(3-phenylpropyl)phenanthrene-2,4-dicarboxylate (5cd). The yield of 5cd (35%) was
determined by 1H NMR with hexamethylbenzene as an internal standard. Analytically pure 5cd

was isolated from a mixture of 5cd, 6cd and 6cd′ (42.3 mg, 5cd/6cd/6cd′ = 46:7:47) by GPC.
The regiochemistry of the title compound was determined by analogy to the 1H NMR chemical
shifts of 5ce. Pale yellow solid, 16.4 mg, 0.0294 mmol, 29% isolated yield, mp 91.0–92.6 ◦C; 1H NMR
(CDCl3, 400 MHz) δ 8.30 (d, J = 8.4 Hz, 1H), 7.89–7.83 (m, 1H), 7.78–7.68 (m, 2H), 7.61–7.44 (m, 2H),
7.36–7.14 (m, 10H), 3.84 (s, 3H), 3.65 (s, 3H), 3.00–2.90 (m, 2H), 2.78 (t, J = 7.2 Hz, 2H), 2.70 (t, J = 7.2 Hz,
2H), 2.70–2.62 (m, 2H), 2.10–1.94 (m, 4H); 13C NMR (CDCl3, 100 MHz) δ 172.2, 170.1, 141.8, 141.6, 137.3,
134.6, 133.5, 132.9, 129.3, 129.2, 128.9, 128.7, 128.6, 128.4, 128.3, 128.2, 128.0, 127.1 126.3, 126.0, 125.8,
125.3, 122.1, 52.5, 52.0, 36.4, 36.2, 33.2, 32.6, 32.0, 30.9; HRMS (ESI) calcd for C36H34O4Na [M + Na]+

553.2349, found 553.2354.

Ethyl 1-acetyl-3-(3-phenylpropyl)-1H-benzo[g]indole-2-carboxylate (6cd) and ethyl 1-acetyl-2-
(3-phenylpropyl)-1H-benzo[g]indole-3-carboxylate (6cd′). The yields of 6cd (38%) and 6cd′ (5%) were
determined by 1HNMR with hexamethylbenzene as an internal standard. An analytically pure mixture
of 6cd and 6cd′ was isolated from a mixture of 5cd, 6cd and 6cd′ (42.3 mg, 5cd/6cd/6cd′ = 46:7:47) by
GPC. The regiochemistry of the title compounds was determined by analogy to the 1H NMR chemical
shifts of 6ca and 6ca′. Pale yellow oil, 14.1 mg, 0.0353 mmol, 35% isolated yield, 6cd/6cd′ = 89:11; 1H
NMR (CDCl3, 400 MHz) δ 8.15–8.08 (m, 1H), 7.95–7.87 (m, 1H), 7.61–7.54 (m, 2H), 7.53–7.48 (m, 2H),
7.33–7.26 (m, 2H), 7.25–7.15 (m, 3H), 3.85 (s, 3H), 3.18–3.10 (m, 2H), 2.78–2.72 (m, 2H), 2.76 (s, 3H),
2.07–1.97 (m, 2H); 13C NMR (CDCl3, 100 MHz) δ 177.6, 162.6, 142.1, 133.4, 131.1, 129.4, 128.5, 128.3,
126.3, 125.84, 125.80, 124.7, 123.3, 123.2, 121.8, 121.6, 119.0, 51.9, 35.9, 32.5, 29.9, 24.5; HRMS (ESI) calcd
for C36H34O4Na [M + Na]+ 408.1570, found 408.1574.

Diethyl 1,3-dibutylphenanthrene-2,4-dicarboxylate (5ce). The yield of 5ce (36%) was determined by 1H
NMR with hexamethylbenzene as an internal standard. Analytically pure 5ce was isolated from a
mixture of 5ce, 6ce and 6ce′ (42.6 mg, 5ce/6ce/6ce′ = 50:7:43) by GPC. The regiochemistry of the title
compound was determined by the X-ray crystallographic analysis as shown in Figure 1. Colorless solid,
13.5 mg, 0.0284 mmol, 28% isolated yield, mp 108.1–109.2 ◦C; 1H NMR (CDCl3, 400 MHz) δ 8.34 (d,
J = 8.4 Hz, 1H), 7.97 (d, J = 9.2 Hz, 1H), 7.93–7.88 (m, 1H), 7.82 (d, J = 9.2 Hz, 1H), 7.65–7.53 (m, 2H),
4.02 (s, 3H), 3.98 (s, 3H), 3.68 (t, J = 6.1 Hz, 2H), 3.63 (t, J = 6.1 Hz, 2H), 3.24–3.16 (m, 2H), 2.93–2.84 (m,
2H), 2.26–2.13 (m, 4H); 13C NMR (CDCl3, 100 MHz) δ 172.0, 170.0, 136.1, 133.9, 133.3, 133.0, 129.6, 129.5,
129.2, 128.8, 128.6, 128.4, 127.4, 126.6, 125.3, 121.8, 52.8, 52.5, 45.2, 45.0, 34.4, 33.7, 30.1, 28.9; HRMS (ESI)
calcd for C24H24Cl2O4Na [M + Na]+ 469.0944, found 469.0948.

Methyl 1-acetyl-3-(3-chloropropyl)-1H-benzo[g]indole-2-carboxylate (6ce) and methyl 1-acetyl-2-
(3-chloropropyl)-1H-benzo[g]indole-3-carboxylate (6ce′). The yields of 6ce (31%) and 6ce′ (5%) were
determined by 1H NMR with hexamethylbenzene as an internal standard. An analytically pure mixture
of 6ce and 6ce′ was isolated from a mixture of 5ce, 6ce and 6ce′ (42.6 mg, 5ce/6ce/6ce′ = 50:7:43)
by GPC. The regiochemistry of the title compounds was determined by analogy to the 1H NMR
chemical shifts of 6ce and 6ce′. Colorless oil, 8.6 mg, 0.0240 mmol, 24% isolated yield, 6ce/6ce′ = 83:17.
1H NMR (CDCl3, 400 MHz) 6ce: δ 8.14–8.07 (m, 1H), 7.96–7.89 (m, 1H), 7.71 (d, J = 8.8 Hz, 1H), 7.60 (d,
J = 8.8 Hz, 1H), 7.58–7.46 (m, 2H), 3.98 (s, 3H), 3.61 (t, J = 6.3 Hz, 2H), 3.32–3.26 (m, 2H), 2.79 (s, 3H),
2.30–2.13 (m, 2H); 6ce′: δ 8.76 (d, J = 8.8 Hz 1H), 8.00–7.97 (m, 1H), 7.77–7.75 (m, 1H), 7.75–7.73 (m, 1H),
7.58–7.46 (m, 2H), 4.00 (s, 3H), 3.68 (t, J = 6.6 Hz, 2H), 3.37–3.32 (m, 2H), 2.62 (s, 3H), 2.30–2.13 (m, 2H);
13C NMR (CDCl3, 100 MHz) δ 177.5, 162.3, 133.5, 131.1, 129.5, 126.8, 126.5, 126.0, 125.0, 124.6, 123.5,
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123.3, 121.7, 121.60, 120.8, 118.8, 52.1, 44.7, 33.7, 29.9, 22.1; HRMS (ESI) calcd for C19H18O3NClNa [M +
Na]+ 366.0867, found 366.0871.

Ethyl 2-phenyl-1-pivaloyl-1H-benzo[g]indole-3-carboxylate (6cf′). The yield of 6cf′ (69%) was determined
by 1H NMR with hexamethylbenzene as an internal standard. Analytically pure 6cf′ was isolated
by repeated preparative TLCs. Pale yellow oil, 21.9 mg, 0.0612 mmol, 61% isolated yield; 1H NMR
(CDCl3, 400 MHz) δ 8.37 (d, J = 8.8 Hz, 1H), 8.00–7.95 (m, 1H), 7.91–7.86 (m, 1H), 7.78 (d, J = 8.7 Hz,
1H), 7.55–7.44 (m, 7H), 4.22 (q, J = 7.1 Hz, 2H), 2.27 (s, 3H), 1.16 (t, J = 7.1 Hz, 3H), 1.17 (s, 9H); 13C
NMR (CDCl3, 100 MHz) δ 176.0, 164.5, 142.4, 132.0, 131.2, 130.8, 129.43, 129.41, 129.3, 128.0, 126.1, 125.2,
125.0, 124.7, 121.7, 121.3, 120.6, 110.1, 59.9, 29.3, 14.0; HRMS (ESI) calcd for C23H19NO3Na [M + Na]+

380.1257, found 380.1266.

Ethyl 3-methyl-1-pivaloyl-1H-benzo[g]indole-2-carboxylate (6ea) and ethyl 2-methyl-1-pivaloyl-1H-
benzo[g]indole-3-carboxylate (6ea′). The yields of 6ea (55%) and 6ea′ (3%) were determined by 1H
NMR with hexamethylbenzene as an internal standard. An analytically pure mixture of 6ea and 6ea′
was isolated by repeated preparative TLCs. Colorless solid; 15.5 g, 0.0459 mmol, 46% isolated yield,
6ea. mp 128.4–129.5 ◦C; 1H NMR (CDCl3, 400 MHz) δ 8.24–8.17 (m, 1H), 7.91–7.86 (m, 1H), 7.66 (d,
J = 8.7 Hz, 1H), 7.56 (d, J = 8.7 Hz, 1H), 7.52–7.42 (m, 2H), 4.42 (q, J = 7.1 Hz, 2H), 2.66 (s, 3H), 1.43
(t, J = 7.1 Hz, 3H), 1.17 (s, 9H); 13C NMR (CDCl3, 100 MHz) δ 187.5, 162.9, 133.4, 131.3, 129.1, 125.8,
125.7, 125.1, 124.7, 122.9, 122.8, 122.4, 122.3, 119.0, 61.2, 46.8, 28.2, 14.3, 10.4; HRMS (ESI) calcd for
C21H23NO3Na [M + Na]+ 360.1570, found 360.1570.

Diethyl (Z)-1′-(acetylimino)-3,5-dimethyl-1′H-spiro[cyclopentane-1,2′-naphthalene]-2,4-diene-2,4-dicarboxylate
(7ca). The yield of 7ca (13%) was determined by 1H NMR with hexamethylbenzene as an internal
standard. Analytically pure 7ca was isolated by repeated preparative TLCs. The structure was
determined by the HSQC and HMBC analyses. Pale yellow oil, 9.7 mg, 0.214 mmol, 11% isolated yield;
1H NMR (CDCl3, 400 MHz) δ 8.08 (d, J = 8.0 Hz, 1H, Hh), 7.48 (td, J = 7.5, 1.3 Hz, 1H, Hg), 7.31 (td,
J = 7.7, 1.3 Hz, 1H, Hf), 7.28–7.22 (m, 1H, He), 6.79 (d, J = 9.4 Hz, 1H, Hd), 5.05 (d, J = 9.4 Hz, 1H, Hc),
4.31 (q, J = 7.1 Hz, 2H, CO2CH2CH3 on C2), 4.04 (q, J = 7.1 Hz, 2H, CO2CH2CH3 on C4), 2.50 (s, 3H,
CH3 on C3), 2.10 (s, 3H, CH3 on C1), 2.01 (s, 3H, NCOCH3), 1.36 (t, J = 7.1 Hz, 3H, CO2CH2CH3 on C2),
0.89 (t, J = 7.1 Hz, 3H, CO2CH2CH3 on C4); 13C NMR (CDCl3, 100 MHz) δ 180.6 (NCOMe), 164.1 (Ca),
164.0 (CO2Et), 163.0 (CO2Et), 158.7, 154.0 (Ce), 136.0 (Cj), 135.1, 132.6 (Ch), 132.2, 129.9, 129.0 (Cc), 127.9
(Cg), 127.8 (Cf), 127.5 (Cd), 127.1 (Ci), 67.7 (Cb), 60.8 (CO2CH2CH3 on C2), 60.1 (CO2CH2CH3 on C4),
24.5 (NCOCH3), 15.1 (CH3 on C3), 14.2 (CO2CH2CH3 on C2), 13.9 (CH3 on C1), 13.5 (CO2CH2CH3 on
C4); HRMS (ESI) calcd for C24H25NO5Na [M + Na]+ 430.1625, found 430.1623.

The 1H and 13C-NMR spectra of 5ca–5ce, 6ca–6ce, 6ca′–6cf′ and 7ca, and crystal data and data
collection parameters of 5ce are available in Supplementary Materials.

4. Conclusions

In summary, we have established that an electron-deficient cationic CpE-rhodium(III) complex
catalyzes the non-oxidative [2+2+2] annulation of N-(1-naphthyl)acetamide with two alkynoates via
cleavage of the adjacent C–H and C–N bonds to give densely substituted phenanthrenes under mild
conditions (at 40 ◦C under air). Importantly, a dearomatized spiro compound was isolated in this
reaction, which may support the formation of a spiro rhodacycle intermediate in the catalytic cycle.
The use of N-(1-naphthyl)acetamide in place of acetanilide switched the reaction pathway from the
oxidative tandem [2+2+2] annulation-lactamization involving cleavage of adjacent two C–H bonds
to the non-oxidative [2+2+2] annulation involving cleavage of the adjacent C–H and C–N bonds.
This chemoselectivity switch may arise from stabilization of the carbocation in the above cationic spiro
rhodacycle by the neighboring phenyl and acetylamino groups, resulting in nucleophilic attack of the
dienylrhodium moiety to this carbocation followed by β-nitrogen elimination.
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Abstract: Proton transfer in water involving C–H bonds is a challenge and nitro compounds have
been studied for many years as good examples. The effect of substituents on acidity of protons
geminal to the nitro group is exploited here with new pKa measurements and electronic structure
models, the latter including explicit water environment. Substituents with the amide moiety display
an exceptional combination of acidity and solubility in water. In order to find a rationale for the
unexpected pKa changes in the (ZZ

′
)NCO- substituents, we measured and modeled the pKa with

Z=Z
′
=H and Z=Z

′
=methyl. The dominant contribution to the observed pKa can be understood

with advanced computational experiments, where the geminal proton is smoothly moved to the
solvent bath. These models, mostly based on density-functional theory (DFT), include the explicit
solvent (water) and statistical thermal fluctuations. As a first approximation, the change of pKa can
be correlated with the average energy difference between the two tautomeric forms (aci and nitro,
respectively). The contribution of the solvent molecules interacting with the solute to the proton
transfer mechanism is made evident.

Keywords: amides; carbanions; C–H acidity; nitro-aci tautomerism; molecular dynamics;
density-functional theory

1. Introduction

Nitro compounds are useful reagents in synthetic organic chemistry [1]. They are precursors of
dipoles in 1,3-dipolar cycloaddition [2–6], a source of carbon nucleophiles in conjugated additions [7,8]
and nitro aldol (Henry) reaction [9], and a substrate in Nef reaction [10,11]. In all of these reactions,
C–H protons geminal to the nitro group are involved. Because of the presence of the nitro group,
the above C–H protons show a higher degree of acidity (compound 4, Table 1) compared with the
C–H protons of an aliphatic chain. This feature is due to the ability of the nitro group to stabilize the
carbanion in the form of the nitronate anion. The species involved in the nitro compound acidity are
depicted in Figure 1 for primary nitro compounds.

Molecules 2018, 23, 3308; doi:10.3390/molecules23123308 www.mdpi.com/journal/molecules41
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Figure 1. Schematic picture of species involved in the acid-base equilibria of nitro compounds.

An interesting aspect of nitro compounds is their lower proton extraction rate from Cα than that
expected from the acidity (Figure 1). This aspect is due to the required conformational rearrangement of
the Cα atom (from sp3 to sp2) to delocalize the negative charge of the carbanion to the nitro group [12].
The pKa of nitronic acid, as it can be derived by kinetic experiments [12], is about 3.5. The issue of the
unusual acidity of nitro compounds with labile C–H bonds in a geminal position has been the object of
experimental and modeling studies for a long time [12–14].

During our work on condensation of nitro compounds with alkenes or alkynes, we became
interested in mechanistic aspects of this reaction [6,15,16]. We envisaged that acid-base properties of
the substrates could be involved. The acidity of nitro compounds is enhanced by electron withdrawing
groups such as esters and ketones in geminal position, resembling carboxylic acid in acid strength
(compound 5 vs. compounds 6–8, Table 1) [12]. Intramolecular interactions, including hydrogen bonds,
stabilize to different extents the species involved.

Therefore, in this work, we complete the list of ionization constants for some nitro compounds,
including the nitroacetamides 1–3 (Figure 2), which are the major focus of our study because of the
exceptional combination of acidity and solubility of compound 1.

Table 1. Apparent ionization constants of primary nitro compounds.

Compound R pKa
a pKa

b

1 H2NCO 5.39; 5.18 [17] 6.20
2 (CH3)HNCO 5.46 [16] 6.75
3 (CH3)2NCO 7.23 5.99
4 H 10.7 [18] 10.2
5 CH3 8.57 [19] 8.49
6 CH3CO 5.10 [20] 5.40
7 PhCO 5.19 [21] 5.37
8 CH3OCO 5.70; 5.68 [16]; 5.56 [12] 5.73

a Data reported in the literature and measured (boldface) in this work; b Data obtained by ACDLabs available
from SciFinderTM.
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Figure 2. Nitroacetamides studied in this work.

Unexpectedly, nitroacetamides 1–3 show significant change in pKa values by replacing N-CH3
methyl groups in 3 with protons (compounds 2 and 1, Table 1). As we show with computational
models, those values cannot be easily explained with stabilization factors on nitronate ions. In addition,
the prediction of pKa using a popular software [22], available from the SciFinderTM database, does not
completely agree with the experimental data (Table 1, last column).

To provide a rationale for the effect of amide derivatives on the acidity of C–H bonds in geminal
position to the nitro group, we present in this work an original model where, in addition to electronic and
steric intramolecular effects, the role of the water solvent is included. Electronic effects are included using
density-functional theory (DFT) with exchange functional described as in the Perdew–Burke–Ernzerhof
(PBE) approximation [23], when dynamical methods are used [24,25], or in the Becke three-parameter
Lee–Yang–Parr (B3LYP) approximation [26], when static (or single point) calculations are performed.
The models, compared to quantum mechanics/molecular mechanics (QM/MM) techniques [27], allow
the study of subtle effects due to charge separation during the addressed reaction [28].

It is found that the solvent exerts an essential effect that opens to a new design strategy for further
enhancing this important type of acidity.

2. Results and Discussion

Following the analysis first reported in Ref. [19], the “apparent” ionization constant K′ is a function
of the ionization constants of the two tautomeric forms, respectively aci and nitro (see Figure 1):

K
′
=

[N−][H3O+]

[A] + [N]
· (1)

Manipulating the equation above, the apparent K′ constant can be expressed in terms of the
equilibrium constant between the two tautomeric forms Kτ :

K
′
=

KN
(Kø + 1)

� KN (2)

where KN is the ionization constant of the nitro form (that is the most stable at room conditions)
and Kτ = [A]/[N]. The low ratio between aci and nitro forms (Kτ << 1) at room conditions in water
solution prevents the species from showing the larger acidity of the aci form compared to the nitro.
The former is more acidic because the C–H bond is always stronger than the O–H bond. However,
the enhanced chemical properties of rare species present with very low statistical weight in the sample
are evident in the measured apparent ionization constant. The stronger acidity of the low-weight aci
form is evident when the proton exchange between the aci form and the nitro form is frozen or the
kinetics of the aci deprotonation can be separated by measured kinetic data [12]. Hereafter, we indicate
K

′
as Ka.

The prediction of pKa for the compounds displayed in Figure 2 is a challenging task also for
empirical methods, the latter still the more accurate [29]. The application of a a popular software [22],
available from the SciFinderTM database, does not agree with the experimental data (see Introduction
above) and our work aims at explaining the disagreement in terms of atomistic models. Theoretical
and computational methods achieved significant advancement, but reliable applications are still
problematic when protons are released by C atoms, rare species are transiently involved and subtle
effects of solvent, especially water, play a role in the thermodynamics of the proton exchange.
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From a microscopic point of view, the contribution of rare acidic forms to the average observed
property, that is potentially dominated by low-acidic forms, can be explained if the reactive form is
trapped within energy barriers. In this case, the conversion from the rare form to the most stable one
is slower than the ionization. The average property, provided by the series of sampled microscopic
states, slowly converges with sampling.

Indeed, this effect can be achieved in practice with computational models where the model is
constrained towards bound states and cannot escape from one chemical configuration to another.
Among these models, the tight-binding method forces the sampling of bound states. In this
approximation, the sampling of rare chemical species can last for a long time even if in theory the
atoms should rapidly change the valence to reach the most stable configuration. Therefore, despite the
many limitations of the tight-binding approximation, it is possible to compare the energy of different
bound states, while free energy changes are affected by huge errors. In this case, the average energy
can be computed in different samples, each mimicking the metastable equilibrium state of the two
different and separated tautomeric forms. Another advantage is the possibility to include explicit water
molecules in the modeled sample. In this work, we used the self-consistent charge density-functional
tight-binding approximation [30] (DFTB, hereafter).

In order to compare the thermodynamic quantities measured by experiments with results of
microscopic models, we make the following assumption in the context of the nitro compounds an
object of this study. The larger the statistical weight of the aci form, the larger the acidity of the sample.
The tight-binding approximation can be then used to describe realistic configurations with significant
statistical weight for each of the two tautomeric forms. Once this goal is achieved, the proton transfer
between the two forms can be described with more detailed computational experiments still including
the contribution of the solvation layer. The latter task is accomplished here by adding an external
empirical potential to a density-functional theory (DFT) approximation of electron density coupled
with molecular dynamics (MD) simulations.

2.1. Tight-Binding Approximation of nitro and aci Forms

In Table 2, the difference in average energy (ΔEτ) at T = 300 K and at the water density of bulk
water (ρ0 = 1 g/cm3) between the two tautomeric forms is reported.

Table 2. Comparison between ΔG0 (T = 298 K, P = 1 bar) for ionization of species RCH2NO2 soluble
in water.

Compound ΔG0 ΔEτ (DFTB) ΔEτ (DFT) ΔG0

1 30.75; 29.55 −13 −53.85/−55.70 35.37
2 31.15 −20 −65.16/−73.74 38.51
3 41.25 −75 −61.54/−66.73 34.17
4 61.04 −59 −90.62 58.19
5 48.89 −46 −60.32 48.89
6 29.10 −24 −56.44 30.81
7 29.61 −6 −58.53 30.64
8 32.30; 32.40; 31.71 −4 −60.14 32.69

Column 2 is derived from pKa in Table 1 (boldface values are obtained in this work). Columns 3–4 (ΔEτ) are
the difference in average energy between nitro and aci tautomers for the same species. Column 3 is computed
in the explicit solvent DFTB model; column 4 is computed in the mean-field solvent DFT model (see Methods
for details). Column 5 are values computed from pKa obtained with SciFinderTM (Table 1). All energy values
are in kJ/mol. DFTB averages are computed at T = 300 K and with water bulk density at T = 300 K and
P = 1 bar. In these conditions, root-mean square error on DFTB energy is in the range 105–140 kJ/mol.

These data are compared with the measured ionization free energy change and with the same
energy difference computed with an accurate DFT approximation that allows geometry optimization in
an implicit model of the water solvent. The final column is the ΔG0 derived from pKa values predicted
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with an empirical method provided by the SciFinderTM database. According to a comparison between
different prediction methods [29], the ACDLabs [22] method is one of the best performing.

The approximate DFTB model of the electronic structure and the low statistics are not expected to
provide agreement between the measured free energy changes (column 2) and the computed energy
difference between ionized and neutral species (not shown here). However, it can be noticed that the
most acidic species (less positive free energy of ionization, column 2) display the lowest difference
in energy of the aci tautomeric form (column 3). With the exception of 6, the series of substituents
displays the correct order for both ΔG0 and ΔEτ . This rough correlation indicates that the contribution
to the apparent acidity due to substituent R can be ascribed to the increasing statistical weight of the
aci form, the latter characterized by large acidity.

The ACDLabs empirical prediction, though it is excellent for the compounds that are presumably
tabulated (4–8), fails in predicting the high acidity of compound 1 and the decrease of acidity of 3 with
respect to 1.

Intramolecular interactions have only a partial role in determining the average energy difference
between the two tautomeric forms. This is shown by the values of ΔEτ energy difference computed
with the more accurate DFT method (column 4 in Table 2). The values are larger in absolute value
than the corresponding DFTB estimate, even though they follow approximately the same ordering,
with the smallest absolute values corresponding to the most acidic compounds. The range displayed
for the amide derivatives is due to the choice of different structures as initial configurations for the
geometry optimization. For instance, the lowest energy nitro structure corresponds to an open extended
all-trans structure, where there is no interaction between the nitro and the amine group. The aci form
is, compared to this extended structure, at the highest energy. On the other hand, when the nitro
compound forms intramolecular interactions that favor a closed structure, the aci form is at a lower
energy. However, in both cases, the energy difference is larger than when the calculation is performed
with a less accurate model, but includes the solvent layer explicitly. Therefore, the inclusion of explicit
solvent makes the energy landscape flatter than in the case of a polarizable continuum model for
the solvent.

The interplay between intramolecular interactions and interactions with solvent molecules is
shown by simulations in the explicit solvent.

In Figure 3, the time evolution of the N-Cα-Cβ-Nγ dihedral angle is displayed for all the three
simulation stages (nitro, aci and ionized forms) for 1 and 3, performed in the DFTB model. The dihedral
angle displays for both compounds large fluctuations when in the nitro form because of the sp3

configuration of Cα. After the displacement of α H to the nitro O atom (in the aci form) and then into the
bulk water (ionized form), the molecules are sealed into, respectively, E and Z configurations for 1 and
3. Despite the conformational freezing, keeping the aci form in the E configuration, the intramolecular
H–N· · ·HN-ON-N hydrogen bond is not observed. Also in the ionized form, the ON atoms of the nitro
group strongly interact with water molecules in the solvent (see below).

Despite the absence of stable intramolecular hydrogen bonds, there are significant intramolecular
interactions in certain compounds. For instance, there is a high persistence of the intramolecular
interaction between the N–O bond and the amide H atom when R = NH2CO (1). This interaction keeps
the aci form sealed in the E conformation, the latter more hindered to water access than the aci form of
other compounds (see Table 3 and Figure 4 discussed below). The N–O· · ·H–N interaction displays an
angle smaller than 135◦, thus being not classified as an hydrogen bond, but rather a strong electrostatic
interaction. The proton attached to the nitro group in the aci form when R = NH2CO never interacts
with N and O of the amide group. The latter atom is always anti to the nitro group with respect to Cα-C
bond. As a consequence of this closed aci form, the anion displays always the strong N–O· · ·H–N
intramolecular electrostatic interaction, while such interaction is not effective in the other substituents.
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Figure 3. Time evolution of N-Cα-Cβ-Nγ dihedral angle (Φ) with R = H2NCO (thin line)
and (CH3)2NCO (thick line) within BO–MD simulations performed with the density-functional
tight-binding (DFTB) model. Vertical lines separate the simulation of nitro (left), aci (middle) and
ionized (nitronate) forms (right), respectively.

Table 3. Hydrogen bond population (%) for all H-bond donor and acceptor groups in the investigated
compounds (residue R, see Table 1).

Compound R nitro aci anion

1 H2NCO 287 235 410
2 (CH3)HNCO 257 258 557
3 (CH3)2NCO 170 282 455
6 CH3CO 175 160 426
7 PhCO 139 249 359
8 CH3OCO 170 281 437

Hydrogen bond is counted when the distance X· · ·Y (X donor, Y acceptor) is within 0.3 nm and the X-H· · ·Y
angle is between 135 and 180◦. Percentage is obtained as the sum of occurrence of hydrogen bonds over all the
water molecules in the sample, the two O–H bonds in water (when donor), acceptor atoms or X-H donating
bond of solute, and the configurations collected at T = 300 K (250 configurations within the simulation time
t = 5 ps), finally divided for the number of configurations. Therefore, percentage can be higher than 100.

These observations indicate that the energy of most of the species reported in Table 2 is also
strongly modulated by interactions with the water environment, in addition to the electrostatic
intramolecular interactions discussed above. The hydrogen bond population of H-bond donor and
acceptor groups is reported in Table 3 and in Figure 4.

In this analysis, all the water molecules (213, 210 only when R = PhCO) in the sample are included.
From Table 3, it can be observed that the α H atom forms a significant amount of hydrogen bonds with
water molecules (Cα-H· · ·Ow, with Ow the O atom in water molecules) when Cα is in the nitro form.
As a term of comparison, when R = CH3 (5, data not displayed in Table) the probability for Cα-H and
Cβ-H hydrogen bonds with water is, respectively, 23 and 22%.

The Cα-H· · ·Ow hydrogen bond is lost when the Cα atom is converted into the sp2 electronic
configuration (aci and nitronate forms). The highest population Cα-H· · ·Ow hydrogen bond is
observed for R = NH2CO (1) in the nitro form (81%, see Figure 4).

The probability of any hydrogen bond with water molecules (both donating and accepting
solute hydrogen atoms) reported in Table 3 shows that, for 1 and 2, and when the solute is neutral,
the population of hydrogen bonds has its maximum in the nitro form. The probability is still high when
the proton is moved to the aci form. Finally, when the proton is removed from the solute (the negatively
charged nitronate form), the probability of hydrogen bonds with the solvent increases, mainly because
of the negatively charged nitro group. Looking at the partition of hydrogen bonds (Figure 4), it can
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be noticed that substituents with at least one N–H bond are particularly efficient in keeping water
molecules structured in the first solvation layer around all the regions of the solute, independently of
the tautomeric or protonation form.

R′

C

O Cα

H

N
O

O

81 - -
36 - -
38 - -
56 - -
33 - -
50 11 -

75 134 204
102 108 172

63 127 178
41 13 149
37 82 108
52 107 142

55 74 206
73 124 320
69 155 277
78 147 277
69 167 251
68 142 273

compound R′
1 NH2 76 27 -
2 CH3NH 46 26 15
3 (CH3)2N - - -
6 CH3 - - -
7 Ph - - -
8 CH3O - 21 22

Figure 4. Hydrogen bond population (%) measured as in Table 3 and distributed over atomic groups
in nitro (black, column 1), aci (red, column 2), and nitronate (blue, column 3) species. Lines are in the
same order of Table 3. The - symbol indicates no hydrogen bond. Hydrogen bonds are counted for
atoms: Cα-H (top); CO (left); NO2 (right); R′ (bottom).

The water environment around each molecule has different degrees of basicity and, once it
is protonated by the α H extraction, different degrees of acidity towards the solute molecule.
To approximately measure acid-base properties of this water environment, α H is extracted from
the solute by moving the atom towards the closest water molecule in the solvent bath. In this
condition, the water bath (containing a single H3O+ species) is allowed to give back the proton to the
solute. If a short time is provided to the solute, allowing the relaxation of the Cα bond environment,
the water bath gives the proton back to other basic groups because, in the tight-binding approximation,
the relaxed sp2 Cα atom can not form a new C–H bond. Remarkably, in most of the cases, the group
that is able to host the proton provided by the water bath is the nitro group, thus forming the solute in
the aci form. Therefore, this alchemical process mimics a possible pathway for the proton transfer from
position Cα to the nitro O atom, as it is mediated by the water layer around the solute. This simple
experiment allows a first exploitation of the mechanism by which the solute can better manifest itself
as the more acidic aci form. Interestingly, in some cases (R = PhCO), the carbonyl oxygen is able to
form a transient covalent bond with the proton provided by the water layer.

In Table 4, the times required to transfer the proton from the water layer to one of the oxygen
atoms in the solute, producing either the aci or the enolic form, is reported.
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Table 4. Times (τ) required to transfer the excess proton in the water layer, due to α H extraction
from Cα, to O atoms either in the nitro group or in the carbonyl group (the latter case indicated with
an asterisk).

R τ (ps)

1 0.28 (*)
2 1.92
3 -
6 >5
7 0.14 (*)
8 >5

Each α H extraction to the water layer is performed from a selected configuration displaying
an approximately zero or π dihedral angle for αH’-Cα-N–O and a water molecule with Ow within
0.2 nm from α H. It must be noticed that, when these two conditions are not fulfilled, in most of the
cases, the α proton is rapidly given back to Cα because there is no efficient relaxation mechanism for
the H3O+ species formed in the water layer.

The formation of the aci form from the reaction between the protonated water environment and
the negatively charged form of the solute has different lag-times τ displayed in Table 4. In some cases
(1 and 7), the proton is finally bound by the carbonyl oxygen, forming the enolic isomer of the given
species. Only in the case of 3, the proton goes always back to Cα because of the strong repulsion
between the solute and the close by hydronium species formed by the α H extraction. Therefore,
these data show that, for 1, 2 and 7, the pathway for proton exchange between C–H bond in the solute
and a O–H bond in the solvation water layer, followed by the exchange with the O–H bond in the
solute, is easily found.

The large chance of formation of enolic forms in the case of 1 and 7 is an indication of the possibility
for enolic form as an intermediate in the slow process of Cα deprotonation. A higher probability for
enolic form increases the rate for proton release in certain compounds, as observed in the literature [12],
because of the sp2 pre-organization of Cα. In the DFTB model investigated here, the enolic form
appears, in the more hydrophilic nitro compounds analyzed here, as a second acidic form of the nitro
compound, in addition to the aci form. However, in the DFTB model, the mechanism to obtain the
enolic form is mediated by the water molecule close to the α H atom that is extracted.

2.2. The α H Extraction from the nitro Tautomer and Insertion into the aci Tautomer

The DFT model of the water solution sample circumvents the limitation of the tight-binding
model in oversampling bound states. By using an external force that smoothly extracts one of the α

H atom away from the Cα-H bond at room thermal conditions, it is possible to break the C–H bond,
keeping the possibility of forming alternative explicit H–O bonds in the first solvent layer of the solute.

The analysis of the change in potential energy along with the α H extraction in the two extreme
cases (R = H2NCO and R = (CH3)2NCO) is displayed in Figure 5 (see Methods).

The configurations corresponding to some selected points, indicated by letters a–f and A–F,
are displayed in Figures 6 and 7, respectively.

It can be noticed that the compact initial structure of 1, where the electrostatic interaction between
the amino and nitro groups is effective, is rapidly lost during equilibration, and extended configurations
are sampled in the explicit solvent (Figure 6, panel a). During the application of the external force that
drives one of the α H towards the solvent, the more hydrophilic substituent (R = H2NCO, filled circles
in Figure 5) displays the increase in potential energy due to the exchange of the C–H bond with a O–H
bond (Figure 5c). The potential energy is rapidly decreased (∼150 kJ/mol), producing configurations
with the proton confined within the solute and a water molecule in the first solvation layer (Figure 6d,
the excess proton is on top-right).
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On the other hand, the more hydrophobic substituent (R = (CH3)2NCO, 3, circles in Figure 5)
displays a fast movement of α H to the closest water molecule (2.7 Å compared to 2.0 of 1), with a similar
increase in potential energy compared to 1. However, the following relaxation of the charge separation
(Figure 7C) does not allow a significant decrease in potential energy. The excess proton (that is visible
in panel C on top of the carbonyl group) displays a high energy and the movement of the excess
proton away from the first solvation layer does not produce a significant decrease in potential energy
(Figure 7D). The oscillation of potential energy (panels e–f and E–F of Figures 6 and 7, respectively)
does not allow for the hydrophobic substituent (circles in Figure 5) the dissipation of potential energy
that is allowed for the more hydrophilic one (filled circles in the same figure).

For both the substituents, the aci form is produced during the forced N–O neutralization process
(Figures 6 and 7, panels E–F). Nevertheless, the aci form is transient and in rapid exchange with anions
displaying hydrogen bonds between the nitro group and water molecules in the first solvation layer.
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Figure 5. Potential energy with R= H2NCO (filled circles) and (CH3)2NCO (circles) along with the
extraction of α H from the bond with Cα atom. Energy is computed for solute within a distance
O(water)-solute atoms of 4 Å (see Methods). Energy reference is the lowest energy obtained in the
initial nitro form for each compound. The gap in the x-axis separates nitro (left) from nitronate and
aci (right) species. Arrows in the left panel indicate the configurations displayed in Figures 6 and 7.
The calculation is performed with plane-wave basis-set and PBE exchange functional (left) and localized
Gaussian basis-set with hybrid B3LYP exchange functional (right panel). Points indicated with a–f and
A–F are are displayed in Figures 6 and 7, respectively. See text for details.
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(a) (b)

(c) (d)

(e) (f)

Figure 6. Structures of samples with R = H2NCO along with proton extraction (Figure 5). Panels (a–f)
refer, respectively, to points indicated with a–f in Figure 5. C is gray, N is blue, O is red, H is white.
Atomic and bond radii are arbitrary. Some relevant distances are displayed. Explicit bonds are drawn
when atoms are closer than 1.6 Å. The VMD [31] program is used for all molecular drawings.
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(A) (B)

(C) (D)

(E) (F)

Figure 7. The same as Figure 6 when R = (CH3)2NCO. Panels (A–F) refer, respectively, to points
indicated with A–F in Figure 5.

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Preparation of Nitroacetamides and Determination of Ionization Constants (Apparent pKa)

Nitroacetamide (1) and N,N-dimethylnitroacetamide (3) have been obtained, respectively,
by aminolysis from ethyl nitroacetate [32,33] and methyl nitroacetate [34], following previously
reported procedures.
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Ionization constants of nitro compounds 8, 1, and 3 were determined in water by potentiometric
titration using a glass electrode (method of partial neutralization). The values of pH were determined
with CyberScan510 pH meter produced by Eutech Instruments. Compound 8 was used as reference
acid and its pKa was determined to reproduce published results [12] using our procedure.

The values of pKa were calculated according to the formula:

pKa = pH + Log
[HA]

[A]
, (3)

where [HA] is the concentration of non-dissociated nitroacetamide and [A] is the concentration of
its salt.

3.1.1. Methyl Nitroacetate (8)

A 0.0100 M (59.5 mg in 50 mL) solution of methyl nitroacetate (8) (41.0 mL) was titrated with
a 0.100 M solution of sodium hydroxyde. Titration data are reported in Table 5.

Table 5. Calculations of the acidity constants of 8 at T = 23 ◦C (Table 1), according to the results of one
titration. pKa = 5.70 as the arithmetic mean of all 12 values in the set.

NaOH (mL) Log [HA]/[A] pH pKa

0.3 1.10 4.59 5.69
0.6 0.766 4.88 5.65
0.9 0.551 5.12 5.67
1.2 0.383 5.3 5.68
1.5 0.239 5.42 5.66
1.8 0.106 5.59 5.70
2.1 −0.0212 5.72 5.70
2.4 −0.150 5.84 5.69
2.7 −0.285 5.97 5.68
3.0 −0.436 6.16 5.72
3.3 −0.615 6.33 5.71
3.6 −0.857 6.68 5.82

3.1.2. Nitroacetamide (1)

Run 1: a 0.0100 M (103.9 mg in 100 mL) solution of nitroacetamide (1) (48.0 mL) was titrated
with a 0.100 M solution of sodium hydroxyde at T = 23 ◦C. Run 2: the above 0.0100 M solution of
nitroacetamide (1) (44.0 mL) was titrated with a 0.100 M solution of sodium hydroxyde at T = 21 ◦C.
Titration data are reported in Table 6.

Table 6. Calculations of the acidity constants of 1 (Table 1), according to the results of two titrations.
pKa = 5.39 and 5.38 as the arithmetic mean of all eight values in the set Run 1 and Run 2, respectively.

Run 1 Run 2
NaOH (mL)

Log [HA]/[A] pH pKa Log [HA]/[A] pH pKa

0.5 0.934 4.36 5.29 0.892 4.42 5.31
1.0 0.580 4.72 5.30 0.531 4.77 5.30
1.5 0.342 4.96 5.30 0.286 5.02 5.31
2.0 0.146 5.17 5.32 0.0792 5.26 5.34
2.5 −0.0362 5.37 5.33 −0.119 5.48 5.36
3.0 −0.222 5.60 5.38 −0.331 5.75 5.42
3.5 −0.430 5.91 5.48 −0.590 6.21 5.62
4.0 −0.699 6.42 5.72 - - -
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3.1.3. N,N-Dimethylnitroacetamide (3)

Run 1: a 0.0100 M (66.1 mg in 50 mL) solution of N,N-Dimethylnitroacetamide (3) (43.0 mL) was
titrated with a 0.100 M solution of sodium hydroxyde at T = 25 ◦C. Run 2: same as Run 1 at T = 24 ◦C.
Titration data are reported in Table 7.

Table 7. Calculations of the acidity constants of 3 (Table 1), according to the results of two titrations.
pKa = 7.25 and 7.23 as the arithmetic mean of all 8 values in the set Run 1 and of 13 values in set
Run 2, respectively.

Run 1 Run 2
NaOH (mL)

Log [HA]/[A] pH pKa
NaOH (mL)

Log [HA]/[A] pH pKa

0.5 0.881 6.32 7.20 0.3 1.12 6.11 7.23
1.0 0.519 6.74 7.26 0.6 0.790 6.47 7.26
1.5 0.271 6.99 7.26 0.9 0.577 6.69 7.27
2.0 0.0607 7.2 7.26 1.2 0.412 6.86 7.27
2.6 −0.184 7.41 7.23 1.5 0.271 6.97 7.24
3.0 −0.363 7.62 7.26 1.8 0.143 7.09 7.23
3.5 −0.641 7.91 7.27 2.1 0.0202 7.22 7.24
4.0 −1.12 8.41 7.29 2.4 −0.101 7.34 7.24
- - - - 2.7 −0.227 7.45 7.22
- - - - 3.0 −0.363 7.58 7.22
- - - - 3.3 −0.519 7.73 7.21
- - - - 3.6 −0.711 7.9 7.19
- - - - 3.9 −0.989 8.16 7.17

3.2. Density Functional Tight-Binding (DFTB) Models

The final goal of our models is to investigate the mechanism of the reactions described in Figure 1,
within a density-functional theory (DFT) approximation of electrons in a system composed by the solute
nitro compound and a sample of solvent water molecules. To accomplish this task, we apply in this
work implementations of DFT suited for systems of several hundreds of atoms (see the next subsection
below). Before applying time-consuming DFT models to systems composed of several hundreds of
atoms, we applied, to the same systems, semi-empirical models that are as close as possible to the final
DFT models, in order to minimize effects due to the transition from the semi-empirical to the DFT
models. Therefore, we performed molecular dynamics (MD) simulations in the Born–Oppenheimer
(BO) approximation and at room conditions (BO–MD, hereafter) within a semi-empirical Hamiltonian
describing atomic cores and valence electrons. The Hamiltonian of the system was based on the
self-consistent charge density-functional tight-binding approximation [30] (DFTB), because geometrical
parameters (like distances and angles) of minimal energy conformations are consistent with accurate
DFT calculations for a large set of organic molecules, both isolated and in condensed phases. We used
the DFTB+ code [35] for these simulations. The valence electrons of each atom are represented as s and
p orbitals.

We built the solute nitro compounds according to standard geometrical parameters and we
merged the resulting solute conformation into a snapshot of the sample of water molecules simulated
by MD with the TIP3P interaction potential [36]. This sample is a cubic unit cell with the side of
1.8774 nm containing 216 water molecules, in a configuration extracted by the MD simulated trajectory
in the NVT (constant number of particles, volume, and temperature statistical ensemble with T = 300
K and the fixed density of 0.976 g/cm3. The water molecules with the O atom closer than 1.2 Å from
any solute atom were discarded. The number of discarded water molecules was in the range from
6 (R = COPh) to 3 (R = CH3CO). As usual, to minimize finite volume effects, periodic boundary
conditions are imposed to the system.

The energy of the system was minimized via the conjugate gradient algorithm for 20 steps,
in order to reduce the force initially acting on the atoms. Then, the MD simulation in the NVE (constant
number of particles, volume, and energy statistical ensemble was performed for 100 steps, starting with

53



Molecules 2018, 23, 3308

velocities extracted from a Gaussian distribution at T = 50 K and with a time-step of 1 fs. During this
stage, the temperature never reached values larger than 50 K, indicating the absence of close contacts
between atoms. The velocity-verlet algorithm was used to integrate the equations of motion [37].
The MD simulation in the NVT statistical ensemble was then performed continuing the trajectory by
using the Nosé–Hoover thermostat [38] at T = 150 K for 1000 steps, followed by 5000 steps (5 ps) at
T = 300 K. A unique effective mass corresponding to a coupling constant of 10 THz was used for the
thermostat. The second half of the simulation at T = 300 K (2.5 ps) was used for analysis, sampling
configurations every 20 fs.

To account for temperature oscillations affecting energy values, the total energy H was corrected
for the thermal contribution of NdegRT(t)/2, with Ndeg = 3Nat − 6, Nat the number of atoms in
the simulated cell, and T(t) the actual temperature measured in the system at time t. Therefore,
the corrected total energy H′ = H − NdegRT(t)/2 was used for computing the average total energy
E = 〈H′〉T of each simulated system.

3.3. Density Functional Theory (DFT) Models

Car–Parrinello molecular dynamics (CP–MD) simulations [24,25] were performed for models
with R = H2N, (CH3)HN and (CH3)2N, starting from the final atomic positions and velocities
obtained with the corresponding DFTB model at T = 300 K. The parallel version of the
Quantum-Espresso package [39], which incorporates Vanderbilt ultra-soft pseudopotentials [40] and
the PBE exchange-correlation functional [23], was used in all CP–MD simulations. Electronic wave
functions were expanded in plane waves up to an energy cutoff of 25 Ry, while a 250 Ry cutoff was
used for the expansion of the augmented charge density in the proximity of the atoms, as required
in the ultra-soft pseudopotential scheme. As in the DFTB calculations, periodic boundary conditions
were applied in the three directions of space. All calculations were performed under spin-restricted
conditions, i.e., with two-electrons effective Kohn–Sham orbitals. The electronic ground state was first
calculated using 10 steps of conjugate gradient minimization performed on the dynamic variables
representing electrons. Then, the system evolution was followed with CP–MD, using as initial velocities
those obtained with the final DFTB configuration. As in the DFTB BO–MD, we used the velocity-Verlet
algorithm for integrating the equations of motion, with a time step of 0.121 fs. Empirical dispersive
corrections of energy and forces [41,42] were included in the CP–MD simulations to correct for the
overestimate of atomic repulsion by the DFT approximation.

We performed CP–MD simulations in the NVT statistical ensemble, with temperature held fixed by
a Nosé–Hoover thermostat [38]. The systems were equilibrated for 726 fs (6000 time-steps). After this
stage, the simulation was continued in the NPT statistical ensemble. In order to further reduce the
overestimate of repulsive forces, possibly producing an unrealistic empty space between solutes and
solvent water molecules, a short simulation stage at a pressure slightly larger than room conditions
can better settle the water layer around the solute. We performed this step with a short simulation
(6000 time-steps) with the same thermostat used in the NVT ensemble and a barostat at P = 10 bar [43]
with an effective mass of 3/4 Mπ2, M the total mass of the simulation cell. The cell side oscillates
around 1.72 nm in all of the simulations. At the end of this NPT stage, we started manipulating the α

H atoms with external pulling forces (see below), still in the NPT statistical ensemble. At the end of
the H α extraction from Cα, the sample volume was kept fixed (NVT ensemble).

3.4. Pulling αH in DFT Models

We performed pulling experiments in order to explore possible pathways for the mechanism of
Cα-H bond breaking, together with the formation of O–H bonds in the water layer around the solute.
After extraction of α H from the C–H bond, the ON-H bond formation (with ON indicating the O atom
in the nitro group) was forced in order to achieve the aci form of the nitro compound (see Figure 1).
To accomplish this pathway, we first applied an external mechanical force on the atoms involved in the
Cα-H bonds. When the extraction of α H into the water sample was achieved, we applied a similar
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external force to the H atoms in the water sample, potentially binding ON atoms of the nitro group.
With the first pulling experiment, we obtain the nitronate anion from the nitro compound in the nitro
form; with the second experiment, we obtain the aci form of the nitro compound starting from the
nitronate anion in contact with a protonated sample of water.

As for the first pulling experiment, we defined a collective variable as the Cα coordination number
CN according to the equation below [44]:

CN = ∑i,j si,j,
si,j = 1 if ri,j ≤ 0,

si,j =
1−

(
ri,j
σ

)6

1−
(

ri,j
σ

)12 if ri,j > 0,

ri,j = |ri − rj| − d0 ,

(4)

where the index j runs over the α H (two) atoms of the solute and i indicates Cα. The actual value
of CN can be therefore manipulated by defining an external force as the derivative of an external
harmonic potential Ue = k

2 (CN − CN0(t))2. By progressively decreasing CN0 with the simulation
time t, we allow the smooth release (when the target CN0 value becomes lower than the actual value
of CN) of one of the two α H atoms. With this procedure and due to the presence of the explicit water
molecules in the model, the C–H bond is broken and, when available, a new O–H bond is formed
in the water layer around the solute. The parameter d0 in Equation (4) was set to 1.1 Å, while σ was
0.2 Å for the first 363 fs and was increased to 0.5 Å for the following 363 fs. The parameter k was set to
1255 kcal/mol in all experiments. The value of CN0 is moved from 2 to 1 at the rate of 1 CN value in
2000 CP–MD steps. The pulling of α H was performed in 726 fs after the equilibration.

As for the second pulling experiment, the index i runs over the ON atoms of the nitro group,
while j runs over all the H atoms not bound to the solute. The d0 parameter was 1.03 Å, the latter the
equilibrium distance for ON-HN measured by DFTB simulations. The CN0 parameter was increased
from zero to one, at the same speed and after the same equilibration time of the α H pulling experiment.

3.5. Analysis

We computed a mean-field energy for selected configurations along the pathways sampled with
CN manipulations. This calculation is required to correct the energy for contributions due to the
periodic boundary conditions and to eliminate thermal fluctuations due to the presence of bulk water
around the system of interest (the solute and its hydration layer). From each simulated configuration
in the trajectories, we extracted the solute atoms and the water molecules with O atom within 4 Å from
any solute atom. For R = H2NCO, the number of extracted water molecules is in the range 25–36.
For R = (CH3)2NCO, the same extraction provides a number of water molecules in the range 28–40
because of the larger size of the solute.

When the α H atom becomes farther than 1.6 Å from any solute atom, then α H is not assumed
as part of the solute. Thus, α H becomes part of the solvation layer. When the distance between
α H and any water molecule in the layer becomes larger than 1.4 Å, then α H becomes part of the
bulk solvent and its energy is estimated according to experimental solvation energy of the proton
at room conditions [45]. The number of water molecules in the layer changes from one extracted
configuration to another. Therefore, the energy contribution due to the addition or deletion of a
number x of water molecules in the layer is computed according to the estimated energy of isolated
water molecules and the cohesion energy per water molecule in the layer (see below). These quantities
are computed within the same approximations used for the CP–MD trajectories, except as for the
following. In the case of energy calculations, the size of the super-cell was chosen as 2.1 nm, i.e.,
slightly larger than in the CP–MD simulations (1.8774 nm), to achieve better accuracy in total energy.
The wavefunction and density energy cut-off were 30 and 300 Ry, respectively. The Makov–Payne
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correction [46], accounting for the energy contribution of collecting the charge in the given periodic
super-cell, was always included in the reported energies. The water environment, i.e., the bulk water
around each solvated solute, was modeled as a uniform dielectric medium with relative permittivity
of 78.3 (pure water at room conditions). In these calculations, a self-consistent DFT approach based on
plane-waves representation of effective monoelectronic (Kohn–Sham) states was used in place of the
dynamical extended Lagrangian method used in CP–MD simulations. We used the implicit solvation
scheme implemented in the Quantum Espresso code [47]. The energy tolerance for energy change was
0.01 Ry. All the calculations reported in this work are performed with the contribution of plane-waves
with K = 0 in the super-cell lattice described by the periodic boundary conditions used, i.e., in the
Γ-point approximation of solid state electron density. Since for water layers the energy minimum
cannot be achieved, we performed 30 relaxation steps in the conditions reported above. This number
of steps has been found as sufficient to relax most of the vibrational stress in the system.

In order to compare the energy of systems composed of different number of atoms, we used the
approximation described below. We first calculated the energy of a single water molecule merged
in the dielectric, Ew, using the same computational conditions of the solvated system (see above).
Indicating the different species as in Figure 1, the following equations describe the reaction indicated
in the left portion of Figure 1, but including the water layer:

N[nH2O] −−→ N−[(n − x)H2O] + H+ + xH2O . (5)

Here, n indicates the water molecules in the solvation layer of the N solute, while n − x the
number of water molecules in the layer when the nitronate anion N– is formed. The energy change
due to the addition or deletion of x water molecules (x can be a negative number) to the solvation
layer is determined by calculating in one single conformation of R = CONH2 the energy change to
increase the size of the layer from 16 to 30 water molecules. The cohesion energy Ec of a single water
molecule to the layer is therefore approximated as:

Ec =
1
14

[E(n = 30)− E(n = 16) + 14 Ew] , (6)

with Ew the energy of the isolated water molecule (see above). We computed this value for a single
relaxed configuration of the species R = H2NCO in the nitro form. Within this approximation,
Ec = −26.0334 kJ/mol.

Finally, the value of −1107 kJ/mol was used for the solvation energy of H3O+ [45]. No entropic
contribution was taken into account in the calculations reported here, except for the empirical value
used for E(H3O+).

The final configurations obtained with the DFTB simulations in the nitro and aci forms were
optimized in an implicit model for water with more accurate DFT approximations. These calculations
were performed with Gaussian 16 package [48], using the B3LYP [26] hybrid approximation for the
exchange functional and with the 6-31++G(d) basis-set. The PCM method [49] for the implicit water
solvation was used. All geometries were optimized according to default “optimization” criteria
(Gaussian 16 manual [50]).

4. Conclusions

The measurement of apparent ionization constant (pKa) for a series of substituted nitromethanes,
including the amide moiety (compounds 1–3 in Figure 2), shows the strong effect of hydrophobic
and bulky sidechains on the Cα acidity. Models including the water molecules interacting with the
solute allow for comparing the contribution of intramolecular interactions with that of interactions
with structured water layers. This can answer the question about which of these contributions is more
efficient to enhance the acidity of the geminal C–H bond.
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In this work, we address the inclusion of explicit water molecules in modeling thermodynamic
data for this important deprotonation reaction, involving a C–H bond. The reported models, despite
the different approximations in the description of ground-state electron density, allow for listing the
above observations:

1. The experimental pKa values approximately follow the statistical weight of the aci (more acidic)
form as a reactant, with the weight measured by the energy of the aci form with respect to the
low-energy nitro form (Table 2).

2. The extraction of α H from the Cα-H bond does not occur necessarily when the molecule populates
a closed configuration where the ionized form is stabilized by intramolecular hydrogen-bonds.
The work required to extract α H is related to the availability of water molecules near the solute,
rather than on the internal structure of the solute itself.

3. The hydronium species (H3O+) formed in the water solvent is different depending on the nitronate
species. When the solute is more hydrophilic (Z=Z

′
=H), the presence of a hydronium close to the

solute decreases the potential energy. On the other hand, when the solute is more hydrophobic
(Z=Z

′
=CH3), a hydronium species close to the solute does not decrease the energy compared to a

hydronium species completely separated by the solute.

These observations indicate that the nature of the R substituent, enhancing the acidity of Cα-H,
should be hydrophilic in order to increase the probability of persistent hydronium species close to
the solute. Intramolecular hydrogen bonds and electrostatic interactions enhancing the population
of closed configurations do not appear as requirements for the proton release by the C–H bond.
The presence of the amide moiety as a substituent in the geminal position to the nitro group greatly
enhances the Cα-H acidity, provided the amide substituent is hydrophilic. The further modification of
the amide moiety will be the subject of further studies.
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Abstract: Although the palladium-catalyzed Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling of aryl esters has
received significant attention, there is a lack of methods that utilize cheap and readily accessible
Pd-phosphane catalysts, and can be routinely carried out with high cross-coupling selectivity.
Herein, we report the first general method for the cross-coupling of pentafluorophenyl esters
(pentafluorophenyl = pfp) by selective C–O acyl cleavage. The reaction proceeds efficiently using
Pd(0)/phosphane catalyst systems. The unique characteristics of pentafluorophenyl esters are
reflected in the fully selective cross-coupling vs. phenolic esters. Of broad synthetic interest,
this report establishes pentafluorophenyl esters as new, highly reactive, bench-stable, economical,
ester-based, electrophilic acylative reagents via acyl-metal intermediates. Mechanistic studies strongly
support a unified reactivity scale of acyl electrophiles by C(O)–X (X = N, O) activation. The reactivity
of pfp esters can be correlated with barriers to isomerization around the C(acyl)–O bond.

Keywords: Suzuki-Miyaura; cross-coupling; aryl esters; C–O activation; Pd-catalysis

1. Introduction

The recent emergence of Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling of amide and ester electrophiles by
selective C(acyl)–X cleavage represents one of the most promising approaches to functionalization
of the traditionally inert amide and ester bonds in organic synthesis [1–3]. Although a broad range
of amide precursors have been explored [4–8], N.B. benefiting from amide twist [9–13], Pd-catalyzed
cross-coupling of esters has received significantly less attention. The seminal study by Newman in
2017 reported the [Pd(NHC)(cin)Cl]-catalyzed cross-coupling of aryl esters at high temperature [14].
Subsequently, we have reported a general method for the cross-coupling of both esters and amides
at room temperature [15]. Further studies established that various Pd(II)-NHC precatalysts are
significantly more reactive after optimizing conditions [16,17]. Moreover, Hazari demonstrated the
cross-coupling of aryl esters at room temperature conditions using strong bases [18].

This strategy to develop cross-coupling reactions of aryl esters hinges upon ground-state
destabilization of the barrier to rotation around the C(acyl)–O bond [19]. In contrast to amides,
esters feature significant stabilization in the transition state. Given the established capacity of
pentafluorophenyl esters as acyl transfer reagents in nucleophilic addition reactions [20–22], we recently
questioned whether the ground-state-destabilization principle might enable facile cross-coupling of
pentafluorophenyl esters under chemoselective conditions that are inaccessible to the current-state-
of-the-art phenolic esters [1–3]. In this Special Issue on Amide Bond Activation, we report the
successful realization of this approach, and report the first general method for the cross-coupling of
pentafluorophenyl esters by selective C–O acyl cleavage. Notable features of our findings include: (1)
The first Pd-phosphane-catalyzed Suzuki cross-coupling of esters by C–O activation; (2) unprecedented
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selectivity of the cross-coupling; (3) establishment of the reactivity scale in the cross-coupling of
bench-stable acyl electrophiles catalyzed by Pd-phosphanes.

Notably, this study establishes pentafluorophenyl esters as new, highly reactive, bench-stable,
economical, ester-based, electrophilic acylative reagents via acyl-metals [1–3]. Considering the versatile
role of pfp esters in organic synthesis [20–22], we expect that this approach will find wide application
in the development of cross-coupling reactions of bench-stable ester electrophiles by acyl [1] and
decarbonylative pathways [2,7,23,24] (Scheme 1).

Scheme 1. Cross-coupling of amides and esters by C–N and C–O activation.

2. Results

Cross-coupling of pentafluorophenyl benzoate with 4-tolyl boronic acid was selected as our
model system. From the outset we sought to develop a catalytic system based on phosphane ligands,
due to the low price, ready availability and orthogonal selectivity compared to the more σ-donating
NHCs. Selected optimization results are presented in Table 1. As expected, the choice of base (entries
1–6), phosphane ligand (entries 7–12), palladium catalyst (entries 13–15), palladium to ligand ratio
(entries 16–18), stoichiometry (entries 19–20) and concentration (entries 21–22) had a major impact
on the cross-coupling efficiency. Finally, we established that the optimum conditions involved using
Pd2(dba)3 (3.0 mol%) as a catalyst, PCy3HBF4 (12 mol%) as a ligand, and Na2CO3 (4.5 equiv) as a
base in dioxane at 120 ◦C (entry 20). Importantly, under the optimized conditions cleavage of the
alternative O–C(Ar) bond or nucleophilic addition to the activated pfp group were not observed.
To our knowledge, the reaction represents the first example of a Pd-phosphane-catalyzed Suzuki
cross-coupling of an ester group by selective C–O cleavage [1–3,23,24]. It should be noted that all
reaction components are easy-to-handle bench-stable solids, which represents a significant practical
advantage over related cross-coupling protocols.

With optimized conditions in hand, the scope of the cross-coupling with respect to the
boronic acid component was examined (Figure 1). We were pleased to find the reaction readily
accommodates a range of electronically-diverse boronic acids, including neutral (3a) electron-rich (3b,
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3c), electron-deficient bearing electrophilic carbonyl (3d), sterically-hindered (3e), as well as fluorinated
boronic acids relevant from the medicinal chemistry standpoint (3f–3i).

Table 1. Optimization of the Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling of Pfp esters. 1

Entry Catalyst Ligand Base [Pd]:L Yield (%)

1 Pd(OAc)2 PCy3HBF4 Na2CO3 1:4 52
2 Pd(OAc)2 PCy3HBF4 KHCO3 1:4 53
3 Pd(OAc)2 PCy3HBF4 NaHCO3 1:4 30
4 Pd(OAc)2 PCy3HBF4 K2CO3 1:4 12
5 Pd(OAc)2 PCy3HBF4 K3PO4 1:4 47
6 Pd(OAc)2 PCy3HBF4 KF 1:4 56
7 Pd(OAc)2 PPhCy2 Na2CO3 1:4 60
8 Pd(OAc)2 PPh2Cy Na2CO3 1:4 5
9 Pd(OAc)2 PPh3 Na2CO3 1:4 5

10 Pd(OAc)2 DPPB Na2CO3 1:4 13
11 Pd(OAc)2 Xantphos Na2CO3 1:4 <5
12 Pd(OAc)2 Pt-Bu3HBF4 Na2CO3 1:4 <5
13 Pd(dba)2 PCy3HBF4 Na2CO3 1:4 23
14 PdCl2 PCy3HBF4 Na2CO3 1:4 25
15 Pd2(dba)3 PCy3HBF4 Na2CO3 1:2 74

16 2 Pd2(dba)3 PCy3HBF4 Na2CO3 1:2 85
17 3 Pd2(dba)3 PCy3HBF4 Na2CO3 1:1 44
18 4 Pd2(dba)3 PCy3HBF4 Na2CO3 2:1 30
19 5 Pd(OAc)2 PCy3HBF4 Na2CO3 1:4 83
20 5 Pd2(dba)3 PCy3HBF4 Na2CO3 1:2 92
21 6 Pd2(dba)3 PCy3HBF4 Na2CO3 1:2 75
22 7 Pd2(dba)3 PCy3HBF4 Na2CO3 1:2 89

1 Conditions: Ester (1.0 equiv), 4-Tol-B(OH)2 (2.0 equiv), base (2.5 equiv), [Pd] (3 mol%), ligand (12 mol%), solvent
(0.25 M), 120 ◦C, 15 h. 2 [Pd] (1.5 mol%), ligand (12 mol%), 4-Tol-B(OH)2 (3.0 equiv), base (4.5 equiv). 3 [Pd]
(3 mol%), ligand (6 mol%), 4-Tol-B(OH)2 (3.0 equiv), base (4.5 equiv). 4 [Pd] (3 mol%), ligand (3 mol%), 4-Tol-B(OH)2

(3.0 equiv), base (4.5 equiv). 5 4-Tol-B(OH)2 (3.0 equiv), base (4.5 equiv). 6 Dioxane (0.10 M). 7 Dioxane (0.50 M).

We next explored the generality of this cross-coupling with respected to the ester electrophile
(Figure 2). Pleasingly, the reaction tolerates electron-deficient substituents (3f’, 3d’, 3j), including
electrophilic carbonyls (3d’, 3j), electron-rich deactivating substituents (3c’), sterically-hindered (3e’),
as well as aliphatic pfp ester precursors (3k). It is worthwhile to note that the reaction proceeded with
full selectivity for the cross-coupling of a pfp ester in the presence of an aliphatic ester (3j), as expected
from the C–O isomerization and our design (vide infra) [15,19].

Next, to emphasize the synthetic utility of this transformation, we conducted a series of
competition experiments between pfp esters and ester and amide electrophiles previously established
in cross-coupling protocols (Scheme 2) [3–8]. Most importantly, as expected on the basis of C–O isomerization,
the reaction is fully selective for the cross-coupling in the presence of an activated phenolic ester (Scheme 2A).
A separate experiment using phenyl benzoate under the optimized conditions for the cross-coupling
of pfp esters resulted in a quantitative recovery of PhCO2Ph.
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Figure 1. Boronic acid scope in the Pd-catalyzed cross-coupling of Pfp esters. Conditions: Ester
(1.0 equiv), ArB(OH)2 (3.0 equiv), Na2CO3 (4.5 equiv), Pd2(dba)3 (3 mol%), PCy3HBF4 (12 mol%),
dioxane (0.25 M), 120 ◦C, 15 h. See SI for details.

Figure 2. Ester scope in the Pd-catalyzed cross-coupling of Pfp esters. Conditions: Ester (1.0 equiv),
ArB(OH)2 (3.0 equiv), Na2CO3 (4.5 equiv), Pd2(dba)3 (3 mol%), PCy3HBF4 (12 mol%), dioxane (0.25 M),
120 ◦C, 15 h. See SI for details.
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Scheme 2. Competition experiments.

Furthermore, the reaction is slightly less selective for the cross-coupling of pfp esters cf. N-Ts
sulfonamides (Scheme 2B; Ts/Ph:pfp = 1.3:1), whereas full selectivity is observed in the cross-coupling
of N-acylglutarimides vs. pfp esters (Scheme 2C; >20:1), as expected on the basis of amide bond
destabilization [6,11]. Overall, the competition experiments demonstrate high chemoselectivity of
the cross-coupling of pfp esters, and permit to establish a unified reactivity scale in cross-coupling of
esters and amides catalyzed by Pd-phosphanes (Scheme 3). It is well-established that cross-coupling of
anilides is performed in the presence of N,N-dialkylamides [12].

To gain insight into the reaction mechanism additional experiments were conducted (not shown).
(1) Competition experiments with differently substituted pfp esters revealed that electron-deficient
arenes are more reactive (4-CF3:4-MeO > 20:1); while (2) differently substituted boronic acids revealed
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a small preference for electron-rich boronic acids (4-MeO:4-CF3 = 1.1:1). Overall, these findings suggest
that Pd insertion may be the rate limiting step in this reaction.

Scheme 3. Reactivity scale in C(acyl)–N and C(acyl)–O Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling. Note that
thus far only N-Acyl-glutarimides, N-Ts-sulfonamides and O-pfp esters have been shown to react with
Pd-PR3 catalytic systems [1–3]. The reactivity of OPh esters, N-Ar amides and N-Me amides is based
on Pd-NHC catalysts [1,15].

Finally, we demonstrated that catalytic systems in the Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling of pfp
esters are not limited to the in situ formed Pd(0)-phosphane catalysts. For example, preformed
Pd-phosphane catalysts [25], as well as Pd(II)-NHCs [1], such as Pd(PCy3)2Cl2 and Pd-PEPPSI-IPr
afford the coupling product in excellent yields (Scheme 4), highlighting the generality and rich synthetic
potential of pentafluorophenyl esters as electrophiles in transition-metal catalysis. Future work will
focus on the expansion of the catalyst portfolio in the cross-coupling of activated esters. With the
availability of various catalyst systems, the pfp reagents should expand the implementation of ester
C–O cross-coupling in organic synthesis [14–18].

 
Scheme 4. Cross-coupling using preformed Pd-phosphine and Pd(II)-NHC precatalysts.

3. Discussion

In summary, we have reported the Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling of pentafluorophenyl esters.
The reaction is notable for the first use of Pd-phosphane catalysis in chemoselective Suzuki-Miyaura
ester coupling by C–O cleavage. Furthermore, this method introduces pfp esters as new, ester-based,
electrophilic reagents for transition-metal catalyzed cross-coupling reactions. Given the broad
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utility of pfp esters in nucleophilic addition reactions, we believe that these reagents will find
wide application in the cross-coupling chemistry. In particular, this study highlights the utility
of ground-state destabilization of acyl electrophiles to achieve chemoselective bond activation. Since
pentafluorophenyl esters are easily prepared, bench-stable solids, and highly reactive, these reagents
should be considered along phenolic esters in the future development of cross-coupling reactions by
acyl [1–3] and decarbonylative pathways [2,7,23,24].

4. Materials and Methods

4.1. General Information

General methods have been published [13].

4.2. General Procedure for Cross-Coupling of Pentafluorophenyl Esters

An oven-dried vial equipped with a stir bar was charged with an ester substrate (neat, 1.0 equiv),
boronic acid (typically, 3.0 equiv), sodium carbonate (typically, 4.5 equiv), Pd2(dba)3 (typically, 3 mol%),
and PCy3HBF4 (typically, 12 mol%), placed under a positive pressure of argon, and subjected to three
evacuation/backfilling cycles under high vacuum. Dioxane (typically, 0.25 M) was added with vigorous
stirring at room temperature, the reaction mixture was placed in a preheated oil bath at 120 ◦C, and
stirred for the indicated time at 120 ◦C. After the indicated time, the reaction mixture was cooled
down to room temperature, diluted with CH2Cl2 (10 mL), filtered, and concentrated. The sample was
analyzed by 1H-NMR (CDCl3, 500 MHz) and GC-MS to obtain conversion, selectivity and yield using
internal standard and comparison with authentic samples. Purification by chromatography afforded
the pure product.

4.3. Representative Procedure for Cross-Coupling of Pentafluorophenyl Esters

An oven-dried vial equipped with a stir bar was charged with perfluorophenyl benzoate (neat,
288.2 mg, 1.0 mmol), p-tolylboronic acid (408.0 mg, 3.0 mmol, 3.0 equiv), Na2CO3 (477.0 mg, 4.5 mmol,
4.5 equiv), Pd2(dba)3 (27.5 mg, 0.03 mmol, 3 mol%), and PCy3HBF4 (44.2 mg, 0.12 mmol, 12 mol%)
placed under a positive pressure of argon, and subjected to three evacuation/backfilling cycles under
high vacuum. Dioxane (0.25 M) was added with vigorous stirring at room temperature, the reaction
mixture was placed in a preheated oil bath at 120 ◦C, and stirred for 15 h at 120 ◦C. After the indicated
time, the reaction mixture was cooled down to room temperature, diluted with CH2Cl2 (10 mL),
filtered, and concentrated. A sample was analyzed by 1H-NMR (CDCl3, 500 MHz) and GC-MS to
obtain conversion, yield and selectivity using internal standard and comparison with authentic samples.
Purification by chromatography on silica gel (hexanes/ethyl acetate) afforded the title product. Yield
86% (168.5 mg). White solid. Characterization data are included in the section below.

4.4. Characterization Data for Products 3a–3k (Figures 1 and 2)

Benzophenone (3a). White solid. 1H-NMR (500 MHz, CDCl3) δ 7.83 (d, J = 8.9 Hz, 4 H), 7.62 (t, J = 7.4 Hz,
2 H), 7.51 (t, J = 7.6 Hz, 4 H). 13C-NMR (125 MHz, CDCl3) δ 196.75, 137.61, 132.42, 130.07, 128.28.

Phenyl(p-tolyl)methanone (3b). White solid. 1H-NMR (500 MHz, CDCl3) δ 7.81 (d, J = 7.7 Hz, 2 H), 7.75
(d, J = 7.5 Hz, 2 H), 7.60 (t, J = 7.4 Hz, 1 H), 7.50 (t, J = 7.2 Hz, 2 H), 7.31 (d, J = 7.7 Hz, 2 H), 2.47 (s, 3 H).
13C-NMR (125 MHz, CDCl3) δ 196.49, 143.22, 137.98, 134.90, 132.14, 130.31, 129.93, 128.97, 128.20, 21.66.

(4-Methoxyphenyl)(phenyl)methanone (3c). White solid. 1H-NMR (500 MHz, CDCl3) δ 7.86 (d, J = 8.0 Hz,
2 H), 7.78 (d, J = 7.6 Hz, 2 H), 7.59 (t, J = 7.3 Hz, 1 H), 7.50 (t, J = 7.4 Hz, 2 H), 6.99 (d, J = 8.0 Hz, 2 H),
3.92 (s, 3 H). 13C-NMR (125 MHz, CDCl3) δ 195.56, 163.23, 138.30, 132.57, 131.89, 130.17, 129.74, 128.19,
113.56, 55.51.

1-(4-Benzoylphenyl)ethan-1-one (3d). White solid. 1H-NMR (500 MHz, CDCl3) δ 8.09 (d, J = 8.2 Hz, 2 H),
7.89 (d, J = 8.2 Hz, 2 H), 7.83 (d, J = 7.5 Hz, 2 H), 7.65 (t, J = 7.4 Hz, 1 H), 7.53 (t, J = 7.7 Hz, 2 H), 2.70
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(s, 3 H). 13C-NMR (125 MHz, CDCl3) δ 197.52, 195.96, 139.57, 136.92, 133.00, 130.11, 130.05, 128.49,
128.17, 26.92.

Phenyl(o-tolyl)methanone (3e). White solid. 1H-NMR (500 MHz, CDCl3) δ 7.83 (d, J = 7.7 Hz, 2 H), 7.60
(d, J = 6.9 Hz, 1 H), 7.49 (t, J = 7.6 Hz, 2 H), 7.42 (t, J = 7.5 Hz, 1 H), 7.37 –7.30 (m, 2 H), 7.30–7.27 (m,
1 H), 2.36 (s, 3 H). 13C-NMR (125 MHz, CDCl3) δ 198.64, 138.63, 137.75, 136.75, 133.14, 131.00, 130.24,
130.14, 128.52, 128.46, 125.20, 20.00.

Phenyl(4-(trifluoromethyl)phenyl)methanone (3f). White solid. 1H-NMR (500 MHz, CDCl3) δ 7.93 (d, J =
8.0 Hz, 2 H), 7.84 (d, J = 7.7 Hz, 2 H), 7.79 (d, J = 8.0 Hz, 2 H), 7.66 (t, J = 7.4 Hz, 1 H), 7.54 (t, J = 7.6 Hz,
2 H). 13C-NMR (125 MHz, CDCl3) δ 195.53, 140.74, 136.74, 133.73 (JF = 32.5 Hz), 133.09, 130.14, 130.11,
128.54, 125.36 (JF = 7.5 Hz), 123.70 (JF = 273.0 Hz). 19F-NMR (471 MHz, CDCl3) δ 63.41.

Phenyl(3-(trifluoromethyl)phenyl)methanone (3g). White solid. 1H-NMR (500 MHz, CDCl3) δ 8.07 (s, 1 H),
7.98 (d, J = 7.8 Hz, 1 H), 7.85 (d, J = 8.0 Hz, 1 H), 7.80 (d, J = 7.7 Hz, 2 H), 7.63 (t, J = 7.6 Hz, 2 H), 7.52 (t,
J = 7.6 Hz, 2 H). 13C-NMR (125 MHz, CDCl3) δ 195.32, 138.45, 136.92, 133.25, 133.14, 131.17 (JF = 32.7
Hz), 130.16, 129.09, 128.97 (JF = 7.5 Hz), 128.71, 126.84 (JF = 8.8 Hz), 123.84 (JF = 272.9 Hz). 19F-NMR
(471 MHz, CDCl3) δ 62.77.

(4-Fluorophenyl)(phenyl)methanone (3h). White solid. 1H-NMR (500 MHz, CDCl3) δ 7.90–7.84 (m, 2 H),
7.79 (d, J = 7.7 Hz, 2 H), 7.62 (t, J = 6.9 Hz, 1 H), 7.51 (t, J = 7.4 Hz, 2 H), 7.18 (t, J = 8.2 Hz, 2 H).
13C-NMR (125 MHz, CDCl3) δ 195.26, 165.39 (JF = 254.1 Hz), 137.51, 133.81 (JF = 2.5 Hz), 132.67 (JF =
8.8 Hz), 132.47, 129.88, 128.36, 115.45 (JF = 21.4 Hz). 19F-NMR (471 MHz, CDCl3) δ 105.98.

(3,5-Difluorophenyl)(phenyl)methanone (3i). White solid. 1H-NMR (500 MHz, CDCl3) δ 7.35 (dt, J = 40.7,
18.4 Hz, 4 H), 7.03–6.87 (m, 1 H), 6.40 (d, J = 41.0 Hz, 2 H), 6.13 (d, J = 40.9 Hz, 2 H). 13C-NMR (125
MHz, CDCl3) δ 193.95, 162.74 (JF = 250.3 Hz), 162.65 (JF = 251.6 Hz), 136.40, 133.16, 129.98, 128.59,
112.96 (JF = 20.1 Hz), 107.73 (JF = 25.8 Hz). 19F-NMR (471 MHz, CDCl3) δ 108.15.

Methyl 4-benzoylbenzoate (3j). White solid. 1H-NMR (500 MHz, CDCl3) δ 8.17 (d, J = 8.2 Hz, 2 H), 7.87
(d, J = 8.2 Hz, 2 H), 7.83 (d, J = 7.5 Hz, 2 H), 7.64 (t, J = 7.4 Hz, 1 H), 7.53 (t, J = 7.6 Hz, 2 H), 3.99 (s,
3 H). 13C-NMR (125 MHz, CDCl3) δ 196.03, 166.32, 141.33, 136.96, 133.22, 132.95, 130.11, 129.78, 129.50,
128.47, 52.48.

Cyclohexyl(phenyl)methanone (3k). White solid. 1H-NMR (500 MHz, CDCl3) δ 7.98–7.96 (d, J = 8.2 Hz,
2 H), 7.58–7.56 (t, J = 7.5 Hz, 1 H), 7.50–7.47 (t, J = 7.7 Hz, 2 H), 3.31–3.27 (t, J = 11.5 Hz, 1 H), 1.93–1.86
(m, 4 H), 1.78–1.75 (d, J = 11.7 Hz, 1 H), 1.54–1.49 (t, J = 13.4 Hz, 2 H), 1.46–1.39 (m, 2 H), 1.34–1.31 (d, J
= 12.5 Hz, 1 H). 13C-NMR (125 MHz, CDCl3) δ 203.92, 136.38, 132.73, 128.59, 128.27, 45.65, 29.44, 25.98,
25.88.

Supplementary Materials: Experimental procedures and characterization data are available online.
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Abstract: Nickel catalysis has shown remarkable potential in amide C–N bond activation and
functionalization. Particularly for the transformation between ester and amide, nickel catalysis has
realized both the forward (ester to amide) and reverse (amide to ester) reactions, allowing a powerful
approach for the ester and amide synthesis. Based on density functional theory (DFT) calculations,
we explored the mechanism and thermodynamics of Ni/IPr-catalyzed amidation with both aromatic
and aliphatic esters. The reaction follows the general cross-coupling mechanism, involving sequential
oxidative addition, proton transfer, and reductive elimination. The calculations indicated the
reversible nature of amidation, which highlights the importance of reaction thermodynamics in
related reaction designs. To shed light on the control of thermodynamics, we also investigated the
thermodynamic free energy changes of amidation with a series of esters and amides.

Keywords: amide C–N bond activation; nickel catalysis; amidation; DFT study; reaction thermodynamics

1. Introduction

Amide C–N bond activation and functionalization provide a powerful strategy to utilize amide
as a central synthon [1–6]. Despite the remarkable value of this strategy, the development of amide
C–N bond activation has progressed slowly due to the resonance nature of amide and the resulting
difficulty for bond dissociation [7–16]. Recently, Garg and coworkers discovered the outstanding
performance of nickel catalysis for amide C–N bond activation [17], leading to the development of
a series of exciting Ni-catalyzed cross coupling reactions [18–26]. Szostak and coworkers developed
a family of geometrically twisted amides which serves as a powerful synthetic platform [27–39] for
both metal-catalyzed and metal-free transformations. Independent studies from Shi, Zou, Rueping,
Maiti, Stanley, and Molander also contribute significantly to the synthetic advances involving amide
C–N bond activation [40–52].

In addition, amide C–N bond activation stimulated the synthetic developments of amide C–N
bond formation. Szostak and coworkers reported a series of transamidation reactions from twisted
amides, which provides a distinctive approach for amide synthesis [39] (Scheme 1a). Garg, Houk,
and coworkers discovered that Lewis acid plays an important role on the kinetics and thermodynamics
of amidation of ester, which reverses the thermodynamic equilibrium of esterification of amide [53]
(Scheme 1b). Newman and coworkers recently disclosed a Ni/IPr-catalyzed amidation of ester
under Lewis acid-free conditions [54] (Scheme 1c). This transformation attracts our mechanistic
interests [55–66]; particularly for the Lewis-acid free Ni-mediated C–O bond cleavage and C–N bond
formation. Here we report a computational study on the mechanism of Ni/IPr-catalyzed amidation of
ester and the thermodynamic equilibrium of amidation.

Molecules 2018, 23, 2681; doi:10.3390/molecules23102681 www.mdpi.com/journal/molecules71
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Scheme 1. (a) Transamidation of N-acyl-glutarimides with amines; (b) Ni/SIPr-catalyzed amidation
of ester under Lewis acid conditions; and (c) Ni/IPr-catalyzed amidation of ester under Lewis
acid-free conditions.

2. Results and Discussion

2.1. Reaction Mechanism of Aromatic Ester

Using methyl benzoate and morpholine as the model substrates, we first explored the free energy
changes of Ni/IPr-catalyzed amidation with aromatic ester. The free energy profile is shown in Figure 1,
and the optimized structures of selected species in the catalytic cycle are shown in Figure 2. From the
Ni(IPr)(toluene) complex 1 [67], the initial ligand exchange with substrate is exergonic and leads to
the substrate-coordinated complex 2. Subsequent oxidative addition via TS3 requires a barrier of
20.4 kcal/mol, which generates the acylnickel species 4. 5 then undergoes a facile inner-sphere proton
transfer through TS6, and the dissociation of methanol leads to the LNiII(acyl)(amino) intermediate 8.
From 8, the C–N bond formation occurs via the reductive elimination transition state TS9, and the final
exergonic product liberation produces the amidation product 11 as well as regenerates the catalytically
active species 2. We have confirmed the stability of wavefunctions for all Ni(II) species involved in the
catalytic cycle. We were not able to locate the transition states for the ligand exchange steps (4 to 5, 7 to
8) due to the flat energy surface. A series of constrained optimizations were performed to verify the
flat energy surface of ligand exchange. Details are included in Supplementary Materials (Figure S1).
Based on the DFT-computed free energy changes of the overall catalytic cycle, the on-cycle resting
state is the substrate-coordinated complex 2, and the rate-limiting step is the C–O bond activation step
via TS3 with an overall barrier of 20.4 kcal/mol. Our computations also suggested that the overall
amidation is reversible and almost thermodynamic neutral. The reaction barrier for the reversed
transformation from 11 to 2 is only 20.3 kcal/mol. This corresponds well with the reversible nature of
this amidation transformation, as reported by Newman [54]. It should be pointed out the generated
methanol may leave the reaction system due to its volatility, which serves as an additional driving
force for the amide formation.
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Figure 1. DFT-computed free energy profile of Ni/IPr-catalyzed amidation of aromatic ester.

Figure 2. Optimized structures of selected intermediates and transition states in the catalytic cycle of
Ni/IPr-catalyzed amidation of ester.

2.2. Reaction Mechanism of Aliphatic Ester

We next explored the Ni-catalyzed amidation with aliphatic ester, using methyl 3-phenylpropionate
as the model substrate. The DFT-computed free energy profile is shown in Figure 3, and the optimized
structures of selected species in the catalytic cycle are shown in Figure 4. The reaction mechanism
of aliphatic ester is similar to that of aromatic ester, which involves sequential oxidative addition,
proton transfer, reductive elimination and product liberation. The resting state is toluene-coordinated
complex 1, and the rate-limiting step is the proton transfer step with an overall barrier of 16.9 kcal/mol.
The free energy change of the amidation with methyl 3-phenylpropionate is exergonic by 1.8 kcal/mol.
Comparing the free energy profiles of aromatic and aliphatic esters, the major difference is the resting
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state and overall reaction barrier. Due to the lack of electron-deficient aromatic functionality in
methyl 3-phenylpropionate, the substrate-coordinated complex 12 is 6.1 kcal/mol higher in free energy
comparing with the toluene-coordinated species 1. This leads to the low overall barrier of the amidation
with aliphatic ester.

Oxidative Addition Proton Transfer Reductive
Elimination

ΔG

Product
Libreation

 
Figure 3. Density functional theory (DFT)-computed free energy profile of Ni/IPr-catalyzed amidation
of aliphatic ester.

Figure 4. Optimized structures of selected intermediates and transition states in the catalytic cycle of
Ni/IPr-catalyzed amidation of ester.

2.3. Reaction Thermodynamics

Based on the computed free energy profiles of Ni-catalyzed amidation of ester, we noticed that the
major bottleneck for this type of transformation is the control of thermodynamics. The thermodynamic

74



Molecules 2018, 23, 2681

equilibrium has to be designed cautiously because the overall transformation does not have a strong
force, unlike many other organic transformations. Therefore, the synthetic efforts could be unfruitful
even the designed amidation or esterification has a surmountable reaction barrier. In order to understand
the controlling factors of the thermodynamic equilibrium of amidation as well as provide a general
thermodynamic guideline for related reaction designs, we computed the free energy changes with a
series of esters and amides. The results are summarized as a heat map in Figure 5. Green represents the
thermodynamic equilibrium that favors the formation of ester, and red indicates the opposite trend.

Figure 5. DFT-computed thermodynamics of esterification of amides.

75



Molecules 2018, 23, 2681

For the explored esters and amides, the alcohol component (derivatization of ester) have limited
effects on the reaction thermodynamics. The effects from the change of primary alcohols are less than
1 kcal/mol for most amides (a to h). Comparing with the primary alcohols, the esters with secondary
alcohols are less stable (i to l), especially for cyclohexanol. The thermodynamic equilibrium involving
cyclohexanol favors the amide formation the most among all the studied alcohols. This suggest that
the cyclohexanol derived esters can be useful substrates for amide synthesis. Interestingly, the tertiary
alcohol is not the best alcohol for amide formation, potentially due to the steric repulsions in the
corresponding esters.

Unlike the alcohols, the structure of amides has profound effects on the thermodynamic
equilibrium of amidation. Without strong electron-activating groups or geometric twisting, amides are
more stable than the corresponding esters regardless of the effects from alcohol (23 and 24).
This follows the consensus that amide is generally more stable than ester due to the strong resonance
nature. However, the electronically activated amides (28–36) and twisted amides (37–40) are
significantly less stable in terms of thermodynamics. The equilibrium involving these amides all
favor the ester formation, providing significant driving force for amide C–N bond activation and
functionalization. Based on the computed thermodynamics, we found that the N-substitution has
important effect on the thermodynamic stability of amides. This corroborates Szostak’s design of
twisted amides [27–39], and also highlights the importance of amide design for future synthetic
transformations involving amides.

3. Computational Methods

All density functional theory (DFT) calculations were carried out using Gaussian16 software
package [68]. Geometry optimizations and frequency calculations were conducted using B3LYP [69,70]
functional with Grimme’s D3(BJ) empirical dispersion correction [71], the LANL2DZ [72] basis set
for nickel, and 6-31G(d) basis set for all the other elements. The solvation energy corrections were
also included in the geometry optimizations and frequency calculations. Based on the solution
phase-optimized geometries, single-point energies were calculated with the M06 [73] functional,
the SDD [74,75] basis set for nickel, and 6-311G++(d,p) basis set for all other elements. Solvation
energies were calculated using the SMD solvation model [76] with toluene as the solvent. No frequency
scaling factor was used to calculate Gibbs energy corrections. The 3D diagrams of computed species
were visualized using CYLview [77].

4. Conclusions

In summary, the mechanism and thermodynamics of Ni/IPr-catalyzed amidation of esters
have been explored with DFT calculations. The reaction proceeds via the general cross-coupling
mechanism. Nickel catalyst first cleaves the C–O bond of ester via oxidative addition, and subsequent
proton transfer between LNi(acyl)(OR) species and amine leads to LNi(acyl)(amino) intermediate.
This intermediate undergoes C–N reductive elimination to produce the amidation product. The studied
aromatic and aliphatic esters both have fairly low reaction barriers, 20.4 kcal/mol for methyl benzoate
and 16.9 kcal/mol for methyl 3-phenylpropionate. However, the overall amidation with morpholine is
almost thermodynamic neutral. This suggests that the amidation only has limited thermodynamic
driving force, and the evaporation of methanol could be critical for productivity. Therefore, the key to
reaction success of Ni/NHC-catalyzed amidation of ester is the control of thermodynamic equilibrium.

For the thermodynamic free energy changes of the esterification of amide, the O-substitution of
ester has limited effects, and cyclohexanol derivative is the most stable ester among all the studied
cases. In contrast to the O-substitution of ester, the N-substitution of amide has profound effects on the
thermodynamic stability of amides. Electron-activating groups and geometric twisting can significantly
destabilize amides and provide the desired driving force towards the amide C–N bond activation.
These computations highlight the design of amide for future reaction development involving amide
C–N bond activation.
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Supplementary Materials: Detailed energies and coordinates of computed saddle points are available online.
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Abstract: To investigate the amino acid transporter-based prodrug anticancer strategy further,
several amino acid-conjugated amide gemcitabine prodrugs were synthesized to target amino acid
transporters in pancreatic cancer cells. The structures of the synthesized amino acid-conjugated
prodrugs were confirmed by 1H-NMR and LC-MS. The pancreatic cancer cells, AsPC1, BxPC-3,
PANC-1 and MIAPaCa-2, appeared to overexpress the amino acid transporter LAT-1 by conventional
RT-PCR. Among the six amino acid derivatives of gemcitabine, threonine derivative of gemcitabine
(Gem-Thr) was more effective than free gemcitabine in the pancreatic cancer cells, BxPC-3 and
MIAPaCa-2, respectively, in terms of anti-cancer effects. Furthermore, Gem-Thr was metabolically
stable in PBS (pH 7.4), rat plasma and liver microsomal fractions. When Gem-Thr was administered to
rats at 4 mg/kg i.v., Gem-Thr was found to be successfully converted to gemcitabine via amide bond
cleavage. Moreover, the Gem-Thr showed the increased systemic exposure of formed gemcitabine by
1.83-fold, compared to free gemcitabine treatment, due to the significantly decreased total clearance
(0.60 vs. 4.23 mL/min/kg), indicating that the amide prodrug approach improves the metabolic
stability of gemcitabine in vivo. Taken together, the amino acid transporter-targeting gemcitabine
prodrug, Gem-Thr, was found to be effective on pancreatic cancer cells and to offer an efficient
potential means of treating pancreatic cancer with significantly better pharmacokinetic characteristics
than gemcitabine.

Keywords: amino acid transporters; amide bond; gemcitabine prodrug; metabolic stability; pancreatic
cancer cells; pharmacokinetics

1. Introduction

Gemcitabine (2′-2′-difluorodeoxycytidine, dFdC) is a standard anticancer agent that is used
to treat all stages of pancreatic adenocarcinoma [1], and combinations of gemcitabine with other
anti-cancer agents, such as erlotinib [2], nab-paclitaxel [3,4] and others have been applied to pancreatic
cancer patients. Because gemcitabine has serious toxic effects on the gastrointestinal track [5],
and low oral bioavailability (BA), it is administered intravenously [6]. However, gemcitabine is
a metabolically unstable drug and has a half-life of only 9 min in man, probably due to its rapid
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conversion to 2′-2′-difluorodeoxyuridine (dFdU) by cytidine deaminase (CD), which is abundant
in blood and tissues [7]. This poor metabolic stability and poor compliance has created a clinical
need for a gemcitabine prodrug. Several types of prodrugs have been reported, such as valproate
amide [8,9], amino acid ester [10,11], aminoacyl amide derivative [12], and L-carnitine amide (OCTN2
targeting) [13] prodrugs.

To maintain the growth and survival of cancer cells during neoplastic transformation, amino
acid production is massively increased and as a result, several uptake transporters (e.g., amino acid
transporters) are overexpressed. For example, L-type amino acid transporter 1 (LAT-1), a representative
amino acid transporter, is overexpressed in various types of cancer cells [14], and interestingly, LAT-1
expression has been consistently reported to be elevated in patients with pancreatic cancer and in
transplanted Colo357 cells (a pancreatic cancer cell line) [15,16]. Accordingly, LAT-1 has been suggested
to be a versatile target for the development of transporter-based drugs [14].

Our research group have been investigating the merits of strategies based on the amino acid
transporter-based prodrug approach to overcome the multidrug resistance (MDR) triggered by various
efflux transporters like P-glycoprotein (P-gp, MDR1) in cancer cells [17–19]. For example, the addition
of amino acids, such as, L-valine (Val) or tyrosine (Tyr), to lapatinib by amide bond formation
successfully enhanced the anti-cancer effect of lapatinib in human breast cancer cells (MDA-MB-231
and MCF7) and lung cancer cells (A549), without plasma stability issues, which demonstrated the
involvements of amino acid transporters [18]. More recently, the val-modified amide prodrug of
doxorubicin (Dox-Val) improved cellular uptake efficiency in MCF7 cells [19]. However, in a rat
pharmacokinetic study that demonstrated the conversion of Dox-val to Dox by amide bond cleavage
in vivo, the pharmacokinetic properties of the amino acid prodrug examined were limited [19].

Based on the observation that amino acid transporters (e.g., LAT-1) are overexpressed in various
cancer cells for their survival, we speculated that amino acid conjugated prodrug of gemcitabine might
be an effective way to improve gemcitabine uptake by overexpressing amino acid transporters in
pancreatic cancer cells as well as overall physicochemical property. In the present study, we successfully
synthesized a threonine-gemcitabine (Gem-Thr) prodrug and investigated its anti-cancer efficacy in
pancreatic cancer cells and its in vitro/in vivo metabolic stabilities. In addition, we examined LAT-1
(an amino acid transporter) mRNA/protein expressions in pancreatic cancer cells.

2. Results and Discussion

2.1. Synthesis of Gemcitabine Prodrugs with Amino Acids

To confirm the validity of the amino acid transporter-based prodrug approach for gemcitabine,
we prepared a series of amino acid conjugated gemcitabine prodrugs. As summarized in
Figure 1, gemcitabine-amino acid prodrugs 3 were obtained from gemcitabine (1) using a two-step
sequence, that is by amide bond formation between gemcitabine (1) and N-Boc-L-amino acid
employing 1-hydroxy-1H-benzotriazole (HOBt), 1-ethyl-3-(3-dimethylaminopropyl)carbodiimide and
4-methylmorpholine in DMF/DMSO (3:1), and subsequent Boc deprotection of the resulting compound
2 using hydrochloric acid. In order to avoid potential problems associated with epimerization when
using carbodiimides as coupling reagents, HOBt was used as an additive because it enhances the
reactivities of activated ester intermediates by facilitating amine approach via hydrogen bonding.
To confirm the formation of amide bond, an intermediate of representative compound (Gem-Thr-Boc)
was dissolved in DMSO-d6. In gemcitabine part, the chemical shift of CH(5) in oxopyrimidine core
showed at δ 7.26 (J5,6 = 7.6 Hz) as a doublet by ortho coupling with CH(6) at δ 8.27. The characteristic
amide NH peak was detected at δ 10.99 as a broad singlet, and Boc group of amino acid was appeared
at δ 1.39. The side chain of threonine CH3 was appeared at δ 1.39 having a coupling constant J = 6.3 Hz
and OH group was resonated at δ 4.89. In addition, the MS/MS spectrum showed [M + H]+ at
m/z 465.2, which confirmed the chemical bond between gemcitabine and N-Boc protected threonine.
The N-Boc of amino acid was deprotected in acidic conditions to afford the final Gem-Thr product that
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was confirmed by 1H NMR in CD3OD. The peak of Boc group disappeared and concurrently the side
chain of threonine CH3 was detected as a doublet peak at δ 7.26 (J = 6.4 Hz). Furthermore, CH(5)- and
CH(6)-peaks of oxopyrimidine remained at δ 6.11 and δ 7.85 coupled as a doublet (J5,6 = 7.6).

Figure 1. Synthetic scheme of the procedure used to synthesize gemcitabine-amino acid prodrugs.
Reagent and conditions were as follows; (i) N-Boc-L-amino acid, 4-methylmorpholine, HOBt, EDCI·HCl,
DMF/DMSO = 3: 1, 55 ◦C, 17 h; (ii) 4N HCl in dioxane, dry CH2Cl2, r.t. 30 min.

2.2. Expression of LAT-1 in Pancreatic Cancer Cell Lines

LAT-1 mRNA and protein levels were detected in the pancreatic cancer cell lines AsPC1, BxPC-3,
PANC-1 and MIAPaCa-2. LAT-1 expression was greatest in BxPC-3 (Figure 2). The following studies on
anti-cancer effects were performed using BxPC-3 and MIAPaCa-2 cells. Therefore, this transcriptional
activation of LAT-1 might expect to facilitate transport capability of amino acid linked gemcitabine.

Figure 2. mRNA (A) and protein (B) expressions of LAT-1 in various pancreatic cancer cell lines
(AsPC-1, BxPC-3, PANC-1, and MIAPaCa-2). Reverse transcription–PCR and Western blot were
performed using gel electrophoresis after purification of DNA from cancer cells.

2.3. Anticancer Effects of Prodrugs with Amino Acids in Cancer Cells

We evaluated the cytotoxic effects of gemcitabine derivatives on various cancer cell lines including
PDAC (pancreatic ductal adenocarcinoma), and compared results with those of free gemcitabine
(Figure 3). In A549 (lung cancer cells) and MDA-MB-231 (breast cancer cells) neither gemcitabine
nor gemcitabine derivatives had any significant anti-cancer effect versus vehicle treated controls.
However, gemcitabine had significant anti-cancer effects on BxPC-3, MIAPaCa-2 (pancreatic cancer
cells) and B16 (melanoma cells). The anti-cancer effects of Gem-Tyr, Gem-Val, Gem-Met, Gem-Ile and
Gem-Leu were similar to those of gemcitabine in pancreatic cancer cells, whereas Gem-Thr had the
most potent anticancer effect, and this was slightly superior to that of gemcitabine in BxPC-3 cells
(Gem-Thr, 44.7% vs. gemcitabine, 54.1% of cell viability, p = 0.0464), which was found to overexpress
amino acid transporters, including LAT-1 (Figure 3). The introduction of threonine to gemcitabine is
likely to be recognized by the LAT-1, which has an important role to influx the drug into the cancer
cells. However, addition of some amino acid moieties to gemcitabine did not exert the enhanced
cytotoxic effects on the pancreatic cancer cells. Similarly, a valine ester prodrug (Val-SN-38) showed a
comparable cytotoxic effect compared to SN-38, an active metabolite of irinotecan, despite an increased
intracellular accumulation in MCF cells with amino acid transporters being overexpressed [17].
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Figure 3. Growth-inhibitory effects of gemcitabine and of its amino-acid-conjugated derivatives on
BxPC-3, MIAPaCa-2, A549, MDA-MB-231 B16 cells after exposure to 1 μM concentrations for 48 h,
as estimated by MTT assay (mean ± SD, n = 3). Experiments were performed three times independently.
* p < 0.05, compared with free gemcitabine group.

Additionally, consistent with MTT results, either gemcitabine or Gem-Thr induced apoptosis
significantly when we measured cleaved PARP as well as TUNEL positive cells after a 24 h treatment
(Figure 4).

Figure 4. Apoptosis of pancreatic cancer cells by Gemcitabine derivative. After the treatment of
gemcitabine and Gem-Thr to BxPC-3 cells for 24 h, cleaved PARP was detected by western blotting
(A) and TUNEL assay (B) was performed.

2.4. In Vitro Plasma Stability of Gem-Thr

To recognize a substrate by amino acid transporters in cancer cells, the stability of the amide
prodrug with amino acid moiety, Gem-Thr, should be first possessed [18]. Thus, the stability of the
prodrug was investigated in PBS, rat plasma and liver microsomes for up to 8 h (Figure 5). Gem-Thr was
metabolically stable in PBS (pH 7.4), whereas 20% of Gem-Thr was metabolized in rat plasma after 8 h,
indicating Gem-Thr can be metabolized to gemcitabine by enzymes in plasma. Surprisingly, Gem-Thr
was metabolically stable in rat liver microsomal fractions, which contain high levels of cytochrome
P450 (CYP) enzymes, indicating the amide bond between gemcitabine and threonine cannot be readily
broken via phase I metabolism or enzymes expressed in liver microsomes. This concurs with the
results of a previous study on val-lapatinib and tyr-lapatinib, in which amide linkage was found to
result in appropriate metabolic stability in vitro [18]. Our results indicate the amino acid moiety of
Gem-Thr is likely both stable and recognized by the amino acid transporters in cancer cells.
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Figure 5. In vitro metabolic stabilities of Gem-Thr in PBS (A), plasma (B) and a liver microsome fraction
(C) (mean ± SD, n = 3).

2.5. Comparison of Systemic Pharmacokinetics with Free Gemcitabine

The pharmacokinetic parameters of Gem-Thr and free gemcitabine after intravenous
administration in rats are summarized in Table 1. Concentrations of Gem-Thr and gemcitabine
and their summed concentrations in plasma were measured and compared to those of animals
administered free gemcitabine (Figure 6). After gemcitabine administration at 4 mg/kg, the oral
systemic exposure (i.e., AUC) and the measure of drug elimination form the body, CL, were found
to be 948.38 ± 52.04 μg·min/mL and 4.23 ± 0.23 mL/min/kg, respectively, which concurred with
previously reported values [20]. The volume of distribution at steady state (Vss) and average time
for a drug molecule to reside in the body, MRT, values for gemcitabine were 2483.64 ± 867.19 mL/kg
and 582.06 ± 177.90 min (Table 1). After administration of Gem-Thr at 4 mg/kg i.v., the conversion
of Gem-Thr to gemcitabine was found to be probably due to amide bond cleavage, with similar
systemic exposure (i.e., AUC) between Gem-Thr and the formed gemcitabine. More importantly,
Gem-Thr increased systemic exposure (i.e., the AUC of gemcitabine) by 1.83-fold versus free
gemcitabine, and this was attributed to a significantly lower total CL value (0.60 vs. 4.23 mL/min/kg)
(Table 1). Furthermore, this suggests the amide prodrug approach improves the metabolic stability of
gemcitabine in vivo. Other pharmacokinetic parameters, such as, Vss and MRT, were also found
to be different for Gem-Thr and gemcitabine (Table 1). For example, MRT of gemcitabine for
Gem-Thr was greater than that for gemcitabine, indicating that formed gemcitabine from Gem-Thr
remains in the systemic circulation longer than free gemcitabine. In a previous study, an amide
prodrug of gemcitabine releasing gemcitabine and valproic acid was found to enhance gemcitabine
stability by blocking its deamination to uridine, and to prolong systemic exposure as compared with
gemcitabine alone [8]. Furthermore, the AUC of sum of Gem-Thr and the gemcitabine (metabolite) was
significantly higher (3.62-fold higher) than gemcitabine alone (Table 1). In our previous study, although
we first demonstrated the successful conversion and systemic circulation of the active metabolite
(doxorubicin) probably occurred due to amide bond cleavage, amide linked doxorubicin/valine failed
to improve pharmacokinetic properties including systemic CL [19]. On the other hand, Gem-Thr
showed enhanced gemcitabine stability in vivo and an increased AUC and decreased CL versus
gemcitabine. This enhanced systemic stability of Gem-Thr is likely to improve gemcitabine uptake by
cancer cells and to target amino acid transporters like LAT-1 transporters.
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Table 1. Comparison of pharmacokinetic parameters of Gem-Thr, formed gemcitabine and sum of
two species after intravenous administration of Gem-Thr at a dose of 4 mg/kg with those of free
gemcitabine alone at a dose of 4 mg/kg in rats (n = 3–4).

Pharmacokinetic
Parameters

Gem-Thr (4 mg/kg) Free Gemcitabine
(4 mg/kg)Gem-Thr Gemcitabine Sum

AUC (μg·min/mL) 1713.85 ± 1082.40 1739.88 ± 282.00 * 3437.92 ± 1180.56 948.38 ± 52.04
Terminal t1/2 (min) 236.18 ± 50.94 666.83 ± 271.49 537.23 ± 227.78 532.68 ± 177.90
CL (mL/min/kg) 2.85 ± 1.33 0.60 ± 0.10 * 1.26 ± 0.39 4.23 ± 0.23

Vss (mL/kg) 662.35 ± 281.40 545.57 ± 263.01 * 770.96 ± 435.31 2483.64 ± 867.19
MRT (min) 237.18 ± 20.87 907.18 ± 391.68 * 577.36 ± 212.90 582.06 ± 177.90

Administration of dose for Gem-thr was 4 mg/kg, which is equivalent to 2.892 mg/kg for gemcitabine. Data
presents as mean ± standard deviation (SD). * Significantly different from free gemcitabine group (p < 0.05).

Figure 6. Plasma concentration-time profiles of Gem-Thr (prodrug), formed gemcitabine (metabolite),
the sum of Gem-Thr and formed gemcitabine and free gemcitabine. The intravenous pharmacokinetics
of Gem-Thr was compared to that of free gemcitabine (4 mg/kg, n = 4).

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Materials

Commercial grade reagents and solvents were used without further purification. Thin layer
chromatography (TLC) was performed using precoated silica gel 60 F254 plates and visualized using
anisaldehyde solution, heat, and UV light (254 nm). Flash column chromatography was undertaken
on silica gel (400–630 mesh). 1H NMR was recorded at 400 MHz and chemical shifts are quoted in
parts per million (ppm) versus an appropriate solvent peak or 2.50 ppm for DMSO-d6. The following
abbreviations were used to describe peak splitting patterns: br = broad, s = singlet, d = doublet,
t = triplet, q = quartet, m = multiplet, dd = doublet of doublets, td = triplet of doublets, ddd = doublet
of doublets of doublets. Coupling constants, J, are reported in hertz (Hz). HPLC was conducted
using an Agilent HPLC unit equipped with an Agilent Poroshell 120 EC-C18 reverse phase column
(4.6 × 50 mm, 2.7 Micron) and mass spectroscopy was performed using a quadrupole LC/MS unit.

3.2. Synthesis and Characterization of DOX-Val

3.2.1. General Procedure for Preparing Gemcitabine Derivatives

To a solution of gemcitabine (1.0 equiv), 1-ethyl-3-(3-dimethylaminopropyl)-carbodiimide
hydrochloride (1.3 equiv), 4-methylmorpholine (1 equiv), and 1-hydroxybenzotriazole (1 equiv)
in DMF/DMSO (5 mL, 3:1) was added dropwise N-Boc protected amino acid (1.1 equiv) at room
temperature in a N2 atmosphere. The reaction mixture was then stirred in an oil bath at 55 ◦C for 17 h,
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cooled to room temperature and quenched by adding brine (5 mL). The mixture was then extracted
using ethyl acetate (3 × 10 mL) and the combined organic layer was washed with 20% LiCl solution,
saturated NaHCO3 aqueous solution, and brine, dried over MgSO4, and concentrated under reduced
pressure. The residue was purified by silica gel column chromatography (DCM/methanol = 15:1)
to afford the desired product 2. To a solution of the mixture of aforementioned intermediate in
anhydrous DCM (1 mL) was added 4N HCl in dioxane (1 mL). The mixture was then stirred for 12 h
at room temperature, solvent was removed, and the residue was purified by silica gel flash column
chromatography (DCM/methanol = 3:1) to afford the desired product 3.

3.2.2. (S)-2-Amino-N-(1-((2R,4R,5R)-3,3-difluoro-4-hydroxy-5-(hydroxymethyl)tetrahydrofuran-
2-yl)-2-oxo-1,2-dihydropyrimidin-4-yl)-3-methylbutanamide (Gem-Val)

From the reaction of gemcitabine (27 mg, 0.104 mmol), 21 mg (56% for 2 steps) was obtained. 1H
NMR (400 MHz, Methanol-d4) δ 7.81 (d, J = 7.6 Hz, 1H), 6.21 (t, J = 7.9 Hz, 1H), 6.04 (d, J = 7.6 Hz, 1H),
4.51 (d, J = 7.5 Hz, 1H), 4.25 (td, J = 12.1, 8.3 Hz, 1H), 3.94 (dd, J = 12.7, 2.5 Hz, 1H), 3.88 (dt, J = 8.4, 2.9
Hz, 1H), 3.78 (dd, J = 12.5, 3.2 Hz, 1H), 2.14 (h, J = 6.8 Hz, 1H), 1.00 (dd, J = 6.8, 5.5 Hz, 6H); MS/MS
m/z 363.1 (M + 1)+.

3.2.3. (2S,3R)-2-Amino-N-(1-((2R,4R,5R)-3,3-difluoro-4-hydroxy-5-(hydroxylmethyl)tetra-
hydrofuran-2-yl)-2-oxo-1,2-dihydropyrimidin-4-yl)-3-hydroxybutanamide2-(4-((pyridin-3-ylmethyl)
amino)quinazolin-2-yl)phenol (Gem-Thr)

From the reaction of gemcitabine (51 mg, 0.194 mmol), 24 mg (34%) was obtained. 1H NMR
(400 MHz, Methanol-d4) δ 7.85 (d, J = 7.6 Hz, 1H), 6.25–6.16 (m, 1H), 6.11 (d, J = 7.6 Hz, 1H), 4.67 (d,
J = 3.9 Hz, 1H), 4.32–4.19 (m, 2H), 3.98–3.92 (m, 1H), 3.89 (dt, J = 8.4, 2.9 Hz, 1H), 3.79 (dd, J = 12.6, 3.3
Hz, 1H), 1.21 (d, J = 6.4 Hz, 3H); MS/MS m/z 365.1 (M + 1)+.

(Gem-Thr-Boc intermediate) 1H NMR (400 MHz, DMSO-d6) δ 10.99 (s, 1H), 8.27 (d, J = 7.6 Hz,
1H), 7.26 (d, J = 7.6 Hz, 1H), 6.49 (d, J = 8.7 Hz, 1H), 6.32 (d, J = 6.4 Hz, 1H), 6.18 (t, J = 7.4 Hz, 1H),
5.31 (t, J = 5.5 Hz, 1H), 4.89 (s, 1H), 4.25–4.11 (m, 2H), 4.08–4.00 (m, 1H), 3.89 (dt, J = 8.5, 3.0 Hz, 1H),
3.85–3.77 (m, 1H), 3.65 (ddd, J = 12.8, 6.0, 3.2 Hz, 1H), 1.39 (s, 8H), 1.09 (d, J = 6.3 Hz, 3H); MS/MS m/z
465.1 (M + 1)+.

3.2.4. (S)-2-Amino-N-(1-((2R,4R,5R)-3,3-difluoro-4-hydroxy-5-(hydroxymethyl)tetrahydrofuran-2-
yl)-2-oxo-1,2-dihydropyrimidin-4-yl)-3-(4-hydroxyphenyl)propanamide (Gem-Tyr)

From the reaction of gemcitabine (22 mg, 0.083 mmol), 27 mg (76%) was obtained. 1H NMR (400
MHz, Methanol-d4) δ 7.77 (d, J = 7.6 Hz, 1H), 7.08 (d, J = 8.5 Hz, 2H), 6.68 (d, J = 8.5 Hz, 2H), 6.25–6.13
(m, 1H), 5.93 (d, J = 7.6 Hz, 1H), 4.23 (td, J = 12.1, 8.2 Hz, 1H), 3.96–3.90 (m, 1H), 3.87 (dt, J = 8.4, 2.9
Hz, 1H), 3.77 (dd, J = 12.6, 3.2 Hz, 1H), 3.09 (dd, J = 13.9, 6.3 Hz, 1H), 2.88 (dd, J = 13.8, 8.2 Hz, 1H);
MS/MS m/z 427.1 (M + 1)+.

3.2.5. (S)-2-Amino-N-(1-((2R,4R,5R)-3,3-difluoro-4-hydroxy-5-(hydroxymethyl)tetrahydrofuran-2-
yl)-2-oxo-1,2-dihydropyrimidin-4-yl)-4-(methylthio)butanamide (Gem-Met)

From the reaction of gemcitabine (38 mg, 0.146 mmol), 23 mg (40%) was obtained. 1H NMR (400
MHz, Methanol-d4) δ 7.83 (d, J = 7.7 Hz, 1H), 6.34–6.13 (m, 1H), 5.99 (d, J = 7.6 Hz, 1H), 4.83–4.73 (m,
1H), 4.25 (td, J = 12.1, 8.2 Hz, 1H), 3.98–3.91 (m, 1H), 3.89 (dt, J = 8.4, 2.8 Hz, 1H), 3.78 (dd, J = 12.5, 3.2
Hz, 1H), 2.55 (ddd, J = 8.4, 6.4, 3.7 Hz, 2H), 2.23–2.11 (m, 1H), 2.09 (s, 3H), 2.07–1.89 (m, 1H); MS/MS
m/z 395.1 (M + 1)+.

3.2.6.
(2S,3S)-2-Amino-N-(1-((2R,4R,5R)-3,3-difluoro-4-hydroxy-5-(hydroxymethyl)tetrahydrofuran-2-
yl)-2-oxo-1,2-dihydropyrimidin-4-yl)-3-methylpentanamide (Gem-Ile)

From the reaction of gemcitabine (29 mg, 0.110 mmol), 20 mg (50%) was obtained. 1H NMR (400
MHz, Methanol-d4) δ 7.81 (d, J = 7.6 Hz, 1H), 6.28–6.14 (m, 1H), 6.02 (d, J = 7.6 Hz, 1H), 4.54 (d, J = 8.1
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Hz, 1H), 4.25 (td, J = 12.0, 8.2 Hz, 1H), 3.98–3.89 (m, 1H), 3.88 (dt, J = 8.4, 2.9 Hz, 1H), 3.78 (dd, J = 12.5,
3.3 Hz, 1H), 1.97–1.83 (m, 1H), 1.58 (ddd, J = 13.6, 7.6, 3.4 Hz, 1H), 1.32–1.15 (m, 1H), 0.99 (d, J = 6.8 Hz,
3H), 0.92 (t, J = 7.4 Hz, 3H); MS/MS m/z 377.2 (M + 1)+.

3.2.7. (S)-2-Amino-N-(1-((2R,4R,5R)-3,3-difluoro-4-hydroxy-5-(hydroxymethyl)tetrahydrofuran-2-
yl)-2-oxo-1,2-dihydropyrimidin-4-yl)-4-methylpentanamide (Gem-Leu)

From the reaction of gemcitabine (19 mg, 0.073 mmol), 21 mg (77%) was obtained. 1H NMR (400 MHz,
Methanol-d4) δ 7.81 (d, J = 7.6 Hz, 1H), 6.26–6.15 (m, 1H), 5.97 (d, J = 7.6 Hz, 1H), 4.75–4.68 (m, 1H), 4.25
(td, J = 12.1, 8.2 Hz, 1H), 3.98–3.91 (m, 1H), 3.88 (dt, J = 8.3, 2.8 Hz, 1H), 3.78 (dd, J = 12.5, 3.2 Hz, 1H),
1.77–1.56 (m, 3H), 0.98 (d, J = 6.1 Hz, 3H), 0.95 (d, J = 6.1 Hz, 3H); MS/MS m/z 377.2 (M + 1)+.

3.3. Characterization of Gemcitabine Prodrugs with Amino Acid

3.3.1. Cell Culture

Human pancreatic cancer cells (MIAPaCa-2, BxPC-3 and AsPC-1) [21], lung cancer cell lines
(A549) [22], human breast cancer cell lines (MDA-MB-231) [23] and melanoma cell lines (B16) [24]
were purchased from the American Type Culture Collection (Manassas, VA, USA). MIAPaCa-2 and
B16-F10 cells were cultured in Dulbecco’s modified Eagle’s medium (DMEM) supplemented with
10% heat-inactivated fetal bovine serum (FBS) and 1% penicillin/streptomycin. Aspc-1, BxPC-3
MDA-MB-231 and A549 cells were cultured in Roswell Park Memorial Institute 1640 (RPMI-1640)
medium supplemented with 10% FBS and 1% penicillin/streptomycin. FBS and all other reagents
used for cell culture were purchased from Invitrogen (Carlsbad, CA, USA). Cultures were maintained
at 37 ◦C in 95% air /5% CO2 humidified atmosphere.

3.3.2. Reverse Transcription-PCR

Total LAT-1 RNA was isolated using Trizol reagent and subjected to reverse transcription-PCR
(Promega Corp.). The PCR primers used were LAT1, 5′-CCTCTGGGCCTGTTCTCTTG-3′ (forward)
and 5′-CTTGAGGCATGTCCACCTCC-3′ (reverse). PCR reaction of forward and reverse genes was
performed using the Ex Taq DNA Polymerase Recombinant (TaKaRa, Tokyo, Japan), with final
concentrations of 1X PCR buffer, 2.5 mM of dNTP mixture, 2.5 mM of MgCl2, 10 pmol of each primer
in a total reaction volume of 25 μL containing 1 μL of cDNA. Individual PCR amplification cycle of
forward or reverse genes was performed with an initial denaturation step at 94 ◦C for 3 min, followed
by 35 cycles (94 ◦C for 30 s; 55 ◦C for 60 s; 72 ◦C for 60 s), and finally with an elongation step at 72 ◦C
for 5 min. The DNA products were resolved using gel electrophoresis (1.5% agarose gel).

3.3.3. Western Blot Assays

BxPC-3 cells were washed with DPBS and lysed with RIPA buffer (Biosesang, Seongnam,
Korea) containing 150 mM NaCl, 1% Triton X-100, 1% sodium deoxycholate, 0.1% SDS, 50 mM
Tris-HCl (pH 7.5), 2 mM EDTA (pH 8.0), and Xpert protease inhibitor and phosphatase inhibitor
Cocktail (GenDEPOT, Barker, TX, USA). Proteins were separated by 8% or 15% SDS-PAGE (sodium
dodecylsulfate-polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis) and transferred to polyvinylidene fluoride (PVDF)
membranes. Protein transfer was confirmed using a Ponceau S staining solution (AMRESCO, Solon,
OH, USA), and the blots were then immunostained with appropriate primary antibodies (1:1000) and
secondary antibodies (1:5000) conjugated to horseradish peroxidase (HRP). Antibody binding was
detected using an enhanced chemiluminescence (ECL) reagent (Bio-Rad, Hercules, CA, USA) using
primary antibodies specific to proteins of interest, and proteins were detected using X-ray film and
enhanced chemiluminescence reagent. Primary antibodies against the following were used: LAT-1,
cleaved PARP (Cell Signaling Technologies, Beverly, MA, USA), GAPDH (Abcam, Cambridge, MA,
USA), and β-actin (Sigma Aldrich, St. Louis, MO, USA). Secondary antibodies were purchased from
Cell signaling technology.
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3.3.4. Cytotoxicity Assay in Pancreatic Cells

Cancer cell viabilities after treatment with gemcitabine or its derivatives were quantified using
MTT assay as described previously [25]. Briefly, cells were seeded onto 96-well plates at 3 × 103 cells
per well and incubated at 37 ◦C. The cells were treated with each compound at indicated concentrations
for 48 h and then, 20 μL of MTT labeling mixture was added to each well. After incubation for 4 h,
optical densities (OD) were determined using a microplate reader by measuring absorbances at 540 nm.

3.3.5. Terminal Deoxynucleotidyl Transferase–Mediated Nick End Labeling (TUNEL) Assay

TUNEL assay was conducted with the ApopTag® Peroxidase In Situ Apoptosis Detection Kit
(Merck Millipore, Burlington, MA, USA). Briefly, BxPC-3 cells were seeded onto 18-mm cover glasses
in medium and grown to ~70% confluence over 24 h. Cells were then treated with 1 μM of gemcitabine
or Gem-Thr for 24 h, fixed in an ice-cold mixture of acetic acid and ethanol solution, washed with
DPBS, TUNEL stained, mounted, and examined under a light microscope for nuclear fragmentation.

3.4. In Vitro Metabolic Stability of Gem-Thr

The metabolic stability of Gem-Thr was examined in the presence of PBS (pH 7.4), rat plasma,
or liver microsomes as described previously (Maeng et al., 2014). Fresh rat plasma was obtained
from sacrificed SD rats (260–280 g) after centrifuging blood (12,000× g, 15 min). Rat liver microsomes
were obtained from BD Gentest. Gem-Thr (10 μM) was spiked into PBS, blank rat plasma, or liver
microsomes (1 mg protein/mL) and incubated in a shaking water bath at 37 ◦C for 8 h. Aliquots
(50-μL) were taken after 0, 15, 30, 60, 120, 240, 260, or 480 min of incubation, immediately pretreated
with ice-cold methanolic solution including the internal standard, vortexed for 3 min and centrifuged
(12,000× g, 10 min). Supernatants were stored at −80 ◦C until required for analysis.

3.5. Systemic Pharmacokinetics Study of Gem-Thr in Rats

This study was performed in male Sprague-Dawley (SD) rats (Orient Bio, Sungnam, Korea),
as described previously [26]. Rats were provided water and food ad libitum and maintained under
a 12:12-h light/dark cycle. On the experimental day, a femoral vein and contralateral artery were
cannulated using an Intramedic™ polyethylene tube (PE-50; Becton Dickinson Diagnostics, Sparks,
MD, USA) under Zoletil induced anesthesia (50 mg/kg intramuscularly; Virbac, Carros, France).
For the intravenous pharmacokinetic study, Gem-Thr or gemcitabine solution were injected into a
femoral vein at 4 mg/kg. Blood (~0.22 mL) was taken from the femoral artery at 0 (blank), 1, 5, 15,
30, 60, 120, 240, 480, 720, or 1440 min. To prevent blood loss, the same volume of normal saline was
injected intravenously at each time point. Plasma was obtained immediately centrifugation and then
stored at −80 ◦C prior to LC-MS/MS.

The pharmacokinetic parameters of Gem-Thr, gemcitabine, Gem-Thr plus gemcitabine, and free
gemcitabine were calculated by non-compartmental analysis using WinNonlin (Version 3.1; Pharsight,
Mountain View, CA, USA), as described previously (Park et al., 2016).

3.6. Analysis of Gem-Thr and Gemcitabine by LC-MS/MS

To determine concentrations of Gem-Thr and gemcitabine in rat plasma, plasma samples were
deproteinized by adding two volumes of acetonitrile containing internal standard (phenacetin). After
mixing, mixtures were centrifuged at 14,000× g for 10 min.

Aliquots of supernatants (2-μL) were injected into the LC-MS/MS system, which consisted of an
Agilent HPLC and an Agilent 6490 QQQ mass spectrometer equipped with an ESI+ Agilent Jet Stream
ion source (Agilent Technologies, Santa Clara, CA, USA). The separation of each drug and IS from
endogenous plasma substances was achieved on a Synergi Polar-RP 80A column (150 × 2.0 mm, 4 μm;
Phenomenex, Torrance, CA, USA). The mobile phase consisted of 0.1% formic acid and acetonitrile
(20:80, v/v) at a flow rate of 0.2 mL/min. The column and autosampler tray were maintained at 25 and
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4 ◦C, respectively. Gemcitabine, Gem-Thr, and the IS were quantified by multiple-reaction monitoring
(MRM) in positive electrospray ionization mode. Respective precursor-to-product ion transitions
were as follows: Gemcitabine, 264.1→112.1, Gem-Thr, 387.1→343.2, and IS (phenacetin), 180.2→162.2.
Data acquisition was performed using Mass Hunter software (ver. A.02.00; Agilent Technologies).

3.7. Statistical Analysis

Results are expressed as means ± standard deviations (SDs). Differences between group means were
analyzed using the two-tailed Student’s t-test. Statistical significance was accepted for p values < 0.05.

4. Conclusions

Various amino acid derivatives of gemcitabine were successfully synthesized by forming amide
bonds. Of the six derivatives of gemcitabine synthesized, Gem-Thr most effectively killed pancreatic
cancer cells, in which LAT-1 was overexpressed. Our in vitro metabolic stability showed Gem-Thr
is stable in PBS, plasma and a liver microsomal fraction, which demonstrated Gem-Thr is stable in
cancer cells overexpressing amino acid transporter. Interestingly, our systemic pharmacokinetic results
suggested that the amide prodrug approach improves the metabolic stability of gemcitabine in our
in vivo model due to reduced decreased metabolic clearance. To the best of our knowledge, this is
the first report on the cytotoxic effects of an amino acid transporter-targeting gemcitabine prodrug,
produced by the introduction of threonine, on pancreatic cancer cells. Although the in vitro anti-cancer
effect of Gem-Thr was only slightly superior to that of free gemcitabine, this improved pharmacokinetic
property of Gem-Thr may have substantial anti-cancer effects in pancreatic cancer.
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Abstract: Cis/trans isomerization of amide bonds is a key step in a wide range of biological and
synthetic processes. Occurring through C-N amide bond rotation, it also coincides with the activation
of amides in enzymatic hydrolysis. In recently described QM studies of cis/trans isomerization
in secondary amides using density functional methods, we highlighted that a peptidic prototype,
such as glycylglycine methyl ester, can suitably represent the isomerization and complexities arising
out of a larger molecular backbone, and can serve as the primary scaffold for model structures with
different substitution patterns in order to assess and compare the steric effect of the substitution
patterns. Here, we describe our theoretical assessment of such steric effects using tert-butyl as
a representative bulky substitution. We analyze the geometries and relative stabilities of both
trans and cis isomers, and effects on the cis/trans isomerization barrier. We also use the additivity
principle to calculate absolute steric effects with a gradual increase in bulk. The study establishes that
bulky substitutions significantly destabilize cis isomers and also increases the isomerization barrier,
thereby synergistically hindering the cis/trans isomerization of secondary amides. These results
provide a basis for the rationalization of kinetic and thermodynamic properties of peptides with
potential applications in synthetic and medicinal chemistry.

Keywords: density functional theory; cis/trans isomerization; secondary amides; dipeptides; steric
effects; tert-butyl; additivity principle

1. Introduction

The chemistry of the amide bond has attracted the interest of chemists with diverse specializations.
Its unique characteristics arise from the delocalization of electrons from nitrogen to the carbonyl group,
which confers a partial double-bond character to the C-N bond and stabilizes a planar geometry with
a relatively high energy rotational barrier that hinders the free rotation, giving rise to cis and trans
isomers [1–3]. The resonance effect also protects the amide moiety against nucleophilic attacks at
the carbonyl carbon (e.g., it is virtually immune to hydrolysis at ambient temperature and pH in
non-enzymatic conditions); hence, it is a common practice to activate amides using Lewis acids for
chemical transformation. However, studies on enzymatic hydrolysis of amides have revealed that
distortion in the amide bond planarity via C-N bond rotation also results in amide bond activation,
increasing susceptibility to nucleophilic attack [4–6]. Cis/trans isomerization is one phenomenon
whereby the amide moiety loses its planarity, as significant geometric and hybridizational changes
occur throughout C-N bond rotation [7]. Therefore, information regarding the stabilities of cis and trans
forms of amides, C-N bond rotation in terms of cis/trans isomerization, and relevant energy barriers can
be useful for understanding the activation by deformation for a variety of amides, especially peptides.

While 3◦-amides (e.g., prolyl peptide bonds) have often been observed to undergo cis/trans
isomerization due to small energy differences between cis and trans isomers [8–10], 2◦-amides
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also undergo cis/trans isomerization via higher energy states in diverse important phenomena,
such as chemo-mechanical cycling of motor proteins [11], the protein folding [12–14] and catalytic
activity [15] of enzymes (such as cyclophilin A), cascade dissociation of peptide cation radicals
for peptide sequencing [16], and cyclization reactions of peptides (e.g., as in the formation of
piperazine-2,5-diones) [17].

With advances in computational capabilities since the 1990s, theoretical studies on trans and cis
isomers of 2◦-amides and their interconversion have revealed diverse phenomena, such as: effects of
pyramidalization of the amide and geometries of transition states [18]; the role of conjugation [19];
simulated solvent effects with molecular dynamics [20]; comparison of theoretically obtained rotational
barrier values with experimental values [21,22]; and the generation of ensembles of transition state
geometries [23]. Recently, we have conducted theoretical studies [7,24] on secondary amides using
density functional methods and molecular dynamics to provide a detailed account of geometry changes
during cis/trans isomerization, as well as the effects of solvent models, using glycylglycine methyl ester
(GGMe, Figure 1) as an example. We described that cis/trans isomerization can occur via either of the two
paths: one via the anti-type transition state, and one via the syn-type transition state (Figure 2). We also
showed that the salient features of the cis/trans isomerization remained consistent when the studies were
extended from N-methylacetamide to the peptidic scaffolds of GGMe, thus serving as a simple peptide
prototype to study conformational flexibilities and complexities relevant to larger molecular backbones.
In the present work, we extend our studies to substituted derivatives of GGMe (Figure 1).

 

Figure 1. The structures of glycylglycine methyl ester (left) and the substituted GGMe scaffold (right).
The relevant dihedral angles are defined by reference to the GGMe atom names (left).

syn

anti  
Figure 2. Two paths of cis/trans isomerization via the syn transition state (TSsyn) and anti transiton
state (TSanti), respectively. Ra and Rb represent substitutions attached to the carbonyl carbon and amide
nitrogen, respectively. For simplicity, the rotation is shown only for positive ω values between 0◦ (cis)
and 180◦ (trans). See [7] for more details.

It has been observed experimentally [25,26] that the steric bulk on both sides of the amide
moiety affects the cis/trans isomerization barrier. This demonstrates the key role of amino-acid
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side-chains in peptides in the rate of isomerization and extent of equilibria between the two
isomers. Corresponding attempts have been made to tailor the flexibility of the rotamers and overall
conformations by introducing constraints, such as intramolecular hydrogen bonding and/or steric
bulk around the amide bonds [27,28]. In addition to targeted flexibility design, the use of unnatural
isomers (especially D-amino acids) and the introduction of N-alkylated chains or functionalities in
peptide chemistry for the generation of novel peptidomimetics [29,30] provide further variation of the
steric bulk around the peptide bond (as well as diversification towards enzymatic activation). Thus,
a systematic theoretical study on the effect of steric bulk on the relative stabilities of trans and cis
isomers and their interconversion via cis/trans isomerization is in order.

The diversity of side chains and substitutions, along with their differing extents of steric effects,
greatly complicates their study. Bigger and bulkier side chains and substitutions introduce more
potential interactions, asymmetry, flexibility, and resonance effects, and hence have prohibitively greater
demands for CPU time for QM studies at higher levels of theory. Hence, a systematic study requires
representative substitution group(s) that can serve to introduce simple “bulk”, devoid of any resonance
or hydrogen-bonding effects. With the A value > 4 [31,32] and υef value = 1.2 [33,34], the tert-butyl
group can therefore be an ideal choice for “bulk”. In synthetic chemistry also, it is a common practice to
use tert-butyl groups as bulky substitutions to analyze the effect of steric bulk [35–37].

With this background, we present our theoretical assessment of the impact of stereospecific
patterns of steric bulk on α-carbons and the N-terminal amino group with respect to the geometries of
the trans and cis isomers, their relative stabilities, and effects on the cis/trans isomerization barrier.

2. Results and Discussion

2.1. Model Structures

The GGMe structure was taken as the primary scaffold to introduce bulk at different positions.
As shown in Figure 1, among the available three positions for substitutions, two are α-carbons of
amino acids and are thus chiral centers. In line with the natural amino acids, the default configuration
of substitution at α-carbons was kept as the S-configuration. However, when both chiral centers had
substitutions (i.e., where neither R2 nor R3 was hydrogen), the R2 configuration was kept constant
(S), and both isomers with different configurations (R and S) of R3 were included. Hence, along with
compounds with the natural S-configuration, two compounds with unnatural R-configurations at the
α-carbon were also included. Thus, a total of 10 model structures with different substitution patterns
of tert-butyl groups were generated, as summarized in Table 1 and Figure 3.

Table 1. Model structures and their substitutions.

Compound a R1 R2 R3

N0000
(GGMe) H H H

N0010 H H S-t-Bu
N0100 H S-t-Bu H
N0110 H S-t-Bu S-t-Bu
N011’0 H S-t-Bu R-t-Bu
N1000 t-Bu H H
N1010 t-Bu H S-t-Bu
N1100 t-Bu S-t-Bu H
N1110 t-Bu S-t-Bu S-t-Bu
N111’0 t-Bu S-t-Bu R-t-Bu

a The first, second, and third digits in the name of each compound represent the variants of R1, R2, and R3,
respectively. The fourth digit (0 in all) represents methyl ester and is specified in order to enable comparison to
future variation at this site.
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Figure 3. GGMe and its tert-butyl-substituted derivatives as model dipeptide esters.

2.2. Trans Geometries

In both gas and water phases (Figures 4 and 5), the optimized minimum energy geometries
of trans isomers showed an interesting blend of peptidic features with many of the characteristics
previously observed for GGMe [24]. For example, due to the absence of an amide group at the
C-terminal, C7-forms (γ-foldings) were not observed and the geometries with unsubstituted chiral
carbons showed a preference for the extended planar C5-form [38]. However, the substitutions at chiral
carbons introduced peptidic folding. A majority of geometries also showed the presence of a hydrogen
bond between the N-terminal amino group and amidic hydrogen [38].

The amide bond planarity is often described quantitatively in terms of the dihedral, ω.
The minimum energy geometries showed that the presence of bulky groups on both α-carbons
can cause distortion in the amide bond planarity beyond ±5◦ of ideal perfect planarity (Table 2),
and therefore can be used as an alternate approach towards acyclic twisted amides in combination
with non-covalent bonding strategies.

In order to assess the magnitude of steric factors in terms of energy (stE), the energy values
calculated based on the additivity principle [31] for tert-butyl-substituted structures (AddE) were
compared with their direct energy estimates for their minimum energy geometries (optE). As explained
in Figure 6A, the energy difference between methane and neopentane was taken to represent the
additive energy value of tert-butyl substitution on an sp3-carbon (Etb

C), while the energy difference
between ammonia and tert-butylamine was taken to represent the additive energy value of tert-butyl
substitution on pyramidal sp3-nitrogen of the amino group (Etb

N). Both values were calculated for
both gas and water phases (Tables 3 and 4) each. Then, as shown in Figure 6B, the energy value for the
optimized minimum energy geometry of N0000 (GGMe), or optEN0000, was taken as the basis for the
calculations of other compounds having tert-butyl substitutions on the α-carbon or amino nitrogen.
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Figure 4. Optimized minimum energy geometries of substituted GGMe derivatives in the gas phase,
where all geometries are aligned at the amide moiety. The distance between N-terminal amino nitrogen
and amidic hydrogen, in magenta, highlights the presence (or absence when distance > 2.3 Å) of the
H-bond between the two atoms. The “t” after the compound name indicates the “trans” isomer.

 
Figure 5. Optimized minimum energy geometries of substituted GGMe derivatives in the water phase,
where all geometries are aligned at the amide moiety. The distance between N-terminal amino nitrogen
and amidic hydrogen, in magenta, highlights the presence (or absence when distance > 2.3 Å) of the
H-bond between the two atoms. The “t” after the compound name indicates the “trans” isomer.
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For each compound, the additive energy value (AddE) was determined by the addition of
corresponding additive energy values of the tert-butyl group (Etb), depending on the atom of attachment
(carbon or nitrogen), number of tert-butyl groups, and the phase (gas or water). The steric effect (stE)
was calculated as the difference between AddE and the energy values for optimized minimum energy
geometries of respective compounds (optE) in their respective phase—that is, the gas or water phases
(Tables 5 and 6).

Table 2. Values (in degrees) of different dihedrals for the minimum energy geometries of different
compounds in gas and water phases. The presence of bulky groups on both α-carbons can cause
distortion in the planarity of amide moiety in terms of the ω dihedral, as highlighted in grey.

Compound Gas Phase Water Phase

ψN ω ϕC ψC ψN ω ϕC ψC

N0000t 12.8 178.3 175.6 −179.3 15.2 179.2 178.5 −177.4
N0010t −14.3 177.0 −122.7 141.7 −19.3 178.8 −124.4 142.6
N0100t −22.8 −179.7 −173.1 178.8 −40.5 −177.9 66.3 −146.4
N0110t −23.8 169.5 −114.3 141.2 −50.8 171.3 −135.3 152.0
N011’0t 14.3 −178.8 123.0 −140.9 13.4 178.5 127.3 −143.2
N1000t −15.6 −178.0 −179.1 179.6 12.7 179.5 175.3 −177.3
N1010t −17.9 176.6 −123.7 141.8 −12.2 178.7 −127.5 141.4
N1100t 140.7 177.5 −175.0 −179.9 134.6 174.6 −163.7 171.2
N1110t −27.1 172.5 −117.0 140.5 −32.7 174.2 −123.1 141.1
N111’0t 143.0 −169.7 127.2 −145.3 148.2 −173.4 136.1 −147.7

The “t” after the compound name indicates the “trans” isomer.

Figure 6. Using the additivity principle: (A) Calculation of the additive energy values of tert-butyl
substitution (B) Calculation of the magnitude of the steric effect in terms of energy based on GGMe,
explained with examples of N0100 and N1110.
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Table 3. Calculation of tert-Bu additive energy in the gas phase.

Compound optE Attachment Point tert-Bu Additive Energy kcal mol−1 (Etb)

NH3 −35,508.975
sp3 nitrogen Etb

N = −98,709.131tert-Bu-NH2 −134,218.106

CH4 −25,437.531
sp3 carbon Etb

C = −98,712.134tert-Bu-CH3 −124,149.665

Table 4. Calculation of tert-Bu additive energy in the water phase.

Compound optE Attachment Point tert-Bu Additive Energy Kcal mol−1 (Etb)

NH3 −35,514.577
sp3 nitrogen Etb

N = −98,707.646tert-Bu-NH2 −134,222.223

CH4 −25,436.175
sp3 carbon Etb

C = −98,711.962tert-Bu-CH3 −124,148.137

Table 5. Calculation of steric energies in the gas phase.

Compound a
optE

kcal mol−1
No. of t-Bu on
sp3 Nitrogen

No. of t-Bu on
sp3 Carbon

AddE
kcal mol−1

stE
kcal mol−1

N0000t −333,806.071 −333,806.071 0
N0010t −432,516.46 1 −432,518.205 1.745
N0100t −432,515.901 1 −432,518.205 2.304
N0110t −531,225.709 2 −531,230.339 4.63
N011’0t −531,225.494 2 −531,230.339 4.845
N1000t −432,514.375 1 −432,515.202 0.827
N1010t −531,224.575 1 1 −531,227.336 2.761
N1100t −531,222.518 1 1 −531,227.336 4.818
N1110t −629,932.315 1 2 −629,939.47 7.155
N111’0t −629,931.92 1 2 −629,939.47 7.55

a The “t” after the compound name indicates the “trans” isomer.

Table 6. Calculation of steric energies in the water phase.

Compound a Solvation Energy
(kcal mol−1)

optE
kcal mol−1

No. of t-Bu on
sp3 nitrogen

No. of t-Bu on
sp3 carbon

AddE
kcal mol-1

stE
kcal mol−1

N0000t −16.33 −381,811.506 −381,811.506 0
N0010t −16.85 −480,519.643 1 −480,523.468 3.825
N0100t −14.86 −480,518.077 1 −480,523.468 5.391
N0110t −16.1 −579,224.507 2 −579,235.43 10.923
N011’0t −12.66 −579,225.518 2 −579,235.43 9.912
N1000t −11.16 −480,518.478 1 −480,519.152 0.674
N1010t −15.97 −579,226.192 1 1 −579,231.114 4.922
N1100t −13.47 −579,222.324 1 1 −579,231.114 8.79
N1110t −11.49 −677,932.254 1 2 −677,943.076 10.822
N111’0t −11.34 −677,929.486 1 2 −677,943.076 13.59

a The “t” after the compound name indicates the “trans” isomer.

The trend, as shown in Figure 7, suggests that adding a bulky substitution to an α-carbon results
in a considerable steric effect. The bulky substitution on the N-terminal α-carbon has a slightly larger
impact than that on the C-terminalα-carbon. A bulky substitution on the N-terminal amino nitrogen also
leads to a steric effect that is consistently present across corresponding pairs, becoming stronger with
bulk on α-carbons. This steric effect seen in terms of energies is also reflected in strained geometries,
and is stronger when using the polarizable continuum model (the water phase). The comparison
between different substitution patterns using the additivity principle provides interesting insights about
the importance of the hydrogen bond between the N-terminal amino nitrogen and the amide hydrogen
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for conformational stability. For example, the difference between the stabilities of the minimum energy
conformers of N0010 and N0100 in the gas phase is ~0.5 kcal mol−1, but with tert-butyl substitution on
the N-terminal nitrogen (N1010 and N1100), the same stability difference increases to ~2.0 kcal mol−1,
as N1100 lacks the hydrogen bond (Figure 4). Similarly, in the water phase, the minimum energy
geometry of N011’0 is more stable (by ~1 kcal mol−1) than that of N0110, while N1110 is more stable
(by ~2.7 kcal mol−1) than N111’0. Both of the more stable geometries (N011’0 and N1110) show the
presence of the hydrogen bond, while both less-stable geometries lack it (Figure 5). Additionally, as is
evident from Figure 8, the tert-butyl groups in the less-substituted N0110 and N011’0 can remain apart,
but the same is not possible for the highly substituted geometries of N1110 and N111’0 with their
additional bulk on the N-terminal amino nitrogen, ultimately resulting in the higher energy difference.

 
Figure 7. Calculated steric effect for trans-isomers in the gas and water phase, using the additivity
principle. The “t” after the compound name indicates the “trans” isomer.

 
Figure 8. Comparison of minimum energy geometries of N0110, N011′0, N1110, and N111′0 in the
water phase. The “t” after the compound name indicates the “trans” isomer.
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2.3. Cis Geometries

In line with the trans isomers, the minimum energy geometries of the cis isomers of the compounds
in both gas and water phases showed a preference for the extended form at unsubstituted α-carbons,
but also showed folding at substituted α-carbons (Figures 9 and 10). With both α-carbons in proximity
of each other in the cis-geometries, the impact of steric bulk was evident from the strained geometries.
For example, compounds N0010, N0110, and N1110 in the gas phase show similar chain-folding,
but the dihedral Φ for the C-terminal residue shows dramatic changes, while the tert-butyl groups
on both α-carbons are also forced to come closer (Figure 11). With the tert-butyl group only on the
C-terminal α-carbon, the dihedral Φ for N0010 stands at −115◦, which narrows sharply to −81◦ with
the addition of a tert-butyl group at the N-terminal α-carbon, as both tert-butyl groups try to stay apart
(2.82 Å) by pushing the amino and ester moieties towards the other side. However, the repulsion due
to another tert-butyl group on the amino nitrogen in N1110 counteracts this and broadens the Φ to
−87◦, in turn “squeezing” the tert-butyl groups on both α-carbons even closer (2.49 Å).

 
Figure 9. Optimized minimum energy geometries of the cis isomer of the substituted GGMe derivatives in
the gas phase; all geometries are aligned at the amide moiety. The “c” after the compound name indicates
the “cis” isomer.
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Figure 10. Optimized minimum energy geometries of the cis isomers of the substituted GGMe
derivatives in the water dielectric phase; all geometries are aligned at the amide moiety. The “c”
after the compound name indicates the “cis” isomer.

 
Figure 11. Comparison of cis geometries of N0010, N0110, and N1110 in the gas phase shows increasing
strain in the geometries with the successive addition of tert-butyl groups. The “c” after the compound
name indicates the “cis” isomer.

2.3.1. The Relative Stabilities of Cis vs. Trans Isomers

Tables 7 and 8 describe the relative energies of the minimum energy cis geometries in gas and water
phases, respectively, along with the corresponding Gibbs free energy change estimates. Interestingly,
the relative energy values of the minimum energy geometries of most cis isomers (compared to the
minimum energy geometries of the trans isomers) were found to be higher in the gas phase than in
the water phase (Figure 12). This may be attributed partially to the fact that the trans isomers in the
water phase already have much higher energy values than the corresponding gas-phase structures,
as revealed in steric-factor calculations using the additivity principle for the trans isomers. Furthermore,
the solvation energy values for most cis isomers are higher (i.e., more negative) than corresponding
trans isomers by 2–3 kcal mol−1. This indicates better stabilization/solvation of the cis isomers than
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the trans isomers in the water phase, which may, in turn, be attributed to the higher dipole moment of
cis isomers compared to trans isomers, as is evident from Figure 13.

Table 7. Dihedral angles (in degree) and relative energies of minimum energy cis isomers in the gas phase.

Compound a ψN ω ϕC ψC ΔE b ΔG c

N0000c 179.9 0.1 −179.9 179.8 4.63 4.92
N0010c −176.7 −6.1 −115.2 132.8 5.23 5.14
N0100c 130.7 −2.4 −178.5 −179.3 5.12 4.92
N0110c 130.0 −8.5 −80.9 131.9 6.17 6.07
N011’0c 131.2 0.0 127.3 −136.5 4.96 5.18
N1000c −162.2 2.1 −177.6 178.5 5.02 5.77
N1010c −158.2 −5.1 −121.5 135.7 5.67 6.11
N1100c 137.5 −6.4 −175.1 −178.3 5.17 5.05
N1110c 138.9 −3.5 −86.9 132.0 7.52 7.71
N111’0c 140.4 6.9 104.4 −143.9 7.52 7.61

a The “c” after the compound name indicates the “cis” isomer. b Gas-phase energy relative to the minimum energy
trans geometry, calculated in kcal mol−1 at the B3LYP/6-311++G(3df,3pd) level. c Gibbs free energy change at
298.15 K relative to minimum energy trans geometry, calculated in kcal mol−1 at the B3LYP/6-31++G** level.

Table 8. Dihedral angles (in degree) and relative energies of minimum energy cis-isomers in the water
dielectric phase.

Compound a Solvation Energy (kcal mol−1) ϕN ω ϕC ψC ΔE b ΔG c

N0000c −19.43 179.5 0.1 −179.6 179.7 2.03 2.1
N0010c −17.85 −163.8 −0.6 −129.8 144.4 2.97 2.9
N0100c −16.88 127.5 −2.1 −176.4 −177.4 2.11 2.3
N0110c −15.67 128.2 4.3 −80.8 143.6 1.38 1.7
N011’0c −14.7 130.7 8.3 133.4 −141.9 2.80 2.4
N1000c −19.86 −174.0 0.7 −167.2 178.3 2.79 2.9
N1010c −18.63 −159.0 0.0 −128.3 143.1 3.34 3.1
N1100c −14.35 140.1 0.7 113.8 −163.8 3.92 3.7
N1110c −11.87 134.6 −5.4 −94.3 138.8 7.66 8.1
N111’0c −11.76 141.2 9.5 109.1 −147.5 4.86 4.94

a The “c” after the compound name indicates the “cis” isomer. b Water phase energy relative to the minimum
energy trans geometry, calculated in kcal mol−1 at the B3LYP/6-311++G(3df,3pd) level. c Gibbs free energy change
at 298.15 K relative to minimum energy trans geometry, calculated in kcal mol−1 at the B3LYP/6-31++G ** level.

 
Figure 12. Energies of minimum-energy geometries of cis isomers relative to that of trans-isomers in
the gas phase (blue bars) and the water phase (green bars). The “c” after the compound name indicates
the “cis” isomer.
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Figure 13. Comparison of the dipole moment and solvation energy for trans and cis isomers (denoted
by the “t” and “c” after the compound names, respectively).

2.3.2. The Effect of Bulk on Cis Isomers

Tables 9 and 10 describe the calculation of steric effects on cis-isomers based on the additivity
principle in the gas and water phases respectively, which show a trend similar to that for the
trans-isomers (Figure 14), as discussed in Section 2.2.

Table 9. Steric-factor effect on the cis-isomer based on the additivity principle in the gas phase.

Compound
a

optE
kcal mol−1

No. of t-Bu on
sp3 Nitrogen

No. of t-Bu on
sp3 Carbon

AddE
kcal mol−1

stE
kcal mol−1

N0000c −333,801.441 −333,801.441 0
N0010c −432,511.233 1 −432,513.575 2.342
N0100c −432,510.785 1 −432,513.575 2.79
N0110c −531,219.543 2 −531,225.709 6.166
N011’0c −531,220.53 2 −531,225.709 5.179
N1000c −432,509.352 1 −432,510.572 1.22
N1010c −531,218.91 1 1 −531,222.706 3.796
N1100c −531,217.348 1 1 −531,222.706 5.358
N1110c −629,924.792 1 2 −629,934.84 10.048
N111’0c −629,924.4 1 2 −629,934.84 10.44

a The “c” after the compound name indicates the “cis” isomer.

Table 10. Steric-factor effect on the cis-isomer based on the additivity principle in the water phase.

Compound
a

optE
kcal mol−1

No. of t-Bu on
sp3 Nitrogen

No. of t-Bu on
sp3 Carbon

AddE
kcal mol−1

stE
kcal mol−1

N0000c −333,819.556 −333,819.556 0
N0010c −432,526.761 1 −432,531.518 4.757
N0100c −432,526.055 1 −432,531.518 5.463
N0110c −531,233.207 2 −531,243.48 10.273
N011’0c −531,232.806 2 −531,243.48 10.674
N1000c −432,525.775 1 −432,527.202 1.427
N1010c −531,232.932 1 1 −531,239.164 6.232
N1100c −531,228.49 1 1 −531,239.164 10.674
N1110c −629,934.673 1 2 −629,951.126 16.453
N111’0c −629,934.711 1 2 −629,951.126 16.415

a The “c” after the compound name indicates the “cis” isomer.
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Figure 14. Steric effect for cis-isomers in the gas and water phases using the additivity principle.
The “c” after the compound name indicates the “cis” isomer.

2.4. Cis/Trans Isomerization Barrier

The calculation of energy barriers for substituted derivatives of GGMe is a complex task. As we
have previously reported [7], the existence of multiple rotamers makes it difficult to identify every
possible transition state. In the case of GGMe, however, the lack of substitutions on α-carbons still
significantly simplifies the calculation, as the isomerization study along the rotation coordinate ω

between 180◦ and 0◦ suffices due to the symmetry. This becomes more complex with the introduction
of substitutions and stereospecificity at α-carbons, which introduces asymmetry along the rotation
coordinates, such as the ω-dihedral, resulting in different energy barriers for rotation along the positive
vs. negative directions of rotation, with the simultaneous existence of multiple rotamers. Therefore,
the number of possible transition-state conformations increases enormously.

In order to simplify this complex problem, it was necessary to use a specific method to enable
comparison among same types of geometries for different compounds. Such a comparison can provide
information about the overall effect of substitution patterns, if not for specific conformers. From the
examples of N-methylacetamide and GGMe [7], it became evident that the energy-barrier geometries
obtained with stepwise RCS would provide a reasonably accurate estimation of transition states and
corresponding energies. Therefore, we decided to find energy-barrier geometries (EBGs) to estimate
energy-barrier values. For compounds without substitutions on the α-carbon, the calculation in one
direction (between 0◦ and 180◦, or between 180◦ (=−180◦) and 360◦ (=0◦)) was sufficient. However,
for other substituted compounds, calculation in both directions was carried out. Correspondingly,
from the trans isomers, syn EBGs were obtained close to ω = ±60◦ and from the cis isomers, anti EBGs
were obtained close to ω = ±120◦. Figures 15 and 16 represent the most stable energy barrier geometry
for each compound in the gas phase and water phase, respectively.

Tables 11 and 12 describe energy-barrier values corresponding to syn/anti EBGs in the gas phase
and water phase, respectively. It is evident that the energy-barrier value strongly depends on the
direction of rotation for compounds with substitution on chiral α-carbons, and in such cases, the energy
difference between the same types of energy-barrier geometries in two different directions of rotation
can be significant, from 1 to 6 kcal mol−1.
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Figure 15. Cis/trans isomerization energy barrier geometries of substituted GGMe derivatives in the
gas phase; all geometries are aligned at the amide moiety.

 
Figure 16. Cis/trans isomerization energy barrier geometries of substituted GGMe derivatives in the
water phase; all geometries are aligned at the amide moiety.
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Table 11. Energy-barrier values corresponding to syn and anti EBGs generated from optimized
minimum energy trans and cis geometries, respectively, in the gas phase.

Compound
Anti120GP Anti-120GP Syn60GP Syn-60GP

ΔGeff
ΔE a ΔG b ΔE a ΔG b ΔE a ΔG b ΔE a ΔG b

N0000 19.53 13.70 19.53 13.72 25.46 19.91 25.26 19.84 13.70
N0010 24.22 18.34 19.34 11.93 25.22 17.86 27.99 20.23 11.93
N0100 20.96 13.40 20.51 12.43 26.30 18.63 25.26 20.38 12.43
N0110 25.64 18.72 19.76 12.34 23.98 17.63 28.18 22.10 12.34
N011’0 19.99 12.91 24.92 17.54 27.33 19.06 29.92 22.79 12.91
N1000 19.55 11.03 19.82 11.09 ND c ND 25.09 19.31 11.03
N1010 24.33 17.92 20.10 14.82 24.95 17.65 27.80 22.20 14.82
N1100 21.54 12.90 20.59 13.14 26.61 19.13 25.40 17.49 12.90
N1110 26.08 17.27 20.15 11.17 28.29 20.62 34.39 28.17 11.17
N111’0 21.43 12.59 26.18 17.45 30.79 22.72 23.68 14.51 12.59
a Gas-phase energy relative to the minimum-energy trans geometry, calculated in kcal mol−1 at the
B3LYP/6-311++G(3df,3pd) level. b Gibbs free energy at 298.15 K relative to the minimum-energy trans geometry,
calculated in kcal mol−1 at the B3LYP/6-31++G** level. c ND: Not determined, assumed similar geometry as for the
rotation in the opposite direction due to symmetry.

Assuming the minimum-value energy barrier (Geff) to be the “real” barrier, it appears that
bulky substitution patterns have no significant effect on the energy barrier values in the gas phase,
as even the most substituted compounds N1110 and N111’0 have energy barriers similar to the
unsubstituted N0000 (GGMe). However, the effect of stereospecific bulky substitution patterns
becomes significant in the water phase, and can show an increase in the energy barrier by up to
4–5 kcal mol−1. Diastereomers N0110 and N011’0 (with S- and R- configuation on the C-terminal
α-carbon) show a difference of ~5 kcal mol−1. A similar difference is seen also in the case of the other
pairs of diastereomers, N1110 and N111’0. Thus, the stereochemistry of substitutions has a profound
effect on the energy-barrier heights and can provide an opportunity to control the flexibility selectively.
Interestingly, a syn EBG was found to be more stable than both anti EBGs in the case of compound
N011’0 in the water phase.

Table 12. Energy-barrier values corresponding to syn and anti EBGs generated from the optimized
minimum-energy trans and cis geometries, respectively, in the water phase.

Compound
Anti120WP Anti-120WP Syn60WP Syn-60WP

ΔGeff
ΔE a ΔG b ΔE a ΔG b ΔE a ΔG b ΔE a ΔG b

N0000 19.18 13.82 19.18 13.74 24.29 20.07 ND c ND 13.74
N0010 25.40 20.48 19.03 13.67 29.42 23.23 24.23 20.47 13.67
N0100 22.45 18.28 20.66 16.24 23.31 18.6 26.09 19.91 16.24
N0110 25.13 21.06 19.32 13.46 22.23 19.06 20.47 16.61 13.46
N011’0 26.44 20.83 26.55 20.67 23.39 18.55 26.51 21.71 18.55
N1000 22.30 16.89 22.35 16.85 ND ND 23.86 19.40 16.85
N1010 26.60 20.05 19.00 12.72 29.60 23.96 24.29 19.71 12.72
N1100 22.54 14.06 23.71 16.92 26.50 19.28 23.04 16.86 14.06
N1110 29.46 21.96 24.53 19.22 29.24 24.21 30.37 23.98 19.22
N111’0 23.15 14.50 27.71 21.34 26.65 19.74 23.78 17.50 14.50
a Water-phase energy relative to the minimum-energy trans geometry, calculated in kcal mol−1 at the
B3LYP/6-311++G(3df,3pd) level. b Gibbs free energy at 298.15 K relative to the minimum energy trans geometry,
calculated in kcal mol-1 at the B3LYP/6-31++G** level. c ND: Not determined, assumed similar geometry as for the
rotation in the opposite direction due to symmetry.

Overall, bulky substitutions were found to affect cis/trans isomerization in two ways: by making
the cis isomer more unstable and thereby shifting the equilibrium towards the trans isomer, and by
increasing the reaction barrier height and thereby decreasing the reaction rate. As both effects
discourage trans to cis isomerization, compounds with bulky substitutions are expected to take
longer and/or require higher temperatures for the same effect. Moreover, as trans to cis isomerization
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is an essential step in the cyclization of dipeptides to piperazine-2,5-diones, it is certain that slow
isomerization would also result in decelerated dipeptide cyclization.

3. Methods

3.1. Generation of Structures

The relevant structures were initially generated as 2D trans isomers using Marvin Sketch 15.6.8,
2015, (ChemAxon, Budapest, Hungary), and were imported to the Maestro [39] module of the
Schrodinger suite (Schrödinger, LLC. New York, NY, USA), from which all further studies were
performed. The cis geometries were generated by torsional adjustment of the ω dihedral.

3.2. Conformational Search

All trans and cis geometries were subjected to the MacroModel [40] conformational search
algorithm, using the MMFFs force-field. From the conformational search output, the geometries within
a potential energy of up to 21 kJ/mol over the minimum energy geometry were kept.

All further studies were performed using the Jaguar [41,42] program of the Schrodinger suite.

3.3. Geometric Optimization

The geometries kept after the conformational search were subjected to geometric optimization
at the B3LYP/6-31++G** level with maximum grid density and the “accurate” accuracy level of SCF.
Frequency calculation studies were carried out to confirm zero imaginary frequencies for an optimized
geometry. For each compound, the most stable geometry (i.e., with the minimum energy) was chosen
for further study. Calculations for the water dielectric continuum (water phase) were performed using
the same parameters and the additional Poisson Boltzmann Finite (PBF) solvent model. The Cartesian
coordinates of the optimized geometries are provided in the supplementary information.

3.4. Relaxed Coordinate Scan (RCS)

The optimized minimum energy cis and trans geometries of all compounds were subjected to
relaxed coordinate scans (RCS), on the ω dihedral coordinate at the B3LYP/6-31++G** level with
maximum grid density and the “accurate” accuracy level of SCF. The optimized geometry at each
step was used to generate the starting geometry for the next step. For water-phase calculations,
the Poisson Boltzmann Finite (PBF) solvent model was used. Each RCS was performed in three rounds,
with a 15◦ step-size for the first round and a 2◦ step-size (near the rotation barriers) for the second
round. The step-size for the third round (closest to the rotation barrier) was kept at 0.125◦ and 0.250◦

for the gas and water phase calculations, respectively. Except for compounds with only hydrogens
on both chiral α-carbons, the relaxed coordinate scan was performed in both directions (positive and
negative direction, clockwise and anticlockwise). The syn and anti energy-barrier geometries (EBG)
were identified and used as plausible energy-barrier geometries. (Henceforth, EBGs refers to the
energy-barrier geometries obtained from RCS). The Cartesian coordinates of the EBGs are provided in
the supplementary information.

3.5. Single-Point Energy Calculations

Accurate single-point energies were calculated for all optimized and reaction-barrier geometries
at the B3LYP/6-311++G(3df,3pd) level with maximum grid density and the “accurate” accuracy level
of SCF. Vibrational analyses were carried out at the B3LYP/6-31++G** level, and the free energy values
obtained for 298.15 K were used to calculate relative Gibbs free energies. For water phase calculations,
the Poisson Boltzmann Finite (PBF) solvent model was used.
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4. Conclusions

In this work, we conducted a systematic theoretical study of the effects of steric bulk on the
relative stabilities with varied substitution patterns on a peptidic scaffold using density functional
methods. We used model compounds based on the simple glycylglycine methyl ester peptidic scaffold
with patterns of stereospecific substitutions of the tert-butyl group to represent steric bulk. The study
establishes how bulky substitutions significantly destabilize the cis isomers and also increase the
energy barrier for cis/trans isomerization (especially in the water phase). These effects synergistically
discourage the cis/trans isomerization of secondary amides. Therefore, secondary amides with bulky
and more substitutions are much less likely to undergo cis/trans isomerization than the unsubstituted
or less substituted second amides. Because cis/trans isomerization is an important step in the synthesis
of piperazine-2,5-diones via cyclization of dipeptide esters, the rate of reaction for highly substituted
dipeptide esters can be expected to be much slower than those with less substitutions. Moreover,
for medicinal chemistry purposes, such highly substituted peptidomimetics can be expected to possess
a very rigid peptide backbone.
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Abstract: Transition-metal-catalyzed amide-bond formation from alcohols and amines is
an atom-economic and eco-friendly route. Herein, we identified a highly active in situ N-heterocyclic
carbene (NHC)/ruthenium (Ru) catalytic system for this amide synthesis. Various substrates,
including sterically hindered ones, could be directly transformed into the corresponding amides
with the catalyst loading as low as 0.25 mol.%. In this system, we replaced the p-cymene ligand of
the Ru source with a relatively labile cyclooctadiene (cod) ligand so as to more efficiently obtain
the corresponding poly-carbene Ru species. Expectedly, the weaker cod ligand could be more
easily substituted with multiple mono-NHC ligands. Further high-resolution mass spectrometry
(HRMS) analyses revealed that two tetra-carbene complexes were probably generated from the in
situ catalytic system.

Keywords: ruthenium (Ru); N-heterocyclic carbenes (NHCs); homogeneous catalysis; in situ; amide
bonds; synthesis

1. Introduction

Amides are a series of fundamental functional structures in nature and biological systems, as well
as crucial building blocks for organic synthesis [1–6]. As of late, numerous synthetic methods were
reported for the construction of amide bonds. However, they generally suffer from the usage of
various stoichiometric additives and the production of unfavorable equimolar byproducts [7–14].
Therefore, green and eco-friendly strategies are highly required for amide synthesis [15]. Recently,
a methodology employing transition-metal-based catalytic systems for direct amide synthesis from
alcohols and amines was proven to be far more atom-economic and environmentally friendly as the
only byproduct is hydrogen [16–22]. Throughout this research, ruthenium (Ru) was most extensively
studied [23]. Initially, the Murahashi [24] and Milstein [25] groups pioneered Ru-catalyzed amide
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synthesis in intramolecular and intermolecular manners, respectively. Notably, the Milstein catalyst,
a Ru complex bearing a PNN-type pincer ligand, was highly active for this reaction. With a catalyst
loading of 0.1 mol.%, various amides could be synthesized from alcohols and amines [25]. Later,
great progress was achieved by the Milstein [26–28], Madsen [29–31], Williams [32,33], Hong [34–43],
Crabtree [44,45], Albrecht [46], Guan [47,48], Glorius [49], Möller [50,51], Bera [52], Huynh [53],
Viswanathamurthi [54–56], Mashima [57], Verpoort [58,59], and Kundu [60] groups. In particular,
Ru combined with N-heterocyclic carbenes (NHCs) attracted more and more interest due to the
flexible tunability of the electronic and steric properties of NHCs, which may easily access the optimal
structures of the corresponding NHC/Ru complexes [61–63]. Accordingly, a multitude of efficient
NHC/Ru catalytic systems were discovered for this reaction. Furthermore, considering the merits of
the in situ catalytic systems, such as easy operation and convenient investigation of electronically and
sterically distinct NHCs, a number of versatile and potent in situ NHC/Ru catalytic systems recently
emerged. However, satisfactory yields could only be attained by these reported systems if relatively
high Ru loadings of 2.0–5.0 mol.% were employed [29,34,36,37,49]. Therefore, the development of
more efficient in situ NHC/Ru catalytic systems which can accomplish the formation of amide linkage
are urgently required.

In our previous work, the development of various in situ generated (p-cymene)/Ru catalytic
systems, which contain benzimidazole-based NHC precursors bearing different electronic and steric
properties, was accomplished [58]. Further experiments revealed that two mono-NHC/Ru complexes
were observed as major species and two poly-carbene complexes were detected as only minor species
(as depicted in Figure 1a) [59]. Herein, we envisioned that replacing the p-cymene ligand of the Ru
center with a relatively labile cyclooctadiene (cod) ligand could possibly give rise to poly-carbene
complexes as a major species (as shown in Figure 1b). Expectedly, the weaker cod ligand could be
more easily substituted with multiple mono-NHC ligands. Based on this, an efficient in situ NHC/Ru
catalytic system was developed through extensive screening of various conditions. Notably, this system
demonstrated excellent catalytic activity for amide synthesis with the applied catalyst loading as low
as 0.25 mol.%. Various amides, including sterically congested ones, were directly synthesized from
alcohols and amines in moderate to excellent yields. Furthermore, high-resolution mass spectrometry
(HRMS) analyses suggested several Ru species bearing multiple NHC ligands as major species, which
was in accordance with our prospection.

Figure 1. The design strategy of this work.

2. Results and Discussion

The reaction of benzyl alcohol (1a) and benzylamine (2a) was selected as a model reaction for the
optimization of the reaction conditions. Based on our previous work [59], 0.5 mol.% of [RuCl2(cod)]n,
2.00 mol.% of an NHC precursor, 3.50 mol.% of NaH, 0.5 h of catalyst generation time, and 16 h

113



Molecules 2018, 23, 2413

of reaction time were originally applied (as listed in Table 1). In the beginning, NHC precursors
L1–L6 with different backbone and wingtip substituents were prepared (entries 1–6, Table 1). The first
and foremost, 62% of amide 3a and 15% of imine 4a, were obtained with 18% of 1a remaining if L1

was used (entry 1). Electron-deficient precursor L2 gave rise to lower amide content in the product
distribution, demonstrating its disadvantage for amide formation (entry 2 vs. entry 1). In the case
of an electron-rich NHC precursor (L3), a similar result was obtained compared with L1 (entry 3 vs.
entry 1). Moreover, the substituents on the N-terminus of the NHC precursors were adjusted (entries 1,
4–6). With retaining Me as the substituent for one N-terminus, different groups including Et, nPr,
and iPr were introduced for the other terminus. The result was indicative that Et was the optimized
group for this reaction (entry 4 vs. entries 1, 5, and 6). After establishing the ideal NHC precursor (L4),
we continued the optimization by screening other reaction conditions. It was found that the catalyst
generation time was crucial for the catalysis (entries 4, 7–11); 57% of the amide product could be
detected if every substance was added simultaneously (entry 5). As we elongated the period for the in
situ catalyst generation from 0 h to 2.0 h, the yields of 3a gradually increased (entries 4, 7–10). A further
increment of the time led to a similar yield (entry 11 vs. entry 10). Therefore, the ideal duration for the
catalyst generation was finalized as 2 h. Next, the ratio of [Ru]: L4:NaH was varied (entries 12–17). It is
worth emphasizing that the amount of both L4 and NaH changed so as to ascertain three additional
equivalents of NaH to activate [RuCl2(cod)]n for all cases. Without L4, no amide was formed (entry
12). As the ratio increased from 1:0:3 to 1:5:8, gradually higher yields of 3a were observed (entries 10,
12–16). However, a higher ratio prompted a reduced yield of 3a (entry 17 vs. entry 16). Thus, the ratio
of 1:5:8 was recognized as the best one (entry 16), and further increasing the reaction time from 16 h to
36 h produced 3a in 93% yield (entry 18).

In order to identify a more active catalytic system, a reduced Ru loading of 0.25 mol.% was
attempted (as listed in Table 2). At the outset, 65% of 3a was afforded if the loading of the
above-optimized catalytic system was directly reduced to 0.25 mol.% (entry 1). In addition, different
bases including potassium bis(trimethylsilyl)amide (KHMDS), KOtBu, and Cs2CO3 were exploited
instead of NaH (entries 2–4). Interestingly, compared with NaH, the milder Cs2CO3 led to an increased
yield of 3a (entry 4 vs. entry 1). It was also noticed that the volume of toluene was crucial for the
reaction (entries 4–8). Either a more concentrated or diluted solution triggered a lower amide/imine
selectivity (entry 5–8 vs. entry 4). Furthermore, the adjustment of the base amounts influenced the
reaction (entries 4, 9–12), and 1.75 mol.% of Cs2CO3 was found to be optimal for the selective amide
formation (entry 10). Therefore, the optimized reaction conditions were identified as 1 (5.00 mmol),
2 (5.50 mmol), [RuCl2(cod)]n (0.0125 mmol), L4 (0.0625 mmol), Cs2CO3 (0.075 mmol), toluene (1.50 mL),
reflux, and 36 h unless otherwise noted.

With the optimized reaction conditions at hand, the substrate scope and limitations of this strategy
were further investigated (as depicted in Figure 2). For the sterically non-hindered substrates (1a–1e),
the corresponding amides could be obtained in good to excellent yields. If a secondary amine (1f) was
employed, tertiary amide 3f was also given in 80% yield with 0.5 mol.% of [Ru]. Expectedly, lactam
3g was efficiently afforded from amino alcohol 1f in an intramolecular pattern. On the other hand,
the reactions of benzyl alcohol with substituted benzylamines were evaluated. It seemed that these
substituents had no obvious influence on the reactivity, and amides 3h–3k were synthesized in 75–85%
yields. In the case of coupling benzylamine with various benzyl alcohols, a substituent at either the
para or meta position resulted in good yields of amides 3l–3n. However, an ortho group gave amide
3o in a moderate yield. Apparently, aromatic amines were less reactive, and aniline (2p) produced
amide 3p in only 25% yield. To our delight, this newly developed catalytic system was not as sensitive
to steric bulks as our previous systems [58,59]. With an Ru loading of 0.5 mol.%, several sterically
hindered substrates could be efficiently transformed into amides 3q–3t.
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Table 1. Optimization of reaction conditions with a catalyst loading of 0.5 mol.% a.

 

Entry L x y n
Yields (%) b

3a 4a Unreacted 1a

1 L1 2.00 3.50 0.5 62 15 18
2 L2 2.00 3.50 0.5 28 30 39
3 L3 2.00 3.50 0.5 63 15 16
4 L4 2.00 3.50 0.5 78 10 8
5 L5 2.00 3.50 0.5 72 12 8
6 L6 2.00 3.50 0.5 28 30 39
7 L4 2.00 3.50 0.0 57 10 31
8 L4 2.00 3.50 1.0 79 6 8
9 L4 2.00 3.50 1.5 81 5 7
10 L4 2.00 3.50 2.0 83 4 5
11 L4 2.00 3.50 2.5 82 4 6
12 L4 0.00 1.50 2.0 0 19 76
13 L4 0.50 2.00 2.0 37 10 51
14 L4 1.00 2.50 2.0 60 11 28
15 L4 1.50 3.00 2.0 75 7 16
16 L4 2.50 4.00 2.0 86 4 9
17 L4 3.00 4.50 2.0 81 6 3

18 c L4 2.50 4.00 2.0 93 5 0

a 1a (2.50 mmol), 2a (2.75 mmol), [RuCl2(cod)]n (0.50 mol.%), L (x mol.%), NaH (y mol.%), toluene (1.25 mL), 120 ◦C,
n h of catalyst generation time, and 16 h of reaction time; b NMR yields (average of two consistent runs) using
1,3,5-trimethoxybenzene as an internal standard; c 36 h of reaction time.

Concerning the in situ catalytic systems, it is crucial to explore the possible structures of the
generated Ru species. As a result, HRMS analyses were performed to clarify this matter (as shown in
Figure 3). In accordance with our speculation, no mono-carbene complexes were detected. Instead, two
poly-carbene Ru species were observed from the spectrum. [Ru]-1 (corresponding to an isotopic peak
at m/z = 812.24209), consistent with an Ru species comprising four-fold NHC ligands, was observed
as a major species. Furthermore, another tetra-carbene Ru species, assigned as [Ru]-2 with the isotopic
peak at m/z = 793.26709, was also found as a minor species. Presumably, during exposure to air and/or
the HRMS measurements, the Ru centers in [Ru]-1 and [Ru]-2 were oxidized to +3 and +4, respectively.
Unfortunately, attempts to isolate these tetra-carbene complexes were unsuccessful, probably due to
the complexity of the in situ catalyst generation. Therefore, it was still unclear whether the high activity
of the current catalytic system was attributed to the observed tetra-carbene Ru species or other species.
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Figure 2. Amide synthesis from various alcohols and amines; a isolated yields (averages of two
consistent runs); b in m-xylene at reflux; c 0.5 mol.% of [Ru].

Table 2. Optimization of reaction conditions with a catalyst loading of 0.25 mol.% a.

 

Entry Base x y Yields (%) b

3a 4a Unreacted 1a

1 NaH 2.00 1.50 65 7 24
2 KHMDS 2.00 1.50 27 11 57
3 KOtBu 2.00 1.50 45 15 32
4 Cs2CO3 2.00 1.50 86 7 5
5 Cs2CO3 2.00 0.50 57 18 22
6 Cs2CO3 2.00 1.00 71 13 12
7 Cs2CO3 2.00 2.00 69 16 13
8 Cs2CO3 2.00 2.50 45 38 15
9 Cs2CO3 1.50 1.50 66 15 12

10 Cs2CO3 1.75 1.50 90 7 2
11 Cs2CO3 2.25 1.50 81 10 8
12 Cs2CO3 2.50 1.50 72 12 15

a 1a (5.00 mmol), 2a (5.50 mmol), [RuCl2(cod)]n (0.25 mol.%), L4 (1.25 mol.%), base (x mol.%), toluene (y mL), 120 ◦C,
2 h of catalyst generation time, and 36 h of reaction time; b NMR yields (average of two consistent runs) using
1,3,5-trimethoxybenzene as an internal standard.
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Figure 3. The high-resolution mass spectrometry (HRMS) analyses for the identification of the possible
Ru species.

3. Experimental

3.1. General Considerations

All reactions were carried out using standard Schlenk techniques or in an argon-filled glove box
unless otherwise mentioned. All the substrates and solvents were obtained from commercial suppliers
and used as received without further purification. 1H-NMR spectra were recorded on a Bruker Avance
500 spectrometer (Billerica, MA, USA) in CDCl3 or DMSO-d6 with TMS as the internal reference, and
13C-NMR spectra were recorded in CDCl3 or DMSO-d6 on a Bruker Avance 500 (126 MHz) spectrometer.
The following abbreviations were used to designate multiplicities: s = singlet, brs = broad singlet,
d = doublet, t = triplet, dd = doublet of doublets, dq = doublet of quartets, td = triplet of doublets,
ddd = doublet of doublets of doublets, and m = multiplet. Melting points were taken on a Buchi
M-560 melting point apparatus (Flawil, Switzerland) and were uncorrected. HRMS analyses were
done with a Bruker Daltonics microTOF-QII instrument (Billerica, MA, USA). NHC precursors L1–L6

were prepared according to a previous publication [58,59], and all the amide products were identified
by spectral comparison with the literature data [58,59]. 1H-NMR, 13C-NMR data and original spectra
of amides 3a–3t could be found in the Supplementary Materials.

3.2. General Procedure for the Amide Synthesis

Inside an argon-filled glove box, [Ru(cod)Cl2]n (3.5 mg, 0.0125 mmol), L4 (18.0 mg, 0.0625 mmol),
Cs2CO3 (28.6 mg, 0.0875 mmol), and dry toluene (1.50 mL) were added to an oven-dried 25-mL
Schlenk flask. The tube was taken out of the glove box and heated to reflux under argon for 2 h.
Then, an alcohol (5.00 mmol) and an amine (5.50 mmol) were added, and the mixture was stirred at a
refluxing temperature for 36 h. The procedures for calculating the NMR yields were as follows: when
the reaction was complete, 1,3,5-trimethoxybenzene (0.5 mmol, 84.0 mg) and CHCl3 (1.0 mL) were
added to the reaction mixture. Afterward, to an NMR tube was added 0.1 mL of the above solution and
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0.4 mL of CDCl3. The NMR yields were obtained based on the exact amount of 1,3,5-trimethoxybenzene.
In order to obtain the isolated yields of the amides, the reaction mixture was cooled down to room
temperature, and the solvent was removed under reduced pressure. Finally, the residue was purified
by silica-gel flash column chromatography to afford the amides.

4. Conclusions

In summary, based on the assumption that the relatively labile cod ligand could be replaced by
multiple NHC ligands to obtain versatile and active catalytic systems, we prepared several NHC
precursors with distinct electronic and steric properties, then combined them with [RuCl2(cod)]n and
a mild Cs2CO3 to obtain a series of in situ NHC/Ru catalytic systems. Through extensive screening of
these systems and other conditions, the L4-based NHC/Ru catalytic system exhibited optimal activity
for the dehydrogenative amidation of alcohols and amines. Various amides, especially sterically
hindered ones, could be afforded in an efficient manner. Notably, the applied catalyst loading was as
low as 0.25 mol.%. Further experiments revealed that the higher amount of L4 compared to Ru probably
facilitated the formation of two tetra-carbene species ([Ru]-1 and [Ru]-2), which were observed from
HRMS analyses. However, since the in situ catalytic system was relatively complicated, it is still
uncertain whether these tetra-carbene Ru species or other species were key catalytic intermediates for
this reaction.

Supplementary Materials: Supplementary materials, which contain 1H-NMR and 13C-NMR data, as well as
spectra of amides 3a–3t, are available online.
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Abstract: A highly efficient acylative cross-coupling of trialkylboranes with activated amides has
been effected at room temperature to give the corresponding alkyl ketones in good to excellent
yields by using 1,3-bis(2,6-diisopropyl)phenylimidazolylidene and 3-chloropyridine co-supported
palladium chloride, the PEPPSI catalyst, in the presence of K2CO3 in methyl tert-butyl ether. The scope
and limitations of the protocol were investigated, showing good tolerance of acyl, cyano, and ester
functional groups in the amide counterpart while halo group competed via the classical Suzuki
coupling. The trialkylboranes generated in situ by hydroboration of olefins with BH3 or 9-BBN
performed similarly to those separately prepared, making this protocol more practical.

Keywords: acylative cross-coupling; trialkylborane; amide activation; palladium; N-heterocyclic
carbene

1. Introduction

Amides are unique and ubiquitous substructures in natural and artificial organic functional
molecules, because the strong resonance between the carbonyl and amino groups leads to a highly
inert and significantly planar linkage. However, the synthetic utility of amides as an acyl source
had remained underdeveloped until the seminal publications in 2015 independently from Garg [1],
Szostak [2], and ourselves [3], taking advantage of palladium or nickel catalysis for cleavage of
electronically or sterically activated amide C-N bond, and formation of new carbon-carbon or
carbon-oxygen bonds. In the past three years, many efforts have been made to expand the scope of
amide counterparts, developing a variety of activated amides suitable for the acylative cross-coupling,
e.g., N-acyl imides [4–6], N-Boc and N-Ts/Ms amides [7–15], N-acylsaccharins [16–20], and amides of
heteroaromatic compounds [21,22]. Comparably, the carbon-centered nucleophile counterparts are still
rather undeveloped, in particular, with respect to alkyl ones, although alkyl ketones have been widely
found in biologically important molecules and synthetic building blocks for fine chemicals. In fact,
besides the closely related esters [23–25], there are only two reports on the acylative cross-coupling
of amides with alkyl reagents effected by using nickel catalysts. Garg and co-workers reported the
first alkylation of amide derivatives by nickel-catalyzed acylative coupling with alkyl zinc reagents in
2016 [26]. Early this year, Rueping and co-workers described the other nickel-catalyzed cross-coupling
of B-alkyl-9-BBN with amides [27]. After extension of the nucleophile counterparts from arylboronic
acids to cost-effective diarylborinic acids and tetraarylboronates in palladium-catalyzed acylative
cross-coupling of amides [28,29], we are interested in the reactivity of trialkylboranes, which could be
readily prepared from alkyl Grignard reagents or olefins via hydroboration. Herein we report a highly
efficient palladium-catalyzed acylative cross-coupling of activated amides with trialkylboranes at
room temperature by using 1,3-bis(2,6-diisopropyl)phenylimidazolylidene (IPr) and 3-chloropyridine
(3-ClPy) co-supported palladium chloride, the PEPPSI catalyst developed by Organ et al. [30].

Molecules 2018, 23, 2412; doi:10.3390/molecules23102412 www.mdpi.com/journal/molecules122
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2. Results and Discussion

Reaction of 4-methoxy-N-methyl-N-tosylbenzamide (1a) with the commercially available
triethylborane (2a) (BEt3, 1M in THF) was chosen as the model to establish an optimal catalyst
system for the acyl alkylation of activated amides (Scheme 1).

Scheme 1. Screening of palladium catalyst for acyl alkylation of amides with alkylboranes.

The catalyst system Pd(PCy3)2Cl2/PCy3, which we previously established for acylative
cross-coupling of amides with aryl boron compounds, was investigated, at first, in the
presence of K2CO3 as base in THF. Unfortunately, palladium black developed immediately
upon heating and no reaction was detected after 6h at 60 ◦C, indicating the incompatibility
of the Pd(PCy3)2Cl2/PCy3 system with the high reducing ability of trialkylboranes. We then
turned to the sterically demanding N-heterocyclic carbene (NHC) supported palladium catalysts
pioneered by Nolan group [31], for example, 1,3-bis(2,6-diisopropylphenyl)imidazolium chloride
(IPr-HCl)/palladium chloride (IPr-HCl/PdCl2) [32], IPr supported 2-((dimethylamino)methyl)phenyl
palladium chloride (Palladacycle(IPr)) [33], and IPr and 3-chloropyridine co-supported PEPPSI catalyst
(IPr)PdCl2(3-ClPy) [30]. Although the IPr-HCl/PdCl2 system also rapidly decomposed to palladium
black and lost activity, the palladacycle/IPr and PEPPSI catalysts provided the desired cross-coupling
product 3a in 27% and 61% yields, respectively, from 1a with 1.0 equiv 2a in the presence of 2 equiv
K2CO3. To test if dialkylboranes could be used in the acyl alkylation with amides, we also carried
out the model reaction by using diethylborinate (Et2B(OMe), 1M in THF) under otherwise identical
conditions (Scheme 2). Surprisingly, the C-O cross-coupling product, methyl 4-methoxybenzoate,
was obtained in 74% yield, while the C-C coupling product 3a was isolated in low (~5%) yield, implying
a much slower transmetalation of alkyl group from boron to palladium than that of alkoxyl group
in dialkylborinates.

Scheme 2. Unexpected acyl C-O cross-coupling of methyl diethylborinate.

To increase the yield of the desired C-C coupling product in the PEPPSI-catalyzed acyl alkylation
of amides, the reaction conditions were optimized with respect to substrate ratio, solvent, base,
and reaction temperature, etc. Bases proved to be crucial since no reaction took place in the absence
of bases or in the presence of organic base, e.g., NEt3 and pyridine (Table 1, entries 2, 8 and 9).
The stronger inorganic bases, Cs2CO3 (25%) and K3PO4 (33%), gave the lower yields of 3a than that
of K2CO3, albeit the reaction proceeded faster while the weaker ones, e.g., Na2CO3, NaOAc, and
NaHCO3, resulted in recovering most of amide substrate 1a (Table 1, entries 3–7). The yield of 3a could
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be increased to 80% with 1.5 equiv BEt3 (Table 1, entry 10). Methyl tert-butyl ether (MTBE) appeared
to be the choice of solvent, giving 3a in 90% yield (Table 1, entry 12). The reaction occurred even at
room temperature and an excellent yield (98%) for 3a was obtained in 24 h (Table 1, entry 14). Given
the advantages of room temperature organic synthesis [34], we reinvestigated the model reaction in
THF or MTBE with K2CO3 or K3PO4 as the base (Table 1, entries 15–17). The results confirmed the
best performance of the combination of MTBE with K2CO3.

Table 1. PEPPSI-catalyzed acyl alkylation reaction of amide 1a with triethylborane. a

 

Entry Equiv of 2a Solvent Base b T (◦C) Time (h) Yield (%) c

1 1.1 THF K2CO3 60 5 61
2 1.1 THF / 60 5 NR d

3 1.1 THF Cs2CO3 60 5 25
4 1.1 THF K3PO4 60 5 33
5 1.1 THF Na2CO3 60 8 15
6 1.1 THF NaHCO3 60 8 Trace d

7 1.1 THF NaOAc 60 8 Trace d

8 1.1 THF Et3N 60 8 NR d

9 1.1 THF Pyridine 60 8 NR d

10 1.5 THF K2CO3 60 5 80
11 1.5 Dioxane K2CO3 60 8 35
12 1.5 MTBE K2CO3 55 8 90
13 1.5 MeCN K2CO3 60 8 17
14 1.5 MTBE K2CO3 rt 24 98
15 1.5 MTBE K3PO4 rt 24 84
16 1.5 THF K2CO3 rt 24 82
17 1.5 THF K3PO4 rt 12 40

a Reaction was run at 0.5 mol scale with respect to 1a; b 2 equiv base used but no base used in Entry 2; c Isolated
yield; d Amide 1a recovered.

Scope and limitations of the PEPPSI-catalyzed room temperature acylative cross-coupling of
activated amides with trialkylboranes were briefly explored (Table 2). Influence of the amide structure
was investigated at first under the optimized reaction conditions. Similar to tosyl-activated amide 1a,
mesyl (Ms, 1b) analog also reacted efficiently to give 3a in 98% yield, while tert-butyloxycarbonyl (Boc)
activated amide (1c) showed comparably lower reactivity (75%) (Table 2, entries 1 and 2). Reaction
of benzamides bearing an electron-withdrawing group, acyl (1e), cyano (1f), or ester (1g), at the
para-position of the benzene ring gave the corresponding ketones (3b, 3c, or 3d) in 92%, 70%, or
91% yields, respectively, indicating good functional group compatibility of the PEPPSI-catalyzed
acyl alkylation (Table 2, entries 4–6). When 4-chloro-N-methyl-N-tosylbenzamide (1h) was used as
the substrate, the desired acylative cross-coupling product 1-(4-chlorophenyl)propanone was not
obtained. Instead, double alkylation product 1-(4-ethylphenyl)propanone (3e) was isolated in 47%
yield, which could be increased to 88% yield with 2.5 equiv BEt3 (Table 2, entry 7), similar to our
previous investigation on the palladium-catalyzed acylative Suzuki coupling of arylboronic acids [3].
A small ortho-substituent at the benzene ring appeared to slightly hamper the coupling. In fact,
1-(o-tolyl)propan-1-one (3f) was isolated in 72% yield from N-methyl-N-tosyl-2-methylbenzamide (1i)
(Table 2, entry 8). Alkyl amides (1j and 1k) reacted similarly to give dialkyl ketones 3g and 3h in 95%
and 98% yields, respectively (Table 2, entries 9 and 10).
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Table 2. Scope and limitations of the PEPPSI-catalyzed acyl alkylation reaction of amides with
trialkylboranes a.

Entry Amide Borane Product

1

MeO

O

N
Me

Ts

Ph

B
5

1a

B

B(n-C8H17)3

MeO

O

B(n-Bu)3

MeO

O

7

MeO

O

Ph

MeO

O

N
Me

Ms

1b

Entry Amide Borane Productb

MeO

O

N
Me

Boc

1c

BEt3

O

N
Me

Ts
Me

Ac

O

N
Me

Ts

1e

NC

O

N
Me

Ts

1f
O

N
Me

Ts

1i

1g

O

N
Me

Ts

1m
S

MeO

O

N
Ts

Me

MeO

O

N
Ph

Ts

1d

1k2a

O

N
Me

Ts

1n

2b

2c

1l

2d

2e

2e

2d

O

O

2a

O

7

O

Ph
S

MeO

O

3h (98%)MeO

O

3a (98%)

Ac

O

3b (92%)

NC

O

3c (70%)

3d (91%)

O

OMe

O

O

3f (72%)

Me

3i (97%)

3j (99%, 91%d)

3j (93%)

3k (98%)

3m (97%)

3n (98%)

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

1a

1a

1a

2a

2a

2a

2a

2a

3a (75%)

3a (99%)

+ isomer

+ isomer

O

N
Ts

Me1j

2a

3g (95%)

O

9

N

O
Ts

Me
2e

O

Ph

3l (90%)

9-BBN

Ph

9-BBN

Cl

O

N
Me

Ts

1h

O

3e (47%, 88%c)
2a

2a

 
a Reaction was run at 0.5 mol scale with respect to amides with 1.5 equiv trialkylboranes; b Isolated yield; c With
2.5 equiv BEt3; d B(n-C8H17)3 and branched isomers in situ generated from hydroboration of octene with 1.0 equiv
BH3 in THF at room temperature was used.

Tri(n-butyl)borane (2b) reacted with 1a similarly to triethylborane (2a) while no reaction of
tricyclohexylborane was observed, implying the failure of transmetalation of secondary-alkyl group
from boron to palladium. Hydroboration of alkenes represents an alternative route to primary alkyl
boranes. However, the long-chain primary alkyl boranes prepared by hydroboration of alkenes are
generally contaminated by the presence of branched-isomers due to the non-regiospecific addition
of B-H to C-C double bonds [35]. Due to the inertness of the secondary-alkyl group in alkylboranes,
reaction of 1a with tri(octyl)boranes prepared by hydroboration of 1-octene proceeded comparably to
that of tri(n-octyl)borane (2c) from Grignard reagent [36], giving 3j in 91% and 99% yields, respectively
(Table 2, entry 12). Given the fact that only one primary alkyl group of trialkylboranes is useful in
the palladium-catalyzed acylative cross-coupling, it is more practical to use long-chain alkyl boranes
prepared by hydroboration of corresponding olefins by dialkylborane, a more stable B-H source,
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e.g., 9-borabicyclo[3.3.1]nonane (9-BBN). Therefore, we further investigated use of B-octyl-9-BBN
formed in situ from octene as the trialkylborane counterpart and obtained 3j in 93% yield (Table 2,
entry 13). β-Phenyl propiophenones, which show intrinsic deactivation of the lowest and thermally
populated n, π*-triplet excited states in aryl alkyl ketones [37], could be readily obtained in 98%
yield (3k) by the acyl alkylation of amide 1a with B-(2-phenylpropyl)-9-BBN generated in situ from
9-BBN and α-methylstyrene. Alkyl and heterocyclic analogs, e.g., 1-cyclohexyl-3-phenylbutanone (31,
90%) and 3-phenyl-1-(thiophen-2-yl)butanone (3m, 97%) could also be prepared efficiently (Table 2,
entries 14–16).

However, when amide 1a was subjected to the hydroboration solution of n-butyl vinyl ether
with 9-BBN the C-O coupling product (vide supra) butyl 4-methoxybenzoate, instead of the desired
β-butoxy-4-methoxypropiophenone, was obtained in 83% yield, probably due to the facile β-alkoxy
elimination of labile B-(2-butoxyethyl)-9-BBN via intramolecular O-B coordination to B-butoxy-9-BBN
for the subsequent C-O cross-coupling (Scheme 3).

Scheme 3. Formation of borinate and subsequent acyl C-O cross-coupling.

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. General

Chemicals obtained commercially were used as received. Nuclear magnetic resonance (NMR)
spectra were recorded on a Bruker DPX-400 spectrometer (Bruker Co., Billerica, MA, USA) using
residue of the deuterated solvent or tetramethylsilane (TMS) as the internal standard (Cambridge
Isotope Lab. Inc., Tewksbury, MA, USA). For copies of 1H and 13C-NMR spectra of the products, please
see Supplementary Materials. All products were isolated by flash chromatography using petroleum
ether (Sinopharm Chemical Reagent Co. Ltd., Shanghai, China) (60–90 ◦C)/ethyl acetate (Sinopharm
Chemical Reagent Co. Ltd., Shanghai, China) as eluents. Triethylborane (1 M in THF), tributylborane,
9-BBN (1 M in THF) and BH3 (1 M in THF) were purchased from J&K chemicals (Beijing, China).
Amides [3], PEPPSI catalyst [30], 1,3-bis(2,6-diisopropylphenyl)imidazolium chloride (IPr-HCl) [32],
palladacycle (IPr) [33], and tri(n-octyl)borane [36] were prepared according to the procedures reported
previously. Solvents, methyl tert-butyl ether (MTBE), tetrahydrofuran (THF), and dioxane were dried
over sodium while acetonitrile was distilled over CaH2 prior to use.

3.2. General Procedure for the PEPPSI-Catalyzed Cross-Coupling of N-Methyl-N-Tosylamides
with Trialkylboranes

A Schlenk tube (20 mL) charged with amide (0.5 mmol), PEPPSI (0.025 mmol, 5 mol%), and K2CO3

(2 equiv) was degassed and then refilled with nitrogen, three times. Then, solvent MTBE (6.0 mL)
was added via syringe followed by 0.75 mL (1.5 equiv) borane solution (1 M in THF), which was
commercially available or was in situ prepared by hydroboration of olefin. The resulted mixture was
stirred for 24 h at room temperature under N2 atmosphere. The reaction was quenched with iced water
(5 mL) and extracted with MTBE (2 × 5 mL). The combined MTBE extracts were dried over anhydrous
Na2SO4. After filtration, solvents were removed by rotavapor to afford the crude product, which was
purified by flash column chromatography on silica gel using petroleum ether/EtOAc as the eluents.

1-(4-Methoxyphenyl)propanone (3a) [38]: Colorless oil (80.3 mg, 98%). 1H-NMR (400 MHz, CDCl3)
δ(ppm): 7.91 (d, J = 8.8 Hz, 2H, Ar), 6.89 (d, J = 8.8 Hz, 2H, Ar), 3.82 (s, 3H, OMe), 2.91 (q, J = 7.2 Hz,
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2H, CH2), 1.18 (t, J = 7.2 Hz, 3H, CH3). 13C-NMR (100 MHz, CDCl3) δ(ppm): 199.34 (C=O), 163.16
(C4

Ar), 130.06 (C2,6
Ar), 129.85 (C1

Ar), 113.52 (C3,5
Ar), 55.29 (OMe), 31.26 (CH2), 8.29 (CH3).

1-(4-Acetylphenyl)propanone (3b) [39]: White powder (80.9 mg, 92%), mp 69–71 ◦C. 1H-NMR (400 MHz,
CDCl3) δ(ppm): 8.00 (s, 4H, Ar), 3.01 (q, J = 7.2 Hz, 2H, CH2), 2.62 (s, 3H, Ac), 1.21 (t, J = 7.2 Hz,
3H, CH3). 13C-NMR (100 MHz, CDCl3) δ(ppm): 200.13 (C=O), 197.46 (C=O), 139.96 (C1/4

Ar), 139.90
(C1/4

Ar), 128.41 (CAr), 128.07 (CAr), 32.15 (CH2), 26.81 (MeCO), 7.97 (CH3).

4-Propionylbenzonitrile (3c) [40]: White powder (55.8 mg, 70%), mp 53–55 ◦C. 1H-NMR (400 MHz,
CDCl3) δ(ppm): 7.97 (d, J = 8.4 Hz, 2H, Ar), 7.69 (d, J = 8.4 Hz, 2H, Ar), 2.95 (q, J = 7.2 Hz, 2H, CH2),
1.15 (t, J = 7.2 Hz, 3H, CH3). 13C-NMR (100 MHz, CDCl3) δ(ppm): 199.16 (C=O), 139.64 (C4

Ar), 132.33
(CAr), 128.23 (CAr), 117.84 (CN/C1

Ar), 115.95 (CN/C1
Ar), 32.01 (CH2), 7.75 (CH3).

Methyl 4-propionylbenzoate (3d) [41]: White crystalline powder, (87.1 mg, 91%), mp 81–83 ◦C. 1H-NMR
(400 MHz, CDCl3) δ(ppm): 8.08 (d, J = 8.4 Hz, 2H, Ar), 7.97 (d, J = 8.4 Hz, 2H, Ar), 3.92 (s, 3H, OMe),
3.05 (q, J = 7.2 Hz, 2H, CH2), 1.21 (t, J = 7.2 Hz, 3H, CH3). 13C-NMR (100 MHz, CDCl3) δ(ppm): 200.15
(C=O), 166.17 (OC=O), 140.01 (C1/4

Ar), 133.59 (C1/4
Ar), 129.72 (CAr), 127.78 (CAr), 52.35 (OMe), 32.10

(CH2), 7.96 (CH3).

1-(4-Ethylphenyl)propanone (3e) [42]: Colorless oil (71.1 mg, 88%, with 2.5 equiv BEt3). 1H-NMR (400
MHz, CDCl3) δ(ppm): 7.81 (d, J = 8.4 Hz, 2H, Ar), 7.19 (d, J = 8.4 Hz, 2H, Ar), 2.90 (q, J = 7.2 Hz, 2H,
COCH2), 2.61 (q, J = 7.6 Hz, 2H, ArCH2), 1.17 (t, J = 7.6 Hz, 3H, COCH2CH3), 1.13 (t, J = 7.2 Hz, 3H,
Ar CH2CH3). 13C-NMR (100 MHz, CDCl3) δ(ppm): 200.51 (C=O), 149.71 (C4

Ar), 134.59 (C1
Ar), 128.14

(CAr), 127.97 (CAr), 31.60 (COCH2), 28.85 (ArCH2), 15.16 (ArCH2CH3), 8.27 (COCH2CH3).

1-(o-Tolyl)propanone (3f) [43]: Colorless oil (53.4 mg, 72%). 1H-NMR (400 MHz, CDCl3) δ(ppm): 7.53
(d, J = 7.6 Hz, 1H), 7.29–7.25 (m, 1H, Ar), 7.16–7.14 (m, 2H, Ar), 2.82 (q, J = 7.2 Hz, 2H, CH2), 2.41
(s, 3H, ArCH3), 1.11 (t, J = 7.2 Hz, 3H, CH3). 13C-NMR (100 MHz, CDCl3) δ(ppm): 205.04 (C=O),
138.01 (C1/2

Ar), 137.76 (C1/2
Ar), 131.81 (CAr), 130.97 (CAr), 128.19 (CAr), 125.56 (CAr), 34.64 (CH2), 21.19

(ArCH3), 8.31 (CH3).

1-Phenylpentan-3-one (3g) [44]: Colorless oil (77.1 mg, 95%). 1H-NMR (400 MHz, CDCl3) δ(ppm):
7.33–7.29 (m, 2H, Ph), 7.23–7.20 (m, 3H, Ph), 2.93 (t, J = 7.6 Hz, 2H, PhCH2CH2CO), 2.76 (t, J = 7.6 Hz, 2H,
PhCH2), 2.43 (q, J = 7.2 Hz, 2H,CO CH2CH3), 1.07 (t, J = 7.2 Hz, 3H, CH3). 13C-NMR (100 MHz, CDCl3)
δ(ppm): 210.61 (C=O), 141.10 (C1

Ph), 128.41 (Ph), 128.24 (Ph), 126.00 (C4
Ph), 43.81(PhCH2CH2CO),

36.05 (COCH2CH3), 29.77 (PhCH2), 7.69 (CH3).

1-(4-Methoxyphenyl)pentan-3-one (3h) [45]: Colorless oil (94.3 mg, 98%). 1H-NMR (400 MHz, CDCl3)
δ(ppm): 7.09 (d, J = 8.8 Hz, 2H, Ar), 6.81 (d, J = 8.8 Hz, 2H, Ar), 3.77 (s, 3H, OMe), 2.84 (t, J = 7.6 Hz, 2H,
PhCH2CH2CO), 2.64 (t, J = 7.6 Hz, 2H, PhCH2), 2.39 (q, J = 7.6 Hz, 2H, COCH2CH3), 1.03 (t, J = 7.6 Hz,
3H, CH3). 13C-NMR (100 MHz, CDCl3) δ(ppm): 210.80 (C=O), 157.85 (C4

Ar), 133.12 (C1
Ar), 129.16

(CAr), 113.79 (CAr), 55.17 (OMe), 44.09 (PhCH2CH2CO), 36.08 (COCH2CH3), 28.93 (PhCH2), 7.68 (CH3).

1-(4-Methoxyphenyl)pentanone (3i) [46]: Colorless oil (93.5 mg, 97%). 1H-NMR (400 MHz, CDCl3)
δ(ppm): 7.93 (d, J = 8.8 Hz, 2H, Ar), 6.91 (d, J = 9.2 Hz, 2H, Ar), 3.85 (s, 3H, OMe), 2.90 (t, J = 7.6 Hz,
2H, COCH2), 1.73–1.66 (m, 2H, COCH2CH2), 1.44–1.34 (m, 2H, COCH2CH2CH2), 0.94 (t, J = 7.6 Hz,
3H). 13C-NMR (100 MHz, CDCl3) δ(ppm): 199.20 (C=O), 163.23 (C4

Ar), 130.25 (C2,6
Ar), 130.11(C1

Ar),
113.59 (C3,5

Ar), 55.37 (OMe), 37.95 (COCH2), 26.68 (CH2), 22.48 (CH2), 13.90 (CH3).

1-(4-Methoxyphenyl)nonanone (3j) [47]: Colorless oil (123.0 mg, 99%, with tri(n-octyl)borane; 115 mg,
93% with hydroboration of octene with 9-BBN; 113 mg, 91% with hydroboration of octene with BH3.
1H-NMR (400 MHz, CDCl3) δ(ppm): 7.86 (d, J = 9.2 Hz, 2H, Ar), 6.84 (d, J = 9.2 Hz, 2H, Ar), 3.78 (s, 3H,
OMe), 2.82 (t, J = 7.6 Hz, 2H, COCH2), 1.63 (t, J = 7.6 Hz, 2H, COCH2CH2), 1.29–1.19 (m, 10H, (CH2)5),
0.80 (t, J = 7.2Hz, 3H, CH3). 13C-NMR (100 MHz, CDCl3) δ(ppm): 199.20 (C=O), 163.23 (C4

Ar), 130.25
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(C2,6
Ar), 130.13 (C1

Ar), 113.60 (C3,5
Ar), 55.37 (OMe), 38.26 (COCH2), 31.79 (CH2), 29.41 (CH2), 29.39

(CH2), 29.14 (CH2), 24.59 (CH2), 22.61 (CH2), 14.05 (CH3).

1-(4-Methoxyphenyl)-3-phenylbutanone (3k) [46]: White powder (125.0 mg, 98%), mp 84–86 ◦C. 1H-NMR
(400 MHz, CDCl3) δ(ppm): 7.93 (d, J = 8.8 Hz, 2H, Ar), 7.34–7.30 (m, 4H, Ph), 7.23–7.19 (m, 1H, Ph),
6.92 (d, J = 8.8 Hz, 2H, Ar), 3.86 (s, 3H, OMe), 3.55–3.47 (m, 1H, CH), 3.26 (dd, J1 = 16.4 Hz, J2 = 5.6 Hz,
1H, CH2), 3.14 (dd, J1 = 16.0 Hz, J2 = 8.4 Hz, 1H, CH2), 1.34 (d, J = 7.8, 3H, CH3). 13C-NMR (100 MHz,
CDCl3) δ(ppm): 197.59 (C=O), 163.31 (C4

Ar), 146.65 (C1
Ph), 130.28 (CAr/CPh), 130.21 (C1

Ar), 128.43
(CPh), 126.79 (CPh), 126.15 (C4

Ph), 113.61 (C3,5
Ar), 55.37 (OMe), 46.59 (COCH2), 35.67 (CH), 21.79 (CH3).

1-Cyclohexyl-3-phenylbutanone (3l): Colorless oil (103.7 mg, 90%). 1H-NMR (400 MHz, CDCl3) δ(ppm):
7.33–7.29 (m, 2H, Ph), 7.25–7.19 (m, 3H, Ph), 3.41–3.32 (m, 1H, PhCH), 2.77 (dd, J1 = 16.8 Hz, J2 = 6.4 Hz,
1H,CO CH), 2.69 (dd, J1 = 16.4 Hz, J2 = 8.0 Hz, 1H, COCH2), 2.29–2.22 (m, 1H, COCH), 1.83–1.65 (m,
5H, Cy), 1.35–1.17 (m, 8H, Cy overlapped with CH3). 13C-NMR (100 MHz, CDCl3) δ(ppm): 212.83
(C=O), 146.54 (C1

Ph), 128.39 (CPh), 126.75 (CPh), 126.11 (C4
Ph), 51.19 (COCH), 49.10 (COCH2), 35.02

(CH), 28.22 (Cy), 28.05 (Cy), 25.78 (Cy), 25.61(Cy), 25.53 (Cy), 21.79 (CH3). HRMS (ESI) m/z calcd for
C16H22ONa [M + Na]+ 253.1568, found 253.1569.

3-Phenyl-1-(thiophen-2-yl)butanone (3m) [48]: Colorless oil (111.5 mg, 97%). 1H-NMR (400 MHz, CDCl3)
δ(ppm): 7.70–7.69 (m, 1H, thiophenyl), 7.64–7.63 (m, 1H, thiophenyl), 7.36–7.28 (m, 4H, Ph), 7.25–7.23
(m, 1H, Ph), 7.14–7.12 (m, 1H, thiophenyl), 3.56–3.51 (m, 1H, PhCH), 3.24 (dd, J1 = 16.0 Hz, J2 = 6.0 Hz,
1H, CH2CO), 3.14 (dd, J1 = 15.6 Hz, J2 = 8.4 Hz, 1H, CH2CO), 1.38 (d, J = 6.8 Hz, 3H, CH3). 13C-NMR
(100 MHz, CDCl3) δ(ppm): 191.94 (C=O), 146.18 (C1

Ph), 144.60 (C2 thiophenyl), 133.56 (thiophenyl),
131.81 (thiophenyl), 128.49(CPh), 128.01(thiophenyl), 126.78 (CPh), 126.30 (C4

Ph), 47.78 (COCH2), 35.93
(CH), 21.64 (CH3).

1-Phenylnonanone (3n) [47]: Colorless oil (106.8 mg, 98%). 1H-NMR (400 MHz, CDCl3) δ(ppm): 7.97–7.95
(m, 2H, Ph), 7.57–7.53 (m, 1H, Ph), 7.47–7.44 (m, 2H, Ph), 2.96 (t, J = 7.6 Hz, 2H, COCH2), 1.77–1.69
(m, 2H, COCH2CH2), 1.39–1.25 (m, 10H, (CH2)5), 0.88 (t, J = 6.8 Hz, 3H, CH3). 13C-NMR (100 MHz,
CDCl3) δ(ppm): 200.62 (C=O), 137.05 C1

Ph), 132.83 (C4
Ph), 128.51 (CPh), 128.02 (CPh), 38.61 (COCH2),

31.81 (CH2), 29.42 (CH2), 29.36 (CH2), 29.15 (CH2), 24.36 (CH2), 22.63 (CH2), 14.08 (CH3).

4. Conclusions

In summary, we have developed a highly efficient acylative cross-coupling of trialkylboranes
with activated amides by using 1,3-bis(2,6-diisopropyl)phenylimidazolylidene and 3-chloropyridine
co-supported palladium chloride, the PEPPSI catalyst, under mild conditions. Bases appeared to
play a key role in the reaction, among which K2CO3 performed best in MTBE at room temperature.
The reaction proceeded to give alkyl ketones in good to excellent yields, tolerating a variety of
functional groups in the amide counterpart. Unlike the high-order arylboron compounds, in which all
the aryl groups react effectively, only one of the three primary alkyl groups in trialkylboranes could be
used as alkyl source for the acyl alkylation. The trialkylboranes generated in situ by hydroboration
of olefins with BH3 or 9-BBN performed comparably to those separately prepared. This protocol
complements ketone synthesis via palladium-catalyzed acylative cross-coupling of amides, providing
a feasible access to both monoalkyl and dialkyl ketones.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online, Figures S1–S28: 1H and 13C-NMR of products
3a–3n, Figure S29 HRMS of 3l.
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Abstract: Non-planar amides are usually transitional structures, that are involved in amide bond
rotation and inversion of the nitrogen atom, but some ground-minimum non-planar amides
have been reported. Non-planar amides are generally sensitive to water or other nucleophiles,
so that the amide bond is readily cleaved. In this article, we examine the reactivity profile of
the base-catalyzed hydrolysis of 7-azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptane amides, which show pyramidalization
of the amide nitrogen atom, and we compare the kinetics of the base-catalyzed hydrolysis of
the benzamides of 7-azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptane and related monocyclic compounds. Unexpectedly,
non-planar amides based on the 7-azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptane scaffold were found to be resistant to
base-catalyzed hydrolysis. The calculated Gibbs free energies were consistent with this experimental
finding. The contribution of thermal corrections (entropy term, –TΔS‡) was large; the entropy
term (ΔS‡) took a large negative value, indicating significant order in the transition structure,
which includes solvating water molecules.

Keywords: non planar amide; base-catalyed hydrolysis; water solvation; entropy

1. Introduction

In non-planar amides, distortion of the amide bond can arise from both twisting about the
C-N bond and pyramidalization at the nitrogen atom (Scheme 1) [1,2]. These transformations of
the amide bond are essentially mutually correlated, and the transition states of the amide rotation
involved bond twisting and nitrogen pyramidalization at the same time [3] (see also Reference [4]).
The partial double-bond character of planar amides limits rotation about the C-N bond, and this feature
also contributes to stabilization, due to electron-delocalization. Decrease in sp2 nitrogen character,
with increase of sp3 character, tends to weaken the C-N bond and increase the electrophilicity of the
carbonyl carbon atom [1].
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Scheme 1. Amide transformation processes causing non-planarity: (1) N-C bond twisting (rotation)
and (2) nitrogen pyramidalization. These transformations are interconnected.

Non-planar amides are usually transitional structures that are involved in amide bond rotation
(Scheme 1 (1)) and inversion of the nitrogen atom (Scheme 1 (2)). However, even in ground-minimum
structures, amide distortion can be caused by several different factors, as illustrated in Figure 1A
lactam ring strain of the nitrogen atom at a bridgehead position [5–8]; Figure 1B steric repulsion
between substituents at the carbonyl and nitrogen positions [9]; Figure 1C angle strain at the
nitrogen position [10]; Figure 1D bulkiness of substituents at the nitrogen position [11]; Figure 1E
anomeric effect [12]; Figure 1F 1,3-allylic strain with respect to the pseudo C-N double bond [4,13].
These compounds are examples of ground-minimum non-planar amides. One of the most significant
consequences of losing planarity of amides is an increase in lability: Reduction of the amide resonance
exposes the carbonyl functionality to nucleophilic attack and acyl transfer reaction. In particular,
hydrolysis by water under both acidic and basic conditions, and even under neutral conditions,
is greatly accelerated when planarity is disrupted [5–9].

 
Figure 1. Some examples of non-planar amides.

The torsional angle (τ) (the mean twisting angle around the C-N bond, see Figure 2) for completely
planar amides is 0.0◦. It is clear that the τ angle of ground-minimum non-planar amides can adopt
values different from zero. Stable ground-state N,N-disubstituted tertiary amides, such as benzamide
derivatives (1a–1j) can also take non-zero τ values (Figure 2), as their calculated structures show
distortions from planarity [14,15]. Some of them (1c, 1l and 1j) are activated for facile cleavage of the
amide C-N bond in the presence of various catalysts [16–19].

133



Molecules 2018, 23, 2363

 
Figure 2. Distortion angles (τ) of ground-state-stable benzoyl amides. a B3LYP/6-31 + G(d) level of
theory (Reference [14]). b X-ray data (Reference [15]). Calculated dihedral angle τ. τ = (ω1 + ω2)/2
(ω1 = ∠R-N-C-O and ω2 = ∠R-N-C-R’) [14].

Brown proposed a close relationship between nitrogen pyramidalization, C-N bond length and
kinetic reactivity to hydroxy anion attack [7], based on a comparison of the hydrolysis kinetics of
analogous planar (molecule 1k in Figure 3) and non-planar amides (A3 in Figure 3). The base-catalyzed
hydrolysis reaction at 25 ◦C showed a striking activation by 7 orders of magnitude in passing from the
planar to the non-planar structure (see values in Figure 3).

 
Figure 3. Model molecules used by Brown in his comparative kinetics study.

Because of the lability of most non-planar amides in the presence of water [5–9], there have
been few applications of these scaffolds (Figure 1) in molecular design. On the other hand,
while 7-azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptane amides are highly suspicious of chemical stability, due to
nitrogen-pyramidalization [12,13], 7-azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptane amides are of interest, beccause they
can be regarded as conformationally constrained β-proline mimics. Consequently, several derivatives
have been synthesized, and helical structures of homooligomers of β-proline mimics derived from
azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptane amide have been reported [20,21]. The helical structures were stable even in
the absence of intramolecular hydrogen bonds [22,23]. By introducing suitable bridgehead substituents,
either all-cis amide or all-trans amide conformations were obtained. Conformational control favoring
the cis-isomer was achieved by introducing substituents at the C-4 bridgehead position (Figure 4(a)).
The cis-amide structure is heat-stable and the helical structure remains intact in a variety of solvents
(water, alcohol, halogenated solvents and cyclohexane) [24]. On the other hand, conformational control
favoring the trans-isomer was achieved by introducing substituents at the C-1 bridgehead position
(Figure 4(b)). The trans-amide structure also proved to be heat-stable and the helical structure remained
intact in both hydrophilic and hydrophobic solvents [25].
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Figure 4. (a) Schematic representation of 7-azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptane amide cis-(S)-8mer. (b) Schematic
representation of the trans-(R)-8mer.

In the synthesis of oligomers of 7-azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptane amides (Figure 4) [24,25], acid-catalyzed
deprotection of the Boc group was compatible with the amide linkage (Figure 5). Therefore, we thought
that the bicyclic amide linkage might be stable under acidic conditions and convectional mild
reaction conditions. However, to our knowledge, neither qualitative nor quantitative data about
the base-catalyzed hydrolytic reactivity of this system have been reported.

 
Figure 5. Acidic deprotection procedure in the synthesis of the homooligomers.

Therefore, the aim of the present study is to establish the reactivity profile in the base-catalyzed
hydrolysis of this 7-azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptane amide system, which might serve as a model for the
enzymatic cleavage of peptide bonds. To this end, kinetic studies of the base-catalyzed hydrolysis of
the amide of 7-azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptane benzamides were conducted and the results were compared
with reported data for related monocyclic amide compounds. Theoretical calculations were also carried
out to aid in understanding the unexpectedly low reactivity.

2. Results and Discussion

In order to estimate the strength of amide bonding, we compared the reactivities of planar and
non-planar amides, specifically pyrrolidine amides (3a–e) and 7-azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptane amides (4a–e)
(Figure 6). We also evaluated the effect of introducing substituents on the bridgehead position of the
bicycle (5a–e). We utilized azetidine amides (2a–e) (Figure 6) as reference compounds for non-planar
cyclic amides. In general, we found that the base-catalyzed hydrolysis of the bicyclic amides (4 and 5)
was rather slow. Among aromatic substituents, we focused on a (H), b (Cl) and c (NO2) (Figure 6),
for which the reaction proceeds at acceptable speed, since the reactions in the cases of substituents d

(Me) and e (MeO) are too slow to obtain kinetic data by means of NMR (see below).
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Figure 6. Model molecules used in this study. N-Benzoylazetidines (2a–e) and N-benzoylpyrrolidines
(3a–e) were examined as monocyclic amides. N-Benzoyl-7-azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptanes (4a–e) and
N-benzoyl-1-(methoxymethyl)-7-azabicyclo- [2.2.1]heptanes (5a–c) were examined as bicyclic amides.

2.1. Synthesis

The monocyclic N-benzoylazetidines 2a–e and N-benzoylpyrrolidines 3a–e were synthesized in
a straightforward manner by coupling the corresponding amines with different benzoyl chlorides
(Scheme 2). For the synthesis of the azetidine compounds, the chloride salt of the amine was used
as the starting material, with 3 equivalents of DIPEA (diispropylethylamine). For the synthesis of
pyrrolidine compounds, 1.2 equivalents of DIPEA sufficed. Compounds were obtained in good yields.

 
Scheme 2. Synthesis of monocyclic amides 2 and 3.

In addition to the monocyclic amides, we synthesized unsubstituted (4a–e) and substituted
(5a–e) bicyclic amides. N-Benzoyl-7-azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptanes were synthesized starting from
trans-4-aminocyclohexanol (Scheme 3) [4]. The primary amine was substituted by benzyloxycarbonyl
chloride (ZCl), and the hydroxy group was changed to toluenesulfonate in order to facilitate bicycle
formation. Coupling of benzoyl chloride or para-substituted benzoyl chlorides gave the bicyclic
amides (4a–e).

Scheme 3. Synthesis of bridgehead-unsubstituted bicyclic amides 4.
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A different strategy was followed for the bridgehead-substituted bicyclic amides 5a–c

(Scheme 4). The hydroxy group was removed from the previously synthesized monomer scaffold
by Barton–McCombie deoxygenation using AIBN and tris(trimethylsilyl)silane (TTMSS) [26].
After that, the bridgehead ester functionality was first reduced to alcohol and then changed to ether.
After Boc-deprotection, the compounds were coupled with various para-substituted benzoyl chlorides
to afford the bridgehead-substituted bicyclic amides.

 
Scheme 4. Synthesis of bridgehead-substituted bicyclic amides 5.

2.2. Alkaline Hydrolysis of Planar Amide 3a

In order to assess the chemical reactivities of the non-planar 7-azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptane amides 4

and 5 in alkaline conditions, we first examined the kinetics of the planar amide N-benzoyl pyrrolidine
3a (X=H) in order to optimize the reaction conditions, because the hydrolysis of 3a is expected to be
the slowest among these compounds (2, 3, 4 and 5 in Figure 5).

2.2.1. Optimization of Reaction Conditions

Given that hydrolysis involves working with water as a solvent, it was necessary to confirm the
solubility of the reactants. In order to carry out the reactions, water-miscible co-solvents had to be
chosen. In addition, since alkaline conditions entail high concentrations of hydroxide, some solvents
(such as ketones or acetonitrile) are unsuitable. The list of possible co-solvents was narrowed down to
1,4-dioxane, methanol, THF and DMSO.

The first attempts at hydrolysis were conducted with 0.15 mmol (30 mg) of N-benzoylpyrrolidine
3a, 100 μL of deuterated methanol (as a co-solvent) and 400 μL of a solution of NaOD in D2O (40 w/w %).
The procedure was also done using 100 μL of deuterated 1,4-dioxane(1,4-dioxane-d8). The samples
were heated in a water bath at 37 ◦C and subjected to TLC. NMR spectra were recorded after 24 and
48 h. However, no hydrolysis product was detected by 1H-NMR, and no new product appeared on
TLC. Thus, the hydrolysis reaction did not proceed at 37 ◦C. Furthermore, the NaOD solution and the
1,4-dioxane solution separated into two phases.

Next, the concentration of the base was reduced to 0.4 M and that of the reactant to 0.1 M (i.e.,
a 4-fold excess of base over starting material). The total reaction volume was 1 mL (100 μL of co-solvent
and 900 μL of D2O).

Heating at 50 or 70 ◦C was applied, and the hydrolysis of 3a was monitored by TLC analysis.
The reaction proceeded at 70 ◦C. The starting material was no longer detectable after 48 h, and a single
spot corresponding to the hydrolysis product (benzoic acid) appeared. However, at 50 ◦C the starting
amide 3a was still detectable on the TLC plate after 48 h. In order to assess the working range for the
other compounds, a similar test was done at 70 ◦C for p-nitro derivative 3c (no spot of the starting
material was detected after 5 h) and p-methoxy derivative 3e (the starting material was still detected
after 65 h). Moreover, at the higher temperature, the 1,4-dioxane solution remained monophasic.
Therefore, it was decided to work at 70 ◦C.
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In order to follow the progression of the reaction quantitatively, we recorded NMR spectra of
hydrolysis reaction mixtures of 3a–e every two min at 70 ◦C. Rate constants were calculated from the
decrease of the integrals of the reactant (Figure 7).

 
Figure 7. 1H-NMR monitoring of the hydrolysis of 3a, with NaOH in D2O and 1,4-dioxane-d8 at 70 ◦C.
The intensity of amide peaks decreased (red box) over time, and product signals appeared (blue box).

From the 1H-NMR integration information we were able to determine the loss of amide over time.
Since working with excess deuteroxide anion guarantees pseudo-first-order kinetics, rate constants
were calculated using the following first-order equation:

d[Amide]
dt

= −k[Amide]. (1)

The integration of this rate equation gives the following equation:

ln[Amide] = −kt + ln[Amide]0 (2)

where [Amide] represents the molar concentration (M) of amide, k represents the reaction constant
(s−1), and t represents time (s). A least-squares plot of the natural logarithm of amide concentration
versus time gave a straight line whose slope equals −k. The initial amide concentration corresponds to
the value of the y-intercept.

When either the aromatic protons or the pyrrolidine protons were used as a reference for signal
integration, all five pyrrolidine amides 3a–e showed good correlations between concentration and time,
and first-order reaction rate constants could be determined (Figure S1). The regression coefficients
R2 were high for all five compounds 3a–e (Figure S1). The reaction showed Hammett-like behaviour,
that is the hydrolysis proceeded faster when an electron-withdrawing group was present at the para
position of the phenyl ring, and slower when an electron-donating group was present.
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Based on these results, we next examined, the hydrolysis of the bicyclic compounds under
the same conditions. In order to hydrolyze compounds 4a and 4b it was necessary to increase the
proportion of 1,4-dioxane from 10% to 20%. The reaction proceeded smoothly, and the disappearance
of the reactants was successfully monitored by NMR. Unfortunately, the bicyclic compounds were not
sufficiently soluble under these conditions. Hence, we decided to increase the proportion of co-solvent.
The reaction volume was also scaled down from 1 mL to 500 μL. Solvent conditions were modified
on the basis of an examination of the hydrolysis of the p-NO2-substituted pyrrolidine benzamide 3c

(Table 1).

Table 1. Effect of variations of co-solvent proportions on the hydrolysis rate of 3c.

1,4-Dioxane-d8/D2O (v/v%) 3c NaOD Temperature −kobs (s−1)

25/75 0.05 mmol 0.5 mmol 70 ◦C 3.0 × 10−4

50/50 0.05 mmol 0.5 mmol 70 ◦C 9.6 × 10−5

75/25 0.05 mmol 0.5 mmol 70 ◦C 2.3 × 10−6

The sample containing 75% 1,4-dioxane did not form a homogenous solution even after heating
at 70 ◦C, possibly due to the high NaOD concentration in the water phase. On the other hand, the use
of 25% 1,4-dioxane resulted in a low R2 value (0.943). Despite these setbacks, it was seen that the
reaction proceeds faster in more polar solvent systems. This trend was also seen with other co-solvents
(Figure 8). The reaction time was shorter in DMSO-d6 than in methanol-d4, which in turn was shorter
than in 1,4-dioxane. The reaction was also carried out in THF-d8, but the compound was not sufficiently
soluble even at high temperature. The effect of solvent polarity on the hydrolysis rate can be explained
by the fact that the amide bond has a polar nature, and charges develop as the bond is broken.
Therefore, more polar solvent systems are better at stabilizing the developing charges in the transition
states and the products. Although DMSO is a good solvent, the presence of hydroxide anion can
produce the basic dimsyl anion (Na+ -CH2-SO-CH3) from DMSO. Therefore, we focused on 1,4-dioxane
and methanol, rather than DMSO.

Figure 8. Effect of polarity of the solvent system on the rate of alkaline hydrolysis. Higher polarity
of the solvent system accelerates the reaction. The rate of hydrolysis in methanol as a solvent was
arbitrarily set at unity (1.0).

2.2.2. Alkaline Hydrolysis of Amides in Two Solvents

Finally, the set of conditions, shown in Table 2, was selected for all compounds: 250 μL of
co-solvent (1,4-dioxane-d8 or methanol-d4), and 250 μL of water (total volume (500 μL)), and 10
equivalents of base with respect to the reactant amide. The reaction was carried out at 70 ◦C. These
conditions provided first-order kinetics with respect to amide concentration.

Table 2. Final conditions for alkaline hydrolysis of amide compounds.

Starting Amide NaOD 40% wt. D2O Co-solvent Temperature

0.05 mmol 0.5 mmol 250 μL 250 μL 70 ◦C
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2.2.3. Alkaline Hydrolysis in Dioxane

Several compounds were subjected to NaOD-catalyzed hydrolysis in 1,4-dioxane-d8-D2O (1:1)
under the conditions, shown in Table 3. The co-solvent was 1,4-dioxane-d8. The plots in Figure S2
are based on the raw data of selected hydrolysis experiments (Figure 9). Hydrolysis was repeated
three times for some of the compounds in order to assess the repeatability of the method. It was found
that the error when 1,4-dioxane-d8 was used as the co-solvent was ±13.8%. Products (carboxylate and
amine) were identified by mass spectrometry. NMR monitoring revealed signals corresponding to the
reactant and the hydrolysis products in all cases. The ring-opening product of azetidine amide was
not detected. As a general trend, base-catalyzed hydrolysis of azetidine amides (2) proceeded more
rapidly than that of pyrrolidine amides (3), which in turn were hydrolyzed faster than unsubstituted
bicyclic amides (4), while bridgehead-substituted bicycles (5) were least reactive (for example, reaction
rate: 2a > 3a > 4a > 5a; 2b > 3b > 4b > 5b; 2c > 3c > 4c > 5c). The expected Hammett-like trend was
observed: The electron-withdrawing substituent NO2 (c) on the phenyl moiety accelerated the reaction.

Table 3. Base-catalyzed hydrolysis rates (−kobs in M−1s−1) of amides 2x–5x (x = a–e) in two solvent
systems.a Average values are shown where possible (see footnotes). Relative reaction rates (referenced
to 4) are shown in parentheses.

1,4-Dioxane-D2O (1:1), NaOD, 70 ◦C a Methanol-D2O (1:1), NaOD, 70 ◦C b

x= 2x 3x 4x 5x 2x 3x 4x 5x

a (H)
2.1 × 10−5

(5.8)
7.8 × 10−6

(2.2)
3.6 × 10−6

(1)
6.5 × 10−7

(0.2) 1.1 × 10−4 2.9 × 10−5 ND ND

b (Cl)
2.3 × 10−4

(82.1)
1.8 × 10−5

(6.4)
2.8 × 10−6

(1)
1.2 × 10−6

(0.4)
9.7 × 10−4

(88.2)
7.0 × 10−5

(6.4)
1.1 ×

10−5(1)
3.0 × 10−6

(0.3)

c (NO2)
9.9 × 10−4

(33.0)
1.0 × 10−4

(3.3)
3.0 × 10−5

(1)
3.7 × 10−5

(1.2)
6.5 × 10−3

(92.9)
4.2 × 10−4

(6.0)
7.0 ×

10−5(1)
4.3 × 10−5

(0.6)

d (Me) ND 4.1 × 10−6 NA NE ND 1.7 × 10−5

(4.2)
4.1 ×

10−6(1) NE

e (MeO) ND 4.8 × 10−6 NE NE ND 1.9 × 10−5 NE NE
a Error estimation: ±13.8% (in the 1,4-dioxane system). (b) Error estimation: ±17.4% (in the methanol system).
ND = not determined; NA = not available (due to the solubility problem); NE = not executable (due to very
slow reaction).

 

Figure 9. Base-catalyzed hydrolysis rates of 2c, 3c, 4c and 5c in two solvent systems (1,4-dioxane
and methanol). Values of −kobs (s−1) are shown. Relative reaction rates are shown in parentheses
(referenced to 4c).
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For example, N-(p-nitrobenzoyl-7-azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptane (4c) was hydrolyzed in 1,4-dioxane
and D2O at a slower rate than the analogous planar monocycle 2c (6 times faster than 3c) or the
non-planar monocycle 1c (82–88 times faster than 3c). Moreover, a bridgehead substituent (4c) further
slowed the hydrolysis rate (2.3–3.6 times slower than 3c) (Figure 9).

2.2.4. Alkaline Hydrolysis in Methanol

Several compounds were subjected to hydrolysis in methanol under the final conditions, shown
in Table 3 (methanol-d4-D2O 1:1). The co-solvent used in this case was methanol-d4. The following
plot shows the 1H-NMR spectral change corresponding to the slow consumption of 5b in methanol
(Figure 10). We could not detect intermediate formation of the methyl ester, which may be formed
by the attack of methoxide anion on the amide. Hydrolysis was repeated three times for some of
the compounds in order to assess the repeatability of the method. It was found that the error of
the method when using methanol-d4 as a co-solvent was ±17.4%. Products were identified by mass
spectrometry. Signals corresponding to reactants and hydrolysis products were identified in all cases.
The ring-opening product of azetidine amide was not detected. Reactivity followed the same trend as in
1,4-dioxane (reaction rate: 2b > 3b > 4b> 5b). The reactivity was higher in methanol than in 1,4-dioxane.

Figure 10. Progress of the hydrolysis of 5b in methanol-d4/D2O (1:1) at 70 ◦C, followed by 1H-NMR;
the intensity of amide peaks decreased, and new product signals appeared as the reaction progressed
(red box).

2.2.5. Comparison of Kinetic Data

As shown in Table 3, the same general trend was observed irrespective of the solvent system
employed. Azetidine amides (2) were the most reactive, followed by pyrrolidine amides (3),
then unsubstituted bicyclic amides (4), and finally bridgehead-substituted bicycles (5) (reaction rate:
2b > 3b > 4b> 5b). Phenyl substitution had the expected effects (according to the inductive effects) in
all series of amides.

141



Molecules 2018, 23, 2363

2.3. Computational Studies

2.3.1. Reaction Model

It was unexpected to find that non-planar amides based on the 7-azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptane scaffold
(4) showed such poor susceptibility to base-catalyzed hydrolysis, even upon heating, as compared with
the corresponding monocyclic amides (3). Bridgehead substitution of the 7-azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptane
amides (5) also decelerated base-catalyzed hydrolysis of the amide as compared with the unsubstituted
bicyclic derivative (4). It has been established in previous studies on heavy atom isotope effects that
formation of the tetrahedral intermediate is rate-determining in the base-catalyzed hydrolysis of
formamide (HCONH2) (Scheme 5) [27].

Scheme 5. General reaction path for the base-catalyzed hydrolysis of amides.

While there have been several ab initio and DFT calculation studies of the hydrolysis of planar
amides and non-planar amides [28–31], base-catalyzed hydrolysis of amides has been relatively
little studied until recently, Further, most studies have focused on rather simple amides, such as
formamide, N-methylacetamide, DMF, and DMA (dimethylacetamide) [32]. Here, we aimed to
rationalize the observed reactivity trends by computational studies of our more complex reactants and
transition structures.

It is known that that explicit water solvation is crucial for the calculation of amide hydrolysis.
Xiong and Zhan [32] showed that incorporation of five implicit water molecules is required, and there
are two kinds of hydrogen-bonding networks of water in the vicinity of the hydroxy ion (−OH) and
amide group in the presence of five explicit water molecules (Figure 11). These two patterns commonly
involve activation of the carbonyl group by hydrogen-bonding of two water molecules to the oxygen
atom (increasing its electrophilicity) and hydrogen bonding of three water molecules with the oxygen
atom of the hydroxy anion (decreasing its nucleophilicity and at the same time decreasing electronic
repulsions). There is a difference in the topology of the hydrogen-bonding networks. Type a is more
stable than Type b by approximately 1-2 kcal/mol, but finding a TS of Type a in our experimental amide
systems 2–5 was difficult, probably because the Type a hydrogen network is sensitive to the steric
interactions encountered in more complicated amide structures (see the detail in the Experimental
Section). Therefore, in the present work, we focused on the hydrogen network Type b, which seems
relevant to the present compounds.

 
Figure 11. Two hydrogen network patterns involving five H2O molecules in the attack of OH anion on
the amide carbonyl carbon atom [32].
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Geometry optimizations for the ground states of hydrated reactants (amide and hydroxide
anion) and the transition state for the nucleophilic addition of hydroxide anion to the amide carbonyl
group were performed in the presence of explicit water molecules at the B3LYP and M06-2X levels
of theory with a combination of two basis sets, 6-31+G(d) and 6-311++G(d, p). Bulk solvation
effects (self-consistent reaction field, SCRF) were also incorporated by means of IEFPCM (Polarizable
Continuum Model, PCM, using the integral equation formalism variant) and SMD methods in water.
Vibrational frequency calculations were performed at the same level of theory. The energies were
corrected for the zero-point energies and Gibbs free energy at 25 ◦C (298.15 K), obtained from frequency
calculations. Hereafter, we will focus on the calculation values based on M06-2X level with the SMD
solvent model. The calculations at the B3LYP level (see Tables S1–S4) were consistent with the trends
obtained in the M06-2X calculations.

2.3.2. Model with Five Explicit Water Molecules

Transition structures (TSs) for the hydroxide anion-catalyzed hydrolysis of the amides, including
five explicit water molecules were identified with M06-2X//6-31+G(d) (Figure 12). As previously
described by Xiong and Zhan [32], we calculated the activation Gibbs energies from the energy
difference between the TS structures and the summation of the energies of the two reagents, the amide
with two hydrogen-bonded water molecules (amide(H2O)2) and the hydroxide anion clustered with
three water molecules (−OH(H2O)3) (Scheme 6). We also estimated Gibbs free energies by single-point
calculation with M06-2X//6-311++G(d,p) on the basis of the M06-2X//6-31+G(d) optimized structures
(Table 4).

 
Scheme 6. Model of base-catalyzed hydrolysis reaction of amide.

The contribution of thermal corrections (entropy term, –TΔS‡) was significant. The entropy
term (ΔS‡) took a large negative value (Table 2), indicating the presence of significant order in the
transition structure. Associated water molecules need to rearrange on the surface of the amide, and thus
would contribute to this large negative entropy term. A larger free-energy activation barrier was
seen for N-benzoyl-7-azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptane (4a) than for the monocyclic N-benzoylpyrrolidine (3a).
The pyramidal amide, the azetidine derivative 2a has the smallest activation energy. The order of the
magnitude of the Gibbs activation energies (4a > 3a, 5a > 2a, Table 4) is essentially consistent with the
experimental reactivity (Figure 8 and Table 3), with the exception of the bridgehead-substituted bicyclic
amide 5a, which is expected to have higher activation energy than 4a. However, we need to make
allowance for the simple harmonic oscillator approximation in the thermal energy correction, and also
we need to consider that this thermal energy correction is an approximation of the real entropy change
in the solvation process.

The enthalpy terms (ΔH‡) were underestimated (Table 4), but the order of their magnitudes is also
essentially consistent with the experimentally observed hydrolysis rates: 2a > 3a, 4a, 5a. This trend is
consistent with the trajectory in the TS structures (Figure 12): The shorter the distance between the
amide carbonyl carbon atom and hydroxide oxygen atom (i.e., later the TS), the larger the enthalpy
term (ΔH‡).

143



Molecules 2018, 23, 2363

Table 4. Calculated free energy barrier for the formation of the transition state at 25 ◦C (298.15 K) at
the M06-2X/6-31+G(d) and M06-2X/6-311++G(d, p) levels, considering five water molecules. Solvent
effect is SMD (solvent = water) a.

Compound
ΔH‡

kcal/mol
−TΔS‡

kcal/mol
ΔS‡

cal/(mol·K)
ΔG‡

25 ◦C

kcal/mol

M06-2X/6-31+G(d) SMD=water b

2a 2.51 +17.38 −58.29 19.89
3a 5.03 +17.03 −57.12 22.06
4a 6.80 +16.57 −55.58 23.37
5a 4.66 +17.95 −60.20 22.61

M06-2X/6-311++G(d,p) SMD=water c

2a 4.26 +16.16 −54.20 20.42
3a 7.13 +16.03 −53.76 23.16
4a 8.80 +15.76 −52.86 24.56
5a 7.50 +15.44 −51.79 22.94

a Calculation and experimental Gibbs free energy of hydroxide anion-catalyzed hydrolysis of formamide was
21–22 kcal/mol [32]. b Full optimizations. c Single-point calculations.

Other reaction models, a model with four explicit water molecules and a model with implicit
water molecules, were also examined and the order of the energy demand is consistent with that of the
present five-water model (the results are described in Supporting Information).

Non-planar amides based on the 7-azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptane scaffold were found to be rather
inert to base-catalyzed hydrolysis. The calculated Gibbs free energies are also consistent with the
experimental results.

Figure 12. M06-2X/6-31+G(d)-optimized transition structures of hydroxide anion addition to the
amide. Distance between the amide carbonyl carbon atom and hydroxide oxygen atom was shown.
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A close scrutiny of the trajectory in the TS (Figure 12) revealed the optimal trajectory for
the hydroxide anion attack on the carbonyl group accompanied with hydrating water molecules.
The positions of the hydroxy anion were similar in the respective TS structures. In the bicyclic amides
(Figure 13, left), the water molecules in the bridgehead-substituted 5a were placed a little further
from the amide substrate as compared with those in bridgehead-unsubstituted 4a. A comparison of
azetidine 2a and bridgehead-unsubstituted 4a also indicated that some of the hydrated waters were
placed far from the substrate in the case of 4a (Figure 13, right). Therefore, these water molecules
cannot get close to the substrate, due to greater steric congestion in 4a, as compared with the azetidine
(2a). Hydrogen bonding of water molecules stabilized the developing negative charge during the
attack of hydroxide anion on the amide carbonyl carbon atom, while the entropy cost compensates for
the stabilization. Inefficient hydration is one of the possible reasons that could explain the increase of
the activation energy of the bicyclic amides 4 and 5.

Figure 13. Superimposed TS structures of 4a and 5a (left) and 2a and 4a (right), showing the disrupted
water network in bulky 5a (left, magenta) and 4a (right, blue).

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. General Procedures

All analyzed compounds were synthesized from commercially available reagents. All compounds
were purified before use by column chromatography on silica gel (spherical, neutral silica gel 60 N
(100–210 μm), Kanto). Characterization was done by multiple techniques. 1H- (400 MHz) and 13C-
(100 MHz) NMR spectra were recorded in a 400 MHz Bruker Avance 400 NMR spectrometer at 25 ◦C.
Chemical shifts (δ) are shown in ppm, and coupling constants are given in hertz. Spectral data was
obtained using NMR data processing software Brucker TOP-Spin. The NMR probe temperature was
calibrated by the temperature-dependent chemical shift difference in ppm between OH proton and
CH2 proton of ehtyleneglycol [33].

ESI-TOF mass spectra were recorded in a Bruker Daltonics, micrO-TOF-05. Elemental analyses
were done by an independent group in this department and were given within a ± 0.4% error range.
Melting points were measured with a Yanaco Micro Melting Point Apparatus and are uncorrected.
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3.2. Synthesis of Amides

All the amide compounds except 5a–5c have been synthesized previously [12] and stock samples
were used for the present work. Some compounds among 2a–2e, 3a–3e, and 4a–4e were resynthesized,
as described below, including the new compounds 5a–5c.

Synthesis of N-Benzoylazetidines

N-Benzoylazetidine (2a). Azetidine chloride (100 mg, 1.1 mmol) was dissolved in dry CH2Cl2
(5 mL) and the solution was cooled to 0 ◦C. DIPEA (0.7 mL, 2.9 mmol) was added, and the mixture
was stirred for 10 min. Then, benzoyl chloride (186 μl, 1.6 mmol) was added slowly to the solution,
and stirring was continued for 30 min. The ice bath was removed and the reaction mixture was
allowed to cool to r.t., then quenched by pouring it into water. The aqueous and organic layers were
separated, and the aqueous phase was extracted with dichloromethane (3 × 10 mL). The combined
organic phase was washed with 0.5 M HCl, 0.5 M aq. NaHCO3 and brine, dried over sodium sulfate,
filtered, and evaporated under reduced pressure to afford a yellowish oil. The crude product was
purified by open column chromatography (ethyl acetate/DCM, 1:1) to afford 2a as a transparent oil
(130.8 mg, 0.81 mmol, 76%). 1H-NMR (400 MHz, CDCl3), δ (ppm): 7.616–7.592 (m, 2H), 7.444–7.353
(m, 3H), 4.296–4.191 (m, 4H), 2.352–2.274 (m, 2H). 13C-NMR (100 MHz, CDCl3), δ (ppm): 170.39, 133.36,
130.93, 128.40, 127.91, 53.46, 49.01. HRMS (ESI-TOF): [M + Na]+: Calcd. for C10H11NNaO+: 185.0766.
Found: 185.0782.

N-(p-Chlorobenzoyl)azetidine (2b). Azetidine chloride (100 mg, 1.1 mmol) was dissolved in dry
CH2Cl2 (5 mL) and the solution was cooled to 0 ◦C. DIPEA (0.7 mL, 2.9 mmol) was added, and the
mixture was stirred for 10 min. 4-Chlorobenzoyl chloride (205 μL, 1.6 mmol) was added slowly,
and stirring was continued for 30 min. The ice bath was removed and the mixture was allowed to
warm to r.t., then quenched by pouring it into water. The aqueous and organic layers were separated,
and the aqueous phase was extracted with dichloromethane (3 × 10 mL). The combined organic
phase was washed with 0.5 M HCl, 0.5 M aq. NaHCO3 and brine, dried over sodium sulfate, filtered,
and evaporated under reduced pressure to afford a pale oil. The crude product was purified by
open column chromatography (ethyl acetate/DCM, 1:2) to provide 2b as colorless crystals (171.9 mg,
0.88 mmol, 82%). 1H-NMR (400 MHz, CDCl3), δ (ppm): 7.587–7.554 (m, 2H), 7.391–7.358 (m, 2H),
4.309–4.199 (m, 4H), 2.386–2.309 (m, 2H). 13C-NMR (100 MHz, CDCl3), δ (ppm): 169.18, 137.08, 131.76,
129.39, 128.70, 53.51, 49.09. HRMS (ESI-TOF): [M + Na]+ Calcd. for C10H10ClNNaO+: 218.0343. Found:
218.0360. Anal. Calcd. for C10H10ClNO: C, 61.39; H, 5.15; N, 7.16. Found: C, 61.02; H, 5.47; N, 6.96.

N-(p-Nitrobenzoyl)azetidine (2c). Azetidine chloride (100 mg, 1.1 mmol) was dissolved in dry
CH2Cl2 (5 mL) and the solution was cooled to 0 ◦C. DIPEA (0.7 mL, 2.9 mmol) was added, and stirring
was continued for 10 min. Then, 4-nitrobenzoyl chloride (186 μL, 1.6 mmol) was added slowly,
and stirring was continued for 30 min. The ice bath was removed and the mixture was allowed to
warm to r.t., then quenched by pouring it into water. The aqueous and organic layers were separated,
and the aqueous phase was extracted with dichloromethane (3 × 10 mL). The combined organic
phase was washed with 0.5 M HCl, 0.5 M aq. NaHCO3 and brine, dried over sodium sulfate, filtered,
and evaporated under reduced pressure to give a yellow oil. The crude product was purified by
open column chromatography (ethyl acetate/DCM, 1:2) to afford 2c as a yellow solid (172.6 mg,
0.84 mmol, 78%). 1H-NMR (400 MHz, CDCl3), δ (ppm): 8.268–8.235 (m, 2H), 7.793–7.760 (m, 2H),
4.311–4.231 (m, 4H), 2.425–2.347 (m, 2H). 13C-NMR (100 MHz, CDCl3), δ (ppm): 168.00, 139.22, 131.19,
129.01, 123.76, 53.41, 49.32. HRMS (ESI-TOF): [M + Na]+ Calcd. for C10H10N2NaO3

+: 229.0585.
Found: 229.0585.

Synthesis of N-Benzoylpyrrolidines

N-Benzoylpyrrolidine (3a). Pyrrolidine (1 mL, 12.2 mmol) was dissolved in dry CH2Cl2 (5 mL) and
the solution was cooled to 0 ◦C. DIPEA (3.4 mL, 14.5 mmol) was added, and the mixture was stirred
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for 10 min. Then, benzoyl chloride (1.7 mL, 14.75 mmol) was added slowly, and stirring was continued
for 30 min. The ice bath was removed, and the mixture was allowed to warm to r.t., then quenched by
pouring it into water. The aqueous and organic layers were separated, and the aqueous phase was
extracted with dichloromethane (3 × 10 mL). The combined organic phase was washed with 0.5 M
HCl, 0.5 M aqeouse solution of NaHCO3 and brine, dried over sodium sulfate, filtered, and evaporated
under reduced pressure to give a yellow liquid. The crude product was purified by open column
chromatography (ethyl acetate) to afford 3a as a transparent yellow liquid (1.5530, 8.86 mmol, 73%).
1H-NMR (400 MHz, CDCl3), δ (ppm): 7.504–7.356 (m, 5H), 3.615 (t, J = 6.8 Hz, 2H), 3.381 (t, J = 6.6 Hz,
2H), 1.929–1.804 (m, 4H). 13C-NMR (100 MHz, CDCl3), δ (ppm): 169.35, 137.10, 129.51, 128.00, 126.86,
49.33, 45.93, 26.17, 24.21. HRMS (ESI-TOF) m/z: [M + Na]+ Calcd. for C11H13NNaO+: 198.0890. Found:
198.0872. Anal. Calcd. for C11H13NO: C, 75.40; H, 7.48; N, 7.99. Found: C, 75.21; H, 7.63; N, 7.97.

N-(p-Chlorobenzoyl)pyrrolidine (3b). Pyrrolidine (0.5 mL, 6.1 mmol) was dissolved in dry CH2Cl2
(3 mL) and the solution was cooled to 0 ◦C. DIPEA (1.7 mL, 7.7 mmol) was added, and the mixture was
stirred for 10 min. Then, 4-chlorobenzoyl chloride (1.6164 mL, 7.4 mmol) dissolved in CH2Cl2 (2 mL)
was added slowly, and stirring was continued for 1 h. The ice bath was removed, and the mixture was
allowed to warm to r.t., then quenched by pouring it into water. The aqueous and organic layers were
separated, and the aqueous phase was extracted with dichloromethane (3 × 10 mL). The combined
organic phase was washed with 0.5 M HCl, 0.5 M aq. NaHCO3 and brine, dried over sodium sulfate,
filtered, and evaporated under reduced pressure to afford a transparent oil. The crude product was
purified by open column chromatography (hexane/ethyl acetate) to provide 3b as a white amorphous
solid (444 mg, 2.1 mmol, 35%). m.p.: 62–64 ◦C. 1H-NMR (400 MHz, CDCl3), δ (ppm): 7.410 (dd;
J = 4.3 Hz, 1.8 Hz; 2H), 7. 307 (dd; J = 8.8 Hz, 2 Hz; 2H), 3.569 (t, J = 6.6 Hz, 2H), 3.349 (t, J = 6.6 Hz, 2H),
1.930–1.786 (m, 4H). 13C-NMR (100 MHz, CDCl3), δ (ppm): 168.48, 135.73, 135.50, 128.63, 128.44, 49.55,
46.25, 26.36, 24.36. HRMS (ESI-TOF): [M + Na]+ Calcd. for C11H12ClNNaO+: 232.0500. Found 232.0517.
Anal. Calcd. for C11H12ClNO: C, 63.01; H, 5.77; N, 6.68. Found: C, 62.95; H, 5.78; N, 6.51.

N-(p-Nitrobenzoyl)pyrrolidine (3c). Pyrrolidine (0.5 mL, 6.1 mmol) was dissolved in dry CH2Cl2
(5 mL) at 0 ◦C. DIPEA (1.7 mL, 7.7 mmol) was added to the solution, and the mixture was stirred for
10 min. Then, 4-nitrobenzoyl chloride (1.1301 g, 7.4 mmol) dissolved in CH2Cl2 (10 mL) was added
slowly, and stirring was continued for 1 h at 0 ◦C. The ice bath was removed, and the mixture was
allowed to warm to r.t., then quenched by pouring it into water. The aqueous and organic layers were
separated, and the aqueous phase was extracted with dichloromethane (3 × 30 mL). The combined
organic phase was washed with brine, dried over sodium sulfate, filtered, and evaporated under
reduced pressure to give a a yellow liquid. The crude product was purified by open column
chromatography (ethyl acetate/acetone 1:1) to afford 3c as a slightly yellow solid (821.6 mg, 3.7 mmol,
61.3%). m.p.: 78–80 ◦C. 1H-NMR (400 MHz, CDCl3), δ (ppm): 8.293–8.207 (m, 2H), 7.698–7.665 (m, 2H),
3.676 (t, J = 7.0 Hz, 2H), 3.382 (t, J = 6.6 Hz, 2H), 2.039–1.887 (m, 4H). 13C-NMR (100 MHz, CDCl3), δ
(ppm): 167.61, 143.19, 128.29, 123.84, 49.61, 46.56, 26.52, 24.50. HRMS (ESI-TOF): [M + Na]+ Calcd. for
C11H12N2NaO3

+: 244.0774. Found: 244.0742. Anal. Calcd. for C11H12N2O3: C, 59.99; H, 5.49; N, 12.72.
Found: C, 59.82; H, 5.45; N, 12.65.

N-(p-Toluoyl)pyrrolidine (3d). Pyrrolidine (0.5 mL, 6.1 mmol) was dissolved in dry CH2Cl2 (5 mL)
and the solution was cooled to 0 ◦C. DIPEA (1.7 mL, 7.7 mmol) was added, and the mixture was stirred
for 10 min. Then, a solution of p-tolyl chloride (975 μL, 7.4 mmol) in CH2Cl2 (10 mL) was slowly added,
and the mixture was stirred for 1 h at 0 ◦C. The ice bath was removed, and the mixture was allowed to
warm to r.t., then quenched by pouring it into water. The aqueous and organic layers were separated,
and the aqueous phase was extracted with dichloromethane (3 × 30 mL). The combined organic
phase was washed with brine, dried over sodium sulfate, filtered, and evaporated under reduced
pressure to provide a yellow liquid. The crude product was purified by open column chromatography
(hexane/ethyl acetate 4:1) to afford 3d as a white solid (654.4 mg, 3.5 mmol, 56.8%). M.p.: 75–76 ◦C.
1H-NMR (400 MHz, CDCl3), δ (ppm): 7.438–7.408 (m, 2H), 7.202–7.179 (m, 2H), 3.639 (t, J = 7.0 Hz,
2H), 3.439 (t, J = 6.6 Hz, 2H), 2.372 (s, 3H), 1.986–1.829 (m, 4H). 13C-NMR (100 MHz, CDCl3), δ (ppm):
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169.93, 139.98, 134.52, 128.93, 127.35, 49.75, 46.30, 26.55, 24.59, 21.50 HRMS (ESI-TOF) m/z: [M + Na]+

Calcd. for C12H15NNaO+: 212.1046. Found 212.1036. Anal. Calcd. for C12H15NO: C, 76.16; H, 7.99;
N, 7.40. Found: C, 75.80; H, 8.09; N, 7.33.

N-(p-Anisoyl)pyrrolidine (3e). Pyrrolidine (0.5 mL, 6.1 mmol) was dissolved in dry CH2Cl2 (5 mL)
and the solution was cooled to 0 ◦C. DIPEA (1.7 mL, 7.7 mmol) was added, and the mixture was
stirred for 10 min. Then, a solution of 4-nitrobenzoyl chloride (1.2573 g, 7.4 mmol) in CH2Cl2
(10 mL) was slowly added, and stirring was continued for 1 h at 0 ◦C. The ice bath was removed,
and the mixture was allowed to warm to r.t., then quenched by pouring it into water. The aqueous
and organic layers were separated, and the aqueous phase was extracted with dichloromethane
(3 × 30 mL). The combined organic phase was washed with brine, dried over sodium sulfate, filtered,
and evaporated under reduced pressure to provide a yellow liquid. The crude product was purified by
open column chromatography (n-hexane/ethyl acetate 1:1) to afford 3e as a pale-brown solid (808.3 mg,
3.9 mmol, 65%). m.p.: 73.5–75.5 ◦C. 1H-NMR (400 MHz, CDCl3), δ (ppm): 7.515 (ddd, J = 9.2, 2.4, 2 Hz,
4H), 3.832 (s, 3H), 3.634 (t, J = 6.4 Hz, 2H), 3.476 (t, J = 6.2 Hz, 2H), 1.966–1.851 (m, 4H). 13C-NMR
(100 MHz, CDCl3), δ (ppm): 169.56, 160.93, 129.63, 129.29, 113.55, 55.45, 49.90, 46.44, 26.64, 24.59.
HRMS (ESI-TOF) m/z: [M + Na]+ Calcd. for C12H15NNaO2

+: 228.0995. Found 228.0993. Anal. Calcd.
for C12H15NO2: C, 70.22; H, 7.39; N, 6.82. Found: C, 70.01; H, 7.48; N, 6.76.

Synthesis of N-Benzoylazetidines

N-Benzoyl-7-azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptane (4a). Trans-4-aminocyclohexyl p-toluensulfonate hydrobromide
(1 g, 7.5 mmol) was dissolved in ethanol (110 mL) and water (30 mL), and then NaOH 1 M (25 mL)
was added. The mixture was stirred at room temperature for 20 h, and then quenched by adding HCl
4 M in 1,4-dioxane (5 mL). Stirring was continued for 20 min at r.t., and the mixture was evaporated
under reduced pressure. NaOH 10% (10 mL) was added to the residue, and free amide was extracted
with ether (3 × 30 mL). This solution was evaporated, and the residue was redissolved in dry CH2Cl2
(30 mL). DIPEA (2 mL, 9.3 mmol) was added to the resulting solution, and the mixture was stirred
for 10 min at 0 ◦C. Then, benzoyl chloride (1.1 mL, 9.1 mmol) was slowly added. Stirring was
continued for 30 min. The ice bath was removed, and the mixture was allowed to warm to r.t. Stirring
was continued for 4 h, and then the mixture was quenched by pouring it into water. The aqueous
and organic layers were separated, and the aqueous phase was extracted with dichloromethane
(3 × 50 mL). The combined organic phase was washed with brine, dried over sodium sulfate, filtered,
and evaporated under reduced pressure to give a yellow oil. The crude product was purified by
open column chromatography (CH2Cl2/ethyl acetate 9:1) to afford 4a as a white solid (52.0 mg, 35%).
1H-NMR (400 MHz, CDCl3), δ (ppm): 7.813–7.696 (m, 2H), 7.506–7.288 (m, 3H) 4.613–4.460 (m, 1H),
4.121–3.900 (m, 1H), 2.239–1.240 (m, 8H). ESI-HRMS (m/z): Calculated for C13H15NNaO+ [M + Na]+:
225.1079. Found: 225.1081.

N-(p-Toluoyl)-7-azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptane (4d). Trans-4-aminocyclohexyl p-toluensulfonate hydrobromide
(1 g, 7.5 mmol) was dissolved in ethanol (110 mL) and water (30 mL), and then NaOH 1 M (25 mL)
was added. The solution was stirred at room temperature for 20 h, and then quenched by adding
concentrated HCl 4 M (5 mL). Stirring was continued for 20 min at r.t., and then the solution was
evaporated under reduced pressure. NaOH 10% (10 mL) was added to the residue. Free amide
was extracted with ether (3 × 30 mL), then HCl in 1,4-dioxane (1 mL) was added, and the mixture
was evaporated. The residue was redissolved in dry CH2Cl2 (30 mL). DIPEA (2 mL, 9.3 mmol) was
added to the resulting solution, and the mixture was stirred for 10 min at 0 ◦C. Then, p-tolyl benzoyl
chloride (1.6 mL, 9.1 mmol) was slowly added. Stirring was continued for 30 min. The ice bath was
removed, and the mixture was allowed to warm to r.t., and further stirred for 4 h, then quenched
by pouring it into water. The aqueous and organic layers were separated, and the aqueous phase
was extracted with dichloromethane (3 × 30 mL). The combined organic phase was washed with
brine, dried over sodium sulfate, filtered, and evaporated under reduced pressure to give a yellow
oil. The crude product was purified twice by open column chromatography (n-hexane/ethyl acetate
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(1:1) and dichloromethane/ethyl acetate (9:1)) to afford 4d as a yellow solid. Recrystallization afforded
transparent crystals (238.6 mg, 11%). M.p.: 105–107 ◦C. 1H-NMR (400 MHz, CDCl3), δ (ppm): 7.449 (d,
J = 8 Hz, 2H), 7.188 (d, J = 8Hz, 2H), 4.720 (br. s, 1H), 4.148 (br. s, 1H), 2.377 (s, 3H), 1.899–1.810 (s, 4H),
1.508–1.466 (m, 4H). 13C-NMR (100 MHz, CDCl3), δ (ppm): 169.03, 140.72, 133.50, 128.96, 127.97, 77.36,
30.60, 28.87, 21.56. ESI-HRMS: Calculated for C14H17NNaO+ [M + Na]+: 238.1202. Found: 238.1217.
Anal. Calcd. for C14H17NO2: C, 78.10; H, 7.96; N, 6.51. Found: C, 77.76; H, 7.90; N, 6.58.

Synthesis of N-Benzoyl-1-(Methoxymethyl)-7-azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptanes

N-Benzoyl-1-(Methoxymethyl)-7-azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptane (5a). Boc-protected 1-(methoxymethyl)-7-
azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptane (114.6 mg, 0.47 mmol) was dissolved in a 1:1 mixture of dry CH2Cl2 (1 mL)
and TFA (1 mL), and the solution was stirred at room temperature for one h. The solvent was removed
in vacuo, and the residue was dissolved in CH2Cl2. The resulting solution was evaporated again (a total
of three times). Finally, the residue was dissolved in dry CH2Cl2 (5 mL) and DIPEA (130 μl, 0.61 mmol)
was added to the solution. The mixture was stirred for 10 min at 0 ◦C, then benzoyl anhydride
(170 μL, 0.9 mmol) was slowly added. Stirring was continued for 30 min. The ice bath was removed,
and the mixture was allowed to warm to r.t., then quenched by pouring it into water. The aqueous
and organic layers were separated, and the aqueous phase was extracted with dichloromethane
(3 × 10 mL). The combined organic phases were washed with brine, dried over sodium sulfate, filtered,
and evaporated under reduced pressure to give a yellow liquid. The crude product was purified by
open column chromatography (CH2Cl2/ethyl acetate 9:1) to afford 5a as a white solid (520.0 mg, 35%).
M.p.: 53–55◦C. 1H-NMR (400 MHz, CDCl3), δ (ppm): 7.524–7.512 (m, 2H), 7.437–7.342 (m, 3H), 4.225 (s,
2H), 4.106 (t, J = 5 Hz, 1H), 3.425 (s, 3H), 2.013–1.932 (m, 2H), 1.867–1.771 (m, 2H), 1.728–1.667 (m,
2H), 1.487–1.425 (m, 2H). HRMS (ESI-TOF): [M + Na]+ Calcd. for C15H19NNaO2

+ [M + Na]+: 268.1308.
Found: 268.1312.

N-(p-Chlorobenzoyl)-(1-(methoxymethyl)-7-azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptanes (5b). To a solution of the
corresponding Boc-protected 1-(methoxymethyl)-7- azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptane (41.2 mg) in dry CH2Cl2
(2 mL) was added 3 mL of TFA. The solution was stirred at room temperature for 2 h The organic
solvent was evaporated, and the residue was dissolved in 10 mL of CH2Cl2. Triethylamine (93.6 μL)
was added at 0 ◦C, followed by p-chlorobenzoyl chloride (58.8 mg). The reaction mixture was stirred for
2 h at 0 ◦C, and then poured into saturated aqueous NaHCO3. The whole was extracted with CH2Cl2
(30 mL × 3). The combined organic layer was dried over Na2SO4, and the solvent was evaporated.
Column chromatography (n-hexane:ethyl acetate = 4:1) of the residue gave 5b (47.8 mg, 77%). 1H-NMR
(400 MHz, CDCl3), δ (ppm): 7.489 (2H, d, J = 8.4 Hz), 7.356 (2H, d J = 8.0 Hz), 4.198 (2H, s), 4.087 (1H,
m), 3.423 (3H, s), 2.076–1.571 (6H, m), 1.568–1.369 (2H, m). 13C-NMR (100 MHz, CDCl3), δ (ppm):
169.11, 136.37, 135.45, 129.20, 128.43, 73.91, 68.03, 61.37, 59.34, 32.65, 29.59. HRMS (ESI-TOF): [M + Na]+

Calcd. for C15H18ClNNaO2
+ [M + Na]+: 302.0918. Found: 302.0924. Anal. Calcd. for C15H18ClNO2: C,

64.40; H, 6.49; N, 5.01. Found: C, 64.27; H, 6.52; N, 4.92.
N-(p-Nitrobenzoyl)-(1-(Methoxymethyl)-7-azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptanes (5c). Boc-protected 1-(methoxymethyl)-

7-azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptane (119.3 mg, 0.49 mmol) was dissolved in a 1:1 mixture of dry CH2Cl2 (1 mL)
and TFA (1 mL), and the solution was stirred at room temperature for one h. The solvent was removed
in vacuo, then the residue was dissolved in CH2Cl2 and this solution was evaporated again (a total of
three times). Finally, the residue was dissolved in dry CH2Cl2 (5 mL), DIPEA (132 μL, 0.63 mmol) was
added to it, and the mixture was stirred for 10 min at 0 ◦C. Then, p-nitrobenzoyl chloride (91.70 mg,
0.6 mmol) was slowly added, and stirring was continued for 30 min. The ice bath was removed,
and the mixture was allowed to warm to r.t. Stirring was continued for 5.5 h, and then the mixture was
quenched by pouring it into water. The aqueous and organic layers were separated, and the aqueous
phase was extracted with dichloromethane (3 × 10 mL). The combined organic phase was washed with
brine, dried over sodium sulfate, filtered, and evaporated under reduced pressure to give a a yellow
liquid. The crude residue was purified by open column chromatography (n-hexane/ethyl acetate 1:1)
to afford 5c as a white solid (63.9 mg, 45%). m.p.: 140–142 ◦C. 1H-NMR (400 MHz, CDCl3), δ (ppm):
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8.256 (dd, J = 2 Hz, 6.8 Hz, 2H), 7.685 (dd, J = 2 Hz, 6.8 Hz, 2H), 4.178 (s, 2H), 4.010 (t, J = 4.4 Hz,
1H), 3.419 (s, 3H), 2.003–1.961 (m, 2H), 1.873–1.783 (m, 2H), 1.750–1.689 (m, 2H), 1.549–1.487 (m, 2H).
13C-NMR (100 MHz, CDCl3), δ (ppm): 167.52, 148.90, 143.12, 128.68, 123.74, 73.64, 68.66, 61.24, 59.46,
32.79, 29.71. HRMS (ESI-TOF): [M + Na]+ Calcd. for C15H18N2NaO4

+ [M + Na]+: 313.1159. Found:
313.1169. Anal. Calcd. for C15H18N2O4: C, 62.06; H, 6.25; N, 9.65. Found: C, 61.92; H, 6.28; N, 9.63.

3.3. Kinetic Studies

Kinetic data were collected by recording the 1H-NMR (400 MHz) spectra at 2- min intervals.
Data were obtained at 70.0 ◦C under a N2 flow of 400 L/h. Deuterated solvents were used for all
measurements: Deuterium oxide, 99.9% D from Wako; methanol-d4, 99.8% D from Kanto Chemical
Co. Inc.; 1,4-dioxane-d8, 99% D from Cambridge Isotope Laboratories, Inc.; and sodium deuteroxide,
40% wt. % in D2O, 99.5% D from Sigma-Aldrich, Co. Parameters were set using the reaction solution at
room temperature. Reactions were initiated by raising the temperature of the NMR machine. Spectral
data were then recorded for at least one half-life. Hydrolysis experiments were repeated three times.
Hydrolysis products were identified by comparison of the 1H-NMR data with those of authentic
samples, or by MS-ESI. Pseudo-first-order rate constants (kobs) were evaluated by a linear least-squares
fitting of a plot of the logarithm of reactant concentration versus time.

3.4. Computational Studies

Computational studies were carried out using the Gaussian 09 software package [34]. Geometry
optimizations for the model molecules were performed at the M06-2X/6-31+G(d) level with the bulk
solvent model SMD (solvent = water) together with explicit water molecules. Vibrational frequency
calculations were performed at the same level of theory. Optimized geometries were verified by
frequency calculations as minima (zero imaginary frequencies) or transition structures (TS, a single
imaginary frequency) (the coordinates, frequency and thermodynamic values are shown in Supporting
Information). Intrinsic reaction coordinate (IRC) computations of the transition structures verified the
reactants and products in the case of simple amide (formamide and acetamide (data not shown)). In the
cases of more realistic substrates (2a–5a), particularly in combination of the solvent model, the IRC
calculations were unsuccessful. In all the transition states the validity of transition state structures
was confirmed by inspecting the direction of vibration of the negative frequency, which matched the
trajectory of the nucleophilic attack of the hydroxy anion onto the carbonyl carbon atom. Geometry
minimization of the transition structures lead to the hydroxide-addition adducts, which also supported
the validity of the transition state structures, which represented the trajectory of the nucleophilic attack
of the hydroxy anion. We also estimated Gibbs free energies by single-point calculations (frequency
calculations) with M06-2X//6-311++G(d,p) for the M06-2X//6-31+G(d)-optimized structures. In these
single-point frequency calculations, a single negative frequency was found respectively, which also
corresponded to the trajectory of the nucleophilic attack of the hydroxy anion onto the carbonyl carbon
atom. The energies were corrected for zero-point energies and Gibbs free energy at 25 ◦C (298.15 K),
obtained from frequency calculations. Calculations at the B3LYP level showed similar trends to the
M06-2X calculations.

Identification of the transition states structures of the attack of the hydroxide anion to the carbonyl
carbon atom of the amide group was carried out in the following multiple procedures: The transition
state structures of the attack of the hydroxide anion to the carbonyl carbon atom of the amide were
first identified in the absence of the explicit water molecules (data not shown). Addition of explicit
water molecules in the arrangement similar to Types a and b (Figure 11) [32], followed by geometry
optimization (OPT = TS). Or we reproduced the TSs of the hydrolysis of formamide and acetamide
in the presence of four and five water molecules, respectively, which were consistent with the two
hydrogen network models (Types a and b, Figure 11), reported in the previous literature [32]. Then the
amide functionality was morphed into the realistic amide substrates (2a–5a). The initial minimum
conformation of the neutral amide substrates (2a–5a) were obtained by conformational search in
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Marcomodel software (Schrödinger, LLC, New York, NY, USA), followed by optimization with the
DFT methods. The Type a arrangement of waters (Figure 11) did not converge to the optimization or
transformed to the Type b arrangement of water molecules. Therefore, we discussed the activation
energies on the basis of the Type b hydrogen network model, while the Type a hydrogen network
model might be the energy minimum (see the main text).

The change of Gibbs free energy for the reaction was calculated on the basis of the reaction model,
shown in Scheme 6. The results of the present calculations (Table 4) were reasonable and reliable,
because the present calculations gave the activation energies of similar magnitude to the cases of simple
amide: The calculated activation energies of the present amides 2a–5a were in similar magnitude to
the calculated and experimental Gibbs free energy change of hydroxide anion-catalyzed hydrolysis of
formamide, 21–22 kcal/mol [32], (see also Table 4, footnote a).

4. Conclusions

Herein we measured and compared the kinetics of base-catalyzed hydrolysis of non-planar
N-benzoyl-7-azabicyclo[2.2.1] heptane amides (4) and related compounds (2, 3 and 5) under
pseudo-first-order conditions at 70 ◦C. Excess sodium deuteroxide was used as the base in two different
solvent systems (methanol or 1,4-dioxane in a 1:1 D2O solution). Reaction progress was monitored
by 1H NMR spectroscopy. Unexpectedly we found that 7-azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptane amides (4) were
resistant to base-catalyzed hydrolysis. As a general trend, independently of whether methanol or
1,4-dioxane was used as a co-solvent, it was found that the reactivity of nitrogen-pyramidal azetidine
amides (2) was greater than that of the planar pyrrolidine amides (3), followed by unsubstituted
bicyclic amides (4), while bridgehead-substituted bicycles (5) were the least reactive (reaction rate:
2a > 3a > 4a > 5a, etc.). Phenyl substituents showed the expected electronic trends. We also executed
DFT calculations of the rate-determining process, addition of the hydroxide anion to the amide carbonyl
group, and found that the experimental kinetic data is consistent with the magnitude of the calculated
Gibbs free energies of activation. Our results confirm the stability of the 7-azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptane
amides at least at 37 ◦C. This is important, because it implies that the 7-azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptane amide
scaffold is available for practical molecular design, e.g., as an amino acid surrogate.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online, Supporting Information: Raw kinetic data
(Figures S1 and S2), additional calculation data (Tables S1–S5), calculation coordinates, NMR spectra
(Figures S3–S5).
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Abstract: Rotational barrier energy studies to date have focused on the amide bond of aromatic
compounds from a kinetic perspective using quantum calculations and nuclear magnetic resonance
(NMR). These studies provide valuable information, not only regarding the basic conformational
properties of amide bonds but also the molecular gear system, which has recently gained interest.
Thus, we investigate the precise motion of the amide bonds of two aromatic compounds using an
experimental rotational barrier energy estimation by NMR experiments and a theoretical evaluation
of the density functional theory calculation. The theoretical potential energy surface scan method
combined with the quadratic synchronous transit 3 method and consideration of additional functional
group rotation with optimization and frequency calculations support the results of the variable
temperature 1H NMR, with deviations of less than 1 kcal/mol. This detailed experimental and
theoretical research strongly supports molecular gear motion in the aromatic amide system, and the
difference in kinetic energy indicates that the electronic effect from the aromatic structure has a key
role in conformational movements at different temperatures. Our study provides an enhanced basis
for future amide structural dynamics research.

Keywords: rotational barrier energy; amide bond; nuclear magnetic resonance; kinetic; density
functional theory

1. Introduction

The amide bond, a basic unit of proteins, has unique steric and energetic characteristics [1,2].
Therefore, studying the dynamics of these bonds is important to understand protein dynamics.
Conformational studies of aromatic amide bonds, in particular, have been extensively carried out
owing to their potential applications in fields such as asymmetric synthesis, molecular gear systems,
single-molecule motors, and single-molecule devices [3].

An aromatic amide has two rotational motions [4] around the central carbonyl group: the rotation
around aryl-CO and the rotation around the C-N bond in the amide unit. Therefore, the basic
structural change of an aromatic amide involves three bond rotational processes [4,5] that compose
the interconversions of the conformers. The two independent rotations of the C-N bond or aryl-CO
bond interconvert two conformers (exo and endo forms), and the concerted rotation of these bonds
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represents the molecular gear. Both rotations and their three rotational processes [6,7] have received
intense interest because rotational dynamics can be applied to single molecule dynamic studies and
experimental data on rotational dynamics can be achieved with variable temperature nuclear magnetic
resonance (VT-NMR) spectroscopy [8–10] in order to investigate the Gibbs free energy of the concerted
C-N/aryl-CO bond rotation and/or independent aryl-CO and C-N bond rotation around the carbonyl
group on the aromatic amide. These rotations can be controlled through chemical modification of the
structure or simple temperature variation [11].

The internal rotation [12] around the C-N bond in the amides provides information regarding
the conformational characteristics of the backbone of peptides and proteins. There have been many
reports concerning determination of the steric effect involving rotational dynamics [5,6], although few
of these have discussed electronic effects owing to the difficulty of separately measuring the steric and
electronic effects. The other rotational dynamic of aromatic amides, aryl-CO, has been successfully
explained in the case of the C-C single bond rotational process in N-methylbenzamide [7]. However,
the electron-rich aromatic ring in molecular gear studies is usually designed and connected to the
N of amide groups. Thus, the aryl-CO bond is correlated to the C-N bond in many experimental
studies [11,13,14]. It is therefore important to study the electronic effects of aromatic amides, including
aryl-CO and C-N bonds, using both theoretical and experimental methods, which will clearly explain
the molecular motion. Herein, we use quantum calculations and VT-NMR to investigate the rotational
process of aryl-CO and C-N bonds in specifically designed N,N-diethylamide derivatives.

2. Results

2.1. Interpretation of VT-NMR: Coalescence

Characterization of N,N-diethylamide Derivatives (1), (2)

N,N-diethylamide derivatives (1), (2) were synthesized to measure the rotational barrier of the
aryl-CO and C-N bonds (Figure 1). Before we evaluated the rotational barrier using 1H VT-NMR, the H
and Me peaks from two ethyl groups attached to N were assigned to understand which rotations were
occurring. The peaks of chemical shifts in N,N-diethylpyrene-1-carboxamide (PCDEA) have a similar
trend to those in N,N-diethyl-1-naphthamide (NCDEA) at 25 ◦C. As shown in Table 1, the 1H NMR
spectrum in NCDEA has two H chemical shift peaks (δ 3.51 ppm, δ 3.82 ppm), as does the 1H NMR
spectrum in PCDEA (δ 3.64 ppm, δ 3.89 ppm). These two peaks occur because two H atoms are located
differently with respect to each aromatic group, resulting in a more de-shielded proton signal when
the position is closer to the aromatic group. Similarly, Me peaks are better shielded than H peaks in
PCDEA (δ 1.32 ppm, δ 1.77 ppm) and in NCDEA (δ 0.98 ppm, δ 1.34 ppm).

 

 

N,N-diethyl-1-naphthamide (NCDEA, 1) N,N-diethylpyrene-1-carboxamide (PCDEA, 2) 

Figure 1. Structures of N,N-diethylamide derivatives.
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Table 1. Experimental 1H NMR for N,N-diethylamide derivatives (aliphatic part only).

Compound Signal Chemical Shifts (δ)/ppm

NCDEA H 3.51/3.82
NCDEA Me 0.98/1.34
PCDEA H 3.64/3.89
PCDEA Me 1.32/1.77

Line shape analysis of the 1H VT-NMR experiment was applied to evaluate the relative Gibbs
free energy difference and the enthalpy difference for aryl-CO and C-N rotation. Figure 2 shows
that the experimental values are in good agreement with the theoretical analysis. The following
(Eyring equation) estimates ΔG‡ in 1H VT-NMR using the coalescence temperature from the two-site
exchange [9,15].

ΔG‡ = 0.01914 × Tc ×
[

10.319 + log10

(
Tc
k

)]
, (k =

πΔυ√
2
) (1)

In the experiment, the split NMR signals are from two ground states. If their exchange rate
constant by rotation is greater than their frequency separation, the peaks are merged into one. Therefore,
if two peaks are merged into one peak, the rotational barriers of aryl-CO and C-N and the rate constant
are detected by the coalescence temperature. The rate constant (k) has a fast exchange for aryl-CO and
C-N rotations.

As the temperature increases, the merging of H-H into one relatively sharp peak corresponds to
aryl-CO, and merging of Me-Me into one broader peak represents concerted aryl-CO/C-N rotation,
which is well supported by a previous extensive theoretical study [16].

NCDEA has two aryl-CO and C-N bond rotations. Two different characteristics are explained
by the peak coalescence of the 1H VT-NMR experiment as the temperature increases. The spectra
show that aryl-CO rotation represents the broadening signals of H-H peaks from δ 3.60 to δ 3.80 ppm
(Figure 2b). As the temperature increases, the signals of Me-Me from δ 1.0 to δ 1.4 ppm are assigned to
the C-N rotation (Figure 2c). At 65 ◦C, it is clear that two peaks coalesce in the aryl-CO bond rotation,
as shown in Figure 2. On the other hand, the coalescence temperature of the C-N rotation is higher
than that of the aryl-CO rotation (Table 2).

Table 2. Bond rotation in N,N-diethylamide derivatives measured by 1H VT-NMR.

Compound Coalescing Signals Δυ/Hz Tc/◦C k/s−1 ΔG‡/kcal·mol−1

NCDEA H-H 175.43 60 602 15.40
NCDEA Me-Me 273.93 115 389 18.00
PCDEA H-H 219.62 57 478 15.62
PCDEA Me-Me 220.28 115 478 17.65

PCDEA exhibits a similar spectral pattern in the 1H VT-NMR experiment. At the coalescence
temperature, the chemical shifts representing aryl-CO bond rotation range from δ 3.70 to δ 3.90 ppm
(Figure 2e), which is similar to the case of NCDEA. C-N bond rotation is shown from δ 1.00 to
δ 1.50 ppm when coalescence begins, and again, is very similar to that of NCDEA (Figure 2f).

A two-dimensional exchange spectroscopy (EXSY) experiment was performed to confirm the
rotational dynamics at high temperatures (Figure S1). The mixing time was 200 ms, and ωoτc � 1
(ωo = spectrometer frequency in radians; τc = rotational correlation time) was satisfied; thus, the nuclear
overhauser effect (NOE) of H in molecules is not expected to exist [17]. Therefore, the cross-peaks
shown in Figure S1 can only be expressed by chemical exchange mechanisms. The 2D EXSY spectrum
shows how each bond rotation progresses at three increasing temperatures.
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(a) 

 
(b) 

Figure 2. Cont.
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(c) (d) 

  
(e) (f) 

Figure 2. 1H VT-NMR experiments on NCDEA and PCDEA. Arrows indicate each H and Me signal
in each structure, and circles indicate the merged signals after the temperature increase. (a) Whole
spectrum from NCDEA. Arrows indicate split H and Me signal and circles indicate the merged
signal after the temperature increase. (b) Whole spectrum from PCDEA. Arrows indicate split H
and Me signal and circles indicate the merged signal after the temperature increase. (c) H-H merges
as temperature increases (NCDEA). (d) Me-Me merges as temperature increases (NCDEA). (e) H-H
merges as temperature increases (PCDEA). (f) Me-Me merges as temperature increases (PCDEA).

2.2. Theoretical Calculations

2.2.1. One-Dimensional Potential Energy Surface Scan for Aryl-CO and C-N Rotation

Many potential energy surface (PES) studies have been reported, detailing experimental results
that are consistent with the computational analysis of the molecules of interest. Likewise, we
investigated the energy based on the geometric optimization of scan coordinates, changing the dihedral
angles from −170◦ to 200◦ for the C-N bond and aryl-CO bond, respectively, in N,N-diethylamide
derivatives (1), (2). In the 1H VT-NMR results, two types of bond rotation characteristics were detected
on aryl-CO and C-N bonds, either simultaneously or separately. NCDEA and PCDEA have discrete
values of chemical shifts, as explained previously. The scan coordinates of those molecules on C-N and
aryl-CO bonds were calculated separately.

When the aryl-CO bond rotates, the diethyl group attached to the N is directly confronted with
the steric effect from the naphthalene (1) and pyrene (2) rings, which increases the optimized energy
representing repulsion (Figures S2a and S3a). On the other hand, when concerted aryl-CO and C-N
bond rotation occurs, all the diethylamide derivatives manifest a similar tendency for molecular
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orientations and elucidate the concurrent rotations of aryl-CO and C-N bonds; thus, there are two
similar transition states (Figures S2b and S3b).

We determined that the PES of the C-N bond rotation of NCDEA and PCDEA indicates that
the signals of peak coalescence in VT-NMR show similar chemical shifts. This suggests that the
PES of aryl-CO and C-N bond rotations have two ground states, which are enantiomers, and two
transition states, indicating that they have two rotational barriers. The Gibbs free energy between
the transition state and ground state approximately demonstrates the experimental NMR analysis
(Table S1). However, the true transition states would enable a more accurate theoretical description of
the actual Gibbs free energy difference.

2.2.2. Calculated Result for QST3 and Changing Dihedral Angles of Di-ethyl Groups

Scheme for Interconversion in N,N-Diethylamide Derivatives (1), (2)

Before the transition states were obtained through quadratic synchronous transit 3 (QST3) [18],
we obtained the change in dihedral angle of the aryl-CO bond as the dihedral angle of the C-N bond
increased, or vice versa, by 1D PES analysis. As indicated in Figures 3 and 4, whereas aryl-CO bond
rotation is independent of C-N rotation, C-N bond rotation has an influence on aryl-CO bond rotation
in that it experiences concerted rotation with the aryl-CO bond, consistent with previous NMR and
calculation results.

(a) NCDEA 

(b) PCDEA 

Figure 3. Dihedral angle of C-N bond (highlighted) (Y axis) versus dihedral angle of Aryl-CO bond
(Arrowed) (X axis) in (a) NCDEA and (b) PCDEA.
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(a) NCDEA 

(b) PCDEA 

Figure 4. Dihedral angle of Aryl-CO bond (Highlighted) (Y axis) versus dihedral angle of C-N bond
(Arrowed) (X axis) in (a) NCDEA and (b) PCDEA.

Transition States Optimized through the QST3 Method

The two ground states are two types of structure, i.e., enantiomers, that exhibit the same energy,
which is supported by the following energy calculation. Diethyl conformations of the two ground states
of N,N-diethylamide derivatives are in opposite directions if the benzene ring group is considered a
mirror plane (Figure S4).

For aryl-CO bond rotation of NCDEA and PCDEA, the barrier of the first transition state (1TS)
is different from that of the second transition state (2TS) in that the rotational motion of 1TS in the
aryl-CO bond contains C-N bond rotation when the PES scan is performed. This originates from
the steric hindrance between naphthalene/pyrene rings and diethyl groups, resulting in C-N bond
rotation. Thus, we do not have to consider the Gibbs free energy of 1TS (hence QST3-1TS of the aryl-CO
bond is not included in Figure S4 or Table S2).

The scan coordinates do not confirm whether the two transition states found in this way are
structurally true transition states, which are required for an adequate Gibbs energy difference,
even though they have one negative imaginary frequency. Other optimized processes (QST3) for
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finding true transition states are required to subsequently characterize the structure and energy of each
state (Figures S2 and S3); these optimized structures also have imaginary frequencies in which the
mode corresponds to rotation of the aryl-CO bond and the concerted aryl-CO/C-N bond, respectively
(Table S2). The structures of two GSs and one or two TSs for N,N-diethylamide derivatives (1), (2)
are expressed as dihedral angles (Schemes S2 and S3) in order to more easily understand the energy
difference (Figure S4). Furthermore, the study of intrinsic reaction coordinates analysis is added for
confirming the transition state.

Dihedral Angle Change in the Diethyl Conformation of Transition States of the Aryl-CO Bond in
NCDEA and PCDEA

Changing the dihedral angles of the diethyl moiety of transition states is necessary for explaining
the routes to rotational barriers. As we described earlier, since the 1TS of aryl-CO bond rotation
includes C-N rotation, and the increase of activation energy and energy of 1TS in aryl-CO/C-N bond
rotation is greater than that of 2TS after the QST3 calculation, we only consider the 2TS of the aryl-CO
bond and aryl-CO/C-N bond rotation and make the dihedral angle change for the proper theoretical
value consistent with the experimental value. Results of calculations with various dihedral angles are
described in detail, and these energy values are very close to the experimental data (Tables S3–S5).

In particular, for the energy value of aryl-CO bond rotation in NCDEA, the theoretical Gibbs free
energy value can range from 14.24 to 15.19 kcal·mol−1, a range of less than 1 kcal·mol−1, which is
highly consistent with the NMR experimental results; four of the di-ethyl rotation modes, however,
do not correspond to aryl-CO bond rotation with more than an imaginary frequency (Table S3).

PCDEA shows a similar tendency in aryl-CO and C-N bond rotation to that of NCDEA. It is clear
that the value estimated by di-ethyl rotation is similar to the experimental value. The importance of
applying the dihedral angle change is thus confirmed; the value of the Gibbs free energy for QST3
optimization is 13.52 kcal·mol−1 and can be increased by di-ethyl rotation to 14.37 and 15.74 kcal·mol−1,
values that are only approximately 1 kcal lower than or the same as, respectively, the experimental
values (Table S4).

Transition State of the 2D PES

As indicated in the 2D PES scan with frequency calculation in Figure 5, we also investigated
independent aryl-CO and C-N dihedral angles for concerted aryl-CO/C-N bond rotation. As shown
in Figure 4, as the C-N dihedral angle (X axis) decreases, the aryl-CO (Y axis) increases so that NCDEA
and PCDEA have different Gibbs free energies for aryl-CO bond rotation (NCDEA ΔG‡: 14.19 kcal
and PCDEA ΔG‡: 15.15 kcal) and C-N bond rotation (NCDEA ΔG‡: 17.67 kcal and PCDEA ΔG‡:
17.57 kcal). This means that C-N bond rotation affects the aryl-CO bond rotation, as it is a molecular
gear model [3]. On the other hand, aryl-CO bond rotation does not affect C-N bond rotation; thus,
it rotates independently. This means that the ethyl group connected to the tertiary amine could be
sterically hindered by aromatic group when it rotates around. Those results robustly support our
previous theoretical and experimental data. Thus, we confirmed via both of Gibbs free energy values
(Table 3) and the transition state structures, that the transition state structure of C-N bond rotation is
consistent with the structure of the concerted C-N/aryl-CO bond in 2D PES (Tables S6–S10).

Quantum Theory of Atoms in Molecules (QTAIM) Study

The information from the QTAIM study qualitatively supports all the results of this study.
The electron density of the C-N/aryl-CO bond in the transition state is generally greater than that of
the aryl-CO bond in each structure, demonstrating that the Gibbs free energy of C-N/aryl-CO rotation
is greater than that of aryl-CO. Furthermore, the electronic effect from different aryl groups shows the
different electron populations on the rotating bonds in the transition state, which reveal the Gibbs free
energy difference between NCDEA and PCDEA (Table S11).
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Table 3. Comparison of the relative experimental Gibbs free energy differences to computational results.

Variable Temperature
1H NMR

Theoretical Calculation
(QST3//Di-ethyl Rotation *)

Compound Bond ΔG‡/kcal·mol−1 ΔG‡/kcal·mol−1

NCDEA

C-N/aryl-CO 18.00
1TS: 20.61 **

2TS: 17.13//16.09~20.04
2D TS: 17.67

aryl-CO 15.40
1TS: C-N bond rotation is included

2TS: 14.24//14.24~15.19
2D TS: 14.19

PCDEA

C-N/aryl-CO 17.65
1TS: 19.94 **

2TS: 17.04//15.97~19.92
2D TS: 17.57

aryl-CO 15.62
1TS: C-N bond rotation is included

2TS: 13.52//13.38~15.74
2D TS: 15.15

Di-ethyl rotation * represents energy values between minimum and maximum. ** 1TS showed higher Gibbs free
energy than 2TS in QST3, which was not considered for di-ethyl rotation calculation.

 

(a) NCDEA (SC1: Ayl-CO rotation, SC2: C-N rotation) 

Figure 5. Cont.
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Figure 5. 2D-Potential Energy Surface on Aryl-C = O Dihedral angle and C-N Dihedral angle change
of NCDEA (a) and PCDEA (b).

3. Discussion

Rotational barrier energy studies of amide bonds of aromatic compounds from a kinetic
perspective provide valuable information regarding the basic conformational properties of amide
bonds and their molecular gear system, which have been of recent scientific interest. To that end,
we investigated rotational barrier energy using two methods to determine the precise motion and
theoretical quantum chemical effects using an NMR experiment and density functional theory [19,20].
The theoretical PES scan method, with optimization and frequency calculations suggested by the
theoretical study, supports the effect of 1H VT-NMR, which assumes that if the bond rotation is fast
enough to break out the double bond characteristic of interest, the two peaks are merged and cannot
be distinguished from chemical shifts. Thus, we can predict and evaluate the energy barrier using the
Eyring equation [9,15].
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By quantum chemical methods, the PES can be predicted correctly for rotation in a simple system
such as ethane (~3 kcal·mol−1) [21]. The PES for diethylamide derivatives, however, has a limitation
in explaining the structure of transition states, such that the energy barrier might be miscalculated.
This means that the transition states must be re-calculated using QST3 optimization [18], followed
by frequency calculation, which shows us that each state has an imaginary frequency. This clearly
shows that the transition states assumed to be true demonstrate the rotational energy barriers in the
NMR experiment.

The final step, di-ethyl rotations, is required to determine whether each transition states’ energy
can be varied in the range of several kcals, revealing that the computational result from this step
is consistent with energy values from the NMR experiment (Table 3). To further investigate the
rotational dynamics, we performed QTAIM studies [22]. The analysis qualitatively supported the
Gibbs free energy difference and electronic effect from the different molecular structures. This detailed
experimental and theoretical research strongly supports the molecular gear motion for the aromatic
amide system and the difference in kinetic energy, provided that the electronic effect from the aromatic
structure plays a key part in the conformational movement at different temperatures. Our study
provides a basis for future research on amide structural dynamics.

4. Materials and Methods

4.1. Sample Preparation

We added oxalyl chloride to a mixture of pyrene-1-carboxylic acid and 1-naphthoic acid in
methylene chloride and added dimethyl formamide after approximately 1–2 drops [23] (Scheme S1).
The mixture was stirred at room temperature to maintain the reaction for approximately 4 h. Once the
reaction was completed, the methylene chloride was evaporated, and 1 h of vacuum was performed.
The dried yellow powder was then dissolved in methylene chloride. We added this mixture to a
solution of diethylamine and methylene chloride by a dropwise method. This step was followed by
extraction with D.W. three times. After sample preparation, we confirmed the product by thin layer
chromatography and determined molecular structures with NMR, the results of which were used for
data processing.

4.2. Experimental Methods

1H NMR spectra were obtained using a Varian VNS 600 spectrometer with a temperature
control system. 1,1,2,2-tetrachloroethane-d2 purchased from Euriso-Top was used as the solvent
for N,N-diethylamide derivatives. Each sample was injected into a 5-mm o.d. NMR tube to be
analyzed. The chemical shifts of the spectra were obtained using the solvent peak as a reference.

In the VT-NMR experiment, prior to detection, the samples were left long enough for all samples
to be in equilibrium at the designated temperature, so as to increase the reproducibility and accuracy of
the results. The experiments were performed in the range of 273–388 K, considering the boiling point
of the solvent and the limiting temperature of proton detection. The spectra were typically obtained at
intervals of 10◦. The interval was 2◦ beginning with the coalescence temperature. The possible error
range was ±0.5 K.

Two-dimensional exchange spectroscopy (EXSY) [24] was performed at different temperatures for
the two N,N-diethylamide derivatives (Figure 1) using a normal nuclear Overhauser effect spectroscopy
(NOESY) pulse sequence [25].

4.3. Computational Methodss

Calculations were performed at the B3LYP/6-311G(d) level by means of the Gaussian 09
software package (Gaussian, Inc., Wallingford, CT, USA) [26]. To find the Gibbs free energy
difference between the ground state and transition state, we used density functional theory
(DFT) [19,20,27] at the B3LYP/6-311G(d) level [28] with the PCM model [29] (dielectric constant
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ε = 8.2 of 1,1,2,2-tetrachloroethane). Gibbs free energy difference was calculated under standard
conditions (a temperature of 298.15K and a pressure of 1 atm).

4.3.1. 1D PES Method

First, the calculations in redundant coordinates were performed at 38 steps of every 10◦ increment
of the aryl-CO bond and C-N bond in NCDEA and PCDEA. Harmonic vibrational frequencies were
calculated for all stationary points. For each optimized state, the frequency analysis showed the absence
of imaginary frequencies, whereas each transition state showed a single imaginary frequency [30].
Visual inspection of the corresponding normal mode was used to confirm that the correct transition
state had been found.

4.3.2. QST3 Method and Changing Dihedral Angles of Diethyl Groups Method

After 1D PES calculations, two assumed transition states of each aryl-CO and C-N bond rotation
were re-optimized in QST3 algorithms [18] to confirm transition states. For this calculation, two
lowest energy states and an estimated transition state were required. After using the QST3 method,
one transition state was calculated. Frequency calculations were also performed to find the imaginary
frequency corresponding to bond rotations, meaning that one transition state of those bond rotations
could be found.

Diethyl rotations result in a different Gibbs energy barrier; therefore, before we optimized the
confirmed transition states for the aryl-CO bond and C-N bond in NCDEA and PCDEA, we prepared
for the conformers, of which all the atoms except ethyl were fixed, and the dihedral angles (α, β)
of C (one ethyl)-N-C (the other ethyl)-C (the other ethyl) were −60◦, 60◦, and 180◦, respectively
(Scheme S2). Thus, each conformer had nine different combinations (Scheme S2) and was optimized
to have stable energy states. Frequency calculations were employed in these nine conformers to find
the transition states of the aryl-CO and N-C bonds for selecting the optimum Gibbs energy barrier.
We also performed intrinsic reaction coordinates of two transition states from QST3 algorithms and the
nine conformers from 2nd transition states in aryl-CO and C-N bond rotations to find actual transition
states including one imaginary frequency.

4.3.3. 2D PES Method

The activation energy of aryl-CO and C-N bond rotation can be specifically determined by
independently calculating aryl-CO as the X axis and C-N bond as the Y axis. 2D PESs were calculated
for 38 steps of every 10◦ increment of aryl-CO and C-N bond rotations. Frequency calculations were
performed in an estimated transition state in both NCDEA and PCDEA.

4.3.4. QTAIM Study

In order to estimate the electron density on the rotating bonds (aryl-CO and C-N), we performed
a QTAIM study using the Multiwfn program [22]. The electron density was calculated at the bond
critical point (CP(3,−1)).

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online. Supplementary materials include 3 schemes,
4 figures, and 11 tables. Scheme S1: N,N-diethylamide derivatives (1)–(4) synthesis by Oxalyl Chloride, Scheme S2:
Varying the Dihedral angle of C-C-N-C (α, β) on Aryl-CO bond and N-C bond, Scheme S3: Angles of Amide
Structure, Figure S1: 2D-EXSY spectra of N,N-diethylamide derivatives (1),(2), Figure S2: The Potential Energy
Surface Graph of Aryl-CO (a) and C-N (b) rotation on NCDEA, Figure S3: The Potential Energy Surface Graph of
Aryl-CO (a) and C-N (b) rotation on PCDEA, Figure S4: Structure of ground state and transition states (QST3) of
Aryl-CO bond and C-N bond in NCDEA and PCDEA, Table S1: Comparisons of Gibbs Free energy of 1H VT-NMR
with those of scan coordinates calculated with the gaussian09 program, Table S2: The imaginary frequency on
NCDEA and PCDEA, Table S3: Experimental and Theoretical Gibbs free energy of Aryl-CO bond in NCDEA,
Table S4: Experimental and Theoretical Gibbs free energy of Aryl-CO bond in PCDEA, Table S5: Structure data
of 2TS (diethyl-rotated conformers) of Aryl-CO bond in NCDEA and PCDEA, Table S6: Structure data of 2TS
(diethyl-rotated conformers) of C-N bond in NCDEA, Table S7: Structure data of 2TS (diethyl-rotated conformers)
of C-N bond in PCDEA, Table S8: Structure data of 2TS (diethyl-rotated conformers) of C-N bond in NCDEA and
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PCDEA, Table S9: Structure data of TS of the concerted Aryl-CO/C-N bond in NCDEA and PCDEA, Table S10:
Structure data of TS of the concerted Aryl-CO/C-N bond of 2D PES in NCDEA and PCDEA, Table S11: Electron
density of rotating bonds.
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Abstract: Thiourea as a sulfur atom transfer reagent was applied for the synthesis of aryl thioamides
through a three-component coupling reaction with aryl aldehydes and N,N-dimethylformamide
(DMF) or N,N-dimethylacetamide (DMAC). The reaction could tolerate various functional groups
and gave moderate to good yields of desired products under the transition-metal-free condition.

Keywords: aryl thioamides; thiourea; C-H/C-N activation; C-S formation; transition-metal-free

1. Introduction

The synthesis of sulfur-containing organic compounds has received much attention in recent
years, due to their wide applications in biology, chemistry, and materials science [1–10]. There are
many sulfur reagents for their synthesis, such as P2S5 [11], Lawesson’s reagent [12], disulfides [13–15],
thiols [16–19], sulfonyl hydrazides [20–23], sodium sulfonate [24–28], and elemental sulfur [29–32].
Among them, both P2S5 and Lawesson’s reagent are the most widely used reagents, and yet they
have an obvious drawback of being sensitive to moisture. Therefore, much better sulfur reagents have
been pursued by the organic chemists for the past decades [33]. Thioamides, as an important class of
sulfur-containing organic compounds, have been synthesized by applying different sulfur reagents as
the sulfur source [1,34–39]. For example, Jiang et al. [35] reported that sodium sulfide as a sulfur source
was applied for the synthesis of thioamides using aldehydes and N-substituted formamides. More
recently, a coupling reaction between quaternary ammoniums, N-substituted formamides, and sodium
disulfide was accomplished for rapid access to aryl thioamides [36]. Thiourea as an inexpensive and
easy-to-handle sulfur atom transfer reagent, was used extensively as well, mainly for the synthesis of
inorganic metal sulfides [40–42], organic thioethers [43–47], and thioesters [48,49]. As far as we known,
a similar reaction using thiourea and aldehydes to prepare thioamides has not yet been introduced.
Hence, we want to report a new three-component coupling reaction between aryl aldehydes, thiourea
as an effective sulfur source, and DMF or DMAC, for the synthesis of various aryl thioamides.

2. Results and Discussion

Initially, we treated the reaction of 4-chlorobenzaldehyde 1a in DMF and H2O at 125 ◦C in the
presence of thiourea using the benzoyl peroxide (BPO) as an oxidant. After 24 h, the desired thioamide
product 3a was isolated in 58% yield (Table 1, Entry 1). Subsequently, various oxidants, which are
commonly used in C-H activation, such as p-benzoquinone (BQ), di-t-butyl peroxide (DTBP), tert-butyl
hydroperoxide (TBHP), K2S2O8, or (NH4)2S2O8, were attempted, to optimize the reaction condition
(Table 1, Entries 2–6). Among them, K2S2O8 proved to be best to give the desired thioamide product
3a in 69% yield (Table 1, Entry 5). For this transformation, H2O played an extremely important role.
No desired product 3a was observed when increasing the concentration of H2O to 42 M or without
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addition of H2O (Table 1, Entries 7 and 9). Slightly enhancing or reducing the loading amount of
K2S2O8, the yield of 3a was not obviously changeable (Table 1, Entries 10–11). When the 20% of
Cu(OAc)2 were used as a catalyst, only 54% yield of 3a was afforded (Table 1, Entry 12) [36]. To our
delight, the yield of 3a was further promoted to 80% when 5 equiv. of pyridine (Py) as an additive
were added (Table 1, Entry 13) [35].

Table 1. Optimization of reaction conditions a.

℃

Entry Oxidant (Equiv) Concentration of H2O (M) Yield (%) b

1 BPO (2) 14 58
2 BQ (2) 14 0
3 DTBP (2) 14 <5
4 TBHP (2) 14 20
5 K2S2O8 (2) 14 69
6 (NH4)2S2O8 (2) 14 55
7 K2S2O8 (2) 42 0 c

8 K2S2O8 (2) 8 65 d

9 K2S2O8 (2) 0 0 e

10 K2S2O8 (3) 14 68
11 K2S2O8 (1.8) 14 61
12 K2S2O8 (2) 14 54 f

13 K2S2O8 (2) 14 80 g

a Condition: 1a (0.25 mmol), 2 (9.6 M), thiourea (0.5 mmol), oxidant, H2O, 125 ◦C, 24 h. b Isolated yield. c 3.4 M
of DMF were used. d 11 M of DMF were used. e 13 M of DMF were used. f 20 mol% of Cu(OAc)2 were added.
g 5 equiv. of pyridine (Py) were added.

After establishing the optimized conditions, this procedure was applied to access a variety of aryl
thioamide derivatives. Several different aryl aldehydes could undergo this transformation smoothly in
a mild condition to give the desired products 3a–r (Scheme 1). The results indicated that many popular
functional groups were well tolerated, such as methyl, methoxyl, chloro, bromo, fluoro, trifluoromethyl,
and tert-butyl. Furthermore, the substrate bearing a sensitive hydroxy group, which was generally
protected in the presence of an oxidant could be also tolerated in this transformation, and afforded
the desired product 3o in 83% yield. A substituted amino was suitable as well, and gave 88% yield of
3p. The substituents on aromatic aldehydes had a certain influence on this transformation. When the
substituents were strong electron-withdrawing groups, either lower yield of desired products, or no
desired products were obtained (3j and 3r). The desired product 3m was not afforded possibly due to
the steric hindrance. Moreover, our experiments demonstrated that 2-naphthaldehyde was a suitable
substrate for this transformation, and gave the desired product 3q a good yield.

To further expand the substrate scope, some selected heterocyclic aldehydes and an aliphatic
aldehyde were examined under the optimal condition (Scheme 2). Generally, five or six members
heterocyclic derivatives were suitable for this transformation, such as furan-2-carbaldehyde,
thiophene-2-carbaldehyde, and nicotinaldehyde, giving the corresponding thioamide products 3s, 3t,
and 3u 54%, 74%, and 37% yields, respectively. In addition, aliphatic aldehyde did not accomplish this
transformation (3w).

We attempted to explore the different N-substituted formamides for this transformation
in additional solvent. No good results were provided when the normal solvents such as
N-methyl-2-pyrrolidone (NMP), 1,4-dioxane, 1,2-dichloroethane (DCE), toluene, chlorobenzene (PhCl),
dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO), ethylene glycol, were used (see Supporting Information). Unexpectedly,
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N,N-dimethylacetamide (DMAC), which was seldom used as an amine source by the acyl C-N bond
activation [37], could replace DMF to give the same desired product in good yield. Subsequently,
the reactions of aryl aldehydes with thiourea in DMAC were examined under the similar reaction
condition (Table 2). The results demonstrated that various groups were tolerated well, such as methyl,
chloro, and bromo, and the good yields of the desired products were isolated.

℃

 

 

Scheme 1. The substrate scope of substituted benzaldehydes. Reaction condition: aryl aldehyde 1

(0.25 mmol), thiourea (0.5 mmol), H2O (14 M), K2S2O8 (0.5 mmol) and Py (5 equiv.) in DMF (1.5 mL) at
125 ◦C for 24 h in sealed tube. Isolated yields were given.
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℃

 

Scheme 2. The substrate scope of other aldehydes. Reaction condition: aldehyde 1 (0.25 mmol),
thiourea (0.5 mmol), H2O (14 M), K2S2O8 (0.5 mmol), and Py (5 equiv.) in DMF (1.5 mL) at 125 ◦C for
24 h in sealed tube. Isolated yields were given.

Table 2. The synthesis of aryl thioamides by DMAC a.

℃

Entry R Yield (%) of 3 b

1 4-Cl 63 (3a)
2 H 52 (3b)
3 4-CH3 55 (3c)
4 3-Br 48 (3h)
5 3-CH3 51 (3i)
6 4-Ph 60 (3n)

a Condition: 1 (0.25 mmol), 4 (1.5 mL), thiourea (0.5 mmol), K2S2O8 (0.5 mmol), H2O (0.5 mL), Py (1.25 mmol),
125 ◦C, 36 h. b Isolated yield.

In addition, extremely small amounts of amide products were observed, along with the generation
of thioamide products under the optimal condition. So, two control experiments were conducted to
explain the tentative reaction mechanism (see Supporting Information). First, no thioamide product
was formed in the absence of thiourea, and only trace amounts of amide product were observed.
Second, when the N,N-dimethylbenzamide replacing the benzaldehyde was manipulated under the
standard condition, no desired thioamide was observed.

Based on our experimental results and previous reports [35], a proposed reaction mechanism
for this transformation is described in Scheme 3. First, an aryl aldehyde undergoes a nucleophilic
attack by a dimethylamine, which is from the hydrolysis of DMF, to generate iminium intermediate
A. The iminium A then is directly attacked by thiourea to form the intermediate B, together with
the release of urea [43,47,49]. Finally, intermediate B is oxidized by K2S2O8 to afford the desired
thioamide product.
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Scheme 3. Plausible reaction pathway.

3. Materials and Methods

Unless otherwise stated, all reagents and solvents were purchased from commercial suppliers,
and were used without further purification. Reactions were monitored by thin layer chromatography
(TLC) analysis on silica gel 60 F254, and visualization was accomplished by irradiation with short
wave UV light at 254 nm. 1H-NMR and 13C-NMR spectra were recorded on a Bruker Avance 400 or a
500 MHz spectrometer (Bruker, Karlsruhe, Germany), with tetramethylsilane (TMS) as the internal
standard. The coupling constants J are given in Hz. Mass spectra were measured with the Thermo
Scientific LTQ Orbitrap XL MS spectrometer (Thermo Fisher Scientific, Waltham, MA, USA) or GC-MS
QP2010 (Comfort Technology Limited, Kowloon, Hong Kong).

A mixture of aldehyde 1 (0.25 mmol), thiourea (0.5 mmol), K2S2O8 (0.5 mmol), and Py (1.25 mmol)
in 2.0 mL DMF/H2O (v/v = 3:1) was stirred in a sealed tube under air at 125 ◦C for 24 h. After
the reaction was achieved, the crude mixture was purified by column chromatography (silica gel,
EtOAc/petroleum ether) to afford the desired product 3.

4-Chloro-N,N-dimethylbenzothioamide (3a) [35]. 1H-NMR (CDCl3, 400 MHz): δ (ppm): 7.36–7.33 (m,
2H), 7.29–7.26 (m, 2H), 3.61 (s, 3H), 3.19 (s, 3H); 13C-NMR (CDCl3, 100 MHz): δ (ppm): 199.91, 141.66,
134.60, 128.58, 127.29, 44.18, 43.32; HRMS (ESI) m/z calculated (calcd.) for C9H11ClNS+ (M + H)+

200.02952, found 200.02971.

N,N-Dimethylbenzothioamide (3b) [35]. 1H-NMR (CDCl3, 400 MHz): δ (ppm): 7.37–7.30 (m, 5H), 3.62 (s,
3H), 3.19 (s, 3H); 13C-NMR (CDCl3, 100 MHz): δ (ppm): 201.65, 143.69, 128.89, 128.64, 126.04, 44.44,
43.53; GC-MS (EI) m/z (%) 165.10 (70, M+), 164.05 (98), 121.05 (100), 77.00 (46).

4-Methyl-N,N-dimethylbenzothioamide 3c [35]. 1H-NMR (CDCl3, 400 MHz): δ (ppm): 7.23 (d, J = 8 Hz,
2H), 7.16 (d, J = 8 Hz, 2H), 3.61 (s, 3H), 3.20 (s, 3H), 2.36 (s, 3H); 13C-NMR (CDCl3, 100 MHz): δ (ppm):
201.55, 140.59, 138.68, 128.89, 125.89, 44.22, 43.35, 21.27; GC-MS (EI) m/z (%) 179.05 (80, M+). 178.05
(100), 145.10 (50), 135.05 (98), 91.05 (45).

4-Methoxy-N,N-dimethylbenzothioamide (3d) [35]. 1H-NMR (CDCl3, 400 MHz): δ (ppm): 7.31 (d,
J = 12 Hz, 2H), 6.87 (d, J = 12 Hz, 2H), 3.82 (s, 3H), 3.59 (s, 3H), 3.22 (s, 3H); 13C-NMR (CDCl3,
100 MHz): δ (ppm): 201.31, 160.02, 135.82, 127.90, 113.51, 55.40, 44.37, 43.59; GC-MS (EI) m/z (%) 195.05
(M+, 84), 194.05 (93), 151.05 (100).

4-Bromo-N,N-dimethylbenzothioamide (3e) [35]. 1H-NMR (CDCl3, 400 MHz): δ (ppm): 7.53–7.50 (m,
2H), 7.23–7.19 (m, 2H), 3.60 (s, 3H), 3.19 (s, 3H); 13C-NMR (CDCl3, 100 MHz): δ (ppm): 199.79, 142.12,
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131.53, 127.52, 122.73, 44.20, 44.30; GC-MS (EI) m/z (%) 242.95 (63, M+), 243.90 (100), 242.95 (63), 241.90
(92), 200.85 (47), 198.90 (48), 120.00 (54).

4-Fluoro-N,N-dimethylbenzothioamide (3f) [35]. 1H-NMR (CDCl3, 400 MHz): δ (ppm): 7.32–7.28 (m, 2 H),
7.05–6.99 (m, 2H), 3.58 (s, 3H), 3.16 (s, 3H); 13C-NMR (CDCl3, 100 MHz): δ (ppm): 200.19, 162.66 (d,
J = 248 Hz), 139.44 (d, J = 4 Hz), 128.00 (d, J = 9 Hz), 115.33 (d, J = 22 Hz), 44.24, 43.45.

3-Chloro-N,N-dimethylbenzothioamide (3g) [35]. 1H-NMR (CDCl3, 400 MHz): δ (ppm): 7.33–7.25 (m,
3H), 7.20–7.18 (m, 1H), 3.60 (s, 3H), 3.19 (s, 3H); 13C-NMR (CDCl3, 100 MHz): δ (ppm): 199.11, 144.78,
134.29, 129.76, 128.63, 125.89, 123.83, 44.18, 43.18; GC-MS (EI) m/z (%) 200.00 (43), 199.0 (69, M+). 198.00
(100), 165.00 (32), 157.00 (26), 155.00 (74), 111.00 (24).

3-Bromo-N,N-dimethylbenzothioamide (3h) [35]. 1H-NMR (CDCl3, 400 MHz): δ (ppm): 7.50–7.46 (m,
2H), 7.27–7.22 (m, 2H), 3.60 (s, 3H), 3.19 (s, 3H); 13C-NMR (CDCl3, 100 MHz): δ (ppm): 199.01, 144.98,
131.56, 129.99, 128.68, 124.30, 122.38, 44.19, 43.19; GC-MS (EI) m/z (%) 244.95 (64), 243.95 (100), 242.95
(65, M+), 241.95 (95), 200.90 (43), 198.90 (43), 120.00 (51).

3-Methyl-N,N-dimethylbenzothioamide (3i) [35]. 1H-NMR (CDCl3, 400 MHz): δ (ppm): 7.34–7.24 (m, 1H),
7.17 (d, J = 6.0 Hz, 2H), 7.11 (d, J = 7.5 Hz, 1H), 3.64 (s, 3H), 3.21 (s, 3H), 2.40 (s, 3H); 13C-NMR (CDCl3,
100 MHz): δ (ppm): 201.2, 143.2, 138.0, 129.1, 128.0, 126.1, 122.4, 44.0, 43.0, 21.2.

4-(Trifluoromethyl)-N,N-dimethylbenzothioamide (3j) [35]. 1H-NMR (CDCl3, 400 MHz): δ (ppm): 7.64 (d,
J = 8 Hz, 2H), 7.43 (d, J = 12 Hz, 2H), 3.63 (s, 3H), 3.18 (s, 3H); 13C-NMR (CDCl3, 100 MHz): δ (ppm):
199.30, 146.56,130.46 (q, J = 32.6 Hz),126.02, 125.56 (q, J = 3.8 Hz), 123.73 (q, J = 270.5 Hz), 44.07, 43.09;
GC-MS (EI) m/z (%) 233.00 (M+, 71), 232.00 (100), 199.05 (37), 189.00 (64).

4-tert-Butyl-N,N-dimethylbenzothioamide (3k) [37]. 1H-NMR (CDCl3, 400 MHz): δ (ppm): 7.38–7.35 (m,
2H), 7.28–7.24 (m, 2H), 3.61 (s, 3H), 3.21 (s, 3H), 1.32 (s, 9H); 13C-NMR (CDCl3, 100 MHz): δ (ppm):
201.64, 151.78, 140.49, 125.67, 125.22, 44.27, 43.34, 34.70, 31.23. GC-MS (EI) m/z (%) 221.10 (70, M+),
220.05 (70), 147.05 (24).

3,5-di-tert-Butyl-N,N-dimethylbenzothioamide (3l). 1H-NMR (CDCl3, 400 MHz): δ (ppm): 7.39 (t, J = 4 Hz,
1H), 7.15 (d, J = 4 Hz, 2H), 3.63 (s, 3H), 3.16 (s, 3H), 1.33 (s, 18H); 13C-NMR (CDCl3, 100 MHz): δ (ppm):
202.78, 150.70, 142.63, 122.75, 120.13, 44.21, 43.32, 34.92, 31.40. GC-MS (EI) m/z (%) 277.15 (86, M+),
276.15 (100), 220.05 (80). HRMS (ESI) m/z calcd. for C17H28NS+ (M + H)+ 278.19370, found 278.19366.

4-Benzyl-N,N-dimethylbenzothioamide (3n) [38]. 1H-NMR (CDCl3, 400 MHz): δ (ppm): 7.59–7.56 (m, 4H),
7.47–7.43 (m, 2H), 7.41–7.34 (m, 3H),3.62 (s, 3H), 3.23 (s, 3H); 13C-NMR (CDCl3, 100 MHz): δ (ppm):
201.04, 142.17, 141.56, 140.33, 128.89, 127.69, 127.10, 127.09, 126.39, 44.28, 43.32. GC-MS (EI) m/z (%)
241.05 (78, M+), 240.05 (100), 197.00 (58), 181.05 (66), 152.05 (74).

4-Hydroxy-N,N-dimethylbenzothioamide (3o) [35]. 1H-NMR (CDCl3, 400 MHz): δ (ppm): 7.21–7.15 (m,
2H), 6.75–6.70 (m, 2H), 5.89 (br s, 1H), 3.59 (s, 3H), 3.21 (s, 3H); 13C-NMR (CDCl3, 100 MHz): δ (ppm):
200.97, 156. 03, 136. 00, 127.45, 114.85, 43.97, 43.20; GC-MS (EI) m/z (%) 181.05 (M+, 74), 180.05 (79),
147.10 (31), 137.05 (100).

4-(Dimethylamino)-N,N-dimethylbenzothioamide (3p) [50]. 1H-NMR (CDCl3, 400 MHz): δ (ppm): 7.32 (d,
J = 8 Hz, 2H), 7.63 (d, J = 8 Hz, 2H), 3.59 (s, 3H), 3.28 (s, 3H), 2.99 (s, 6H); 13C-NMR (CDCl3, 100 MHz):
δ (ppm): 201.64, 150.54, 130.30, 127.98, 110.56, 44.19, 43.40, 39.86; GC-MS (EI) m/z (%) 208.05 (M+, 74),
207.05 (46), 164.05 (100), 148.10 (57).

N,N-Dimethylnaphthalene-2-carbothioamide (3q) [35]. 1H-NMR (CDCl3, 400 MHz): δ (ppm): 7.82–7.81
(m, 3H), 7.77 (s, 1H), 7.53–7.46 (m, 2H), 7.44–7.41(m, 1H), 3.64 (s, 3H), 3.19 (s, 3H); 13C-NMR (CDCl3,
100 MHz): δ (ppm): 201.21, 140.60, 128.38, 128.20, 127.75, 126.78, 126.74, 124.73, 123.94, 44.27, 43.31.

N,N-Dimethylfuran-2-carbothioamide (3s) [51]. 1H-NMR (CDCl3, 400 MHz): δ (ppm): 7.47 (d, J = 4 Hz,
1H), 7.09 (d, J = 4 Hz, 1H), 6.46 (d, J = 4 Hz, 1H),3.56 (s, 3H), 3.45 (s, 3H); 13C-NMR (CDCl3, 100 MHz):
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δ (ppm): 158.31, 151.98, 142.80, 117.27, 111.49, 44.01, 43.80. GC-MS (EI) m/z (%) 155.05 (100, M+), 111.00
(70), 73.95 (27).

N,N-Dimethylthiophene-2-carbothioamide (3t) [35]. 1H-NMR (CDCl3, 400 MHz): δ (ppm): 7.41 (dd, J = 4.8,
0.8 Hz, 1H), 7.12 (dd, J = 4.0, 1.2 Hz, 1H), 6.99–6.97 (m, 1H), 3.58 (s, 3H), 3.45 (s, 3H); 13C-NMR (CDCl3,
100 MHz): δ (ppm):191.63, 145.23, 129.30, 126.50, 126.45, 44.65. GC-MS (EI) m/z (%) 171.00 (77, M+),
127.00 (100).

N,N-Dimethylpyridine-3-carbothioamide (3u) [52]. 1H-NMR (CDCl3, 400 MHz): δ (ppm): 8.59–8.57
(m, 2H),7.69 (dt, J = 8.0, 2.0 Hz, 1H), 7.33–7.30 (m, 1H), 3.63 (s, 3H), 3.23 (s, 3H); 13C-NMR (CDCl3,
100 MHz): δ (ppm):197.59, 149.63, 146.19, 133.70, 123.18, 44.25, 43.37. GC-MS (EI) m/z (%) 166.05 (85,
M+), 165.05 (88), 149.10 (35), 122.00 (100), 106.05 (38), 78.00 (62).

N,N-Dimethyl-5-(quinolin-2-yl) thiophene-2-carbothioamide (3v). 1H-NMR (CDCl3, 400 MHz): δ (ppm):
8.15 (d, J = 8 Hz, 1H), 8.08 (d, J = 8 Hz, 1H), 7.78 (t, J = 8 Hz, 2H), 7.74–7.69 (m, 1H), 7.59 (d, J = 4 Hz,
1H), 7.54–7.49 (m, 1H), 7.19 (d, J = 4 Hz, 1H), 3.56 (d, J = 40 Hz, 6H); 13C-NMR (CDCl3, 100 MHz):
δ (ppm): 191.56, 151.54, 148.18, 148.08, 146.86, 136.77, 130.01, 129.37, 127.82, 127.53, 127.40, 126.49,
124.94, 117.42, 44.54. HRMS (ESI) m/z calculated (calcd.) for C16H15N2S2

+ (M + H)+ 299.06712, found
299.06706.

4. Conclusions

In conclusion, we have demonstrated an efficient and transitional-metal-free method for the
synthesis of aryl thioamides derived from aryl aldehydes using thiourea as a sulfur source in the
presence of potassium persulfate, in DMF or DMAC. This strategy has the advantages of good
functional-group tolerance and gives moderate to good yields of desired products. Further studies on
synthetic applications are currently under way.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at http://www.mdpi.com/1420-3049/23/9/2225/
s1, Table S1: Screening of various solvents, Figure S1: Three control experiments for mechanism study, 1H-NMR,
13C-NMR, and MS spectrum of 3a–w.
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Abstract: Novel primaquine (PQ) and halogenaniline asymmetric fumardiamides 4a–f,
potential Michael acceptors, and their reduced analogues succindiamides 5a–f were
prepared by simple three-step reactions: coupling reaction between PQ and mono-ethyl
fumarate (1a) or mono-methyl succinate (1b), hydrolysis of PQ-dicarboxylic acid mono-ester
conjugates 2a,b to corresponding acids 3a,b, and a coupling reaction with halogenanilines.
1-[bis(Dimethylamino)methylene]-1H-1,2,3-triazolo[4,5-b]pyridinium 3-oxide hexafluorophosphate
(HATU) was used as a coupling reagent along with Hünig′s base. Compounds 4 and 5 were
evaluated against a panel of bacteria, several Mycobacterium strains, fungi, a set of viruses, and nine
different human tumor cell lines. p-Chlorofumardiamide 4d showed significant activity against
Staphylococcus aureus, Streptococcus pneumoniae and Acinetobacter baumannii, but also against Candida
albicans (minimum inhibitory concentration (MIC) 6.1–12.5 μg/mL). Together with p-fluoro and p-CF3

fumardiamides 4b,f, compound 4d showed activity against Mycobacterium marinum and 4b,f against
M. tuberculosis. In biofilm eradication assay, most of the bacteria, particularly S. aureus, showed
susceptibility to fumardiamides. m-CF3 and m-chloroaniline fumardiamides 4e and 4c showed
significant antiviral activity against reovirus-1, sindbis virus and Punta Toro virus (EC50 = 3.1–5.5
μM), while 4e was active against coxsackie virus B4 (EC50 = 3.1 μM). m-Fluoro derivative 4a exerted
significant cytostatic activity (IC50 = 5.7–31.2 μM). Acute lymphoblastic leukemia cells were highly
susceptible towards m-substituted derivatives 4a,c,e (IC50 = 6.7–8.9 μM). Biological evaluations
revealed that fumardiamides 4 were more active than succindiamides 5 indicating importance of
Michael conjugated system.

Keywords: fumardiamide; primaquine; succindiamide; Michael acceptor; biofilm eradication;
antibacterial screening; antiviral activity; cytostatic activity

1. Introduction

Compounds bearing α,β-unsaturated carbonyl groups are Michael acceptors capable of
conjugate addition, also known as Michael addition. The simplest and the best Michael acceptors
are α,β-unsaturated carbonyl compounds with exposed unsaturated β-carbon atoms, such as

Molecules 2018, 23, 1724; doi:10.3390/molecules23071724 www.mdpi.com/journal/molecules178
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exomethylene ketones and lactones or vinyl ketones [1]. These fragments are often used in the
design of new anticancer drugs, together with others (6-methylhept-5-ene-1,4-dione, propiolamide,
4-(dimethylamino)but-2-enamide) (Figure 1). They assure the irreversible covalent binding to a cysteine
residue of a specific protein and may modulate selectivity and potency of the drug candidate.
The targeted covalent modification has emerged as a validated approach to drug discovery with
the drug candidate canertinib [2], approved drugs afatinib, neratinib and osimertinib (inhibitors of
human epidermal growth factor receptors) and ibrutinib (Bruton′s tyrosine kinase inhibitor) [3,4].
A comprehensive review published by Jackson et al. gives an overview of biological activity and
applicability of various Michael acceptors [5].

Michael acceptors have been explored in a prodrug strategy for cancer cell-specific targeting.
In the review published by Zhang et al., two doxorubicin prodrugs with maleimide moieties have
been described [6]. The maleimide component is responsible for the binding to human serum albumin.
Once the drug carrier arrives at the targeted cancer tissue, doxorubicin is released from the carrier by
the cleavage of hydrazone or glycosidic bond in the acidic environment of cancer cells. The prodrugs
demonstrate superior anticancer efficacy than the parent drug.

Michael acceptors are present in other classes of drugs. Examples of such drugs are entacapone
(antiparkinsonic) [7], dimethyl fumarate (antipsoriatic; since 2013 used in treatment of multiple
sclerosis) [5], rupintivir (experimental antiviral drug against human rhinoviruses) [8], exemestane
(cytostatic) [9], and ethacrynic acid (diuretic) [10].

α,β-Unsaturated carbonyl group is also a motif found in plant and microbial metabolites and
their semisynthetic/synthetic derivatives. Many of them are used in clinical practice or are still under
the evaluation in clinical trials (vernolepin, helenalin, curcumin, pyrrocidine, fumaric and angelic
acid derivatives), but some are classified as toxins [11]. Vernolepin and helenalin are sesquiterpenes
with exomethylene lactones responsible for irreversible DNA polymerase inhibition. Pyrrocidine
A is a 13-membered macrocyclic alkaloid produced by endophytic fungi, which directly binds to
N-acetyl-L-cysteine methyl ester through the Michael-type addition and exerts both antimicrobial
and cytostatic effect on leukemia HL60 cells [12]. Angelic acid ester ingenol mebutate has been
identified as the most active component of Euphorbia peplus L. latex sap, effective against human
nonmelanoma skin cancer [13] and actinic keratosis [14]. A gel formulation of ingenol mebutate has
been recently approved for the treatment of actinic keratosis [15] and fumaric acid esters are used for
the management of psoriasis [16,17]. Curcumin is a symmetric α,β-unsaturated β-diketone extracted
from Curcuma longa L., a tropical Southeast Asian plant used as a spice and in traditional Indian
medicine [18]. Currently, there are 17 open clinical trials involving curcumin, of which mainly evaluate
the combination of curcumin with other substances used in anticancer therapy [19].

In this paper, we report design and preparation of novel Michael acceptors, fumaric acid diamides
4a–f. We have chosen α,β-unsaturated amides because they are less electrophilic than analogous esters
and better Michael acceptors [1]. Based on our previous findings [20,21], one of the amide bonds
was achieved with a terminal amino group of primaquine (PQ), while the other with halogenanilines
(Figure 1). Sharing the same conjugated C=C-CO system and a benzene ring, our compounds are
similar to cinnamic acid (trans-3-phenyl-2-propenoic acid) derivatives as well. Taking literature data
into account [22–24] and our previous experience with PQ derivatives [20,21,25–28], we have assumed
that the designed compounds have a high pharmacological potential. Here we report their synthesis,
evaluation of antimicrobial activity on a wide spectrum of bacteria, fungi and viruses, their biofilm
eradication ability, and finally, cytostatic activity against several human tumor cell lines.
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Figure 1. Design of novel fumardiamides.

2. Results and Discussion

2.1. Chemistry

In this paper, we aimed to prepare and biologically evaluate new Michael acceptors 4a–f,
asymmetric diamides of fumaric acid. To prove the significance of the conjugated Michael system
for activity, we have also prepared a series of analogous compounds without a double bond,
e.g., a series of succindiamides 5a–f (compound 5a is a reduced derivative of 4a, 5b of 4b etc.).
In both series of compounds, one of the amide bonds was achieved with the primary amino group
of PQ and the other one with a selected halogenaniline. In the first reaction step, mono-ethyl
fumarate (1a) and mono-methyl succinate (1b) were coupled with PQ to give derivatives 2a,b using
1-[bis(dimethylamino)methylene]-1H-1,2,3-triazolo[4,5-b]pyridinium 3-oxide hexafluorophosphate
(HATU) as a coupling reagent, along with N,N-diisopropylethylamine (DIEA) [29]. However,
the transformation of 1a to carboxylic acid chloride and amidation with PQ gave better yields of
product 2a. Hydrolysis of 2a,b by lithium hydroxide afforded the corresponding acids 3a,b, which
were again coupled with halogenanilines in the presence of HATU/DIEA. The following anilines were
used: 3-fluoroaniline, 4-fluoroaniline, 3-chloroaniline, 4-chloroaniline, 3-trifluoromethylaniline and
4-trifluoromethylaniline. Scheme 1 shows the synthetic pathway leading to compounds 4 and 5.

Scheme 1. Synthesis of fumardiamides 4a–f and succindiamides 5a–f.

New compounds are fully characterized by MS, IR, 1H and 13C NMR spectroscopic methods
and elemental analyses. Spectral data are consistent with the proposed structures and are given
in short in the Materials and Methods and in detail in the Supplementary Material. The presence
of carbonyl functional groups in compounds 4 and 5 was indicated by the appearance of strong
stretching vibration bands in IR spectra between ν 1677 and 1628 (amide I) and 1555 and 1515 cm–1

(amide II). PQ residue showed characteristic signals in 1H NMR spectra: hydrogen atom CH-15
occurred between δ 8.52 and 8.55, methoxy group at δ 3.82, the hydrogen attached to chiral carbon
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(CH-10) as a multiplet at δ 3.57–3.65, a methyl group at δ 1.19–1.22. NH-1 appeared as a singlet between
δ 9.98 and 10.75 ppm, NH-6 as a triplet at δ 7.86–8.55, while NH-12 as a doublet at δ 6.11–6.15 ppm.
13C spectra showed characteristic PQ signals at δ 54.92–54.98 (methoxy group), 46.19–47.02 (C-10),
38.46–39.23 (C-7), 33.37–33.45 (C-9), 25.70–25.99 (C-8), 20.14–20.21 (C-11) ppm and corresponding
signals in aromatic region. Two signals of carbonyl groups in fumardiamides 4a–f appeared between
161.17 and 163.34 ppm, while in succindiamides 5a–f between 170.35 and 171.18 ppm. The other two
succinic acid carbons (C-3 and C-4) appeared in the aliphatic region between 30.10 and 31.75, and
fumaric acid carbons connected by double bond were located very high between 132.11 and 134.66
ppm. CF3 groups in compounds 4e, 4f, 5e and 5f showed characteristic quartets at 121.32–127.05
with average J = 272 Hz, and the closest C-atom to trifluoromethyl quartets at 124–129 ppm with
J = 31 Hz. m-Fluorophenyl derivatives 4a and 5a showed doublets at 162 ppm and p-fluorophenyl
derivatives 4b and 5b doublets at 158 ppm (C-atom bearing fluorine) with a similar J-coupling constant
of 240 Hz, while two neighbouring C-atoms appeared at 105–110 ppm (average J = 21 Hz). C-atom
substituted with chloro atom appeared at 133 ppm (m-Cl) and 127 ppm (p-Cl). Chemical structures of
new compounds were also supported by mass spectroscopy. Molecular ion peaks corresponding to
expected relative molecular masses were obtained for all compounds.

Diamides 4 and 5 were subjected to in silico analysis to evaluate the diversity of the set
of compounds against topological polar surface area (TPSA) calculations and relevant drug-like
properties: number of atoms, molecular weight (MW), partition coefficient (log P), H-bond donor
(HBD), H-bond acceptor (HBA) and molecular refractivity (MR). The parameters are calculated with
the Chemicalize.org program [30] and presented in Table S1. All compounds are fully in agreement
with the Lipinski and Gelovani rules for prospective small molecular drugs (MW ≤ 500, log P ≤ 5,
number of H-bond donors ≤ 5, number of H-bond acceptors ≤ 10, TPSA < 140 Å2, MR within the
range of 40 and 130 cm3/mol, the number of atoms 20–70), although 4e,f and 5e,f have the highest
permitted relative molecular masses.

2.2. Biological Evaluation

2.2.1. Antibacterial and Antifungal Activity

The antimicrobial screening was assessed against a panel of Gram-positive bacteria (S. pneumoniae
MFBF 10373, S. aureus ATCC 6538, methicillin-resistant S. aureus MRSA 63718, SA 630 and SA 3202,
E. faecalis ATCC 29212 and three vancomycin-resistant Enterococci VRE 342 B, 365 and 725 B, B. cereus
ATCC 11778, and B. subtilis ATCC 6633), Gram-negative species (P. aeruginosa ATCC 27853, E. coli ATCC
10536, S. marcescens ATCC 10905, P. mirabilis MFBF 10430, A. baumannii MFBF 10913, and S. enteritidis
MFBF 11945), four Mycobacterium strains (M. tuberculosis H37Ra, M. smegmatis ATCC 700084, M. kansasii
DSM 44162, and M. marinum CAMP 5644) and fungi (two strains of C. albicans ATCC 90028 and CCM
8361, C. krusei CCM 8271, C. parapsilosis CCM 8260 and A. brasiliensis ATCC 16404). The results of
the antimicrobial screening of fumardiamides 4a–f are presented in Table 1 (the results for inactive
fumardiamides and succindiamides 5a–f are not shown). In general, Gram-positive bacteria, especially
S. pneumoniae and S. aureus ATCC 6538 were susceptible to 4b–f. Compounds 4a,b were active against
B. cereus as well. However, Gram-negative bacterium A. baumannii was the most susceptible among all
tested microorganisms: all compounds, except m-fluoro derivative 4a, showed selective antimicrobial
activity against this bacterium strain. Comparison of meta and para derivatives, e.g., a vs. b, c vs. d, e

vs. f revealed that in the most cases p-substituted derivatives were more active than the analogous
m-derivatives. p-Chlorofumardiamide 4d showed significant activity against three bacterial strains
(S. aureus, S. pneumoniae and A. baumannii), but also against C. albicans ATCC 90028, with minimum
inhibitory concentration (MIC) values ranging from 6.1 to 12.5 μg/mL. This compound, together with
p-fluoro and p-CF3 fumardiamides 4b,f showed antitubercular activity against M. marinum, while 4b,f
were active against M. tuberculosis as well.
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2.2.2. Biofilm Eradication Assay

We tested the susceptibility of different bacterial and yeast strains to fumardiamides 4a–f and
succindiamides 5a–f by determining minimum biofilm eradication concentrations (MBECs). The results
are presented in Table 2. Again, fumardiamides 4 were much more active than the analogous
succindiamides 5. The most active compounds were 4a and 4b. Two microorganisms, namely
E. faecalis and S. aureus showed high susceptibility to all fumardiamides, while E. coli, S. pneumoniae
and P. aeruginosa were susceptible to five out of six fumardiamides. A high biofilm eradication
potential of fumardiamides might be explained by the reaction of Michael acceptors with cysteine
thiol, which could prevent disulfide bond formation. It is a well-known fact that cysteine homeostasis
impacts biofilm formation and production of extracellular matrix components, as well as folding
and stability of extracytoplasmic proteins [31]. They are also crucial for dental plaque formation,
autolysis, extracellular DNA release, genetic competence, bacteriocin production and stabilization of
outer membrane porin proteins [32].

2.2.3. Antiviral Evaluation

Compounds 4a–f and 5a–f were evaluated against a broad variety of viral infections including
herpes simplex viruses, vaccinia virus, adenovirus-2, human coronavirus (229E), vesicular stomatitis
virus, coxsackie virus B4, respiratory syncytial virus, para-influenza-3 virus, reovirus-1, sindbis virus,
coxsackie virus B4, Punta Toro virus and yellow fever virus. Only fumardiamides with m-chloro and
m-trifluoromethyl aniline residues, namely 4c and 4e, showed significant antiviral activity against
reovirus-1, sindbis virus and Punta Toro virus with EC50 = 3.1–5.5 μM (EC50 = concentration required to
reduce virus-induced cytopathogenicity by 50%). Compound 4e was also active against coxsackie virus
B4 (EC50 = 3.1 μM). However, their selectivity index (SI), e.g., minimum cytotoxicity concentration
(MCC) and EC50 ratio, was quite low (1.8–3.7). Cytotoxicity and antiviral activity of fumardiamides
4a–f in Vero cell cultures are displayed in Table 3 (data for HEL (human erythroleukemia cell line),
Hela (cervical carcinoma cell line) and Madin-Darby Canine Kidney cells (MDCK) cultures are not
shown, as well as data for inactive succindiamides 5a–f).
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2.2.4. Cytostatic Activity

To gain insight into cytotoxicity of newly synthesized compounds 4a–f and 5a–f, their cytostatic
activity was evaluated in vitro against a panel of nine different human cancer cell lines, representing
various solid tumor types including pancreatic adenocarcinoma (Capan-1), chronic myeloid
leukemia (Hap1), colorectal carcinoma (HCT-116), lung carcinoma (NCI-H460), acute lymphoblastic
leukemia (DND-41), acute myeloid leukemia (HL-60), chronic myeloid leukemia (K-562), multiple
myeloma (MM.1S) and non-Hodgkin lymphoma (Z-138). Succindiamides 5a–f were completely
inactive, while free fumardiamides showed activity towards the selected tumor cell lines (Table 4).
Fumardiamide 4a with m-fluoroaniline moiety showed cytostatic activity against all tested cell lines,
with IC50 values from 5.7 to 31.2 μM (IC50 = the lowest concentration resulting in 50% growth
inhibition). DND-41 cell line was susceptible to all three m-substituted derivatives, e.g., 4a, 4c and 4f

(IC50 values between 6.7 and 8.9 μM). HL-60 and Z-138 cell lines were also susceptible to compound
4a (IC50 values 5.7 and 8.4 μM, respectively).

Table 4. Antiproliferative screening of fumardiamides 4a–f in diverse human tumor cell lines.

Compd.
IC50 (μM)

Capan-1 Hap1 HCT-116 NCI-H460 DND-41 HL-60 K-562 MM.1S Z-138

4a 16.9 19.3 22.3 15.5 6.7 5.7 31.2 13.0 8.4
4b 50.5 66.4 >100 29.1 >100 >100 70.5 >100 >100
4c 69.9 >100 73.0 43.7 8.4 >100 >100 >100 46.5
4d 91.8 >100 >100 >100 >100 >100 >100 >100 >100
4e 56.5 >100 >100 34.2 8.9 >100 71.2 >100 68.4
4f 79.4 >100 >100 >100 >100 >100 >100 >100 >100

PQ 1 18.7 42.7 30.9 52.6 11.4 2.2 35.2 28.3 7.1
DXT 2 0.75 1.17 7.66 1.30 0.94 1.24 1.22 3.38 5.42

EPEG 3 0.15 0.04 1.35 0.09 0.03 0.03 0.01 0.97 0.02
STS 4 0.66 3.56 0.78 1.66 6.96 13.10 0.23 1.61 0.40
1 PQ—primaquine; 2 DXT—docetaxel (nM); 3 EPEG—etoposide; 4 STS—staunoporin (nM). All compounds were
tested with duplicate data points and averaged.

2.2.5. Interaction with Glutathione (GSH)

Glutathione (GSH) is an important compound present in most mammalian cells, a tripeptide,
with the central amino acid cysteine bearing thiol group, which scavenges carcinogenic compounds
by conjugate addition and protects from oxidative damage [1]. In the drug development process,
it is usual to evaluate the Michael acceptor–GSH interaction [33]. That is why the final step in our
research was to study the interaction of fumarmides with GSH. Fumardiamide 4b (1.25 μM) was
incubated with GSH (125 μM) in ammonium formate buffer (pH = 7.4) containing 10% acetonitrile
at 37 ◦C for 216 h. The MS analysis confirmed the consumption of 4b with GSH. However, the rate
of GSH addition was slow and incomplete, as only 18.3% of 4b reacted in the monitored period
(See Supporting Material).

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Chemistry

3.1.1. Materials and General Methods

Melting points were determined on an SMP3 apparatus (Barloworld Scientific, UK) in open
capillaries and were uncorrected. IR spectra were recorded on Spectrum One FT-IR (Perkin-Elmer,
UK) and UV-Vis spectra on Lambda 20 double-beam spectrophotometers (Perkin-Elmer, UK).
NMR 1H and 13C spectra were recorded at 25 ◦C on an NMR Avance 600 spectrometer (Bruker,
Germany) at 300.13 or 600.13 and 75.47 or 150.9 MHz for 1H and 13C nuclei, respectively. Chemical
shifts (δ) were reported in parts per million (ppm) relative to tetramethylsilane in the 1H and the
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dimethyl sulfoxide residual peak as a reference in the 13C NMR spectra (39.51 ppm). Coupling
constants (J) were reported in hertz (Hz). Mass spectra were collected on an HPLC-MS/MS
instrument (HPLC, Agilent Technologies 1200 Series; MS, Agilent Technologies 6410 Triple Quad)
using electrospray ionization in positive mode. Elemental analyses were performed on a CHNS
LECO analyzer (LECO Corporation, USA). All compounds were routinely checked by thin-layer
chromatography (TLC) with Merck silica gel 60F-254 glass plates using appropriate solvent systems.
Spots were visualized by short-wave UV light and iodine vapour. Column chromatography was
performed on silica gel 0.063–0.200 mm. All chemicals and solvents were of analytical grade and
purchased from commercial sources. PQ diphosphate, 4-methoxy-4-oxobutanoic acid (mono-methyl
succinate), (E)-4-ethoxy-4-oxobut-2-enoic acid (mono-ethyl fumarate), 3-fluoroaniline, 4-fluoroaniline,
3-chloroaniline, 4-chloroaniline, 3-trifluoromethylaniline, 4-trifluoromethylaniline, DIEA, and HATU
were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich. PQ was prepared from PQ diphosphate prior to use. All reactions
with PQ were run light protected.

3.1.2. General Procedure for the Synthesis of Esters 2a,b

PQ-succinamide and fumaramide monoesters 2a,b were prepared by condensation of PQ base
with mono-methyl succinate (1a) or mono-ethyl fumarate (1b), following the previously described
procedure [29].

3.1.3. General Procedure for the Synthesis of Carboxylic Acids 3a,b

Carboxylic acids 3a,b were prepared by hydrolysis of esters 2a,b with lithium hydroxide following
the previously described procedure [29].

3.1.4. General Procedure for the Synthesis of Fumardiamides 4a–f and Succindiamides 5a–f

A solution of 0.27 mmol of 3a or 3b, 0.068 g (0.54 mmol) DIEA and 0.103 g (0.27 mmol) HATU
in 6 mL of dichloromethane was stirred at room temperature. After 10 min, 0.297 mmol of the
corresponding halogenaniline was added. The reaction mixture was stirred for 2–3 h at room
temperature, evaporated under reduced pressure, dissolved in 8 mL ethyl acetate and extracted
3 times with water. The organic layer was dried over sodium sulfate, filtered and evaporated under
reduced pressure.

(2E)-N-(3-Fluorophenyl)-N′-{4-[(6-methoxyquinolin-8-yl)amino]pentyl}but-2-enediamide (4a). From the
reaction of 0.096 g acid 3a and 0.033 g (0.297 mmol) 3-fluoroaniline and after purification by column
chromatography (mobile phase dichloromethane/methanol 9.5:0.5) and crystallization from ether,
0.041 g (34%) of 4a was obtained; mp 203–204 ◦C; IR (ATR): νmax 3388, 3319, 3269, 3080, 2961, 2935,
2866, 1630, 1554, 1520, 1452, 1387, 1334, 1201, 1158, 782, 680 cm–1; 1H NMR (DMSO-d6) δ 10.63 (s, 1H),
8.55–8.53 (dd, 1H, J = 1.6, 4.2), 8.52 (t, 1H, J = 5.4), 8.09–8.06 (dd, 1H, J = 1.5, 8.3), 7.69 (d, 2H, J = 11.7),
7.45–7.41 (m, 1H), 7.39–7.36 (m, 2H), 7.06–7.96 (m, 2H), 6.96–6.92 (m, 1H), 6.47 (d, 1H, J = 2.4), 6.28 (d, 1H,
J = 2.4), 6.15 (d, 1H, J = 8.8), 3.82 (s, 3H), 3.70–3.61 (m, 1H), 3.24–3.18 (m, 2H), 1.74–1.64, 1.63–1.52 (2m,
4H), 1.22 (d, 3H, J = 6.3); 13C NMR (DMSO-d6) δ 163.25, 162.62, 162.09 (d, J = 242.0), 159.00, 144.63,
144.23, 140.50 (d, J = 11.5), 134.79, 134.52, 134.40, 132.28, 130.50 (d, J = 9.5), 129.57, 122.09, 115.14, 110.28,
106.13 (d, J = 27.2), 96.14, 91.62, 54.96, 46.97, 38.95, 33.45, 25.77, 20.21; MS/MS m/z 451.1 (M + 1)+;
Anal. Calcd. for C25H27FN4O3: C, 66.65; H, 6.04; N, 12.44. Found: C, 66.32; H, 6.30; N, 12.49.

(2E)-N-(4-Fluorophenyl)-N′-{4-[(6-methoxyquinolin-8-yl)amino]pentyl}but-2-enediamide (4b). From the
reaction of 0.096 g acid 3a and 0.033 g (0.297 mmol) 4-fluoroaniline and after purification by column
chromatography (mobile phase dichloromethane/methanol 9.5:0.5) and crystallization from ether,
0.071 g (58%) of 4b was obtained; mp 226–227 ◦C; IR (ATR): νmax 3386, 3294, 3072, 2963, 2928, 2863, 1635,
1548, 1513, 1452, 1391, 1330, 1212, 1160, 1051, 973, 829, 673 cm–1; 1H NMR (DMSO-d6) δ 10.49 (s, 1H),
8.55–8.53 (dd, 1H, J = 1.6, 4.2), 8.52 (t, 1H, J = 5.4), 8.09–8.06 (dd, 1H, J = 1.5, 8.3), 7.72–7.68 (dd, 2H,
J = 5.0, J = 8.9), 7.45–7.41 (m, 1H), 7.18 (t, 2H, J = 8.8), 7.05–6.93 (m, 2H), 6.47 (d, 1H, J = 2.1), 6.28 (d,
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1H, J = 2.1), 6.15 (d, 1H, J = 8.8), 3.82 (s, 3H), 3.69–3.61 (m, 1H), 3.24–3.18 (m, 2H), 1.74–1.64, 1.63–1.52
(2m, 4H), 1.22 (d, 3H, J = 6.3); 13C NMR (DMSO-d6) δ 163.34, 162.21, 159.00, 158.26 (d, J = 240.0), 144.63,
144.23, 135.22, 134.79, 134.53, 133.98, 132.52, 129.58, 122.09, 121.05 (d, J = 7.6), 115.44 (d, J = 21.9), 96.14,
91.62, 54.96, 46.97, 38.95, 33.45, 25.79, 20.21; MS/MS m/z 451.1 (M + 1)+; Anal. Calcd. for C25H27FN4O3:
C, 66.65; H, 6.04; N, 12.44. Found: C, 66.47; H, 6.38; N, 12.35.

(2E)-N-(3-Chlorophenyl)-N′-{4-[(6-methoxyquinolin-8-yl)amino]pentyl}but-2-enediamide (4c). From the
reaction of 0.096 g acid 3a and 0.038 g (0.297 mmol) 3-chloroaniline and after purification by column
chromatography (mobile phase dichloromethane/methanol 9.5:0.5) and crystallization from ether,
0.053 g (42%) of 4c was obtained; mp 187–188 ◦C; IR (ATR): νmax 3381, 3298, 3068, 2959, 2928, 2863,
1635, 1591, 1521, 1465, 1419, 1386, 1331, 1210, 1163, 976, 821, 783, 670 cm–1; 1H NMR (DMSO-d6)
δ 10.59 (s, 1H), 8.54–8.53 (dd, 1H, J = 1.5, 4.1), 8.50 (t, 1H, J = 5.5), 8.08–8.06 (dd, 1H, J = 1.4, 8.2),
7.90 (s, 1H), 7.51 (d, 1H, J = 8.1), 7.43–7.41 (m, 1H), 7.37 (t, H, J = 8.1), 7.16–7.14 (dd, 1H, J = 1.2, J = 8.0),
7.00 (q, 2H, J = 15.1), 6.47 (d, 1H, J = 2.4), 6.28 (d, 1H, J = 2.3), 6.14 (d, 1H, J = 8.8), 3.82 (s, 3H), 3.67–3.63
(m, 1H), 3.23–3.20 (m, 2H), 1.73–1.67, 1.63–1.53 (2m, 4H), 1.22 (d, 3H, J = 6.3); 13C NMR (DMSO-d6) δ

163.21, 162.60, 158.97, 144.60, 144.19, 140.19, 134.74, 134.50, 134.41, 133.10, 132.19, 130.48, 129.54, 123.45,
122.03, 118.74, 117.72, 96.11, 91.63, 54.93, 46.98, 39.23, 33.44, 25.72, 20.18; MS/MS m/z 467.0 (M+1)+;
Anal. tCalcd. for C25H27ClN4O3: C, 64.30; H, 5.83; N, 12.00. Found: C, 64.21; H, 6.05; N, 11.78.

(2E)-N-(4-Chlorophenyl)-N′-{4-[(6-methoxyquinolin-8-yl)amino]pentyl}but-2-enediamide (4d). From the
reaction of 0.096 g acid 3a and 0.038 g (0.297 mmol) 4-chloroaniline and after purification by column
chromatography (mobile phase cyclohexane/ethyl acetate/methanol 3:1:0.5) and crystallization from
ether, 0.062 g (49%) of 4d was obtained; mp 223–226 ◦C; IR (ATR): νmax 3381, 3289, 3071, 2959, 2931,
2864, 1640, 1526, 1452, 1388, 1331, 1210, 1163, 1094, 1049, 973, 822, 787, 686, 631, 507 cm–1; 1H NMR
(DMSO-d6) δ 10.56 (s, 1H), 8.55–8.53 (dd, 1H, J = 1.7, 4.2), 8.50 (t, 1H, J = 5.6), 8.09–8.06 (dd, 1H, J = 1.6,
8.3), 7.72–7.68 (m, 2H), 7.45–7.37 (m, 3H), 7.06–6.94 (m, 2H), 6.47 (d, 1H, J = 2.5), 6.27 (d, 1H, J = 2.4),
6.14 (d, 1H, J = 8.8), 3.82 (s, 3H), 3.69–3.60 (m, 1H), 3.24–3.18 (m, 2H), 1.74–1.64, 1.63–1.51 (2m, 4H),
1.22 (d, 3H, J = 6.3); 13C NMR (DMSO-d6) δ 163.29, 162.43, 159.00, 144.63, 144.23, 137.76, 134.79, 134.52,
134.21, 132.38, 129.57, 128.75, 127.36, 122.09, 120.84, 96.14, 91.61, 54.96, 46.97, 38.82, 33.44, 25.77, 20.21;
MS/MS m/z 467.0 (M+1)+; Anal. Calcd. for C25H27ClN4O3: C, 64.30; H, 5.83; N, 12.00. Found: C, 64.21;
H, 5.56; N, 11.83.

(2E)-N′-{4-[(6-Methoxyquinolin-8-yl)amino]pentyl}-N-[3-(trifluoromethyl)phenyl]but-2-enediamide (4e).
From the reaction of 0.096 g acid 3a and 0.048 g (0.297 mmol) 3-trifluoroaniline and after purification
by column chromatography (mobile phase dichloromethane/methanol 9.5:0.5) after crystallization
from acetone/water, 0.042 g (31%) of 4e was obtained; mp 149–150 ◦C; IR (ATR): νmax 3399, 3357,
3282, 3094, 2960, 2935, 2867, 1651, 1621, 1563, 1526, 1452, 1388, 1331, 1168, 1122, 973, 893, 788, 694
cm–1; 1H NMR (DMSO-d6) δ 10.75 (s, 1H), 8.55–8.52 (m, 2H), 8.18 (s, 1H), 8.08–8.06 (dd, 1H, J = 1.1,
8.2), 7.83 (d, 1H), 7.59 (t, 1H, J = 7.9), 7.45–7.42 (m, 2H), 7.00–6.98 (q, 2H, J = 15.1), 6.47 (d, 1H, J
= 2.4), 6.28 (d, 1H, J = 2.0), 6.15 (d, 1H, J = 8.7), 3.82 (s, 3H), 3.67–3.63 (m, 1H), 3.23–3.20 (m, 2H),
1.73–1.67, 1.63–1.53 (2m, 4H), 1.22 (d, 3H, J = 6.3); 13C NMR (DMSO-d6) δ 163.19, 162.81, 158.99, 144.62,
144.21, 139.54, 134.77, 134.55, 134.52, 132.15, 130.09, 129.56, 129.82–129.19 (q, J = 31.7), 126.73–121.32
(q, J = 273.3), 122.88, 122.07, 120.09, 115.33, 96.13, 91.62, 54.95, 46.19, 39.23, 33.45, 25.76, 20.20; MS/MS
m/z 501.1 (M+1)+; Anal. Calcd. for C26H27F3N4O3: C, 62.39; H, 5.44; N, 11.19. Found: C, 62.25; H, 5.76;
N, 11.08.

(2E)-N′-{4-[(6-Methoxyquinolin-8-yl)amino]pentyl}-N-[4-(trifluoromethyl)phenyl]but-2-enediamide (4f).
From the reaction of 0.096 g acid 3a and 0.048 g (0.297 mmol) 4-trifluoroaniline and after crystallization
from ether, 0.046 g (34%) of 4f was obtained; mp 189–191 ◦C; IR (ATR): νmax 3387, 3309, 3071, 2963,
2932, 1636, 1527, 1457, 1417, 1390, 1328, 1213, 1166, 1122, 1065, 970, 832, 681 cm–1; 1H NMR (DMSO-d6)
δ 10.75 (s, 1H), 8.54–8.53 (m, 1H), 8.51 (t, 1H, J = 5.3), 8.07 (d, 1H, J = 8.2), 7.88 (d, 2H, J = 8.5),
7.71 (d, 2H, J = 8.5), 7.43–7.41 (m, 1H), 7.07–6.99 (q, 2H, J = 15.1), 6.47 (d, 1H, J = 2.2), 6.28 (d, 1H,
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J = 2.2), 6.14 (d, 1H, J = 8.7), 3.82 (s, 3H), 3.67–3.63 (m, 1H), 3.23–3.20 (dd, 2H, J = 6.1, 12.1), 2.59 (t, 2H,
J = 7.0), 1.73–1.67, 1.61–1.53 (2m, 4H), 1.22 (d, 3H, J = 6.3); 13C NMR (DMSO-d6) δ 161.17, 162.83, 158.97,
144.60, 144.17, 142.28, 134.72, 134.66, 134.50, 132.11, 129.53, 126.95–121.55 (q, J = 271.6), 126.11–126.04
(q, J = 3.0), 124.02–123.39 (q, J = 31.7), 122.02, 119.26, 96.10, 91.63, 54.92, 46.96, 38.80, 33.43, 25.70, 20.17;
MS/MS m/z 501.1 (M+1)+; Anal. Calcd. for C26H27F3N4O3: C, 62.39; H, 5.44; N, 11.19. Found: C, 62.17;
H, 5.61; N, 11.40.

N-(3-Fluorophenyl)-N′-{4-[(6-methoxyquinolin-8-yl)amino]pentyl}butanediamide (5a). From the reaction
of 0.097 g acid 3b and 0.033 g (0.297 mmol) 3-fluoroaniline and after purification by column
chromatography (mobile phase dichloromethane/methanol 9.5:0.5), 0.077 g (63%) of 5a was obtained;
mp 140–142 ◦C; IR (ATR): νmax 3391, 3283, 3145, 3080, 2959, 2926, 1744, 1646, 1615, 1555, 1507, 1387,
1224, 1202, 1167, 1157, 838, 815, 786, 681 cm–1; 1H NMR (DMSO-d6) δ 10.13 (s, 1H), 8.54–8.53 (dd, 1H,
J = 1.7, 4.2), 8.08–8.06 (dd, 1H, J = 1.6, 8.3), 7.86 (t, 1H, J = 5.6), 7.60–7.58 (m, 1H), 7.43–7.41 (m, 1H),
7.31–7.27 (m, 2H), 6.85–6.81 (m, 1H), 6.47 (d, 1H, J = 2.5), 6.26 (d, 1H, J = 2.5), 6.11 (d, 1H, J = 8.7),
3.82 (s, 3H), 3.64–3.59 (m, 1H), 3.10–3.03 (m, 2H), 2.55 (t, 2H, J = 7.2), 2.37 (t, 2H, J = 7.2), 1.67–1.63,
1.55–1.45 (2m, 4H), 1.19 (d, 3H, J = 6.3); 13C NMR (DMSO-d6) δ 170.86, 162.10 (d, J = 240.1), 158.98,
144.61, 144.19, 141.03 (d, J = 13.1), 134.75, 134.51, 130.19 (d, J = 9.0), 129.55, 122.05, 114.55, 109.22 (d, J =
20.1), 105.61, 96.07, 91.59, 54.94, 46.99, 38.46, 33.38, 31.75, 30.16, 25.95, 20.15; MS/MS m/z 453.3 (M+1)+;
Anal. Calcd. for C25H29FN4O3: C, 66.35; H, 6.46; N, 12.38. Found: C, 66.25; H, 6.50; N, 12.20.

N-(4-Fluorophenyl)-N′-{4-[(6-methoxyquinolin-8-yl)amino]pentyl}butanediamide (5b). From the reaction
of 0.097 g acid 3b and 0.033 g (0.297 mmol) 4-fluoroaniline and after purification by column
chromatography (mobile phase dichloromethane/methanol 9.5:0.5) and crystallization from ether,
0.098 g (80%) of 5b was obtained; mp 118–120 ◦C; IR (ATR): νmax 3391, 3283, 3145, 3080, 2959, 2926,
1744, 1646, 1615, 1555, 1507, 1387, 1224, 1202, 1167, 1157, 838, 815, 786, 681 cm–1; 1H NMR (DMSO-d6) δ

9.98 (s, 1H), 8.55–8.53 (dd, 1H, J = 1.6, 4.2), 8.09–8.06 (dd, 1H, J = 1.5, 8.3), 7.87 (t, 1H, J = 5.5), 7.62–7.57
(m, 2H), 7.45–7.40 (m, 1H), 7.14–7.08 (m, 2H), 6.47 (d, 1H, J = 2.4), 6.26 (d, 1H, J = 2.4), 6.12 (d, 1H,
J = 8.8), 3.82 (s, 3H), 3.65–3.57 (m, 1H), 3.10–3.04 (m, 2H), 2.54 (t, 2H, J = 7.1), 2.37 (t, 2H, J = 7.0),
1.69–1.59, 1.58–1.43 (2m, 4H), 1.19 (d, 3H, J = 6.3); 13C NMR (DMSO-d6) δ 170.96, 170.35, 159.00, 157.72
(d, J = 246.3), 144.63, 144.22, 135.76, 134.79, 134.52, 129.57, 122.09, 120.53 (d, J = 7.8), 115.14 (d, J = 22.1),
96.09, 91.58, 54.97, 47.00, 38.48, 33.39, 31.66, 30.34, 25.99, 20.17; MS/MS m/z 453.4 (M+1)+; Anal. Calcd.
for C25H29FN4O3: C, 66.35; H, 6.46; N, 12.38. Found: C, 66.53, H, 6.29; N, 12.55.

N-(3-Chlorophenyl)-N′-{4-[(6-methoxyquinolin-8-yl)amino]pentyl}butanediamide (5c). From the reaction
of 0.097 g acid 3b and 0.038 g (0.297 mmol) 3-chloroaniline and after purification by column
chromatography (mobile phase cyclohexane/ethyl acetate/methanol 3:1:0.5) and crystallization from
ether, 0.062 g (49%) of 5c was obtained; mp 156–158 ◦C; IR (ATR): νmax 3390, 3287, 3242, 3180, 3102,
3074, 2962, 2922, 2856, 1738, 1650, 1612, 1591, 1572, 1539, 1516, 1422, 1388, 1202, 1066, 816, 787, 698, 682
cm–1; 1H NMR (DMSO-d6) δ 10.11 (s, 1H), 8.54–8.53 (dd, 1H, J = 1.6, 4.2), 8.08–8.06 (dd, 1H, J = 1.6,
8.3), 7.86 (t, 1H, J = 5.5), 7.81 (t, 1H, J = 2.0), 7.43–7.41 (m, 2H), 7.31–7.28 (m, 1H), 7.07–7.05 (m, 1H),
6.47 (d, 1H, J = 2.5), 6.25 (d, 1H, J = 2.5), 6.11 (d, 1H, J = 8.2), 3.82 (s, 3H), 3.63–3.59 (m, 1H), 3.10–3.03 (m,
2H), 2.55 (t, 2H, J = 7.1), 2.37 (t, 2H, J = 7.2), 1.67–1.63, 1.56–1.44 (2m, 4H), 1.19 (d, 3H, J = 6.3); 13C NMR
(DMSO-d6) δ 170.89, 170.85, 158.98, 144.60, 144.19, 140.73, 134.77, 134.49, 132.97, 130.29, 129.55, 122.51,
122.06, 118.31, 117.19, 96.08, 91.59, 54.95, 46.99, 38.46, 33.38, 31.74, 30.16, 25.96, 20.16; MS/MS m/z 469.2
(M+1)+; Anal. Calcd. for C25H29ClN4O3: C, 64.03; H, 6.23; N, 11.95. Found: C, 63.91; H, 6.33; N, 11.70.

N-(4-Chlorophenyl)-N′-{4-[(6-methoxyquinolin-8-yl)amino]pentyl}butanediamide (5d). From the reaction
of 0.097 g acid 3b and 0.038 g (0.297 mmol) 3-chloroaniline and after purification by column
chromatography (mobile phase dichloromethane/methanol 9.5:0.5) and crystallization from ether,
0.076 g (60%) of 5d was obtained; mp 152–153 ◦C; IR (ATR): νmax 3390, 3287, 3242, 3180, 3102, 3074,
2962, 2922, 2856, 1738, 1650, 1612, 1591, 1572, 1539, 1516, 1422, 1388, 1202, 1066, 816, 787, 698, 682
cm–1; 1H NMR (DMSO-d6) δ 10.07 (s, 1H), 8.55–8.53 (dd, 1H, J = 1.5, 4.2), 8.10–8.07 (dd, 1H, J = 1.4,
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8.3), 7.88 (t, 1H, J = 5.4), 7.61 (d, 2H, J = 8.9), 7.45–7.41 (m, 1H), 7.32 (d, 2H, J = 8.9), 6.48 (d, 1H, J = 2.3),
6.26 (d, 1H, J = 2.3), 6.13 (bs, 1H), 3.81 (s, 3H), 3.63–3.57 (m, 1H), 3.09–3.03 (m, 2H), 2.55 (t, 2H, J = 7.4),
2.39 (t, 2H, J = 7.0), 1.70–1.59, 1.58–1.43 (2m, 4H), 1.19 (d, 3H, J = 6.3); 13C NMR (DMSO-d6) δ 170.92,
170.64, 159.01, 144.55, 144.18, 138.28, 134.89, 134.42, 129.59, 128.51, 126.33, 122.09, 120.37, 96.19, 91.63,
54.98, 47.02, 38.47, 33.37, 31.73, 30.23, 25.98, 20.15 (11); MS/MS m/z 469.3 (M+1)+; Anal. Calcd. for
C25H29ClN4O3: C, 64.03; H, 6.23; N, 11.95. Found: C, 64.35; H, 6.57; N, 12.13.

N′-{4-[(6-Methoxyquinolin-8-yl)amino]pentyl}-N-[3-(trifluoromethyl)phenyl]butanediamide (5e). From the
reaction of 0.097 g acid 3b and 0.048 g (0.297 mmol) 3-trifluoromethylaniline and after purification by
column chromatography (mobile phase dichloromethane/methanol 9.5:0.5) and crystallization from
ether, 0.122 g (90%) of 5e was obtained; mp 146–149 ◦C; IR (ATR): νmax 3394, 3302, 3263, 3216, 3164,
3097, 2963, 2928, 2859, 1651, 1617, 1562, 1518, 1450, 1389, 1331, 1265, 1173, 1127, 1064, 894, 816 cm–1; 1H
NMR (DMSO-d6) δ 10.26 (s, 1H), 8.54–8.53 (dd, 1H, J = 1.6, 4.2), 8.11 (s, 1H), 8.08–8.06 (dd, 1H, J = 1.6,
8.3), 7.88 (t, 1H, J = 5.5), 7.74 (d, 1H, J = 8.1), 7.52 (t, 1H, J = 8.0), 7.43–7.41 (m, 1H), 7.36 (d, 1H, J = 7.8),
6.47 (d, 1H, J = 2.5), 6.25 (d, 1H, J = 2.5), 6.11 (d, 1H, J = 8.7), 3.82 (s, 3H), 3.63–3.58 (m, 1H), 3.10–3.04 (m,
2H), 2.57 (t, 2H, J = 7.2), 2.41 (t, 2H, J = 7.2), 1.67–1.63, 1.56–1.44 (2m, 4H), 1.19 (d, 3H, J = 6.3); 13C NMR
(DMSO-d6) δ 171.11, 170.84, 158.98, 144.61, 144.19, 140.03, 134.75, 134.50, 129.83, 129.55, 129.67–129.04
(q, J = 31.9), 126.81–121.40 (q, J = 269.8), 122.33, 122.05, 119.14, 114.88, 96.06, 91.58, 54.94, 46.98, 38.46,
33.38, 31.72, 30.11, 25.96, 20.14; MS/MS m/z 503.3 (M+1)+; Anal. Calcd. for C26H29F3N4O3: C, 62.14; H,
5.82; N, 11.15. Found: C, 62.25; H, 5.99; N, 11.08.

N′-{4-[(6-Methoxyquinolin-8-yl)amino]pentyl}-N-[4-(trifluoromethyl)phenyl]butanediamide (5f). From the
reaction of 0.097 g acid 3b and 0.048 g (0.297 mmol) 4-trifluoromethylaniline and after purification by
column chromatography (mobile phase dichloromethane/methanol 9.5:0.5), 0.068 g (50%) of 5f was
obtained; mp 163–165 ◦C; IR (ATR): νmax 3387, 3287, 3256, 3198, 3123, 3071, 2963, 2925, 2859, 1652, 1614,
1547, 1515, 1452, 1419, 1389, 1327, 1264, 1169, 1124, 1064, 846, 784 cm–1; 1H NMR (DMSO-d6) δ 10.31
(s, 1H), 8.54–8.52 (dd, 1H, J = 1.5, 4.2), 8.09–8.06 (dd, 1H, J = 1.5, 8.3), 7.89 (t, 1H, J = 5.3), 7.79 (d, 2H,
J = 8.5), 7.63 (d, 2H, J = 8.7), 7.44–7.40 (m, 1H), 6.47 (d, 1H, J = 2.4), 6.25 (d, 1H, J = 2.4), 6.11 (d, 1H,
J = 8.7), 3.82 (s, 3H), 3.65–3.57 (m, 1H), 3.09–3.04 (m, 2H), 2.59 (t, 2H, J = 7.0), 2.40 (t, 2H, J = 7.0),
1.71–1.58, 1.57–1.43 (2m, 4H), 1.19 (d, 3H, J = 6.2); 13C NMR (DMSO-d6) δ 171.18, 170.86, 158.99, 144.61,
144.20, 142.83, 134.77, 134.51, 129.55, 125.95, 127.05–121.68 (q, J = 274.2), 123.15-122.52 (q, J = 28.2),
122.06, 118.69, 96.08, 91.59, 54.95, 46.99, 38.47, 33.38, 31.79, 30.10, 25.96, 20.14; MS/MS m/z 503.3 (M+1)+;
Anal. Calcd. for C26H29F3N4O3: C, 62.14; H, 5.82; N, 11.15. Found: C, 62.39; H, 5.76; N, 11.41.

3.2. Biological Evaluation

3.2.1. In Vitro Antibacterial Susceptibility Assay (MIC Determination)

(a) Staphylococci and Enterococci: The synthesized compounds were evaluated for in vitro
antibacterial activity against representatives of multidrug-resistant bacteria and clinical isolates of
methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus (MRSA) 63718, SA 630 and SA 3202, that were obtained from
the National Institute of Public Health (Prague, Czech Republic). S. aureus ATCC 29213 was used as
a reference and quality control strain. In addition, all the compounds were tested for their activity
against vancomycin-susceptible Enterococcus faecalis ATCC 29212 as a reference strain and three isolates
from American crows of vanA-carrying vancomycin-resistant E. faecalis (VRE) 342B, 368 and 725B [34].
Ampicillin (Amp) and ciprofloxacin (CIP) (Sigma-Aldrich, St. Louis, MO, USA) were used as standards.
Prior to testing, each strain was passaged onto nutrient agar (Oxoid, Basingstoke, UK) with 5% of
bovine blood, and bacterial inocula were prepared by suspending a small portion of the bacterial colony
in sterile phosphate-buffered saline (pH 7.2–7.3). The cell density was adjusted to 0.5 McFarland units
using a densitometer (Densi-La-Meter, LIAP, Riga, Latvia). This inoculum was diluted to reach the final
concentration of bacterial cells 5 × 105 CFU/mL in the wells. The compounds were dissolved in DMSO
(Sigma-Aldrich, St. Louis, MO, USA), and the final concentration of DMSO in the Cation Adjusted
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Mueller-Hinton (CaMH) broth (Oxoid) for Staphylococci or brain-heart infusion for Enterococci did not
exceed 2.5% of the total solution composition. The final concentrations of the evaluated compounds
ranged from 256 to 0.008 μg/mL. The broth dilution micro-method, modified according to NCCLS
(National Committee for Clinical Laboratory Standards) guidelines [35] in MH broth for Staphylococcus
strains and CaMH for Enterococcus strains, was used to determine MIC. Drug-free controls, sterility
controls, and controls consisting of MH and CaMH broths and DMSO alone were included. The
determination of results was performed visually after 24 h of static incubation in darkness at 37 ◦C in
an aerobic atmosphere.

(b) Other Gram-positive (Streptococcus pneumoniae MFBF 10373, Bacillus cereus ATCC 11778, and
Bacillus subtilis ATCC 6633) and Gram-negative bacteria species (Pseudomonas aeruginosa ATCC 27853,
Escherichia coli ATCC 10536, Serratia marcescens ATCC 10905, Proteus mirabilis MFBF 10430, Acinetobacter
baumannii MFBF 10913, and Salmonella enteritidis MFBF 11945): Serial microdilution broth assay was
used to determine MIC of compounds 4a–f and 5a–f [36]. Cell suspensions were prepared from stock
cultures using phosphate-buffered saline (PBS) (Gibco Laboratories, USA) pH 7.4 and adjusted to
0.5 McFarland units using a nephelometer (ATB 1550, BioMérieux, France). Stock solutions of the
tested compounds were prepared in DMSO (10 mg/mL). Testing was performed using serial dilution
in microtiter flat-bottom 96-well plates with compounds ranging from 100 to 0.78125 μg/mL. After
inoculation (107 CFU/mL) and incubation (18 h, 35 ◦C, aerobically in darkness), MICs for bacterial
species were determined by addition of 0.5 mg/mL TTC (2,3,5-triphenyl-2H-tetrazolium chloride).
The absorbance was recorded at 540 nm. As a positive quality control (susceptibility of strains)
tetracycline hydrochloride (TC) (Sigma-Aldrich) was added into wells. MICs were determined as
non-linear regression using GraphPad Prism as the lowest concentrations resulting in 50% growth
inhibition of growth in comparison to control.

(c) Mycobacteria: Mycobacterium tuberculosis H37Ra ATCC 25177 was grown in Middlebrook broth
(MB), supplemented with Oleic-Albumin-Dextrose-Catalase (OADC) supplement (Difco, Lawrence,
KS, USA) and mycobactin J (2 μg/mL). At log phase growth, a culture sample (10 mL) was centrifuged
at 15,000 rpm/20 min using a bench-top centrifuge (MPW-65R, MPW Med Instruments, Poland).
Following removal of the supernatant, the pellet was washed in fresh Middlebrook 7H9GC broth
and re-suspended in fresh, ODAC-supplemented MB (10 mL). The turbidity was adjusted to match
McFarland standard No. 1 (3 × 108 CFU) with MB broth. A further 1:20 dilution of the culture was
then performed in MB broth. The antimicrobial susceptibility of M. tuberculosis was investigated
in a 96-well plate format. In these experiments, sterile deionised water (300 μl) was added to all
outer-perimeter wells of the plates to minimize evaporation of the medium in the test wells during
incubation. Each evaluated compound (100 μL) was incubated with M. tuberculosis (100 μl). Dilutions
of each compound were prepared in duplicate. For all synthesized compounds, final concentrations
ranged from 1000 μg/mL to 8 μg/mL. All compounds were dissolved in DMSO, and subsequent
dilutions were made in supplemented MB. The plates were sealed with parafilm and incubated at
37 ◦C for 7 days. Following incubation, 10% of alamarBlue (Difco, Lawrence, KS, USA) was mixed
into each well, and readings at 570 nm and 600 nm were taken, initially for background subtraction
and subsequently after 24 h reincubation. The background subtraction is necessary for strongly
coloured compounds, where the colour may interfere with the interpretation of any colour change. For
non-interfering compounds, a blue colour in the well was interpreted as the absence of growth, and a
pink colour was scored as growth.

The evaluation of the in vitro antimycobacterial activity of the compounds was additionally
performed against M. smegmatis ATCC 700084, M. marinum CAMP 5644 and M. kansasii DSM
44162. The broth dilution micro-method in Middlebrook 7H9 medium (Difco, Lawrence, KS, USA)
supplemented with ADC Enrichment (Becton, Dickinson and Comp.) was used to determine MIC as
previously described [37]. The compounds were dissolved in DMSO (Sigma-Aldrich), and the final
concentration of DMSO did not exceed 2.5% of the total solution composition. Final concentrations
of the evaluated compounds ranging from 256 μg/mL to 0.125 μg/mL were obtained by twofold
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serial dilution of the stock solution in a microtiter plate with sterile medium. Bacterial inocula were
prepared by transferring colonies from culture to sterile water. The cell density was adjusted to 0.5
McFarland units using a densitometer (Densi-La-Meter, LIAP, Riga, Latvia). The final inoculum was
made by 1:1000 dilution of the suspension with sterile water. Drug-free controls, sterility controls and
controls consisted of medium and DMSO (Sigma-Aldrich, St. Louis, MO, USA) alone were included.
The determination of results was performed visually after 3 days of static incubation in darkness at
37 ◦C in an aerobic atmosphere for M. smegmatis, after 7 days of static incubation in darkness at 37
◦C in an aerobic atmosphere for M. kansasii and after 21 days of static incubation in darkness at 28 ◦C
in an aerobic atmosphere for M. marinum. Ciprofloxacin (CIP), rifampicin (RIF) and isoniazid (INH)
(Sigma-Aldrich, St. Louis, MO, USA) were used as the standards.

3.2.2. In Vitro Antifungal Susceptibility Testing

Microdilution method was used for testing the antifungal activities of newly synthesized
compounds against Candida albicans CCM 8261 and ATCC 90028, C. krusei CCM 8271, C. parapsilosis
CCM 8260 (Czech Collection of Microorganisms, Brno, Czech Republic) [38]. Tested compounds were
diluted in RPMI-1640 (Sigma) broth to concentrations 128–0.016 μg/mL. Flucytosine (FLU) (Sigma)
and amphotericin B (Amph) were used as positive controls. The plates were inoculated by an inoculum
prepared in RPMI-1640 broth. The final concentration of fungal cells was 5 × 102–2.5 × 103 CFU/mL
in each well. The plates were incubated at 37 ◦C for 24 (C. albicans, C. krusei) or 48 (C. parapsilosis) hours.
Drug-free controls were included. MIC was defined as 80% or greater (IC80) reduction of growth in
comparison with the control [35].

MIC determination for Aspergillus brasiliensis was performed in RPMI 1640 broth with
glutamine supplemented with 2% glucose, following the same scheme as for bacteria, procedure
b). After incubation period (48 h, 35 ◦C, aerobically in dark), XTT (2H-tetrazolium, 2,3-bis(2-methoxy-
4-nitro-5-sulfophenyl)-5-[(phenylamino)carbonyl]-hydroxide) (10 mg/mL) in combination with
menadione (1 mg/mL in acetone) (7:1, v/v) was added [36]. Absorbance was read at 540 nm. Amph
was used as a positive control and solvent and media (no microorganisms added) as negative controls.

3.2.3. Minimum Biofilm Eradication Assay

Biofilm eradication screening was performed on the following microorganisms: S. aureus ATCC
6538, S. pneumoniae MFBF 10373, E. faecalis ATCC 29212, B. cereus ATCC 11778, B. subtilis ATCC
6633, E. coli ATCC 10536, P. aeruginosa ATCC 27853, S. marcescens ATCC 10905, P. mirabilis MFBF
10430, S. enteritidis MFBF 11945, A. baumannii MFBF 10913, and C. albicans ATCC 90028. MBECs of
fumardiamides 4a–f and succindiamides 5a–f were determined as follows [39]. Each well (96-well
plate) was filled with 100 μl of bacterial (107 CFU/mL) or yeast (5 × 106 CFU/mL) suspension. When
the inhibition of yeast biofilm formation was tested, the wells were pre-treated with fetal bovine serum
(FBS) (250 μl per well). Negative controls contained broth only. Positive controls were performed using
standard antimicrobial drugs gentamycin (Gen) and Amph, respectively. The plates were covered
and incubated aerobically for 24 h (bacteria) or 48 h (yeast) at 37 ◦C. Following incubation period,
each well was aspirated, washed three times and vigorously shaken to remove all non-adherent
bacteria/yeast. The remaining attached cells were fixed with methanol (15 min) and the plates were
left to dry overnight. Formed biofilm was stained with crystal violet (1%, 5 min). Excess stain was
rinsed by placing the plate under running tap water and the plates were left to dry. Adherent cells
were solubilized using ethanol. The absorbance was read at 570 nm. The MBEC value represents the
lowest dilution of a compound at which bacteria fail to grow.

3.2.4. Antiviral Evaluation

Antiviral activity of compounds 4a–f and 5a–f was determined as described previously [40].
Cytotoxicity and antiviral activity assay towards herpes simplex virus (HSV) strains HSV-1 KOS,
HSV-2 G, HSV-1 TK-KOS ACVr, vaccinia virus, adenovirus-2, human coronavirus (229E) in HEL
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cell cultures, vesicular stomatitis virus, coxsackie virus B4, respiratory syncytial virus in Hela
cell cultures, para-influenza-3 virus, reovirus-1, sindbis, coxsackie virus B4, Punta Toro virus,
yellow fever virus in Vero cell cultures, while influenza A/H1N1 A/Ned/378/05, influenza
A/H3N2 A/HK/7/87 and influenza B B/Ned/537/05 viruses in Madin-Darby Canine Kidney
(MDCK) cell cultures were performed. On the day of the infection, growth medium was aspirated
and replaced by serial dilutions of the test compounds. Virus was then added to each well,
diluted to obtain a viral input of 100 CCID50 (CCID50 being the virus dose that is able to
infect 50% of the cell cultures). Mock-treated cell cultures receiving solely the test compounds
were included, to determine their cellular cytotoxicity. After 3 to 10 days of incubation the
virus-induced cytopathicity was determined by visual scoring of the cytopathic effect (CPE)
(light microscopic evaluation of the virus-induced CPE and inhibition of evaluated compounds),
as well as by measuring the cell viability with the colorimetric formazan-based MTS assay
(3-(4,5-dimethylthiazol-2-yl)-5-(3-carboxymethoxyphenyl)-2-(4-sulfophenyl)-2H-tetrazolium). All
experiments were performed in duplicate. Antiviral activity was expressed as EC50. The activities were
compared with the activities of the parent drug PQ, DS-10.000 (dextran sulfate, approx. MW = 10.000)
and standard antiviral drugs: ribavirin (Rib), mycophenolic acid (MPA), brivudin, cidofovir, acyclovir,
gancyclovir, zalcitabine, alovudine, UDA, zanamivir, amantadine and rimantadine.

3.2.5. Cytostatic Activity

Cytostatic activity was evaluated in vitro on nine different types of human tumor cell lines:
Capan-1, Hap1, HCT-116, and NCI-H460, as well as hematological tumors such as DND-41, HL-60,
K-562, MM.1S and Z-138 as described previously [41]. All human tumor cell lines were acquired from
the American Type Culture Collection (ATCC, Manassas, VA, USA), except for the DND-41 cell line
which was purchased from the Deutsche Sammlung von Mikroorganismen und Zellkulturen (DSMZ
Leibniz-Institut, Braunschweig, Germany) and the Hap1 cell line which was purchased from Horizon
Discovery (Waterbeach, UK). Capan-1, Hap1, HL-60, K-562, Z-138, MM.1S and DND-41 were cultured
in Iscove′s Modified Dulbecco′s Medium (IMDM, Gibco Life Technologies, Gaithersburg, MD, USA),
HCT-116 were grown in McCoy′s 5A Medium (Gibco Life Technologies) and NCI-H460 were cultured
in RPMI (Gibco Life Technologies). All media were supplemented with 10% FBS (HyClone, GE
Healthcare Life Sciences, USA). Adherent cell lines HCT-116, Hap1, NCI-H460, and Capan-1 cells were
seeded at a density between 400 and 1250 cells per well, in 384-well, black-walled, clear-bottomed tissue
culture plates (Greiner Bio-One, Kremsmünster, Germany). After overnight incubation, cells were
treated with test compounds at four different concentrations ranging from 100 to 0.8 μM. Suspension
cell lines HL-60, K-562, Z-138, MM.1S, and DND-41 were seeded at densities ranging from 3000 to
10,000 cells per well in 384-well, black-walled, clear-bottomed tissue culture plates containing test
compounds at the same four concentrations. The plates were incubated and monitored at 37 ◦C for
72 h in an IncuCyte (Essen BioScience Inc., Ann Arbor, MI, USA) for real-time imaging. Images were
taken every 3 h, with one field image per well under 10× magnification. All compounds were tested
with duplicate data points and averaged. The activities were compared with the activities of the parent
drug PQ and standard anticancer drugs docetaxel (DXT), etoposide (EPEG) and staurosporine (STS).

3.2.6. Interaction with Glutathione (GSH)

Fumardiamide 4b (1.25 μM) was incubated with GSH (125 μM) in ammonium formate buffer
(pH = 7.4) containing 10% acetonitrile at 37 ◦C for 216 h [33]. The progress of the reactions was
monitored with the percent of remaining fumardiamide determined by MS using an internal standard
(N-(benzyloxy)-N′-{4-[(6-methoxyquinolin-8-yl)amino]pentyl}butanediamide). Aliquots of the reaction
mixture (taken after 0, 4.5, 26, 52, 124 and 216 h) were analysed with Synapt G2-Si ESI-QTOF-MS
system (Waters, Milford, USA). The aliquots were diluted 10 times with acetonitrile and sprayed
at a flow rate of 50μL/min using the fluidics system of the instrument. MS conditions were set as
follows: positive ion mode, capillary voltage 3 kV, sampling cone voltage 10 V, source temperature
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120 ◦C, desolvation temperature 350 ◦C, desolvation gas flow 800 L/h. Mass spectra were recorded
from 100–1000 m/z at a frequency of 1 Hz. Data were acquired and analysed with Waters MassLynx
v4.1 software.

4. Conclusions

Twelve novel PQ-derivatives of diamide type were designed and synthesized. These compounds
differ in the type of spacer and/or halogen atom in aniline region. Compounds 4a–f are fumardiamides
and 5a–f succindiamides. Compounds 4a,b, 5a,b are fluoro, 4c,d, 5c,d chloro and 4e,f, 5e,f are
trifluoroderivatives. All new compounds were screened for antibacterial, antitubercular, antiviral and
cytostatic activity as well as biofilm eradication ability. In all biological assays, fumardiamides
4 were superior to succindiamides 5, which indicates that the double bond conjugated to the
carbonyl was important for the activity. With their high bioactivity, low cytotoxicity and convenient
drug-like properties, p-substituted derivatives 4b,d,f provide a strong basis for further research and
optimization of novel agents useful in the treatment of bacterial and biofilm-associated infections,
while m-substituted derivatives 4a,c,e could be potential leads for the development of antitumor agents.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online: Table S1. Properties of novel compounds calculated
with Chemicalize.org program. The Lipinski and Gelovani parameters; Table S2. Analytical and spectral
data of compounds 4a–f and 5a–f; Table S3. 1H and 13C NMR spectra of amides 4a–f and 5a–f; Table S4.
Interaction of fumardiamide 4b with GSH; Figure S1. Interaction of fumardiamide 4b with GSH (�). Control:
(N-(benzyloxy)-N′-{4-[(6-methoxyquinolin-8-yl)amino]pentyl}butanediamide) (•). Spectra of all compounds.
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Abstract: Weinreb amides are a privileged, multi-functional group with well-established utility
in classical synthesis. Recently, several studies have demonstrated the use of Weinreb amides as
interesting substrates in transition metal-catalyzed C-H functionalization reactions. Herein, we review
this part of the literature, including the metal catalysts, transformations explored so far and specific
insights from mechanistic studies.
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1. Introduction

The pursuit of efficient methods for the direct, catalytic substitution of otherwise inert C-H bonds
in organic molecules has become a major area of research focus in recent years [1]. Tremendous
advances have been made in the development of previously impossible transformations [2–5],
mechanistic understanding [6–9], milder and safer protocols [10], and selectivity [11–14]. The ubiquity
of C-H bonds in organic molecules makes their regioselective activation and substitution particularly
attractive, but also challenging. To this end, the use of directing groups–parts of an organic
substrate that can coordinate to and position a metal center over the desired C-H bond–has met
with enormous success [15]. The use of ortho-directing groups especially has provided the basis of
many new homogeneous catalytic C-H functionalization reactions [16]. Directing groups able to
deliver meta [17,18] and para [19] selectivity in C-H functionalization catalysis have also been described,
although the generality of that approach is still some way off in the future.

Ideally, directing groups should not require separate and/or laborious installation/removal or
otherwise be inutile in later steps of a synthesis. It is preferable that they should either be part of
the desired target compound or that they could be converted to another useful group once their role
during the C-H functionalization step is over. A plethora of strategies to realize the latter objective has
been pursued. The invention of various removable or modifiable [20–22], traceless [23], or otherwise
transient [24–29] directing groups has formed a sizeable category in and of itself within the field of
C-H functionalization catalysis.

Amides are an incomparably important class of compounds. The development of methods
for their selective synthesis and derivatization is, therefore, a key pursuit in synthetic methodology.
That the amide group can serve as a ligand for transition metals enables various new approaches to
this via catalytic C-H functionalization [30]. Most commonly, the amide group has been called upon to
direct the catalytic substitution of neighboring Ar-H bonds but, as discussed below, they also enable
C(sp3)-H bond manipulation.

N-methoxy-N-methyl amides (1, Figure 1), or Weinreb amides [31], are a valuable branch of the
amide family. They provide the ‘textbook’ route to mono-addition products (especially ketones
and aldehydes) via nucleophilic attack on the carbonyl group. Such attacks give rise to stable
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five-membered tetrahedral cyclic intermediates (2) to which a second addition (“over-addition”)
is precluded. Weinreb amides may be prepared with ease from carboxylic acids or their chlorides,
esters, aldehydes or ketones [32].

 
Figure 1. The ‘textbook’ application of Weinreb amides: generation of mono-addition products resulting
from nucleophilic attack on their carbonyl groups.

That Weinreb amides can also steer the regioselectivity of transition metal-catalyzed C-H
functionalizations (Figure 2) qualifies them as noteworthy multi-functional directing groups.
Remarkably, and despite the various synthetic advantages of this (for example that it can obviate the
need for lithiation strategies and make available previously impossible reactions), Weinreb amides
have only recently attracted attention as substrates for C-H functionalization. In part, this is due
to the amide oxygen’s weaker coordination ability to most transition metal centers. The latter has
presented a challenge to the development of their use in C-H functionalization reactions, although
many carbonyl-directed reactions are now known [33].

 

Figure 2. A generic representation of a Weinreb amide-directed catalytic C-H functionalization
(TM = transition metal).

This review describes progress in the use of Weinreb amides as directing groups in catalytic C-H
functionalization. A variety of reactions falls under this category. We have chosen to group these
according to the transition metal center responsible for the C-H functionalization catalysis, rather than
the overall transformation, in order to maximize the ease of comparison between researchers working
in similar areas, and to track the different rates at which progress has occurred and insights in to the
underlying mechanisms. Overwhelmingly, the focus of the studies reviewed herein falls on the utility
of Weinreb amides as directing groups for the C-H functionalization step. Therefore, whilst several
publications describe subsequent manipulation of the Weinreb amide group, this is usually to illustrate
the possibility, rather than a key development. We have opted therefore not to include many examples
of the latter; we take the possibility of a posteriori conversion of Weinreb amides using conventional
approaches (e.g., to ketones or aldehydes), for the most part, to be a safe assumption.

2. Ru-catalyzed Reactions

The versatility of Ru, as well as its considerably lower price compared to other 2nd and
3rd-row transition metals, make it an appealing candidate around which to develop economical
C-H functionalization methodology [34,35]. Moreover, considerable advances have been made in
Ru-catalyzed C-H functionalization directed by weakly coordinating groups, including amides [33].
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In 2013, Ackermann and co-workers described the Weinreb amide-directed C-H ortho-oxygenation of
arenes 3 using a Ru(II)-based system [36]. [RuCl2(p-cymene)]2 served as the catalyst precursor and
PhI(OAc)2 as the most effective oxidant. Representative results from the study are shown in Scheme 1a.

 
Scheme 1. Ru(II)-catalyzed C-H oxidation of arenes directed by a Weinreb amide group.
(a) Representative scope of the reaction with respect to arene substituents; (b) Reduction of the Weinreb
amide to reveal aldehyde functionality.

The reaction showed a high selectivity for mono-oxygenated products 4, a preference for
electron-rich substrates in competition experiments, and a kinetic isotope effect (KIE) of kH/kD = 3.0 [6].
The authors proposed that an irreversible C-H activation event was a key step en route to the products.
It is notable that the N-alkyl substituent could also be varied substantially without any loss of reaction
efficiency. The Weinreb amide group could be reduced in high yield (4a to 5) to reveal the corresponding
aldehyde (Scheme 1b). A single Weinreb amide substrate was also shown to work as part of a
study by Jeganmohan and co-workers on the ortho-directed C-H benzoyloxylation of various amides.
The reaction system closely resembled that reported above by Ackermann, except for the use of
(NH4)S2O8 as the terminal oxidant, higher temperatures and use of 1,2-dichloroethane as solvent [37].

Subsequently, Das and Kapur produced a report demonstrating the Ru-catalyzed olefination
of various amides, including Weinreb amide-decorated arenes [38]. The protocol closely resembles
the Pd-catalyzed oxidative Heck reaction [39] (also known as the Fujiwara-Moritani reaction) and
other related Ru-catalyzed C-H alkenylations [34]. However, for the majority of their entries
(selected examples are shown in Scheme 2a), the authors observed cleavage of the Weinreb amide
N-O bond; N-methyl amides were obtained as the main products. It is instructive to consider
the proposed mechanism, an adapted version of which is shown in Scheme 2b. Presumably, the
N-O bond serves as an oxidant with Cu(OAc)2·H2O as the carboxylate source to facilitate repeated
C-H functionalization [40] The use of similar “internal oxidant” strategies in C-H functionalization,
including using N-methoxy amides, has been recently reviewed by Cui and co-workers [41]. Exceptions
wherein the N-O bond was preserved presumably resulted from Cu(II) (or Cu(III) species arising
via disproportionation) outcompeting N-O as an internal oxidant. The importance of such examples
is under-appreciated, in our view. That an exogenous oxidant may divert reactivity away from
damaging a group under otherwise identical conditions is a key aspect of modulating functional
group tolerance; a factor that will govern the extent to which C-H activation–and other catalytic
methods–gain acceptance as generalizable routes to construct molecular complexity.

Das and Kapur reported that five-membered cyclic amides of the type 7 (n = 0) typically
underwent N-O bond cleavage, affording ring-opened products. To prevent this, and thereby retain
the Weinreb amide functionality, they subsequently sought to show that N-O bond cleavage could
be prevented through judicious substrate design [42]. Increasing the Weinreb amide size to six- and
seven-membered rings (7, n = 1 or 2, respectively) rendered the N-O bond cleavage energetically
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unfavorable. Under otherwise unchanged conditions, the oxidative C-H olefination afforded products
8 (Scheme 3), restoring Cu(II) to its role as the terminal oxidant. Further manipulation of the cyclic
Weinreb amide moieties in 8, for example in their conversion to the corresponding aldehyde or ketones,
was demonstrated to proceed in high yield.

(a) (b) 

Scheme 2. Ru(II)-catalyzed oxidative C-H ortho-alkenylation of Weinreb amides; selected products and
proposed mechanism.

p

Selected examples:

p
p

6-membered ruthenacycle
(accessible)

7-membered ruthenacycle
(disfavored)

8-membered ruthenacycle
(disfavored)

Proposed intermediates:

 
Scheme 3. Ru-catalyzed C-H olefination using directed by cyclic Weinreb amides without N-O bond
cleavage. Putative intermediates 9a–c are suggested to arise from the insertion of Ru into the substrate
N-O bond.
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An explanation for the greater relative stability of the 6- and 7-membered cyclic Weinreb amide
groups in this protocol was proposed: In the course of the reaction, oxidative addition of the Ru center
to the N-O bond would furnish intermediates of type 9. Of these, only the formation of 9a would be
favorable; the 7- and 8-membered ruthenacycles (9b and 9c, respectively) are presumably too high in
energy to be accessed.

3. Co-catalyzed Reactions

The expense and eventual scarcity of second- (4d) and third-row (5d) transition metals has, in
recent years, motivated a shift towards exploring the potential of their more abundant first-row (3d)
cousins for catalytic C-H functionalization [43]. Cobalt stands out in this context as a comparatively
cheap, abundant option that comes with a proven track record in broad areas of homogenous catalysis,
including several industrially important reactions [44–46].

In 2013, Yoshino and Matsunaga disclosed the first C-H ortho-directed functionalization catalyzed
by Cp*Co(III) species [47,48]. In a subsequent study on the Co-catalyzed C-H allylation of aryl
purines and benzamides using allylic alcohol, they demonstrated the new reaction also on Weinreb
amide 3a [49]. Here, the bench-stable complex Cp*Co(CO)I2, which was previously shown by
Matsunaga and Kanai to be highly efficient for indole C2-H amidation [50], served as the pre-catalyst
(Scheme 4). Hexafluoroisopropanol (HFIP) [51,52] was needed for the C-H allylation, as were acetate
salts. The authors interpreted the latter as an indication that the C-H activation proceeded via a
Concerted-Metalation-Deprotonation (CMD) mechanism [53], as has been elucidated in more detail for
second row transition metals [8,40,54]. The moderate yield of product 9a in this reaction was attributed
to the weaker coordinating ability of the Weinreb amide group compared to its simpler benzamide
relatives or, indeed, to that of the purine Nsp

2 centers.

 
Scheme 4. An initial example of the Weinreb amide-directed Co(III)-catalyzed ortho-C-H allylation.

In a later study, the group published a considerably expanded range of Co-catalyzed C-H
functionalizations using aromatic Weinreb amides (Scheme 5) [55]. These included C-H allylation
using allylic carbonates (Scheme 5A), C-H alkenylation under oxidative conditions (Scheme 5B),
C-H iodination using N-iodosuccinimide (Scheme 5C) [56] and C-H amidation using dioxazolones
(Scheme 5D). These systems relied on similar combinations of [Cp*Co(CO)I2] pre-catalyst, a cationic
silver additive (AgNTf2 or AgSbF6) and AgOAc. Unlike in the Ru-catalyzed case (see Scheme 2),
the N-O bond of the Weinreb amide moiety was preserved. Competition and kinetic isotope exchange
experiments showed that the C-H activation event in the case of the allylation reaction was both
rate-limiting and all but irreversible, supplying further evidence for the CMD pathway Yoshino and
Matsunaga proposed in their earlier study [49]. Their proposed mechanism for the Co(III)-catalyzed
C-H allylation is shown in Figure 3. In related recent work, Whiteoak and Hamilton have elucidated
the mechanistic details governing the oxidative Co-catalyzed C-H alkenylation of amides, and
specifically whether and why alkyl or alkenyl products are obtained depending on the choice of
alkene substrate [57].
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Scheme 5. Selected examples of C-H transformations enabled by a Co(III)-catalyzed system.
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Figure 3. A mechanism proposed by Yoshino and Matsunaga for the Co(III)-catalyzed C-H allylation
of Weinreb amides.

The relevance to wider synthetic contexts of the transformations reported by Yoshino and
Matsunaga was demonstrated through the conversion of the Weinreb amide group in their various
products to the corresponding ketones, aldehydes and alkenes. This thus delivers several motifs whose
preparation might otherwise be longer and more demanding.

4. Pd-catalyzed Reactions

Palladium is perhaps the most firmly established metal for coupling chemistry [58–62], and
this has translated to its high level of popularity for C-H functionalization reactions [16,63–66].
Many Pd-based catalysts are well-defined [67,68], permitting systematic tuning of their properties,
and are understood, most usually, to work via Pd(0)/Pd(II) or Pd(II)/Pd(IV) manifolds [62,64,66].
Despite the prevalence of many ortho-directing groups, including several closely related amides [30],
there have been relatively few examples of Pd-catalyzed reactions using Weinreb amides.

In 2015, Wang and co-workers reported the first Weinreb amide-directed C-H functionalization
catalyzed by Pd. The reaction took place between either aryl Weinreb amides 3 (Scheme 6a) or benzyl
amides 13 and iodoarenes using Pd(OAc)2 as the pre-catalyst in DCE solvent [69]. Both Weinreb
types showed high tolerance towards electron-donating and electron-withdrawing substituents,
as well as halogens (e.g., the bromide in 15d). However, benzyl amides showed considerably worse
mono-selectivity, except if meta substituents were present (e.g., 15c and 15d) presumably to impart
steric hindrance.

 
Scheme 6. Pd-catalyzed C-H arylation of (a) aryl and (b) benzyl amides. Yields in parentheses refer to
the amount of di-arylated products detected.
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Figure 4 shows one of the proposed mechanisms, adapted for the specific case of substrate 3a.
A kinetic isotope effect (KIE) of 1.1 suggested that the C-H activation step itself (forming 16 from 3)
was not rate-determining. Oxidative addition of the aryl iodide to 16 was postulated to form 17 from
which the product 14a is formed via reductive elimination. The authors reported that AgOTf, as well
as acting as an oxidant, was crucial for the reaction and hypothesized that in situ generated Pd(OTf)2

is a key aspect of the catalytic cycle. (We note that the various roles Ag plays in Pd-catalyzed reactions
have recently been reviewed by Pérez-Temprano and co-workers [70].)

Figure 4. Mechanism proposed by Wang and co-workers for the C-H ortho-arylation of Weinreb amides
proceeding via Pd(IV) intermediates.

To the best of our knowledge, the only other example of a Pd-catalyzed Weinreb amide-directed
C-H arylation comes from a single entry in a study by Bhanage and workers on the use of anilines as
arylating reagents for N-methoxybenzamides (Scheme 7) [71]. Conditions were largely analogous to
those described for Wang’s reaction above, with the principal exception that aniline underwent in situ
oxidation using tBuONO to generate the electrophilic coupling partner. However, the yield for the
Weinreb amide specifically was low, indicating that although this approach holds some promise, it is
harder to optimize for the Weinreb amide compared to the using more conventional coupling partners.

Scheme 7. Bhanage’s C-H arylation using aniline as the electrophile source.

Also in 2015, Yu and co-workers described conditions for the efficient alkenylation and
acetoxylation of Weinreb amides (Scheme 8) [72], overcoming the additional entropic penalty imposed
by the extra methylene unit present in the directing group (and thus the challenge of forming
seven-membered palladacyclic intermediates). In keeping with related protocols reported by Yu and
co-workers, the presence of Ac-Gly-OH was found to be crucial to facilitate the C-H functionalization
step [73].

Yu and co-workers found the olefination reaction to have moderate to excellent yields, exclusively
mono C-H olefination with ortho and meta-substituted benzyl Weinreb amides, but reduced selectivity
if the substituents were positioned para with respect to the directing group (Scheme 8).
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Scheme 8. Yu and co-workers’ protocol for the oxidative ortho C-H acetoxylation of benzylic Weinreb
amides. Yields in parentheses refer to the amount of di-olefinated products detected.

The acetoxylation of benzyl amides (Scheme 9) used PhI(OAc)2 as the oxidant in the presence
of either Ac2O or tert-butyl peroxyacetate (MeC(O)OOtBu). Yields and tolerance towards various
substituents were good (examples 19a–c). Furthermore, it was possible to expand the scope by an extra
methylene unit (i.e., the reaction can proceed with good efficiency via an 8-membered palladacycle) to
give product 19d.

 
Scheme 9. Yu and co-workers’ protocol for the oxidative ortho C-H acetoxylation of benzylic Weinreb
amides. Yields in parentheses refer to the amount of di-acetoxylated products detected.

The introduction of halogens to organic substrates is an inherently valuable pursuit in
methodology development, owing the great versatility of C-halogen bonds in synthesis [74]. In 2017,
the group of Kapur disclosed the Pd-catalyzed C-H halogenation (iodination, bromination and
chlorination) of Weinreb amides (Scheme 10) [75]. The reaction relied on a combination of Pd(OAc)2

and Cu(OTf)2 with N-halo-succinimide (NXS; X = I, Br or Cl) as the halogen source. The reaction
worked well with a variety of substituents, except for nitro groups, which switch off the reaction from
either of the ortho or para position.
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Scheme 10. Kapur and co-workers’ reaction for the ortho C-H halogenation of aromatic Weinreb amides.

Mechanistic studies suggested that the C-H activation step was irreversible, but not rate-limiting.
The catalytic cycle (Figure 5) was proposed to proceed via a route closely related to that of the
corresponding arylation reaction (Figure 4, above): carbonyl directed cyclometallation to give
22 precedes oxidative addition into NXS, the latter of which produces Pd(IV) species 23 (a bimetallic
Pd(III) species [76–79]—not shown—is also possible). Thereafter, reductive elimination releases the
desired product.

 
Figure 5. An adapted version of the mechanism proposed by Kapur and co-workers for the
Pd-catalyzed ortho C-H halogenation of aromatic Weinreb amides. X = Cl−, Br− or I−.

2018 saw Yu and co-workers extend the utility of the Weinreb amide directing group further [80].
This time, the Yu group used it as the basis for directing Pd-catalyzed Csp

3-H arylation of alkyl groups
(Scheme 11). The discovery of general and efficient methods that allow selective substitution of
C(sp3)-H at transition metal centers is a long-standing challenge. For Pd, progress has been notably
rapid in in the past few years [63,81–83], and its various aspects have been reviewed recently [65,84,85].
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Scheme 11. Selected scope from Yu and co-workers’ Pd-catalyzed C(sp3)-H arylation protocol enabled
by Weinreb amide directing groups.

Yu and co-workers found that the inclusion of 3-pyridinesulfonic acid was crucial to the
reaction, both Weinreb and other amides. Computational studies at the DFT level revealed that
3-pyridinesulfonic acid stabilizes cationic Pd intermediates during the reaction and that it promotes
the dissociation of acetate ligands, which is required for the C(sp3)-H bond cleavage to occur [80].

5. Rh-catalyzed Reactions

The first two decades of this century have seen an explosion of interest in the use of Rh(III)
catalysts for selective C-H functionalization. Substantial progress has been made in both scope [86,87]
and attendant mechanistic understanding [7,88–90]. As part of their efforts to answer key questions
relating to the regioselectivity of Rh(III)-catalyzed transformations, Rovis and co-workers reported
in 2013 an intramolecular alkene hydroarylation directed by Weinreb amide 26 in excellent yield
(Scheme 12) [91].

t

Scheme 12. A Rh(III)-catalyzed, Weinreb amide-directed alkene hydroarylation.

Wang and co-workers reported a closely-related but more elaborate system, involving Cu(OAc)2

as a catalytic oxidant regenerated under air to retain olefin functionality at the end of a cycle coupling
aromatic Weinreb amides with alkenes (Scheme 13) [92]. An ample scope demonstrated the reaction’s
tolerance towards various functional groups, including halogens, various ortho-substituents and a
range of electron-donating and electron-withdrawing groups. Competition experiments revealed that
electron-rich arenes reacted faster than their electron-poor counterparts.
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Scheme 13. Selected examples from Wang and co-workers’ oxidative Rh-catalyzed C-H alkenylation
directed by Weinreb amides. a [Cp*RhCl2]2 (2.5 mol%) and AgSbF6 (10 mol%) loadings were used.
b A reaction temperature of 130 ◦C was used.

The mechanism proposed by Wang and co-workers (Figure 6) involved coordination of the
Rh(III) center to the carbonyl moiety of the Weinreb amide, insertion of the alkene to the rhodacyclic
intermediate (27), β-hydride elimination and regeneration of the active catalyst by Cu(OAc)2.

Figure 6. An adapted version of the mechanism proposed by Wang and co-workers for the oxidative
C-H alkenylation of aromatic Weinreb amides catalyzed by Rh(III).
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Whilst, strictly speaking, it represents a slight departure from the current focus on the Weinreb
amide group, it is noteworthy that a very closely related class of substrates, has been used extensively
wherein their C(O)NH-OMe bond as an “internal oxidant” for transition metal centers. Thus,
C-H functionalization reactions may be performed without exogenous oxidants. This strategy has
worked with a number of transition metals, Rh(I/III) catalytic cycles have dominated in this area [41].

In 2018, Qin and co-workers disclosed a near identical set of conditions to those used by Wang
above, but using ethenesulfonyl fluoride (ESF) as the alkene coupling partner and 1,4-dioxane as
the solvent [93]. However, the Qin group further observed that increasing the loading of AgSbF6 to
1 equivalent favored the formation of cyclic lactones. Residual water introduced from the hygroscopic
AgSbF6 was proposed to promote the in situ hydrolysis of the Weinreb amide group to account for the
lactone formation, though mechanistic work proved inconclusive. In switching away from Weinreb
amides to N-methoxybenazmides (ArC(O)NH-OMe), Qin and co-workers were able to cause a similar
oxidative cyclization involving insertion of the ESF double bond into the amide N-H unit.

Recent years have witnessed the rediscovery and subsequent explosion of interest in
functionalizations enabled by photoredox catalysis. The photoexcitation of transition metal complexes
serves as a greener and more economically viable method of generating radical intermediates able
to initiate a wide range of valuable reactions [94–98]. One application of this is the replacement of
terminal oxidants with lighter loadings of a photocatalyst whose oxidative power is obtained via
photoexcitation. Rueping and co-workers applied this strategy to demonstrate that the oxidative
alkenylation of aromatic amides, including Weinreb amides, is viable using a manifold analogous
to that described by Wang’s group (see above), but driven by a visible light-regenerated Ru-based
photocatalyst, [Ru(bpy)3][PF6]2 (Scheme 14) [99,100]. The protocol is notable not just for its efficiency
and high functional group tolerance, but also for the fact that it could be extended to other amides as
well as a variety of olefin substrates (various groups R2).

Scheme 14. Rh-catalyzed olefination of aromatic Weinreb amides enabled by Ru photocatalysis.

The catalytic cycle proposed by Rueping and co-workers closely resembles to that of Wang:
ortho-rhodation of 3 to give 29 coordination and insertion of the olefin (complex 30 to 31) and β-hydride
elimination to form the hydride intermediate 32 and the product (Figure 7). Reductive loss of the
hydride and re-oxidation to Rh(III), however, is mediated by the photo-excited [Ru(bpy)3]2+· species,
of which only a 1 mol% loading is required.

208



Molecules 2019, 24, 830

 
Figure 7. Mechanism proposed by Rueping and co-workers for the oxidative C-H olefination of
aromatic Weinreb amides catalyzed by Rh(III) in the presence of a Ru photocatalyst.

6. Ir-catalyzed Reactions

Boronates rank amongst the most versatile of groups; they may be converted to an extraordinarily
broad range of functionality through a many different mechanisms [101–103]. Moreover, recent
years have seen boronate-based methodology emerge as the basis of automated synthesis, which
holds enormous potential to streamline the synthesis of many complex (hetero)aromatic and
olefinic molecules [104–107]. Such advantages render especially important methods that allow the
regioselective introduction of boronates to organic substrates. Amongst these, Ir-catalyzed C-H
borylation ranks as one of the mildest and most enabling, as it is amenable to regiocontrol through
sterics [108,109], directing groups (both to the ortho [110–115] and para [116] positions) and/or the
inherent electronic properties [117–119] of a substrate.

Krska, Maleczka and Smith have demonstrated [120] that Weinreb amides rank amongst groups
that competently direct Ir catalysts towards ortho-C-H borylation (Scheme 15). Although only a single
entry using a Weinreb amide was reported in their Communication, the success of the reaction (a high
yield and regioselectivity) was representative, suggesting that other advantages of the method, such
as the high functional group tolerance, could easily be paired with the Weinreb amide functionality.
Conditions for this transformation deviated little from those commonly used for Ir-catalyzed C-H
borylation more generally: [Ir(μ-OMe)(COD)]2 as the pre-catalyst with dtbtpy as a ligand and B2(pin)2

as the boron source. The corresponding mono-borylated product, 33 was reported to form in 84% yield.

 
Scheme 15. Ir-catalyzed ortho-C-H borylation of an arene using the Weinreb amide as a directing group.

Enantioselective C-H functionalization marries the benefits of directly substituting a C-H bond
with with establishing a new stereocenter in the product. This pursuit continues to inspire a
growing body of research [121]. In 2015, Yamamoto and Shirai described an Ir-catalyzed protocol
for the asymmetric intermolecular hydroarylation of arenes directed by oxygen based directing
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groups [122]. Although the scope included only a single example exploiting a Weinreb amide directing
group (the transformation of 34 to 35), this entry was representative both in terms of yield and
selectivity (Scheme 16). Enantioselectivity was induced using the bidentate bis(phosphoramidite)
ligand (R,R)-S-Me-BIPAM ligand (36) and the N-O bond was preserved in the product.

 
Scheme 16. Ir-catalyzed enantioselective C-H hydroarylation of an olefin, directed by a Weinreb amide.

Most recently, the group of Martín-Matute has developed an Ir(III)-catalyzed C-H ortho-iodination
of various amides [123]. The scope includes a strong focus on Weinreb amides. Their reaction used
[Cp*Ir(H2O)3][SO4] as the catalyst precursor, and N-iodo-succinimide (NIS) as the halogenating reagent
in the presence of trifluoroacetic acid. Selected examples are shown below (Scheme 17). It is notable
that Weinreb amides returned only the mono-iodinated products 11; a result only tertiary amides gave
(primary and secondary amides gave at least small amounts of di-iodination). Whilst the substrate
scope included a broad range of functional groups, substituents positioned ortho to the directing group
at the outset restricted reactivity, presumably by imposing prohibitive amounts of steric hindrance.

 
Scheme 17. Ir-catalyzed C-H iodination of Weinreb amides developed by the Martín-Matute group. a

Ratio of isomers is indicated in parenthesis; the major isomer is shown.

The authors also performed a robustness screen [124,125] to identify the reaction’s tolerance
towards various functional groups. To this end, various small molecules with different functional
groups were added to the reaction mixture to see how the reaction would be affected. Tolerance towards
several common functional groups, including ketones amides, carboxylic acids and alkyl halides
proved excellent. Aldehydes and alkenes returned less satisfactory results, however. Mechanistically,
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the reaction was proposed to follow a pathway closely related to that of Martín-Matute and co-workers’
recently published Ir-catalyzed C-H ortho-iodination of aryl carboxylic acids [126]. The acid additive is
understood to play a dual role: 1) activation of NIS via protonation of its carbonyl group and 2) by
encouraging the dissociation of the iodinated product from the Ir center. Indeed, Martín-Matute and
co-workers found in their optimization study on amides that lowering the amount of acid additive
favored the formation of di-iodinated products for non-tertiary amides.

7. Conclusions

The Weinreb amide is a privileged functional group in organic synthesis that enables otherwise
impossible transformations. Recent developments have seen C-H functionalization methodology
greatly expand the range of chemical contexts in which its advantages may be exploited. Challenges
remain, however. Presently, Weinreb amides are rarely explored as a substrate class in their own right;
they are most often presented as specialized examples in studies describing a more general scope,
typically amidst other amides. Thus, it is usual that only the simplest examples of Weinreb amides are
demonstrated to work under newly developed reaction conditions. This is at least a little unfair since,
as some of the examples described above demonstrate, Weinreb amides may return different results to
other amides, for example by virtue of the reactivity of their N-O bond. Weinreb amides might, in this
sense, be considered hitherto as “sleeper” substrates.

Despite this, it is evident that Weinreb amides can direct a wide range of C-H functionalization
reactions catalyzed by transition metals. C-H functionalization, and catalytic methodology in general,
is undergoing a shift of emphasis towards the use of less “endangered” [127,128], especially first-row
transition elements for catalysis [43]. However, their use with Weinreb amides is rare. For example,
to the best of our knowledge, no Weinreb amide-directed C-H functionalization reactions catalyzed by
Mn, Fe or Ni have yet been reported.

Finally, it is unfortunate that the preponderance of conditions used for Weinreb amide directed
C-H functionalization involve toxic halogenated solvents. Increasing legislative pressure is being
brought to bear on this problem, with a particular focus against 1,2-dichloroethane (DCE) [129], which
features in many of the reactions discussed above. We look forward to the use of Weinreb amides
under greener conditions [130–132].
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Abstract: Bridged lactams represent the most effective and wide-ranging method of constraining
the amide bond in a non-planar conformation. A previous comprehensive review on this topic was
published in 2013 (Chem. Rev. 2013, 113, 5701–5765). In the present review, which is published as a
part of the Special Issue on Amide Bond Activation, we present an overview of the recent developments
in the field of bridged lactams that have taken place in the last five years and present a critical
assessment of the current status of bridged lactams in synthetic and physical organic chemistry. This
review covers the period from 2014 until the end of 2018 and is intended as an update to Chem. Rev.
2013, 113, 5701–5765. In addition to bridged lactams, the review covers recent advances in the
chemistry of bridged sultams, bridged enamines and related non-planar structures.
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1. Introduction

The amide bond is arguably the most important linkage in chemistry and biology [1]. Typical
amide bonds are planar as a result of amidic resonance (nN → π*C=O conjugation, 15–20 kcal/mol)
(Figure 1A) [2].

 
Figure 1. (A) Amide Bond Resonance. (B) Types of Distorted Amide Bonds.

The redesign of the amide bond geometry through structural and electronic changes of
substituents comprising the amide bond has had a profound impact on the physico-chemical properties
of amides [3–6]. The alteration of the amide bond geometry generally leads to a reversal of traditional
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properties of amides, such as lower barrier to cis-trans rotation, increased length of the N-C(O)
bond, favored protonation at the nitrogen atom, and increased reactivity in nucleophilic addition
and hydrolysis [3–6]. The geometric and structural changes of the amide bond are an established
technique to affect properties of amide bonds in biology and medicinal chemistry [7–10], while recent
advances in selective metal insertion into the amide bond driven by its distortion represent a thriving
and general concept in organic synthesis [11,12]. In general, amide bond distortion can be achieved
by four methods (Figure 1B): (1) steric restriction, (2) steric repulsion, (3) conformation effects, and
(4) electronic effects. Out of these methods, the most effective one by far is steric restriction. Typically,
steric restriction involves constraining the amide bond in a rigid bicyclic ring system with a nitrogen
atom positioned at a bridgehead position. This allows one to constrain the typical planar amide bond
in a non-planar conformation with the magnitude of distortion principally controlled by the type of
ring system (Figure 2). To date, bridged lactams represent the only method that has allowed for a
substantial distortion, exceeding 60% of the maximum theoretical value of the amide bond [3–6,11,12].

 
Figure 2. (A) Winkler-Dunitz Distortion. (B) Activation of the Amide Bond by N-/O-Protonation.
(C) Types of Bridged Lactams.

Amide bond distortion is measured by Winkler-Dunitz parameters: τ (twist angle), χN

(pyramidalization at N) and χC (pyramidalization at C) [13] as well as by changes in N–C(O)
and C=O bond lengths (Figure 2A). Amide bond distortion leads to a change of thermodynamic
N-/O-protonation aptitude, which is a key effect that controls the reactivity of non-planar amide bonds
(Figure 2B) [11]. The properties of amide bonds in bridged lactams are further amplified by a type of
bridged lactam scaffold (Figure 2C). In general, bridged lactams are classified into amides in which
the N–C(O) bond is placed on a one-carbon bridge or on a larger bridge, with the former enjoying
additional stabilization through transannular scaffolding effects.
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In this review, published as a part of the Special Issue on Amide Bond Activation, we present an
overview of the recent developments in the field of bridged lactams and present a critical assessment
of the current status of bridged lactams. This review covers the period from 2014 until the end of 2018
and is intended as an update to the previous comprehensive review on topic, Chem. Rev. 2013, 113,
5701–5765 [3]. In addition to bridged lactams, the review covers recent advances in the chemistry of
bridged sultams, bridged enamines and related non-planar structures. For additional coverage, the
reader is referred to previous reviews on bridged lactams [4–6]. It is our hope that the review will
serve as a useful reference for chemists involved in various aspects of activating the amide bond and
stimulate further research in this area.

2. Synthesis, Properties and Reactivity of Bridged Lactams

Recent advances in the field of bridged lactams include: (1) identification of the additive
Winkler-Dunitz parameter, (2) synthesis of extremely twisted non-stabilized amides, (3) synthesis of
novel bridged lactams, and (4) new examples of reactivity of non-planar amides.

In 2015, we have identified the additive Winkler-Dunitz distortion parameter (Στ + χN),
sum of twist and pyramidalization at nitrogen angles, as a more accurate prediction of the
structural and energetic properties of non-planar amides than either twist or pyramidalization alone
(Figures 3 and 4) [14,15]. A computational study to determine the effect of amide distortion on
N-/O-protonation using a set of lactams comprehensively covering the entire distortion range
(Figure 3) revealed a linear correlation between the composite Winkler-Dunitz parameter (Στ + χN)
and N-/O-protonation aptitude (Figure 4) [14]. Our subsequent study demonstrated that the additive
Winkler-Dunitz parameter (Στ + χN) gives linear correlations vs. structural and other energetic
parameters (resonance energies, atomic charges, frontier molecular orbitals, infrared frequencies) [15].

 
Figure 3. Additive Winkler-Dunitz Distortion Parameter: Sum of Twist Angle and Nitrogen
Pyramidalization (Στ + χN).
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Figure 4. Plot of ΔPA (PA = Experimental Protonation Affinity) to the Sum of Twist and
Pyramidalization at Nitrogen Angles (Additive Winkler-Dunitz Parameter: Στ + χN). Note that
(Στ + χN) gives linear correlations vs. structural and other energetic parameters. See [15]. Also note
comprehensive studies [16–18].

Since (1) amide bond distortion typically hinges upon both twist and pyramidalization, and
(2) the additive Winkler-Dunitz parameter gives a more accurate prediction of geometric changes of
the amide bond, this parameter should be routinely reported to describe structural variations of all
non-planar amide bonds. Recently, we have utilized the additive Winkler-Dunitz parameter (Στ + χN)
to determine the origin of high twist and N-/O-protonation aptitude of Tröger’s base twisted amides
(Figure 5) [19]. Perhaps surprisingly, we found that although Tröger’s base twisted bis-amides are
among the most twisted amides synthesized and structurally-characterized to date (vide infra), these
amides are less effective in probing N-protonation than less twisted in this series 1-azabicyclo [3.3.1]
nonan-2-one derivatives.

 
Figure 5. Additive Winkler-Dunitz Distortion Parameter in Tröger’s Base Twisted Amides.

In 2016, the extremely twisted 7-hypoquinuclidonium tetrafluoroborate was reported by Stoltz and
co-workers (Figure 6) [20]. The group has impressively exploited the intramolecular Aubé-Schmidt
reaction to access the [2.2.1] bridged scaffold. This unconventional amide bond forming strategy
represents a general approach to this and another extremely twisted amide, 2-quinuclidonium
tetrafluoroborate (see Figure 6, box) [21], in the absence of nucleophiles that would likely decompose
both compounds. It should be noted that the target twisted amide was isolated as a HBF4 salt or BF3
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complex. The latter compound was fully characterized by X-ray crystallography, revealing one of the
most twisted amide bonds isolated to date (τ = 90.0◦, χN = 69.8◦; N–C(O) = 1.526 Å, C=O = 1.186 Å).

 
Figure 6. Synthesis of 7-Hypoquinuclidonium Tetrafluoroborate.

It is now well-established that N-coordination of the amide bond increases twist and
pyramidalization (vide infra). Thus, with the exception of a structurally-unique 1-adamantan-2-one
derivatives (see below), there are no examples of unconstrained structurally-characterized amides
with a combined Winkler-Dunitz parameter (Στ + χN) exceeding 100◦ in the neutral form.

In 2016, the synthesis of another extremely twisted amide was reported by Komarov, Kirby et al.
(Figure 7) [22]. These researchers achieved the synthesis of the parent 1-aza-2-adamantanone via
a route consisting of thermal amidation of the N-Boc protected amino acid. Previous calculations
showed a significant stabilizing effect of the methyl groups in the trimethyl twisted amide derivative
(see Figure 7, box) [23]. The parent 1-aza-2-adamantanone was fully characterized after protonation as
HBF4 salt (τ = 88.1◦, χN = 58.0◦; N-C = 1.508 Å, C=O = 1.186 Å). Furthermore, the authors obtained
the X-ray structure of the α-monomethylated 1-aza-2-adamantanone in a neutral form (τ = 90.0◦,
χN = 61.8◦; N-C = 1.448 Å, C=O = 1.201 Å). Similar to the [2.2.1] amide synthesized by the Stoltz group
(cf. [2.2.2] amide), the parent 1-aza-2-adamantanone was found to be more reactive in reactions with
nucleophiles than the previous “most twisted amide” 3,5,7-trimethyl-1-azaadamantan-2-one [24].

 
Figure 7. Synthesis of Parent 1-Azaadamantan-2-one.

In 2017, Greenberg and co-workers reported an interesting study of a silicon-containing twisted
amide in a [3.3.3] scaffold (Figure 8) [25]. Heteroatom-containing derivatives of bridged lactams
have received considerable attention as a means of facilitating the synthesis and tuning properties
of the twisted amide bond. Through computations, the authors demonstrated that the nitrogen
atom in 1-methyl-4-silatranone would be more similar to a lactam rather than a silatrane with a
long intramolecular N-Si bond (N-Si = 2.902 Å vs. 1-methylsilatrane, N-Si = 2.466 Å). Although
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the attempted synthesis via condensation of (HOCH2CH2)2N(COCH2OH) with various silanes was
unsuccessful, the study lays a foundation for the synthesis of silicon-containing twisted amides.

 
Figure 8. Computational Study of 1-Methyl-4-Silatranone.

In 2016, we reported the first examples of structurally-characterized N-alkylated bridged lactams
(Figure 9) [26]. N-Alkylation significantly increased amide bond distortion (τ = 44.0◦, χN = 58.3◦;
N-C = 1.554 Å, C=O = 1.192 Å). Furthermore, we demonstrated that N-coordination activated the
twisted amide bond towards σ N–C bond activation by Pd-catalyzed hydrogenation.

 
Figure 9. N-Alkylation of Bridged Lactams as a Trigger for σ N-C Bond Activation.

Transition-metal-free σ N-C bond activation in bridged lactams was reported by our group in
2017 (Figure 10) [27]. Facile assembly of the twisted amide scaffold by intramolecular Heck reaction,
followed by N-alkylation and selective σ bond cleavage established a “sew-and-cut” approach to
complex isoquinoline-2-ones by a formal di-functionalization of the N-C amide bond. The reactivity
was correlated with amide bond twist in that less distorted amides were found unreactive. Given
the utility of mild difunctionalization methods in organic synthesis, twisted lactams are attractive
intermediates for the synthesis of nitrogen-containing heterocycles by this approach.

 
Figure 10. Sew-And-Cut of Bridged Lactams by a Transition-Metal-Free σ N–C Bond Activation.
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In 2018, Marsden, Nelson and co-workers reported the synthesis of a set of bridged lactams with
[3.3.1] and [4.3.1] scaffolds as part of their research on fragment-based drug discovery (Figure 11) [28].
This approach nicely utilizes the presence of an additional heteroatom in the twisted amide structure to
facilitate the synthesis of starting materials. The cyclization was carried out according to the established
lactamization protocol mediated by Bu2SnO [29]. Due to the unique shape diversity, bridged lactams
hold a significant potential as unexplored scaffolds in drug discovery.

 
Figure 11. Fragment-Based Drug Discovery using Bridged Lactams.

In 2017, Stoltz and co-workers reported the synthesis of a bridged hydantoin by asymmetric
α-allylation, Ru-catalyzed olefin isomerization, oxidative cleavage, Curtius rearrangement and
N-cyclization onto the isocyanate (Figure 12) [30]. The cyclization is performed by the same mechanism
as reported previously by Brouillette [31]; however, the method avoids the use of toxic lead acetate.
The bridged hydantoin was fully characterized by X-ray crystallography (τ = 36.4◦, χN = 50.2◦;
N-C(O) = 1.404 Å; C=O = 1.210 Å). This research illustrates one of the few methods for the synthesis of
an enantioenriched twisted amide bond.

 
Figure 12. Synthesis of a Bridged Hydantoin. VTMS = Vinyloxytrimethylsilane. DPPA = diphenyl
phosphoryl azide. SIMes = 1,3-Bis(2,4,6-trimethylphenyl)-2-imidazolidinylidene.

Bridged hydantoins of this type were originally proposed by Smissman as potential
anticonvulsants (Figure 12, box) [32]. Our group has recently reported the structural characterization
of related acyclic twisted N-acyl-hydantoins (Figure 12, box) [33].
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In 2017, Gouverneur, Cvengros and co-workers reported the synthesis of ethano Tröger’s base
twisted bis-amides (Figure 13) [34]. Their approach involves one-step oxidation of the ethano-Tröger’s
base precursors under the conditions reported earlier by Wärnmark (Figure 13, box) [35]. The ethano
Tröger’s base twisted bis-amide is significantly twisted (τ = 29.8◦, χN = 45.5◦; N–C(O) = 1.401 Å,
C=O = 1.215 Å). The advantage of this method is rapid access to a twisted amide bond; however,
our study suggests that the presence of the fused aromatic ring is detrimental to the N-protonation
reactivity in this class of twisted amides [19].

 
Figure 13. Synthesis of Ethano Tröger’s Base Twisted Amides. BTEAC =
Benzyltriethylammonium Chloride.

Satyanarayana and Helmchen reported asymmetric synthesis of bridged lactams in [3.3.1] and
[4.3.1] scaffolds using Ir-catalyzed allylic amination as an enantioselectivity determining key step
(Figure 14) [36]. With allylic amines in hand, the synthesis was completed by well-established
amidation/Heck cyclization sequence. The structure of one of the lactams in the [3.3.1] series was
confirmed by X-ray crystallography (τ = 30.8◦, χN = 52.7◦; N–C(O) = 1.393 Å, C=O = 1.218 Å).

 
Figure 14. Enantioselective Synthesis of Bridged Lactams by Allylic Amination.

An inventive strategy for the synthesis of bridged lactams in the [5.3.1] and larger scaffolds was
reported by Liu and co-workers (Figure 15) [37]. The authors developed a new process for radical aryl
migration with chirality transfer to form macrocyclic ketones. As an application of this method, they
subjected several azido-ketones to the transannular Aubé-Schmidt rearrangement, resulting in the
formation of bridged lactams in 40–63% yields. Nevertheless, bridged lactams with the overall sum of
carbon atoms forming the bridged structure of ten or more, are similar in properties to planar amides.
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Figure 15. Enantioselective Synthesis of Bridged Lactams by Radical Aryl Migration.

3. Bridged Sultams

Bridged sultams (bridged sulfonamides) have attracted significant attention due to a wide range
of biological activities of the sulfonamide bond [38]. In contrast to bridged lactams, constraining
a sulfonamide bond in rigid bicyclic ring systems is easily possible due to the lack of Nlp to SO2

conjugation (Nlp = nitrogen lone pair) [39]. Such bridged sultams are not hyper-reactive to hydrolysis
and besides applications in medicinal chemistry have been used as template in stereoselective synthesis
enabled by rapid scission of the N-SO2 bond [3].

In 2017, Evans and co-workers in the continuation of their studies on bridged sultams reported
an improved method for the synthesis of saturated sultams via intramolecular reductive Heck
reaction (Figure 16) [40]. The use of a single Pd catalyst and a broad substrate scope are noteworthy
features of this method. One of the saturated sultams in a [3.2.1] scaffold was characterized by
X-ray crystallography (θ = 328.7; N-S = 1.643). The same group reported a bromonium-triggered
1,2-Wagner-Meerwein rearrangement of benzofused bridged sultams (not shown) [41].

 
Figure 16. Synthesis of Saturated Bridged Sultams via Intramolecular Heck Reaction/Reduction.
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In 2017, Das and co-workers nicely exploited intramolecular SNAr-type cyclization to form
bridged benzothiaoxazepine-1,1-dioxides in a [4.3.1] scaffold (Figure 17) [42]. An advantage of
this method is a rapid, telescoped, three-step synthesis of bridged sultams from the corresponding
N-aryl-2-fluorobenzenesulfonamides and trans-2,3-epoxy cinnamyl tosylates. One of the sultams was
fully characterized by X-ray crystallography (θ = 342.0; N-S = 1.668). The authors have also developed
an enantioselective variant by using a chiral trans-2,3-epoxy cinnamyl alcohol.

 
Figure 17. Synthesis of Bridged Benzothiaoxazepine-1,1-dioxides via SNAr Cyclization.

One example of an “apex-type” bridged sultam in a [3.2.1] scaffold was reported by Sokolov and
co-workers (Figure 18) [43]. The X-ray structure demonstrated significant pyramidalization of the
nitrogen atom (θ = 325.5; N–S = 1.668).

 
Figure 18. Synthesis of an Apex Bridged Sultam via 1,4-Addition.

4. Application in Natural Product Synthesis

Bridged lactams continue to serve as useful intermediates in the total synthesis of natural
products [3]. In general, recent applications hinge upon the increased electrophilicity of the carbonyl
group and increased nucleophilicity of the nitrogen atom of the amide bond rendered possible by
geometric distortion.

In 2015, Zhu and co-workers reported selective reduction of the more twisted amide bond in
scholarisine G (Figure 19A) [44]. The enamine was obtained after dehydration of the intermediate
hemiaminal. The X-ray structure of scholarisine G showed a significantly distorted N-aryl amide
bond (τ = 21.9◦, χN = 32.0◦; N-C(O) = 1.373 Å, C=O = 1.223 Å) vs. the aliphatic amide bond (τ = 2.9◦,
χN = 19.9◦; N-C(O) = 1.352 Å, C=O = 1.227 Å). It is also possible that the selective reduction in this case
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can be explained by the exclusive stability of the five-membered ring lactams and by the fact that the
six-membered lactam is an anilide. In contrast, Dai exploited the higher basicity of the oxygen atom in
the aliphatic amide bond in a structurally-related leuconoxine to selectively maneuver reduction of the
more electron-rich amide bond through electrophilic pathway (Figure 19B) [45].

 
Figure 19. Reduction of a Bridged Lactam in Scholarisine G (A) and Leuconoxine Alkaloids (B).

A total synthesis of 3-O-demethylmacronine, an Amaryllidaceae alkaloid, utilizing a
lactam-to-lactone rearrangement of a twisted amide was reported by Banwell and co-workers
(Figure 20) [46]. This elegant method capitalized on the high basicity of the twisted amide nitrogen
atom to form the acylium ion, which underwent trapping with a pendant hydroxyl group under
mild conditions.

 
Figure 20. Lactam-to-Lactone Rearrangement of a Bridged Lactam in Haemanthidine Alkaloids.

Landais and co-workers reported a total synthesis of eucophylline, a dimeric terpene indole
alkaloid, taking advantage of a high electrophilicity of the carbonyl group in a [3.3.1] bridged lactam
scaffold (Figure 21) [47]. Bridged lactams are known to readily condense with amines to form amidines.
In this approach, condensation of the twisted amide bond with aniline afforded a bridged amidine,
which provided the key disconnection to the eucophylline core.
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Figure 21. Bridged Amidine from a [3.3.1] Bridged Lactam in the Synthesis of Eucophylline.

5. Miscellaneous Examples

In 2015, Wang, Yu and co-workers reported the synthesis of bridged enamines via Au-catalyzed
spiro-cyclization of 2-propargyl-β-tetrahydrocarbolines (Figure 22) [48]. In these heterocycles, the
resonance interaction between Nlp and π electrons of the double bond is inhibited, resulting in a
nucleophilic nitrogen atom.

 
Figure 22. Synthesis of Bridged Enamines via Gold-Catalyzed Spriocyclization.

In their studies on the Witkop cyclization, Gaich and co-workers reported the synthesis of
macrocyclic amides supported by the indole ring (Figure 23) [49]. The structure of one of the amides
was confirmed by X-ray crystallography and showed a significantly distorted amide bond (τ = 32.3◦,
χN = 0.0◦; N–C(O) = 1.353 Å, C=O = 1.227 Å).

 
Figure 23. Synthesis of a Macrocyclic Lactam via Witkop Cyclization.

Yudin and co-workers developed several elegant methods for site-specific incorporation of amino
acids [50], peptide sequencing [51] and conformational control [52] of cyclic peptides based on the
twisted amide electrophilic sites (Figure 24). In their approach, the integration of a highly strained and
N-pyramidalized aziridinyl ring allows for selective N–C(O) cleavage and amino acid incorporation,
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while the strained aziridinyl ring provides a handle for further functionalization by aziridine-ring
opening with nucleophiles.

 
Figure 24. Cyclic Twisted Amide-Containing Tetrapeptides.

Several additional studies on non-planar amides have been reported. Computational studies on
ion-pair interactions in Kirby’s amide HBF4 salts [53] and N-protonation of twisted amides by HF and
HCl [54] were reported by Panday. Mykhailiuk and co-workers reported selective σ N-C bond scission
in strained acyclic amides [55]. Stereoselective C-O bond cleavage in pyramidalized diketopiperazines
induced by amide bond distortion was reported by Jahn and co-workers [56]. Intramolecular hydrogen
bonding to electron-deficient oxygen in N-pyramidalized bicyclic amides was reported by Otani,
Ohwada and co-workers [57]. Excellent reviews on the role of amide bond activation in biological
molecules [58], amidicity [59], and heteroatom substitution at amide nitrogen [60] have been published.
Additional studies on the properties of amides have been reported [61,62]. Recent relevant studies on
acyclic non-planar amides should also be noted [11,12,63–66].

6. Conclusions

In summary, we have reviewed recent advances in the area of bridged lactams. This field continues
to provide the most effective and wide-ranging method to achieve non-planarity of the amide bond.
The main progress in the last five years includes: (1) identification of the additive Winkler-Dunitz
parameter as a straightforward and accurate descriptor of the structural and energetic properties
of the non-planar amide bond, and (2) the synthesis of extremely twisted bridged lactams in both
quinuclidone and adamantanone series. Recently reported examples of novel bridged lactam scaffolds,
divergent N–C cleavage reactivity and applications in the total synthesis of natural products are also
worth noting.

Despite the considerable progress that has been made, the area is far from being mature. The
recent remarkable progress in the chemistry of acyclic twisted amides has underlined the benefits of
using conformational restriction (i.e., bridged lactams) to achieve non-planarity, but also brought to
light the deficiencies of bridged lactams, and non-planar amide bonds in general. Most important
is that except for the structurally-limited 1-aza-2-adamantanones there is a complete lack of isolated
and fully characterized unhindered bridged lactams with a combined Winkler-Dunitz parameter
(Στ + χN) exceeding 100◦ in the neutral form (or in other words merely 60% of the maximum theoretical
distortion). It is beyond belief that the area has progressed so little since the first conception of a
bridged lactam bond by Lukeš in 1938.

Further, very little is known about the stability of bridged lactams and, by extension, of non-planar
amides. It is now safe to assume that a range of distortion of (Στ + χN) ca. 70–80◦ gives isolable lactams.
However, this stability range has only been tested in a very limited set of lactams.

Even less is known about the generality of amide bond distortion, properties and structures across
different sets of non-planar amides. This research is hindered by the very few types of non-planar
bridged lactams that have been described to date. The recent example of Tröger’s base twisted amides
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is as a good case in point [19]. Despite significant amide bond distortion, these lactams do not protonate
readily as a consequence of Nlp conjugation onto the aromatic ring.

Another issue involves the reactivity of non-planar amides. Almost all research thus far has
focused on simple hydrolytic stability and nucleophilic addition studies. At present, only one type of
potentially very synthetically appealing metal-catalyzed σ N-C bond activation has been reported, and
the mechanism of this transformation is unknown.

The importance of the amide bond and the continuous role of twisted amides in chemistry and
biology have served as a powerful stimulus for fundamental research on bridged lactams. Given the
obvious possibilities for applications of non-planar amide bonds, future studies are expected to have a
broad impact beyond this important research area.
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Abstract: Over the past few decades, transition metal catalysis has witnessed a rapid and extensive
development. The discovery and development of cross-coupling reactions is considered to be one
of the most important advancements in the field of organic synthesis. The design and synthesis of
well-defined and bench-stable transition metal pre-catalysts provide a significant improvement over
the current catalytic systems in cross-coupling reactions, avoiding excess use of expensive ligands and
harsh conditions for the synthesis of pharmaceuticals, agrochemicals and materials. Among various
well-defined pre-catalysts, the use of Pd(II)-NHC, particularly, provided new avenues to expand
the scope of cross-coupling reactions incorporating unreactive electrophiles, such as amides and
esters. The strong σ-donation and tunable steric bulk of NHC ligands in Pd-NHC complexes
facilitate oxidative addition and reductive elimination steps enabling the cross-coupling of broad
range of amides and esters using facile conditions contrary to the arduous conditions employed
under traditional catalytic conditions. Owing to the favorable catalytic activity of Pd-NHC catalysts,
a tremendous progress was made in their utilization for cross-coupling reactions via selective acyl
C–X (X=N, O) bond cleavage. This review highlights the recent advances made in the utilization of
well-defined pre-catalysts for C–C and C–N bond forming reactions via selective amide and ester
bond cleavage.

Keywords: pre-catalysts; palladium catalysis; amide bond activation; ester bond activation;
cross-coupling

1. Introduction

Transition metal-catalyzed cross-coupling reactions to form C–C and C–N bonds are a mainstay
of organic synthesis for a wide range of academic and industrial applications [1–6]. Due to their
wide applicability, these reactions have become a critical arsenal for synthetic chemists and have
clearly changed retrosynthetic analysis of complex targets. Since their discovery in the late 1960s,
palladium catalyzed cross-coupling reactions has been considerable and continues to be a focus of
organometallic research [7–14]. The most active Pd catalysts for cross-coupling reactions involve the
use of strong donor ligands to reach a high degree of efficiency. In fact, one of the major advancement
in cross-coupling reactions is the synthesis and utilization of specialized electron-rich phosphines and
N-heterocyclic carbenes (NHC) for the development of active catalytic systems expanding the substrate
scope with lower catalyst loadings and milder conditions [15,16]. However, the monetary costs of
these specialized ligands are often comparable to the Pd precursor. Therefore, the traditional route of
addition of excess ligand for generating the active Pd(0) becomes unattractive [15,17]. Furthermore,
in many cross-coupling reactions, the optimal Pd to ligand ratio is 1:1, with the active species
proposed to be a monoligated Pd(0). Therefore, the use of well-defined Pd(II) pre-catalysts to facilitate
cross-coupling reactions is highly desirable, as they can generate mono ligated active Pd(0) catalysts in
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solution. Since Herrmann reported that Pd-NHC complexes efficiently catalyzed Heck reaction [18],
these complexes found a widespread use for various cross-coupling reactions incorporating previously
unreactive coupling partners (Figure 1) [19].

 
Figure 1. Overview of cross-coupling reactions catalyzed by Pd(II)-NHC pre-catalysts.

Although various electrophiles are employed in cross-coupling reactions for the construction of
C–C and C–N bonds, there is immense interest in increasing the substrate scope to include a wide range
of cross-coupling partners [1,4,20]. In recent years, tremendous progress was made to incorporate
stable, unreactive, carboxylic acid derivatives, such as amides and esters, in cross-coupling reactions to
form ketones or amides [20,21]. The resonance, due to nN (or) O →π*C=O conjugation, makes them a
complicated reacting partner in cross-coupling reactions, requiring a high activation energy for the N
or O–C(O) bond scission. Destabilization strategies increasing the steric bulk on the amide nitrogen
independently developed by the laboratories of Garg [22], Szostak [23], and Zou [24] provide a basis for
the development of acyl cross-coupling of amides. Various Pd and Ni catalyst systems with phosphine
and NHC ancillary ligands are shown to be effective in utilizing amides and esters as coupling partners
in Suzuki-Miyaura coupling and Buchwald-Hartwig amination reactions. However, in this review,
we will focus only on describing the recent advances made in the cross-coupling of amides and esters
using well-defined pre-catalysts. The individual sections in this review are organized according to the
pre-catalysts employed [Pd(allyl)(NHC)Cl, and Pd-PEPPSI] for cross-coupling of amides and esters.

2. Pd(allyl)(NHC)Cl Pre-Catalysts in Suzuki-Miyaura Cross-Coupling of Amides and Esters

With a wide functional group tolerance and less sensitivity toward air and moisture, palladium is
by far the most commonly used metal for catalysis of cross-coupling reactions. Among the various
pre-catalysts developed in the past decade, there is considerable interest and improvement in
pre-catalysts based on η3-allyl ligands. Aside from the inherent advantages associated with NHC
ligands (i.e., strong σ-donation, tunability, sterics), Nolan demonstrated that η3-allyl and η3-cinnamyl
pre-catalysts with bulky NHC ligands also exhibit high stability toward air and moisture allowing for
easy storage and handling [15,25,26]. Furthermore, the commercial availability and ease of synthesis
made them an important class of catalysts for reaction screening. The strong σ-donating nature of NHC
facilitates the activation of stable and unreactive bonds. Specifically, the [Pd(cinnamyl)(L)Cl] scaffold
(L = IPr* or IPr*OMe) was incorporated into several highly active catalysts for difficult cross-coupling
reactions, such as the synthesis of tetra-ortho-substituted biaryls using Suzuki-Miyaura coupling [27],
Buchwald-Hartwig reactions with secondary amines [28], as well as the use of amides and esters as
electrophiles in Suzuki-Miyaura coupling and Buchwald-Hartwi aminations. Figure 2 lists selected and
active Pd(allyl)NHC pre-catalysts that were employed for the cross-coupling of amides and esters [19].
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Figure 2. Pd(allyl)NHC pre-catalysts employed in the cross-coupling of amides.

2.1. Pd(allyl)(NHC)Cl Pre-Catalysts in Suzuki-Miyaura Cross-Coupling of Amides

Given the key role of the amide bond in nature, development of new methods to functionalize
amides via C–N bond activation became an active area of research. Mechanistically, activation of the
C–N amide bond proceeds through ground-state destabilization (twisting) of the amide bond by steric
and/or electronic factors, allowing a facile insertion of a metal into the C–N bond, furnishing the
acyl–metal intermediate facilitating coupling reactions [29–31]. Scheme 1 lists various substituents on
amide nitrogen employed for the destabilization.

 
Scheme 1. Selected N-substituents employed for amide C–N bond destabilization.

In 2015, the utilization of amide bond for the Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling was reported by Zou
and coworkers employing N-phenyl-N-tosyl substituted amides [24]. The report showcased the effect
of substituent electronics on the destabilization of amide resonance facilitating the metal insertion in to
the amide C–N bond. Although the methodology showed good functional group tolerance, it suffered
from high catalyst loadings and stringent reaction conditions (Scheme 2).

 
Scheme 2. Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling of N-phenyl-N-tosyl substituted amides.

In the same year, Szostak and coworkers employed a rather different approach of sterically
controlled amide bond destabilization using a variety of N-substituted amides and found the best
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results to be N-glutarimide [23]. The methodology provided inherent steric advantages for amide
bond distortion, thereby providing a milder reaction conditions and high functional group tolerance
(Scheme 3). But the utilization of large excess of expensive ligand (1:4 ratio of Pd(OAc)2 to PCy3HBF4),
and applicability to only highly twisted N-glutarimide amides restricted the practical applications of
the methodology.

 
Scheme 3. Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling of sterically substituted twisted amides.

It was not until recently that a more general method incorporating all classes of amides under
milder conditions was developed. In 2017, Szostak and coworkers reported the versatility of
[Pd(IPr)(cinnamyl)Cl], a well-defined pre-catalyst in the Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling of amides
under operationally simple conditions (Scheme 4) [23]. The methodology is highly significant,
as it promoted the C–N amide bond activation of various amides, including N-glutarimide,
N-Boc-carbamate, and N-toluenesulfonamide, under the same reaction conditions with similar yields
of the ketone product. The method also showed high functional group tolerance for both reacting
partners. The use of easily prepare and common protecting groups (N-Boc and N-Ts amides) for
cross-coupling is appealing, as it brings the amide bond cross-coupling closer to general practical use.
As stated previously, it was proposed that strong σ donation of the NHC facilitates oxidative addition,
while flexible steric bulk around Pd promotes reductive elimination, triggering high reactivity even
with less activated amide precursors.

 
Scheme 4. Application of Pd(cinnamyl)(IPr)Cl in amide bond cross-coupling.

While nonplanar amides were found to be very effective and well-documented for cross-coupling
reactions by steric distortion, the resonance destabilization of corresponding planar amides was
not well developed. To incorporate planar amides for cross-coupling reactions, Szostak and
coworkers utilized N-acylpyrroles and N-acylpyrazoles in Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling reactions
(Scheme 5) [32]. They found delocalization of Nlp into the π-electron system of the pyrrole/pyrazole
ring to be sufficient to selectively insert palladium into the amide C–N bond in the absence
of steric distortion. The extensive optimization emphasized the importance of well-defined
[Pd(cinnamyl)(IPr)Cl] producing ketone in good yields compared to traces of product formation
with the traditional catalyst/ancillary ligand system.
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Scheme 5. Cross-coupling of planar amides catalyzed by well-defined Pd(cinnamyl)(IPr)Cl.

Compared to both traditional Pd/phosphine catalyst systems or Pd/ancillary NHC catalytic
systems, well-defined [Pd(cinnamyl)(IPr)Cl] offers both practical advantages and high activity in
cross-coupling reactions of amides. In fact, the high catalytic activity of [Pd(cinnamyl)(IPr)Cl] can be
evident by its ability to convert N-alkyl-N-aryl amides to corresponding ketones. In 2017, Szostak and
coworkers introduced N-methylaminopyrimidyl amides (MAPA) as highly reactive, electronically
activated amides for C–N bond cleavage (Scheme 6) [33,34].

 
Scheme 6. Pd(cinnamyl)(IPr)Cl catalyzed Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling of N-alkyl-N-aryl amides.

Interestingly, Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling of both the sterically distorted and/or electronically
distorted amides were found to be reactive under similar reaction conditions, further demonstrating
how the well-defined nature of a catalyst can enhance the overall catalytic activity and reactivity
compared to traditional usage of excess ancillary ligand. This is highly beneficial, as it allows chemists
to screen minimal conditions to optimize methodology for new classes of amides with similar distortion
angles or resonance energies. In fact, Zeng and coworkers, on their quest to incorporate commercially
available and inexpensive N-acylhydantoins as amide electrophiles, have also used similar conditions
for the formation of ketones indicating the versatility of Pd(allyl)(NHC)Cl pre-catalysts with different
substituted amides (Scheme 7) [35].

 
Scheme 7. Pd(allyl)(IPr)Cl catalyzed Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling of N-acylhydantoins.

Although the reported methods to incorporate amide bonds in cross-coupling reactions is quite
promising, the synthetic modifications to activate amide bond can impede overall synthetic utility.
On the other hand, use of N,N-di-Boc-activated amides would be highly beneficial, allowing direct
engagement of most ubiquitous primary amides. Szostak and coworkers developed a new catalytic
system based on [Pd(IPr)(cinnamyl)Cl]/KF for the selective insertion of metal into acyl amide bond
(cf. N-carbamate bond) [36]. The addition of 5.0 equiv of water was found to be critical for the
cross-coupling of di-boc amides, as is evident from decreased yields or no reaction in the absence of
water (Scheme 8).
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Scheme 8. Direct cross-coupling of N,N-di-Boc-amides under Pd(IPr)(cinnamyl)Cl catalysis.

The high catalytic activity of Pd(IPr)(cinnamyl)Cl allowed for the cross-coupling to be conducted
at ambient temperature with even lower catalyst loadings. The robust nature of Pd(IPr)(cinnamyl)Cl
also allowed them for the gram scale conversion of primary amides to ketones with just 0.5 mol % of
catalyst with a TON of 1220, further increasing the practicality of amide cross-coupling (Scheme 9) [36].
In fact, the high catalytic activity of Pd-IPr complexes also allowed Szostak and coworkers to use
easily accessible N-acyl amides for the cross-coupling reaction with the highest reported TON (3500),
compared to the corresponding traditional Pd-phosphine catalytic systems [37].

Scheme 9. Scale-up study in direct cross-coupling of N,N-di-Boc-amides under
Pd(IPr)(cinnamyl)Cl catalysis.

Recently, employing standard reaction conditions of amide Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling under
well-defined Pd-NHC catalysis (i.e., Pd(IPr)(cinnamyl)Cl/K2CO3/THF), Szostak and coworkers also
realized challenging C(sp2)-C(sp3) couplings using N,N-di-Boc-amides and B-sp3 alkyl reagents
(Scheme 10) [38]. Various substituents on the amide bonds, such as N-glutarimide, N-Ph-N-Boc,
and N-Ph-N-Ms were also found to be reactive under identical conditions albeit at a higher temperature.

 
Scheme 10. Pd(IPr)(cinnamyl)Cl catalyzed alkylation of amides by C–N bond cleavage.

2.2. Pd(η3-1-t-Bu-indenyl) (NHC)Cl Pre-Catalysts in Suzuki-Miyaura Cross-Coupling of Amides

The high reactivity of [Pd(allyl)(NHC)Cl] pre-catalysts stems from maintaining the optimal
1:1 Pd to ligand ratio and the fast reduction of Pd(II) to active Pd(0) [15]. It is now widely
accepted that base mediated activation of [Pd(allyl)(NHC)Cl] pre-catalysts forms the active ligated
Pd(0) catalyst in solution [34]. However, elegant studies by Hazari and coworkers observed a
deleterious comproportionation pathway under catalytic conditions to form Pd(I) μ-allyl dimers
(Scheme 11) [39,40]. Based on extensive mechanistic investigation, they proposed two strategies to
develop even more active catalysts: (1) Increase the barrier to comproportionation between Pd (0) and
Pd (II), and (2) develop systems that undergo faster activation so that all of Pd(II) is converted to Pd(0)
before comproportionation.
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Scheme 11. Activation/deactivation pathway during Pd(allyl)(NHC)Cl pre-catalyst activation.

The mechanistic insights on the deactivation pathway led the Hazari group to discover
Pd(η3-1-t-Bu-indenyl)(NHC)Cl (Hazari catalyst), a highly efficient pre-catalyst for cross-coupling
reactions [41]. As a major advance in Pd-NHC precatalysts, the inability of (η3-1-t-Bu-indenyl)
(NHC)Cl to generate unreactive Pd(I) dimers significantly improved its activity for cross-coupling
reactions. In 2017, Szostak and coworkers utilized [Pd(indenyl)(IPr)Cl] for the development of
Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling of N-Ph-N-Boc amides under otherwise standard conditions of amide
cross-coupling reaction (K2CO3/THF, Scheme 12) [42]. The unprecedented reactivity of Hazari catalyst
by suppressing the deactivation pathway led the amide cross-coupling reaction to occur at room
temperature under glovebox-free conditions, increasing the operational simplicity and practicality
of the reaction. This reaction is notable as the first example of Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling of
an amide at room temperature with excellent yield of ketone product. The robust nature of the
pre-catalyst allowed the Szostak group to develop the first direct one-pot activation/cross-coupling of
secondary amides.

Scheme 12. Pd(IPr)(indenyl)Cl catalyzed Suzuki-Miyaura coupling of amides at room temperature.

2.3. Pd(allyl)(NHC)Cl Pre-Catalysts in Suzuki-Miyaura Cross-Coupling of Esters

The ubiquitous nature of ester bonds attracted the interest of chemists for their synthetic
manipulation into useful products. In recent years, the direct use of aromatic esters in cross-coupling
reactions to form biaryls or ketones has been demonstrated as a promising area of research [20].
The selective cleavage of ester bonds offers significant advantages in multistep synthesis as they
are robust to a range of reaction conditions and can only be activated under specific conditions.
Although activation of aryl C–O bonds to form biaryls via decarbonylation is well-documented [43,44]
the corresponding synthesis of ketones is still in its infancy. In 2017, Newman, Houk and coworkers
reported the first-time utilization of aryl esters as acyl equivalents for the formation of ketones
(Scheme 13) [45]. The exceptional bulkiness of NHC ligand on the catalyst hindered the decarbonylation
step facilitating ketone formation over the well-known biaryl formation.
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Scheme 13. Pd(IPr)(cinnamyl)Cl catalyzed Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling of aryl esters.

Optimization studies demonstrated the importance of well-defined pre-catalysts for successful
ketone formation (Table 1). When Pd catalysts in combination with excess ancillary ligand were
used, very low yield of the product was obtained (Table 1, entry 1–4). On the contrary, when the
metal to ligand ratio was decreased to the optimal 1:1 ratio, a substantial increase in the product
formation was observed (Table 1, entry 5). Further improvement was reported when a preformed
well-defined Pd(IPr)(cinnamyl)Cl was used as the catalyst, forming the cross-coupled product in
95% yield, highlighting the importance of well-defined pre-catalysts as compared to traditional
catalyst/ligand system (Table 1, entry 6).

Table 1. Optimization study for the Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling of aryl esters.

 
Entry Pd Source (mol %) Ligand (mol %) Yield (%)

1 Pd(OAc)2 (5) IPr·HCl (10) 11
2 Pd(dba)3 (5) IPr·HCl (10) 16
3 [Pd(allyl)Cl]2 (5) IPr·HCl (10) 19
4 [Pd(cinnamyl)Cl]2 (5) IPr·HCl (10) 21
5 [Pd(cinnamyl)Cl]2 (5) IPr·HCl (5) 59
6 Pd(IPr)(cinnamyl)Cl (5) none 95

Very recently, as an improvement from their work on C(sp2)-C(sp2) cross-coupling of esters, the
Newman group reported a C(sp2)-C(sp3) cross-coupling of aryl esters with alkyl-BBN to form aryl-alkyl
ketones [46]. This reaction is particularly challenging, as alkyl boron reagents, in general, are reluctant
to undergo transmetallation relative to their aryl counterparts and the intermediacy of alkylmetal
species are prone to β-hydride elimination. However, the strong σ-donation and bulky nature of NHC
in precatalysts, enabled the reaction to proceed to form ketones. On the contrary, when they employed
Pd-ancillary phosphine catalyst conditions, biaryls were formed via decarbonylation and reductive
elimination (Scheme 14).

 
Scheme 14. Suzuki-Miyaura coupling of aryl esters with alkyl-BBN.
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2.4. Pd(η3-1-t-Bu-indenyl) (NHC)Cl Pre-Catalysts in Suzuki-Miyaura Cross-Coupling of Esters

The Hazari catalyst, a highly active catalyst for amide bond cross-coupling, was also found to
be very effective in Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling of aryl esters. In 2017, Szostak and coworkers
reported the first room temperature Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling of esters by selective C–O bond
activation to give biaryl ketones (Scheme 15) [42]. Interestingly, only a small variation in the amount of
base from the conditions employed for amide cross-coupling enabled the cross-coupling of esters.

 
Scheme 15. Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling of aryl esters catalyzed by Pd(indenyl)(IPr)Cl.

An advancement in the cross-coupling of aryl esters catalyzed by Pd(indenyl)(IPr)Cl was reported
by Hazari and coworkers (Scheme 16) [47]. The use of potassium hydroxide base allowed them to
develop even milder reaction conditions with lower catalyst loadings (1.0 mol %), and shorter reaction
times (6 h to 16 h).

 
Scheme 16. Hazari protocol for the Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling of aryl esters catalyzed by
Pd(indenyl)(IPr)Cl using hydroxide bases.

3. Pd(allyl)(NHC)Cl Pre-Catalysts in Buchwald-Hartwig Amination of Amides and Esters

3.1. Pd(cinnamyl)(IPr)Cl Pre-Catalyst for the Transamidation of Amides

The excellent reactivity of Pd(cinnamyl)(IPr)Cl pre-catalysts in amide C–N activation to form
acyl-metal species is highly significant, as it can potentially undergo cross-coupling reactions with any
nucleophile. In 2017, Szostak and coworkers realized the acyl-metal reaction with other nucleophiles
when they reported the first general method for Buchwald-Hartwig amination of acyl-metal species
with amines under Pd-NHC catalysis (Scheme 17) [48]. The protocol offered advantages in efficient
cross-coupling of both alkyl, aryl, and sterically hindered anilines. The method also showed a broad
scope with respect to both the amine and amide components.

Scheme 17. Pd(IPr)(cinnamyl)Cl catalyzed transamidation of amides.
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3.2. Pd(allyl)(IPr)Cl Pre-Catalyst for the Transamidation of Esters

Newman and coworkers reported the first example of Pd-NHC catalyzed amide bond formation
directly from aryl esters and anilines. Similar to their observation in Suzuki coupling of aryl esters,
a well-defined preassembled NHC-ligated catalyst was essential, as separated components resulted
in reduced yields [45]. They found the use of a mild carbonate base and the presence of water
was essential for higher conversion, forming the transamidated product in good yields (Scheme 18).
The mildness of the protocol was showcased by the reaction of proline ester with anilines and the
aminated product was formed with minimal loss of enantiopurity.

Scheme 18. Pd(allyl)(IPr)Cl catalyzed amidation of proline esters.

3.3. Pd(indenyl)(SIPr)Cl Pre-Catalyst for the Transamidation of Esters

Given the exceptional catalytic activity of Pd(indenyl)(IPr)(Cl) for Suzuki-Miyaura reactions
involving aryl esters, Hazari and coworkers also explored Buchwald-Hartwig amination of aryl esters.
Using 1 mol % of Pd(indenyl)(SIPr)(Cl) (SIPr = 1,3-bis(2,6-diisopropylphenyl)imidazolidin-2-ylidene)
as the pre-catalyst, they were able to couple phenyl benzoate and aniline in essentially quantitative
yield at 40 ◦C, using a 4:1 H2O/THF solvent mixture (Scheme 19) [47]. They also found that the
coupling was highly sensitive to the ligand used, with SIPr affording the best yields, whereas other
NHC or phosphine ligands were ineffective.

 
Scheme 19. Pd(indenyl)(SIPr)Cl pre-catalyst for the Buchwald-Hartwig amination of aryl esters.

4. Pd-PEPPSI Pre-Catalysts in the Suzuki-Miyaura Cross-Coupling of Amides and Esters

The last two decades saw tremendous growth in the development of highly active,
generally applicable, and functional group-tolerant catalytic systems employing NHC ligands.
One highly active well-defined pre-catalyst system is Pd-PEPPSI (pyridine-enhanced pre-catalyst
preparation, stabilization and initiation), developed by the Organ group [49]. As Figure 1 illustrates,
Pd-PEPPSI catalysts found their use in various cross-coupling reactions, such as Suzuki-Miyaura,
Negishi, Kumada-Tamao-Corriu, and Buchwald-Hartwig aminations [50]. As with all the Pd-NHC
precatalysts, Pd-PEPPSI has two major components: The bulky NHC ligand, which contains strong
σ-donor properties which help promote the oxidative addition, and the sterics aid reductive elimination.
The second component, the pyridine, often referred as a “throw away ligand,” aids not only in the
synthesis of pre-catalyst, but also increases the stability of the isolated complexes (Figure 3). The easy
synthesis, high stability toward air and moisture and the exceptional reactivity of Pd-PEPPSI complexes
led synthetic chemists to utilize these pre-catalysts in the cross-coupling of difficult and unreactive
electrophiles, such as amides and esters (vide infra).
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Figure 3. Well-defined Pd-PEPPSI pre-catalysts employed in the cross-coupling reactions.

4.1. Pd-PEPPSI Pre-Catalysts in the Suzuki-Miyaura Cross-Coupling of Amides

Szostak and coworkers were the first to report the use of Pd-PEPPSI pre-catalysts in
Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling of amides [51]. In agreement with high catalytic activity of in situ
generated Pd-NHC complexes, identical reaction conditions could be employed for the cross-coupling
of various destabilized amides (Scheme 20).

 

Scheme 20. Pd-PEPPSI catalyzed Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling of amides.

In accordance with the amide C–N bond destabilization, kinetic studies with N-glutarimide,
N-Ph-N-Ts, and N-Ph-N-Boc amides showed similar reactivity to their cross-coupling reactivity scale
with N-glutarimide being the fastest and N-Ph-N-Ts being the slowest [52]. The kinetic data between
Pd-PEPPSI and Pd(IPr)(cinnamyl)Cl precatalysts under identical conditions suggested tha while the
reaction rates of N-glutarimide and N-Ph-N-Boc amides were higher with Pd-PEPPSI, N-Ph-N-Ts
amides are shown to have faster reaction rates under Pd(IPr)(cinnamyl)Cl catalysis (Figure 4) [19].
The data is highly beneficial, as it provides a general idea for chemists to choose from both the catalyst
systems for different type of amides employed in cross-coupling reactions.

  

Figure 4. Kinetic study displaying the conversion percentage over time of Pd-PEPPSI (left),
and Pd(IPr)(Cinnamyl)Cl (right) pre-catalysts. Activated amides used were N-Glutarimide (1a),
N-Ph-N-Ts (1b), and N-Ph-N-Boc (1c). Reprinted with permission from J. Org. Chem. 2017, 82,
6638−6646. Copyright 2017 American Chemical Society.

Very recently, Zou and coworkers reported the Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling of less reactive
N-alkyl-N-Ts amides with diarylborinic acids under Pd-PEPPSI catalysis (Scheme 21) [53]. The use of
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stable diarylborinic acids was advantageous, as it extended nucleophile counterparts in cross-coupling
reactions. Under otherwise standard reaction conditions of amide cross-coupling reactions, they were
successful in cross-coupling less reactive N-Me-N-Ts amides to form ketone products. Notably,
no reaction ensued under Pd/phosphine catalysis and only low Pd-PEPPSI catalyst loadings (1.0 mol %)
were needed, highlighting the high activity of Pd-NHC pre-catalysts. The protocol also offered a broad
functional group tolerance, with both electron donating and electron withdrawing groups on both
coupling partners.

Scheme 21. Pd-PEPPSI catalyzed Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling of amides with diarylborinic acids.

Zou and coworkers further advanced the Suzuki-Miyaura coupling of amides to form
alkyl ketones using trialkylboranes as coupling partners under Pd-PEPPSI catalysis [54].
Although Pd/phosphine catalysis proved ineffective, 5 mol % of Pd-PEPPSI was very effective in
transforming N-Me-N-Ts amides to form alkyl ketones (Scheme 22). Unlike the high-order arylboron
compounds, in which all the aryl groups react effectively, only one of the three primary alkyl groups in
alkylboranes could be used as alkyl source for the acyl alkylation.

Scheme 22. Pd-PEPPSI catalyzed alkylation of N-Me-N-Ts amide.

Wang, Liu, and coworkers recently reported a new series of Pd-NHC pre-catalysts using
various N-heterocycles [55] as “throwaway ligands” with benzothiazole being the most effective
for the Suzuki-Miyaura cross coupling of N-succinimide amides (Scheme 23) [56]. Change in the
“throw-away ligand” was found to have a profound effect on the overall yield of the reaction,
with benzothiazole ligand outperforming traditional 3-chloro pyridine ligand.

 

Scheme 23. NHC-Pd(II) catalyzed acylative Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling of amides.

246



Molecules 2019, 24, 215

4.2. Pd-PEPPSI Pre-Catalysts in the Suzuki-Miyaura Cross-Coupling of Esters

Pd-PEPPSI pre-catalysts were also found to be effective in catalyzing the cross-coupling of esters.
In most cases, the reactivity was comparable to that of [Pd(IPr)(cinnamyl)Cl]. Szostak and coworkers
reported a direct Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling of aryl esters under Pd-PEPPSI catalysis and found
that the rates were similar to those reported for the cross-coupling of N-Ph/Boc, and N-Ph/Ts amides
under identical reaction conditions (Scheme 24) [57].

Scheme 24. Pd-PEPPSI catalyzed Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling of aryl esters.

To further advance cross-coupling of esters, and to find a more general method, Szostak and
coworkers reported a water assisted Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling of aryl esters at room temperature
(Scheme 25) [58]. They demonstrated that the addition of water (5.0 equiv) was able to facilitate
the reaction under very mild reaction conditions with only 1 mol % catalyst loading and at
room temperature.

Scheme 25. Water assisted, Pd-PEPPSI catalyzed Suzuki-Miyaura coupling of esters.

To elucidate the role of water additive, they subjected the Pd-PEPPSI pre-catalyst under optimized
reaction conditions without the coupling partners to observe the formation of hydroxide dimer,
[Pd(μ-OH)Cl(IPr)]2 in appreciable 32% yield (Scheme 26).

Scheme 26. Synthesis of Pd(II) hydroxide dimer formation from Pd-PEPPSI.

They also performed kinetic studies to probe the catalytic activity of preformed dimer and
observed faster reaction rates compared to the Pd-PEPPSI conditions. Notably, negligible product
formation in the absence of water additive indicated the importance of Pd-hydroxide dimer formation
prior to the reduction of Pd(II) to active Pd(0) species (Figure 5). This protocol has also allowed the
first achievement of a TON > 1000 in the Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling of aryl esters.
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Figure 5. Kinetic profile of aryl ester cross-coupling under Pd-PEPPSI catalysis Reprinted with
permission from Adv. Synth. Catal. 2018, 360, 1538–1543. Copyright © 2018 John Wiley and Sons.

Very recently, while preparing this manuscript, Szostak and coworkers reported Suzuki-Miyaura
cross-coupling of esters using pentafluorophenyl substituents. Although the reported method was
primarily focused on the utilization of traditional Pd-ancillary phosphine catalysis, the high catalytic
activity of Pd-PEPPSI catalysts allowed them to use even milder conditions with better yields [59].

5. Pd−PEPPSI Pre-Catalysts in Buchwald–Hartwig Amidation of Esters and Amides

Szostak and Shi also reported the first Pd-PEPPSI catalyzed Buchwald-Hartwig amination
of phenyl esters and activated amides. In their work, they reported the chemo-selective acyl
C–O/C–N amination with anilines using the Pd-PEPPSI pre-catalyst [60]. Phenyl esters, N-Ph-N-Boc,
and N-Ph-N-Ts amides were successfully converted to amides with excellent yield. However,
conditions reported were harsher than conditions reported for ketone synthesis (Scheme 27).

.

Scheme 27. Pd-PEPPSI catalyzed Buchwald-Hartwig amination of amides and esters.
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6. Palladium(II)/N-Heterocyclic Carbene-Catalyzed Direct C–H Acylation of Heteroarenes with
N-Acylsaccharins

Following up on the work from the Szostak group, Gandhi and coworkers reported the use of
pyrene based Pd-PEPPSI catalysts (Figure 6) with wingtip substituents, such as Ar/alkyl and alkyl
groups for the cross-coupling of N-acylsaccharin amides with azoles and azole derivatives [61].

 
Figure 6. Pyrene based Pd-PEPPSI catalysts employed in the cross-coupling reactions.

N-acyl saccharin, a commonly used twisted amide, was used to accomplish the difficult cross
coupling reactions incorporating amide bond cleavage and C-H activation reactions. The work focused
on the cross-coupling of N-functionalized saccharins with benzoxazole and its derivatives through
a C-H activation process (Scheme 28). Not surprisingly, other activated amides such as N-aryl-N-Ts
were found ineffective, resulting in no product.

 
Scheme 28. Pd-PEPPSI-pyrene pre-catalysts in the C-H acylation of benzoxazole.

7. Conclusions

In summary, the use of well-defined Pd(II)-NHC pre-catalysts offers significant advantages
over the traditional approach of adding extra ligand to standard Pd catalysts. In the past few
years, these catalysts were found to be exceptional in enabling the cross-coupling reactions of
amides and esters via C–N(O) bond activation to form ketones and amides. The easy preparation,
commercial availability, and stability toward air and moisture of the pre-catalysts facilitate the
development of operationally simple and practical cross-coupling methods. The strong σ-bond
donating nature of NHC ligands increases the reactivity of Pd center toward oxidative addition
of difficult electrophiles, such as amides and esters, increasing the scope and generality of the
cross-coupling reactions. Further exciting developments are expected in this relatively new area
of employing amides and esters as acyl electrophiles, with recent breakthroughs enabled by
Pd(II)-NHC catalysis.
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Abstract: The addition of amide/sulfonamide bonds to alkynes is not only one of the most
important strategies for the direct functionalization of carbon–carbon triple bonds, but also a
powerful tool for the downstream transformations of amides/sulfonamides. The present review
provides a comprehensive summary of amide/sulfonamide bond addition to alkynes, including
direct and metal-free aminoacylation, based-promoted aminoacylation, transition-metal-catalyzed
aminoacylation, organocatalytic aminoacylation and transition-metal-catalyzed aminosulfonylation
of alkynes up to December 2018. The reaction conditions, regio- and stereoselectivities, and
mechanisms are discussed and summarized in detail.

Keywords: amide bond; sulfonamide bond; alkynes; addition reaction; aminoacylation;
aminosulfonylation

1. Introduction

The addition of atom–atom bonds to alkynes has become an important strategy for the
functionalization of carbon–carbon triple bonds [1–16]. These intermolecular and intramolecular
addition reactions provide a facile and efficient access to highly functionalized alkenes and cyclic
compounds, respectively, in a high atom- and step-economic manner. Considering the large
occurrence of amide/sulfonamide motifs in natural products and pharmaceutical agents, the
addition of amide/sulfonamide bonds to alkynes, namely aminoacylation/aminosulfonylation of
alkynes, is particularly important. Because they allow the direct downstream transformations of
amides/sulfonamides by the insertion of carbon–carbon triple bonds into the amide/sulfonamide
bonds, they thus produce more complex and skeletally different addition molecules (Scheme 1).
In addition, the aminoacylation/aminosulfonylation of alkynes also constitutes a tool for the structural
modification of compounds carrying amide/sulfonamide bonds, especially for peptides, which are
an important class of drugs used in the clinic [17–19]. Besides, amide/sulfonamide bond addition to
alkynes, which constructs one C–C/S and one C–N bond in a single step featuring high atom- and
step-economy, is in accordance with the concept of “green and sustainable chemistry”.

It should be noted that the addition of amide/sulfonamide bonds to alkynes has not been
reviewed before. Moreover, amide/sulfonamide bond addition to alkynes has achieved many
important developments in recent decades, especially in transition-metal-catalyzed and organocatalytic
processes. Therefore, a review focused on the aminoacylation/aminosulfonylation of alkynes
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would enrich the knowledge of synthetic chemists who are interested in amide/sulfonamide
bond activation. The aim of the present review is to provide a systematical and comprehensive
summary on the addition of amide/sulfonamide bonds to alkynes, including direct and catalyst-free
aminoacylation, based-promoted aminoacylation, transition-metal-catalyzed aminoacylation,
organocatalytic aminoacylation, and transition-metal-catalyzed aminosulfonylation of alkynes up to
December 2018. We hope this review will serve as a handy reference for chemists interested in the
addition of amide/sulfonamide bonds to alkynes, and will encourage further developments in this
field in overcoming the remaining challenges.

Scheme 1. The addition of amide/sulfonamide bonds to alkynes.

2. Addition of Amide Bonds to Alkynes

2.1. Direct Addition of Amide Bonds to Alkynes without Catalysts and Additives

The first example of amide bond addition to alkynes was a catalyst- and additive-free process as
reported by Eğe’s group in 1976 [20]. They found the treatment of active 2-phenylpyrazolidin-3-ones 4

with dimethyl acetylenedicarboxylate 5 in CH3CN under reflux led to the formation of the interesting
ring expansion products 1,2-diazepin-5-ones 6, albeit with unsatisfactory selectivities and yields
(Scheme 2). The main byproducts of this reaction were the cis- and trans- Michael-type addition
products. Besides, this transformation was strongly influenced by the solvent used. Polar but nonprotic
solvents such as acetone and acetonitrile gave the best results while few products were obtained
in protic solvents such as ethanol. Similar results were also observed in Svete and Stanovnik’s
research on the addition reactions between 5,5-dimethyl-2-(1H-indenyl-2)-3-pyrazolidinones 7 and
acetylenedicarboxylates 8 (Scheme 3) [21]. A plausible reaction mechanism was outlined in Scheme 4.
The Michael addition of N1 of the pyrazolidinones to acetylenedicarboxylate generates the carbanionic
intermediate 11, which attacks the carbonyl group across the ring to give the bicyclic amino-acetal
intermediate 12. The following ring opening of 12 affords the zwitterionic intermediate 13, which
undergoes ring expansion to produce the addition products 6.

Scheme 2. Insertion of 2-phenylpyrazolidin-3-ones into amide bonds.

254



Molecules 2019, 24, 164

Scheme 3. Catalyst- and additive-free amide bond addition to alkynes.

Scheme 4. Proposed mechanism for the insertion of 2-phenylpyrazolidin-3-ones into amide bonds.

In contrast, Hanack’s group developed a more general and practical addition of amide bonds to
carbon–carbon triple bonds without any catalysts and additives in 1989 [22]. Amides 15 were directly
added to alkynyl trifluoromethyl sulfones 14 to afford the cis-adducts 16 with excellent regioselectivity
and good yields, despite the fact that a long reaction time was required (Scheme 5). This protocol
showed advantages such as simple operation, broad substrate scope, and the avoidance of metals and
additives. A plausible mechanism was proposed in Scheme 6. The Michael reaction of nitrogen atom of
the amides to alkynyl trifluoromethyl sulfones yields a zwitterion 17, which undergoes cyclization to
form intermediate 18. The subsequent rupture of the carbon–nitrogen bond of 18 gives the products 16.
The regio- and stereoselectivity observed in this reaction could be well explained by this mechanism.

Scheme 5. Direct aminoacylation of alkynyl trifluoromethyl sulfones.
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Scheme 6. Proposed mechanism for the direct aminoacylation of alkynyl trifluoromethyl sulfones.

What seems particularly interesting is the addition of 1,1′-carbonyldiimidazole (CDI) 19

to alkynoic acids 20 with the release of CO2, as reported by Knölker and co-workers in 1993
(Scheme 7) [23]. This reaction proceeded well under mild conditions to provide the E-adducts 23

in moderate yields. The reaction of CDI 19 with alkynoic acids 20 generated intermediate 21 and
imidazole 22 with the release of CO2, and the subsequent addition of the imidazole 22 to the electron
deficient alkyne 21 stereoselectively produced the products 23.

Scheme 7. Direct addition of 1,1′-carbonyldiimidazole to alkynes.

2.2. Base-Promoted Addition of Amide Bonds to Alkynes

In 1987, Suzuki and Tsuchihashi disclosed a sequential process for the preparation of enaminones
27 through the insertion of lithium (triphenylsilyl)acetylide into amides (Scheme 8) [24]. Acyclic
amides reacted smoothly to give the E-enaminones in high yields, while lower yields of the desired
ring expansion products were obtained when cyclic amides were used as the substrates. It is worth
noting that the triphenyl group on silicon was essential for the transformation as other silylacetylides
failed to give the enaminone products. The possible reaction pathway may involve the initial formation
of the silylalkynone, the subsequent Michael addition of in situ-formed lithium amide and the
final protiodesilylation.

Scheme 8. The insertion of lithium (triphenylsilyl)acetylide into amides. Method A: THF, −45 ◦C, 5 h,
then quenching with MeOH. Method B: BF3·OEt2 (1.2 equiv.), THF:Hexane = 1:5 (v/v), −45 ◦C, 5 h,
then quenching with 50% aqueous TFA.

Subsequently, Jeong et al. successfully realized the addition of Weinreb amides 29 to the
carbon–carbon triple bond of trifluoropropynyl lithium 30 in a one-pot two-step pathway [25–27],
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providing a Z/E mixture of β-trifluoromethyl enaminones 34 in moderate yields (Scheme 9).
It should be noticed that an excessive amount of trifluoropropynyl lithium was required to consume
Weinreb amides completely. The reaction temperature had a decisive impact on the outcome of
this transformation since quenching the reaction with H2O at room temperature failed to give the
enaminones but gave recovery of Weinreb amides. Besides, the use of N,N-dimethylbenzamide instead
of N-methoxy-N-methylbenzamide under optimal conditions did not provide the desired product
at all, only the recovery of starting material. This indicated that the N-methoxy group in Weinreb
amides played an indispensable role in this reaction. The proposed mechanism involved the key
intermediate 31, which was formed from the addition of trifluoropropynyl lithium with Weinreb
amides. Then 31 was quenched by H2O to give the ynone intermediate 32, which rapidly reacted with
N-methoxy-N-methylamine 33 generated from the reaction to give the products 34. The N-methoxy
group in Weinreb amides was essential because the oxygen could coordinate with the lithium cation to
stabilize the key intermediate 31. Particularly, the fact that trapping 31 with trimethylsilyl chloride
afforded the corresponding siloxane derivative in a high yield further demonstrated the mechanism.

Scheme 9. Addition of Weinreb amides to trifluoropropynyl lithium.

Soon afterwards, the group of Nielsen reported the insertion of sodium acetylide of ethyl
propynoate 35 into Weinreb amides 29 to produce the 1,2-addition products 37 as the major products
(Scheme 10a) [28]. The selectivity of the 1,2-addition products 37 over 1,1-addition products 38

depended on the R group of the Weinreb amides. Substrates with bigger R substituents showed
higher selectivity than those with smaller ones. For example, substituents such as phenyl showed
excellent selectivity, providing the 1,2-addition adduct as the single product in high yield. However,
substrates carrying bulky substituents such as tert-butyl or 2,4-dimethoxyphenyl did not undergo this
transformation. Notably, the tertiary enaminones 37 preferentially adopted E-geometry in all cases,
suggesting the 1,2-addition reactions proceeded in a highly trans-selective manner. In addition, the
β-enaminoketoesters 37 were employed by the authors to react with hydrazines 39 under microwave
irradiation to construct pyrazoles 40 through a regioselective cyclocondensation (Scheme 10b).
Similarly, Choudhury’s group reported a one-pot sequential process consisting of nucleophilic
substitution of the lithiated acetylides with Weinreb amides, and a following Michael reaction
of the extruded N-methoxy-N-methylamine to a carbon–carbon triple bond after quenching with
saturated NH4Cl, producing the E-β-enamino ketones 43 as the single geometrical isomer in high
yields (Scheme 11) [29].
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Scheme 10. (a) Insertion of sodium acetylide of ethyl propynoate into Weinreb amides. (b) Synthesis
of pyrazoles employing β-enaminoketoesters.

Scheme 11. One-pot sequential transformation of Weinreb amides to enamino ketones.

Very recently, Li and co-workers reported the addition of the amide bond of imides 45 to the
carbon–carbon triple bond of alkynones 44 under basic conditions (Scheme 12) [30]. This addition
reaction proceeded smoothly with the addition of a base such as K2CO3 in DMSO at high
temperature, affording the corresponding tetra-substituted enamides 46 in good yields. Although
this transformation suffered from unsatisfactory stereoselectivities, excellent regioselectivities were
observed. The acyl group and amide group were dominantly located at the α-position and
β-position of the carbonyl, respectively. Interestingly, in the reactions of alkynones 47 bearing an
ortho-bromo-substituted aryl ring, highly functional chromones 48 were selectively formed in good
to high yields via the O-cyclization pathway (Scheme 13). Control experiments showed that the
base played an important role. It could deprotonate the imides 45 to form a nitrogen anion, which
undergoes a Michael-type addition to the alkynones 49 to produce the anion intermediate 50. Then
intermediate 50 undergoes an intramolecular nucleophilic addition/ring-opening sequence to provide
intermediate 52. Hydrolysis of intermediate 52 generates enamides 46 (X = H), or imine–enamine
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tautomerization of intermediate 52 followed by nucleophilic aromatic substitution (SNAr) to give the
chromones 48 (X = Br) (Scheme 14).

Scheme 12. Addition of imides to alkynones promoted by K2CO3 to synthesize enamides.

Scheme 13. Addition of imides to alkynones promoted by K2CO3 to synthesize chromones.

Scheme 14. Proposed catalytic cycle for the addition of imides to alkynones promoted by K2CO3.

Soon afterwards, Li and co-workers presented the insertion of alkynones 53 into the amide bond
of amide 54 promoted by Cs2CO3 (Scheme 15), providing the functionalized enaminones 55 with high
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stereoselectivity and excellent regioselectivity [31]. It should be noted that the combination of Cs2CO3

and 1,10-phenanthroline hydrate (Phen·H2O) is essential to obtain good yields in a short reaction
time. The authors hypothesized that 1,10-phenanthroline hydrate may act as a metal ion chelator,
which increased the basicity of Cs2CO3 to accelerate the reaction. Similarly, 3-carbonyl-4-quinolinones
58 were selectively formed via a subsequent N-cyclization pathway in the cases of alkynones 56

bearing an ortho-bromo-substituted aryl ring (Scheme 16). The proposed reaction mechanism is
outlined in Scheme 17. The Michael-type addition of amides 57 to alkynones 59 under basic conditions
yields an allenol intermediate 60. The subsequent intramolecular nucleophilic addition gives a highly
reactive cyclobutenol intermediate 61, which undergoes ring opening to produce a formal alkyne
insertion intermediate 62. Then intermediate 62 undergoes imine-enamine tautomerization to provide
intermediate 63, which undergoes a nucleophilic aromatic substitution (SNAr) to afford the quinolinone
products 64 (Y = Br). In contrast, the protonation of intermediate 62 or 63 leads to the formation of the
enaminone products 65 (Y = H).

Scheme 15. Insertion of alkynones into amides to synthesize enaminones promoted by Cs2CO3.

Scheme 16. Insertion of alkynones into amides to synthesize quinolinones promoted by Cs2CO3.

260



Molecules 2019, 24, 164

Scheme 17. Proposed reaction mechanism for the insertion of alkynones into amides promoted by Cs2CO3.

2.3. Transition-Metal-Catalyzed Addition of Amide Bonds to Alkynes

In 2004, Yamamoto’s group reported the platinum catalyzed synthesis of highly functional indoles
through an intramolecular amide C–N bond addition to alkynes with the [1,3]-migration of acyl groups
(Scheme 18) [32]. PtCl2 showed the highest catalytic activity compared with other platinum catalysts
such as PtCl2(CH3CN)2, PtBr2, and Pt(PPh3)4. Various ortho-alkynylanilides 66 bearing diverse alkyl
or aryl groups at R1 could be converted into the corresponding indole products 67 with good to high
yields with PtCl2. Notably, a variety of acyl groups could undergo intramolecular [1,3]-migration
to give 3-acyl-indoles 67. The main drawback of this method is that the desired products 67 are
together with deacylated byproducts 68 in most cases. Based on the results of deuterium-labeling
experiments and crossover experiments, the authors proposed a catalytic cycle of this intramolecular
aminoacylation of alkynes. As shown in Scheme 19, coordination of alkyne moiety to PtCl2 yields the
π-complex 69, followed by nucleophilic attack of nitrogen to the alkyne, affording the zwitterionic
intermediate 70. An intramolecular [1,3]-migration of the acyl group then gives intermediate 71, which
affords the product and regenerates the catalyst. The 3-deacylated byproducts 68 may attribute to the
deacylation which takes place through the protonolysis of the C–Pt bond of intermediate 70.
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Scheme 18. PtCl2-catalyzed intramolecular aminoacylation of alkynes.

Scheme 19. Proposed catalytic cycle of PtCl2-catalyzed intramolecular aminoacylation of alkynes.

Encouraged by the excellent catalytic performance of platinum catalysts towards the
intramolecular aminoacylation of alkynes, Nakamura’s group further studied similar reactions
using ortho-alkynylphenylureas or ortho-alkynylphenyl carbamates as substrates (Scheme 20) [33].
The reactions of ortho-alkynylphenylureas 72 having a carbamoyl group attached to the nitrogen atom
proceeded successfully under the catalysis of PtI4, providing the desired indole-3-carbamides 73 in
moderate to high yields along with the 3-protonated byproducts 68. Interestingly, ortho-alkynylphenyl
carbamates 74 could be converted into the corresponding indole-3-carboxylates 75 in good yields
without the generation of 3-protonated byproducts 76. The authors proposed a similar mechanism to
that of Yamamoto’s group [32]. They assumed the generation of the 3-protonated byproducts 68 in the
reactions of ortho-alkynylphenylureas 72 may be attributed to protodemetalation of intermediate 78 by
a proton from the methyl moiety of intermediate 79, which was extruded in the reaction (Scheme 21).
Notably, this work proved that amide and ester groups could be used as the migrating groups, thus
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providing an efficient method to synthesize indole-3-carbamides/carboxylates which could not be
prepared via Friedel–Crafts electrophilic substitution into the C3-position of the indole ring.

Scheme 20. Platinum-catalyzed intramolecular carboamination.

Scheme 21. Proposed pathway for the generation of 3-protonated byproducts.

In 2007, Nakamura’s group revealed that PdBr2 could also catalyze the intramolecular amide
C–N bond addition to alkynes (Scheme 22), affording the indole adduct 82 from ortho-alkynylanilide
81 in 52% yield [34]. Encouraged by the catalytic performance of PdBr2 towards the intramolecular
aminoacylation of alkynes, Liu’s group further screened a series of palladium complexes. They found
that PdCl2(CH3CN)2 showed excellent catalytic activity (Scheme 23) [35]. Substrates 83 with
alkyl/aryl groups at R1 furnished the corresponding products 84 in good to excellent yields.
The protocol was also compatible with substrates 83 bearing electron-donating substituents, halides,
and electron-withdrawing substituents at R2, which produced the corresponding products 84 in high
yields. In addition, the reactions of substrates 83 with different alkyl substituents at R3 also took place
smoothly, providing the desired products 84 in high yields. More importantly, various acyl and amide
groups could migrate smoothly and be conveniently introduced at the C3-position of indoles.

Scheme 22. PdBr2-catalyzed intramolecular aminoacylation of alkynes.
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Scheme 23. PdCl2(CH3CN)2-catalyzed intramolecular aminoacylation of alkynes.

Subsequently, Liu and coworkers further extended their palladium catalytic system to the
synthesis of 3-diketoindoles 86 from ortho-alkynyl-N-α-ketoacylanilines 85 via the intramolecular
amide bond addition to alkynes (Scheme 24) [36]. Notably, this addition reaction proceeded smoothly
to give the high functional 3-diketoindoles 86 with the [1,3]-migration of α-ketoacyl groups, which
were used as migrating groups for the first time. Compared with previously reported protocols
such as Friedel–Crafts acylation [37], Glyoxylation/Stephens–Castro coupling sequence [38], and the
oxidative cross-coupling of indoles [39–41], which achieved the synthesis of 3-diketoindoles through
the modification of the indole ring, but suffered from poor selectivity, operational complexity, the
requirement of strict exclusion of moisture, limited substrate scope and low atom economy, this new
method successfully prepared 3-diketoindoles via the construction of an indole ring with valuable
features such as operational simplicity, high atom economy, broad substrate scope and high yields.
Interestingly, a 3-diketoindole dimer 88 was synthesized in a high yield when substrate 87 was
subjected to the optimal reaction conditions (Scheme 25). Finally, the authors proposed a reaction
mechanism which is similar to that proposed by Yamamoto’s group [32].
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Scheme 24. PdCl2(CH3CN)2-catalyzed synthesis of 3-diketoindoles via the intramolecular amide bond
addition to alkynes.

Scheme 25. PdCl2(CH3CN)2-catalyzed synthesis of 3-diketoindole dimer via the intramolecular amide
bond addition to alkynes.

Ruthenium complexes were also found to be efficient catalysts for the intramolecular amide bond
addition to alkynes, as was reported by Li’s group in 2012 (Scheme 26) [42]. Their study showed that
[RuCl2(p-cym)]2 displayed the highest catalytic activity, with which ortho-alkynylanilides 83 could
undergo intramolecular annulation through amide bond addition to the alkyne moiety to synthesize
highly functional indoles 84. A variety of substrates 83 carrying diverse functional groups such as
olefin, ester, aldehyde were well tolerated and could be converted into the corresponding indole
products 84 in moderate to high yields. Despite the fact that a longer reaction time was required
compared with platinum or palladium catalytic systems, it is worth noting that no 3-deacylated indoles
were observed in all examples. However, the main shortcoming of this method is that unsatisfactory
yields were obtained when bigger acyl groups such as acetyl were employed as the migrating groups.
Based on the mechanistic study results with deuterium-labeling experiments, the authors hypothesized
that the reaction mechanism may involve the complexation of substrates with ruthenium catalyst, the
subsequent oxidative addition of ruthenium catalyst across the amide bond, the following addition
of the N–Ru bond to carbon–carbon triple bonds, and the final reductive elimination to produce the
products and regenerate the catalyst (Scheme 27).
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Scheme 26. [RuCl2(p-cym)]2 catalyzed intramolecular aminoacylation of alkynes.

Scheme 27. Possible mechanism of [RuCl2(p-cym)]2 catalyzed intramolecular aminoacylation of alkynes.

2.4. Addition of Amide Bonds to Alkynes through Organocatalysis

In addition to the metal-catalyzed processes, methods utilizing organocatalysis, which feature
advantages such as low cost, environmental economy, and the avoidance of metal contamination,
have also been developed in recent years. What seems particularly interesting is the insertion of an
electron-deficient alkyne 5 into the amide bond of an acyl-onio salt 92 (Scheme 28), as reported by
Weiss and Huber [43]. This reaction could be achieved in the presence of a catalytic amount of small
organic molecules such as PPh3 or DMAP, providing the desired β-oniovinylation products 93 in
good yields. The stereochemistry of this process depends on the reaction conditions, preferentially E-
or Z-stereochemistry was observed, and the Z-isomer is the thermodynamically more stable isomer.
More importantly, the onio substituent in the products 93 could be selectively replaced by a number
of nucleophiles, such as anilines, phenols, and thiophenols, to prepare Michael systems with donor
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functions in the β-position, which could be further converted into quinolones, thiochromones, and
pyrazoles by intramolecular cyclization. The authors proposed a catalytic cycle for this organocatalytic
process. Taking the transformation catalyzed by PPh3 as the example (Scheme 29), the conjugate
addition of PPh3 to alkyne 5 produces the zwitterionic intermediate 94, which attacks the electrophilic
carbonyl center of 92 to provide intermediate 95 with liberation of 4-dimethylaminopyridine (DMAP).
Then intermediate 95 reacts with the liberated DMAP to give the products 93 and regenerates
the catalyst.

Scheme 28. The addition of amide bonds of acyl-onio salts to alkynes through PPh3 or
4-dimethylaminopyridine (DMAP) organocatalysis.

Scheme 29. Proposed catalytic cycle for the addition of amide bond of acyl-onio salts to alkynes.

Recently, Doi’s group reported an example of amide addition to alkynes through tertiary amine
organocatalysis (Scheme 30) [44]. They found that o-alkynoylaniline derivatives 96 could undergo
intramolecular aminoacylation of the carbon–carbon triple bonds successfully under the catalysis of
9-azajulolidine (9-AJ) to afford the 3-acyl-4-quinolinones 97 in moderate to good yields with excellent
regioselectivity. Notably, a variety of acyl groups including ester groups could act as migrating
groups to be transferred to the C3-positon of the quinolinones. Particularly, the synthesis of pyrrolyl
4-quinolinone alkaloid, quinolactacide, and its analogues were successfully achieved by the authors
employing this organocatalytic process. Finally, a plausible reaction mechanism was outlined in
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Scheme 31. 1,4-addition of 9-AJ to substrates 96 takes place at first, and the subsequent nucleophilic
attack of the resulting anion to the acyl group provides intermediate 98, which could be converted into
the intermediate 99. Then the acyl group in allenolate 99 could be transferred to the C3-position, thus
leading to the formation of enone 100, which undergoes 6-endo cyclization to provide the products 97

with the regeneration of 9-AJ.

Scheme 30. The 9-azajulolidine-catalyzed intramolecular amide addition to alkynes.

Scheme 31. Proposed mechanism for the 9-azajulolidine-catalyzed intramolecular amide addition to alkynes.

3. Transition-Metal-Catalyzed Addition of Sulfonamide Bonds to Alkynes

The group of Nakamura reported the first example of the addition of sulfonamides to alkynes in
2007. As shown in Scheme 32, ortho-alkynyl-N-sulfonylanilines 101 could undergo the intramolecular
aminosulfonylation of carbon–carbon triple bonds successfully under the catalysis of AuBr3 to
give the 3-sulfonylindoles 102 in good to high yields [45,46]. Although small amounts of 4- and
6-sulfonylindoles were obtained as the byproducts in some examples, this process provides a facile and
efficient method for the synthesis of 3-sulfonylindoles, which cannot be synthesized directly from the
corresponding unsubstituted indoles by electrophilic substitution because the electrophilicity of the

268



Molecules 2019, 24, 164

sulfonyl groups is much lower than that of the acyl groups and halogens [47,48]. Interestingly, when
2-alkynyl-6-methoxy-N-sulfonylanilines 105 were employed as the substrates, this transformation
could also occur under the catalysis of InBr3. However, the intramolecular aminosulfonylation
products 106 were obtained as minor products, whereas 6-sulfonylindoles 107 were observed as
the major products (Scheme 33). The reaction mechanism of this process may involve the initial
coordination of the catalyst to the alkyne moiety, subsequent nucleophilic attack of the nitrogen atom
to the carbon–carbon triple bond, the following migration of the sulfonyl group to the C3-position of the
indole skeleton, and the final generation of the products with elimination of the catalyst (Scheme 34).

Scheme 32. AuBr3-catalyzed intramolecular aminosulfonylation of alkynes.

Scheme 33. InBr3-catalyzed intramolecular aminosulfonylation of alkynes.

Scheme 34. Proposed mechanism for AuBr3/InBr3-catalyzed intramolecular aminosulfonylation of alkynes.
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Subsequently, Chan’s group presented a gold-catalyzed domino aminocyclization/1,3-sulfonyl
migration of N-substituted N-sulfonyl-aminobut-3-yn-2-ols 111 to synthesize highly functional
pyrroles 112 (Scheme 35) [49]. A screening of gold catalysts disclosed that the NHC (N-heterocyclic
carbene)-gold(I) complex 113 was found to be the most effective catalyst for this intramolecular
aminosulfonylation of alkynes. It could catalyze the conversion of various substrates 111 carrying
electron-withdrawing, electron-donating, and sterically demanding groups to the corresponding
pyrroles 112 in moderate to high yields. It is worth noting that this method provides an efficient
and convenient tool to prepare penta-substituted highly functional pyrroles. The mechanism of this
transformation is outlined in Scheme 36. The coordination of gold cation to the alkyne moiety of
the substrates gives intermediate 114, which undergoes a nucleophilic attack of the nitrogen atom
to the alkynes to produce intermediate 115. At this juncture, dehydration of intermediate 115 yields
cationic pyrrole–gold adduct 116, subsequent 1,3-sulfonyl migration of intermediate 116 then results
in deauration with the regeneration of the gold catalyst and delivery of the products 112. Alternatively,
intermediate 115 could undergo the deaurative 1,3-sulfonyl migration first to afford intermediate 117,
which undergoes dehydrative aromatization to produce the products 112.

Scheme 35. Gold-catalyzed intramolecular aminosulfonylation of N-substituted N-sulfonyl-aminobut-
3-yn-2-ols.

Scheme 36. Possible reaction mechanism for gold-catalyzed intramolecular aminosulfonylation of
N-substituted N-sulfonyl-aminobut-3-yn-2-ols.
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Soon afterwards, Liu’s group reported a more general and efficient intramolecular
aminosulfonylation of alkynes to synthesize 3-sulfonylindoles 119 through palladium catalysis
(Scheme 37) [35,50]. The reactions took place smoothly with PdCl2(CH3CN)2 in CH3CN at 90 ◦C to
afford 3-sulfonylindoles 119 as the single products without the generation of 4- and 6-sulfonylindole
regioisomers, which were obtained as the byproducts in the gold- and indium-catalyzed process.
In addition, this protocol features broad substrate scope, good functional group tolerance, and
moderate to high yields, thus providing a practical access to functional 3-sulfonylindoles. A plausible
mechanism, which is similar to gold- or indium-catalyzed aminosulfonylation of alkynes [45,46], was
also proposed by the authors.

Scheme 37. PdCl2(CH3CN)2-catalyzed intramolecular aminosulfonylation of alkynes.

4. Conclusions and Perspectives

In this review, we presented a summary of the addition of amide/sulfonamide bonds to
alkynes, which has emerged as a highly important tool to functionalize carbon–carbon triple bonds.
The aminoacylation/aminosulfonylation of alkynes, which is characterized by high atom- and
step-economy in an environmentally-friendly manner, has also become a remarkable method for
the downstream transformations of amide/sulfonamides compounds. Notably, the intramolecular
aminoacylation/aminosulfonylation of alkynes has provided a facile and efficient protocol for the
synthesis of valuable heterocycles such as chromones, quinolinones, indoles, and pyrroles. Despite
the remarkable achievements made, there are at least three areas where some critical advances are
necessary to make the aminoacylation/aminosulfonylation of alkynes more general and powerful:
(a) the intermolecular addition of unactivated amide/sulfonamide bonds to alkynes is still in high
demand; (b) as the reported metal-catalyzed process employed expensive metals, the development of
cheap metal catalysis as well as organocatalysis, will be a good direction to take; (c) the exploration of
tandem reactions involving aminoacylation/aminosulfonylation of alkynes will continue to drive this
field considering their efficiency and step-economy in constructing complex heterocyclic compounds.
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Abstract: Not all amide bonds are created equally. The purpose of the present paper is the
reinterpretation of the amide group by means of two concepts: amidicity and carbonylicity.
These concepts are meant to provide a new viewpoint in defining the stability and reactivity of amides.
With the help of simple quantum-chemical calculations, practicing chemists can easily predict the
outcome of a desired process. The main benefit of the concepts is their simplicity. They provide
intuitive, but quasi-thermodynamic data, making them a practical rule of thumb for routine use. In the
current paper we demonstrate the performance of our methods to describe the chemical character of
an amide bond strength and the way of its activation methods. Examples include transamidation,
acyl transfer and amide reductions. Also, the method is highly capable for simple interpretation
of mechanisms for biological processes, such as protein splicing and drug mechanisms. Finally,
we demonstrate how these methods can provide information about photo-activation of amides,
through the examples of two caged neurotransmitter derivatives.

Keywords: amide; activation; amidicity; carbonylicity; transamidation; acyl transfer; excited state

1. Introduction

The amide functional group is one of the most generally used moieties both in synthetic organic
chemistry and bioorganic chemistry [1–5]. They have been known and studied for more than a century
and can be commonly found in peptides/proteins and biologically active compounds, as well as in a
broad range of synthetic drugs and toxins as a key functionality [1,6–9]. In general, when speaking of
amides, the idea of a stable, unreactive group comes in our minds, however, they can play a significant
role as reactants in a vast number of processes.

The wide variability in their reactivity can be attributed to the possibility of fine-tuning the
bond strength. This can be controlled by attached substituent groups at the carbon and nitrogen
atoms. The correlation between poor reactivity and planarity [10,11] of amides was proposed firstly by
Pauling and later it was understood as being a result of the strength of the resonance-stabilized amide
C–N bond [12]. Pauling predicted that a typical planar amide exhibits approximately 40% partial
double-bond character, which renders the amide bond one of the most solid and least reactive functional
groups (Figure 1) [13,14]. For example, the conjugation of an amide bond, which is traditionally
specified as n(N) → π* (C=O), in formamide results in resonance energy (RE) of 91.29 kcal mol−1 [15,16].
In contrast to that, embedding the amide bond into a rigid bicyclic frame with nitrogen at the ring
fusion, significantly modifies the degree of the resonance, therefore increasing the instability of the
strained amide bond, for example in β-lactam antibiotics [17–19]. More intense conjugation implies a
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larger contribution of resonance stabilization, which increases the system stability thus lowering the
reactivity and vice versa. In other words, the extent of conjugation predetermines chemical reactivity
of the amides [20].

Amides can readily be cleaved by enzymes such as protease [15,16], but synthetically it is difficult
to selectively break the carbon–nitrogen bond [21–31]. How can nature solve a problem easily, that is
so hard for us? The answer is hidden in the process of activation of the unreactive group.

Organic chemists and “Nature” have developed methods to activate stable amide bonds, to make
possible various reactions. Numerous examples of these can be found in the field of synthetic organic
chemistry and biochemistry. The amide activation is typically based on the lowering of the amidic
character by forcing the amide group to lose its conjugation. This can be achieved by substituent groups,
as well as by forcing them into an inflexible structure. Moreover, as Thakkar et al. have described,
the presence of the cis or trans isomer in the planar character of the amide bond in stable geometries
can also influence the overall reactivity [32]. In connection with special chromophores, amide bonds
can also be activated under excitation, as was demonstrated in some earlier studies [33–35]. Some of
these processes include amidation, transamidation, reduction, coupling reactions by transition metallic
complexes, and spontaneous or enzymatic hydrolysis.

The aim of our paper is to characterize the activity of amides using the amidicity and carbonylicity
concepts and to demonstrate possibilities to increase or decrease their activity based on the bond
strength [14]. In this work, using quantum chemical computation by using Gaussian 09 [36] at
B3LYP/6-31G(d,p) level of theory [37], we reevaluated the data reported in the literature for reactivity
of amide bonds. Here we reinterpreted some selected well-known compounds and reactions using the
simple rule of amidicity, which can estimate the direction and rate of similar reactions involving more
complex reactants.

 

Figure 1. Contributing resonance structures of an amide bond (in the box). The occurrences (left) of
the amide functionality and their typical reactions (right).

2. Discussion

The amide group can be described generally by its resonance structures (A and B in Figure 1),
where the nitrogen lone electron pair is delocalized between the nitrogen and the neighboring carbonyl.
The condition of this phenomenon is a planar structure of the amide group. For the resonance structure
B (Figure 1), the nucleophilic attack to the group is far less possible, thus making a general amide a
resistant and unreactive group. The chemical and biochemical stability and reactivity is determined by
the contribution of the minor resonance structure (B in Figure 1), in which formally a double bond
is formed between the carbon and nitrogen atoms. These characteristics can be represented on a
wide spectrum.
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Earlier, the strength of a given amide bond was successfully characterized and the reactivity
of different amides was made comparable to each other by creating the so called linear ”amidicity
scale” (Figure 2B) [27]. Analogously, a linear “carbonylicity scale” (Figure 2A) was also constructed,
extending the group of amides toward the entire world of carbonyl compounds, making all of them
comparable [20]. Other methods, such as carbonyl substitution nitrogen atom replacement [6,38,39] and
transamidation (TA) [14] which also aim to measure the amide stabilization energy, were also published
in the literature. Using this scale, we are able not only to explain the reactivity of the amide bond, but
also predict the effect of different substituents on the bond strength. Predicting amide bond strength
effectively gives us the opportunity to activate or reactivate the desired amide bond. Manipulating the
amidicity of a selected amide of a molecule has numerous synthetic applications. Also, calculating the
amidicity—in other words, estimating the activity of the amide bond in biochemical compounds—may
clarify the mechanism of action in which they are involved.

Figure 2. Typical carbonyl and amide compounds represented on the carbonylicity (A) and amidicity (B)
scales. The direction of reactivity and stability increase are shown by red and green strips, respectively.

2.1. Amidicity Scale (AM%) and Carbonylicity Scale (CA%) and Their Resonance Enthalpies (HRE)

The “amidicity scale” [27] quantifies the amide bond strength on a linear scale (Figure 3A),
based on the computed enthalpy of hydrogenation (ΔHH2) of the examined compound. A few
examples positioned on the scale demonstrate the wide variety of amides. The scale is based on two
specifically chosen reference compounds: A1 and B1 (Figure 3A). Compound aza-adamantane-2-on
(A1 in Figure 3A) represents the lack of amidic charater, while dimethylacetamide (B1 in Figure 3A)
corresponds to the perfect amide bond. In the structure of A1, the planar geometry is missing, due to
the forced arrangement of the bridged N atom. To create the amidicity scale (AM%), the enthalpy of
hydrogenation (ΔHH2) of compounds A1 and B1 was calculated Equations (1) and (2) and amidicity
was defined using a linear fit to these points. The enthalpy of hydrogenation for A1 (ΔHH2[A])
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is considered to have a 0% AM% value, while that for B1 (ΔHH2[B]) is considered to have a 100%
AM% value.

ΔHH2[A] = H[A2] − {H[A1] + H[H2]} = −44.62 kJ mol−1 (1)

ΔHH2[B] = H[B2] − {H[B1] + H(H2)} = 34.88 kJ mol−1 (2)

As specified before, the carbonylicity scale (CA%) [20] quantifies the conjugation of the carbonyl
group on a linear scale (Figure 3B), based on computed enthalpy of hydrogenation (ΔHH2) of the
examined carbonyl group (Equations (3) and (4)). Analogously to amidicity, the carbonylicity scale
is also based on two specifically chosen reference compounds, C1 (formaldehyde; CA% = 0%) and
D1 (formate; CA% = 100%) and defined using a linear fit to these points. Also, note that the amidicity
scale is a defined section of the carbonylicity scale as it is represented on Figure 2, and differs only in
the reference compunds chosen.

 

Figure 3. The definition of the amidicity (A) and carbonylicity (B) percentage based on the enthalpy
of hydrogenation (ΔHH2) of the carbonyl group of a general carbonyl compound E1 (C). The two
specifically chosen reference structures and their hydrogenation are also illustrated as A1 and B1 for
amidicity (AM%; top) as well as C1 and D1 for carbonylicity (CA%; bottom). Values were obtained
from the B3LYP/6-31G(d,p) geometry-optimized structures. In structure E2, the O–C–X–R2 and the
H–O–C–X dihedral angles are chosen to be in the anti orientation.

ΔHH2[C] = H[C2] − {H[C1] + H(H2)} = −80.21 kJ mol−1 (3)

ΔHH2[D] = H[D2] − {H[D1] + H(H2)} = 121.81 kJ mol−1 (4)

The linear fits are described by two pairs of fitting parameters, the slope (mAM and mCA) and the
intercept (bAM and bCA). The values (AM% and CA%) for a desired amide or carbonyl bond can be
easily calculated with the help of Equations (6) and (8), for a known enthalpy of hydrogenation, ΔHH2,
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from Equation (5). Both the amidicity and carbonylicity values can be transformed to the resonance
enthalpy (HRE[E]; Equations (7) and (9)), which helps to estimate the energy benefit coming from
the resonance inside the group. Neither of these scales is limited to values between 0% and 100%;
in extreme cases the bond is weaker than A1 or C1 and stronger than B1 or D1, so they may display
values outside of the aformentioned range. The amidicity scale can be considered as a sub-section of
the carbonylicity scale.

ΔHH2[E] = H[E2] − {H[E1] + H(H2)} (5)

AM%[E] = mAM ΔHH2[E] + bAM (6)

HRE[E] = AM%/mAM (7)

CA%[E] = mCA ΔHH2[E] + bCA (8)

HRE[E] = CA%/mCA (9)

2.2. Transamidation and Transacylation Reactions in Synthetic Organic Chemistry

The amidicity value is useful to predict the outcome of a general transamidation reaction (Figure 4,
top). The amidicity change ΔAM in Equation (10) or the change in stabilization enthalpy (ΔHRE in
Equation 12) leads to a thermodynamic selection rule, allowing for the reactions to be categorized
as being either thermodynamically favorable or unfavorable. Generally, ΔHRE is proportional with
the entalpy change of the transamidation reaction. The lower the amidicity value of the chosen
group, the greater reactivity it has towards nucleophylic reagents, like amines. The direction of the
transamidation reactions can be predicted by comparing the sum of amidicities on the product and
reactant sides. If the amidicity value increases, the reaction is energetically favoured in the given
direction. If the difference is a negative value, the reaction is not driven forward. If there are different
possible reaction routes, the one with the greater increase in amidicity is favored. The amidicity value
is also capable of predicting the most active amide group in a molecule. Such a thermodynamic
selection rule may also be used to predict the selectivity of a reaction in the presence of competing
amide functionalities. This principle is illustrated as being operative in cases of different reactions.
However, it should be mentioned that reactions may have several other parameters that determine if a
reaction can proceed or not, such as steric hinderance, kinetic consequences, side reactions and the role
of the leaving group on the acyl group. These amidicity and carbonylicity values describe only the
thermodynamic background and not the kinetic aspect of a reaction.

 

Figure 4. General transamidation reaction and the amidicity (AM%) and carbonylicity (CA%)
percentages of the amides examined.

ΔAM = AM%[G] − AM%[F] (10)

ΔCA = CA%[H] − CA%[F] (11)

ΔHTA ≈ ΔHRE = HRE[B] − HRE[A] (12)

279



Molecules 2018, 23, 2859

On the basis of the exploratory screening of the literature, four cases were defined (Figure 5) [40].
Cases I and II (one-step processes) are both thermodynamically favored yet differ in reaction barrier
height. Reaction barriers in case I are low [41], while those of case II are high, with the latter requiring
a suitably chosen Lewis acid catalyst (AlCl3, BF3, TiCl4, HCl, etc.) to proceed normally [42,43].
This amine exchange reaction is sometimes carried out in a closed autoclave at high temperature by
using the salt of the amine in the presence of BF3 [44], often to convert simple urea to a substituted one.
In contrast to that, both cases of III and IV (two-step processes) are thermodynamically unfavorable,
requiring the activation of either the reacting amide (case III) or the reacting amine. In case III, the amide
is effectively destabilized, so activated by nitrosation, nitration, or acylation step [N-activation by
activating group (AG), case III, Figure 5]. This activation is manifested as an increase in the energy
level of the starting state, wherein the activated amide intermediate provides a thermodynamically
favorable and rapid transamidation process.

In case IV (N-deprotonation), a theoretically thermodynamically unfavorable transamidation,
which may proceed in the presence of a strong base (NaH or NaOR). The product monosubstituted
amide forms and stays in its deprotonated form (–CO–NHR4) and the starting amide is disubstituted
non-deprotanable (–CO–NR1R2, amide). Therein, the forming amide-anion intermediate is stabilized
by the deprotonation. In this case, an originally thermodynamically unfavorable transamidation
process involves a thermodynamically favorable reversible subprocess, which finally finishes
irreversibly by protonation in the acidic work-up.

Figure 5. The classification of the acyl transfer and transamidation reactions into four cases (case I, II,
III and IV), interpreted by amidicity (AM%) and carbonylicity (CA%) values.

2.2.1. Examples of the Thermodynamically Allowed Transamidation Reactions (case I and II)

Transamidation Processes of Simple Amide Compounds

In order to illustrate the essence of the transamidation reaction, we are demonstrating this concept
by simple amides and amines. Unsubstituted amides, such as 1 and 2 in Figure 6, exhibit a moderately
reduced value of amidicity (Figure 6) relative to mono-substituted or di-substituted amides, such as 3

and 4 (97–103%; Figure 6) [40], so one may therefore predict a transamidation process between them.
Mono- and di-substituted amines (e.g., dimethylamine) are shown to react readily with formamide (1)
at RT (25 ◦C) or above without any additional activation (case I). However, the transamidation reaction
of acetamide (2) required elevated temperature and the presence of AlCl3 as a Lewis acid activator in
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order to attain an acceptable reaction rate (case II). The harsh conditions are explained by the high
activation energy of the sterically hindered reaction center [40].

 
Figure 6. Examples for transamidation involving secondary amine, with the corresponding amidicity
values computed at B3LYP/6-31G(d,p) level of theory.

Compound 5 represents mild acylating agents (Figure 6) taking part readily in transamidation
reactions with amines (e.g., pyrrolidine), forming amide 6 beside imidazole as a side-product.
The synthesis of 5 can be carried out simply by means of the corresponding acid and carbonyl
diimidazole (CDI) reagent. The increased acylating potency (AM% = 59%) of 5 can be attributed
to the competition for the N atom lone pair between the imidazole aromatic ring and the carbonyl
group of the amide. This phenomenon decreases the amidicity percentage of 5 to a value as low as
59% compared to normal amides. During the acylation reaction 5 → 6, the amidicity value increased
significantly, providing the main driving force for this transamidation reaction. Compound 7 (Figure 6)
exhibits an extremely low amidicity percentage (−30.2%), making this molecule an excellent acylating
agent, which can be prepared in situ from AcCl and pyridine. Consequently, 7 readily furnishes the
acylation with an amine (e.g., piperidine), resulting in product 8. Here, the reaction is motivated by
the extremely large change in amidicity (ΔAM, Figure 6) even at low temperature [24,31,40,45].

Amidicity value is also able to explain the inactivity and resistance of some commonly
used organic amide solvents, For example, N,N-dimethylformamide (DMF, AM% = 100%) and
N-methylpyrrolidinone (NMP, AM% = 136%) exhibit extremely high amidicity values.

When dissolving any amine in these species, no reaction occurs between them due to the
negative ΔAM, which makes them unfavorable for taking part in any reaction even at high
temperature [24,31,40,45].

Transamidation and Acyl Transfer Processes of N-Phenylamides.

In the literature, there are numerous examples where acylated N-alkyl anilines are reacted
by amines or alcohols in the presence of transition metal catalysts (Pd, Ni, etc.). In these cases,
the N-alky-anilids exhibit moderately low amidicity values, due to the dual effect of the phenyl ring.
The phenyl ring suffers some steric hindrance and competes with the non-bonding electron-pair of
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the N atom against the acyl group at ones. In retrospect, it appears that the transamidation and
acyl transfer reaction can occur without any catalyst, although, in the literature at different times,
both of these types of reactions were reported as new approaches. Initially, these were reported
to proceed without catalyst in the 1960’s [46–49]. However, analogue reactions were highlighted
later as a novel approach in the presence of Ni or Pd catalysts. Authors called these reactions new,
cross-coupling reactions of N-Ar amides (anilides), as reported by Garg et al. [50]. The reactivity of
theses aromatic amides, under Ni-catalyzed esterification (Ni/SIPr) was rationalized by the concept
of so called “barrier-free” rotation around the N–CO bond [51]. Analogues transacylation reaction
with alcohol in the presence of Pd catalyst was also reported [52]. However, the earlier metal or
catalyst-free transamidation solutions have subsequently been reinvestigated and rereported as new
results [53]. This apparent confusion can be easily resolved by comparing the difference of amidicity
values between the aromatic amides (anilids) with aliphatic amides, which thermodynamically allows
such transamidation or acyl transfer reaction.

A simple, but illustrative example can be found in the literature, which describes an intramolecular
transamidation, where two amine-anilides (9,11) rearrange to aniline-alkyl-amide products (10,12; in
Figure 7) without any catalyst. The positive changes in amidicity values as well as the exothermic
enthalpy changes undoubtedly prove the efficiency of these reactions [46,54,55]. Other creative
synthetic applications, taking advantage of the N-phenyl-acyl activation, were also developed for the
synthesis of large lactams [53].

 
Figure 7. Typical example of intramolecular transamidation rearrangement, with the corresponding
amidicity values (AM%) as well as amidicity (ΔAM) and enthalpy change (ΔH), computed at
B3LYP/6-31G(d,p) level of theory.

Acyl Transfer Reactions of Distorted or Twisted Amides

The structural distortion of an amide bond significantly modulates the degree of the amidic
resonance, typically by lowering its amidicity/carbonylicity value [56,57]. The two classic twisted
bridged lactams (aza-bicycloheptanone 13 [17], penicillin scaffold-penam 14 [58–60]) were synthetized
more than 75 years ago. More than six decades later, this was followed by the preparation of
15 (in 1998) and its aromatic derivatives [61–64]. The aza-adamantane analogue 16 (in 2006 [65]),
as well its substituted derivatives [66–68] made the series complete. These compounds furnish fully
perpendicular arrangement within the amide bonds, resulting in high reactivity similar to that of
ketones (Figure 8).

 
Figure 8. Typical examples of synthetized twisted amides (13–16) with the corresponding amidicity
computed at B3LYP/6-31G(d,p) level of theory.

At first, we should clarify the difference between the distorted and twisted amides (Figure 9).
Updating a previous nomenclature [6,69], the distorted amides reflect some steric hindrance or ring
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strain in their entire structures, but they already possess significant conjugation, with mentionable
amidicity values. Here the amides are almost planar. In contrast, twisted amides may be described by
a near perpendicular amine plane to the carbonyl plane with pyramidalized N atom, where the whole
structure itself is not distorted or hindered (Figure 9).

 

Figure 9. Redefined difference between the distorted and twisted amides. Distorted amides suffer
steric hindrance or ring stress with pyramidalized or non-pyramidalized N atom. Twisted amides do
not exhibit any strain, with perpendicular, non-overlapping amide planes. The carbonyl and amide
planes are illustrated by the parallel- or perpendicularly-oriented blue and orange colors.

Recently, twisted and distorted amide bonds have slowly found real application as a potent
reagent in the mainstream of general organic chemistry. This reagent advances the highly reactive
N–C amide bond in metal-free as well as transition metal catalyzed cross-coupling reactions yielding
various carbonyl derivatives.

Distorted ring-amide can be represented generally by the correlation between the cleavage of
lactam rings and the ring size. In Figure 10 and the corresponding Table 1 we summarize the possible
alcoholysis of four to seven-membered lactams (n = 1–4) to open chain amino ester in the light of
the calculated carbonylicity values. It is important to clarify, that the CA% values are corrected with
ring strain as described. The smallest ring-sized lactam (17a; n = 1 in Figure 10) has relatively low
carbonylicity value (40.5%), which may be due to the insignificant conjugation and not only to the ring
strain (Table 1). Thus, 17a can transform to the corresponding open-chain amino ester 18a, already
having a normal value (ca. 56%; Figure 10, Method-A). Generally, five- and six-membered rings
(17b, n = 2 and 17c, n = 3) are the most stable among the small ring lactams, so one-step alcoholysis
reactions are not allowed. More precisely, for five-member ring lactam 17b this one-step process
toward 18b is forbidden due to the negative change of the carbonylicity value (ΔCA = −3%), while
in the case of six-member lactam the ring opening process (17c → 18c) exhibits an almost neutral
change (ΔCA = +1%). In these cases, a more complicated multi-step processes (17 → 19 → 20 → 18;
Method-B) should be used to cleave the lactam ring effectively. In this longer process, the hydrolysis
with NaOH is allowed due to the increasing CA% (19b,c). The acid chloride formation (20b,c) activates
their functionalities, which easily transform to the desired ester 18b,c. Finally, the seven membered
lactam (17d; n = 4) has a slightly lower carbonylicity value (53%), which allows a moderate potency to
transform it to 18b in alcohol in one step, with slightly increasing ΔCA. It should be mentioned that
the longer procedure 17 → 19 → 20 → 18 is available for all ring sizes.

Table 1. The calculated carbonylicity values (CA%) of compounds 17a–d and 18a–b and the
carbonylicity changes (ΔCA) for ring-opening alcoholysis depending on the ring size.

State n = 1 (a) n = 2 (a) n = 3 (a) n = 4 (a)

Start (CA%) 17 46.5% 60.3% 55.2% 53.4%
Product (CA%) 18 56.2% 56.1% 56.1% 56.2%

ΔCA +10.7% −4.2% +0.9% +2.8%
Method A or B only B A 1 or B A or B

1 Extremely slow reaction.
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Figure 10. One step (Method-A; top) and multi-step (Method-B, bottom) procedures to transform
cyclic amide (lactam) with various ring sizes to amino ester (for the corresponding carbonylicity values
computed at B3LYP/6-31G(d,p) level of theory; see Table 1). The carbonylicity values for 19 and 20 are
average values.

Some examples of sterically hindered amides were reported [70–72] to exhibit moderately low
amidicity and carbonylicity values. One representative example is 21, where the amide functionality is
sterically hindered and, hence, distorted. Here, somewhat decreased carbonylicity makes the reaction
possible with alcohol (for example MeOH) to yield an ester (22), as published earlier (Figure 11,
top) [73]. Another example shows that a twisted amide (e.g., 23), having an extremely low amidicity
value, readily cleaves its CO–N bond by MeOH, resulting an open-chain amino-ester (24), as shown
in Figure 11 (bottom). In both cases, the thermodynamic driving force can be easily explained by
the positive change in carbonylicity [74,75]. The combination of the twisted amide and acyl-anilide
concepts are also exemplified, where these amides furnish effective alcoholysis analogously to the
previous cases [73,76].

 

Figure 11. Relevant examples for acyl transfer reactions in the cases of distorted (21) and twisted
amides (23) resulting esters (22 and 24), explained by the change in carbonylicity (CA%) with the
corresponding carbonylicity and amidicity values computed at B3LYP/6-31G(d,p) level of theory.

2.2.2. Transamidation Reaction via Activated Amides (case III)

Non-strained secondary amides (e.g., N-metylacetamide; 25) exhibit approximately 100%
amidicity, so are typically not able to take part in transamidation reactions. For instance, the reaction
between 25 and dimethylamine, yielding theoretically dimethyl acetamide (26), is not beneficial, due to
the slightly smaller amidicity [40]. From the perspective of practicing chemists, there was a synthetic
demand to activate and use these amides as reagents. To activate these resistant secondary amides,
their high amidicities should be decreased by an activating group. Numerous methods were developed
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in recent decades and presented in the literature, summarized in Figure 12. All these solutions involve
a preliminary activation step.

The introduction of N-nitroso (27) [77,78], N-nitro (28) [79], N-(tosyl) (29) [80], N-
(trifluoromethanesulfonyl) (30) [80], or N-acyl (31) [81–83] amides are the most relevant examples.
The following step describes how these activated amides (27–31) could react with, e.g., dimethylamine,
to yield the desired and exemplified amide product 26. The byproducts of these reactions are typically
good leaving groups. The most significant amidicity decrease can be measured for 28 and 30, producing
the most reactive acylating agents [79,80]. The N-BOC-N-methyl-acetamide 31 was prepared in a
previous step from 25 by (BOC)2O reagent [82,83], a process known as N-Boc activation. Other, bisacyl
and triacyl substituted amides (such as succinimide [84] and phthalimide derivatives [85]) may also
behave as good transamidating agents in the presence of an amine. In all cases, the listed ΔAM values
were large enough to provide enough driving force to convert to the desired product 26 [40].

 

Figure 12. Some representative examples of amide activations (case III), using various reagents with the
corresponding amidicity values computed at B3LYP/6-31G(d,p) level of theory. Ts = p-toluenesulfonyl;
Tf = CF3SO2–; BOC = t–BuO–CO–.

Finally, a good example can be found for the transition metal catalyzed transamidation, where
N-alkyl-benzamide (e.g., 33) was transformed to dialkyl derivatives (e.g., 34a). The authors previously
reported that 33 could not be transformed to 34a directly, even in the presence of an active transition
metal catalyst (Ni/SIPr), without providing any theoretical interpretation. However, the amidicity
concept is able to highlight the thermodynamic background of the process failure, due to the
unfavorable amidicity change (ΔAM = −16.4% in Figure 13). Nevertheless, with the activation
of the amide by BOC group (35), the progress occurs smoothly to product 34a, in the presence of
Ni/SIPr catalyst. It seems reasonable to conclude that when the transamidation reaction exhibits
positive amidicity change (as in 35 → 34), the transition metal catalyst or any other catalyst may help.
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However, when the reaction is substantially endothermic (as in 33 → 34a), the reaction will not take
place even if catalyst is used.

 
Figure 13. Exemplified transamidation reaction of 33 (case III) with (33 → 35) and without amide
activation. The corresponding amidicity values were computed at B3LYP/6-31G(d,p) level of theory.
BOC = t–BuO–CO–; cod = 1,5-cyclooctadiene; SIPr = 1,3-bis(2,6-diisopropylphenyl)imidazole-2-ylide.

Analogues reactions can be found in the literature, where variously substituted amide compounds
are used as a reagent to convert them to ester derivatives with the corresponding alcohol.
Some examples are summarized in Figure 14, where substituted benzamide derivatives (33–34a,b)
could be converted to 22. Clearly, these reactions can occur, if the carbonylicity difference is favorable.
In the case of the transformation of 33 (R = H) to 22, the reaction is forbidden due to the negative change
in carbonylicity, with or without catalyst (Figure 14). The transformation of 34a to 22 is theoretically
possible, but the reaction condition applied in the publication was not harsh enough to be effective
(Figure 14, case II). In the case of Ph substituents (35), however, maintaining low amidicity value is
sufficient to enable the acyl transfer in the presence of Ni/SIPr catalyst [50]. Finally, 33 can transform
to 22 effectively by the activation method with (BOC)2O reagent (Figure 14, case III). The prepared
active intermediate 34b, having a low amidicity value, finally can be transformed to the ester product,
in the presence of Ni/SIPr catalyst.

 
Figure 14. Exemplified acyl transfer reaction (case II and case III) with and without amide
activation in the presence of catalyst. The corresponding carbonylicity values were computed at
B3LYP/6-31G(d,p) level of theory. BOC = t–BuO–CO–; cod = 1,5-cyclooctadiene; SIPr = 1,3-bis(2,6-
diisopropylphenyl)imidazole-2-ylide.
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From these examples it becomes clear that there is no fundamental difference between
transamidation reaction and other transacylation, because in both cases there is an acyl migration.
However, for historical reasons, the transamidation and acyl transfer processes are still distinguished
in the literature. Needless to say, all of these conclusions are true when the heteroatom is sulfur.

The reverse pathway with different substituent patterns, the transacylation from ester to amide,
was also described in the literature in the presence of Ni/SIPr catalyst [86–88].

2.2.3. Activated Transamidation Reaction via Product Stabilization [case IV]

Because of its high amidicity value, N,N-dimethyl formamide (DMF; Figure 15) can be considered
an unreactive amide. In contrast to this, deprotonated amides, such as 36, possess even higher
amidicity values (>150%) than tertiary amides. In strongly basic conditions, deprotonated amides
(36) should, therefore, be more favorable than non-deprotonable DMF. A good example is found in
the literature, where aniline derivatives 37a–c can be deprotonated by NaH or NaOMe, generating
their corresponding anion form of 38a–c. The product amide anions 36a–c were formed at elevated
temperature (Figure 15) [36,89–91]. During the workup process, an aqueous acid was used to acidify
and precipitate the neutral product 39a–c in an irreversible way. The procedure as a whole is a
thermodynamically forbidden transformation (38 + DMF → 39), due to the lower amidicity of the
product 39a–c. Nevertheless, only the reversible subprocess of 38 + DMF → 36 (in green box, Figure 15)
is favorable. Overall, the driving force of this subprocess is controlled by the high ΔAM, so this
formylation reaction is rapid, making this reaction practical [40].

 
Figure 15. An example for case IV transamidation reaction with the corresponding amidicity values
computed at B3LYP/6-31G(d,p) level of theory. The green box illustrates the thermodynamically
favorable subprocess, while the red arrow shows the overall unfavorable reaction.

The use of the amidicity change (ΔAM) leads to a quasi-thermodynamic selection rule, allowing
the reactions to be categorized as being either thermodynamically favorable or unfavorable. This simple
rule of amidicity-change may be used to predict the selectivity of a reaction, where two competing
functional groups are involved. Such an example is presented, where two types of amino groups are
attached in one molecule (40). As one may predict by the amidicity change, only the alkyl amine group
will react with formamide, yielding 41 exclusively with high yields in one step (Figure 16). The other
isomer amide 42 and the diacylated 43, including anilid type amide, could not be detected in the
reaction mixture, as the amidicity change simply predicted [40].
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Figure 16. Selectivity of transamidation reaction of N,N-dimethylformamide (DMF) and compound 40,
having two types of amino groups. The three possible products 41–43 are shown. The corresponding
amidicity values were computed at B3LYP/6-31G(d,p) level of theory.

2.3. Amide Reduction via Amide Activation

An unprecedented number of examples can be found in the literature to reduce amides to
substituted amines, using numerous reduction agents (most generally metal hydrides). The situation
is illustrated by a few selected citations [31,69,92–97]. Strong reduction agents are a common feature
of these methods, since generally amides are very resistant against reduction. Consequently, these
methods are typically not applicable to carry out selective reactions. This extreme resistance can be
explained by the strong conjugative interaction within the structure of amide, exhibited by their high
amidicity values. Among the reduction agent (LiAlH4 or BH3), the complex and highly active metal
hydrides may have the most significant synthetic importance to obtain various amines.

However, selective examples can be found in the literature in which one of the amide groups was
reduced selectively in one molecule, while keeping the other amide or other sensitive groups of the
molecule untouched [98–101]. This was achieved by the activation of the selected amide group by an
appropriate N-substituting activating group. The following example illustrates this methodology in
Figure 17, among other examples. The case of the exemplified diketopiperazine derivative 44 [101]
includes two unequal but very similar amides, A and B, from the aspect of amidicity. If one tries to
reduce this compound 44 by LiAlH4, both the amides A and B will be reduced to piperzine derivative
45. From this reaction it would become clear for a practicing chemist, that no possibility exists of
finding a selective reducing agent to obtain piperazidone derivative 46. In the case of adding only one
equivalent of reductive agent, a complex mixture of partially reduced forms can be observed.

However, analogously to case III reactions in the previous section, the secondary amide-A
was acylated by BOC2O reagent, which resulted in a triacylated intermediate 47. In this structure,
the amidicity of the acylated amide A is lowered to 34.6%, while that of amide B increased slightly.
The carbonyl of the BOC group (amide-C) is as high as 109.1%, which exhibits large resistance to
reduction. The lowered amidicity of the amide-A provides not only higher reactivity with the metal
hydride, but allows the application of significantly weaker reducing agent, such as NaBH4. This reagent
is soft enough to avoid the reduction of amide-B and C. In the first reduction step, amide-A is reduced
only to hydroxy amine intermediate 48, protected by the BOC group, but with increased amidicity
for amide-C. This intermediate 48 was transformed finally to the desired product 46 by a consecutive
deprotection and reducing steps. This compound later proved to be an excellent building block in
drug research. This method is not limited only to six-member diketopiperazines, but it can also be
generalized for even open chain systems [101].
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Figure 17. The non-selective and selective reduction of the amide bonds in a diketopiperazine derivative
44, including amide-A and B, to yield 45 and 46. The corresponding amidicity values were computed
at B3LYP/6-31G(d,p) level of theory.

2.4. Amide Reaction in the Biochemistry

Natural products are very precisely assembled from selected molecular components in unique
arrangements. They typically exhibit very effective and targeted mechanisms of actions in numerous
biological processes. There is an observably large difference in complexity, activity and efficiency
of human-designed compounds [102] and nature’s biomolecules, such as dinucleotide coenzymes
(NAD and FAD) [103], calicheamicin-γl [102,104,105], duocarmycin [106–108], syringolin A [18],
aflatoxin B [18], and penicillin [109]. Biochemical processes also take advantage of the selectivity
of acyl transfer reaction and amide activation, so three representative examples are presented in
this section.

2.4.1. Cross-Linking in the Blood Clotting Process

The first example is taken from the multistep process of blood clotting [110–112]. In this case, in
the final, thirteenth step (Figure 18) of the entire complex process, the two final protein intermediates
49 and 50 are linked to each other via a new side-chain amide bond [112].

 
Figure 18. The final step of the blood clotting process from the aspect of amidicity change, catalyzed by
the transamidinaze enzyme. The corresponding amidicity values were computed at B3LYP/6-31G(d,p)
level of theory.

This creates a molecular polymeric net (51), which forms a barrier against bleeding. Analyzing
the process from the aspect of amidicity values (Figure 18), this transamidation reaction is spontaneous.
The process takes part between a glutamine side chain amide (blue) and a lysin side chain amine (red).
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The amidicity change is predicted to be slightly positive (ΔAM), because the initial 96.0% amidicity
of the glutamine side chain amide is increased to 101% as the new amide is formed, not requiring
additional activation. This small change in amidicity provides a driving force for this bioreaction, but
it is not enough to exhibit the measurable high reaction rate at body temperature. Consequently this
process is catalyzed by an enzyme fibrin stabilizing factor or transglutaminase [112,113]. Moreover,
the releasing ammonia also makes the process irreversible.

2.4.2. Intein-Mediated Protein Splicing

Intein-mediated protein splicing is a biologically important process (Figure 19) [114–117], where a
small but defined part of the protein 52, intein (53), is cut out specifically from the middle of a protein.
Meanwhile, the two remaining parts, called exteins, are linked to each other, forming a new protein
54 via a new peptide bond. Protein splicing is so rapid that the precursor protein is rarely observed
in native systems. It was shown that the process is auto-catalytic and folding-dependent [118–120].
The N-extein residues play unique and important roles in protein splicing [120]. The intein peptide
sequence is supposed to contain no sufficient information originating from an external source [114–117].

From the chemical aspect, here two amides are involved in transamidation process rather than
an amide and an amine shown previously [33]. The intein and the C-terminal extein residue contain
sufficient information for splicing in proteins, which involves four basic chemical steps. In the first
step of the mechanism [114–117], the serine or cysteine residue, at the N-terminal border of the
intein, attacks the neighboring peptide bond forming an intermediate 55, which in a subsequent step
rearranges to 56 and 57. In the final step, the intein leaves the native sequence resulting in the edited
protein 54. Taking into account only the starting and ending state, the overall process exhibits a large
negative ΔAM value (−45 %), which may suppose an endothermic reaction. One may argue that the
exothermic refolding of the instantly cut intein sequence provides additional driving force, covering
the energy demand of the overall amidicically unfavorable process. Moreover, the N-extein-intein
amide linkage is a typically distorted amide (blue in Figure 19.) due to the folding, resulting in lower
amidicity, which could initiate the acyl migration (blue arrow).

Figure 19. The mechanism of action of protein splicing as a special type of transamidation reaction.
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2.4.3. Penicillin

One of the most important small biogen amides is penicillin (58), produced by the Penicillium
genus, which is considered to be one of the great discoveries of the 20th century [121,122].
This antibiotic inhibits penicillin binding proteins, such as transpeptidase, by blocking their serine
residue via acylation in gram-positive bacteria. In this way, bacterial cell wall synthesis stops, leading
to deadly susceptibility to osmotic effects and cell bursting. This bacterial enzyme plays a crucial
role in transferring the D-Ala-D-Ala dipeptide into the bacterial cell wall synthesis as illustrated by
Figure 20. The perennial war between bacteria and fungus led to the evolution of β-lactam related
antibiotics, and resulted in many variants, of which cephalosporine [123] and thienamycin [124,125]
are just two examples.

During the last century, resistant bacteria strains have developed some defending mechanisms
against intensively and overused β-lactam antibiotics. Consequently, antibiotic research is once
again at the forefront of drug research. The β-lactamase enzyme is synthesized by resistant bacteria
for deactivation of penicillin-type compounds in order to avoid their lethal effects [122,126–129].
Regardless, continued characterization of the β-lactam structure and mechanism aids in the
understanding and design of novel antibiotics with desired effects and great precision [126].

Figure 20. (A) The schematic mechanism of biological action of the penicillin antibiotic in the course of
cell wall synthesis. (B) Penicillin inhibits transpeptidase enzyme by bonding covalently to the serine
side-chain producing non-hydrolysable enzyme-substrate complex, blocking irreversibly the enzyme
activity. (C) Some representative examples of β-lactam antibiotics. Their common feature is the strained
β-lactam ring neighbouring a carboxylic functionate, which are both essential for the antibiotic activity.
NAG = N-acetylglucoseamine; NAM = N-acetylmuramic acid.

Since the discovery of penicillin’s chemical structure [18,129], the way this molecule avoids the
aqueous hydrolytic effects in body fluid, while immediately awakening its hidden ability to acylate
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the transpeptidase’s serine side-chain oxygen, has remained a mystery [130,131]. Recently, bacterial
resistance has been investigated intensively, wherein penicillin hydrolysis was studied [131–135],
and on the bases of this mechanism its activity was understood [132–134]. The “strange” fused
β-lactam-type structure [132] was dedicated to explain its strength as an acylating agent completely,
approximated earlier to that of acyl chlorides [133,134]. In organisms, however, such a strong acylating
agent should decompose quickly before reaching its destination, e.g., the transpeptidase enzyme of
the bacteria.

Previously, it was shown that the unexpected stability of penicillin can be attributed to
its deprotonated form (59 in Figure 21), which is the dominant component of the neutral
aqueous environment [60]. According to the new, higher level quantum chemical calculations at
MP2(full)/DGDZVP, the amidicity value [40] of the anion form was found to be higher (AM% = 71.7%)
than the neutral form (58), referring to the more stable amide bond in the anionic form. However,
when the penicillin reached its target enzyme, the transpeptidase, it gets protonated (59 in Figure 21)
by the enzyme. The forming neutral form of penicillin (58) immediately lowers its amidicity to 22.1%,
so it has been triggered for the reaction. Finally, the H atom on the carboxylic acid group can also
easily turn back to the pyramidaziled amid N atom, forming an H-bond. This conformational change
turns on the final, superactive form of the molecule (60 in Figure 21), reflected by the extremely
low amidicity (AM% = −8.7%). This form instantaneously makes a covalent enzyme-drug complex,
and knocks out the enzymatic activity. This carboxylic function makes the molecule a well-designed
acylating bacteria killer, because it also acts as a bait for the essential bacterial enzyme. In this way,
penam scaffold antibiotics are practically self-activating selective hitmen against bacteria. In summary,
penicillin provides an interesting example of a controlled protonation and conformation-dependent
amide bond activation.

 

Figure 21. The amidicity scale [MP2(full)/DGDZVP], showing the reactivity of the carbonyl group for
the three different forms of penicillin molecule (58, 59 and 60), depending on its protonation degree
as well as its conformation. The electron repulsion between the COO− group and the N atom is
illustrated by the lone pairs. This strengthening of the amide bond in 59 (larger amidicity) decreases
reactivity with respect to 58. In form 60, the internal H-bond withdraws density from the amide bond,
weakening it (extremely low amidicity) leading to extremely high reactivity toward nucleophiles.

2.5. Amide Activation in Excited State.

The electronic excitation of the chromophore functionality is able to transfer the energy toward a
neighboring amide bond, resulting in an amide activation and in an increased reactivity of the amide
bond, which is utilized for various processes [33]. Photocleavage (also known as uncaging) is based
on this phenomenon, providing a methodology to release selectively a bioactive compound from its
covalently bonded cage-form in a localized volume. Otherwise, the cage scaffold should effectively

292



Molecules 2018, 23, 2859

block the activity of the bonded biomolecule, but undergoes efficient removal after excitation of
the moiety, through the scissile bond. Until now, numerous cage molecules have been developed
(Figure 22); however, nitro-indoline and coumarine scaffolds are the most popular of these, and are
usually linked with glutamate as excitatory neurotransmitter [136,137].

 

Figure 22. Collection of the most prominent cage-scaffolds (top) and some derivatives (bottom).
NT = neurotransmitter. Compounds in the box are the subject of discussion.

2.5.1. Photochemical Release of Glutamate from MNI-Glu and DNI-Glu at Excited State

The most popular cage compounds, 5-mono-nitro-indoline (MNI) and 5,7-dinitro-indoline (DNI),
have proved their effectiveness during the last decade and have been widely applied in numerous
neuroscientific papers. Due to the large number of scientific results, in this paragraph we focus
only on DNI-Glu and MNI-Glu [138]. MNI-Glu and DNI-Glu fulfill the main requirements for an
ideal cage compound, including an efficient uncaging process with relatively high chemical yield,
rapid two-photon induced release (quantum yield 8.5%) [139], low spontaneous hydrolysis rate,
(Figure 23) and low biochemical side effects [140]. These properties were demonstrated to be useful in
neurophysiological experiments.

 

Figure 23. Chemical structures of MNI–Glu (R = H) and DNI-Glu (R = NO2) and their photochemical
reactivity (top) and hydrolytic reactivity (bottom).
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The reaction mechanisms of the desired photochemical glutamate release of MNI-Glu (61)
and DNI-Glu (62) were studied and compared on quantum chemical bases using GAUSSIAN 09
software [141] (Figures 24 and 25). Their reaction profile proved to be identical, but the energy values
varied in a significant range (4–10 kJ/mol). Here, only the photochemical reaction of DNI-Glu (62)
will be presented. The photocleavage of DNI-Glu (62) starts from the initial state A(S0) and follows
the sequence of A → B → C → D → E → F → G. The inadvertent ground state hydrolysis in aqueous
media (A → I) also plays an important role during the applications, but will not be discussed here.

 
Figure 24. Quantum chemical modelling of the photochemical reactions as well as the simplified
mechanisms of ground state hydrolysis for DNI-Glu (62). The aromaticity (AR%) of the benzene
ring and carbonylicity of the carbonyl functionality along the mechanism are computed at
B3LYP/6-31G(d,p)//PCM(water) level of theory [37].

After the excitation of the aromatic antenna moiety of DNI-Glu [62; A(S0)→B(S1)] the structure
follows a vibrational relaxation [B(S1) → C(S1)]. The high energy excited singlet state C(S1) tends to
transform to a triplet state D(T1) via an intersystem crossing (ISC) process. The triplet state intermediate
takes part in an acyl transfer reaction, where the acyl group migrates from the indoline N atom to one
of the O atoms of the nitro group through a low energy barrier (TS1). This process finally results in an
unusually stable triplet state [E(T1)]. Here, the mechanism may proceed in two different directions.
The desired product state, including the free glutamate [Product 1; G(S0)], is achieved by the N–O
bond cleavage at stage E(T1) through TS2, leading to a relatively high energy state F(T1). Finally,
the deexcitation to ground state [G(S0)] results in the final products. However, due to the relative
stability of the triplet state E(T1), it can undergo a deexcitation process to give a very reactive species
H(S0), which can return to the starting state A(S0).
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Figure 25. Quantum chemical modelling of the potential enthalpy profile of the singlet (red), triplet
(blue) and ground state (black) mechanism for DNI-Glu (62) at B3LYP/6-31G(d,p)//PCM(water) level
of theory. For detailed data see [138].

It is possible to explain the overall process by means of systems chemistry. Through the change
in the aromaticity (AR%) [142] and carbonylicity (CA%) values [computed at B3LYP/6-31G(d,p)//
PCM(water)] it is possible to understand how the electron distribution follows the energetic changes
in the triplet excited as well as the ground state during the photochemical process. DNI-Glu (62)
is composed of an aromatic ring and a carbonyl group (Figure 24), characterized by values of AR%
and CA%. During the excitation [A(S0)] → [C(S1)] the aromaticity is significantly reduced (AR%:
86.9% → 58.2%), while the carbonylicity value remained relatively constant (CA%: 38.1% → 40.1%).
After intersystem crossing (ISC) from singlet to triplet excited state [C(S1)]→[D(T1)], the molecule tries
to regain its stability by slightly increasing its aromaticity (AR%: 58.2% → 66.8%) at the expense of
carbonylicity (CA%: 40.1% → 36.1%). The reduced CA% in state D(T1) indicates that the amid group is
already triggered and favors the next intramolecular rearrangement. This results in a relatively stable
triplet state molecule E(T1) with an increased aromaticity (77.8%) as well as carbonylicity (41.8%).
Subsequently, an endothermic cleavage of the N–O bond leads to stage F(T1), then to the product
63 G(S0), recovering finally both the AR% and CA% after a de-excitation. During the deexcitation
from state E(T1) to the ground state G(S0), the rearranged molecule loses a lot of stabilization energy,
represented by the sharp decreases of AR% (21.8%) and CA% (31.3%), summarized in Figure 24.

The photochemical uncaging process of DNI–Glu is an excellent example of how the electronic
excitation of an aromatic moiety can activate a neighboring amide group, leading to an acyl
transfer reaction.

2.5.2. Photochemical Release of Glutamate from Coumarin-Caged Transmitters at Excited State

The neurotransmitter derivatives of coumarin-4-yl-methyl have been developed as a new
class of efficient caging scaffolds and were applied successfully to mask the biologically active
amino, carbonyl [143] and hydroxyl compounds via carbamate [144–146] or carbonate [33] linkers.

295



Molecules 2018, 23, 2859

Some phosphate [56,147–155], carboxylate [56,155,156], sulfate [154], sulfonate [154] and diol [157]
functionalities were also been protected by various coumarin derivatives (Figure 26) [33].

 
Figure 26. Some examples of cage compounds based on various coumarin scaffolds.

The photochemical mechanism of diethyl coumarin-Glu cage compound (64) has been studied
and are reported here by quantum theory (Figure 27) at B3LYP/6-31G(d,p//PCM(water) level of theory.
The mechanism and the corresponding enthalpy reaction profile are shown in Figure 28. After the
absorption of photon (excitation) by the ground state of coumarin 64 [A(S0)], it reaches its excited
singlet state B(S1). During the vibrational relaxation process at singlet excited state, the molecule
reaches its lowest vibrational energy level C(S1). The molecule tends to deexcite back to its ground state
[A(S0)] by means of emission (fluorescence) or non-radiative processes. However, some of the excited
singlet molecule C(S1) transforms to its triplet state D(T1) via an intersystem crossing (ISC, in Figure 28).
In that C(S1) state, the molecule goes through a conformational change, finding the perpendicular
arrangement of the side chain carbamate to the aromatic ring as the energy optimum E(T1). After a
relatively high enthalpy TS [34.5 kJ mol−1; F(T1)], the CH2–O bond is cleaved heterolytically, forming
a triplet state coumarin cation (65, [G(T1)]) and a ground state carbamate anion derivative (66, S0).
The formation of the real solvent-separated ions is an energy demanding process (estimated as high as
+265.4 kJ mol−1), so before the ion-pair separation, the positively charged coumarin scaffold deexcites
to its ground state and reacts with a water molecule immediately, resulting in coumarin alcohol [66;
S0(H)]. At the same time, the carbamate derivative 66 yields the desired amino neurotransmitter (in
the present cases, Me–NH2), while it loses CO2. Notably, the overall enthalpy change is endothermic
with respect to the starting material in its S0 state, however, the reaction is greatly exothermic with
respect to the reactant first excited state S1[B] or S1[C].

 
Figure 27. Mechanism of the photochemical initiated scission of coumarin-caged model compound 64

to products 66 + 67 by an internal energy transfer, computed at B3LYP/6-31G(d,p)//PCM(water) level
of theory. The amidicity values (AM%) are also shown for some structures.
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Figure 28. Reaction enthalpy (H in kJ mol−1) profile of the photochemical initiated scission of
coumarin-caged model compound 63 to 65 + 66, computed at B3LYP/6-31G(d,p)//PCM(water) level
of theory.

During the photochemical reaction, the original high amidicity value (AM% = 128.6%) remains
nearly constant in its S1 state, but in its subsequent triple state (T1) its amidicity increased to an
unprecedently high value (212.6%), which indicates that the carbamate functionality became a good
leaving group, allowing the C–O dissociation. Finally, the forming of ground state carbamate 66 also
exhibits a high value. It appears that there has been an internal energy transfer from the excited
aromatic ring to the carbamate group. This means that amide, in fact, is stabilized and not activated, as
might have been supposed from the study of DNI-Glu in the previous section.

3. Materials and Methods

All computations were carried out using the Gaussian09 program package (G09) [141].
Geometry optimizations and subsequent frequency analyses were carried out on selected
amide-containing systems from which the values for the enthalpy of hydrogenation (ΔHH2) were
extracted. Computations were carried out at B3LYP/6-31G(d,p) level of theory [37]. Method and basis
sets were chosen for their reliability in the characterization of amidicity [40] and carbonylicity [20],
in agreement with works published earlier. The vibrational frequencies were computed at the same
levels of theory as those used for geometry optimization, in order to properly confirm all structures
as residing at minima on their potential energy hypersurfaces (PESs). In some cases, the acetonitrile
or water solvent was considered by the default IEF-PCM (integral equation formalism polarizable
continuum medium) method.

4. Conclusions

In general, amide groups have been considered to be very stable and functional for many years,
due to their extensive conjugation of the π electron system consisting of the four π electrons. Due to this
characteristic, amides can be found frequently in natural or human-made molecules as stable linkages
between functioning building blocks, maintaining them for hundreds of years. During synthetic
work, they are often and willingly used to inactivate a part of a given molecule as a protecting group.
However, as was earlier revealed, the chemistry of the amide bond can be tricked, turning up their
reactivity and forming a reactive functional group.
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In this paper we showed that there is a semi-quantitative rule to predict the outcome of an acyl
transfer or transamidation reaction. This thermodynamic selection rule indicates the driving force of
amide reactions based on amidicity or carbonylicity values, numerically measuring the amide bond
strengths, namely the stabilization enthalpies, toward providing a simple and reliable protocol for
practicing chemists. The change of amidicity or carbonylicity in the course of a reaction revealed that
the process is favorable or unfavorable (Figure 29).

The amidicity-based classification of the acyl transfer reactions was demonstrated with a few
case examples. Spontaneous processes suppose that the reagent amide exhibits an originally lowered
amidicity value, typically by distortion or twisting. If the starting amide exhibits high amidicity
it should be lowered by an amide activation. We have shown that it can be achieved by chemical
activating groups or photoexcitation, to initiate the acyl exchange. Analogues activation was also
used for selective amide reduction. This ON/OFF function of amides can also be revealed in natural
biochemical processes, demonstrated by penicillin, blood clotting and intein-mediated protein splicing.

 
Figure 29. Summary of the amide activation processes. T1 = triplet state; AM% = amidicity;
CA% = carbonylicity.
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Abstract: This review describes how resonance in amides is greatly affected upon substitution at nitrogen
by two electronegative atoms. Nitrogen becomes strongly pyramidal and resonance stabilisation,
evaluated computationally, can be reduced to as little as 50% that of N,N-dimethylacetamide. However,
this occurs without significant twisting about the amide bond, which is borne out both experimentally
and theoretically. In certain configurations, reduced resonance and pronounced anomeric
effects between heteroatom substituents are instrumental in driving the HERON (Heteroatom
Rearrangement On Nitrogen) reaction, in which the more electronegative atom migrates from
nitrogen to the carbonyl carbon in concert with heterolysis of the amide bond, to generate acyl
derivatives and heteroatom-substituted nitrenes. In other cases the anomeric effect facilitates SN1
and SN2 reactivity at the amide nitrogen.

Keywords: amide resonance; anomeric effect; HERON reaction; pyramidal amides; physical organic
chemistry; reaction mechanism

1. Introduction

Amides are prevalent in a range of molecules such as peptides, proteins, lactams, and many
synthetic polymers [1]. Generically, they are composed of both a carbonyl and an amino functional
group, joined by a single bond between the carbon and nitrogen. The contemporary understanding of
the resonance interaction between the nitrogen and the carbonyl in amides is that of an interaction
between the lowest unoccupied molecular orbital (LUMO) of the carbonyl, π*C=O, and the highest
occupied molecular orbital (HOMO) of the amide nitrogen (N2pz) (Figure 1). This molecular orbital
model highlights the small contribution of the carbonyl oxygen to the LUMO, which indicates that
limited charge transfer to oxygen occurs, in line with the resonance model presented in Figure 2, which
signifies that charge at oxygen is similar to that in polarized ketones or aldehydes and nitrogen lone
pair density is transferred to electron deficient carbon rather than to oxygen. The major factor in the
geometry of amides, and the restricted rotation about the amide bond, is the strong π-overlap between
the nitrogen lone pair and the C2pz component of the LUMO, which dominates the π*C=O orbital, on
account of the polarisation in the πC=O [2,3].
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Figure 1. The interaction between the nitrogen highest occupied molecular orbital (HOMO) and the
carbonyl lowest unoccupied molecular orbital (LUMO) in amides.

 

Figure 2. Resonance hybrid contributions in amides, showing that the majority of charge transfer
occurs between nitrogen and carbon.

 

Amide resonance can be diminished by limiting the overlap between the nitrogen lone pair,
nN, and π*C=O orbitals. In most instances, this can occur by twisting the amino group about the
N–C(O) bond and/or pyramidalising the nitrogen, which amounts to introducing “s” character into
the N2pz orbital.

Computational modelling of N–C(O) rotation and nitrogen pyramidalisation in
N,N-dimethylacetamide 1, at the B3LYP/6-31G(d) level, illustrates the energetic changes (Figure 3) [4].
Distortion of the amide linkage can be quantified by Winkler–Dunitz parameters χ and τ, where χ = 60◦

for a fully pyramidal nitrogen, and τ = 90◦ for a completely twisted amide where the lone pair orbital on
nitrogen is orthogonal to the C2pz orbital [5,6]. Deformation from the non-twisted, sp2 planar ground
state (Figure 3a) through rehybridisation of nitrogen to sp3 (Figure 3b) is accompanied by an increase
in energy (~27 kJ mol−1), but the majority of amide resonance remains intact. A much larger increase
in energy (~100 kJ mol−1) results from twisting the N–C(O) bond through 90◦ whilst maintaining sp2

planarity at nitrogen (Figure 3d), and as the nitrogen is allowed to relax to sp3 hybridisation (Figure 3c), a
fully twisted amide devoid of resonance is obtained. The loss of ~31 kJ mol−1 in this final step is indicative
of the concomitant twisting and pyramidalisation observed in a variety of twisted amides.
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Figure 3. A B3LYP/6-31G(d) generated energy surface for the deformation of the amide moiety
in N,N-dimethylacetamide 1 [4]. χ and τ are Winkler–Dunitz parameters for pyramidalisation
and twist, respectively [5,6]. (a) The ground state planar structure for N,N-dimethylacetamide;
(b) untwisted system with sp3 hybridised nitrogen; (c) 90◦ rotation about N–C(O), whilst maintaining
sp3 hybridisation at nitrogen; and (d) the fully twisted moiety, 90◦ N–C(O) rotation and sp2

hybridised nitrogen.

Typically, amides exhibit restricted rotation about the N–C(O) bond, in the order of 67–84 kJ mol−1,
along a sigmoid pathway with little change in energy upon moderate pyramidalisation (χ = 0–40◦) and
minor twisting (τ = 0–20◦). Clearly, rotation without pyramidalisation is energetically unfavourable and
many examples of twisted amides are testament to this. The shift to sp3 hybridisation at the amidic
nitrogen is clearly demonstrated when twisting of the N–C(O) bond is geometrically enforced by tricyclic
and bicyclic bridged lactams [7–13]. Kirby’s “most twisted amide” 1-aza-2-adamantanone, synthesised in
1998 [10,12], and Tani and Stoltz’s 2-quinuclidone, synthesised in 2006 [14], exemplify the fully twisted
amide, geometrically and chemically. Intramolecular steric hindrance is another source of non-planar
twisted amides [15,16], as exemplified by the thioglycolurils [17,18] and other systems. Ring strain in
nontwisted amides, such as 1-acylaziridines [19,20] and N-acyl-7-azabicyclo[2.2.1]heptanes [21–24] can
result in pyramidality at the amide nitrogen, despite retaining a noticeable nN–π*C=O interaction.

The structural changes accompanying the loss of amide resonance include the lengthening
of the N–C(O) bond and minor shortening of the (N)C=O bond. Comparing the fully twisted
1-aza-2-adamantanone to an analogous unstrained tertiary δ-lactam, the N–C(O) bond shortens from
1.475 Å to 1.352 Å, and the (N)C=O bond lengthens from 1.196 Å to 1.233 Å [12,25]. Spectroscopically
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and chemically, the amide carbonyl trends towards ketonic behaviour at large twist angles. In tricyclic
1-aza-2-adamantanone, the carbonyl carbon 13C NMR resonance is at 200.0 ppm and the IR carbonyl
vibrational frequency (1732 cm−1) is significantly higher than regular amides (1680 cm−1) [10,12].

2. Properties of Anomeric Amides

2.1. Structural Properties

Another way in which amides may be dispossessed of their planarity and resonance is through
bisheteroatom-substitution by electronegative heteroatoms at the amide nitrogen in 2. We named
this class ‘anomeric amides’ on account of the pronounced anomeric effects that can and do occur
between the heteroatoms [26–35]. However, the physical, theoretical, and chemical properties of
various congeners differ from those of conventional primary, secondary, and tertiary alkylamides.

Electronegative atoms demand an electron density redistribution which is facilitated by a shift in
the hybridisation at nitrogen towards sp3, in accordance with Bent’s rule [36,37]. Reduced nN–π*C=O

overlap due to pyramidalisation (Figure 4) together with the increased ‘2s’ character of the lone pair
on nitrogen results in structural, electronic, spectroscopic, and chemical differences in comparison to
traditional amides. Their unique properties of have been reviewed in recent years [31,35].

 

Figure 4. Reduced nN–π*C=O overlap due to pyramidalisation.

Much of our interest into, and indeed the discovery of, anomeric amide chemistry emanates from
our investigations of the biological activity, structure, and reactivity of N-acyloxy-N-alkoxyamides
(NAA’s) 2b [31,38–49] a class of anomeric amides. Readily synthesised by treatment of
N-alkoxy-N-chloroamides 2a, themselves a form of anomeric amide, with silver or sodium carboxylate
salts in anhydrous solvents [45,46,48,49], NAA’s are direct-acting mutagens which react with
nucleophilic centres in DNA [31,39–46,49,50]. Additionally, they react with a variety of nucleophiles to
produce other congeners, including, reactive anomeric amides in the form of N-alkoxy-N-aminoamides
2d [44,47,51] and N-alkoxy-N-thioalkylamides 2e [52]. We have also encountered several anomeric
reactive intermediates through reactions of N-acyloxy-N-alkoxyamides: reaction of 2b with base
generates N-alkoxy-N-hydroxamate anions 2g [45] and reaction with azide ultimately generates
1-acyl-1-alkoxydiazenes, which are aminonitrenes 2h [53,54]. We have generated N,N-dialkoxyamides
2c in related studies by solvolysis of N-alkoxy-N-chloroamides 2a in aqueous alcohols and through
the reaction of hydroxamic esters with hypervalent iodine reagents in appropriate alcohols [30,55,56].
Other anomeric amides of theoretical interest to us are N-amino-N-chloroamides 2f [34], as well as
N-amino-N-thioalkylamides 2i and N-chloro-N-thioalkyamides 2j.

The impact of heteroatom substitution at amide nitrogen is clearly demonstrated by comparing
N,N-dimethylacetamide 1 to N-methoxy-N-methylacetamide 3b and N,N-dimethoxyacetamide 4b.
In 1996, we reported on the B3LYP/6-31G(d) theoretical properties of the corresponding formamides
3a and 4a [27]. The substitution of hydrogen by methoxyl in 3a led to an increase in N–C(O)
bond length from 1.362 Å to 1.380 Å and a second substitution at nitrogen in 4a resulted in a
similar increase to 1.396 Å; the carbonyl bond contracted marginally by 0.006 Å. Nitrogen in
N-methoxy-N-methylformamide and N,N-dimethoxyformamide becomes distinctly pyramidal with
average angles at nitrogen of ~114◦. With similar degrees of pyramidality (χN), the increased N–C(O)
bond length in N,N-dimethoxyformamide could not solely be attributed to deformation at nitrogen.
Energetic lowering of the lone pair electrons is also responsible for reduced overlap with the adjacent
C2pz orbital. This is dramatically exemplified by the rotational barriers for N,N-dimethylformamide,
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N-methoxy-N-methylformamide, and N,N-dimethoxyformamide, which were computed to be of the
order of 75, 67, and 29 kJ mol−1, respectively [27].

Deformation energy surfaces for N-methoxy-N-methylacetamide 3b and N,N-dimethoxyacetamide
4b, for comparison with that of N,N-dimethylacetamide 1, are depicted in Figure 5. In contrast to
N,N-dimethylacetamide (Figure 3), the lowest energy forms clearly deviate from planarity at nitrogen
with χ0 in the region of 40◦ and 50◦, respectively. In both structures, the highest point corresponding to
χ = 0◦, τ = 90◦ is metastable, and the planar fully twisted, and therefore nonconjugated forms, relax to
fully pyramidal conformations (τ = 90◦, χ = 60◦), the energy of which reflects the B3LYP/6-31G(d) barriers
to amide isomerisation in each case, which are approximately 67 and 44 kJ mol−1, respectively. While
the energy lowering for N-methoxyacetamide is modest, the attachment of two electronegative oxygens
to the amide nitrogen radically lowers the isomerisation barrier by some 29 to 33 kJ mol−1. Inversion
barriers at nitrogen are low on account of the gain in resonance stabilisation in the planar form, though
the barrier is higher for N,N-dimethoxyacetamide where the resonance capability would be less and a
six π-electron repulsive effect would operate; planarisation in the hydroxamic ester is less costly than in
N,N-dimethoxyacetamide (~6.3 vs. 14.6 kJ mol−1, respectively).

(A) 

τ°
χ°

Figure 5. Cont.
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(B) 

τ°χ°

Figure 5. B3LYP/6-31G(d) energy surfaces for deformation of (A) N-methoxy-N-methylacetamide 3b

and (B) N,N-dimethoxyacetamide 4b. (a) Untwisted system with sp3 hybridised nitrogen; (b) planar
untwisted structure; (c) 90◦ rotated structure with sp3 hybridisation at nitrogen; and (d) the fully
twisted moiety with sp2 hybridised nitrogen.

In a recent publication, we outlined two concurring isodesmic methods for estimating the
amidicity of amides and lactams [4]. Carbonyl substitution, nitrogen atom replacement (COSNAR),
developed by Greenberg evaluates the energy stabilisation when the target amide is generated from
corresponding ketone and amine according to isodesmic Equation (1) [57–59]. Steric or substituent
effects are conserved throughout the reaction so steric corrections are not required.

 

τ°χ°

(1)

In the second approach, the transamidation method (TA), the energy change is determined when
N,N-dimethylacetamide 1 transfers the carbonyl oxygen to a target amine according to Equation (2).
The limiting energy increase for formation of fully twisted, unstrained 1-aza-2-adamantanone by the
corresponding reaction with 1-azaadamantane, constitutes complete loss of resonance stabilisation
(ΔETA = 76.0 kJ mol−1). However, where heteroatom substituents are present at nitrogen, ΔETA must
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be corrected for any additional inductive destabilisation of the carbonyl (ΔEind) in the absence of
resonance, which we obtain isodemically from reactions such as Equation (3) [33].

(2)

  

(3)

By the TA method, the residual resonance, RETA, is given by Equation (4).

RETA = −76.0 kJ mol−1 + (ΔETA − ΔEind) (4)

In both the TA and COSNAR approaches, zero point energies largely cancel and meaningful results
are obtained without the need for frequency calculations [58,60]. RE by both methods, the negative of
the traditional representation of resonance stabilisation energy, should correlate [4,30,33,34,61,62] and
RE as a percentage of −76.0 kJ mol−1 (or −77.5 kJ mol−1 in the case of COSNAR) yields the amidicity
relative to N,N-dimethylacetamide 1 (by definition 100%).

The resonance energy and amidicity of N-methoxy-N-methylacetamide 3b has been determined
with COSNAR (−62.1 kJ mol−1, 80% amidicity) and TA (−61.25 kJ mol−1, 81% amidicity) and
accords nicely with the lowest rotational barrier from Figure 5a of 67.5 kJ mol−1. In contrast, for
the bisoxyl-substituted acetamide, the RECOSNAR and RETA were determined at −35.9 kJ mol−1,
respectively just 47% or 46% that of N,N-dimethylacetamide [33]. From Figure 5b the rotational barrier
was 44.4 kJ mol−1 and therefore most of the barrier can be accounted for by loss of resonance.

The unusual structure of a number of stable anomeric amides (5–9) has been confirmed by X-ray
crystallography (Figure 6) and relevant structural parameters of these are given in Table 1. The X-ray
structures of anomeric amides 5–9 provide clear evidence of reduced amide resonance. The data
in Table 1 shows that as the combined electron demands of X and Y increase, N–C(O) bond length
and pyramidalisation at nitrogen both increase. The reported average N–C(O) bond length in acyclic
amides is 1.359 Å (median 1.353 Å), generated from Cambridge Structural Database (CSD) [29,63],
which is significantly shorter than the average 1.418 Å from these seven X-ray structures. While the
(N)C=O bond (average 1.207 Å) contracts slightly compared to simple acyclic amides (1.23 Å), there is
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little to no correlation seen between change in (N)C=O bond length and degree of lone pair dislocation;
this may be attributed to bias towards carbon in the LUMO (Figure 1) [2,26,35,64]. Deviation from
the usual sp2 hybridisation at the amide nitrogen (χN = 0) is significant and in line with the electron
demands of substituents. N-acyloxy-N-alkoxyamides 6a, 6b, and 7 (χN = 65.33◦, 65.62◦ and 59.7◦,
respectively) are pyramidalised at nitrogen to the extent of, and beyond, what is expected for a pure sp3

hybridisation. The 4-nitrobenzamide 7 is less pyramidal than the benzamides 6a and 6b presumably
on account of greater positive charge at the carbonyl carbon and attendant increase in nitrogen lone
pair attraction. Both N,N-dialkoxyamides 5a and 5b (χN = 58.3◦ and 55.6◦, respectively) are also
strongly pyramidalised. For Shtamburg’s N-alkoxy-N-chloroamide 9, X-ray data reveals a small χN of
52.5◦, similar to N,N-dialkoxyamides 5a and 5b. Both amide nitrogens in hydrazine 34 are the least
pyramidalised with χN1 and χN2 of 47◦ and 49◦, respectively.

Despite high degrees of pyramidalisation in this set of anomeric amides, there is minimal
twist about the N–C(O) bond (τ = 6.7–15.5◦). This indicates that lone pair orbital overlap with
the carbonyl C2pz orbital, though clearly less effective on electronic and geometric grounds, remains
a stabilizing influence (Table 1). As can be seen in the B3LYP/6-31G(d) deformation surface for
N,N-dimethoxyacetamide 4b (Figure 5b), the strongly pyramidal structure requires twist angles (τ)
beyond 20◦ before there is significant loss of stabilization.

Table 1. Selected structural data for anomeric amides 5–9 from X-ray structures (Figure 6).

Structure N–C(O)/Å (N)C=O/Å θ/◦ χN/◦ τ/◦ Anomeric Twist 1/◦

5a [33] 1.409 1.206 331.2 58.3 6.7 C10-O3-N1-O2: 95.9
C8-O2-N1-O3: −114.1

5b [33] 1.421 1.211 334.5 55.6 13.9 C8-O2-N1-O3: −101.6
C15-O3-N1-O2: −63.8

6a [29] 1.439 1.205 323.5 65.3 15.5 C18-O3-N1-O1: 96.2
C7-O1-N1-O3: −141.6

6b [29] 1.441 1.207 324.1 65.6 13.9 C14-O3-N1-O1: 96.7
C7-O1-N1-O3: −137.6

7 [65] 1.411 1.203 330.3 59.7 −14.0 C8-O1-N1-O5: −91.8
C9-O5-N1-O1: 116.2

8(N1) [32] 1.412 1.213 343.2 47.3 −8.5 LP (N2)-N2 -N1-O2: 47.3
8(N2) 1.410 1.207 341.1 48.9 −11.4 LP (N1)-N1-N2-O3: 178.6
9 [65] 1.408 1.204 337.5 52.5 −13.3 C8-O2-N1-Cl1: −84.2

1 Anomeric alignments in bold-face.

Pyramidal nitrogens and corresponding anomeric interactions have also been observed in
the structures of a number of urea and carbamate analogues of anomeric amides (10–14) studied
by Shtamburg and coworkers and selected structural data are presented in Table 2 [66–69].
Where substituent electronic effects are largely similar as in 11b and 13, it can be deduced that
the stronger conjugative effect of the α-nitrogen lone pair in the urea 11b, relative to the α-oxygen
in the carbamate 13, results in significantly less amide resonance interaction and, hence, significant
increase in pyramidality at the amide nitrogen. Comparison of the ONCl structures 9 and 10a and b,
again indicates greater pyramidality in the ureas where competing acyl nitrogen resonance reduces
the anomeric amide resonance interaction.
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(a) (b) 

(c) 

(d) 

(e) 

(f) (g) 

Figure 6. X-ray structures for (a) N-ethoxy-N-methoxy-4-nitrobenzamide 5a [33], (b) N-methoxy-N-
(4-nitrobenzyloxy)benzamide 5b [33], (c) N-acetoxy-N-methoxy-4-nitrobenzamide 7 [65],
(d) N-benzoyloxy-N-(4-tert-butylbenzyloxy) benzamide 6b [29], (e) N-(4-tert-butylbenzoyloxy)-N-(4-tert-
butylbenzyloxy)-4-tert-butylbenzamide 6a [29], (f) N-chloro-N-methoxy-4-nitrobenzamide 9 [65],
and (g) N,N′-4-chlorobenzoyl-N,N′-diethoxyhydrazine 8 [32].
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Table 2. Selected structural data for ureas 10–12 and carbamates 13–14 from X-ray structures.

Structure N–C(O)/Å (N)C=O/Å θ/◦ χN/◦ τ/◦ Anomeric Twist 2/◦

10a [66] 1.443 1 1.226 329.1 59.9 8.2 C-O-N-Cl: –90.9

10b [66] 1.472 1 1.210 325.8 61.9 −13.4 C-O-N-Cl: –100.1

11a [67] 1.426 1 1.222 333.6 −57.1 −6.8 C-O-N-Oacyl: –104.0

11b [68] 1.441 1 1.233 323.7 64.6 11.8 C-O-N-Oacyl: –98.2

12 [68] 1.438 1 1.220 331.8 57.4 0.8 C-O2-N1-O1: –89.3
C-O1-N1-O2: 55.2

13 [67] 1.424 1.198 334.2 −56.3 2.9 C-O-N-Oacyl: –95.5
14 [69]

(N1)/(N2) 3 1.408 1.194 340.0 59.8 −9.4 LP (N1)-N1-N2-O: 189.2

1 Anomeric amide bond; 2 Anomeric alignments in bold-face; 3 Equivalent nitrogens.

These and other anomeric amides have been modelled at B3LYP/6-31G(d) level in the simplified
acetamide system and ground state models of 15a–d systems display high degrees of pyramidality,
little N–C(O) twist, long N–C(O) bonds, and slightly shortened (N)C=O bonds, in line with the electron
demands of substituents and, where applicable, are reasonable approximations of their respective
X-ray structure counterparts (Figure 7, Table 3). ONS and NNCl analogues, 15d and 15e, have only
been generated as intermediates in reactions but their theoretical structures are in line with those of
anomeric systems 15a–d; N–C(O) bond lengths and pyramidality at nitrogen (χN) are broadly in line
with the gross electronegativity of substituents at nitrogen. Sulphur, with its low electronegativity,
results in a less pyramidal nitrogen, while the NNCl system 15e is completely planar (and untwisted)
for steric reasons. Nonetheless, its N–C(O) bond is comparatively long. The carbamate and the urea
16a (χN = 46.3◦) and 16b (χN = 49.6◦) are both more pyramidal than the corresponding acetamide
15c (χN = 41.8◦), presumably as a result of competing resonance from the α-oxygen and α-nitrogen
lone pairs.
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Figure 7. B3LYP/6-31G(d) lowest energy ground state conformers of model anomeric
acetamides (a) N-chloro-N-methoxyacetamide 15a, (b) N-acetoxy-N-methoxyacetamide 15b,
(c) N,N-dimethoxyacetamide 4b, (d) N-methoxy-N-dimethylaminoacetamide 15c, (e) N-methoxy-N-
methylthiylacetamide 15d, (f) N-chloro-N-dimethylaminocetamide 15e, (g) O-methyl N-methoxy-N-
dimethylaminoacetamide 16a, and (h) N-methoxy-N-dimethylaminourea 16b.

Table 3. Selected structural data for B3LYP/6-31G(d) lowest energy conformers of model acetamides
4b, 15a–e, and 16a,b.

Structure N–C(O)/Å (N)C=O/Å (N–X,N–Y)/Å θ/◦ χN/◦ τ/◦ Anomeric Twist Angles 1/◦

15a ONCl [34] 1.432 1.207 Cl:1.787
O2:1.389 337.6 52.3 −5.3 C2-O2-N1-Cl: 88.8

15b ONOAc [61] 1.429 1.209 O2:1.423
O3:1.395 332.1 58.0 2.3 C4-O3-N1-O2: 101.1

4b ONO [33] 1.417 1.212 O2:1.387
O3:1.412 342.9 48.1 8.5 C2-O2-N1-O3: 66.6

C3-O3-N1-O2: 83.8

15c NNO [62] 1.404 1.217 O1:1.430
N2:1.387 346.5 41.8 5.4 LP (N2)-N2-N1-O1: 190

15d ONS [61] 1.408 1.215 S1:1.717
O2:1.420 352.4 31.7 −4.6 C4-S1-N1-O2: −79

C3-O2-N1-S1: −86.6

15e NNCl [34] 1.414 1.209 Cl:1.820
N2:1.351 360.0 0 0 LP(N2)N2-N1-Cl: 180

16a NNO [61] 1.406 1.212 O1:1.404
N2:1.383 342 46.3 0 LP (N2)-N2-N1-O1: 169.4

16b NNO 1.428 1.217 O1:1.397
N2:1.428 340.0 49.6 −1.7 LP (N2)-N2-N1-O1: 167.5

1 Anomeric alignment in bold face.
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2.2. Resonance Energies and Amidicities

The resonance energy and the amidicity of anomeric amides 4b and 15a–e have been calculated
at the B3LYP/6-31G(d) level by both the TA and COSNAR methods and by the COSNAR method
using dispersion corrected M06/6-311++G(d,p). ΔECOSNAR (Equation (1)), reaction energies (ΔETA)
(Equation (2)), inductive destabilization corrections (ΔEind) (Equation (3)), resultant RETA (Equation (4))
together with COSNAR, and TA amidicities are presented in Table 4.

Table 4. B3LYP/6-31G(d), B3LYP/6-311++G(d,p), and M06/6-311++G(d,p) derived resonance energies
and amidicities of model anomeric acetamides 4b, 15a–e, and 16a.

Amide (R = Me) ΔECOSNAR
1 /kJ mol−1 ΔETA /kJ mol−1 ΔEind /kJ mol−1 RETA

1, 2 /kJ mol−1

15a (ONCl) [34] −29.6(38) 69.9 23.4 −29.5(39)
15a 3 −27.2 (36)
15a 4 −34.4(45)

15b (ONOAc) [61] −39.7(52) 65.3 29.7 −40.5(53)
15b 4 −39.5 (52)

4b (ONO) [35] −36.0(47) 58.2 18.0 −36.0(47)
4b 4 −39.5(53) -

15c (ONN) [62] −52.3(69) 35.1 10.0 −51.0(67)
15c 4 −55.7(73)

15d (ONS) [61] −48.6(64) 26.8 5.0 −48.6(64)
15d 4 −47.3(62)

15e (NNCl) [34] −28.7(38) 64.5 17.6 −29.0(37)
15e 3 −28.6(38)
15e 4 −48.7(64)

16a (ONN) [61] −47.7(63) 31.8 14.6 −50.6(67)
1 −75.9(100)

1 4 [34] −75.9(100)
1 Amidicity (%) in parentheses; 2 From Equation (4); 3 At B3LYP/6-311++G(d,p);4 M06/6-311++G(d,p).

The TA and COSNAR methodologies give almost identical resonance energies for all the
anomeric amides (4b and 15a–e) at the B3LYP/6-31G(d) level. ΔECOSNAR determined at M06 with
the expanded basis set yields very similar results to B3LYP/6-31G(d) for N,N-dimethylacetamide
1 and the anomeric amides with the exception of 15e, where resonance is computed to be worth
49 kJ mol−1, just over 60% that of N,N-dimethylacetamide and substantially higher than that predicted
from B3LYP/6-311++G(d,p), which was identical to the B3LYP/6-31G(d) value (29 kJ mol−1) [34].
The RE parity for 15a and 15e at B3LYP is no longer observed with M06, in line with the lower
overall electronegativity of nitrogen and chlorine. These results impute the necessity for inclusion
of dispersion corrections in treatments of molecules where anomeric interactions are likely to have a
pronounced influence.

It is clear that resonance in anomeric amides is impaired, broadly in line with the gross
electronegativity or negative inductive effect of the atoms/groups bonded to nitrogen. Interestingly,
the ONN and ONS acetamides, 15c and 15d, have very similar resonance energies despite the much
lower electronegativity of sulphur. From Bent’s rule, the opposite effect would be expected, since
s-character in the lone pair orbital should decrease with decreasing electronegativity of X. This is
likely to be a manifestation of the role of orbital size since the influence of second period elements is
significant; nitrogen increases p-character in the bond to sulphur to effect better overlap with the larger,
3p orbital of sulphur. Consequently, the nitrogen lone pair gains more “s” character relative to the
amide nitrogen in the NNO acetamide 15c, resulting in less amide resonance [36,37,70]. Comparing
the M06 values, ONCl and ONO systems have about half the resonance of N,N-dimethylacetamide
while NNO, NNCl, and ONS systems are computed to preserve some 60 to 70% of the resonance of
N,N-dimethylacetamide.
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2.3. The Anomeric Effect

In addition to their reduced amide resonance, anomeric amides are exemplars of XNY systems
featuring an anomeric effect [26,35]. There are two possible anomeric interactions designated as
nX–σ*NY, and nY–σ*NX and where X and Y are different electronegative atoms, one of these interactions
will be favoured over the other (Figure 8). By analogy with anomeric carbon centres [26,35,71–73],
the relative electronegativities of heteroatoms X and Y at nitrogen and the relative sizes of interacting
orbitals contribute to the strength of an anomeric interaction. Heteroatoms Y and X directly influence
the relative energies of nY and σ*NX, which, in turn, affect the net stability gain for the lone pair
electrons (Figure 9a).

Figure 8. Two possible anomeric interactions in anomeric amides (a) nY–σ*NX and (b) nX–σ*NY.

  
(a) (b) 

Figure 9. (a) Stabilisation of a lone pair through a nY–σ*NX anomeric interaction and (b) the energetics
of the anomeric effect in 15c.

As the electronegativity of X and Y increases by going across the p-block row on the periodic table,
σ*NX (and σNX) decreases in energy as does nY. Additionally, as X decreases in electronegativity by
going down a p-block group, σ*NX decreases in energy due to reduced orbital overlap [26,35,36,71,72].
An optimal anomeric effect can be achieved when Y is an early p-block element and X is a p-block
element to the right of Y on the periodic table; more specifically an anomeric stabilisation will be greater
when the energy gap between nY and σ*NX is lower (Figure 9b) [74,75]. In the unusual case of anomeric
amides, where the nitrogen may range between planar sp2 and pyramidal sp3 hybridisation, the
geometry of the central nitrogen atom in XNY systems also plays a role, as pyramidal nitrogen is more
conducive to edge-on nY and σ*NX overlap than is planar, sp2 hybridised nitrogen (Figure 10a) [26,35].
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Figure 10. (a) sp2 hybridised nitrogen hinders overlap with heteroatom Y in an nY–σ*NX system;
(b) optimum conformation in an nY–σ*NX anomeric interaction; (c) optimum conformation in an
nN–σ*NX anomeric interaction; and (d) restricted rotation about the N–Y bond in an nY–σ*NX

anomeric interaction.

Similar to XCY configurations, in an XNY system, a stabilising nY–σ*NX anomeric effect, for
example, can cause the amide to adopt a gauche conformation in which the lone pair of Y is coplanar
with the vicinal to C–X bond (Figure 10b) [71,74]. In anomeric amides, when nY is divalent oxygen or
sulphur, an R-Y-N-X dihedral angle close to |90◦| aligns the p-type lone pair on those atoms with
the vicinal σ*NX (Figure 10b). Where the donor is nN, an optimum anomeric effect would need the
lone pair on nitrogen to be antiperiplanar to X, LP(N)-N-N-X = 180◦ (Figure 10c). Consequences of
the nY–σ*NX interaction include an increased barrier to rotation about the N–Y bond (Figure 10d),
a contraction of the N–Y bond, and an extension of the N–X bond as electrons from Y populate the
σ*NX orbital.

In each of the X-ray structures in Figure 6 there is clear evidence of these anomeric interactions
(Table 1, bold-face torsion angles). On the basis of energetics, the expected anomeric interactions are
nO–σ*NOAc in 6a, 6b, and 7, nN–σ*NO in 8, and nO–σ*NCl in 9. In 5a and 5b one nO–σ*NO would be
expected to prevail. Dihedral angles about the N–O bonds in 5–7 and 9 show a preferred p-type lone
pair alignment with the adjacent σ*NO, σ*NOAc, or σ*NCl bond. In hydrazine 8, the lone pair on N1 is
almost perfectly aligned with the N2–O3 bond while the N2 lone pair makes an angle of only 47◦ to
the N1–O2 bond (1.403 Å), which is shorter than the anomerically destabilised bond N2–O3 (1.411 Å).
The structure is asymmetrical with a donor N1 and recipient N2. Similar anomeric interactions are
observable in ureas 10–12 and carbamates 13 and 14 (Table 2).

All computed structures exhibit an anomeric interaction (Table 3, bold-face torsion angles) and,
besides the ONO system where one nO–σ*NO prevails, an anomeric nO–σ*NX prevails in ONCl,
ONOAc, and ONS in line with expectations based on electronegativity. The size of the sulphur
p-orbital and lower energy of the σ*NS renders an nS–σ*NO anomeric interaction less likely than a
nO–σ*NS stabilisation. Where nitrogen is present, the nN–σ*NO and nN–σ*NCl interactions are clearly
in evidence.

The anomeric effects not only dictate stereochemistry at nitrogen but, as will be seen, combined
with reduced amide resonance, they have a profound impact upon spectroscopic properties and the
reactivity of anomeric amides.

2.4. Spectroscopic Properties of Anomeric Amides

Spectroscopic properties of anomeric amides are strongly influenced by reduced resonance
due to electronegativity of substituents at nitrogen. Infrared and 13C NMR data for a diverse
range of ONCl, ONOAcyl [26,31,35], and ONO systems [35,55] have been reported as well as for
a number of ONN N,N′-dialkoxy-N,N′-diacylhydrazines [76–78]. Representative infrared carbonyl
stretch frequencies in solution for stable anomeric amides (Table 5) are significantly higher (1700 to
1750 cm−1) [32,47,55,79–81] than those of their precursor hydroxamic esters (1650 to 1700 cm−1)
and primary (1690 cm−1), secondary (1665 to 1700 cm−1), and tertiary (1630 to 1670 cm−1)
alkylamides [26,35,82]. While there is a slight tightening of the (N)C=O bond, the increase in νC=O has
been attributed primarily to electronic destabilisation of single-bond resonance form of the carbonyl
as electron density is pulled towards the electronegative heteroatoms on nitrogen, resulting in a
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more ketonic carbonyl bond [2,64]. Likewise, anomeric amides exhibit more ketonic carbonyl 13C
chemical shifts (CDCl3), with downfield shifts of approximately 8.0 ppm from their hydroxamic ester
precursors. Deshielding of the carbonyl carbon is an expected consequence of the electron-withdrawing
substituents. However, like acid chlorides and anhydrides, the carbonyls resonate upfield of ketones,
relative to which the electron density at the carbonyl is increased on account of greater double
bond character.

Table 5. Typical spectroscopic data for stable anomeric alkanamides and arylamides (RC(O)NXY), and
their hydroxamic ester precursors.

System X Y R Amide ν/cm−1 (δ13C)
Hydroxamic Ester
ν/cm−1 (δ13C)

2a [79] Cl OBu Me 1740 1(175.3) 1678 (167.9)
2a [35] Cl OBu Ph 1719 (174.2) 1654 (165.7)
2b [79] OAc OBu Me 1746 (176.2) 1678 (167.9)
2b [80] OAc OBu Ph 1732 (173.9) 1654 (165.7)
2c [81] OBu OBu Me 1707 (174.1) 16781 (167.9)
2c [55] OMe OMe Ph 1711 (174.3) 1683 (166.4)
2d [76] 4-MeBnONAc 4-MeBnO Me 1734/1700 (171.3) 1693 (168.0)
2d [76] BzNOEt OEt Ph 1708 (170.0) 1685 (166.5)

1 Neat.

Common primary, secondary, and tertiary amides have significant cis–trans isomerisation
barriers for rotation about the N–C(O) bond, due to the stabilising effect of amide resonance in
their ground state [2]. Restricted rotation through lone pair overlap with the adjacent carbonyl
C2pz orbital, as illustrated in Figure 1, often results in observation of different chemical shifts of
cis and trans conformers in their 1H NMR spectra, from which barriers to isomerisation can be
deduced [83,84]. The computed surface for N,N-dimethylacetamide in Figure 3 indicates that the
barrier (difference between the completely planar and the fully rotated-pyramidal forms) is of the
order of 71–75 kJ mol−1. Hydroxamic esters have slightly less resonance and amidicity, and the
rotation barrier for N-methoxy-N-methylacetamide from Figure 5a is approximately 67 kJ mol−1.
Many hydroxamic esters have broadened 1H NMR signals at ambient temperatures. Anomeric amides
with lower resonance should have lower cis–trans isomerisation barriers as exemplified in the model
N,N-dimethoxyacetamide in Figure 5b. Accordingly, the isomerisation barrier in bisoxyl-substituted
amides 2b and 2c are too low to be measured by usual dynamic NMR methods. All proton signals
of N,N-dimethoxy-4-toluamide remained sharp down to 180 K (in d4-methanol) and the 1H NMR
signals for N-acetoxy-N-benzyloxybenzamide remained isochronous down to 190 K (in d8-toluene) [26].
The barrier for N-benzyloxy-N-chlorobenzamide 18 could likewise not be determined by dynamic
NMR [35].

Figure 11 illustrates the dramatic difference between 1H NMR spectra of N-butoxyacetamide
and its N-chloro- or N-acetoxyl derivatives as a consequence of reduced resonance in the anomeric
structures, which clearly have much lower isomerization barriers. At room temperature, the
anomeric amides are in the fast exchange region as opposed to the slow exchange in the hydroxamic
ester. Earlier theoretical studies by Glover and Rauk support this assertion [27,28]. For example,
a comparison of formamide 17a, N-methoxyformamide 17b, and N-chloro-N-methoxyformamide
17d, calculated at the B3LYP/6-31G(d) level, showed little reduction in the cis–trans isomerisation
barrier of 73.2 kJ mol−1 in formamide, to 67–75 kJ mol−1 in N-methoxyformamide. However, the
introduction of a second electronegative heteroatom, Cl, reduced the barrier to only 32.2 kJ mol−1,
indicating that monosubstitution alone is insufficient to impact upon the isomerisation barrier [27].
A theoretical isomerisation barrier for N-methoxy-N-(dimethylamino)formamide, which, by analogy
with typical NNO systems, should retain ~70% the resonance in N,N-dimethylacetamide, was
computed to be higher at 52.7 kJ mol−1 [28]. Such an amide isomerisation barrier in the hydrazine,
N,N′-diacetyl-N,N′-di(4-chlorobenzyloxy)hydrazine 20d, was measurable at ΔG‡

278 = 54.0 kJ mol−1,
in line with this theoretical barrier [27].
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Figure 11. 300 MHz 1H NMR spectra (300K, CDCl3) of N-butoxyacetamide, and anomeric amides
N-butoxy-N-chloroacetamide and N-acetoxy-N-butoxyacetamide.

The intrinsic barrier to inversion at nitrogen in bisheteroatom-substituted amides is expected
to be much lower than those of analogous amines. The transition state for inversion in anomeric
amides is expected to be planar, where the nitrogen lone pair can interact with the carbonyl 2pz orbital
generating stabilisation [35]. For N,N-dimethoxyacetamide (Figure 5b) this barrier is represented by
the energy of structure (b), while the difference in energy between fully twisted structures (d) and
(c) represents the much larger barrier to inversion in the corresponding anomeric amine. Several
theoretical estimates put these barriers in anomeric amides at about 10 kJ mol−1 [28].

In anomeric systems, strong nY–σ*NX interactions should increase the bond order of the N–Y bond,
which should impose barriers to rotation about those bonds. For N-chloro-N-methoxyformamide
17d, the N–O and N–C(O) rotation barriers have been estimated at the B3LYP/6-31G(d) level at 44.7
and 29.2 kJ mol−1, respectively [27], while the theoretical barrier to rotation about the N–N bond
in N-methoxy-N-dimethylaminoformamide 17e was computed at ~60 kJ mol−1 [28]. Experimental
measurements for both anomerically induced barriers have been made. An N–O anomeric rotational
barrier of ΔG‡ = 43 kJ mol−1 has been determined for N-chloro-N-benzloxybenzamide 18, where the
benzylic methylenes become diastereotopic at 217 K in d8-toluene, but as no amide isomerisation could
be detected, that barrier must be significantly lower [26]. An anomerically induced rotational barrier for
N–N′ bond in a number of N,N-diacyl-N,N-dialkoxyhydrazines 19a–e and 20a–e has been measured
in dynamic 1H NMR studies [32]. Methylene signals of N,N′-diethoxy 19a–e and N,N′-dibenzyloxy
groups 20a–e, which were diastereotopic at room temperature, as a consequence of restricted rotation
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about the N–N′ bond, coalesced at higher temperatures (Tc = 316–346 K) from which rotational free
energy barriers of the order of 60−70 kJ mol−1 could be determined [32], which compare favourably
with the theoretically calculated N–N′ rotational barrier for 17e of 60 kJ mol−1 [28].

3. Reactivity of Anomeric Amides

The reduced resonance and attendant pyramidalisation at the amide nitrogen together with
anomeric properties of these unusual molecules results in a plethora of amide reactivity, some known,
and now better understood, and others that are unique to anomeric amides. The destabilisation of
the amide bond, coupled with the substitution pattern, facilitates reactivity at the amide nitrogen in
which the amides are usually transformed from one anomeric amide form to another. Moreover, it can
induce a novel process, known as the HERON reaction (Named at the Third Heron Island Conference
on Reactive Intermediates and Unusual Molecules, Heron Island 1994.), in which the amide bond
is broken to form acyl derivatives and heteroatom-stabilised nitrenes. This reaction is facilitated by
weakened amide resonance, but is driven by nY–σ*NX anomeric destabilisation of the N–X bond.

3.1. Reactivity at the Amide Nitrogen

Due to their characteristic, diminished amide resonance and anomeric destabilisation, this class of
amide has been shown to undergo SN2 reaction at nitrogen, and elimination of N-substituents leading
to SN1-type processes. Several congeners undergo thermolytic homolysis to give alkoxyamidyl radicals.

3.1.1. SN2 Reactions

In XNY systems, a moderate nY–σ*NX negative hyperconjugation leads, through neighbouring group
participation, to weakening of the N–X bond, which can encourage SN2 reactions at nitrogen [26,31,35].
The increased electrophilicity of nitrogen in N-acyloxy-N-alkoxyamides 21 leaves them vulnerable to
attack by arylamines (Scheme 1 i) [42,44,47,51], azide (Scheme 1 ii) [54], hydroxide (Scheme 1 iii) [45],
and thiols (Scheme 1 iv) [52], the outcomes from which are anomerically substituted intermediates 22–24

and 26 that ultimately may undergo HERON reactions. Furthermore, N-acyloxy-N-alkoxyamides 21

themselves may be synthesised in SN2 reactions between N-alkoxy-N-chloroamides 25 and sodium
carboxylates (Scheme 1 vi) [43,45,46,48,51,80,85]. N-alkoxy-N-chloroamides 25 also react bimolecularly
with azide generating reactive N-alkoxy-N-azidoamides 26 (Scheme 1 v) [54].

Reactions of 21 systems with amines and thiols have been modelled at the AM1, HF/6-31G(d), and
pBP/DN* levels, which reveal significant charge separation in the transition states and alkoxynitrenium
ion character (Figure 12) [86]. These reactions should be favoured by electron-donor substituents on
the nucleophile and electron-acceptor substituents on the acyloxyl group.

The SN2 reaction of N-methylaniline with a wide range of N-acyloxy-N-alkoxyamides 21 has
been studied (Scheme 1 i), and relative rate constants, Arrhenius activation energies, and entropies of
activation are in accord with a transition state with significant charge separation [31,44,51,87]. EA’s are
of the order of 40 to 60 kJ mol−1. Entropies of activation (−90–160 J K−1 mol−1) are more negative than
found in SN2 reactions of alkyl halides, owing to a greater degree of solvation in the charge separated
transition state [88]. In addition, the rates for reactions i, iii, and iv with a series of NAA’s bearing
N-p-substituted benzoyloxyl leaving groups correlated with Hammett σ constants with positive slope
(i, � = 1.7, iii, � = 0.6, and iv, � = 1.1) [44,45,52]. In addition, a series of anilines reacted bimolecularly
and rate constants correlate with Hammett σ+ constants (� = −0.9) [44]. In most respects, the SN2
reactions are electronically and geometrically reminiscent of those at carbon centres and are accelerated
by electron-donor groups on the nucleophile and electron-withdrawing groups on the leaving group.
The amide carbonyl facilitates SN2 reactivity in line with enhanced reactivity in phenacyl bromides [89].
In particular, bimolecular reaction rates are radically impeded with branching α to the carbonyl [50],
which is analogous to the resistance to SN2 reactions of α-halo ketones bearing substituents at the α’
position [90,91].
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Scheme 1. SN2 reactions of N-acyloxy-N-alkoxyamides 21 with: (i) arylamines; (ii) azide; (iii) hydroxide; (iv)
thiols; (vii) DNA and reaction of N-alkoxy-N-chloroamides 25 with (v) azide and (vi) sodium carboxylates.

  
(a) (b) 

Figure 12. HF/6-31G* predicted charge separation in transition states for reactions of N-formyloxy-N-
methoxyformamide with (a) ammonia and (b) methanethiol.

Anomeric substitution at nitrogen in N-acyloxy-N-alkoxyamides 21 renders this class of amides as
direct-acting mutagens. Mutagenicity towards S. typhimurium in the Ames reverse mutation assay does
not require premetabolic activation [92,93]. Our DNA damage studies on plasmid DNA at physiological
pH, as well as extensive structure–activity relationships [31,38–41,43,45,46,48–50,79,80], point to binding
of NAA’s 21, intact, into the major groove of DNA, where an SN2 reaction occurs at the most nucleophilic
centre, the electron-rich N7 in guanine (Scheme 1 vii) [94–97]. All three side chains (R1, R2, and R3) of
21 have an impact upon both DNA damage profiles as well as mutagenicity levels. An SN1 mechanism,
yielding electrophilic N-acyl-N-alkoxynitrenium ions, was ruled out since only R1 and R2 would influence
binding and reactivity. Moreover, mutagenic activity is radically reduced when there is branching
α to the carbonyl in parallel with the impaired SN2 reactivity [40,50,51]. The mutagenic activity of
N-acyloxy-N-alkoxyamides 21 has been used recently to show how hydrophobicity and intercalating side
chains impact upon DNA binding [38,39].
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3.1.2. Elimination Reactions

In an anomeric amide where nY–σ*NX is a strong interaction, where X has a high electron affinity
and Y is a strong electron donor, polarisation can lead to elimination of X−, leaving a Y-stabilised
nitrenium ion 28 (Scheme 2) [98]. The stronger the anomeric effect, the more readily the elimination
is expected to occur. In the case of N-alkoxy-N-chloroamides 25, elimination can be facilitated by
Lewis acid complexation with X and by the use of polar solvents [35]. For example, treatment
of N-chloro-N-(2-phenylethyloxy)- 29a and N-chloro-N-(3-phenylpropyloxy)amides 29b with silver
tetrafluoroborate in ether, initiates a ring closing reaction to form N-acyl-1H-3,4-dihydro-2,1-benzoxazines
30a and N-acyl-1,3,4,5-tetrahydrobenzoxazepines 30b, respectively, via chlorine elimination to form
nitrenium ions (Scheme 3). N-acyl-N-alkoxynitrenium ions are strongly stabilised by delocalisation of the
positive charge onto oxygen [98,99]. This methodology has been used widely since its discovery in 1984
by Glover [100,101] and Kikugawa [102–108]. In addition, treatment of N-alkoxy-N-chloroamides 25 with
silver carboxylates in diethyl ether, allows the nitrenium ion to be scavenged by carboxylate in a versatile
reaction which has been used to synthesise a range of N-acyloxy-N-alkoxyamides 21 [48,80].

Scheme 2. Nitrenium ion formation by elimination of X due to a strong nY–σ*NX interaction.

 

Scheme 3. Cyclisation by silver ion catalysed elimination reactions.

Elimination of chloride in the alcoholysis of 25 to give nitrenium ion provided a synthetic pathway
to N,N-dialkoxyamides 5 (Scheme 4) [55,56]. We recently reported a more versatile synthesis effected
by PIFA oxidation of hydroxamic esters 31 in appropriate alcohol, which proceeds through a reactive
phenylbistrifluoroacetate derivative 32 [30,55]. Similar hypervalent iodine oxidations have been used
in nitrenium ion cyclisations onto aromatic rings [105].

Scheme 4. N-Acyl-N-alkoxynitrenium ion mediated syntheses of N,N-dialkoxyamides 5.

N-Alkoxy-N-benzoylnitrenium ions 34 are generated through AA11 acid-catalysed solvolysis of
N-acetoxy-N-alkoxybenzamides 33 (Scheme 5) [46,48,49]. Acetoxyl, upon protonation with a catalytic
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amount of mineral acid, is eliminated from N-acetoxy-N-alkoxybenzamides 33 and the nitrenium ions
are trapped by water to form N-alkoxyhydroxamic acids 35. The anomeric 35 undergoes secondary
reactions to form a range of products.

Scheme 5. Acid catalysed hydrolysis of N-acetoxy-N-butoxybenzamides.

The elimination reactions of N-alkoxy-N-chloroamides 25 and the acid-catalysed solvolysis
reactions of 33, both of which proceed through intermediacy of N-acyl-N-alkoxynitrenium
ions, can better be re-evaluated in terms of anomeric destabilisation in combination with their
reduced amidicities.

3.2. The HERON Reaction

3.2.1. HERON Reactions of N-Amino-N-Alkoxymides

A novel reaction of suitably constituted anomeric amides is the HERON (Heteroatom
Rearrangement On Nitrogen) reaction [56,109–113]. In such amides, when the X heteroatom of
an anomerically destabilised N–X bond is a poor leaving group, the amide can undergo a concerted
rearrangement involving the migration of X to the carbonyl carbon and the ejection of a Y-stabilised
nitrene (Scheme 6).

Scheme 6. The heteroatom rearrangement on nitrogen (HERON) reaction of an anomeric amide.

The HERON reaction was discovered by Glover and Campbell during research into SN2 reactivity
of N-acyloxy-N-alkoxyamides 21, specifically the reaction between N-acetoxy-N-butoxybenzamide and
N-methylaniline according to Scheme 1 i [47,111]. In a polar solvent such as methanol, N-methylaniline
attacks the amide nitrogen, replacing the acetoxyl side chain to form an unstable intermediate,
N-butoxy-N-(N′-methylanilino)benzamide 36, which undergoes the HERON reaction to form butyl
benzoate 37, and an aminonitrene, 1-methyl-1-phenyldiazene 38 (Scheme 7 i). Aminonitrenes
are highly reactive intermediates with a singlet ground state, which persist long enough under
reaction conditions to dimerise to tetrazenes [114–117], in this case, 39 (Scheme 7 ii) [44,47].
N,N′-Diacyl-N,N′-dialkoxyhydrazines 40, the only forms of N-alkoxy-N-aminoamides 2d to have
been isolated, undergo tandem HERON reactions to form two equivalents of ester 41 and a molecule
of nitrogen; the N-acyl-N-alkoxyaminonitrenes 42, formed in this HERON reaction, rapidly undergo
a second rearrangement to form a molecule of nitrogen and ester before dimerisation of the
N-acyl-N-alkoxyaminonitrene can occur (Scheme 8) [56,76]. Step ii can also be regarded as a HERON
process, driven by a high energy electron pair on 1,1-diazene, a charge separated form of aminonitrene.
Barton and coworkers studied the decomposition at about the same time, and both groups established
the operation of three-centre mechanisms using asymmetric hydrazines [77]. In addition, Barton
found its concerted nature facilitated the formation of a range of highly hindered esters and, recently,
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Zhang has utilised the reaction to generate hindered esters from N,N′-dialkoxy-N,N′-diacylhydrazines,
synthesised through N-bromosuccinimide (NBS) oxidation of hydroxamic esters [118].

Scheme 7. The first HERON reaction of N-butoxy-N-(N′-methylanilino)benzamide 36.

Scheme 8. Tandem HERON reactions of N,N′-diacyl-N,N′-dialkoxyhydrazines 40.

3.2.2. Theoretical and Experimental Validation of the HERON Reaction

The HERON reaction of 22 and 40 has been modelled and validated computationally. Initially,
AM1 modelling predicted that the three-centre reaction in the first HERON (Scheme 7 i) had an
energy barrier of 184 kJ mol−1, while that of the second step was very low (25 kJ mol−1) [56,77]. An
extensive AM1 study of HERON reactions of N-amino-N-alkoxyacetamides predicted a similar barrier
of 159 kJ mol−1 in the gas phase, but a lower barrier of 126 kJ mol−1 in solution [111]. The same study
also predicted lower barriers with electron-donor groups on the amino nitrogen. In a more rigorous
study at the B3LYP/6-31G(d) level [76], Glover et al. modelled the HERON reaction of N-methoxy-N-
dimethylaminoformamide 17e, a model representative of N-(N′-methylanilino)-N-butoxybenzamide 36,
and N,N′- diacyl-N,N′-dialkoxyhydrazines 40, for which HERON reactions had been experimentally
observed. It was confirmed that the nN–σ*NO anomeric destabilisation resulted in migration of the
methoxyl group with an activation barrier of 90 kJ mol−1 and the reaction was exothermic by 23 kJ mol−1.
Similar diasteromeric transition states were located, but the transition state accessible from the lowest
energy (syn) conformer of 17e was found to be that depicted in Figure 13a. Importantly, modelling
showed that amide resonance in the transition state was largely lost, as migration occurs in a plane
perpendicular to the carbonyl, twisting the nitrogen lone pair away from alignment with the π*C=O orbital.
Anomeric destabilisation, however, remained along the reaction coordinate, driving the reaction forward.
The N–C(O) bond is largely intact at the transition state but breaks as the O2–C1 bond forms in an internal,
SN2-like reaction at the amide carbon. Significantly, a tetrahedral intermediate is avoided by this process.
Subsequent high level calculations on the decomposition of anomeric hydrazines by Tomson and Hall,
yielded similar energetics for the HERON process [119].
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Figure 13. Twisted HERON transition states of (a) N-methoxy-N-dimethylaminoformamide 17e and
(b) 1-formyl-1-methoxydiazene 44 (R1 = H, R2 = Me) at B3LYP/6-31G(d) level [53,76].

Analysis of charge separation in the B3LYP/6-31G(d) transition state revealed a partial positive
charge of +0.5 on amino group, partial negative charge of −0.3 on the migrating methoxyl group
and little change in charge at the carbonyl. This indicated that HERON in these NNO systems could
be assisted by polar solvents, electron-donating groups on the stationary amino substituent, and
electron-withdrawing groups on the migrating oxygen substituent. The activation barriers and charge
separation in the transition state were validated experimentally by Arrhenius studies and Hammett
correlations from thermal decomposition of a range of substituted hydrazines 19a–e and 20a–e in
mesitylene (Table 6) [76]. In 19, the donor ability of nN is increased by electron-rich aroyl groups,
leading to enhanced reaction rates and a negative Hammett σ+ correlation (� = −0.35, R2 = 0.978)
(Figure 14a). However, acceptor benzyloxy substituents in 20 facilitate the migration, leading to a
positive Hammett σ-correlation (� = 1.02, R2 = 0.911) (Figure 14b). Rate constants were lower in 20

on account of a negative impact at the donor nitrogen. Donor groups, on the other hand, have little
impact on the carbonyl in 19.

Table 6. Hammett reaction constants, Arrhenius activation energies, entropies of activation, and rate
constants for HERON decomposition of 19a–e and 20a–e [76].

Series System EA/kJ mol−1 ΔS‡/J K−1 mol−1 106.k298/s−1

Series 19: σ+ reaction constant � = −0.35 1

19a 99.2 (4.3) −21.2 (13) 5.56
19b 100.7 (8.2) −19.6 (25) 3.72
19c 100.4 (5.1) −23.8 (15) 2.52
19d 107.7 (1.7) 0.9 (5) 2.50
19e 104.0 (1.7) −15.4 (5) 1.57

Series 20: σ reaction constant � = +1.02 1

108.k298/s−1

20a 111.4 (0.9) −21.1 (2) 4.02
20b 125.9 (1.0) 24.5 (3) 2.76
20c 114.1 (3.9) −8.7 (11) 6.21
20d 125.1 (8.5) 27.4 (24) 5.44
20e 98.8 (0.3) −46.4 (1) 31.9

1 Hammett correlations using k298K.
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Figure 14. Influence on the HERON transition state of (a) electron-rich benzoyl groups in 19 and
(b) electron-deficient benzyloxy groups in 20.

3.2.3. HERON Reaction of 1-Acyl-1-Alkoxydiazenes

The second step in the thermal decomposition of N,N′-dialkoxy-N,N′-diacylhydrazines 40,
19, and 20 has also been modelled at both B3LYP/6-31G(d) and CCSD(T)//B3P86 level using
N-formyl-N-methoxydiazene, and was found to have an extremely small EA of between 5 and
12 kJ mol−1 and to be highly exothermic (ΔE = −400 kJ mol−1) [53,119]. We encountered this process
from the reaction of N-acyloxy-N-alkoxyamides 21 with azide (Scheme 1 ii), which generates ester
and two molecules of nitrogen [54]. The reaction of N-acyloxy-N-alkoxyamides with azide was
originally conceived in an attempt to trap and determine the lifetimes of N-acyl-N-alkoxynitrenium
ions, by analogy with the determination of lifetimes of arylnitrenium ions in water [120,121].
However, N-Alkoxy-N-azidoamides 26 are highly unstable intermediates, losing nitrogen to generate
1-acyl-1-alkoxydiazenes 44, which react further to nitrogen and ester Scheme 9. The transition
state for this reaction of N-formyl-N-methoxydiazene, modelled at the B3LYP/6-31G(d) level, is
depicted in Figure 13b. Once again, the methoxyl group migrates in a plane orthogonal to the
N1-C2-O1 plane in an earlier transition state with little N–C(O) bond cleavage, which occurs in
concert with O2–C2 bond formation, again avoiding a tetrahedral intermediate. The reaction of
azide with N-chloro-N-alkoxyamides 25 proved to be an excellent means of generating highly
hindered esters [54]—not surprisingly, in light of the very low EA and extreme exothermicity born
out of the entropically favourable generation of two highly stable molecules (methyl formate and
nitrogen) [53,119]. Overall, the decomposition of N-azido-N-methoxyformamide to two molecules of
nitrogen and methylformate was computed to be exothermic by some 575 kJ mol−1 [53]. Yields of
esters prepared by this method are given in Table 7.

Scheme 9. Decomposition and HERON reaction of N-alkoxy-N-azidoamides 26.
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Table 7. Ester 41 (R1COOR2) formation from the reaction of N-alkoxy-N-chloroamides 25 (R1CONClOR2)
with sodium azide in aqueous acetonitrile.

R R′ Isolated Crude Yield/%

Ph (CH3)3C 87
(CH3)3C (CH3)3C 30

1-adamantyl (CH3)3C 82
(CH3)3C cyclohexyl 97

Ph (CH3)2CH 92
Ph PhCH2 93

CH3 PhCH2 92
p-NO2C6H4 Et 94

Ph Et 94

Both Barton and recently Zhang have shown that the thermal decomposition of N,N′-dialkoxy-
N,N′-diacylhydrazines is a source of hindered esters. The avoidance of a tetrahedral intermediate
in both HERON steps of these reactions, and which is a limiting structure in Fisher esterification, is
critical. This, and the clear role of anomeric substitution at nitrogen in both reducing amidicity, as well
as promoting the rearrangement, are paramount.

3.2.4. HERON Reactions of Anionic Systems

Hydroxide substitution of the acyloxyl side chain from a range of N-acyloxy-N-alkoxybenzamides
21, at room temperature in aqueous acetonitrile, generated esters and their hydrolysis products [45].
Rate data and crossover experiments pointed to an SN2 reaction at nitrogen and the intramolecular
nature of the reaction, implicating a HERON process. The hydroxamic acid intermediates 45 from initial
attack (Scheme 1 iii) would be converted to their conjugate base 23 under basic reaction conditions,
generating a strong nO−–σ*NO anomeric destabilisation of the N–O bond (Scheme 10). A HERON
migration of the alkoxyl side chain to the carbonyl carbon results in the formation of alkyl benzoate
and the ejection of the nitric oxide anion (Scheme 10, R1 = Ph). This route to esters from hydroxamic
acids in equilibrium with 23 was earlier invoked to explain non-crossover ester formation in the AAl1
solvolysis of N-acyloxy-N-alkoxyamides at low acid concentrations (Scheme 5) [45,46,48,49].

Scheme 10. HERON reaction of hydroxamate anion 23.

The HERON reaction was also invoked by Shtamburg and coworkers to account for formation of
ethyl benzoate 41 (R1 = Ph, R2 = Et) when N-acetoxy-N-ethoxybenzamide 46 (R1 = Ph, R2 = Et) was
treated with methoxide in aprotic media. Anion 23 (R1 = Ph, R2 = Et) leading to the HERON reaction
was generated by methoxide addition at the ester carbonyl (Scheme 10), while methoxide attack at the
amide carbonyl lead to the formation of methyl benzoate [122].

Dialkyl azadicarboxylates, widely used in the Mitsonobu reaction, decompose vigorously with
methoxide in methanol [123,124]. 47a afforded methyl isopropyl carbonate 49a and isopropyl formate
50a in a 1:1 ratio by 1H NMR, and diethyl azadicarboxylate 47b behaved similarly, though volatile
ethyl formate 50b was less prevalent in the reaction mixture (Scheme 11) [112,125]. Since the nitrogens
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in 47 are the overwhelming contributors to the LUMO of azadicarboxylates [112], the most probable
route to these products is methoxide addition at nitrogen and a facile HERON reaction of the anionic
adducts 48. Calculations based on the HERON reaction of dimethyl azodicarboxylate 5c, gave an EA

of 27 kJ mol−1 and exothermicity of 59 kJ mol−1, at the B3LYP/6-31G*//HF/6-31G(d) level [112].

Scheme 11. Amide anion induced HERON reaction in reactions of azadicarboxylates with methoxide.

3.2.5. HERON Reactions of N-Alkoxy-N-Aminocarbamates

By analogy with the HERON reactions of N-acyloxy-N-alkoxyamides, several carbamates have
been shown to undergo a similar reaction (Scheme 12). N-Acetoxy-O-alkyl-N-benzyloxycarbamates
51a–c and N-methylaniline reacted bimolecularly in [D4]-methanol to produce the corresponding
carbonates 53 and tetrazene 39, presumably through HERON reaction of the N-methylanilino
intermediate 52 [126].

Scheme 12. HERON reactions of N-alkoxy-N-aminocarbamates.

3.2.6. HERON Reactions of N-Acyloxy-N-Alkoxyamides

Based on RE’s of models 15c and 16a in Table 4, the amidicity of NNO systems such as
N-alkoxy-N-aminoamides 2d or N-alkoxy-N-aminocarbamates such as 52, is likely to be reduced
by modest amounts (60–70% that of N,N-dimethylacetamide), yet these systems undergo HERON
reactions at room temperature, as do the 1,1-diazenes 2h and hydroxamates 2g. However, all
have in common a strong anomeric destabilisation of the N–O bond through high energy electron
pairs on the donor atom, nY, and high electronegativity of oxygen. nO–σ*NO systems such as
N-acyloxy-N-alkoxyamides 2b and N,N-dialkoxyamides 2c, on the other hand, should have lower
RE’s (amidicities approximately 50% that of N,N-dimethylacetamide), yet they are thermally stable
at room temperature on account of a weaker nO–σ*NO anomeric interaction. However, at elevated
temperatures, N-acyloxy-N-alkoxyamides 2b also undergo HERON reactivity [85].

A tandem mass spectrometric analysis by electrospray ionisation, used in characterising
mutagenic N-acyloxy-N-alkoxyamides 21 (Scheme 13), produced, in addition to sodiated parent
compound 54, three characteristic sodiated ions, a sodiated alkoxyamidyl radical, 55, which was
generally most prevalent, a sodiated anhydride, 56, and a minor cation due to sodiated ester, 57,
which was absent in the ionisation of aliphatic amides. While the fragments formed in parallel
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with each product ion, 58–60, were undetectable, under these conditions the source of anhydrides
must be an intramolecular process and the HERON rearrangement at elevated temperature was
implicated. Furthermore, the relative amounts of sodiated anhydride and ester reflected the expected
bias towards an nO–σ*NOAc anomeric stabilisation with attendant weakening of the N–OAc, rather
than the N–OR, bond [112]. A B3LYP/6-31G(d) computational study of migration tendencies
in N-formyloxy-N-methoxyformamide predicted high EA’s for migration of both formyloxyl and
methoxyl in the gas phase (162 and 182 kJ mol−1, respectively) [112]. While acyloxyl, rather than
alkoxyl, migration would be energetically more favourable, in solution at room temperature and
particularly in polar media, the HERON reaction would not be competitive with SN2 and SN1 reactions
at nitrogen.

Scheme 13. Fragments from collision induced electrospray ionisation-mass spectrometric (ES-MS)
analysis of N-acyloxy-N-alkoxyamides 21.

However, in toluene at 90 ◦C, HERON reactions of 21 have been detected in competition with a
homolytic decomposition pathway, and analysis of the complex reaction mixtures provides further
support for the driving force behind the HERON process (Scheme 14) [85]. Homolysis of the N–OAc
bond in 61 gave relatively long-lived alkoxyamidyl radicals 62, which in solvent cage reactions with
product radicals generated dioxazole 63, or upon escaping the solvent cage dimerise to hydrazines
leading to the expected thermal decomposition esters. The HERON reaction of 61 generates anhydrides
65 and alkoxynitrenes 66. Anhydrides, which in the case of symmetrical benzoic anhydride from
61a and mixed benzoyl heptanoyl anhydride from 61b were relatively stable, react further to give
esters 68 and 69 with alcohols 67 generated in the reaction mixture, the source of which was the
alkoxynitrenes, the other HERON product. Critical evidence for the HERON process derived from
products of alkoxynitrenes 66, which (1) could be trapped by oxygen; (2) dimerised to hyponitrites; or,
(3) underwent characteristic rearrangements leading aldehydes, nitriles, and alcohols. Competition
between the HERON and homolytic reaction pathways was evident in a comparison of products from
61c–e. The polarity of these HERON transition states would require a build-up of positive charge on
the donor alkoxyl oxygen, nO. This would be stabilised by electron-donor para substituents on the
benzyloxy group, but destabilised by electron-withdrawing para substituents. In accord with this, 61c

and 61e generated dioxazole and esters. Little dioxazole was formed from 61d in which the methoxyl
group would lower the energy of the HERON transition state, but would have little impact on the
non-polar transition state for homolysis of the N–OAc bond (Figure 15).
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Scheme 14. HERON and radical decomposition pathways for N-acyloxy-N-alkoxyamides in toluene at 90 ◦C.

Figure 15. (a) Stabilisation of the HERON transition state for N-acyloxy-N-alkoxyamides by para
methoxyl group and (b) destabilisation by a para nitro group.

3.2.7. HERON Reactions of N,N-Dialkoxyamides

Like N-acyloxy-N-alkoxyamides 2b, N,N-dialkoxyamides 2c possess low amidicity and they
are thermally unstable, but require higher temperatures (typically 155 ◦C in mesitylene). However,
their reaction proceeds exclusively by homolysis. Secondary products from alkoxynitrenes, which
would be produced by the HERON pathway, were not observed for acyclic N,N-dialkoxyamides.
Rather, they produce alkoxyamidyl radicals, which dimerise to N,N′-dialkoxy-N,N′-diacylhydrazines
and ultimately esters. In addition, they can be trapped by hydrogen donors and solvent derived
radicals [55].

On the other hand, room temperature HERON reactivity was found to occur exclusively in
several alicyclic ONO systems [30]. Cyclic N,N-dialkoxyamides, N-butoxy-3(2H)-benzisoxazolone 73,
N-butoxyisoxazolidin-3-one 74, and N-butoxytetrahydro-2H-1,2-oxazin-3-one 75, can be synthesised
by PIFA oxidation of the salicamide 70, β− and γ-hydroxyhydroxamic esters, 71 and 72, respectively,
by analogy with the synthesis of acyclic N,N-dialkoxyamides (Scheme 4) [55]. Only N-butoxy-3(2H)-
benzisoxazolone 73 is stable; N-butoxyisoxazolidin-3-one 74 and N-butoxytetrahydro-2H-1,2-oxazin-3-one
75 both react at room temperature and the reactions can be monitored by 1H NMR and mass spectrometry
(Scheme 15). The γ-oxazinolactam undergoes quantitative ring opening to a diastereomeric mixture of
the stable hyponitrite 76, which must arise from dimerization of alkoxynitrene 77, a known reaction of
alkoxynitrenes. The δ-oxazinolactam, on the other hand, undergoes a quantitative ring contraction to the
γ-valerolactone 78 with production of butoxynitrene 79. Both are clearly HERON reactions [30].

The EA for both HERON reactions must be radically lower than that for acyclic N,N-dialkoxyamides.
Analysis of the B3LYP/6-31G(d) optimised ground state structures of N-methoxy-γ-oxazinolactam 81

(Figure 16b) and N-methoxy-δ-oxazinolactam 82 (Figure 16c) provide insight into this unusual difference
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in reactivity. Firstly, the model γ-oxazinolactam is strongly pyramidal at nitrogen (χN = 64.6◦) and
significantly twisted (τ = −36◦), with attendant loss of amide character. The N–C(O) bond is very long
compared to N,N-dimethoxyacetamide 4b (1.417 Å, Table 3). The COSNAR and TA resonance energies
for 81 are −20 and −19 kJ mol−1, respectively, translating to amidicities of only 26% and 25%. Torsion
angles close to 90◦ indicate that the endo and exo oxygen lone pairs are ideally aligned for maximum
nO–σ*NO stabilisation. Low amidicity and a strong stereoelectronic effect would favour either reaction
but, clearly, ring opening would be more favourable than ring contraction, which would give a highly
strained β-lactone.

Scheme 15. HERON reactions of γ-oxazinolactam 71 and δ-oxazinolactam 72.

χ 
τ 

χ
τ

χ 
τ

χ
τ

Figure 16. Ground state structures of models (a) N-methoxybenzisoxazolone 80, (b) N-methoxy-γ-
oxazinolactam 81, and (c) chair and (d) boat N-methoxy-δ-oxazinolactam 82.
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The B3LYP/6-31G(d) structure of the model δ-oxazinolactam 82 (χN = 61◦ and τ = 13◦) matches the
experimental (1H NMR) chair conformation of 75 which has a chiral nitrogen. It is also more pyramidal
at nitrogen and slightly more twisted than the alicyclic N,N-dimethoxyacetamide 4b (χN = 48◦ and
τ = 9◦, Figure 7c, Table 3), but its resonance and amidicity (RECOSNAR = −38 kJ mol−1, amidicity 49%,
and RETA = −37 kJ mol−1, amidicity 47%) is almost identical to the open chain form. However, only
an nO(exo)–σ*NO(endo) anomeric alignment is evident; with a torsion angle of 171◦, the nO(endo)–σ*NO(exo)
interaction is completely switched off. The endo N–O bond is nearly 0.1 Å longer than the exo N–O
bond (the endo bond is marginally shorter than the exo bond by 0.01 Å in γ-oxazinolactam and N–O
bonds differ by 0.02 Å in N,N-dimethoxyacetamide). Ring opening and ring contraction are computed
to have about the same EA and ΔH‡ at B3LYP/6-31G(d) [30]. It is evident that the ring contraction
of the δ-oxazinolactam to γ-butyrolactone is largely driven by a strong, conformationally imposed
anomeric effect, a remarkable impact of anomeric substitution at an amide nitrogen [30]. While
the computed transition state for ring opening of model N-methoxy-δ-oxazinolactam is marginally
lower in energy, the required nO(endo)–σ*NO(exo) is only accessible from the boat conformation of
the δ-oxazinolactam (Figure 16d). Experimentally, accessing this conformation in 75 by nitrogen
inversion could be energetically unfavourable, owing to steric hindrance between the axial 4-methyl
and N-butoxy groups. However, even in the boat conformation, the strong nO(exo)–σ*NO(endo), which
favours ring contraction is still evident.

The γ-lactam in benzisoxazolone is stable at room temperature, though model 80 has a moderately
suitable anomeric alignment for migration of O2. However, the nO(endo)–σ*NO(exo) interaction is probably
weakened by conjugation of the Oendo p-type lone pair onto the aromatic ring. Ring contraction driven
by a favourable nO(exo)–σ*NO(endo) interaction would be disfavoured.

3.2.8. N-Alkoxy-N-Alkylthiylamides

The combination of sulphur and oxygen attachment to amide nitrogen in N-methoxy-N-
methylthiylacetamide 15d results in a similar reduction in amide resonance to that of N-methoxy-N-
dimethylaminoacetamide 15c, namely about 64% vs. 67% (Table 4). However, the reaction of
N-acyloxy-N-alkoxyamides 21 with biological thiols, glutathione, and methyl and ethyl esters of
cysteine, which resulted in SN2 displacement of carboxylate, produced exclusively hydroxamic
esters 83 and disulphides 84 [52] (Scheme 16). The driving force for HERON reactivity is not
only reduced resonance, but the anomeric effect. Instead of HERON reactions, the intermediate
N-alkoxy-N-alkylthiylamides 24 undergo an SN2 reaction at sulphur by thiol. The distinction between
reactivity modes for NNO and SNO systems lies in the nS–σ*NO anomeric interaction, which is much
weaker than the nN–σ*NO of N-alkoxy-N-aminoamides.

Scheme 16. Reaction of N-acyloxy-N-alkoxyamides with alkylthiols.

3.3. Driving Force for the HERON Reaction

The most accessible transition states for HERON migration of methoxyl in a number of
model anomeric amides, N-methoxy-N-dimethylaminoacetamide 15c, N,N-dimethoxyacetamide 4b,
N-acetoxy-N-methoxyacetamide 15b, and O-methyl-N-methoxy-N-dimethylaminocarbamate 16a, ring
opening of N-methoxy-γ-oxazinolactam 81, and ring contracting of N-methoxy-δ-oxazinolactam
82, each of which represents a class of neutral anomeric amides known to undergo HERON
reactions, as well as for methoxyl migration in N-methoxy-N-methylthiylacetamide 15d,
N-methoxyacetohydroxamate 15f, and 1-acetyl-1-methoxydiazene 15g, have been derived at the
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B3LYP/6-31G(d) level as part of several studies [30,61,62]. Transition state geometries of 4b,15b–d,f
and g, 16a, 81, and 82 are presented in Figure 17.
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Figure 17. B3LYP/6-31G(d) optimised transition states of favoured HERON reactions
of (a) N-methoxy-N-dimethylaminoacetamide 15c, (b) N,N-dimethoxyacetamide 4b,
(c) N-acetoxy-N-methoxyamide 15b, (d) O-methyl-N-methoxy-N-dimethylaminocarbamate
16a, (e) N-methoxy-N-methylthiylacetamide 15d, (f) N-methoxy-γ-oxazinolactam 81 (ring opening),
(g) N-methoxy-δ-oxazinolactam 82 (ring contraction), (h) N-methoxyacetohydroxamate 15f and (i)
1-acetyl-1-methoxydiazene 15g.

In all the transition state complexes, the migrating oxygen does so in a plane largely orthogonal
to the N1–C1–O1 plane and the donor atom nY, driving the migration, is largely in the N1–C1–O1
plane. As a consequence, the amide nitrogen lone pair lies close to the plane and amide resonance is
largely lost in the transition state. The resonance energy, RE is therefore a component of the overall
EA, the balance being the energy required for the rearrangment under anomeric assistance, Erearr, and
must reflect the relative nature of the nX–σ*NO driving force. It is therefore possible to approximate
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the influence of the anomeric substituents on the resonance interaction on the one hand, and on the
migration process, on the other. Table 8 gives the EA, RETA, and net Erearr data for these transition states.

 
Scheme 17. HERON migrations of alkoxyl in the absence of resonance.

Table 8. B3LYP/6-31G(d) activation energies (EA), resonance energies (RETA), and rearrangement
energies (Erearr) for HERON reactions of model anomeric amides and tricyclic anomeric amides; all
values in kJ mol−1.

Migratory Mode EA XNY 1 RETA
2 Erearr

MeO from anti 15c 95.0 ONN −51.5 43.5
MeO from 4b 156.5 ONO −35.9 120.5

MeO from syn 16a 92.4 ONN −50.7 41.8
AcO from syn 15b 181.0 AcONO −40.5 140.5
MeO from syn 15b 207.9 ONOAc −40.5 167.4
AcO from anti 15b 181.5 AcONO −40.5 141.0
MeO from anti 15b 182.8 ONOAc −40.5 142.3
MeO from anti 15d 174.1 ONS −48.6 125.4

MeO from 15f 3 48.0 ONO– −32.4 15.6
MeO from 15g 8.8 ONNitrene −14.8 −6.0

Ring opening 81 113.0 ONO −19.2 93.8
Ring contraction 82 145.2 ONO −36.7 108.4
Ring opening of 82 136.4 ONO −36.7 99.7

Scheme 17 i X=NMe 59.0 ONN 0.0 59.0
Scheme 17 i X=O 146.9 ONO 0.0 146.9
Scheme 17 i X=S 152.7 ONS 0.0 152.7

Scheme 17 ii X=CH2 242.7 ONCH2 0.0 242.7
Scheme 18 i 133.5 AcONO 0.0 133.5
Scheme 18 ii 161.5 ONOAc 0.0 161.5

1 nY donor to σ*NX; 2 Transamidation data (COSNAR data very similar); 3 HF/6-31G(d) values.

Scheme 18. HERON reactions of N-acyloxy-N-alkoxyamide in absence of resonance.

Methoxyl migration in the NNO systems 15c and 16a (EA’s 95 and 92 kJ mol−1 respectively) have
similar RE’s of around −50 kJ mol−1, and therefore Erearr of approximately 40 kJ mol−1. The change
in charge on the carbonyl carbon in the HERON transition state is negligible [76], so replacement of
methyl by methoxyl has little bearing on the rearragement energies. ONO in 4b and ONOAc in 15b

migrations have much higher EA’s despite the lower amide resonance energy. The large difference
lies in the Erearr which is nearly 100 kJ mol−1 less favourable and a reflection of the relative efficacy
of the nN–σ*NO vs. the weaker nO–σ*NO anomeric interaction. The difference of about 80 kJ mol−1

between methoxy migration in the ONS 15d and ONN acetamides 15c lies, again, in the much weaker
n –σ*NO anomeric effect. This can be accounted for by size mismatch due the larger 3p orbitals
of the sulphur. Both HERON reactions of the cyclic forms of N,N-dialkoxyamides 81 and 82 have
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substantially lower overall EA’s than N,N-dimethoxyacetamide 4b. After RE has been taken into
account, Erearr values indicate that in the cyclic forms, reorganisation to the HERON transition state is
easier. Better stereoelectronic control in the cyclic system accounts for this.

The RE of the 1,1-diazene 15g, is computed to be about the same as the overall EA for its HERON
reaction. This is a very early transition state in keeping with the exothermicity of the process. Erearr

is essentially zero on account of the high energy electron-pair on the amino nitrene and the EA is
essentially equivalent to the RE that must be sacrificed. Likewise, the hydroxamate 15f bears a very
high energy electron pair on the anomeric donor oxygen. While the resonance energy is similar to that
of N,N-dimethoxyacetamide, the Erearr is small. This too is a very early transition state.

Overall, the decreasing order of Erearr of XNY systems based on the deconvolution in Table 8,
which can be regarded as the order of decreasing effectiveness of an nY–σ*NX interaction and
destabilisation of the N–OMe bond, is AcONO > ONS ~ONO > ONN > ONO− > ONNitrene.
The order of RETA is ONN > ONS > AcONO > ONO > ONO− > ONNitrene and the overall activation
energies decrease in the order AcONO > ONS > ONO > ONN > ONO− > ONNitrene. Clearly, the
dominant influence in HERON reactivity is the strength of the anomeric effect rather than the decrease
in amidicity.

Rearrangement energies, Erearr’s, obtained by the deconvolution method represent activation
energies in the absence of resonance. Relative Erearr’s can be compared to relative EA’s for
intramolecular rearrangement in fully twisted amides, heteroatom-substituted 1-aza-2-adamantanones
85 (Scheme 17) and 2-quinuclidone 88 (Scheme 18) and the EA’s are also presented in Table 8. ΔEA’s
relative to migration of oxygen (Scheme 17i) in 85b, for 85a, and 85c are −88 and 5.8 kJ mol−1,
respectively, which correlate well with the respective differences in Erearr of the respective acetamides,
namely −77 and 5 kJ mol−1. Similarly, the difference in the ease of migration of alkoxyl to form 90 and
acyloxyl to form 89 in 88 (Scheme 18i,ii) is 28 kJ mol−1 and the difference between the corresponding
Erearr form the syn conformer of 15b is 27 kJ mol−1.

No transition state can be found for migration of alkoxyl group in hydroxamic ester 3b.
However, 85d can be rearranged to lactone 87 (Scheme 17ii) with concomitant rearrangement
of the nitrene product to the imine. The difference between EA for this process and the
rearrangement of 85a is 184 kJ mol−1. If this translates to the difference in Erearr between twisted
N-methoxy-N-methylacetamide 3b and N-methoxy-N-dimethylaminoacetamide 15c, for which Erearr

is 43.5 kJ mol−1, the rearrangement of 3 to methyl acetate and methylnitrene would have an activation
energy of about 233 kJ mol−1 from twisted 3b or, adding in the RE for 3b of 62 kJ mol−1, 295 kJ mol−1

from conjugated 3. It is clear that hydroxamic esters do not rearrange to esters and alkylnitrenes and
the role of anomeric (bisheteroatom) substitution in the HERON reaction is vital.

4. Conclusions

In this review we have outlined the theoretical and structural properties and the reactivity of the
class of anomeric amides. Much of the data from this, and several other groups, is relatively recent and,
while several compilations on the subject have appeared in the literature, a focus on the perturbation
of the amide structure is befitting this special edition. The fairly recent accrual of structural data
from our laboratory and that of Shtamburg has provided experimental verification of the unusual
properties of bisheteroatom-substituted amides. Coupled with extensive computational results, the
effect of heteroatoms at nitrogen on amide resonance and conformation at the amide nitrogen can
be better understood and predicted, in particular the role played by electronegativity of the bonded
atoms and orbital interactions. Ensuing from the work is a clearer understanding of the energetic
consequences of distortion of the amide linkage. It is clear that spectroscopic properties of various
congeners are dictated by two principle concepts: the first is impaired resonance owing to change
in hybridisation bought about by orbital interactions that have their foundation in Bent’s, and more
recently Alabugin’s theories of orbital interactions. Of particular importance is the reassignment of
2s character to the amide nitrogen lone pair orbital, as consequence of both electronegativity and
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orbital overlap considerations. Secondly, the participating atoms in this purturbation of regular amide
bonding possess intrinsic orbital interactions by virtue of both their electronegativity and their lone
pairs. The anomeric interaction bought about by nY–σ*NX overlap is pronounced in anomeric amides.
What is clear is that the electronegativity induces a shift to less resonance through pyramidalisation and
lowering the energy of the amide nitrogen lone pair and the anomeric interaction is better served by
this shift to sp3 character. Stronger electronegativity serves to reduce resonance as well as to promote
the anomeric interaction.

Regarding reactivity, it is abundantly clear that both resonance impairment and strength of the
anomeric effect are definitive, but the anomeric effect dominates in promoting both SN2 and elimination
reactions at the amide nitrogen. Most significant is the anomeric driving force for the HERON
reaction, notably in systems such as N-amino-N-alkoxyamides (NNO systems) where the energetics
for anomeric weakening of the N–O bond are optimised, and in cyclic systems such as the N-alkoxy-γ-
and δ-oxazinolactams where conformation and configuration appear to favour and enhance anomeric
overlap. The HERON reaction is unique to this class of amides and has no equivalence in the literature.
It operates in the opposite sense to the well-known Curtius, Hoffman, and Lossen rearrangements
in which an acyl substituent migrates from the carbonyl to the nitrogen. Finally our studies of the
HERON and those of Barton and coworkers, shed light on the well-known decomposition reactions of
N,N′-dialkoxy-N,N′-diacylhydrazines. The HERON mechanism that operates in these decompositions
and in those of the 1-acyl-1-alkoxydizenes is critical to the synthesis of highly hindered esters.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.
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Abstract: Amide bonds are the most prevalent structures found in organic molecules and various
biomolecules such as peptides, proteins, DNA, and RNA. The unique feature of amide bonds
is their ability to form resonating structures, thus, they are highly stable and adopt particular
three-dimensional structures, which, in turn, are responsible for their functions. The main focus of this
review article is to report the methodologies for the activation of the unactivated amide bonds present
in biomolecules, which includes the enzymatic approach, metal complexes, and non-metal based
methods. This article also discusses some of the applications of amide bond activation approaches in
the sequencing of proteins and the synthesis of peptide acids, esters, amides, and thioesters.

Keywords: peptide bond cleavage; amide bond resonance; twisted amides; enzymes; metal
complexes; catalysts

1. Introduction

The amide bond is one of the most abundant chemical bonds and widely exists in many organic
molecules and biomolecules [1–6]. Nature has used amide bonds to make these important biomolecules
because of the high stability of amide bonds towards various reaction conditions (acidic and basic
conditions), high temperature, and the presence of other chemicals [7]. The high stability of amide
bonds is attributed to its tendency to form a resonating structure, which provides a double bond
character to the amide CO-N bond (Figure 1) [8–10]. The resonance of these amide bonds forms
a planar structure and hinders the free rotation around the CO-N bond, thus, it is responsible for
3D structures adopted by proteins and other biomolecules. These 3D structures of biomolecules are
responsible for various important biological functions.
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Figure 1. Classical amide bond resonance.

Hansen et al. carried out the rate studies on the hydrolysis of amide bonds at various pH
conditions [11]. The study concluded that at pH 7, the rate of hydrolysis is due to the direct attack
of water on peptide and measured as kH2O. The rate constant showed that the half-life of the amide
bonds is 267 years, similar to the value determined by Radzicka and Wolfenden [12]. This study also
showed that the rates of acid (kH3O+) and base hydrolysis (kOH−) are identical, therefore, the rate of
the hydrolysis of the peptide bond is dominated by kH2O throughout the pH range from pH 5–9.
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Recently, various methods have been reported in the literature to activate the amide bonds towards
a variety of nucleophiles or electrophiles for the synthesis of other organic compounds. This includes
the use of enzymes, metal complexes, and non-metal based methods [13–15]. One widely reported
approach for the activation of amide bonds involves the distortion of amide bonds, thus, the amide
bond is no longer able to form a resonating structure, loses its double bond character, and becomes
more susceptible to nucleophilic or electrophilic attack. A higher distortion of the amide bond from
the planar structure makes it more reactive, as evidenced by various twisted amide bonds present in
cyclic nonplanar bridged lactams, as demonstrated by Stoltz [16,17], Kirby [18–20], and others [21–23]
(Figure 2). One of the special cases to achieve maximum rotational inversion of the amide bond so that
it remains in the twisted conformation is the use of N-acyl-glutarimides [24–29] and N,N-substituted
amide bonds [30,31] (Figure 2). It is this strong distortion of amide bonds that provides amide bonds
with a high reactivity toward a variety of nucleophiles and electrophiles.
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Figure 2. Twisted amides for activation of amide bonds.

There are already some excellent review articles in the literature covering the reactivity of
twisted/activated amide bonds for the synthesis of the variety of different organic molecules such as
ketones, esters, acids, and alcohols, by cross-coupling reactions [24–31]. The main focus of this
review is to summarize the methods for the activation of less reactive amide bonds present in
biomolecules such as peptides, proteins, glycopeptides, nucleotides in DNA and RNA and various
other peptide bioconjugates, toward attack by various nucleophiles. This task was accomplished
by various methods such as by using biological molecules, metal complexes, and non-metal based
methods and is discussed below.

2. Biomolecules for the Activation of Amide Bonds—The Enzyme-Directed Hydrolysis
of Amides

We have summarized different kinds of enzymes, their mechanisms of hydrolysis of unactivated
peptide bonds, and the point of cleavages in Table 1.
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Table 1. Enzymatic directed hydrolysis of peptide bonds.

Entry Enzyme Method of Hydrolysis Point of Cleavage Ref.

1 Serine and
Cysteine Proteases

Oxyanion binding hole with
catalytic triad - [32–37]

2 Metallo-endopeptidase Thermolysine with Zn2+ binds to
His 142, His 146, Glu 166

Internal peptide bonds on the
N-terminal side of large

hydrophobic amino acids
[38–51]

3 Metalloexopeptidase Carboxypeptidase A with Zn2+

through Lewis acid activation
C-terminus comprising large

hydrophobic amino acids [52–54]

4 O-GlcNAc transferase Glycosylation followed by enzyme
catalyzed pyroglutamate formation N-terminal glutamic acid [55,56]

5 Nicotinamidase Enzyme Chelation to Zn2+ and
catalytic triad

Nicotinamide [57–60]

6 Flavoenzyme Flavin hydroperoxide intiated
oxidative mechanism

Unactivated amide bond
in uracil [61–63]

7 Antibody Fab-BL 125 Catalyzes unactivated primary
amide bond hydrolysis

Primary amide bond of L-isomer
of peptides [64,65]

8 RNA Mg2+ catalyzed mechanism
Unactivated alkyl amide of

DNA analog [66]

2.1. Serine Proteases

Amide bonds are widely present in proteins due to their high stability and the tendency of amide
bonds to exist in resonating structures, which is one of the key factors responsible for secondary
structures adopted by proteins and their biological activities. Nature has developed some methods for
the cleavage of highly stable amide bonds to control their functions. One such approach is the use
of enzymes (serine proteases), which have active sites, and binding pockets for binding to particular
amino acids followed by the activation of amide bonds for hydrolysis. These enzymes exist in various
families such as trypsin, chymotrypsin, elastase, subtilisin, etc., but have a similar catalytic site
containing oxyanion binding hole with Ser, His and Asp triad [32,33]. Some of the proteases have
catalytic dyads with two amino acids at the active site, however, triads are the most common.

All these enzymes based on the binding pocket prefer to bind to particular amino acids but the
mechanism by which they hydrolyze the amide bond is similar. During the catalysis, these enzymes
form an oxyanion hole made up of three amino acids—His, Asp, and Ser—which work in a synergistic
manner to break the amide bond (Figure 3). First, the side chain of Asp makes a hydrogen bond
with histidine, thus making it more nucleophilic. Second, histidine forms a strong H-bond with the
hydroxyl group of serine and abstracts the proton from the hydroxyl group (OH) of serine which
in turn attacks amide bond to form a tetrahedral transition state (TS). This TS eventually collapses
resulting in the hydrolysis of the amide bond by acid–base catalysis. Wells et al. demonstrated the
importance of these residues at the active site by mutating it to alanine [32,33]. They showed that any
mutation in the catalytic triad greatly reduces the turnover number which is a consequence of the
changes in the enzyme mechanism. Residues in the catalytic triad function in a strongly synergistic
manner and contribute a factor of 2 × 106 to the rate enhancement. The study concluded that enzymes
increase the rate of amide bond hydrolysis at by least 109 to 1010 times that of the non-enzymatic
hydrolysis of amide bonds.
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2.2. Cysteine Proteases

Cysteine proteases (CPs) hydrolyze the peptide bonds with maximum efficiency at pH 4–6.5 [14].
The thiol group of cysteine protease is susceptible to oxidation so the environment of the enzyme is
reducing in nature. Till now 21 families of CPs have been discovered [34–37]. CPs form a triad at the
active site during the hydrolysis of the peptide bond made up of Cys-His-Asn residues. First, Asn
forms the hydrogen bond with His, then His abstracts the proton from Cys to generate a nucleophilic
thiolate ion (S−) similar to enolate ion generated by serine proteases (Figure 3). Next, the thiolate ion
(S−) attacks the carbonyl group of the peptide resulting in the formation of a tetrahedral intermediate
TS followed by the hydrolysis of the amide bond [34–37].

2.3. Metalloproteases

Metalloproteases are members of a class of proteases that require a metal ion cofactor at
the active site for the hydrolysis of peptide bonds [38]. The most common metal ion cofactor
present in metalloproteases is the zinc ion (Zn2+) [39]. Other transition metals such as Co2+ and
Mn2+ are capable of restoring the functions in zinc-metalloproteases where the Zn2+ core has been
removed [39]. Metalloproteases are divided into two major families: metalloendopeptidases and
metalloexopeptidases. The names of these families are based on the site of the hydrolysis of the peptide
bonds [40,41]. Metalloendopeptidases cleave the internal amide bonds whereas metalloexopeptidases
cleave the amide bonds present at the C- or N-terminus of peptides.

2.3.1. Metalloendopeptidase: Thermolysin

Thermolysin (TLN) catalyzes the cleavage of the internal peptide bond at the amino-side of large
hydrophobic amino acids, such as leucine, isoleucine, or phenylalanine. TLN and TLN-like proteins
require Zn2+ as a metal ion cofactor for the cleavage of amide bonds [42–47].

TLN-mediated hydrolysis of the peptide bond is a two-step process (Figure 4) [48–51]. The active
site of TLN contains three residues—His142, His146, Glu166—and a water molecule, which are bound
to the Zn2+ ion. First, the carbonyl group of the peptide coordinates with Zn2+ and displaces the
hydrogen of a water molecule to form an H-bond with Glu143 and the oxygen of the water molecule
remains associated to the Zn2+ ion, resulting in the formation of the enzyme-substrate complex (ES).
Second, the oxygen of the water attached to Zn2+ attacks the carbonyl carbon of the peptide, resulting
in the formation of transition state 1 (TS1). TS1 is stabilized by the formation of the H-bond with
Asp226 and His231 at the carbonyl oxygen of the peptide followed by the formation of intermediate
gem-diolate (INT) by the breakage of hydroxyl OH bond of water. The amide of the peptide forms a
hydrogen bond with the H of H2O. Third, the carbonyl bond rearrangement in TS2 leads to the breakage
of the amide bond (CONH) of the peptide and releases the N-terminal peptide. The rate-determining
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studies showed that the collapse of a zwitterionic tetrahedral intermediate (INT) is a rate-limiting step
(Figure 4).
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2.3.2. Metalloexopeptidase: Carboxypeptidase A

Carboxypeptidase A (CPA) is a 35 kDa metalloenzyme and contains a Zn2+ ion cofactor in its
active site [52–54]. CPA is an exopeptidase, which catalyzes the hydrolysis of amide bonds present
at the C-terminus comprising large hydrophobic side chains. Two different mechanisms have been
proposed for the cleavage by these metalloproteases (Figure 5) which showed the importance of Lewis
acid catalysis for the activation of amide bonds [53,54]. One involves the Lewis-acid activation of the
carbonyl group of the amide bond by Zn2+, followed by the attack of water (Figure 5). The second
involves the Lewis-acid activation of H2O by Zn2+ ions followed by the attack of the hydroxide ion of
the water on the carbonyl group of the amide bond (Figure 5).
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2.3.3. Glutamate Glycosylation for Amide Bond Cleavage

Human enzyme O-GlcNAc transferase (OGT) is essential for the cleavage of amide bonds
in host cell factor-1 (HCF-1). HCF-1 cleavage takes place at the N-terminal glutamic acid by the
glycosylation which is catalyzed by enzyme OGT. Mechanistic studies showed that the glycosylation
of the glutamate side chain (intermediate 1, Figure 6) leads to the formation of an enzyme-catalyzed
internal pyroglutamate formation (intermediate 2, Figure 6) with the amidic nitrogen of the peptide
backbone chain, which then undergoes spontaneous hydrolysis (Figure 6) [55]. Detailed mechanistic
studies showed that the rate of conversion of glycopeptide to internal pyroglutamate was an order of
magnitude slower than observed in the presence of OGT, thus, it was concluded that both the first and
second steps occurred while the peptide is bound to OGT (Figure 6). Hydrolysis likely occurs after
dissociation from the enzyme. It has also been reported that glycosylation on Thr next to glutamate
also prevents the cleavage at the glutamate (Glu) because of the steric hindrance and thus the enzyme
is unable to carry out the glycosylation of glutamate [56].
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2.3.4. Nicotinamidase (Pnc1) for the Hydrolysis of the Amide Bond of Nicotinamide

Nicotinamidases catalyze the cleavage of nicotinamide, which is a critically important part of
NAD+ and NADH, to nicotinic acid and ammonia (Figure 7). A detailed study showed that both the
carbonyl oxygen and the ring nitrogen of nicotinamide are critical for binding to the nicotinamidases
and reactivity [57–60].
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Three residues—Asp51, His53, and His94—in nicotinamidase (Pnc1) directly coordinate with Zn2+

at the active site and three other residues act as a catalytic triad (Cys167, Asp8, and Lys122) (Figure 7).
In the first step, the substrate binds to the Zn2+ by nitrogen of pyridine ring and displaces the water
molecules ligated to the Zn2+. Next, Asp8 removes the proton from Cys167, forming a thiolate, which,
in turn, react with the amide carbonyl carbon of nicotinamide, leading to the formation of a tetrahedral
intermediate (INT). The tetrahedral intermediate collapsed, resulting in the breakage of the amide
bond and release of the ammonia. This is followed by the release of the nicotinic acid from the active
site of the enzyme by acid-base catalysis.

2.3.5. Flavoenzyme-Mediated Hydrolysis of the Amide Bond

Begley et al. demonstrated the role of flavoenzyme in the cleavage of the unactivated amide bond
in uracil, a building block for RNA (Figure 8) [61–63]. The detailed mechanistic analysis showed that
the reaction takes place through the oxidative mechanism that is initiated by the addition of a flavin
hydroperoxide to the C* carbonyl of uracil, forming a tetrahedral intermediate (INT) (Figure 8). This is
followed by the collapsing of the tetrahedral intermediate (INT), leading to the cleavage of an amide
bond in uracil. This was the first example where such chemistry was shown by flavin hydroperoxides.
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2.3.6. Primary Amide Bond Hydrolysis by Antibodies

The antibody Fab-BL125 catalyzes the hydrolysis of the unactivated primary amide bond of the
L-isomer of peptides to generate free peptide acid (Figure 9). The antibody showed high regio- and
diastereoselectivity since the D-proline primary amide diastereoisomer did not undergo any hydrolysis.
The antibody Fab-BL125 decreases the half-life of the peptide from 17.5 years to only 3.9 h. Such an
antibody was obtained by using the α-amino boronic acid Hapten by a direct selection strategy from
the antibody combinatorial libraries [64,65].
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2.3.7. RNA-Assisted Cleavage of Amide Bonds

A group I RNA obtained by in vitro evolution catalyzes the cleavage of unactivated alkyl amides
of DNA analog. This includes substrates with an amide bond that joins either two DNAs, or a DNA
with a short peptide. The RNA increases the rate of hydrolysis by more than 103 in comparison
to the uncatalyzed reaction. The RNA-catalyzed amide bond cleavage was entirely dependent on
Mg2+ where Mg2+ acts as a Lewis acid thus activating the carbonyl group of the amide bond for

352



Molecules 2018, 23, 2615

the nucleophilic attack by the hydroxy group of RNA (Figure 10). No amide bond cleavage was
detected in the presence of other metal ions such as Zn2+, Ca2+, or Sr2+. A trace amount of amide bond
cleavage was observed in the presence of MnCl2 which is in contrast to the RNA and DNA cleavage
reactions [66].
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To determine the generality of the amide bond cleavage by RNA, a series of substrates were
explored. If a short DNA is attached to a peptide or an amino acid by using an amide bond,
the immediate cleavage at the amide bond was observed in the presence of the RNA. The cleavage of
the amide bond between the amino acid residues was not observed.

3. Metal Complexes for the Activation of Amide Bonds

We have summarized different kinds of metal-based complexes, their mechanisms of hydrolysis
of unactivated peptide bonds and point of cleavages in Table 2.

Table 2. Metal catalyzed hydrolysis of peptide bonds.

Entry Metal Complex Method of Hydrolysis Point of Cleavage Ref.

1 Simple metal ions Lewis acidity of metal ion C-terminal of peptide [67–72]

2 Zr POMs,
Zr MOF-808 Lewis acidity of metal ion C-terminal of peptide [73–82]

3 Mo(VI) Lewis acidity of metal ion and formation of
5 membered ring C-terminal side of Asp [81,82]

4 Co(III) N-terminal amine intiated tertiary complex C-terminal of peptide [83–88]

5 Mo(II) Favorable six-membered chelate ring C-terminal side of Cys [89]

6 Pd(II), Pt(II) Carboxylic group of amino acid and side chain of
amino acid anchoring metal complex

C-terminal side of Met, His, Cys
and S-MeCys [90–98]

7 Pd(0) Methionine side chain anchoring metal complex Second amide bond upstream
from Met [99–102]

8 Co(III) and Cu(II)
Lewis acidity activation and PNA for selectivity

towards a particular protein

Mb = Leu 89 − Ala 90
[103–111]PDF = Gln 152 − Arg 153

BSA = Solvent exposed portion

9 Ni(II) Non Lewis acid based N,O acyl rearrangement N-terminal side of Ser/Thr [112,113]

10 Sc(III) Lewis acid based N,O acyl rearrangement N-terminal side of Ser/Thr [114]

Another approach for the cleavage of peptide bonds involves the use of metal complexes.
This metal complex has potential applications in the field of chemical biology, biochemistry,
and bioengineering. A variety of metal ion complexes has been utilized for testing the reactivity
with substrates such as peptides, and proteins [67]. Most of the metal catalyzed reactions reported so
far are based on the activation of amide carbonyl or water by the Lewis acid mechanism of the metal
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ion. Another metal ion hydrolysis mechanism involves the formation of a square planar complex of
the metal ions Cu(II), Ni(II), or Pd(II) with the Ser/Thr-His or Ser/Thr-Xaa-His sequence leading to
the N→O rearrangement of the acyl moiety resulting in the cleavage of the peptide bond (Figure 11).
In this section, we will provide few examples of both Lewis acid and the N→O acyl rearrangement for
the cleavage of peptide bonds.

 

R' N
H

O
R''

H
O

H

R' N
H

O
R''

H
O

H

R' N
H

O

M

M

O

H
N

R''

HO

(a) Activation of a water (b) polarization of carbonyl group (c) N-O acyl rearrangement

M

Figure 11. Metal-assisted peptide bond hydrolysis.

3.1. Lewis Acid Mediated Hydrolysis

3.1.1. Simple Metal Ions

Yashiro et al. reported that the rate of hydrolysis of peptide bonds increases by almost all the
metal ions and the highest conversion was observed for Zn(II) [68–72]. The active intermediate was
metal complexes where metal binds to both the carbonyl group and the N-terminal amino group of
the peptide bond. Cleavage of the peptide bond in the presence of the metal takes place through the
mechanism in Figure 11b.

3.1.2. Oxo Metal Ions

Parac-Vogt et al. proved that polyoxometalates oxo-metal compounds such as MoO2
−4, WO2

−4,
CrO2

−4, and VO2
−4 cleave the peptide bonds in various dipeptides [73–77]. They have shown

that these oxo-metal compounds also hydrolyze the amide bonds in their regular oligomeric forms,
polyoxometalates (POMs). A POM is a unit where one or more atoms can be replaced by a metal center
leading to the change in the coordination properties of POM. POMs were utilized for the Zr(IV)- and
Ce(IV)-assisted peptide bond hydrolysis because they are homogenous in nature [78,79].

Zirconium Complex Mediated Hydrolysis of Peptide Bonds

Parac-Vogt et al. reported the hydrolysis of peptide bonds catalyzed by a polyoxometalate
complex for the first time. They demonstrated the role of metal-substituted Wells-Dawson type
polyoxometalates K15H[Zr(α2-P2W17O61)2]·25H2O for the hydrolysis of peptide bonds in diglycine,
triglycine, tetraglycine, and pentaglycine (GG), yielding glycine as a final product (Figure 12) [80].
A detailed mechanistic investigation by NMR showed that the free amino terminus and both carbonyl
functionalities of GG interact with polyoxometalates K15H[Zr(α2-P2W17O61)2]·25H2O either by the
formation of metal ion coordination complex or by the non-covalent interactions of the protonated
amino group with the negatively charged surface of POMs, thus responsible for the activation of amide
bonds towards hydrolysis. These POMs selectively cleave the C-terminal amide bond of glycylglycyl
amide (GGNH2), resulting in the formation of GG. No free glycine amide (GNH2) was detected during
the course of the reaction.
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Recently, Vogt et al. utilized the MOF-808, a Zr(IV)-based metal−organic complex for the
hydrolysis of the peptide bond in a wide range of peptides and proteins such as hen egg white
lysozyme (HEWL) under physiological conditions [81,82]. The MOF-88 is heterogeneous in nature and
is thus a reusable catalyst. The experimental studies and calculations showed that MOF-808 hydrolyzed
the Gly-Gly bond by the formation of the active complexes with two adjacent Zr(IV) centers of the
{Zr6O8} core by coordination with amide oxygen and the amine nitrogen atoms. The catalytic efficiency
of MOF-808 towards the hydrolysis of peptides is dependent on the bulkiness and nature of the side
chain amino acid residues. Dipeptides with small or hydrophilic residues undergo cleavage faster as
compared to those with bulky and hydrophobic residues.

Asp-Xaa Selective Hydrolysis of the Peptide Bond by Oxo-Metal Ions

It has been reported that oxomolybdate(VI) catalyzes the cleavage of various peptides containing
aspartic acid (Asp) with cleavage at the C-terminal side of the Asp residue. This is due to the attack
of the side chain of the Asp on the amidic carbonyl which is activated by the coordination with
oxomolybdate(VI), resulting in the formation of the five-membered ring and simultaneous cleavage of
the amide bonds (Figure 13) [81,82].
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Figure 13. Oxomolybdate(VI) catalyzed cleavage of peptide bonds.

Various Other Metal Complexes

The Westheimer and Trapmann groups showed that the metal complexes containing Co(II),
Cu(II), and Ni(II) ions cleave various dipeptides [83,84]. Out of various metal complexes, the Co(III)
complex [Co(trien)OH(H2O)]2+ is one of the widely studied metal ion complexes and carried out the
rapid hydrolysis of the peptide bond [85–88]. The detailed mechanistic investigation showed that first,
the metal complex [Co(trien)OH(H2O)]2+ forms a tertiary complex with a dipeptide by the replacement
of an equatorially coordinated water molecule in the octahedral Co(III) complex by the N-terminal
amine of the peptide. This mode of coordination brings the axially bound hydroxyl group in close
proximity to the peptide carbonyl resulting in the hydrolysis of the peptide bond (Figure 14).
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Anchoring at Cys Side Chains: Molybdocene

Erxleben et al. showed that molybdocene dichloride, Cp2MoCl2, cleaves the amide bond at
the C-terminal side of cysteine to generate Cys-Gly from Gly-Cys-Gly [89]. The cleavage is highly
selective for the C-side of Cys because it leads to the formation of the favorable six-membered ring.
The mechanism of this reaction is illustrated in Figure 15 [89].
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3.1.3. Anchoring at Met, His, and Cys Side Chains: Palladium(II) Complexes for the Cleavage of
Amide Bonds

Figure 16 shows the examples of platinum(II) and palladium(II) complexes which are known for
the cleavage of amide bonds under mild conditions. These platinum(II) and palladium(II) complexes
attach to the sulfur atom of cysteine, S-methylcysteine, and methionine in peptides, thus, promoting the
selective cleavage of the unactivated amide bonds at the C-side of the amino acid (Figure 16) [90–92].
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Pyrazine and Pyridazine Palladium(II)-Aqua Dimers

The complete hydrolysis of the amide bonds of peptides N-acetylated-L-histidylglycine
(Ac-L-His-Gly) and -L-methionylglycine (Ac-L-Met-Gly) at the C-terminal side of Met and His in the pH
range 2.0 < pH < 2.5 was catalyzed by two dinuclear palladium(II) complexes, [{Pd(en)Cl}2(l-pz)](NO3)2

and [{Pd(en)Cl}2(l-pydz)](NO3)2 at 37 ◦C. The hydrolysis is assisted by the formation of complexes
between the side chains of methionine and histidine and the metal complexes (Figure 17) [93–95].
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Figure 17. Pd(II) aqua dimers.
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Platinum Complexes for the Cleavage of the Amide Bond

1H-NMR investigation of the cleavage reactions between various Pt(II) complexes of the type
[Pt(L)Cl2] and [Pt(L)(CBDCA-O,O′] (L = ethylenediamine-en; (±)-trans-1,2-diaminocyclohexane-dach;
(±)-1,2-propylenediamine-1,2-pn and CBDCA is the 1,1-cyclobutanedicarboxylic anion) and
the N-acetylated-L-methionylglycine dipeptide (MeCOMet-Gly) were reported by Djuran and
co-workers [93–96]. The comparison of the rate studies of these Pt complexes for the cleavage
of N-acetylated-L-methionylglycine dipeptide (MeCOMet-Gly) showed that the rate of hydrolysis
decreases with the increase in the steric bulk of the CBDCA and chlorido Pt(II) complexes (en > 1,2-pn
> dach) (Figure 18).
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Later, these [Pd(en)(H2O)2]2+ and [Pt(en)(H2O)2]2+ complexes were used for the cleavage of
tetrapeptide (MeCOMet-Gly-His-GlyNH2) in the pH range of 1.5–2.0 and at 60 ◦C. The study showed
that these complexes are highly selective for the cleavage of the amide bond at the C-terminal side of
methionine (Figure 19) [97]. The high selectivity for the Met-Gly amide bond compared to the other
amides is due to the high affinity of the Pt(II) and Pd(II) ions for the sulfur atom on Met. Two different
mechanisms for the cleavage of tetrapeptide at the C-terminus of Met residue by Pd complexes have
been proposed. One involves the direct coordination of the Pd complex with Met followed by the
cleavage. The second involves the formation of macrochelate with both His and Met followed by the
hydrolysis of the amide bond.
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Cis[Pd(dtco)(H2O)2]2+ leads to the selective cleavage of the amide bond at the C-terminal of Met
(Figure 20) [98]. Coordination of the metal complex promotes hydrolysis by two different mechanisms.
The first involves the formation of a six-membered complex by the chelation of a metal atom with
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both the sulfur of Met and the carbonyl of the amide bond, thus, activating the amide bond toward
cleavage by an external attack from water. This mechanism is favorable in the case of platinum(II)
promoters and substrates with smaller anchoring side chains. Second, the mechanism involves the
chelation of metal with sulfur only, followed by the internal attack of water molecules to the amide
bond. This mechanism is favorable with palladium(II) promoters and substrates with longer anchoring
side chains (Figure 20) [98].

 

S M

N

O

x

CO2H

SM

NH
O CO2H

x S O

HN
M

H2O
CO2H

x

S M

O OH2

amide N-coordination

external attack

internal delivery

Pd

S

S

S

S

Pd
S

S

AcMet-GlyH3C

AcMet-GlyH3C

Pd

S

S

S

Pd
S

S

AcMet-GlyH3C

OO
H2 H2

+2 H2O

-AcMet-Gly

Activation

inhibition

HN
CO2H

Mechanism

2+2+

Figure 20. [Pd(dtco)(H2O)2]2+ mediated hydrolysis of amide bond.

Kostic et al. utilized the Pd(H2O)4 complex for the cleavage of decapeptide (Ac-AKYGGMAARA)
under acidic conditions (pH 2.3) at 60 ◦C [99]. The cleavage of the peptide bond took place at the Gly
residue next to Met on the N-terminal side and generated two fragments after 24 h. The Pd(H2O)4

complex binds to the S of the Met residue leading to the formation of two different complexes under
the reaction conditions (active and inactive), which are in equilibrium with each other (Figure 21).
The active complex led to the formation of two fragments through hydrolysis but the inactive complex
did not undergo any hydrolysis. The coordination of two amide nitrogen atoms in the inactive complex
quench the Lewis acidity of Pd(II), thus no hydrolysis was observed.

Next, Kostic et al. used this metal complex Pd(H2O)4 for the cleavage of the amide bond
under neutral conditions in different peptide substrates such as Gly-Met, Sar-Met, and Pro-Met.
This study showed that the rate of hydrolysis at a neutral pH is slow compared to that at a low
pH [44]. Interestingly, the complete cleavage of Sar-Met and Pro-Met was observed but no cleavage
was observed for Gly-Met at a neutral pH. This is due to the difference in the equilibrium position of
the Gly-Met compared to that of Pro-Met. In Gly-Met, equilibrium is more shifted towards the inactive
form at neutral pH due to the ability of Gly to form a strong coordinate bond with Pd. In contrast,
for the peptide containing Sar-Met or Pro-Met, the equilibrium is shifted towards the hydrolytically
active form because they are unable to form a strong coordination with Pd due to the tertiary amide of
the Pro or Sar residue (Figure 22).
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In the case of Gly-Pro-Met, the hydrolysis of the amide bond can take place either through the
external or internal attack of water molecules depending upon the cis/trans conformation adopted by
proline (Figure 23). The ROESY NMR studies showed that the hydrolysis of the Gly-Pro-Met peptide
takes place by the external attack of water on trans-Gly-Pro [100].

Figure 23. Cis/Trans conformations of Pd complexes.
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Overall, the Pd(H2O)4 complex is residue selective under acidic conditions and cleaves the second
amide bond upstream from the Met residue. However, the same complex is sequence-specific under
neutral conditions and cleaves the amide bond only at the Pro-Met or Sar-Met residue with no cleavage
observed at Gly-Met peptide (Figure 24).
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Figure 24. pH selective Pd catalyst for the hydrolysis.

Next, the same group utilized the Pd(en)(H2O)2 complex for the acidic hydrolysis of the B-chain
of bovine insulin containing two histidine residues. These complexes promoted the cleavage of the
second amide bond upstream from histidine. The detailed mechanistic analysis showed the selective
cleavage by the coordination of the Pd complexes with the histidine side chain and amidic nitrogen
followed by the internal attack of water on the amide bond (Figure 25) [101].
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Figure 25. Acidic hydrolysis of amide bonds.

Next, they used the β-cyclodextrin Pd complex for the cleavage of the amide bond at the first
amide bond upstream from the Pro-Phe sequence. The role of the β-CD complex was to bind to the
hydrophobic residue (Phe) in an aqueous medium followed by the activation of the amide carbonyl
group by the metal coordination, and the attack by the external water molecule leading to the cleavage
of the amide bond (Figure 26) [102].
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3.1.4. Artificial Metal Proteases

Suh et al. designed metal complexes for the cleavage of amide bonds in proteins at specific
locations [103–107]. These metal complexes are highly selective with their protein partners similar
to some natural proteases. They also demonstrated that the catalytic rate of hydrolysis increased by
the formation of the complex between the substrate and catalyst. This is achieved by increasing the
multinuclear metal centers, which provide extra metal centers as substrate binding sites. They showed
that the rate of hydrolysis of the myoglobin protein increased with the increase in the number of metal
centers in the mono (half-life for hydrolysis 24 h, Figure 27), dinuclear (half-life for hydrolysis 3.5 h),
and tetranuclear metal centers (half-life for hydrolysis 1.3 h) [103].
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Figure 27. Artificial metal complexes with different numbers of metal centers.

They showed that the selectivity towards a specific protein was achieved by the addition of
organic pendants such as peptide nucleic acid (PNA), which are responsible for selective binding to a
particular protein. Overall, the goal of this research was to synthesize peptide-cleavage agents selective
for the hydrolysis of pathogenic proteins responsible for Alzheimer’s disease, type 2 diabetes mellitus,
and Parkinson’s disease.
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Aldehyde Pendant for the Cleavage of Proteins

Ammonium groups are abundant on the surface of proteins and form imine with aldehyde faster
than the peptide bond cleavage and, through this process, brings the reactive metal catalytic center
in close proximity to the protein/peptide chain (Figure 28). The rapid formation of imine makes
the attack of the metal center on the peptide bond an intramolecular process, thus, increases the
rate of hydrolysis. Based on this concept, several artificial metalloproteases have been developed by
incorporating an aldehyde handle close to the metal center and has been successfully been applied for
the faster cleavage of peptide bonds [104].
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Figure 28. Aldehyde pendant mediated cleavage of peptide bonds.

Mb-Selective Artificial Protease

The catalyst for the cleavage of myoglobin (Mb) was designed by attaching the cyclen metal
complex containing Cu(II) or Co(III) to the peptide nucleic acid (PNA) monomers, which act as binding
sites for the Mb (Figure 29) [105]. Varieties of linkers were inserted between the PNA binding site
and the catalytic cyclen site for the formation of Mb-cleaving catalysts. MALDI-TOF MS showed
that the cleavage of the peptide backbone chain of Mb takes place at Leu89-Ala90. Various chelating
ligands were tested for determining the activity of the Mb-cleaving catalyst but only cyclen and its
triaza-monooxo analog showed efficient catalytic activity.
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Figure 29. Catalyst design for protein cleavage.

Mechanism: The first step involves the binding of the carbonyl group of the amide to the Co(III)
metal center to form a CS complex (Figure 30). The selectivity of one amide carbonyl over the rest of
the amidic carbonyls is based on the other half of the catalyst, which is responsible for the recognition
of a particular protein and a particular site. This Co(III) carbonyl coordination activates the amidic
carbonyl for a nucleophilic attack by the hydroxide ion on the metal center, resulting in the formation
of tetrahedral intermediate T. This is followed by the collapse of the tetrahedral intermediate (T),
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resulting in the breakage of the amide bond to generate a peptide amine and corresponding peptide
acid [106].

Suh and co-workers showed that the cleaving capability of the Co(III)/Cu(II) complexes
of cyclen increased by the replacement of one nitrogen atom of cyclen with an oxygen atom.
The Co(III)-oxacyclen complexes (1-oxa-4,7,10-triazacyclododecane Co(III)) cleaved the proteins such
as BSA, HEWL, Mb, and bovine serum-globulin with a 4–14 times higher catalytic efficiency compared
to the Co(III)-cyclen complexes [106].

 

NH

X

NH

CoX
OH2
OH

R N
H

O
R'

NH

X

NH

CoX
O
O

H
N

R
R'

NH

X

NH

CoX
O
O

H
N

R
R'

NH

X

NH

CoX
O
O

H2
N

R

R'

RCH2OO-

NH

X

NH

CoX
O
O

R

R'NH2

X = NH or O
CS

T

III

III

III

III

III

H

H

Figure 30. Mechanism of Co(III)-metal complexes.

PDF-Selective Artificial Protease

The catalyst for the cleavage of the protein, peptide deformylase (PDF), was obtained in a selective
manner by screening the library of catalysts (Figure 31). The catalyst cleaved the backbone peptide
chain of the PDF at position Gln152-Arg153. Docking simulations showed that multiple interactions
were responsible for the formation of a complex between the catalyst and PDF. Fifteen other proteins
were examined, but none of them underwent cleavage by this Co(III) complex, which further confirmed
the highly selective nature of these metal complexes [107].
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AmPs-Selective Artificial Protease

AmPs are amyloidogenic peptides or proteins which lack active sites and are related to diseases
such as Alzheimer’s and type 2 diabetes. Based on the above concept, Suh et al. synthesized various
other metal complexes for the selective cleavage of amide bonds in these proteins. The main advantage
of this work is that such amyloidogenic proteins cannot be targeted by conventional approaches due
to the lack of an active site (Figure 32) [108–110].

 

n

(AMP) ol-m

(R).(LCo3+)

(AMP) ol-m (R).(LCo3+)

n-1

+ +

NH

X

NH

CoX
O
OH

H
N

R

R'

(AMP)

Figure 32. Metal complexes for the cleavage of amyloidgenic peptides.

Soares et al. utilized mononuclear copper(II) complexes [Cu(HL1)Cl2] and [Cu(L1)Cl] for the
cleavage of unactivated amide bonds of the proteins bovine serum albumin (BSA) and Taq DNA
polymerase, under mild pH and temperature conditions (Figure 33). The cleavage occurred at
the specific site on the solvent- exposed portions of the protein to generate particular proteolytic
fragments [111].

 
Figure 33. Cu complexes for activation of amide bonds.
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3.2. The Non-Lewis Acid Reaction Mechanisms Based on the N→O Rearrangement

In some cases, metal catalysts showed a high rate of hydrolysis of the peptide backbone chain
at the N-terminus of the serine and threonine residues. Such a cleavage was catalyzed by the N→O
rearrangement and does not employ the Lewis acid properties of the metal atom. Based on the
proposed mechanism, the first step involves the formation of the Ni(II) complex with 4 N of the
backbone amide chain and the side chain of the His residue with the (Ser/Thr)-Xaa-His sequence
(Figure 34). The second step involves the N→O rearrangement from the side chain of the Ser or Thr
that transfers the N-terminal R1 moiety from the peptide bond to form an ester bond. This is followed
by the hydrolysis of the resulting ester, leading to the formation of two reaction products, the R1
peptide acid and the Ni(II) complex with the peptide [112,113].
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Figure 34. Non lewis acid mediated N, O Acyl rearrangement.

Scandium(III) Triflate-Promoted Serine/Threonine Selective Peptide Bond Cleavage

Kanai et al. reported the hydrolysis of the peptide bond at the N-terminus of Ser/Thr residue
by using scandium triflate. This chemical cleavage relies on Sthe c triflate mediated N to O acyl
rearrangement followed by the subsequent hydrolysis of the ester by heating it at 80–100 ◦C (Figure 35).
Complete hydrolysis took place in 18–20 h. The authors have used this approach for the cleavage of
various peptides including posttranslationally modified (PTM) peptides and the cleavage of native
protein Aβ1-42, which is closely related to Alzheimer’s disease [114].
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Figure 35. N, O Acyl rearrangement.

4. Organic Molecules for Activation of Amide Bonds

We have summarized different kinds of nonmetal-based methods, their mechanisms of hydrolysis
of unactivated peptide bonds and the point of cleavages in Table 3.
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Table 3. Organic molecules based hydrolysis of peptide bonds.

Entry Organic Molecules Method of Hydrolysis Point of Cleavage Ref.

1 Phenyl
isothiocyanate

Through 5 membered cyclic
phenylisothiocyanate intermediate

N-terminal side
of peptide [115]

2 Cyanogen bromide Through 5 membered iminolactone C-terminal side of Met [116]

3 2-Nitro-5-thiocyano
benzoic acid Through 5 membered thialactone N-terminal side of Cys [117]

4 2-iodosobenzoic acid Through iminospirolactone C-terminal side of Trp [118,119]

5 TBC Through Oxindole C-terminal side of Trp [118,119]

6 N-amidination Through 5 membered cyclic amidine ring N-terminal side
of peptide [120]

7 Protecting goups
(Table 4) Lactonization strategy C-terminal side

of peptide [121–127]

8 H2O2 responsive
protecting groups Lactonization strategy C-terminal side

of peptide [128]

9 PyBroP Glutamic acid selective activation through
pyroglutamyl imide N-terminal side of Glu [129,130]

10 DIB Hofmann rearrangement mediated
N-acylurea intermediate N-terminal side of Asn [131]

11 DSC Cyclic urethane amide activation N-terminal side of Ser,
Thr, Cys and Glu [132–136]

12 o-NBnoc A photo responsive amide cleavage
through succinimide ring C-terminal side of Asn [137–142]

13 Cu-organo radical
conjugate

Aerobic chemoselective oxidation of Ser
followed by oxalimide formation N-terminal side of Ser [143]

14 TFA/H2O N-acyl group mediated oxazolinium specie C-terminal side
of peptide [144]

15 Hydrazine hydrate Hydrazinolysis accelarated by addition of
ammonium salts N-terminal of peptide [145]

16 N-Mecysteine Through oxazolinium ion C-terminal side
of N-MeCys [146]

17 Acylated N-MeAib Through oxazolinium ion C-terminal side
of N-MeAib [147]

4.1. N-Terminal Cleavage of Amide Bonds

4.1.1. Edman’s Degradation

This approach utilizes phenyl isothiocyanate for the cleavage of the peptide bond at the
N-terminus. Phenyl isothiocyanate reacted with an uncharged N-terminal amino group, under mildly
alkaline conditions, to form a cyclic phenylisothiocyanate derivative, which undergoes cleavage as a
thiazolinone derivative under acidic conditions (Figure 36). We proposed that the activation of an
amide bond is due to the formation of the five-membered cyclic phenylisothiocyanate intermediate which
creates a twist in the amide bond, thus preventing the amidic nitrogen from forming a resonating
structure and making it susceptible towards hydrolysis [115].
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4.1.2. Cyanogen Bromide for Cleavage at Met Residue

Cyanogen bromide led to the cleavage of the peptide bond at the C-terminus of the methionine
residue in a selective manner. The first step involves the nucleophilic attack of the sulfur of methionine
on cyanogen bromide (Figure 37) [116]. This displaces the bromide from cyanogen bromide, followed
by the attack of the amide carbonyl on the cyano group, resulting in the formation of the five-membered
ring, iminolactone, comprising a double bond in the ring between nitrogen and carbon. This double
bond results in a rigid ring conformation, thus activating the amide bond towards cleavage at the
C-terminus of Met, resulting in the generation of homoserine lactone. This approach has widely been
utilized for the sequencing of proteins [116].
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Figure 37. Cyanogen bromide for selective cleavage at Met.

4.1.3. 2-Nitro-5-Thiocyano Benzoic Acid for Cleavage at Cys

2-Nitro-5-thiocyano benzoic acid led to the hydrolysis of the amide bond at the N-terminal side
of the cysteine residue. The first step is the cyanylation of the side chain of cysteine on a peptide by
2-nitro-5-thiocyano benzoic acid, which is followed by the attack of the cysteine amidic nitrogen to the
cyano group on the side-chain of cysteine, resulting in the formation of the 5-membered thiolactone
ring. This, in turn, activates the amide bond towards hydrolysis under basic conditions (Figure 38).
This is again due to the inability of cysteine amidic nitrogen in a thiolactone to form a resonating
structure with the carbonyl of peptide bond [117].
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4.1.4. 2-Iodosobenzoic Acid for Cleavage at Trp

2-Iodosobenzoic acid has been used for the hydrolysis of the amide bond at the C-terminal side
of the Trp residue. The mechanism of the cleavage is a two-step process. The first step involves
the oxidation of the side-chain of tryptophan by 2-iodosobenzoic acid followed by the nucleophilic
attack from the neighboring carbonyl group of the amide bond, leading to the formation of an
iminospirolactone which hydrolyzes the peptide chain in the presence of water (Figure 39) [118,119].
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4.1.5. TBC for Cleavage at Trp

Tryptophanyl peptide bonds underwent selective cleavage by 2,4,6-tribromo-4-
methylcyclohexadienone (TBC) at the C-terminus (Figure 40). Tyrosyl and histidyl peptide
bonds which are usually cleaved by other brominating agents (such as α-bromosuccinimide,
α-bromoacetamide, etc.) are stable to this reagent. Additionally, other amino acids, which are sensitive
to oxidation, react with TBC but do not cleave the peptide bonds. This method was successfully
applied to a variety of peptides and proteins [118,119].

According to the reaction mechanism suggested by Patchornik et al. (1960), oxidative bromine
participates in the modification-cleavage reaction [118,119]. Two equivalents of bromine first brominate
the indole nucleus followed by a spontaneous debromination through a series of oxidation and
hydrolysis reactions (Figure 40). These reactions led to the formation of an oxindole derivative,
which cleaves the peptide bond.
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4.2. N-Amidination for Cleavage of the N-Terminal Amide Bond

Hamada et al. reported the cleavage of the amide bonds by the N-amidination of peptides.
The N-amidination of peptides leads to the formation of a cyclic moiety which resulted in the cleavage
of the amide bond at room temperature (Figure 41) [120]. The rate of cleavage was slow under ambient
conditions (PBS buffer, pH 7.4) at 37 ◦C with t1/2 = 35.7 h, but a rapid cleavage was observed under
basic conditions (2% NaOH aq) with t1/2 = 1.5 min. To evaluate the broad applicability of this cleavage
reaction, a series of peptides with different amino acids at the N-terminus such as the Lys, Glu, Ser,
Cys, Tyr, Val, and Pro residues were cleaved with t1/2 values from 1 min to 10 min. A slightly slow
cleavage was observed with bulky amino acids at the terminus such as Val or Pro, which might be
hindering the path of cyclization.
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N-amidinated peptide with a Cys residue at the N-terminus also generated a five-membered ring,
thiazolidine by path b (intermediate B) which did not lead to any cleavage, therefore, the t1/2 of the
peptide with Cys at the N-terminus in 2% NaOH aq at 37 ◦C was 3.4 min (slower than with other
amino acids at the N-terminus) (Figure 42) [120].

 

Figure 42. N-amidination strategy with N-terminal cysteine.
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4.3. Lactonization Mediated Cleavage of Amide Bonds

Otaka et al. developed an auxiliary with special protecting groups (PGs), which is capable of
forming a lactone with the carbonyl of an amide bond, resulting in the cleavage of the amide bond
(Table 4) [121–128]. Depending on the nature of the protecting groups, an amide bond cleavage can be
initiated in peptides by using different responsive reagents for the deprotection of PGs (Table 4). Table 4
showed various PGs and the corresponding responsive reagents for their deprotection. The thiol
responsive reagent was applied for the cleavage of the PNA/DNA complex using thiol-responsive
protecting groups [121–128].

Table 4. Lactonization mediated cleavage of amide bonds.

 

Reagent/Condition PG R1 R2 R3

Ultraviolet Near-infrared
Fluoride hypoxia

NO2 H H
NO2 OMe OMe
H OTBDPS H
H NO2 H

Thiol 4-nitrobenzenesulfonyl - - -

Phosohatase phosphate - - -

4.4. Hydrogen Peroxide-Induced Amide Bond Cleavage

Later, the hydrogen peroxide (H2O2)-responsive protecting group was introduced to the amino
acid. This protecting group contains a boronate or boronic acid moiety which underwent deprotection
in oxidative stress because of the release of hydrogen peroxide followed by the formation of lactone
and the cleavage of the peptide bond (Figure 43) [128].
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4.5. Glutamic Acid Specific Activation of Amide Bonds

We have also reported a new method for the site-specific cleavage of peptide bonds at glutamic
acid under physiological conditions [129,130]. The method involves the activation of the backbone
peptide chain at the N-terminal side of glutamic acid by the formation of a pyroglutamyl imide
(pGlu) moiety using bromotripyrrolidinophosphonium hexafluorophosphate (PyBroP) (Figure 44).
This activation increases the susceptibility of the peptide bond toward various nucleophiles including
thiol and water (Figure 44). We showed that this pyroglutamyl imide activated peptide chain
underwent the complete cleavage of the peptide bond under neutral buffer conditions (pH 7.5).
It was observed that the rate of hydrolysis increase under basic pH conditions (pH = 10.5). Although
the Asp has a carboxylic group on the side chain, no cleavage was observed under the reaction
conditions. Jensen et al. exposed the pGlu activated peptide bond towards thiol, resulting in the
formation of peptide thioesters [129,130]. A noted feature about this approach is that it leads to the
formation of epimerization free peptide acids and peptide thioesters. This method is highly specific
and exhibits a broad substrate scope including the cleavage of bioactive peptides with unnatural amino
acids, which are unsuitable substrates for enzymes.

 
Figure 44. Glutamic acid selective activation of peptide bonds.

4.6. Asparagine Selective Cleavage of Amide Bonds

Kanai et al. described the method for the site-selective chemical activation of peptide bonds for
hydrolysis at the asparagine residue using diacetoxyiodobenzene (DIB) [131]. The reaction of the
side-chain of Asn with DIB leads to the formation of isocyanate by Hofmann rearrangement. This is
followed by the attack of the N-terminal amidic nitrogen of the peptide backbone chain, affording
a five-membered N-acylurea intermediate, thus activating the amide bond towards hydrolysis
(Figure 45). Asn-selective peptide bond cleavage was proceeded in an aqueous neutral solution
at 37 ◦C and exhibited a broad substrate scope. The Gln-site was not cleaved under the reaction
conditions. Specifically, this method is applicable to peptides containing unnatural amino acids and/or
posttranslational modifications where enzymatic cleavage is not very efficient.
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4.7. Cyclic Urethane Mediated Activation of Amide Bonds

We have developed a method for the cleavage of the amide backbone chain at the N-terminal side
of Ser, Thr, and Cys by the formation of a five-membered cyclic urethane moiety [132]. The formation
of the cyclic urethane moiety with an amide backbone makes the amidic carbonyl group susceptible
to nucleophilic attack. This is presumably due to the twist in the backbone amide chain caused by
the cyclic urethane moiety. Thus, it was no longer able to form a resonating structure. To achieve
this goal, we screened various carbonylating reagents and a maximum conversion to cyclic urethane
moiety was achieved with N,N-disuccinimidyl carbonate (DSC). We proposed that the hydroxymethyl
group of the side chain of Ser reacted with DSC to generate an activated intermediate, A, which then
undergoes nucleophilic displacement by the amidic nitrogen on the N-side of serine through the
path to generate a five-membered cyclic urethane intermediate B (Figure 46). The formation of the
cyclic urethane intermediate B makes the amide bond susceptible to nucleophilic attack and led to
the cleavage of the amide bond in neutral aqueous conditions (room temp, pH 7.5, 12 h). There is a
possibility of nucleophilic displacement of the intermediate A by the amidic nitrogen through path b.
This could lead to the formation of six-membered ring B′, but we did not observe the formation of any
six-membered ring as analyzed by NMR studies.
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Figure 46. Cyclic urethane mediated activation of peptide bond.
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The side chain of Glu on reaction with DSC also led to the formation of a pyroglutamyl
imide moiety with an amide backbone chain, thus making it susceptible to nucleophilic attack
(Figure 47) [132]. We have used this approach for the selective hydrolysis of peptides/proteins
at the N-terminus of Ser, Thr, Cys, and Glu. This method cleaved various bioactive peptides
containing posttranslational modifications (e.g., N-acetylation and -methylation) and mutations
(D-and β-amino acids), which are not suitable substrates for enzymes, thus exhibited a broad
substrate scope. We have also used this approach for the synthesis of a variety of functionalized
C-terminal peptides such as esters, amides, alcohols, and thioesters (Figure 48) by exposing the
cyclic urethane activated peptide towards various nucleophiles such as alcohols, amines, reducing
agents, and thiols [133,134]. The attractive feature of this approach is that it leads to the formation of
epimerization free C-functionalized peptides.
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Later, this cyclic urethane amide-activation approach was applied for the cleavage of a variety of
cyclic and lasso peptides obtained from nature to determine their sequence, which is difficult to be
determined by conventional approaches (Figure 49) [135,136]. We have also applied this method for
the synthesis of a peptide-based molecular machine (rotaxanes) for the first time (Figure 50) [135,136].
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4.8. Intein-Inspired Amide Cleavage Chemical Device

A photoresponsive device was developed for the cleavage of the amide bond at the C-terminus of
the Asn residue [137]. This approach was inspired by intein-mediated protein splicing and its chemical
environment was mimicked by the incorporation of geminal dimethyl groups and a secondary amine
on the asparagine scaffold.

The secondary amine acts as an intramolecular base, which enhances the nucleophilicity of
the amide nitrogen (Figure 51). The geminal dimethyl groups led to a Thorpe-Ingold effect,
which enhances the intramolecular attack, thus assisting in the formation of the succinimide
ring [138–140]. The o-nitrobenzyloxycarbonyl (o-NBnoc) masks the basic character of the secondary
amine [141,142], thus leading to the photo triggered cleavage of an amide bond by the deprotection of
the secondary amine unit containing the o-nitrobenzyloxycarbonyl group.
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4.9. Serine-Selective Aerobic Cleavage of Peptides

Kanai et al. reported a use of the water-soluble copper-organoradical conjugate for the selective
cleavage of the peptide bond at the N-terminus of a serine residue under mild conditions and at
room temperature [143]. They used this approach for the selective cleavage of a variety of different
peptides/proteins containing D-amino acids or sensitive disulfide pairs.

Ser-selective cleavage of the peptide bond was initiated by the aerobic chemoselective oxidation
of the hydroxymethyl moiety of Ser to a formyl group (A) (Figure 52). This produced a β-formyl
glycineamide intermediate B which, on further oxidation, led to the formation of oxalamide C by
undergoing oxidative deformylation. Oxalamide C then underwent hydrolysis under mild conditions
because the carbonyl groups of the oxalamide are more electrophilic than those of simple amides,
resulting in the formation of the cleaved fragments D and D′. By using molecular oxygen as a
terminal oxidant, water and a C1 molecule (possibly HCO2H) become stoichiometric side products.
This strategy is widely distinct from Lewis acid, promoted by the Ser-selective peptide hydrolysis
through N-to-O rearrangement.

4.10. Hydrolysis of Amide Bonds by the Formation of Oxazolinium Specie: Function of Acyl Protecting Group

Peptides containing a simple N-acyl group activates the amide bond four bonds away from an acyl
group for cleavage under acidic conditions [144]. First, TFA leads to the protonation of amide carbonyl
followed by the nucleophilic attack from the oxygen of the acyl carbonyl to generate a five-membered
oxazolinium specie A in the peptide chain. Second, the collapse of the oxazolinium intermediate A

leads to the cleavage of an unactivated amide bond (Figure 53).
The nature of the aromatic group, G, was responsible for the rate of hydrolysis of the peptide bond.

Electron-donating groups increase the rate of hydrolysis whereas electron withdrawing substituents
decrease it (Figure 53).
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4.11. Hydrazinolysis for the Cleavage of Amide Bonds

The hydrazinolysis of unactivated amide bonds was accelerated by the addition of ammonium
salts. The reaction proceeds at 50–70 ◦C to give peptide cleavage products and exhibits a broad
substrate scope that out-performs existing amide bond cleavage reactions [145]. This approach was
applied for the cleavage of the peptide bonds without racemization at the α-position of the amino
acids (Figure 54). It was also applied to the cleavage of the N-acetyl group from the amino sugar.
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Figure 54. Hydrazinolysis for the cleavage of peptide bonds.

4.12. Amide Bond Cleavage of the N-Methylcysteinyl Peptide

Tam et al. developed a selective bi-directional peptide bond cleavage approach utilizing
N-methylcysteine (MeCys) in the Xaa-MeCys-Yaa peptides (Xaa and Yaa, non-cysteine residues) [146].
Under strong acidic conditions, peptide Xaa-MeCys-Yaa led to the formation of an oxazolinium
intermediate, resulting in the cleavage of the Xaa-MeCys bond. The oxazolinium intermediate was
later trapped by thiocresol (TC) to form a Xaa-MeCys-TC thioester (Figure 55). The replacement of
MeCys by Cys residue did not result in the peptide bond cleavage, suggesting the important role of
N-methylation in MeCys residue for the formation of oxazolone.
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4.13. N-MeAib Induced Unusual Cleavage of Amide Bonds

Peptides containing acylated N-methyl-aminoisobutyryl (NMeAib) residues showed unusual
cleavage of amide bonds under acidic conditions. The cleavage takes place at the C-terminal side
of the NMeAib residue (Figure 56) [147]. X-ray diffraction studies of the NMeAib containing
molecules showed that the oxygen atom of the carbonyl group of the preceding residue is close
to the carbonyl carbon of the NMeAib residue, thus acting as an internal nucleophile forming a
tetrahedral intermediate. Once this tetrahedral intermediate was formed, lone pair electrons on the
nitrogen of the phenylalanine were no longer be able to form resonating structures with the carbonyl
group of NMeAib. In fact, the phenylalanine nitrogen becomes a proton acceptor like the amines,
which resulted in the cleavage of the amide bond followed by the removal of phenylalanine and the
formation of an oxazolinium ion intermediate, which further reacts with water to form a carboxylic
acid product.
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5. Conclusions

This mini-review highlights the methods for the activation of unactivated amide bonds in
biomolecules. This review further highlights the application of these methods in the sequencing
of proteins and the synthesis of peptide acids, thioesters, alcohols, and amides. These studies showed
that there is still a lot to learn from enzymes catalyzed pathways and how we can develop enzyme
mimetics for catalyzing the cleavage of unactivated and highly stable amide bonds at particular
residues in a selective manner. We assume that these enzyme mimetics can have potential applications
in various fields.
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Abstract: Amides are undeniably some of the most important compounds in Nature and the chemical
industry, being present in biomolecules, materials, pharmaceuticals and many other substances.
Unfortunately, the traditional synthesis of amides suffers from some important drawbacks, principally
the use of stoichiometric activators or the need to use highly reactive carboxylic acid derivatives.
In recent years, the transamidation reaction has emerged as a valuable alternative to prepare amides.
The reactivity of amides makes their direct reaction with nitrogen nucleophiles difficult; thus, the
direct transamidation reaction needs a catalyst in order to activate the amide moiety and to promote
the completion of the reaction because equilibrium is established. In this review, we present research
on direct transamidation reactions ranging from studies of the mechanism to the recent developments
of more applicable and versatile methodologies, emphasizing those reactions involving activation
with metal catalysts.

Keywords: transamidation; amide; amine; catalyst; catalysis

1. Introduction

The amide functionality has been recognized as one of the most important functional groups,
not only because of its widespread presence in Nature (in proteins, peptides, and alkaloids, among
others) [1] but also because of the vast number of synthetic structures bearing this group [2]. It is
estimated that approximately 25% of the existing pharmaceuticals contain an amide bond as part of
their structures [3] and that approximately 33% of the new drug candidates are “amides” [4], thus
making amidation reactions some of the most performed chemical processes in the pharmaceutical
industry and in drug discovery activities [5].

Traditional methods to synthesize amides suffer from significant issues, principally the use of
stoichiometric amounts of activating reagents with the consequent production of waste or the use
of corrosive and troublesome reagents such as acyl chlorides or anhydrides. As a consequence, the
ACS Green Chemistry Institute assessed the amide bond formation with good atom economy as
one of the biggest challenges for organic chemists [6]. In recent years, amide bond synthesis by
nontraditional methods has been reviewed, and some alternatives are available to perform acylations
on nitrogen [7–10]. Among those unconventional methods, the transamidation reaction appears to be
a useful strategy.

The acyl exchange between an amide and an amine has been known since 1876 with the studies
carried out by Flescher [11]; however, the method was pretty limited. For approximately one hundred
years, the transamidation reaction was almost unexplored, and only a few successful examples were
published [12–15]. The biggest drawback of this method was the use of high temperatures and very
long reaction times. The first catalytic transamidation was performed using carbon dioxide [14];
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however, the quantity used makes it not properly a catalyst but rather a promoter; additionally, the
yields were always lower than 67%. It was not until 1994 that a modern and complete study on a direct
transamidation was published by Bertrand and coworkers [16]. Their work was based on the use of
aluminum chloride as a promoter, and the method was limited to the use of aliphatic amines since
low yields were obtained with aromatic amides. Chemists noticed the importance and the potential
of the direct transamidation reaction and developed some useful and general methods performed
under the influence of different types of catalysts. Today, heterogeneous, metallic, acidic and basic
catalysts are available to perform transamidation reactions. In this review article, we will begin with
the mechanistic studies for transamidation of primary and secondary amides, followed by studies
of the reaction with tertiary amides and some other mechanistic studies using proline as a catalyst.
In the following sections, we will present a set of selected examples of direct transamidation reactions
catalyzed by metals as well as some alternative catalysts.

2. Mechanistic Studies

In transamidation, an alternative strategy to prepare amides, the direct exchange of the amine
moiety in an amide can occur only under the influence of a suitable catalytic or stoichiometric activating
agent because of the poor electrophilic nature of amides. Depending on the reaction conditions, the
structure of the amide, and the activating agent employed, the reactivity of these amides differs from
reaction to reaction; however, it follows the regular pattern that the primary amides are more active
than the secondary and tertiary amides. Nevertheless, some activating agents capable of activating
secondary amides have been described in the literature with considerable success [10]. The order of
reactivity shown before implies that the structure of the amide is the most important constraint in
transamidation processes. Another very important factor is the acidic nature of the N-H function,
which could hamper the process by simply inactivating the catalytic species. Considering these facts,
understanding how this process occurs represents one of the main challenges for the organic chemistry
community [8].

In this sense, Stahl and coworkers [17–19] studied the mechanism of the transamidation reaction
catalyzed by metals, focusing on the reaction between a secondary amine and a secondary amide
(Scheme 1). They evaluated the behavior of nucleophilic alkali-metal amides, Lewis acidic metal
complexes, transition metals and different amides. The authors found that metallic complexes of
titanium and aluminum could catalyze the transamidation reaction due to their relatively low basicity;
furthermore, metallic complexes of titanium [Ti(NMe2)4] and aluminum [Al(NMe2)6] could catalyze
the transamidation reaction due to an increase in electron density in the metal center. This effect is
related to the reduced basicity of the ligand, which increases the Lewis acidic character of the metal.

Scheme 1. Transamidation of a secondary amide with a secondary amine.

Based on the previous information, the author carried out a complete mechanistic study, which
included the determination of the deuterium kinetic isotope effect, the rate law and the identity of
the catalyst resting state. With the results obtained in the kinetic studies, they proposed a catalytic
mechanism to explain the transamidation process (Scheme 2). They suggested that in the first step,
the secondary amide reacts with the precatalyst to yield metal-amidate complex I. Once this complex
is formed, it enters the catalytic cycle by a bimolecular reaction with a primary amine to generate
adduct II. After that, a proton transfer between the nitrogen atoms is proposed to reach intermediate
III. Later, an intramolecular nucleophilic attack of the amido-ligand to the carbonyl of the amide forms
metallacycle IVa. This intermediate is the most important species in the catalytic cycle because it
embodies the bifunctional role of the metal center via activation of both the amine and amide substrate.
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However, this intermediate can either revert the cycle to complex III or continue the catalytic cycle by
isomerization to form IVb. The isomerization proceeds by transition state V, where the metal is linked
to both nitrogen atoms, thus changing the nitrogen coordinated to the metal center and providing
exchanged intermediate IVb. This product is easily converted into VI, and finally, the breakdown of
intermediate VI promoted by a second molecule of amide leads to the formation of the desired amide
and the liberation of an amine molecule that is responsible, in most of the cases, for the equilibrium
displacements; in other words: it is the driving force of this reaction [18–20].

Scheme 2. Proposed catalytic cycle for transamidation reactions between primary or secondary amides
with primary amines.

Careful analysis of the proposed mechanism suggests that tertiary amides are unsuitable reagents
for the transamidation reaction. This is because of the absence of an N-H bond and the consequently
different reactivity between these amides and bases. However, successful examples of transamidation
reactions with tertiary amides have been described in the literature, suggesting that tertiary amides
should follow a different mechanistic pathway. Stahl and coworkers confronted this issue and
developed a new study focused on the mechanistic details of the transamidation reaction between
tertiary amides and secondary amines employing kinetic, spectroscopic, and computational studies
(Scheme 3). According to their results, the first step occurs when the amide interacts with the metal
complex to form intermediate I, where the simultaneous activation of the electrophile (amide) and
the nucleophile (amine) by the metal center is clear. After that, an intramolecular attack of the amido
ligand to the coordinated amide gives rise to metal-stabilized tetrahedral intermediate IIa, which can
interconvert to its isomeric intermediate IIb by a simple cleavage and coordination sequence through
intermediate III. In the last step, a new amine/amido pair coordinated to the metal IV is formed, from
which it is possible to obtain the desired product [21,22].
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Scheme 3. Proposed catalytic cycle for transamidation reaction between tertiary amides with secondary amines.

Comparing the transamidation processes for secondary amides and tertiary amides makes some
similarities evident. First, the mechanisms exhibit not only that there are obvious structural similarity
between the intermediates but also that the key step in both processes is the intramolecular nucleophilic
attack of the amido ligand on a metal-coordinated amide. Regarding the differences between the two
transamidation processes, perhaps the most important one is the identity of the catalyst resting state,
implying substantial differences in the kinetic properties of both reactions since the transamidation
reaction of secondary amides follows first-order kinetics with regards to the metal and amine involved
and the amide follows zero-order kinetics. Contrary to that, for the tertiary amide, the rate law is
zero-order for the amine, is half- to first-order for the metal and varies from zero-order to saturation
behavior for the amide. The transamidation of primary amides is easier than the cases described before
because ammonia is produced in the reaction medium, thus making the reaction simpler and usually
better yielding. Concerning the mechanisms, each research team describes its own proposal, typically
based on the Stahl studies. In our opinion, slight differences between metals should exist, and as
a consequence, the reaction mechanism for the transamidation of primary amides should be pretty
similar to that described for secondary amides. Additionally, the large number of non-metal-catalyzed
transamidation reactions makes the investigation of their mechanisms interesting. Unfortunately, only
one computational study on the reaction catalyzed by L-proline has been described; mechanisms with
other catalysts remain unexplored.

The organocatalyzed transamidation reaction has been described as a greener methodology
compared with the metal-catalyzed version of this reaction. L-Proline has received much attention due
to its dual role as a ligand and a catalyst in other reactions. In view of the above perceptions, L-proline
was described as a useful catalyst for the transamidation reaction. Adimurthy and coworkers [23]
found that various amides react with a variety of amines in the presence of L-proline as a catalyst.
The reaction scope included benzylamines with electron-rich and deficient substituents and alkyl
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aromatic, aliphatic, and secondary amines, which reacted with remarkable ease. Specifically, the
reactions of benzylamine with primary amides showed good yields compared to reactions with
secondary and tertiary amides. The authors also demonstrated that the reactions have a high degree
of functional group tolerance. The mechanistic study carried out to explain the role of L-proline and
to disclose why the transamidation can be efficiently catalyzed by proline was reported by Xue and
coworkers some years after the reaction was described. They used density functional theory (DFT)
calculations to achieve a reasonable proposal.

The transamidation of acetamide with benzylamine was selected as the model system. The
calculations revealed that the reactions catalyzed by L-proline follow a stepwise mechanism, which
involves a first step where the activation of the amide takes place through a proton transfer from
L-proline to the carbonyl group of the amide to form intermediate imidine I. Subsequently, a
nucleophilic addition of benzylamine to the imidine intermediate occurs to form II. After eliminating
one molecule of ammonia, a hydrolysis of intermediate III produces the target product. This study
allowed the researchers to identify the hydrolysis reaction as the rate-determining step (RDS) in the
catalytic cycle with the largest energy barrier (26.0, 26.8 and 29.7 kcal/mol in toluene, ethanol and H2O
respectively) (Scheme 4) [24].
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Scheme 4. Proposed mechanism to explain the transamidation reaction catalyzed by L-proline.

As already mentioned, the mechanistic studies on the transamidation reaction are quite limited;
however, the metal-catalyzed version presumably follows similar mechanisms independent of the
metal identity, with the mechanistic pathway depending on the type of amide reacting. Concerning
the non-metal-catalyzed version, some examples are described in the literature, but among them, only
L-proline has received enough attention that a mechanistic study was carried out. Nevertheless, the
summary of mechanistic studies presented in this section is sufficient to understand the principles and
particularities of transamidation reactions. In the following chapters, we will present some selected
examples of transamidations and discuss their particularities and issues.

3. Metal-Catalyzed Direct Transamidations

Since the pioneering work reported by Stahl and coworkers [18–22], several metal catalysts have
been described for direct transamidation reactions. Among them, one of the most commonly used
is iron(III), particularly in the form of simple Fe(III) salts, supported in clay or even as nanoparticles.
The first study was reported in 2014 by Shimizu and coworkers [25]; they used Fe(III) supported in
montmorillonite to perform the direct transamidation of primary amides (Scheme 5). The authors
showed that the reaction can be performed under solvent-free conditions with a slight excess of amine
at 140 ◦C.
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Scheme 5. (a) Transamidation of amides (alkyl, aryl, Het-aryl) with amines catalyzed by Fe3+-mont.
(b) Transamidations of α-hydroxyamides with amines.

Unfortunately, the scope of the reaction is limited; only primary amides and primary amines can
be used (Scheme 5a). Additionally, the method is limited to the use of liquid starting materials since at
least one of the two reagents has to be a liquid, thus making this method unsuitable for a large number
of reagents. A few examples with free α-hydroxy amides were described (Scheme 5b). Typically,
reactions carried out under solvent-free conditions are seen as good examples of green chemistry
principles; however, the transamidation reaction has to be seen from another perspective. As we
mentioned before, amidation reactions are one of the most performed processes in drug discovery and
the pharmaceutical industry, and the structure of amides used in those fields are somehow complex,
meaning they are usually polyfunctional compounds with more than 20 carbon atoms or, in some cases,
amino acid derivatives. As a consequence, a good method to synthesize amides has to be amenable to
all the structures mentioned before, and solid reagents are highly desirable even if the use of a solvent
becomes imperative. This has served us as inspiration to develop a more general method for direct
transamidations using Fe(III) [26]. Our method is based on the use of simple Fe(III) salts. In fact, we
demonstrated that any Fe(III) salt can be used as a catalyst for this reaction; the sole condition is the
presence of water, which has a complementary catalytic role in this process. Water can be added or
obtained from hydrated salts, the identity of which is only limited by the availability of the reagents.
Technical grade toluene is also a suitable solvent. Consequently, this method is one of the cheapest
reported in the literature (Scheme 6).

Scheme 6. Transamidation catalyzed by Fe(III) and water of (a) carboxamides. (b) α-amino esters. (c)
Synthesis of 2,3-dihydro-5H-benzo[b]-1,4-thiazepin-4-one by intramolecular transamidation.
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The reaction scope is very good since the reaction can be performed not only with an excess of
amides or amines but also with stoichiometric quantities. The reaction time depends on the amide
used, but it is usually shorter with primary amides and longer with secondary and tertiary amides.
We also described the transamidation of secondary amides where the liberated amine is not a gas or a
volatile liquid and showed that Fe(III)/water is a suitable catalyst in those cases. It should be noted that
no previous functionalization of the secondary amide was needed (Scheme 6a). Finally, the reaction
was described with some amino acids as the amino source (Scheme 6b), and one intramolecular
example was provided (Scheme 6c). A few years later, magnetic nanoparticles were used in direct
transamidation reactions, with some advantages and issues. The method described by Thale [27] using
Fe3O4 has the same problem that all transamidations performed under solvent-free conditions show.
The loading of the catalyst is also high (20 wt.%), and only primary amines are used as nucleophiles.
However, this particular method has some advantages: the catalyst is easily recovered and can be
used in several reactions without loss of activity. It is also simple to prepare, and the reaction can be
performed with DMF as an example of a tertiary amide. On the other hand, the method described by
Heidari and Arefi [28] has a better substrate scope and uses smaller quantities of catalyst. Unfortunately,
the preparation process for the catalyst is more complicated and uses simple iron salts as precursors;
this is potentially problematic since the authors did not quantify the free salts in their catalyst, and it
is possible that some remaining salts are responsible for the transformation, on the other hand if the
simple salts are good and suitable catalysts for this reactions, prepare a catalysts that do not provide
very different results using them a starting materials consumes time unnecessarily. The recovery of the
catalyst was also described, but the identity of the catalytic species is still unclear; both Heidari and
Thale attribute the catalytic activity to the metal center.

It is clear that the transamidation reaction is an equilibrium, and as such, when ammonia or
gaseous amines are liberated in the reaction media, the reaction is easier. On the other hand, when
the liberated amine is a liquid, the reaction becomes more complicated. Stahl and Gellman et al. [29]
faced this problem and developed a method applicable to N-aryl amides. In this case, Ti(NMe2)4 and
Sc(OTf)3 were suitable catalysts affording good yields and acceptable selectivities to the cross-product.
The reaction was performed with nonpolar solvents and at low temperatures. However, the best
results were obtained with an excess of aliphatic amines (Scheme 7a); the use of stoichiometric aromatic
amines produced mixtures of products (Scheme 7b).
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Scheme 7. Catalytic transamidation of (a) N-alkyl heptylamines with benzylamine and (b) N-aryl
amides with aryl amines.

The reactions described before have some common characteristics: they are all performed in
nonpolar solvents, and an excess (at least 1 equiv.) of one of the reagents is needed to obtain complete
conversions and good yields. One interesting development was the use of Cu(OAc)2 as a catalyst
described by Beller and coworkers [30], who used tert-amyl alcohol as the solvent and 0.3 excess
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equivalents of amine. The reaction is limited to the use of primary amides but has a very good
substrate scope, as it tolerates free OH groups in the substrate and can be performed with chiral
reagents (amides or amines) without racemization. The sole problem is the use of sealed tubes since
high pressures are a safety issue in organic chemistry laboratories.

As the reader can notice, several efforts have been made to have more active and general catalysts
for transamidations. Simple metal salts have been proven as suitable catalysts for this transformation,
however, the use of more developed metal catalysts may have some advantages. In particular, the use
of sulfated tungstate proved to be effective with α,β-unsaturated amides [31]. These substrates can
be potentially complicated because of the presence of two reactive sites. Once the amide forms the
complex with the metal center, the carbonyl is more electrophilic, but the β position suffers a similar
activation; as a consequence, Michael additions are competitive reactions. In the case of sulfated
tungstate, no Michael product was observed (Scheme 8a). The catalyst was also active with α-amino
acid esters, as observed in Scheme 8b.

Scheme 8. Transamidation reactions in the presence of sulfated tungstate of (a) cinnamide with alkyl
and aryl amines and (b) α-amino esters with formamide.

The use of tertiary amides is typically exemplified with DMF, and very few examples with other
tertiary amides have been described. Fortunately, the use of Pd(OAc)2 with 2,2′-bipyridine (bpy) as
the ligand can be used for the transamidation of tertiary amides [32]. This catalyst afforded very
good yields with aromatic amines, which are easily oxidized and consequently gave lower yields than
their aliphatic partners (Scheme 9). The biggest issue of this method is the use of a large excess of
amine: 10 equivalents are required. However, the reaction can be performed on a gram scale with
excellent results.

Scheme 9. Transamidation of DMF derivatives with aniline.

Very recently, Hu and coworkers [33] described a reductive transamidation of tertiary amides
(very challenging substrates) with nitrobenzenes promoted by manganese. Presumably, the manganese
acts not only as a reducing agent by producing the amine in situ but also as an activating agent for
the amide. This was proven by adding some metals usually found as impurities of manganese, such
as palladium or nickel. Additionally, this metal has also been described as a useful catalyst in a new
method of transamidations, such as a reaction where the amide is activated by the use of BOC or tosyl
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groups to increase their reactivity. There are some amazing recent publications in this field, but this
are not within the scope of this review article. The reaction performed by Hu et al. showed very good
substrate scope and, to the best of our knowledge, is the sole general method for direct transamidation
of tertiary amides.

From the previous examples, it is clear that the transamidation reaction is a powerful alternative
in amide synthesis. The use of metal catalysts has shown tremendous growth in the last few years,
and many researchers have developed a vast variety of catalysts using metallic centers. We selected
the most general and simplest methods to discuss in this review article. Nevertheless, other less
important catalysts have to be superficially mentioned, including manganese oxide (MnO2), which
was used under solvent-free conditions [34] with a limited substrate scope but with good yields.
The use of lanthanides has also been described; in particular, a bimetallic lanthanum alkoxide [35], and
immobilized Ce(III) [36] were used as heterogeneous catalysts with the associated advantages, such as
easy catalyst recovery and low catalyst charge, but also with the normal issues, such as the catalyst
preparation and activation. Some more innovative catalysts have been prepared and used successfully
in transamidation. Mesoporous niobium oxide spheres [37] and N-heterocyclic carbene ruthenium (II)
complexes [38] are some of the most general and easy to use catalysts with the best substrate scope.
Very recently, the use of Co(AcO)2·4H2O was described [39] with an excellent substrate scope, but
there are no special considerations to mention here.

Some of the catalysts presented in this section can be used with ureas, with phthalimide and,
in very few cases, with thioureas. The activation of those substrates has proven more difficult than
amides, even though the C–N bond has similar features to them. In addition, no details are provided
about the application of transamidation reactions with ureas and phthalimides since it is outside the
scope of this review. Concerning the catalysts, the development of nonmetallic catalysts has received
comparable attention and will be discussed in the next chapter.

4. Other Catalysts

In an effort to develop safe, environmentally benign, economical, and energy saving chemical
reactions, the design and synthesis of recyclable catalysts have become an important objective.
In this context, innovative catalysts for transamidations have been developed. One of the most
active catalysts is the recyclable polymer-based metallic Lewis acid catalyst developed by Cui and
coworkers [40]. This catalyst, which is based on HfCl4/KSF-polyDMAP, is recyclable and was
described for transamidations of different amide/amine pairs (Scheme 10). The authors chose HfCl4
because it is active in the direct condensation of carboxylic acids and alcohols and because the Hf(IV)
salts are easily manipulated and applicable in large-scale reactions. During the optimization process,
the authors tried an HF/KSF system and found it suitable for transamidations with mainly nonpolar or
low polarity solvents. Interestingly, this study led them to discover that by using mixtures of solvents
such as acetonitrile/water and acetonitrile/NH3, the yield was increased. The use of HfCl4/KSF
with polyDMAP or NH3 afforded even better yields; presumably, the reaction rate is increased as
a result the change in Lewis acidity when polyDMAP and NH3 coordinate to the metal center (Hf).
This catalytic system was applied to a variety of aliphatic amides and benzylamines with excellent
results. Additionally, the HfCl4/KSF-polyDMA catalyst can be easily recovered and reused in the same
reaction at least five times without loss of activity. However, the catalytic system has some limitations
when other aliphatic amines are used.

Scheme 10. Transamidation reaction catalyzed by HfCl4/KSF-polyDMAP.
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The use of stoichiometric boron reagents for amidation reactions has also been reported several
times in the literature [8]. Borate esters were used by Sheppard et al. [41] to activate amides in
transamidations. They evaluated different boron reagents and found that B(OMe)3 and B(OCH2CF3)3

show the best behavior in carboxamidation and transamidation processes. This B(OCH2CF3)3-
mediated transamidation reaction gave secondary amides in good yields; unfortunately, the main focus
of this study was direct carboxamidation, and consequently, very few examples of transamidations
were provided. A big issue in this is the use of stoichiometric amounts of the boron reagent.
Consequently, the development of new methods that use catalytic amounts of boron reagents is
highly desirable.

Nguyen et al. [42] developed the first transamidation using substoichiometric amounts of boron
derivatives. In that research, the authors studied boric acid-catalyzed transamidations of amides and
phthalimide. Different solvents were tested in an attempt to increase the reaction conversion. As is
typical for this kind of reaction, nonpolar solvents such as toluene or xylene showed good results;
however, a higher conversion was observed when the reaction was performed under solvent-free
conditions. Additionally, the presence of water (1–2 equivalent) helped promote the transamidation
process. Different substrates were used successfully and good yields were obtained in most cases.
Secondary amines such as morpholine or piperidine proved to be less reactive and higher temperatures
were needed in order to obtain acceptable yields. The most important advantage of this method
compared with the other reports is the applicability on primary, secondary and tertiary amides
(Scheme 11a).

Scheme 11. (a) Boron-mediated transamidation of primary, secondary and tertiary amides with
different kinds of amines. (b) Formylation of amines catalyzed by a boronic acid. (c) Transamidation
catalyzed by boron between α-amino esters and formamide.

However, the high temperatures needed to carry out this method have limited the reaction to
using stable achiral amides. To circumvent this problem, Blanchet and coworker [43] exploited the
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remarkable efficiency of boronic acids as catalysts for the transamidation of DMF with amines under
lower temperatures (Scheme 11b). Many tests were carried out, and the results demonstrated that the
combination of 10 mol % of boronic acid A and 20 mol % of acetic acid was the best combination to
promote the transamidation reactions (Scheme 11b). The authors proposed a cooperation between
both acids and that a Lewis acid-assisted Bronsted acid (LBA) catalytic system could be involved.
Excellent yields were found in all cases, and the process showed very good behavior with primary
and secondary amines as well as α-amino esters. Nonetheless, to perform the reaction with chiral
substrates, the DMF solvent was changed to formamide in order to keep racemization at a low level
(Scheme 11c).

The activation of primary amides to promote transamidations using catalytic amounts of
hydroxylamine was reported by Williams and coworkers [44]. They screened different catalysts
and found that the hydroxylamine salt produced the best results. The study, performed in order to
compare the differences between base-free and acid salts, demonstrated that the use of salts has a
positive effect on the conversion of primary amides into secondary amides. The optimal conditions
for this transformation were toluene at a temperature of 105 ◦C and the amount of NH2OH·HCl
varied according to the substrate. The reaction was successful with a wide range of functional groups,
including halogens, alkenes, alkynes, free phenolic hydroxyl groups, and heterocycles. Other important
observations in the application of this methodology were that the Boc protecting group was unaffected
under the typical reaction conditions (Scheme 12a) and that amino acid esters can be N-acylated
without loss of the ester functionality (Scheme 12b). The highest conversion was generally seen with
aliphatic amides; in some cases, only 10 mol % of NH2OH·HCl was necessary to reach full conversion
in short reaction times. However, the transamidation of secondary amides using this methodology is
not effective.

Scheme 12. Hydroxylamine hydrochloride as a catalyst of the transamidation reaction of (a) substrates
with a Boc protecting group and (b) α-amino esters with a benzyl group.

Hypervalent iodine compounds have undergone impressive developments, and their uses are
increasing in many applications in organic synthesis. This progress served as inspiration to Singh
and coworkers [45] to propose the first iodine (III)-catalyzed transamidation reaction. The best results
were obtained when the reaction was done in the presence of 5 mol % of (diacetoxyiodo)benzene
(DIB) under microwave heating (60–150 ◦C) without any solvent. Gratifyingly, this methodology
showed a very good substrate scope with good to excellent yields. A careful analysis of the crude
reaction mixtures was performed since the catalyst used is an oxidant and products derived from
Hoffman rearrangements were observed. In addition, the use of stoichiometric amounts of catalyst
promoted nitrene formation and increased the number of byproducts, but by using catalytic amounts,
the transamidation reaction was favored.

As mentioned earlier in this manuscript, the use of organocatalysts has also been described in
transamidation reactions. The study reported by Adimurthy [23], where the process was carried out in
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the presence of L-proline as an inexpensive catalyst (10 mol %) under solvent-free conditions, suffers
from some weaknesses, principally the need for the temperature to be higher than 80 ◦C and the
complete inactivity other amino acid catalysts.

Continuing with the revision of inexpensive catalysts in transamidation reactions, benzoic
acid was recently used by Xu and coworkers [46], showing very good activity in transamidations.
The reaction, performed in xylene at 130 ◦C, showed very good functional group tolerance, and many
substrates demonstrated good reactivity. Among them, the use of heterocyclic amides (nicotinamide,
furan-2- and thiophene-2-carboxamide) with heterocyclic amines should be noted (see Scheme 13a).
Unfortunately, this method is not effective with aromatic amines, with which it only afforded moderate
yields. The main advantages of this methodology are the availability of the catalysts and the excellent
selectivity observed. The authors performed a couple of experiments using mixtures of benzamide with
3-aminobenzylamine and benzamide with tryptamine, showing that only one product was formed in
each case and thus making this a potential method for the protection of primary amines (Scheme 13b).

Scheme 13. (a) Benzoic acid as a catalyst of the transamidation reactions of heterocyclic amides and
heterocyclic amines. (b) Selectivity of the transamidation reaction using benzoic acid as a catalyst.

In addition to these metal-free strategies for transamidation, the use of K2S2O8 in aqueous media
was recently described [47]. The reaction can be performed under the influence of microwaves or
conventional heating. The study included the screening of other peroxides, such as H2O2, TBHP,
mCPBA and oxone, finding that K2S2O8 was the best reactant for the transamidation reaction.
Unfortunately, stoichiometric amounts of the promoter are required to achieve complete conversions.
This method was applied successfully to L-phenylalanine methyl ester hydrochloride with DMF as the
formylating reagent, obtaining the N-formyl amino acid ester in 95% yield without any change in the
configuration and optical purity, making this method possibly advantageous with chiral substrates
(Scheme 14a). The authors showed an application in the synthesis of some very important molecules,
such as phenacetin, paracetamol, lidocaine and piperine (Scheme 14b).

Recently, Das and coworkers [48] developed a new H2SO4-SiO2 catalytic system for the direct
transamidation of carboxamides, describing a new methodology which complements those previously
outlined in this article. Due to the easier ability to manipulate the catalysts, it is described as ecofriendly
and low cost. The reaction is performed using 5 mol % H2SO4-SiO2 at 70 ◦C under solvent-free
conditions, and the products were obtained without any purification.
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Scheme 14. (a) N-Formylation of α-amino esters promoted by K2S2O8. (b) Natural products and drugs
obtained by transamidation reactions using K2S2O8.

The catalytic system was explored using tertiary amides with substituted aromatic, heteroaromatic,
and aliphatic/alicyclic primary amines and some secondary amines as well. The most important
application of this methodology was in the synthesis of N-aryl/heteroaryl pivalamides, which
are an important kind of compound in organic synthesis due to their use as directing groups in
many transition-metal catalyzed reactions (Scheme 15a). Furthermore, following this optimized
transamidation protocol, the authors reported the synthesis of procainamide, a drug used for the
treatment of cardiac arrhythmias (Scheme 15c).

Scheme 15. (a) Synthesis of N-aryl/heteroaryl pivalamides via transamidation catalyzed by H2SO4-SiO2.
(b) Synthesis of procainamide.
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The examples cited in this section make it clear that the transamidation reaction under metal-free
conditions is an attractive alternative because of its environmentally friendly and inexpensive nature.
Other less relevant reports for metal-free transamidations are also described in the literature. Among
them, new catalytic systems using ionic liquids [49], OSU-6 (a modified silica) [50], Fe3O4-guanidine
acetic acid nanoparticles [51], chitosan [52], graphene oxide [53] and nanosized zeolite beta [54] have
shown good results and a good substrate scope. However, they do not have any special consideration
that make a more detailed discussion necessary.

5. Conclusions

The amide moiety is one of the most important functional groups in organic, pharmaceutical
and biological chemistry. Its synthesis has been the focus of many researchers; alternative methods to
obtain amides are still needed, and this field is in continuous growth. Currently, alternative activation
methods for amides are among the most innovative and recent methods; however, the simple activation
of the C–N bond in amides by coordination with metals or by interaction with small molecules is an
important alternative in amide bond synthesis. Herein, we surveyed the direct activation of amides in
transamidation reactions and presented selected examples in this field. We hope this overview will not
only that help researchers and serve as inspiration in their future work, but also that they will find it
useful in understanding some recently described transamidation processes.
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Abstract: Highly reactive arynes activate the N–C and C=O bonds of amide groups under transition
metal-free conditions. This review highlights the insertion of arynes into the N–C and C=O bonds
of the amide group. The insertion of arynes into the N–C bond gives the unstable four-membered
ring intermediates, which are easily converted into ortho-disubstituted arenes. On the other hand,
the selective insertion of arynes into the C=O bond is observed when the sterically less-hindered
formamides are employed to give a reactive transient intermediate. Therefore, the trapping
reactions of transient intermediates with a variety of reactants lead to the formation of oxygen
atom-containing heterocycles. As relative functional groups are activated, the reactions of arynes
with sulfinamides, phosphoryl amides, cyanamides, sulfonamides, thioureas, and vinylogous amides
are also summarized.

Keywords: amide; arynes; insertion; activation; heterocycles; organic synthesis; multi-component
coupling reaction

1. Introduction

In recent years, the use of arynes as highly reactive and strained intermediates in organic
synthesis has attracted substantial attention [1–15]. Arynes have been extensively utilized in
transition-metal-catalyzed reactions [16,17]. The development of ortho-trimethylsilyl aryltriflates 1

as mild aryne precursors led to growing activity in this field (Scheme 1) [18]. Arynes A can be
generated in situ from triflate 1 and fluoride ion under mild reaction conditions. Therefore, the aryne
chemistry using aryltriflates 1 has achieved some remarkable success, particularly in the transition
metal-free reactions.

 

Scheme 1. Transition metal-free reaction of arynes.
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Most of transition metal-free reactions proceed through the addition of nucleophiles to arynes A

and the subsequent trapping of intermediates B with electrophiles to give multi-substituted arenes
with structural diversity and complexity. The transition metal-free concerted reactions, such as the
Diels-Alder reaction, [2 + 2] cycloaddition reaction, and dipolar cycloaddition reaction, are also
synthetically useful [6,7,11,12].

When the nitrogen atom of amides acts as nucleophiles toward arynes, the insertion of arynes into
the N–C bond is induced to give the N–C insertion products 3, via the formation of four-membered
ring intermediates, C (Scheme 2). In contrast, insertion into the C=O bond is promoted by the
nucleophilic addition of the oxygen atom of amides to arynes (Scheme 3). In the C=O insertion reaction,
the four-membered ring intermediates D and ortho-quinone methides E are highly reactive [19,20];
thus, a variety of further transformations using D or E have been developed as multi-component
coupling reactions [9]. As shown in Section 3 with the C=O bond activation, the suitable amides for
C=O insertion are the sterically less-hindered formamides, such as N,N-dimethylformamide (DMF).

Scheme 2. Activation of amide N–C bond by arynes.

 

Scheme 3. Activation of amide C=O bond by arynes.

2. N–C Bond Activation

At first, the insertion of arynes into the N–C bond of the amide group was reported in the reaction
of ureas with arynes [21]. In the presence of CsF, treatment of 3-methoxy-2-(trimethylsilyl) phenyl
triflate 4 as an aryne precursor with 1,3-dimethyl-2-imidazolidinone (DMI) 5 gave 1,4-benzodiazepine
derivative 6 in 77% yield (Scheme 4). Under similar reaction conditions, N,N′-dimethylpropyleneurea
(DMPU) 7 worked well to give 1,5-benzodiazocine derivative 8. The insertion of aryne into the N–C
bond of acyclic N,N,N′,N′-tetramethylurea 9 also proceeded. In these reactions, aryne is generated by
the reaction of triflate 4 with the fluoride anion of CsF. The sequential transformation is achieved via a
route involving the addition of the urea nitrogen atom to an aryne, followed by the intramolecular
nucleophilic attack on the carbonyl carbon atom. The resulting four-membered ring intermediate
readily undergoes ring opening to afford the N–C insertion products 6, 8, and 10.
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Scheme 4. Reaction of ureas with aryne.

The reaction of pyridynes with ureas was studied [22]. In the presence of CsF, the reaction of
4-triethylsilyl-3-trifluoromethanesulfonyloxypyridine 11 as a 3,4-pyridyne precursor with DMI 5 gave
pyridodiazepine derivatives 12 and 13 in 86% yield and a ratio of 65:35 (Scheme 5). High regioselectivity
was obtained by using the 3,4-pyridyne precursor 14 having a methoxy group at the 2-position to
give the product 15, selectively. The use of DMPU 7 instead of DMI 5 led to the formation of the
corresponding pyridodiazocine, 16. When 1-methyl-2-oxazolidone 17 was employed, the selective
insertion into the N–C bond of 17 proceeded to give pyridooxazepine 18.

 

Scheme 5. Insertion of pyridynes into N–C bond.
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The reaction of DMI 5 with 4,5-benzofuranyne precursor 19 was also studied (Scheme 6) [23].
The N–C insertion product 20 was regioselectively obtained in 90% yield as a result of the initial attack
of DMI 5 at C5 of 4,5-benzofuranyne.

 

Scheme 6. Insertion of 4,5-benzofuranyne into N–C bond.

It is reported that silylaryl bromides and iodides can be used as aryne precursors under the
conditions similar to those employed for silylaryl triflates, such as precursors 4, 11, and 19 [24].
The utility of silylaryl bromides 21a–c was demonstrated in the N–C bond reaction (Scheme 7). In the
presence of tetramethylammonium fluoride (TMAF), 1-bromo-3-methoxy-2-(dimethylsilyl) benzene
21a reacted with DMPU 7 to give 22a in 64% yield. Silylaryl bromides 21b and 21c also worked well.

 

Scheme 7. Reaction of silylaryl bromides 21a–c with DMPU 7.

The insertion of arynes into the N–C bond of N-phenyltrifluoroacetamides proceeded
effectively [25]. In the presence of CsF, the reaction of N-phenyltrifluoroacetamide 24a with triflate 23

as an aryne precursor gave the N–C insertion product 25a in 77% yield (Scheme 8). The substituted
N-aryltrifluoroacetamides 24b–d also afforded the corresponding products 25b–d in good yields.
Since the CF3 group on amides is critical to the success of these transformations, they propose the
reaction mechanism involving the abstraction of the hydrogen on amide nitrogen by fluoride anion as a
base. The products 25a–d are obtained via the attack of amide nitrogen anion to aryne, the intramolecular
trapping process with the carbonyl carbon atom, and the four-membered ring opening.
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Scheme 8. Reaction of N-phenyltrifluoroacetamides with aryne.

To develop the amide insertion reaction having broad utility, the reaction of N-pivaloylaniline
26a with triflate 23 was investigated by changing solvents and fluoride sources [26]. Employing
tetrabutylammonium triphenyldifluorosilicate (TBTA) as a fluoride source, amide 26a underwent the
N–C insertion in toluene at 50 ◦C to afford the tert-butylketone 27a in 64% yield (Scheme 9). Exploration
of substrate scope showed that N-phenyl derivatives 26b and 26c were similarly efficient substrates.

 

Scheme 9. Reaction of N-phenyltrifluoroacetamides with aryne.

Additionally, this reaction was applied to the synthesis of acridones and acridines (Scheme 10).
The one-step synthesis of acridone 29 was achieved by the reaction of ortho-halobenzamide 28,
with triflate 23 under microwave irradiation at 120 ◦C in the presence of TBAT. Acridone 29 was formed
via a route involving the N–C insertion, followed by the intramolecular SNAr reaction. In contrast,
acridine 31 was synthesized by a one-pot procedure using BF3·OEt2 via a route involving the N–C
insertion of amide 30 into aryne, followed by a BF3-mediated Friedel-Crafts acylation and dehydration.
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Scheme 10. Synthesis of acridone and acridine.

The reaction of β-lactam 32 with aryne gave acridone 29 in 50% yield by employing 3.5
equivalents of the aryne precursor 23 in the presence of CsF (Scheme 11) [27]. In this transformation,
2,3-dihydroquinolin-4-one 33 is formed as an intermediate as a result of N–C bond insertion of aryne
into β-lactam 32. In fact, 33 reacted under the same reaction conditions to give acridone 29 in 77%
yield. The conversion of 33 into 29 will proceed through the N-arylation of 33 with second aryne,
the subsequent cyclization, the extrusion of ethylene, and the final N-arylation with third aryne.

 

Scheme 11. Reaction of β-lactam with aryne leading to acridone.

The insertion of arynes into the N–C bond of imides was investigated [28]. The formation of
simple N-arylated products could be suppressed when the reactions of imides 34a–d with triflate 23

were carried out in toluene at 60 ◦C in the presence of TBAT (Scheme 12). The desired N–C insertion
products 35a–d were selectively obtained. Additionally, this reaction was applied to the one-pot
synthesis of quinolone 36 through Camps cyclization using KOH and 18-crown-6.
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Scheme 12. Reaction of imides with aryne.

3. C=O Bond Activation

At first, the insertion of arynes into the C=O bond of the amide group was reported [29]. Aryne,
generated from precursor 37, reacted with N,N-dimethylformamide (DMF) to give salicylaldehyde 38

in 32% yield (Scheme 13).

 

Scheme 13. Reaction of N,N-dimethylformamide with aryne.

When the bulky N,N-dimethylacetamide (DMA) was used, competitive insertion into the C=O
and N–C bonds of DMA was observed [30]. In the presence of TBAF, treatment of 4 with DMA gave
the C=O insertion product 39 in 34% yield, and the N–C insertion product 40 in 10% yield (Scheme 14).
This result indicates that the sterically less-hindered formamides are the suitable nucleophiles for C=O
insertion. The insertion into the C=O bond will proceed via the stepwise mechanism involving the
addition of the oxygen atom of amide to an aryne, followed by the intramolecular nucleophilic attack
on the iminium.
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Scheme 14. Reaction of N,N-dimethylacetamide with aryne.

The sequential reaction involving the trapping process of transient intermediates with
organometallic reagents was studied [30,31]. After a solution of triflate 4 in DMF was stirred in the
presence of CsF, a solution of Et2Zn in hexane was added to the reaction mixture (Scheme 15). The desired
aminophenol 41 was obtained in 71% yield. Diethyllzinc also trapped the transient intermediate
generated from triflate 4 and formamide 42, to give the aminophenol 43 by a one-pot procedure.

 

Scheme 15. Reaction for trapping the transient intermediates.
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Three-component sequential coupling of arynes, DMF, and diaryliodonium salts was studied [32].
In the presence of KF, a three-component coupling reaction was found using triflate 23 and
diphenyliodonium triflate 44 in DMF-facilitated 2-phenoxybenzaldehyde 45 in 87% yield (Scheme 16).
In this transformation, diphenyliodonium triflate 44 acted as an electrophile by trapping the oxygen
atom of a transient intermediate.

Scheme 16. Trapping reaction using diphenyliodonium salt.

The 2:1 coupling reaction of two molar amounts of aryne and one molar amount of DMF was
reported (Scheme 17) [33]. Initially, the reaction of precursor 23 and DMF gives salicylaldehyde 38

via the hydrolysis of a transient intermediate. 9-Hydroxyxanthene 46 is formed by the reaction of
salicylaldehyde 38 with aryne.

 

Scheme 17. 2:1-Coupling reaction.

The trapping reactions of transient intermediates generated from arynes precursors and
DMF with a variety of reactants have been widely studied as being synthetic approaches to
oxygen atom-containing heterocycles [34–43]. The synthesis of 2H-coumarin derivatives was also
studied [34–36]. Three-component coupling reactions leading to chromene 48 was achieved by the use
of acetate 47, having an aryl group as a nucleophile for trapping the unstable intermediate (Scheme 18).
In the presence of KF, the reaction of triflate 23 and acetate 47 was carried out in DMF at 80 ◦C to give
the coumarin 48 in 95% yield [35]. The synthesis of 2-aryliminochromene skeleton of biologically active
compounds was studied by using a three-component coupling reaction [36]. A transient intermediate,
generated from triflate 23 and DMF, could be trapped by N,S-keteneacetal 49 to give the biologically
important arylimino-2H-chromene-3-carboxamide 50 in 81% yield. The synthesis of 4H-chromene
derivatives was also achieved by using a three-component coupling reaction involving the hetero
Diels-Alder reaction between transient intermediates and dienophiles [37].
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Scheme 18. Synthesis of coumarin derivatives.

The synthesis of benzofurans was also studied [38–40]. The use of α-halogenated enolate,
generated from α-chloromalonate 51 and Et2Zn, led to the formation of benzofuran 52 (Scheme 19) [38].
In the presence of CsF, treatment of aryne precursor 4 and α-chloromalonate 51 with Et2Zn in DMF gave
52 in 59% yield. In this transformation, α-chloromalonate acts as a nucleophilic and electrophilic one
carbon-unit for trapping a transient intermediate. Benzofuran 52 will be formed via a route involving
the retro-aldol type reaction. The simple one-pot synthesis of benzofurans was also reported [40].
When 2-bromoacetophenone 53 was used as a nucleophilic and electrophilic reactant, benzofuran 54

was obtained in 79% yield.

retro-aldol

Scheme 19. Synthesis of benzofurans.
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Additionally, the trapping reaction of transient intermediates was successfully applied to a
four-component coupling reaction for the convenient synthesis of xanthene derivatives [34,41,42].

4. Activation of Relative Bonds

The insertion of arynes into the N–S bond of sulfinamides was studied [25]. In the presence of
n-Bu4NF, the reaction of N-phenyltrifluoromethanesulfinamides 55a–c with triflate 23 as an aryne
precursor gave the corresponding N–S insertion products 56a–c in good yields (Scheme 20).

 

Scheme 20. Reaction of N-phenyltrifluoromethanesulfinamides with aryne.

The insertion of arynes into the P–N bonds of arylphosphoryl amides was studied [44]. In the
presence of KF and 18-crown-6, the reaction of diphenylphosphinic amides 57a–c with triflate 23 was
carried out at 80 ◦C in a sealed tube (Scheme 21). The ortho-aniline-substituted arylphosphine oxides
58a–c were obtained in moderate yields. This transformation proceeded through the addition of the
nitrogen atom of 57a–c to an aryne, the intramolecular trapping, and the four-membered ring opening.
Additionally, the P–N insertion product 58a was converted to ortho-amine-substituted arylphosphine
59 in 96% yield by the reduction using HSiCl3.

 

Scheme 21. Reaction of diphenylphosphinic amides with aryne.
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The insertion of arynes into the N–C bonds of aryl cyanamides was reported [45]. In the presence
of CsF, triflate 23 reacted with aryl cyanamides 60a–e to give the 1,2-bifunctional aminobenzonitriles
61a–e in good yields (Scheme 22). This N–C bond insertion also proceeds via the formation of the
four-membered ring intermediates.

 

Scheme 22. Reaction of aryl cyanamides with aryne.

The synthesis of biaryl compounds was achieved by using the reaction of aryl sulfonamides
with arynes [46]. In the presence of KF and 18-crown-6, aryl sulfonamides 62a–c having an
electron-withdrawing group reacted with aryne to afford 2-amino-biaryls 63a–c (Scheme 23).
This reaction involves the addition of sulfonamides to aryne, and the subsequent Smiles-type
ipso-substitution with sulfur dioxide SO2 extrusion.

 

Scheme 23. Reaction of aryl sulfonamides with aryne.

Formal π-insertion into the C=S bond was observed in the reaction of thioureas with aryne [47].
When a solution of triflate 23 and thiourea 64 in toluene/MeCN was heated in the presence of CsF,
amidine 65 was formed in 70% yield, accompanied with the simple S-arylated product 66 in 20% yield
(Scheme 24). The sequential transformation leading to 65 was started by the reaction of the sulfur
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atom of 64 with an aryne, which was followed by intramolecular trapping to give a four-membered
ring intermediate. The amidine 66 was obtained via the four-membered ring opening and subsequent
S-arylation by an aryne.

Scheme 24. Reaction of thiourea with aryne.

The C=C double bond of vinylogous amide derivatives reacted with aryne [48,49]. In the presence
of CsF, the reaction of vinylogous amide derivatives 67a–b with aryne gave the carbonyl compounds
68a–b in good yields (Scheme 25). This transformation proceeded via the [2 + 2] cycloaddition between
aryne and 67a–b and the four-membered ring opening. The bulky vinylogous amides 69a–c having
ester, ketone, or cyano group as an electron-withdrawing group reacted well with aryne to give the
corresponding products 70a–c in good yields.

Scheme 25. Reaction of vinylogous amides with aryne.
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5. Concluding Remarks

Arynes are highly reactive intermediates that can activate the N–C and C=O bonds of an amide
group under transition-metal-free conditions. As described above, the insertion of arynes into the N–C
bond has been studied as a powerful method for preparing ortho-disubstituted arenes. In contrast,
the selective insertion of arynes into the C=O bond proceeds when sterically less-hindered formamides
are employed. Moreover, the trapping reactions of transient intermediates with a variety of reactants,
leading to the multi-component coupling reaction, disclosed a broader aspect of the utility of N–C
bond insertion for the synthesis of oxygen atom-containing heterocycles. I hope that this review will
inspire new creative contributions to organic chemists.
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1. Introduction

The organic, organometallic and bioorganic transformations are extensively carried out in
N,N-dimethylformamide (DMF) or N,N-dimethylacetamide (DMAc). These two polar solvents are
not only use for their dissolution properties, but also as multipurpose reagents. They participate in a
number of processes and serve as a source of various building blocks giving one or more of their own
atoms (Scheme 1).
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Scheme 1. Fragments from DM (R = H or Me) used in synthesis.

In 2009, one of us reviewed the different roles of DMF, highlighting that DMF is much more
than a solvent [1]. Subsequently, this topic has been documented by the teams of Jiao [2] and Sing [3].
For of a book devoted to solvents as reagents in organic synthesis, we wrote a chapter summarizing
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the reactions consuming DMF and DMAc as carbon, hydrogen, nitrogen and/or oxygen sources [4].
This book chapter tentatively covered the literature up to middle 2015. The present mini-review focuses
on recent reactions which involve DM (DM = DMF or DMAc) as a reagent although some key older
papers are also included for context. Processes which necessitate the prerequisite synthesis of DM
derivatives such as the Vilsmeier-Haack reagents [5] and DMF dimethyl acetal [6] are not surveyed,
but a few reactions of the present review involve the in-situ formation of a Vilsmeier-type intermediate
(Vilsmeier-type reagents have been extensively used. Search on 26 June 2018 for “Vilsmeier” with
SciFinder led to 4379 entries). Color equations, based on literature proposals, are used to easily visualize
the DM atom origin. When uncertainty is expressed by the authors or suspected by us, the atom
is typed in italic. Mechanistic schemes are not reported, but Scheme 2 [7–35] summarizes different
proposed reactions of DM with the corresponding literature references, where DM acts as either a
nucleophilic or electrophilic reagent, or leads to neutral, ionic or radical species. The review is divided
in Sections depending on the DM fragment(s) which is (are) incorporated into the reaction product.

 

Scheme 2. Reactions of DM (R = H or Me).

2. C Fragment

Aerobic carbonylation under nickel/copper or palladium/silver synergistic catalysis occurred
efficiently using the Me group of DMF as the C source, affording cyclic carbonylated compounds,
via the directing group-assisted activation of a C(sp2)–H or C(sp3)-H bond (Equations (1) and (2) [36],
Equations (3) and (4) [37]). Shifting from DMF to DMAc greatly decreased the yields (Equations (1)
and (3)).
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The Me group of DMF was also involved in the cyanation of the C(sp2)-H bond of arenes catalyzed
with an heterogeneous copper catalyst (Equation (5)) [38].

 

3. CH Fragment

Treatment of indole at 130 ◦C with suprastoichiometric amounts of CuI, t-BuOOH and AcOH
in DMAc under air afforded the corresponding C3-formylation product (Equation (6)) [39]. Such a
reaction also occurred with N-methylindole using CuI and CF3CO2H in DMAc under oxygen [40].
The CH fragment came from the NMe2 moiety [39,40]. In DMF, both procedures led to C3-cyanation
(see below, Equation (25)).
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Cycloadditions leading to symmetrical tetrasubstituted pyridines using the Me group of DMF
as the CH source have been carried out using either ketoxime carboxylates with Ru catalysis
(Equation (7)) [41], or arones with both iodine and ammonium persulfate mediation (Equation (8)) [42].

 

 

2,4-Diarylpyridines were also synthetized from Ru-catalyzed reaction of acetophenones with
ammonium acetate and DMF as source of the N and CH atoms, respectively (Equation (9)) [43].

 

With sodium azide as the nitrogen source, DMAc was superior to DMF to deliver the CH fragment
of the copper-catalyzed domino reactions of aryl halides which led to imidazo [1,2-c]quinazolines,
quinazolinones or imidazo[4,5-c]quinolones (Equations (10)–(12)) [44].
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In contrast to the above examples, the Cu-catalyzed cyclization leading to 6H-chromeno[4,3-
b]quinolin-6-ones (Equation (13)) with incorporation of a CH belonging to DMF occurred with
low yield when t-BuOOH was the oxidant. Shifting to t-butyl perbenzoate allowed an effective
reaction [45]. For the synthesis of 4-acyl-1,2,3-triazoles from Cu-catalyzed cycloaddition to
acetophenones (Equation (14)), K2S2O8 was superior to t-BuOOH, (t-BuO)2 and (PhCO2)2 [46].
Yields decreased with DMAc instead of DMF (Equations (13) and (14)).

 

 

The insertion of a CH from the NMe2 of DM under metal-free conditions has been reported for
the synthesis of cyclic compounds such as:
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- pyrimidines from t-BuOOH-mediated reaction between acetophenones, amidines and DMF
(Equation (15)) [47],

 

- substituted phenols also from three components cycloadditions (Equation (16)) [48],

- 3-acylindoles from 2-alkenylanilines (Equation (17)) [49],

 

- benzimidazoles and benzothiazole from o-phenylenediamine or 2-aminobenzenethiol through
carbon dioxide-mediated cyclization (Equation (18)) [50].

H
C

N

O
Me

MeZH

NH2
R1 R1

(2 equiv)

CO2 (50 atm)

H2O, 150 °C, 5 h
+

Z
C

N

Z = NH or S

(18)

Z = NH, 5 examples: 93-97%
Z = S, R1 = H: 86%

H

4. CH2 Fragment

The coupling of indoles or imidazo[1,2-a]pyridines to afford heterodiarylmethanes with DMF as
the methylenating reagent occurred in fair to high yields with a CuI catalyst associated to t-BuOOH [51]
or K2S2O8 [52] (Equations (19)–(21)). Use of DMAc was less efficient.
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In DMAc, the I2/t-BuOOH association catalyzed the formation of methylene-bridged
bis-1,3-dicarbonyl compounds from aryl β-ketoesters or β-ketoamides (Equation (22)). Lower yields
were obtained with I2/K2S2O8 in DMAc or DMF [9]. Subjection 1,3-diphenylpropane-1,3-dione or
ethyl 3-oxobutanoate to the I2/t-BuOOH/DMAc did not afford the bridged compounds.

 

A Mannich reaction leading to β-amino ketones with DMF as the formaldehyde source has been
reported in the presence of t-BuOOH and catalytic amounts of an N-heterocyclic carbene, SnCl2 and
NEt3 (Equation (23)) [11].

The study of an unexpected reaction due to the oxidation of DMAc with aqueous t-BuOOH
(Equation (24)) showed the formation of MeCONMe(CH2OH) and MeCON(CH2OH)2, these unusual
species delivering the methylene group [12].
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5. NC Fragment

While CuI under oxidative and acidic conditions led, in DMAc, to the C3-formylation of indole
and N-methylindole (Equation (6)), reactions in DMF led to C3-cyanations (Equation (25)) [39,40].
Cyanation of electron-rich arenes and benzaldehydes was also carried out (Equation (26)) [39].
Monitoring the course of the reaction indicated a cyanation arising via the formyl compounds [39,40].
Moreover, 3-iodo indole could also be involved in the formation of the cyano product [40].

 

 

Laser ablation of silver nitrate in DMF led to silver cyanide (Equation (27)) [53].

 

6. NMe2 Fragment

This chapter is divided in sections corresponding to the type of function reacting with DM.

6.1. Aryl Halides

Refluxing chloropyridines in DM or DMAc afforded the corresponding aminopyridines
(Equation (28)) [25]. The amination of aryl chlorides and 3-pyridinyl chloride with DMF occurred
at room temperature in the presence of potassium t-butoxide and a carbenic palladium catalyst
(Equation (29)) [27].
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6.2. Alkylarenes

Oxidation of methylarenes and ethylarenes at 80 ◦C in DMF using catalytic amounts of both I2

and NaOH [31] or n-Bu4NI [32] associated to aqueous t-BuOOH under air led to benzylic oxidation
and incorporation of the NMe2 fragment to afford benzamides (Equation (30)) or α-ketoamides
(Equation (31)).

 

 

6.3. Alkenes

Hydrocarbonylation of terminal alkenes and norbornene followed by acyl metathesis with
DM occurred under Pd catalysis, CO pressure and in the presence of ammonium chloride or
N-methyl-2-pyrrolidone hydrochloride (NMP·HCl) (Equations (32) and (33)) [54]. From alkenes,
the selectivity towards linear and branched products depended on the catalytic system (Equation (32)).
DMF and DMAc afforded similar results.
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6.4. Acids

Copper, palladium and ruthenium catalysts associated to oxidants and DMF were used
for the amidation of cinnamic acids [29] and carboxylic acids [55] (Equations (34) and (35)).
N,N-Dimethylbenzamide was one of the products obtained from the CuII-catalyzed oxidation of
flavonol [56].

 

 

Metal-free conditions and DMF were used for:

- the amidation of acids promoted with propylphosphonic anhydride associated to HCl at 130 ◦C
(Equation (36)) [15],

- the amination of acids employing a hypervalent iodine reagent at room temperature
(Equation (37)) [35]. Mesityliodine diacetate was superior to the other hypervalent iodine reagents,
while oxidants such as I2, t-BuOOH, NaIO4 or K2S2O8 did not mediate the amidation reaction [35].
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Treatment of arylacetic and cinnamic acids with base, sulfur and DMF at 100–120 ◦C led to
decarboxylative thioamidation (Equations (38) and (39)) [7]. Inhibition of the process in the presence
of TEMPO or BHT indicated a radical involvement in the transformations.

 

 

6.5. Carbonylated Compounds

Reaction of 2-arylquinazolin-4(3H)-ones with TsCl and t-BuOK in DM provided the corresponding
4-(dimethylamino)quinazolines in good yields, especially in DMF (Equation (40)). These reactions
occurred via the formation of the 2-aryl-4-(tosyloxy)quinazolines [57].

 

Various amides have been synthetized from aldehydes and DMF using t-BuOOH and a recyclable
heterogeneous catalyst—a carbon–nitrogen embedded cobalt nanoparticle denoted as Co@C-N600
(Equation (41)) [33]. The same transformation of benzaldehydes was subsequently reported using
Co/Al hydrotalcite-derived catalysts [58].
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Copper oxide and iodine mediated the reaction of acetophenones with sulfur and DMF to afford
α-arylketothioamides (Equation (42)) via the formation of α-iodoacetophenones [59].

 

Elemental sulfur and the NMe2 moiety of DMF or DMAc was also used for the DBU-promoted
synthesis of thioamides from aldehydes (Equation (43)) or arones (Equation (44)) [60], the latter
undergoing an efficient Willgerodt-Kindler reaction [61,62].

 

 

6.6. Benzyl Amines

The recyclable Co/Al catalysts used above in DMF for the amidation of benzaldehydes also led to
benzamides from benzylamines and t-BuOOH (Equation (45)). These transformations would involve
benzaldehydes as intermediates [58].

 

6.7. Nitriles

NaOH mediated, at room temperature, the efficient reaction of the CN group of 4-oxo-2,4-
diphenylbutanenitrile with DMF to afford the corresponding γ-ketoamide (Equation (46)) [63].
Such compounds were also obtained from the domino reaction of chalcones with malononitrile
and NaOH in DMF [63].

6.8. Sulfur Compounds

Sulfonamides were synthetized:

- from thiophenols, DMF and air via an oxygen-activated radical process mediated by copper salts
and cinnamic acid (Equation (47)) [64],
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Ar
S
O

O
N

Me

Me

HCONMe2, air, 110 °C, 24 h
(47)ArSH

CuCl (1 equiv)
Cu(OAc)2 (1 equiv)

cinnamic acid (1 equiv)

12 examples, 46-90%  

or reaction of sodium sulfonates with N-iodosuccinimide and DMF pretreated with t-BuOK
(Equation (48)) via, probably, sulfonyl iodides (Equation (49)) [65].

 

 

7. O Fragment

DMF delivered its oxygen atom to 1,2-cyclic sulfamidates via nucleophilic displacement at the
quaternary center to afford, after hydrolysis, an aminoalcohol (Equation (50)) [17].

DMF was also the oxygen source leading to an imidazolinone from the reaction with the
Cu-carbene complex and the borate salt depicted in Equation (51) [66].

 

The I2/CuO association allowed the α-hydroxylation of arones in abstracting, via the α-iodoarone,
the oxygen atom of DMF (Equation (52)) [18].
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8. C=O Fragment

With DMF as the CO surrogate, quinazolinones have been prepared at 140–150 ◦C

- via C(sp2)-H bond activation and annulation using Pd/C [67] or Pd(OAc)2 [8], in the presence of
K2S2O8, CF3CO2H and O2 (Equation (53)),

 

or carbon dioxide-mediated cyclization of 2-aminobenzonitrile (Equation (54)) [50]. This latter
reaction would involve a Vilsmeier-Haack type intermediate and did not occur with DMAc.

 

A carbonylative Suzuki-type reaction leading to diarylketones arose in DMF under Ni catalysis at
100 ◦C (Equation (55)), IPr = bis(2,6-diisopropylphenyl)imidazol-2-ylidene) [13], or Pd catalysis and
UV light assistance at room temperature (Equation (56)) [68].

 

 

Catalytic amounts of a ruthenium pincer complex and t-BuOK led, at 165 ◦C, to symmetric and
unsymmetric N,N’-disubstituted ureas from primary amines and DMF (Equation (57)) [69].
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At 120 ◦C under CuBr2 catalysis, o-iodoanilines reacted with potassium sulfide and DMF, leading
to benzothiazolones (Equation (58)) [70].

 

9. C=ONMe2 Fragment

Potassium persulfate-promoted the reaction of pyridines with DMF to provide N,N-
dimethylpicolinamides (Equation (59)) [71], while the oxidative carbamoylation of isoquinoline
N-oxides, with also DMF, was catalyzed by PdII in the presence of ytterbium oxide as base and
tetrabutylammonium acetate, the latter mediating the N-O reduction (Equation (60)) [72].

 

 

Alkynylation of DMF leading to N,N-dimethylamides was produced with peroxides and either
an hypervalent alkynyl iodide under Ag catalysis (Equation (61)) [73], or a terminal alkyne under Cu
catalysis (Equation (62)) [34].

 

A peroxide was also used for the carbamoylation of 4-arylcoumarin with DMF (Equation (63)) [74].
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α-Ketoamides were obtained from the domino reaction of toluenes with DMF using (t-BuO)2,
Cs2CO3 and catalytic amounts of n-Bu4NI (Equation (64)) [75].

 

At 100 ◦C in DMF, Cu catalyst associated to t-BuOOH led to unsymmetrical ureas from 2-oxindoles
(Equation (65)) [76]. The peroxide would mediate the cleavage reaction, and was the oxygen source of
the benzylic carbonyl. That resulted in a ketoamine which undergone the Cu-catalyzed reaction with
DMF/t-BuOOH, leading to the urea.

 

10. H Fragment

Semihydrogenation of diaryl alkynes occurred under Ru (Equation (66)) [77] and Pd [78] catalysis
with DMF and water as hydrogen source.

Cobalt porphyrins catalyzed the hydrogenation transfer from DMF to the C(sp3)-C(sp3) bond of
[2.2]paracyclophane (Equation (67)) [79]. DMF was also involved in the Ni-catalyzed intramolecular
hydroarylations depicted in Equation (68) [14].
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11. RC Fragment

New metal-catalyzed and metal-free conditions involving the CH of the formyl group of DMF
have been reported for cyclizations leading to heterocycles (Equations (69) [80–82] and (70) [83]).

 

 

2-Methylbenzimidazoles were obtained from PhSiH3-assisted delivery of the CMe of DMAc to
benzene-1,2-diamines (Equation (71)) [82].

 

Addition of p-tolyllithium to DMF followed by reaction with hydroxylamine hydrochloride
afforded 4-methylbenzaldehyde oxime (Equation (72)). The latter underwent cycloaddition with
diphenylphosphoryl azide or, in the presence of Oxone®, with diethylacetylene dicarboxylate to
provide the corresponding 5-aryltetrazole or 3-arylisoxazole, respectively [84].
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12. RCNMe2 Fragment

Dihydropyrrolizino[3,2-b]indol-10-ones were isolated in fair to high yields from a Cs2CO3-
promoted domino reaction leading to the formation of three bonds with incorporation of the HCNMe
of DMF. Such a reaction-type with incorporation of the MeCNMe also occurred in DMAc but with a
low yield (Equation (73)) [26].

 

13. RC-O Fragment

A 1:1 mixture of CuO and I2 led the α-formyloxylation or α-acetoxylation of methylketones by
DMF or DMAc, respectively (Equation (74)). α-Iodoketones would be the intermediates as indicated
by the reaction of 2-iodo-1-(4-methoxyphenyl)ethanone (Equation (75)). Traces of water delivered the
carbonyl oxygen [16].

 

 

Stereoinversion of the secondary alcohols of a number of carbocyclic substrates was carried
out via their triflylation followed by treatment with aqueous DMF (Equation (76)) and subsequent
methanolysis [85]. A one pot stereoinversion process was reported.
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The formyl group of DMF was involved in the triflic anhydride-mediated domino reaction
depicted in Equation (77) [86].

 

Chloroformyloxylation and chloroacetoxylation of olefinic substrates were performed with PhICl2
and either wet DMF or DMAc (Equation (78)) [87]. Styrenes suffered also difunctionalization using
aryl diazonium salts and Ru photocatalysis in wet DM (Equation (79)) [28].

 

 

14. RC=O Fragment

Metal-catalyzed or CO2-mediated C–N and N–H bond metathesis reactions between primary or
secondary amines and DM provided the transamidation products, that is formamides or acetamides
(Equation (80)) [88–91].

 

Formylation of aromatic substrates resulted from their treatment with LDA [92] or n-BuLi [93]
and, subsequently, DMF (Equation (81)).
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Graphene oxide reacted with DBU and DM to afford, in presence of trace of water, N-(3-(2-
oxoazepan-1-yl)propyl)formamide or the corresponding acetamide (Equation (82)) [94].

 

15. RC=ON(CH2)Me Fragment

N-Amidoalkylation of imidazoles and 1,2,3-triazoles with DM effectively arose under various
experimental conditions (Equations (83) [95] and (84) [10]).

 

 

16. HC-ONMe2 Fragment

Catalysis with Mo(CO)6 of the reduction of DMF with triethylsilane afforded a siloxymethylamine
(Equation (85)), which was used as a Mannich reagent [96].
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17. RC and O Fragment

Arynes, which are easily obtained from, for example 2-(trimethylsilyl)phenyl trifluoromethane-
sulfonate, undergone a [2 + 2] cyclization with DM giving a benzoxetene and its isomer, the ortho-
quinone methide (Scheme 3). Trapping of these intermediates provides various products, which
contain the formyl or acetyl CH part and the O atom of DM (Equations (86) [19], (87) [20], (88) [21] and
(89) [97]), or the HCNMe2 and O fragments of DMF (see Section 18).

 

Scheme 3. Aryne formation and reaction with DM.

 

 

 

At 115 ◦C in wet toluene, the hexadehydro-Diels–Alder of tetraynes depicted in Equation (89)
was in-situ followed by [2 + 2] cycloaddition reaction with DM leading to multifunctionalized
salicylaldehydes and salicylketones [97].

 

18. RCNMe2 and O Fragment

All atoms of DMF were inserted in the polyfunctionalized compounds produced from
domino reactions involving formation of arynes, cycloaddition with DMF and subsequent trapping
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with α-chloro β-diesters (Equation (90)) [22], aroyl cyanides (Equation (91)) [23] or diesters of
acetylenedicarboxylic acid (Equation (92)) [24].

 

 

 

19. HC=O and HC Fragment

Lithium thioanisole biscarbanion reacted with two molecules of DMF to afford
benzo[b]thiophene-2-carbaldehyde (Equation (93)) [98].

20. H and NMe2 Fragment

The reaction of DMF with sodium and subsequent addition of terminal activated alkynes afforded
the corresponding hydroamination compounds (Equation (94)) [99].

 

21. H and C=ONMe2 Fragment

Semicarbazides have been synthetized from additions, mediated with (t-BuO)2 and catalytic
amounts of both NaI and PhCOCl, of the H and CONMe2 moieties of DMF to the extremities of the
N=N bond of azoarenes (Equation (95)) [100]. The role of NaI and PhCOCl is not clear and, furthermore,
exchange of NaI for imidazole led to formylhydrazines (Equation (96)) [100]. The corresponding
acetylhydrazine was not formed in DMAc (Equation (96)). The (t-BuO)2/NaI/PhCOCl/DMF system
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led to the addition of H and CONMe2 to the N=C bond of N-benzylideneaniline but with low yield
(Equation (97)) [100].

 

 

The Ru-catalyzed hydrocarbamoylative cyclization of 1,6-diynes proceeded in DMF to afford
cyclic α,β,δ,γ-unsaturated amides (Equation (98)) [101–103].

 

22. H, C=ONMe2 and NMe2 Fragment

Re2(CO)8[μ-η2-C(H)=C(H)Bu](μ-H) undergone reaction with DMF leading to hexenyl/CONMe2

and CO/HNMe2 exchange of ligands (Equation (99)) [104].
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23. C=ONMe2 and CH Fragment

Couplings between amidines, styrenes and fragments of two molecules of DMF in the
presence of t-BuOOH and a PdII catalyst provided pyrimidine carboxamides (Equation (100)) [105].
DMAc may also be the CH source as exemplified with the formation of the N,N-diethyl-2,4-
diphenylpyrimidine-5-carboxamide when N,N-diethylformamide was the source of the amide moiety
(Equation (101)).

 

24. Reducing or Stabilizing Agent

DMF is a powerful reducing agent of metal salts, hence its use for the preparation of metal
colloids [106]. In wet DMF, PdCl2 led to carbamic acid and Pd(0) nanoparticles (Equation (102)) [107].
The latter have been associated with the metal-organic framework Cu2(BDC)2(DABCO) (BDC = 1,4-
benzenedicarboxylate), leading to a catalytic system with high activity and recyclability for the aerobic
oxidation of benzyl alcohols to aldehydes [108] and Suzuki-Miyaura cross-coupling reactions [107].

 

In addition, DMF can act as stabilizing agent of metal colloids to afford effective and recyclable
catalysts, based for examples:

- on iron for the hydrosilylation of alkenes (Equation (103)) [109],

 

- on palladium for the synthesis of 2,3-disubstituted indoles from 2-halooanilines and alkynes
(Equation (104)) [110],
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- on copper for Sonogashira–Hagihara cross-coupling reactions (Equation (105)) [111],

 

- on iridium for methylation of alcohols (Equation (106)) and amines (Equation (107)), using
methanol as the C1 source [112].

 

 

Thermal decomposition of DMF leads to CO, which reacts with water under CuFe2O4 catalysis to
produce hydrogen [113]. In the presence of 2-nitroanilines, this water gas shift reaction was part of a
domino reaction involving the reduction of the nitro group followed by cyclisation into benzimidazoles
using a CH from the NMe2 of DMF (Equation (108)) [113]. Such cyclisation is above documented
under different experimental conditions (Equation (18)) [50].

25. Conclusions

This minireview highlights recent uses of DMF and DMAc as sources of building blocks in
various reactions of the organic synthesis. We assume that new uses of these multipurpose reagents
will be reported.
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