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iaxial atropisomers by iridium
catalyzed asymmetric C–H alkylation†

Xueqing Hu,‡a Yunxu Zhao,‡a Tong He,b Caoyue Niu,a Feipeng Liu,a Wei Jia,a Yi Mu,a

Xingwei Li *b and Zi-Qiang Rong *a

Distal biaxial atropisomers are typical structures in chiral catalysts and ligands and offer a wide variety of

applications in biology and materials technology, but the development of efficient synthesis of these

valuable scaffolds is still in great demand. Herein, we describe a highly efficient iridium catalyzed

asymmetric C–H alkylation reaction that provides a range of new distal biaxial atropisomers with

excellent yields (up to 99%) and stereoselectivity (up to 99% ee and essentially one isomer). Based on

this unprecedented strategy, a polycyclic skeleton with five successive chiral centers as well as C–C and

C–N (or N–N) two distal chiral axes was created successfully in mild circumstances. In addition, the

optically pure products bearing fluorophores show circular polarized luminescence (CPL) properties,

being potential candidate materials for CPL applications.
Introduction

Atropisomers are common structural motifs in natural prod-
ucts,1 chiral catalysts,2 and functional materials.3 Due to their
signicant importance, a lot of investigations have been con-
ducted on the enantioselective synthesis of these compounds,
especially the biaryls, which are the most representative atro-
pisomers with a single chiral axis.4 But it is noteworthy that
atropisomers containing chiral diaxes, particularly when the
position of chiral axes is at quite a distance,5 also demonstrate
unique features and applications in the disciplines of drug
development,6 materials research,7 catalysis8 and ligand design9

(Scheme 1a). Nevertheless, due to the spatial interaction of
various chiral axes, distal biaxial atropisomers have more
challenges in diastereoselective and enantioselective control.
Up to now, only a few examples of the efficient asymmetric
construction of distal biaxial atropisomers have been reported.
In 2019, Yan and co-workers have demonstrated a highly dia-
stereo- and enantio-selective organocatalytic strategy for the
synthesis of molecules featuring helicenes and two distal ster-
eogenic axes10 via the corresponding VQM intermediate
(Scheme 1b).11 In 2020, Bonne and co-workers reported a bidi-
rectional enantioselective synthesis of bis-benzofuran
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atropisomeric oligoarenes containing two distal C–C stereo-
genic axes, which were obtained by a two-fold central-to-axial
chirality conversion upon oxidative aromatization (Scheme
1b).12 In the same year, Shibata and co-workers reported
a cycloisomerization strategy closely related to (2 + 2 + 2)
cycloaddition for the enantioselective synthesis of unichiral and
distal biaxial chiral polycyclic hydrocarbons (PAHs) (Scheme
1b).13 Despite the effectiveness of the reported reaction modes,
there are still plenty of challenges to overcome in the develop-
ment of new methods for the synthesis of distal-axes chiral
molecules.

In recent decades, transition metal-catalyzed C–H activation
reactions involving the (dynamic) kinetic resolution or desym-
metrization process for the construction of atropisomers have
attracted great prominence as a potent tactic.14 Compared with
traditional coupling reactions, this approach exhibits good
atom economy, high synthetic efficiency, and signicantly
widens the range of substrates. The utilization of C–H activation
for the synthesis of uniaxial chiral compounds has so far
produced impressive results,15 but the synthesis of multiaxial
chirality still presents a signicant difficulty, and little progress
has been made until recently. Lassaletta,16 He,17 Ackermann18

and our group19 successfully accomplished the molecules with
excellent axial and central chirality; Wencel-Delord and Colo-
bert,20 Zhou,21 Niu22 and Shi23 respectively succeeded in the
formation of enantiopure vicinal 1,2-diaxes compounds; and
most recently, our group24 reported highly atroposelective
construction of 1,3-diaxes compounds via C–H activation; in
addition, the synthesis of chiral 1,4-diaxes compound utilizing
two fold C–H activation strategy was reported by Shi and co-
workers25 (Scheme 1c). These works mainly focus on transition
metals such as Pd, Rh, Co, Cu, Ru, etc., using sequential control
Chem. Sci., 2024, 15, 13541–13549 | 13541
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Scheme 1 Background for the development of current work.
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to complete the construction of multiple chiral axes or chiral
centers. However, this approach makes it more challenging to
simultaneously control the enantioselectivity and diaster-
eoselectivity of the products, particularly when the multiple
13542 | Chem. Sci., 2024, 15, 13541–13549
chiral axes are distally distributed. Consequently, there is an
urgent need to nd solutions to these problems.

Recently, as a potent tool for the activation of C–H bonds,26

iridium(I) complexes have garnered a lot of interest in the realm
© 2024 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Table 1 Summary of selected optimization of reaction conditionsa

Entry Ligand Solvent Yieldb (%) eec (%)

1 L1 1,4-Dioxane 15 89
2 L2 1,4-Dioxane 11 96
3 L3 1,4-Dioxane 9 73
4 L4 1,4-Dioxane >99 36
5 L5 1,4-Dioxane 71 18
6 L6 1,4-Dioxane 26 22
7 L2 Xylene 98 97
8 L2 DCE 76 96
9 L2 MTBE >99 96
10 L2 DCM 72 95
11 L2 Toluene >99 97
12 L2 THF 37 95
13 L2 Ph–F >99 96
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of the enantioselective synthesis of atropisomers. The synthesis
of axially chiral scaffolds is made possible by the reaction of the
stable C–Ir bond with activated substrate, which guarantees
a smooth reaction and leads to a more effective response.
Notably, some elegant works have been reported by Hartwig,27

Lassaletta,16,28 Xu,29 You,30 and Xing.31 Despite the signicant
progress in this research area, however, these reports focus on
the construction of atropisomers featuring one stereogenic axis,
atroposelective synthesis of distal biaxial atropisomers via C–H
activation remains underexplored. This probably due to (1) the
great difficulty in assembling multiple distal stereogenic axes
with a high degree of enantioselective control and (2) the high
steric requirements of the substrates needed to stop the rota-
tion of multiple distal stereogenic axes reducing their chemical
reactivity. Recently, our interest was drawn to the ability of N-
aryl maleimide derivative as a Diels–Alder adduct from cyclo-
pentadiene and maleimide with a prochiral C–N axis,32 which
can desymmetrically build a C–N axis chiral scaffold. Inspired
by this, we wondered if a new distal biaxial chiral molecule with
both C–C and C–N (or N–N) axes could be generated with a N-
aryl maleimide derivative and heterobiaryl as precursor mate-
rials using an iridium(I) catalyzed C–H activation in combina-
tion with desymmetrization strategy (Scheme 1d). Herein, we
describe the details of this study towards distal biaxial chiral
compounds by iridium catalyzed asymmetric C–H alkylation.
a Reaction condition: 1a (0.05 mmol), 2a (0.06 mmol), [Ir(OMe)(1,5-
cod)]2 (2.5 mol%), L (10 mol%), NaBArF (10 mol%) in solvent (1.0 mL)
at 80 °C under N2 for 24 h. b Yield was detected by 1H NMR using
1,1,2,2-tetrachloroethane as the internal standard. c Determined by
chiral high performance liquid chromatography (HPLC) analysis.
DCE: 1,2-dichloroethane. MTBE: methyl tert-butyl ether.
Results and discussion
Reaction optimization

To explore the proposed construction of new distal biaxial
atropisomers, preliminary studies were carried out using N-aryl
5-norbornene-endo-cis-2,3-dicarboximides 1a and naph-
thylisoquinoline 2a as the model substrates. The reaction
parameters, including catalyst, ligand, solvent, and tempera-
ture, were carefully optimized (see the ESI† for more details).
First, ligands L1–L6, which were previously used in the asym-
metric C–H functionalization reactions, were investigated, and
proven to be a signicant inuence on this transformation
(Table 1, entries 1–6). Although none of the screening ligands
gave satisfactory results, the attempt of L2 gave 3aa with excel-
lent enantioselectivity albeit with low yield (Table 1, entry 2). To
further improve the yield, we evaluated the inuence of other
critical reaction parameters, such as the solvent (Table 1, entries
7–13). We found that toluene was the best choice for this
iridium catalyzed asymmetric C–H alkylation (Table 1, entry 11).
Aer considerable optimization (Table 1), a combination of
[Ir(OMe)(1,5-cod)]2 (2.5 mol%), L2 (6 mol%) and 10 mol%
NaBArF (ArF = 3,5-CF3-C6H3) in toluene at 80 °C for 24 h affor-
ded the best results, giving rise to distal biaxial atropisomer 3aa
in quantitative yield with 97% ee and high diastereoselectivity
(>20 : 1 dr).
Reaction scope

With the optimal conditions in hand, we subsequently exam-
ined the iridium catalyzed asymmetric C–H alkylation reactions
of a series of N-aryl maleimide derivatives 1 with various
© 2024 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
heterobiaryls 2 by using the desymmetrization strategy (Scheme
2). To our delight, the reaction took place without a hitch under
the usual reaction circumstances, though it took a little longer
time to react. A range of substituents on the phenyl ring of N-
aryl maleimide derivatives were well tolerated, resulting in the
desired products in excellent yields and enantioselectivities. No
matter whether the benzene ring is charged with an electron-
donating group or an electron-withdrawing group, the product
could be obtained in good reactivity with high enantioselectivity
(Scheme 2, 3aa–3al). However, when the substituents are func-
tional groups like furan, thiophene, bromo, alkenyl, and nitro,
the yields of the products are signicantly decreased and the
reactions need to be heated up to 110 °C to produce moderate
yields (Scheme 2, 3ac–3ag, 40–61% yields, 92–98% ee). Notably,
when the strong electron-withdrawing triuoromethyl group is
attached to the benzene ring, high yield and ee value can be
obtained (Scheme 2, 3ah, 99% yield, 98% ee). To evaluate the
remote control of distal axial chirality, the substrates scope of
bulky ortho-substituents on the N-aryl groups was also tested.
Delightfully, when the N-aryl ortho-substituents were replaced
from tert-butyl to other bulky site blocking groups like phenyl,
heteroaryl and a-phenylethenyl, the reactions still proceeded
with moderate to good yields and excellent enantioselectivities
(Scheme 2, 3am–3ap, 60–99% yields, 92–96% ee).
Chem. Sci., 2024, 15, 13541–13549 | 13543
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Scheme 2 Reaction scope of C–C and C–N atropisomers. Standard conditions: 1 (0.1 mmol), 2 (0.12 mmol), [Ir(OMe)(1,5-cod)]2 (2.5 mol%), L2
(6 mol%), NaBArF (10 mol%) in toluene (2.0 mL) at 80 °C under N2 for 48 h, isolated yield. Enantiomeric excess (ee) values were determined by
chiral HPLC analysis. a110 °C, 48 h. b80 °C, 96 h.
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We next investigated the scope of the heterobiaryl substrates.
As shown in Scheme 2, an array of heterobiaryls was well
tolerated, and the desired distal biaxial chiral products 3ba–
3ma were isolated in good yields (up to 99%) with excellent
enantioselective control (up to 97% ee). However, substrates
with amethyl group on the ortho position of phenyl ring showed
relatively low reaction efficiency (3ga–3ia). Products 3ga–3ia
were obtained in only moderate yields even at higher tempera-
ture or longer reaction time. Satisfactorily, this procedure could
successfully be extended to aryl benzo[h]isoquinolines15c,33 with
methyl, bromo group on the naphthalene ring, delivering the
corresponding products 3ja–3ma in moderate to excellent yields
and enantioselectivities (69–99% yields, 90–92% ee). The rela-
tive and absolute conguration of 3ca was determined by single
crystal X-ray analysis, and those of other products were assigned
by analogy.

Following that, the formation of C–C and N–N atropisomers
was investigated to show the wide application of this
13544 | Chem. Sci., 2024, 15, 13541–13549
asymmetric catalytic system even more (Scheme 3). Prochiral
substrates with a N–N axis have been effectively synthesized
based on related studies.34 To our delight, under the optimum
reaction conditions, the N–N prochiral pyrrole substrates were
applicable with this reaction, affording the corresponding
products with adequate efficiency and great enantioselectivity
(5a–5t). The C5-substituents on the pyrrole ring were rst
examined. Pleasingly, the reactions of various aryl-substituted
pyrroles proceeded smoothly to give the desired products in
moderate to excellent yields and enantioselectivities (5a–5g, 53–
99% yields, 90–95% ee). The substrate with heterocycles on the
pyrrole fragment can also adapt to this reaction system (5h–5i,
68–90% yields, 90% ee). Moreover, the substrates bearing an
ethyl, tert-butyl, benzyl substituted ester group at the 3-position
of pyrrole were well compatible in this reaction, although there
has been a decrease in reactivity (5j–5l, 32–46% yields, 90–91%
ee). In addition, the N–N prochiral pyrrole substrates can also
react with different types of heterobiaryls to deliver the expected
© 2024 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Scheme 3 Reaction scope of C–C and N–N atropisomers. Standard conditions: 4 (0.1 mmol), 2 (0.12 mmol), [IrCl(1,5-cod)]2 (3.5 mol%), L2
(8.4 mol%), NaBArF (10 mol%) in toluene (2.0 mL) at 110 °C under N2 for 48 h, isolated yield. Enantiomeric excess (ee) values were determined by
chiral HPLC analysis. a110 °C, 96 h.

Edge Article Chemical Science

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 2

2 
Ju

ly
 2

02
4.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 1

/1
4/

20
26

 5
:5

9:
03

 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
products inmoderate to excellent yields and enantioselectivities
(5m–5t, 47–99% yields, 80–93% ee), greatly expanding the range
of substrates. The absolute conguration of product 5m was
determined by single-crystal X-ray diffraction analysis, and
those of other products were assigned by analogy.

Furthermore, we tested the reactivity of the more challenging
exo substrate in this scenario. Compared with endo substrates,
exo substrates formed polychiral control centers that were more
distant and difficult to react during the catalytic reaction, which
greatly affected the yields and enantioselectivities of the prod-
ucts. Remarkably, the matching compounds were successfully
obtained from the attempts conducted under regular condi-
tions (Scheme 4). Various C–N axes derivatives of N-aryl mal-
eimide successfully reacted with heterobiaryls 2,
accommodating a range of electron-donating and electron-
© 2024 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
withdrawing groups, resulting in good enantioselectivities and
yields (7a–7g, 43–99% yields, 93–97% ee). Surprisingly, the exo
pre-chiral substrates possessing the N–N axis, were also
compatible with the reaction, as demonstrated by two repre-
sentative examples (7h–7i, 54–83% yields, 90–93% ee).
Furthermore, the study revealed that different types of hetero-
diaryl derivatives could react with the exo substrates (7j–7k, 74–
82% yields, 95–97% ee). The absolute conguration of products
7i and 7k was determined through single-crystal X-ray diffrac-
tion analysis, while the congurations of other products were
assigned by analogy.

Gram scale reaction and synthetic transformations

In order to evaluate the scalability of the current method,
a gram scale reaction of 1a with 2a was conducted. To our
Chem. Sci., 2024, 15, 13541–13549 | 13545
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Scheme 4 Scopes of compounds 7. Standard conditions: 6 (0.1 mmol), 2 (0.12 mmol), [Ir(OMe)(1,5-cod)]2 (2.5 mol%), L2 (6 mol%), NaBArF

(10 mol%) in toluene (2.0 mL) at 80 °C under N2 for 48 h. a110 °C, 48 h. b[IrCl(1,5-cod)]2 (3.5 mol%), L2 (8.4 mol%), 110 °C, 48 h, c[IrCl(1,5-cod)]2
(3.5 mol%), L2 (8.4 mol%), 110 °C, 96 h. Isolated yield. Enantiomeric excess (ee) values were determined by chiral HPLC analysis.
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delight, with the catalyst loading reduced to 1.5 mol% based on
the ligand used, the desired product 3aa was isolated in 99%
yield (1.91 g) and 96% ee (Scheme 5). Several transformations
were then carried out to demonstrate the synthetic utility of the
Scheme 5 Gram scale reaction and synthetic transformations.

13546 | Chem. Sci., 2024, 15, 13541–13549
products obtained above. First, 3aa could be efficiently oxidized
to N-oxide 8 in 97% yield and 97% ee, without losing its enan-
tioselectivity (Scheme 5). Additionally, it was discovered that
chiral N-oxide 8 was a potential catalyst for the asymmetric
© 2024 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Fig. 1 (a) Fluorescence images of selected distal biaxial atropisomers (lex = 365 nm). (b) Absorption spectra of selected compounds in CH2Cl2
(10−3 M). (c) Emission spectra of selected compounds in CH2Cl2 (10

−3 M). (d) CD (circular dichroism) spectra of 3ai, 7e, and their enantiomers in
CH2Cl2 (10

−3 M) at room temperature. (e) CPL (circular polarized luminescence) spectra of 3ai, 7e, and their enantiomers in CH2Cl2 (10
−3 M) at

room temperature, excited at 280 nm. (f) glum (luminescence dissymmetry factor) values–wavelength curve for 3ai, 7e, and their enantiomers.
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allylation of aromatic aldehyde with allyltrichlorosilane, and
product 9 was produced in 78% yield with 70% ee (Scheme 5).35

Second, 3ca was converted into a variety of functionalized
derivatives 10, 11, and 12 through several easy-to-run coupling
reactions (Scheme 5).

Photophysical properties of products

We further investigated the photophysical properties of several
selected products to illustrate their perspectives as chiral
functional materials. Under UV light irradiation (365 nm), all
solutions revealed luminescence phenomena (Fig. 1a). First, the
UV/vis spectra of 3ai, 3ak, 3ga, 3ha, 3ia, 3la and 7e in CH2Cl2
(10−3 M) were obtained. All absorption spectra exhibited
structured absorption bands, and their absorption maxima
were observed at similar wavelengths (308–327 nm, Fig. 1b).
Next, the electronic emission spectra (Fig. 1c) of these
compounds in CH2Cl2 (10−3 M) were acquired. These
compounds display similar uorescent spectra (344–388 nm)
when excited. A remarkable red-shi was observed in 3ai, 3ak,
3la and 7e for both the absorption and emission maxima,
maybe due to the extended p-conjugated system. Then, the
chiroptical properties of the distal biaxial atropisomers 3ai, 7e
and their enantiomers were examined using circular dichroism
(CD) and circular polarized luminescence (CPL) spectroscopies.
The CD spectra of 7e and (ent)-7e was a mirror image and dis-
played clear Cotton effects at around 290 nm and 319 nm
(Fig. 1d). To our delight, 3ai, 7e and their enantiomers in
CH2Cl2 solution are CPL-active, displaying clear mirror images
at 400 nm (Fig. 1e). The luminescence dissymmetry factor (glum)
© 2024 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
was 1.1 × 10−3 for 7e and −1.0 × 10−3 for (ent)-7e respectively,
measured at emission maxima (Fig. 1f).
Conclusions

In conclusion, we developed an efficient and direct Ir(I)-cata-
lyzed asymmetric C–H alkylation procedure to synthesize
a unique distal biaxial chiral molecule with high yield and
excellent enantioselectivity through the desymmetrization
strategy. The various transformations of the products greatly
expanded the diversity of the related distal biaxial atropisomers.

According to tests, the resulting series of compounds have
good optical properties to be employed as potential chiral
organic light-emitting materials in the future. This method also
provides a unique approach for creating brand-new distal multi-
axial atropisomers.
Data availability
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