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A photochemical ring expansion of 6- to
8-membered nitrogen heterocycles by
[1,3]-sigmatropic rearrangement†‡

Morgan A. Manning, Wei Sun, Mark E. Light and David C. Harrowven *

A new route to azocines and benzoazocines from furopyridinones is

described through a photochemically induced [1,3]-sigmatropic

rearrangement. The method gives access to these 8-membered

nitrogen heterocycles from dimethyl squarate in four stages and

with excellent atom economy by sequencing thermal and photo-

chemical ring expansion steps under continuous flow.

Azocanes and their unsaturated analogues form a class of 8-
membered nitrogen heterocycles that includes the manzamine
alkaloids and other natural products.1–5 Though they have the
attributes of a privileged structure in medicinal chemistry,6

they remain underexploited in that context due to challenges
associated with their synthesis.7 In particular, syntheses based
on ‘end-to-end’ cyclisation strategies have to overcome trans-
annular strain and the loss of entropy on ring closure,3,7,8

making it necessary to employ high dilution or pseudo-high
dilution conditions to reduce competing intermolecular
reactions.9 Herein we describe a new route to azocines 3 and
benzoazocines 6 by photo-induced ring expansion of vinyl- and
aryl-furopyridinones 2 and 5 respectively (Scheme 1).10,11 In
addition we show how the same products can be formed
directly from alkynylcyclobutenones 1 and 4 by sequencing
thermal and photochemical rearrangements under flow.11,12

The discovered was made during a follow-up study on the
thermal rearrangement of aminocyclobutenones 1/4 to furopyr-
idinones 2/5.10,12 The presence of an extended chromophore in
the products prompted us to examine their photochemistry.13

Pleasingly, when an acetonitrile solution of 2a was irradiated with
UVA light (l = 370 nm, 36 W) under continuous flow, using a set-
up akin to that described by Booker-Milburn and Berry et al.,13–15

it gave furoazocine 3a in 48% yield (Scheme 2). Similarly,

furopyridinones 2b and 2c gave furoazocines 3b and 3c in 47%
and 54% yield respectively on irradiation.

Attention next turned to aryl-substituted furopyridinones
5a–h, which were readily prepared by thermal rearrangement
of the corresponding alkynylcyclobutenones 4 (Scheme 4 and
ESI‡).10 Each underwent ring expansion on irradiation with
UVA to give the corresponding benzoazocines 6a–h (Tables 1
and 2) with a skipped diene unit. Yields were typically in the
range of 51–74%, except for substrate 5h with the electron
deficient arene which was significantly lower (28%). Cases
where the migrating bond was between two benzylic centres,
e.g. 5i–n (Table 2), were also high yielding and notably gave
benzoazocines 6i–n as single diastereoisomers. Their relative
stereochemistry was confirmed by x-ray crystallographic analy-
sis of 6i and 6l (Fig. 1).

The mechanistic course of the reaction was next examined
by TD-DFT,18 using 5a - 6a as the exemplar. Calculations
showed that the singlet excited state 1[5a]* could relax directly
to azocine 7a via a 1,3-sigmatropic rearrangement (Fig. 2),19

before giving benzoazocine 6a via a thermal [1,5]-sigmatropic
H-shift (estimated Ea = 16.0 kcal mol�1).20

Interestingly, for the related thiophene derivative 5n the
conjugated tetraene 7n was evidenced as an intermediate by
1H NMR, albeit as a mixture with 6n. On standing that sample
underwent isomerization to give tris-heterocycle 6n as the sole

Scheme 1 Sequential thermal and photochemical ring expansion reactions
for the synthesis of azocines and benzoazocines from cyclobutenones.

Chemistry, University of Southampton, Highfield, Southampton, SO17 1BJ, UK.

E-mail: dch2@soton.ac.uk

† Dedicated to Prof. Kevin Booker-Milburn on the occasion of his retirement.
‡ Electronic supplementary information (ESI) available: Experimental accounts,
spectral and analytical details together with copies of 1H and 13C NMR spectra.
CCDC 1969077 and 2025763. For ESI and crystallographic data in CIF or other
electronic format see DOI: 10.1039/d1cc00393c

Received 22nd January 2021,
Accepted 30th March 2021

DOI: 10.1039/d1cc00393c

rsc.li/chemcomm

ChemComm

COMMUNICATION

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 3

0 
M

ar
ch

 2
02

1.
 D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
on

 1
1/

15
/2

02
5 

2:
22

:4
2 

A
M

. 
 T

hi
s 

ar
tic

le
 is

 li
ce

ns
ed

 u
nd

er
 a

 C
re

at
iv

e 
C

om
m

on
s 

A
ttr

ib
ut

io
n-

N
on

C
om

m
er

ci
al

 3
.0

 U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online
View Journal  | View Issue

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6730-3573
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1039/d1cc00393c&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-04-09
http://rsc.li/chemcomm
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/D1CC00393C
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/CC
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/CC?issueid=CC057037


This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2021 Chem. Commun., 2021, 57, 4556–4559 |  4557

product (Scheme 3). TD-DFT analysis indicated that the barrier
for the [1,5]-H-shift, 7n - 6n (26.7 kcal mol�1, see ESI‡), was
significantly higher than for 7a - 6a, suggesting that isomeriza-
tion may be by protonation and deprotonation in this case. The
method was then extended to the 2-thiophenyl and 3-pyridyl
analogues, 5o and 5p with both giving a tris-heterocyclic product,
6o and 6p, albeit in low yield with the electron deficient hetero-
aromatic (Scheme 4).

Finally, we have been able to produce benzoazocines 6 from
alkynylcyclobutenones 4, directly and in high yield, by sequen-
cing the respective thermal and photochemical rearrangements
under flow (Scheme 5). Thus, dioxane solutions of cyclobute-
nones 4a, e, g, i, l were first subjected to thermolysis at 210 1C
for a residence time of 100 min, then irradiated with UVA light
from 6 � 1.7 W LEDs for 10 min to give the corresponding
benzoazocines 6a, e, g, i, l in 74–84% yield. Notably, the
efficiency with which each starting material was prepared
ensured that these four-stage sequences from dimethyl squa-
rate 8 each proceeded in B50% overall yield.21

Sequential thermal and photochemical rearrangements
were also effective with alkynylcyclobutenone 1c (Scheme 6).
In this case it was found advantageous to conduct the ther-
molysis in two stages due to its poor conversion to the inter-
mediate furopyridinone 2c following a single pass at 160 1C. As
with the aforementioned examples, the overall yield of azocine

Scheme 2 Photochemical ring expansions of furopyridinones to azocines.16,17

Table 1 Benzoazocines from furopyridinones following UVA irradiation

Table 2 Photochemical rearrangements of diarylfuropyridinones

1

2

3

4

5

Fig. 1 X-Ray crystal structures of benzoazocines 6i [CCDC 1969077‡] and
6l [CCDC 2025763‡].
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3c given after sequencing these steps under continuous flow
was substantially higher than that achieve using stepwise
procedures.21

In conclusion, we have developed a new route to azocines
and benzoazocines involving the photochemical ring expansion
of furopyridinones. The ease with which these products can be
prepared from dimethyl squarate 8 in high yield and diaster-
eoselectivity, and with excellent atom economy, makes this an
attractive entry to a class of nitrogen heterocycles that is
difficult to access using classical procedures.

Dr Wei Sun and Morgan Manning contributed equally in
respect of the experimental work, with Dr Mark Light per-
forming the X-ray analyses and Prof. David Harrowven super-
vising the work.

We gratefully acknowledge financial support from the European
Regional Development Fund [ERDF Interreg Va programme (Pro-
ject 121)] and EPSRC [EP/P013341/1, EP/L003325/1 and EP/
K039466/1].

Conflicts of interest

There are no conflicts of interest to declare.

Notes and references
1 R. Sakai, T. Higa, C. W. Jefford and G. Bernardinelli, J. Am. Chem.

Soc., 1986, 108, 6404; P. Jakubec, A. Hawkins, W. Felzmann and
D. J. Dixon, J. Am. Chem. Soc., 2012, 134, 17482; J. E. Baldwin,
T. D. W. Claridge, F. A. Heupel and R. C. Whitehead, Tetrahedron
Lett., 1992, 33, 2059; P. Jakubec, A. F. Kyle, J. Calleja and D. J. Dixon,
Tetrahedron Lett., 2011, 52, 6094; J. D. Winkler and J. M. Axten, J. Am.
Chem. Soc., 1998, 120, 6425; M. Nakagawa, J. Heterocycl. Chem., 2000,
37, 567; S. F. Martin, J. M. Humphrey, A. Ali and M. C. Hillier, J. Am.
Chem. Soc., 1999, 121, 866; J. M. Humphrey, Y. Liao, A. Ali, T. Rein,
Y. L. Wong, H. J. Chen, A. K. Courtney and S. F. Martin, J. Am. Chem.
Soc., 2002, 124, 8584; T. Toma, Y. Kita and T. Fukuyama, J. Am.
Chem. Soc., 2010, 132, 10233; J. E. Baldwin, T. D. W. Claridge,
A. J. Culshaw, F. A. Heupel, V. Lee, D. R. Spring and
R. C. Whitehead, Chem. – Eur. J., 1999, 5, 3154; B. Zhang,
R. Higuchi, T. Miyamoto and R. W. M. Van Soest, Chem. Pharm.
Bull., 2008, 56, 866; Y. Kita, T. Toma, T. Kan and T. Fukuyama, Org.
Lett., 2008, 10, 3251; R. A. Stockman, P. J. McDermott, A. F. Newton
and P. Magnus, Synlett, 2010, 559.

2 Lundurine A and B: A. Nash, X. Qi, P. Maity, K. Owens and
U. K. Tambar, Angew. Chem., Int. Ed., 2018, 57, 6888; S. Jin,
J. Gong and Y. Qin, Angew. Chem., Int. Ed., 2015, 54, 2228;
M. Hoshi, O. Kaneko, M. Nakajima, S. Arai and A. Nishida, Org.

Fig. 2 Calculated free energy barriers for the rearrangement of 5a.

Scheme 3 Evidence for the intermediacy of polyene 7 was provided by
extension to the heteroaromatic analogue 5n.17

Scheme 4 Further examples involving heteroaromatic ring systems.17

Scheme 5 Preparation of cyclobutenones 4 and conversion to benzoa-
zocines 6 by sequenced thermal and photochemical rearrangement under
continuous flow.

Scheme 6 Sequenced thermal and photochemical rearrangement of
cyclobutenone 1c to azocine 3c under continuous flow.

ChemComm Communication

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 3

0 
M

ar
ch

 2
02

1.
 D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
on

 1
1/

15
/2

02
5 

2:
22

:4
2 

A
M

. 
 T

hi
s 

ar
tic

le
 is

 li
ce

ns
ed

 u
nd

er
 a

 C
re

at
iv

e 
C

om
m

on
s 

A
ttr

ib
ut

io
n-

N
on

C
om

m
er

ci
al

 3
.0

 U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/D1CC00393C


This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2021 Chem. Commun., 2021, 57, 4556–4559 |  4559

Lett., 2014, 16, 768Nakadomarin A: P. Jakubec, D. M. Cockfield and
D. J. Dixon, J. Am. Chem. Soc., 2009, 131, 16632; P. Jakubec,
A. F. Kyle, J. Calleja and D. J. Dixon, Tetrahedron Lett., 2011,
52, 6094; J. N. I. Kobayashi, D. Watanabe, N. Kawasaki and
M. Tsuda, J. Org. Chem., 1997, 62, 9236; J. Kobayashi, Pure Appl.
Chem., 1999, 71, 1123; I. S. Young and M. A. Kerr, J. Am. Chem. Soc.,
2007, 129, 1465.

3 Buflavine: C. Hoarau, A. Couture, E. Deniau and P. Grandclaudon,
J. Org. Chem., 2002, 67, 5846; P. Sahakitpichan and S. Ruchirawat,
Tetrahedron Lett., 2003, 44, 5239; F. Viladomat, J. Bastida, C. Codina,
W. E. Campbell and S. Mathee, Phytochemistry, 1995, 40, 307;
P. A. Patil and V. Snieckus, Tetrahedron Lett., 1998, 39, 1325;
Y. Ishida, Y. Sasaki, Y. Kimura and K. Watanabe, J. Pharmacobio-
Dyn, 1985, 8, 917; S. Kobayashi, M. Kihara, S. Shizu, S. Katayama,
H. Ikeda, K. Kitahiro and H. Matsumoto, Chem. Pharm. Bull., 1977,
25, 3312.

4 Magallanesine: E. Valencia, V. Fajardo, A. J. Freyer and M. Shamma,
Tetrahedron Lett., 1985, 26, 993; R. Yoneda, Y. Sakamoto, Y. Oketo,
K. Minami, S. Harusawa and T. Kurihara, Tetrahedron Lett., 1994,
35, 3749; R. Yoneda, Y. Sakamoto, Y. Oketo, S. Harusawa and
T. Kurihara, Tetrahedron, 1996, 52, 14563; F. G. Fang,
G. B. Feigelson and S. J. Danishefsky, Tetrahedron Lett., 1989,
30, 2743.

5 Apparicine: M. L. Bennasar, E. Zulaica, D. Solé and S. Alonso, Chem.
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