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Abstract: 5,6-Dihydrobenzo[c]acridine belongs to the large aza-polycyclic compound family.
Such molecules are not fully planar due to the presence of a partially hydrogenated ring. This paper
describes the first Pd-catalyzed alkoxylation via C-H bond activation of variously substituted
5,6-dihydrobenzo[c]acridines. We determined suitable conditions to promote the selective formation
of C-O bonds using 10% Pd(OAc)2, PhI(OAc)2 (2 eq.) and MeOH as the best combination of
oxidant and solvent, respectively. Under these conditions, 5,6-dihydrobenzo[c]acridines bearing
substituents at both rings A and D were successfully functionalized, giving access to polysubstitutited
acridine motifs.

Keywords: C-H activation; palladium; alkoxylation; dihydrobenzo[c]acridine

1. Introduction

Acridines and related derivatives represent an important class of aza-polycyclic compounds
that have attracted considerable interest in the last century because of their broad range of
properties and applications. For example, acridines are well-known as antibacterial, antimalarial,
and anticancer agents [1–3], and have also been used in pigments, dyes, and sensor devices for
decades [4]. More recently, acridine motifs have found additional applications such as cell imaging
probes [5], catalysis [6], Organic Light-Emitting Diodes (OLEDs) [7] and organic semiconductors [8].
The modulation and/or enhancement of these properties drove the development of synthetic
methodologies to (1) construct the acridine backbone; (2) selectively install substituents; (3) modulate
the substitution pattern, fusing additional rings towards extended molecules; and (4) induce distortion
from planarity by including a partially saturated fragment [9–17].

In this context, 5,6-dihydrobenzo[c]acridine is an intriguing member of the large aza-polycyclic
compound family. Indeed, 5,6-dihydrobenzo[c]acridine is a tetracyclic molecule comprising four
fused cycles including one pyridine ring and one partially hydrogenated cycle (Figure 1). In fact,
this molecule represents a mix of bicyclic quinoline and tricyclic benzo[h]quinoline or acridine scaffolds.
Within the structure of 5,6-dihydrobenzo[c]acridine, the presence of a nitrogen atom, an additional
condensed ring, and a cyclic “dihydro” fragment provides its originality and interest by comparison
with the parent and fully aromatic quinoline or (benzo)acridine skeletons. Moreover, the joint
presence of a nitrogen atom and an peri-fused aromatic ring defines an aza-bay region and the
presence of the non-planar ethylene bridge induces a deviation from the planarity compared with fully
aromatic analogues. This deviation from planarity has been exploited recently in the preparation of
helical-shaped molecules and the evaluation of photophysical and magnetic properties of helicate-like
ligands [18–20].
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Figure 1. Molecular structure, characteristic structural features, and strategic site of 5,6-dihydrobenzo[c]acridine.

As already mentioned, installation of substitution at the 5,6-dihydrobenzo[c]acridine platform
proved to be crucial to modulate both properties and shape of 3D-shaped molecular architectures.
5,6-Dihydrobenzo[h]acridine targets are usually obtained by two main routes using (1) Friedländer
cyclisation between tetralone derivatives and o-aminoacetophenones [18] or (2) thermally-induced
or acid-catalyzed cyclisation of 1-halovinyl-2-carboxaldehyde derivatives and anilines [14,15,20–22].
In both methodologies, substituents on rings A, C, and D usually arise from commercially available
starting reactants. Post-functionalization of the acridine motif at both strategic sites (positions 1
and 11 in Figure 1) is more challenging. As already described, only the presence of bromide or
iodide atoms at both positions allows metal-catalyzed installation of substituents. As examples,
the formation of C-C and C-N bonds was achieved using Pd- and Cu-catalyzed strategies, respectively,
from precursor bearing an iodide atom at position 11 [21] and the formation of homocoupling products
was realized using the Cu-catalyzed Ullman reaction from precursor bearing a bromide atom at
position 1 [18,19]. The development of methodologies that avoid the mandatory presence of halides
represents a challenging alternative in the 5,6-dihydrobenzo[c]acridine series. In deep contrast to
the fully aromatic benzo[h]quinoline derivatives where C-H activation and the formation of the
corresponding metallacycles (Ru, Pd, Ir) at position 1 are well known and documented [23–28],
C-H activation in the 5,6-dihydrobenzo[c]acridine series is scarcely reported [29]. In the dihydro
analogues, the crucial point was whether the distortion from planarity due to the presence of the
partially hydrogenated ring C would allow or hamper the transient palladacycle to form through
C-H activation and the selective installation of substituents at position 1. In this communication,
we disclose our preliminary results in the Pd-catalyzed alkoxylation via C-H bond activation within
the 5,6-dihydrobenzo[c]acridine series (Figure 2).

Figure 2. Polysubstituted 5,6-dihydrobenzo[c]acridines via C-H bond activation.

2. Results and Discussion

First we focused on the preparation of variously substituted acridines (Scheme 1). Based on
our previous reports [15,20,21], we envisioned the synthesis of the acridine platforms from
1-chlorovinylcarboxaldehydes 1–3 (see supplementary material). The latter are readily obtained from
commercially available tetralones and Vilsmeier–Haack reagent in high to quantitative yields [14,15,30].
Compounds 1–3 were reacted with 2.5 eq. of aniline derivatives in iPrOH at 90 ◦C for 16 h to yield
acridines 4 to 7 in yields ranging from 47 to 60%. We chose a combination of various anilines including
aniline, p-anisidine, and o-toluidine, and substituted 1-chlorovinylcarboxaldehydes 1–3 in order to
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prepare acridines which display a different substitution pattern. Indeed, as shown in Scheme 1,
acridines 5 and 6 are substituted at ring D in the 2 and 3 positions, respectively. In contrast, in acridines
7 and 8, substituents are located at ring A in the 9 and 11 positions, respectively.

Scheme 1. General route towards variously substituted acridines 4–8. In blue C-H activation sites.

With acridines 4 to 8 in hand, our next goal was to examine the C-H activation step. As represented
in scheme 1, the acridine platform is expected to undergo cyclometallation at the 1 position in
good agreement with previous reports [23–28] dealing with the fully aromatic benzo[h]quinoline
analogues. Thus Pd-catalyzed alkoxylation should take place in the 1 position for substrates 4 to 7.
In contrast, acridine 8 is a more challenging substrate which displays two potential reaction sites:
the sp2 carbon atom located in the 1 position at ring D and the sp3 benzylic carbon atom located at
ring A. Indeed, both C-H bond might afford a five membered cyclometallated adduct [31] and thus
undergo subsequent alkoxylation.

Substrate 4 was selected for initial investigation because it presents one single bond C-H(1) for
directed C-H activation. Various Pd-based conditions were tested in order to determine suitable
catalytic combination for the alkoxylation reaction.

We found that Pd(OAc)2 (10%) was effective to obtain 1-methoxy-5,6-dihydrobenzo[c]acridine
9 in 82% yield (Scheme 2). Among several oxidants tested, PhI(OAc)2 (2 eq.) proved superior to I2

or oxone. The solvent was also a crucial parameter to ensure high conversion. Indeed, only the use
of MeOH at 100 ◦C in a sealed tube gave the expected alkoxy acridine 9 in high yield. Decreasing
the temperature even to 80 ◦C led to a severe decrease of conversion. Mixtures of solvents such as
dioxane/MeOH similarly afforded poor conversion. The use of dichloroethane (DCE)/ MeOH as the
solvent led to mixtures of 1-methoxy and 1-chloro derivatives 9 and 10. The formation of the C-Cl
bond could be unambiguously evidenced when the reaction was realized in DCE without the presence
of MeOH. In this case, compound 10 was isolated in 63% yield. Moving from MeOH to EtOH and
iPrOH led to different issues. If the use of EtOH afforded the ethoxy analogue 11 in satisfactory 61%
yield, iPrOH failed to react.
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Scheme 2. Determination of best experimental conditions for C-H activation of acridine 4.

1H NMR analysis of crude products allows an easy identification of both reactants and products.
Indeed, except for compound 5, all other acridines 4, 6–8 display characteristic chemical shifts for
H(1) ranging from 8.55 to 8.70 ppm. 1H NMR of compound 4 shows two characteristic signals at
8.60 and 8.30 ppm, accounting for protons H(1) and H(11). As evidenced by Figure 3, alkoxylation
or chlorination is selective at position 1 of the dihydrobenzo[c]acridine platform. Indeed, only H(11)
remains unchanged in both cases.

Figure 3. 1H NMR characteristic signals for H(1) –red arrow and H(11) – blue arrow acridine derivatives
4, 9, and 10.

Based on mechanistic studies reported by Sandford [31] on related 2-phenylpyridines and
benzo[h]quinoline, a potential catalytic cycle is shown in Figure 4. The latter would involve successively
a ligand-directed C-H activation to form a cyclometallated dimer, oxidation to generate a Pd(IV) species,
and a release of the product after C-O bond-forming reductive elimination. The number and role of
other ancillary ligands remain under investigation and are represented as sticks in Figure 4.
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Figure 4. Possible mechanism for palladium-catalyzed regioselective alkoxylation.

The last step might proceed either by intramolecular C-OR bond elimination from the metal center
or by attack of an external nucleophile in an “SN2-like” reaction as suggested recently [23]. The in situ
transformation of PhI(OAc)2 with alcoholic solvents to afford PhI(OR)2 is also suggested as a key step
in alkoxylation reactions which account for the obtention C-O bonds [32].

Thus Pd(OAc)2, PhI(OAc)2, in methanol(or ethanol) at 100 ◦C afforded suitable conditions to
promote alkoxylation in the dihydrobenzo[c]acridine series. With this conditions in hand, we next tried
to install an additional methoxy group when ring D is already bearing a methoxy substituent, in order
to prepare 1,2- and 1,3-bismethoxy acridine motifs (Scheme 3). Under the aforementioned conditions,
acridines 12 and 13 were readily obtained in 70 and 59% isolated yield, respectively. Thus, the presence
of a strong donating group at ring D does not hamper the C-H activation and the subsequent C-O
bond formation.

Scheme 3. Preparation of 1,2- and 1,3-bismethoxy acridine motifs 12 and 13.

Under similar catalytic conditions, acridine 7 afforded the expected bismethoxy derivative 14
in 81% yield (Scheme 4). The latter compound displays complementary substitution pattern by
comparison with acridines 12 and 13. In this case both rings A and D are independently functionalized.
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Scheme 4. Substitution at rings A and D of the acridine platform.

Finally, we decided to test our aforementioned C-H activation conditions in acridine 8. In contrast
to acridine substrates 4–7, compound 8 displays two different C-H activation sites. Each of them might
produce a transient five-membered palladacycle through C-H activation and might allow alkoxylation
(Scheme 5). Unfortunately, under the aforementioned conditions in MeOH at 100 ◦C using one or
two equivalents of oxidant, complex mixtures of alkoxylated products were obtained. In contrast,
moving from MeOH to AcOH and using one equivalent of PhI(OAc)2 allowed to isolate acridine 15 as
the major product in 51% isolated yield. 1HNMR spectra evidenced the presence of the characteristic
signal of H(1), which resonates at 8.54 ppm.

Scheme 5. Selective C-H activation at the benzylic site.

3. Conclusions

In conclusion, we succeeded in the alkoxylation of 5,6-dihydrobenzo[h]acridine via Pd-catalyzed
C-H activation. Alkoxylation occurs selectively in position 1 of the acridine platform using 10%
Pd(OAc)2, PhI(OAc)2 and MeOH as the best combination of catalyst, oxidant and solvent, respectively.
Several bismethoxy acridine derivatives bearing all substituents at ring D or at both ring D and A
have been successfully obtained. Our strategy allowed a selective functionalization of sp3 carbon atom
located at the benzylic position of ring A. Current studies are focused on further exploration of the
substrate scope and the extension of this methodology to the selective formation of C-C bonds via C-H
activation at 5,6-dihydrobenzo[h]acridine architectures.

4. Materials and Methods

4.1. General Information

All reagents and solvents were obtained from commercial sources and used without further
purification. Reactions were routinely carried out under nitrogen and argon atmosphere with magnetic
stirring. 1H and 13C NMR spectra were recorded on a Bruker AV1 300 spectrometer (Bruker BioSpin
GmbH, Rheinstetten, Germany) working at 300 MHz, 75 MHz respectively for 1H and 13C, with
chloroform-d as solvent. Chemicals shifts were reported in δ, parts per million (ppm), relative to
chloroform (δ = 7.28 ppm) as international standards unless otherwise stated for proton nuclear
magnetic resonance (1H NMR). Chemical shifts for carbon nuclear magnetic resonance (13C NMR)
were reported in δ, parts per million (ppm), relative to the center line of the chloroform triplet
(δ = 77.07 ppm). Coupling constants, J, were reported in Hertz (Hz) and refer to apparent peak
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multiplicities and not true coupling constants. The abbreviations s, d, dd, t, q, br and m stand for
resonance multiplicities singlet, doublet, doublet of doublet, triplet, quartet, broad, and multiplet,
respectively. Allylation diastereoselectivity was determined by 1H NMR integrations of the methylene
signals in the crude products. High resolution mass spectrometry data were recorded with an accuracy
within 5 ppm on a quadrupole-TOF mass spectrometer (Xevo Q-Tof, Waters, Guyancourt, France)
using an electrospray ionization source operating in positive mode. Thin-layer chromatography
(TLC) was carried out on aluminum sheets pre-coated with silica gel plates (Fluka Kiesel gel 60 F254,
Merck, Bucharest, Romania) and visualized by a 254 nm UV lamp and potassium permanganate.
Melting points (Mp) were determined on a System Kofler type WME apparatus (Fisher Scientific SAS,
Illkirch, France).

4.2. General Procedure for Pd-Catalyzed Alkoxylation

The acridine derivative (1 eq.), PhI(OAc)2 (2 eq.), and Pd(OAc)2 (0.1 eq.) were place in
screw-capped tube. MeOH (3 mL) was next added and the reaction mixture was stirred for 15 min.
The tube was sealed and the suspension was heated with stirring to 100 ◦C for 16 h. The crude
mixture was filtered through Celite and the solvent evaporated. The solid residue was extracted
between ethyl acetate and successively water and brine. The organic layers were dried over sodium
sulfate and the solvent was removed under vacuum. In all cases the residue was purified by flash
column chromatography on silica gel (petroleum ether/dichloromethane, 6:4) to afford the expected
alkoxyacridine derivative.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at http://www.mdpi.com/2073-4344/8/4/139/s1,
experimental procedure for the alkoxylation reaction couplings as well as analytical data for new compounds.
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