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a b s t r a c t

Efficient access to enantioenriched d,d-disubstituted d-valerolactones is described. A soft Lewis acid/hard
Brønsted base cooperative catalyst allowed for direct catalytic asymmetric c-addition of allyl cyanide to
ketones, producing tertiary homoallylic alcohols with a Z-configured a,b-unsaturated nitrile. Electrophilic
activation of the nitrile functionality triggered 6-exo-dig cyclization, and subsequent N-acylation gave rise
to the d-valerolactone skeleton via CAN bond cleavage.

� 2014 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Introduction

The d-valerolactone skeleton is a ubiquitous substructure in
biologically active natural products.1 The optically active d-mono-
substituted d-valerolactone core is readily accessed by the
corresponding enantioenriched secondary alcohols through lacton-
ization of d-hydroxy carboxylic acids or ring-closing metathesis via
acryloylated homoallylic alcohols.1 In contrast, d,d-disubstituted d-
valerolactones are less accessible.2 Only a limited collection of
compounds with a chiral tertiary alcohol unit are present in the
chiral pool,3 and enantioselective synthesis of chiral tertiary alco-
hols is much less explored than that of secondary alcohols.4 More-
over, lactonization of carboxylic acid bearing a tertiary alcohol at
the d-position generally requires forcing conditions due to steric
hindrance. This steric issue also retards the formation of acryloyl
ester for ring-closing metathesis. We recently disclosed a catalytic
protocol that allows for enantioselective access to chiral tertiary
alcohols bearing a pendant Z-configured a,b-unsaturated nitrile
3.5 We reasoned that this specific transformation is particularly
suitable for producing d,d-disubstituted d-valerolactones because;
(1) the Z-configuration of olefin is beneficial to cyclization; (2)
nitrile is in the carboxylic acid oxidation state and thus the
oxidation/reduction process can be avoided; and (3) 1–2 mol % of
a designed cooperative catalyst is sufficient to promote the direct

addition of allyl cyanide 2 to ketones 1 to afford the requisite cycli-
zation precursors 3 with perfect atom economy. Herein we report a
one-pot protocol to convert chiral d-hydroxy a,b-unsaturated
nitriles 3 to d,d-disubstituted unsaturated d-valerolactones
(Scheme 1).

Results and discussion

Enantioselective construction of tetrasubstituted stereogenic
centers has been a sustained topic in modern synthetic organic
chemistry.6 In particular, a catalytic asymmetric transformation
that fulfills CAC bond formation with perfect atom economy offers
the most productive synthetic protocol.7,8 Our research in this field
recently revealed that a soft Lewis acid/hard Brønsted base cooper-
ative catalyst comprising [Cu(CH3CN)4]ClO4/(R,R)-Ph-BPE/
Li(OC6H4-p-OMe) with hard Lewis acidic bisphosphine oxide addi-
tive 5 efficiently promotes the direct addition of allyl cyanide 2 to
ketones 1 (Scheme 2).5,9 The reaction proceeds through a simple
proton transfer between substrates, and c-addition via a six-mem-
bered transition state selectively produces enantioenriched ter-
tiary alcohol 3 bearing a Z-configured olefin. We attempted the
intramolecular cyclization of a model compound 3a to provide d-
valerolactone.10 The use of mild protic acids resulted in no conver-
sion whereas strong acids induced dehydration of the hydroxyl
group, suggesting that chemoselective activation of a nitrile would
be a viable strategy. Various soft Lewis acids that could be coordi-
nated by nitrile functionality in an end-on fashion were therefore
investigated. In combination with DBU, the addition of AgOTf or

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tetlet.2014.04.006
0040-4039/� 2014 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

⇑ Corresponding authors. Tel.: +81 3 3441 7779; fax: +81 3 3441 7589.
E-mail addresses: nkumagai@bikaken.or.jp (N. Kumagai), mshibasa@bikaken.or.

jp (M. Shibasaki).

Tetrahedron Letters 55 (2014) 3167–3171

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Tetrahedron Letters

journal homepage: www.elsevier .com/ locate/ tet le t

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.tetlet.2014.04.006&domain=pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tetlet.2014.04.006
mailto:nkumagai@bikaken.or.jp
mailto:mshibasa@bikaken.or.jp
mailto:mshibasa@bikaken.or.jp
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tetlet.2014.04.006
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/00404039
http://www.elsevier.com/locate/tetlet


CuOTf�toluene0.5 salts at room temperature rendered the rapid dis-
appearance of 3a within 10 min to give transient cyclic imidate 6
as detected by 1H NMR analysis (Table 1, entries 1, 2).11 All
attempts to directly convert imidate 6 to d-valerolactone failed,
presumably due to an unwanted ring-opening reaction. To elimi-
nate the nitrogen functionality under hydrolytic conditions,
appendage of an electron-withdrawing group on the imide nitro-
gen was examined. In situ acetylation of imidate 6 produced the
desired d-valerolactone 4a in 16% yield after subsequent acidic
hydrolysis with 1 M HCl aq (entry 3). The use of TFAA to generate
more electron-withdrawing trifluoroacetylated imidate outper-
formed Ac2O to furnish 4a in 32% yield with retention of the
enantiopurity (entry 4). The use of sulfonylating reagents was
not effective to direct the desired reaction pathway, resulting in
complicated reaction mixtures (entries 5, 6). Hydrolysis under
milder acidic conditions (1 M AcOH aq) allowed for the isolation
of N-mesylated imide 7, suggesting that sulfonylated imide had
enhanced stability to prevent the subsequent liberation of sulfon-
amide (entry 7). The hydrolytic pathway was dependent on the
acidic medium and 1 M AcOH proved to be the best in terms of
yield of d-valerolactone 4a (76%) and reaction time (10 min)
(entries 8–10).12 The cyclization/trifluoroacetylation/hydrolysis

sequence was performed in one-pot without quenching or purifi-
cation. In contrast to the smooth formation of imidate 6 with cat-
ionic Cu or Ag salts,13 the Ag salts of more intimate ion pairs were
not sufficient to induce the initial cyclization. The use of AgNO3

allowed for the partial formation of imidate 6 over an extended
period of time and d-valerolactone 4a was obtained in moderate
yield after subsequent trifluoroacetylation/hydrolysis (entry 11).

Increasing the reaction temperature was not beneficial to accel-
erate the cyclization and 4a was obtained in even lower yield
(entry 12). No indication of the formation of 6 was observed with
AgOAc or Ag2CO3 and the following reactions afforded trifluoro-
acetylated substrate 8 and the recovery of 3a (entries 13, 14). Other
cationic transition metal salts were much less effective for induc-
ing the initial cyclization, even at an elevated temperature, and
several unidentified byproducts were associated (entries 15, 16).

The scope of the present one-pot protocol for d,d-disubstituted
d-valerolactones 4 is summarized in Table 2 with the synthesis of
cyclization precursor 3, produced by a previously reported proce-
dure.5b Ketone 1d bearing a trifluoromethyl group at the para posi-
tion is a previously unexplored substrate and the corresponding
product 3d was obtained in 80% yield and 98% ee with 1 mol % of
catalyst loading (entry 4). Higher catalyst loading (2 mol %) was

Scheme 1. Synthetic strategies for d-substituted d-valerolactones.

Scheme 2. Direct catalytic asymmetric addition of allyl cyanide.
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