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Broad scope gold(I)-catalysed polyenyne
cyclisations for the formation of up to four
carbon–carbon bonds†

Zhouting Ronga and Antonio M. Echavarren*a,b

The polycyclisation of polyenynes catalyzed by gold(I) has been

extended for the first time to the simultaneous formation of up to

four carbon–carbon bonds, leading to steroid-like molecules with

high stereoselectivity in a single step with low catalyst loadings. In

addition to terminal alkynes, bromoalkynes can also be used as

initiators of polyene cyclisations, giving rise to synthetically useful

cyclic bromoalkenes.

Gold(I)-catalyzed cycloisomerisations of 1,n-enynes as well as
the reactions of these substrates with many nucleophiles allow
the construction of complex carbo- and heterocyclic com-
pounds by the selective activation of the alkyne in the presence
of many other functional groups.1 These transformations have
been used as the key steps in the total synthesis of diverse
natural products.2,3 In most cases, such as in substrates 1a,4

nucleophilic additions to 1,5-enynes proceed by an overall 6-
endo-dig/endo-trig process leading to the formation of cyclo-
hexenes 2a via a bicyclic gold(I) carbene intermediate.5,6

However, hydroxy-1,5-enyne 1b reacts in the presence of AuCl3
to exclusively form cyclopentene 2b by a 5-endo-dig/exo-dig
cyclisation in which the alcohol adds to the alkene with an
anti-Markovnikov regioselectivity (Scheme 1).4 Similar trans-
formations have been reported with 1,6-enynes bearing
hydroxyl7 or carboxylic acid groups at the alkenyl chain.8,9

Remarkable examples of gold(I)-catalysed cyclisations in
which up to 2–3 carbon–carbon bonds were formed had been
reported by Toste,9 Michelet,10 and by other groups.11 Thus,
the 6-exo-dig/endo-trig cyclisation of 3 with a chiral gold(I) cata-
lyst leads to tetracyclic compound 4 in a highly enantio-
selective process (Scheme 2).9,12,13 Similar intriguing is the 6-
endo-dig/endo-trig cyclisation of 5, which is terminated by trap-

ping of the cationic intermediate by the phenol to form 6.10a

Although highly ordered, concerted mechanisms have been
proposed for these polycyclisations,8 step-wise processes have
been suggested for reactions involving external nucleophiles
and in other processes.1j,3d,11a,14

Recently, the group of Gagné reported the polycyclisation of
pentanene 7 with a pincer-platinum(II) catalyst to give steroid-
like product 8 (Scheme 3).15 This fascinating transformation,
clearly reminiscent of sterol biosynthesis from squalene in bac-
teria,16 allows the formation of four C–C bonds in a single
step.17

Scheme 1 Gold(I)-catalysed intramolecular heterocyclisation of 1,5-
enynes 1a–b.4

Scheme 2 Gold(I)-catalysed polycyclisations of dienynes 3 and 5.
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We decided to explore the possibility of performing gold(I)-
catalysed cyclisations analogous to that of pentanene 7 but
with a terminal alkyne instead of an alkene to form steroid-
like products functionalised with an alkene at the A ring. As a
first step towards this goal, we studied a set of 1,5-enynes sub-
stituted with different alcohols, phenols, arenes, and hetero-
arenes as potential nucleophiles. In addition to terminal
alkynes, which were not broadly studied previously,10,18 we
decided to employ 1-bromo-1,5-enynes as the initiators of cycli-
sation. Surprisingly, bromoalkynes have seldom been used in
gold-catalysed cyclisations.19,20

At the outset, we examined the cyclisation of (E)-2,6-
dimethyldeca-1,5-dien-9-yne (9a) with gold(I) catalysts
A–F bearing electronically different bulky groups (Table 1).
In all cases, trans-fused hexahydronaphthalene 10a was
cleanly obtained as the major product after 1 h by using just
1 mol% catalyst. As we have observed before in other contexts,
the best yields were obtained with cationic gold(I) complexes
bearing very bulky biphenylphosphine ligands (Buchwald
ligands).1j,21 In this particular instance, cationic dicyclohexyl-
phosphinobiphenyl gold(I) complex C outperforms Johnphos,
t-BuXphos, and Xphos complexes A, B, and D (Table 1, entries
1–4).

Complex C (3 mol%) was used as the catalyst in the cyclisa-
tion of aryl substituted 1,5-enynes (Table 2). The reaction of
substrates 9b–f bearing electron-rich aromatic and heteroaro-
matic rings as cyclisation terminators proceeds to give pro-
ducts 10b–f as single diastereomers in good yields in all cases,
with the exception of 10c, which was obtained in 54% yield
(Table 2, entries 1–5). Similar results have been obtained with
different metal catalysts using 1,5-enynes analogous to 9b–c
with a methyl substituent at the terminal alkyne.10b,12b,13 The
trans-relative configuration was confirmed by X-ray diffraction
in the case of indole derivative 10f (Fig. 1), which has a carbon
skeleton somewhat related to that of the alkaloids aristo-
makinine and aristomakine, although for these natural pro-
ducts a cis-hexalin structure has been assigned.22 The gold(I)-
catalysed cyclisation of 1,5-enynes 9g–h substituted at C-5,
gave spirocyclic derivatives 10g–h in good to excellent yields

Table 2 Gold(I)-catalysed cyclisation of aryl or heteroaryl 1,5-enynes
9b–ha

Entry Substrate Product Yieldb (%)

1 95%

2 54%

3 79%

4 80%

5 95%

6 75%

7 98%

a Reactions carried out with catalyst C (3 mol%) in CH2Cl2 (0.1 M) at
23 °C for 1 h. b Isolated yields.

Scheme 3 Platinum(II)-catalysed polycyclisation of pentanene 7.

Table 1 Gold(I)-catalysed cyclisation of dienyne 9aa

Entry Catalyst Yieldb (%)

1 A 84
2 B 45
3 C 90
4 D 41
5 E 61
6 F 45

a Reactions carried out with 1a (0.3 mmol), catalyst (3 μmol) in CH2Cl2
(3 mL) at 23 °C for 1 h. b Isolated yields.

Communication Organic & Biomolecular Chemistry

2164 | Org. Biomol. Chem., 2017, 15, 2163–2167 This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2017

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 1

3 
ve

eb
ru

ar
 2

01
7.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 0

5.
11

.2
02

5 
6:

43
:1

3.
 

 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 
3.

0 
U

np
or

te
d 

L
ic

en
ce

.
View Article Online

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/c7ob00235a


(Table 2, entries 6 and 7). The structure of 10h was confirmed
by X-ray diffraction (Fig. 1).

We also tested several chiral gold(I) catalysts in the cyclisa-
tion of enynes 9d and 9f.23,24 However, despite the excellent
cyclisation yields, the enantioselectivities achieved with the
dinuclear gold(I) complex of [MeO–DTB–BIPHEP] in the pres-
ence of AgNTf2 were only moderate (54 and 48% ee, respect-
ively) (Scheme 4).25

The intramolecular addition of alcohols and phenols was
briefly studied with substrates 9i–k (Table 3). As expected con-
sidering the precedents,10 products 10i–k were obtained in
good to excellent yields. Spirocyclisations similar to that of 9i
to form 10i could be applied for the synthesis of analogues of
the natural product filifolinol and other more complex, bio-
logically active compounds with a spirobenzofuran structure.26

The cyclisation of 1-bromo-1,5-enynes 9l–n and 1-bromo-
1,5,9-dienyne 9o with catalyst C took place uneventfully under
the usual reaction conditions to give products 10l–o in good
yields (Table 4). These results show that bromoalkynes are per-
fectly suitable initiators of gold(I)-catalysed polycyclisations.
The final products are bromoalkenes, which could be further
functionalized by metal-catalysed cross-couplings, carbonyla-
tions, or by other methods.

The polycyclisation of trienynes 9p–q and tetraenynes 9r–s
was similarly performed with catalyst C (1–3 mol%) to give tri-
and tetracyclic compounds 10p–s (Table 5). Considering that
four C–C bonds are formed in a single step, the catalytic trans-
formations of tetraenynes 9r–s into 10r–s are quite remarkable
and comparable to that achieved by Gagné in the Pt(II)-cata-

lysed polycyclisation of pentanene 7 (Scheme 3).15,27 However,
in our case a lower catalyst loading is required and the final
tetracyclic derivatives 10r–s feature two differently substituted
double bonds. In 10s, the alkenyl bromide offers a handle for
further functionalisation of the A-ring.

Presumably, the cyclisation of 9s to give 10s proceeds by the
initial formation of gold(I)-carbene intermediate5,11 which trig-

Scheme 4 Gold(I)-catalysed enantioselective cyclisation of 9d and 9f.

Table 4 Gold(I)-catalysed cyclisation of 1-bromo-1,5-enynes 9l–oa

Entry Substrate Product Yieldb (%)

1 92%

2 88%

3 68%

4 78%

a Reactions carried out with catalyst C (3 mol%) in CH2Cl2 (0.1 M) at
23 °C for 1 h. b Isolated yields.

Fig. 1 ORTEP plot (50% thermal ellipsoids) of the crystal structure of
10f (left) and 10h (right).

Table 3 Gold(I)-catalysed cyclisation hydroxyl-cyclisation of 9i–ka

Entry Substrate Product Yieldb (%)

1 96%

2c 75%

3 89%

a Reactions carried out with catalyst C (3 mol%) in CH2Cl2 (0.1 M) at
23 °C for 1 h. b Isolated yields. c 1 mol% catalyst C.
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gers a cascade process to form secondary carbocation 12
(Scheme 5). The final tetracyclic compound 10s is then formed
by Wagner–Meerwein 1,2 H and Me migrations,15,28 followed
by the proton elimination and protonolysis of the alkenyl-gold(I)
bond.

In summary, building upon previous studies,9,10 we have
extended the polycyclisation of polyenynes up to the simul-
taneous formation of four C–C bonds. These reactions are per-
formed under mild conditions with low catalyst loadings
(1–3 mol%) of a cationic dicyclohexylphosphinobiphenyl
gold(I)complex with a weakly coordinating acetonitrile ligand.
In addition to terminal alkynes, we have also found that bromo-
alkynes can be used as the initiators of polyene cyclisations,
leading to synthetically useful cyclic bromoalkenes. Further
work on the development of broad scope and practical
solutions of the asymmetric polycyclisation of polyeneynes is
underway.
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