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a b s t r a c t

The use of L-proline to act as an organocatalyst in the aldol reaction of acylphosphonates and non
enolizable aldehydes failed; however, it reacted with the aldehydes to afford azomethine ylides after
decarboxylation that in turn underwent 1,3-dipolar cycloaddition with the acylphosphonates to form a
bicyclic hexahydropyrrolo[1,2-c]oxazol-1-ylphosphonates in good yield. No azomethine ylide formation
was observed on the reaction of acylphosphonates with proline.

© 2017 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

The proline catalyzed enantioselective intramolecular aldol re-
actionwas developed in the 1970s and later on List et al.1 developed
the first intermolecular aldol reactions between aldehydes and
ketones with high stereoselectivities. The reported results from List
offered simple solutions to one of the most important problems in
catalytic asymmetric synthesis and presented a new use of small
organic molecules as catalysts in organic chemistry.2

The development of (L)-proline as an organocatalyst, which is
known as the simplest enzyme, is an important cornerstone in the
area of organocatalysis because it can be applied as a catalyst in a
wide range of asymmetric reactions with excellent stereo-
selectivities, and in particular it provides high efficiency in the
enantioselective direct aldol reaction. Proline is one of the most
prominent catalysts in a wide range of asymmetric reactions.2

We are currently interested in acylphosphonates, which led us
to develop several methodologies.3 In connectionwith the previous
work, we intended to use acylphosphonates in proline catalyzed
aldol reactions. As far as we know, no suchwork has been published
before. The aldol products between phosphonate and non

enolizable aldehyde could give interesting structures for further
functionalization to obtain drug intermediates.

2. Results and discussion

As an initial reaction, acylphosphonate 4 was reacted with
benzaldeyde (1) in the presence of 20%mol of L-proline (2) in DMSO
and monitored by TLC. After 5 h, a new spot on TLC was observed
andwas isolated. The both 1H and 13C NMR spectrum of the product
indicated that the reaction had not proceeded to form the desired
aldol product but rather some cyclization products in very low
yield. Then, the reactions were carried out using different solvents
at various temperatures. DMSO, dichloromethane, THF, chloroform,
DMF, dimethoxyethane, and water were used as the solvent, but
none of them worked as well as DMSO by TLC analysis. Therefore,
the reactions were performed in DMSO at different temperatures.
At a low temperature, (<5 �C) no product formation was observed
(80% DMSO, 20% THF). At high temperatures, (>100 �C) acyl-
phosphonates were decomposed.

The reaction scope was studied by using a variety of catalysts
and additives. As we reported earlier, L-proline was used with
thiourea.4 Its functionality was responsible for catalytic activity and
the fact that the carbonyl group of the aldehyde interacts with the
catalyst via a dual H-bond interaction to the urea protons. However,
none of these catalysts worked as well as L-proline. Perhaps thio-
urea blocks the decarboxylation of proline (Fig. 1). The cyclic
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product that was obtained in all the reactions in low yield was
identified as pyrrolo-oxazolyl phosphonate, which could have the
following possible structures (5e6) as shown in Scheme 1.

L-Proline failed to act as an organocatalyst in the aldol reaction
of acylphosphonates with non-enolizable aldehydes; however,
proline reacted with the aldehydes to give azomethine ylides after
decarboxylation that in turn underwent 1,3-dipolar cycloaddition
with the acylphosphopnates.

1,3-Dipolar cycloaddition is a classic reaction in organic chem-
istry, which is also known as the Huisgen cycloaddition, the reac-
tion of a dipolarophile with a 1,3-dipolar compound that provides
five-membered heterocycles. 1,3-Dipolar cycloadditions are very
important transformations in organic chemistry, as can be seen by
the large number of targets that can be prepared using this
chemistry. After its discovery, this reaction has developed into a
generally useful method for the formation of five-membered het-
erocycles, which can be applied using a wide selection of 1,3-
dipoles and dipolarophiles and controllable regio- and stereo-
selectivity during the cycloaddition. The method allows for further
transformations of the cycloadducts into a variety molecules with
various functionalities. Several natural and unnatural products
have been prepared by syntheses that have a 1,3-dipolar cycload-
dition as a crucial step.5 In the literature formation of azomethine
ylides after decarboxylation is reported.6

Close inspection of the NMR data indicated that only structure 5
could be the products as described in the mechanism below.

The reaction of benzaldehyde with proline gives iminium salt
3a, which then undergoes a decarboxylation reaction to form an
azomethine ylide 3b. The 1,3-dipolar cycloaddition of this azome-
thine ylide with the carbonyl group of acylphosphonate 4a then
furnished the product 5a (Scheme 2). Decarboxylation followed by
1,3-dipolar cycloadditionwas reported by Dondoni et al. using ethyl
pyruvate and proline. In this two component reaction L-proline
failed to act as an organocatalyst in the homoaldol reaction of ethyl
pyruvate. However, it gives an azomethine ylide that in turn un-
derwent reaction with a second molecule of pyruvate under L-
proline catalysis to form isotetronic acid.7

It is also possible that the first iminium ion is formed with
acylphosphonate and then decarboxylation furnishes azomethine
ylide 3e, which gives a 1,3-dipolar cycloaddition reaction to form
the product 6a (Scheme 3).

Inspection of both structures by 1H NMR, 13C NMR, and COSY
experiments show that the structure is 5a. In the 1H NMR spectrum,
all the peaks are in agreement with the structure 5a.

In 1H NMR and COSY experiments, the proton d has no inter-
action with the proline ring protons b and b’, and no interaction of
proton a with proton c is observed. Proton d has a long-range
coupling with the aromatic protons. In the 1H NMR spectrum, the
proton a exhibits a double doublet signal at 5.12 ppm and proton d a
doublet signal at 5.26 ppm.13C NMR techniques demonstrate two
CH and one quaternary C signals besides the aromatic carbon peaks,
from Cx, Cy, and Cz. Two CH carbons give a doublet at 97.2 ppm and
82.6 ppm because of C-P coupling. One quaternary carbon gives a
singlet at 67.5 ppm.

After the determination of the structure, optimization of the
reaction was undertaken in which mainly the equivalencies of the
reaction partners were changed under optimized conditions
1 mmol arylaldehyde 1was dissolved in DMSO, and then 2 equiv. of
dimethyl alkylphosphonate 4 in DMSO and 1.1 equiv. of L-proline 2
were added. After purification, the product was isolated in 65%
yield. Using these conditions, several products were synthesized as
shown in Table 1.

As shown in Table 1, proline and thioproline were used as amino
acids and reacted with various aromatic aldehydes to form azo-
methine ylides, which underwent 1,3-dipolar cycloaddition with
the carbonyl group of the acylphosphonates to form the products.
Additional experiments were carried out to form azomethine ylide
using acylphosphonate but they failed. This showed that azome-
thine formation was not possible using only phosphonates to
obtain bis phosphonate derivatives.

One of the drawbacks of this methodology is that only aliphatic
phosphonates give a reaction and tert-butylphosphonates give no
reaction due to the steric hindrance. The advantage of the reaction
is high selectivity.

3. Conclusion

We developed a highly selective intermolecular one-pot three
component 1,3-dipolar cycloaddition reaction with aromatic alde-
hydes, acylphosphonates, and proline to synthesize bicyclic hex-
ahydropyrrolo[1,2-c]oxazol-1-ylphosphonates in good yield. The
acylphosphonates give on reaction with proline, no azomethine

Fig. 1. General reaction scheme of 1,3 dipolar cycloaddition.

Scheme 1.
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