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Abstract: A versatile strategy for the enantioselective synthesis of a benzo[c]oxepine structural core
containing natural secondary metabolites was developed. The key steps of the synthetic approach
include ring-closing alkene metathesis for seven-member ring construction, the Suzuki–Miyaura
cross-coupling reaction for the installation of the double bond and Katsuki–Sharpless asymmetric
epoxidation for the introduction of chiral centers. The first total synthesis and absolute configuration
assignment of heterocornol D (3a) were achieved. Four stereoisomers, 3a, ent-3a, 3b and ent-3b, of
this natural polyketide were prepared, starting with 2,6-dihydroxy benzoic acid and divinyl carbinol.
The absolute and relative configuration of heterocornol D was assigned via single-crystal X-ray
analysis. The extension of the described synthetic approach is further presented with the synthesis of
heterocornol C by applying the ether group reduction method to the lactone.
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1. Introduction

Marine organisms are interesting sources of new biologically and therapeutically active
compounds [1]. Over the last several decades, many polyketide-type secondary metabolites
of fungal origin have been evaluated [2]. Polyketides containing a salicylic/benzylic alcohol
structural fragment have been shown to exhibit diverse biological activities [3–7]. Recently,
Huang, Han and coworkers [8] described twelve new salicylaldehyde-type polyketide
derivatives obtained from a marine-sponge-associated fungus Pestalotiopsis heterocornis.
Among these compounds, bicyclic benzo[c]oxepines such as heterocornols C, D, G (1–3)
and H (4) were identified (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Structure of the secondary metabolites 1–4 from Pestalotiopsis heterocornis.

The structure of natural compounds 1–4 was determined based on detailed spectro-
scopic data. The configuration of the C-3 and C-1′ centers in heterocornol H (4) were
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identified as anti by comparing the 13C NMR data of the putative structure of xylarinol
B [8,9]. In addition, all the isolated metabolites were evaluated via MTT assay for their cyto-
toxic activity against four human cancer cell lines (BGC-823, H460, PC-3 and SMMC-7721).
Compounds 1, 2 and 4 showed moderate cytotoxicity, with IC50 values in the 15–100 µM
range, with adriamycin assayed as a positive control. The antifungal properties of the
isolated derivatives appeared to be dependent on the presence of the pent-4-ene-2,3-diol
fragment. Derivatives 1 and 4 showed moderate antifungal activity against Candida parap-
silosis and Cryptococcus neofromans at a concentration of 100 µg/mL. The promising results
of the preliminary SAR study of P. heterocosnis metabolites encouraged us to develop a
synthetic strategy for these natural compounds containing a benzo[c]oxepine skeleton.

2. Results and Discussion

To determine the relative and absolute configurations of the isolated heterocornols
(1–4), we propose a flexible strategy for the synthesis of all possible stereoisomers of 3.
Herein, we report a synthetic route for the construction of the benzo[c]oxepine skeleton.
The synthesis of all stereoisomers of heterocornol D (3) (3a, 3b, ent-3a and ent-3b) with a
relative C3-C1′ syn-/anti-configuration is described. The utilized strategy is depicted in
Scheme 1.
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In general, the key operation in synthesis is the construction of an oxepine-1-one ring
via ring-closing metathesis. The substrate, optically pure diene 16, having the defined
configuration of the alkyl fragment, can be obtained via the re-esterification of the aromatic
ester 8 with partially protected diol 14. The following styrene 8 can be prepared via Suzuki–
Miyaura coupling starting with triflate 7, which, in turn, is available from 2,6-dihydroxy-
benzoic acid 5. The applicability of this strategy in the preparation of all stereoisomers of
the targeted natural products is ensured through the Sharpless asymmetric epoxidation of
divinyl carbinol 9 [10,11] and the eventual Mitsunobu inversion of the epoxide 10, affording
both diastereomers syn and anti, respectively.

In addition, the proposed strategy could be utilized in the preparation of other natural
heterocornols, (1), (2) and (4), involving selective reduction of the lactone 3, the introduction
of the prenyl group at carbon C-6 and/or hydrogenation of the C4-C5 double bond. Conse-
quently, styrene 8 was readily prepared from commercially available 2,6-dihydroxy-benzoic
acid 5 in three steps, using the literature protocols (Scheme 2) [12].
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Scheme 2. Synthesis of styrene 8.

The synthesis of the alkyl fragments, utilizing Katsuki–Sharpless asymmetric epoxi-
dation (SAE), was employed for the desymmetrization of partially MOM-protected diols
14, starting with commercially available prochiral divinyl carbinol 9 (Scheme 3a) [10–13].
Based on our previous work [14], we showed that anti-diastereomeric epoxides 10 and
ent-10 are readily available via SAE using cumene hydroperoxide (CHP) as an oxidant in
good yields and high enantiopurities (71%/>99% ee and 69%/>99% ee, respectively) [15].
See Supplementary Materials for HPLC analysis (Figures S70–S73). All subsequent steps in
the syntheses of both enantiomers, 14a/ent-14a, were carried out in parallel.
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Scheme 3. Synthesis of partially MOM-protected diols 14a, 14b, ent-14a and ent-14b.

As follows, the protection of the free hydroxyl group of 10/ent-10 with tert-butyl-
dimethyl chlorosilane and imidazole in dichloromethane produced 11/ent-11 in a 97%/92%
yield (Scheme 3a). Following the reduction of epoxides 11/ent-11 with lithium-triethyl-
borohydride-furnished silyl-protected diols 12/ent-12 (90%/88%) (Scheme 3b), the first
key fragments—compounds 14a/ent-14a—were obtained in a two-step sequence. First,
the protection of the C2-OH group of 12/ent-12 with methoxymethyl chloride was per-
formed, followed by removal of the TBS-protecting group using TBAF in tetrahydrofuran.
This sequence provided partially MOM-protected anti-diols 14a and ent-14a in 76% and
75% yields (over two steps), respectively. The diastereomeric syn-diols 14b/ent-14b were
prepared from anti-diols 14a/ent-14a using the Mitsunobu inversion reaction at the C3
centers (Scheme 3c). Thus, the treatment of 14a/ent-14a with the mixture of p-nitrobenzoic
acid, diethyl azodicarboxylate and triphenylphosphine produced fully protected diols
15/ent-15, which, upon subsequent basic hydrolysis with potassium carbonate, afforded
syn-diastereomers 14b and ent-14b in good yields (54% and 64% over two steps).
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With both key fragments in hand, the aromatic and alkyl fragments were coupled using
a re-esterification reaction. In this manner, the reaction of the previously prepared styrene 8
with the corresponding alcohols 14 and sodium hydride in THF at 0 ◦C for 2 h provided the
benzoates 16 in good yields (16a/80%, ent-16a/79%, 16b/85%, ent-16b/71%), after work-up
and purification using MPLC (Scheme 4a,b). The key reaction for the construction of the
benzoxepinone skeleton was ring-closing alkene metathesis. Thus, the treatment of the
dienes 16 with the Grubbs catalyst (second generation, 0.13 equiv) in toluene at reflux for
24 h provided benzoxepine-1-ones 17a, ent-17a, 17b and ent-17b in 73%, 82%, 71% and 84%
yields, respectively. The final deprotection of the methoxymethyl group via acidic hydroly-
sis using Dowex in iso-propanol furnished the target heterocornols (3). The purification of
the crude products via MPLC (5 min gradient from Hex to Hex/EtOAc = 75/25) provided
the desired products 3a (89%,

[
α]25

D + 479.9 (c 0.39, MeOH)), ent-3a (82%,
[
α]25

D − 463.7
(c 0.35, MeOH)), 3b (84%,

[
α]25

D − 391.9 (c 0.65, MeOH)) and ent-3b (80%,
[
α]25

D + 394.7
(c 0.95, MeOH)) as colorless oils solidifying at −3 ◦C (Scheme 4).
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The following NMR analysis of the prepared final compounds showed very good
agreement of the 1H and 13C spectral data for the synthetic derivatives 3a and ent-3a with
those obtained from the natural source, confirming the constitution of heterocornol D
(3). The relative and absolute configurations of natural compound 3 were confirmed in
a single-crystal X-ray analysis. See Supplementary Materials for X-ray data (Figures S1–
S3, Tables S1 and S2). The colorless needles suitable for single-crystal X-ray analysis
were isolated after MPLC purification and recrystallisation of the intermediate ent-17a
(EtOAc/n-heptane = 1/25). Accordingly, the benzo[c]oxepin-1-one structure with 1′,3-anti-
alignment and (1′R,3S)-absolute configuration of the compound ent-17a were confirmed
(Figure 2) [16]. Considering the positive sign of the rotation of the plane of polarized
light for the stereoisomer 3a, the structure of the natural heterocornol D (3) was assigned
as having 1′,3-anti-alignment. The (1′S,3R)-absolute configuration was also established,
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despite the fact that the value of specific rotation
[
α]25

D + 479.9 (c 0.39, MeOH) of the
synthetic sample 3a differed from the literature value

[
α]20

D + 75 (c 0.20, MeOH) [8] of
natural 3.
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Moreover, the compound ent-17a was evaluated for a three-dimensional Hirshfeld
surface. Furthermore, the calculated electrostatic potential on the Hirshfeld surface is
shown in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. View of the three-dimensional Hirshfeld surface of ent-17a, plotted over dnorm in the range
−0.1978 to 1.2511 a.u. (top), and the electrostatic potential on the Hirshfeld surface (bottom).

The deep-red spots on the dnorm Hirshfeld surfaces indicate close contact interactions,
which are mainly responsible for the significant intermolecular C–H···O hydrogen-bonding
interactions. The red and blue colors on the electrostatic potential of the Hirshfeld surface
show the donor (red) and acceptor (blue) parts of the molecule for the formation of inter-
molecular interactions. The results of the electrostatic potential on the Hirshfeld surface
confirm the existence of C–H···O hydrogen-bonding interactions in the crystal structure of
ent-17a. The analysis of the experimentally obtained Hirshfeld surface of ent-17a directly
indicates the capacity for intermolecular interactions in future docking analysis.
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To further extend the applicability of the described synthetic approach, an additional
investigation for the synthesis of heterocornol C (1) was carried out. Since the relative and
absolute configurations of natural compound 1 have not been described in the literature,
we aimed to prepare both syn and anti-isomers of heterocornol C (1). Thus, synthesis was
proposed utilizing the lactone reduction method, starting with the synthetic heterocornol
D (3a). After trialing a few methods and optimization steps, we succeeded in the reduction
of the lactone group of 3a to the ether 1 using a modified literature method (this is an
extension to substrates having free OH groups) [17]. The two-step procedure, utilizing
potassium tetrakis[3,5-bis(trifluoromethyl)phenyl]borate as a catalyst and phenylsilane as
a reducing agent, following treatment of the reaction mixture with TBAF, provided natural
compound 1 in a 38% yield (Scheme 5).
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Subsequently, the configuration of natural 1 was established through a comparison of
the NMR data and optical rotation of synthetic 1 with the reported data of the isolated nat-
ural compound. See Supplementary Materials for NMR (Figures S4–S69, Tables S3 and S4).
The sign and value of specific rotation

[
α]25

D + 57.5 (c 0.3, MeOH) of the synthetic sample
1 and perfect match of the NMR spectra confirmed the anti-1′S,3R configuration of the
natural heterocornol C (1) (see [8]:

[
α]20

D + 80 (c 0.30, MeOH)).
To reliably prove the relative configuration of 1, we also prepared its diastereomer 18b

in a 36% yield by applying the same synthetic procedure. The comparison of the NMR data
of the synthetic syn-isomer 18b with the natural 1 data showed large discrepancies in the
shifts of the oxepine ring and C-1′ and C-3 proton signals in the 1H NMR spectrum, thus
confirming the anti-alignment of the substituents of natural 1.

3. Materials and Methods

Commercial materials which were obtained from Merck (https://www.sigmaaldrich.
com/, Bratislava, Slovakia, accessed on 16 June 2023), Alfa Aesar (https://www.alfa.com/,
curently: Thermo Fisher, Kandel, Germany, accessed on 16 June 2023) or Thermo Fisher
Scientific (https://www.thermofisher.com/, Waltham, MA USA, accessed on 16 June 2023)
were used without further purification. Reactions were monitored using TLC on silica
gel. Compound purification was undertaken by flash chromatography. All solvents were
distilled before use. Hexanes refer to the fraction boiling at 60–65 ◦C.

Melting points were obtained using a Boecius apparatus and are uncorrected. Optical
rotations were measured with a JASCO P-2000 polarimeter and are given in units of
10−1 deg·cm2·g−1. FTIR spectra were obtained using a Nicolet 5700 spectrometer (Thermo
Electron, currently: Thermo Fisher Scientific, Waltham, MA, USA) equipped with a Smart
Orbit (diamond crystal ATR) accessory using the reflectance technique (400–4000 cm−1).

https://www.sigmaaldrich.com/
https://www.sigmaaldrich.com/
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https://www.thermofisher.com/
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1H and 13C NMR spectra were recorded using either a 300 (75) MHz Unity Inova or a 600
(151) MHz VNMRS spectrometer from Varian. Standard chemical shifts are referenced to
the corresponding solvent residual peaks (CDCl3: δH 7.26 ppm, δC 77.16 ppm; CD3OD:
δH 3.31 ppm, δH 49.00 ppm; DMSO-d6: δH 2.50 ppm, δH 39.52 ppm) or tetramethylsilane
(TMS) as an internal standard. High-resolution mass spectra (HRMS) were recorded
with an OrbitrapVelos mass spectrometer (Thermo Scientific, currently: Thermo Fisher
Scientific, Waltham, MA, USA) with a heated electrospray ionization (HESI) source. The
mass spectrometer was operated with full scan (50–2000 amu) in the positive or negative
FT mode (at a resolution of 100,000). The analyte was dissolved in MeOH and infused via a
syringe pump at a rate of 5 mL/min. The heated capillary was maintained at 275 ◦C with a
source heater temperature of 50 ◦C, and the sheath, auxiliary, and sweep gases were used
at 10, 5, and 0 units, respectively. The source voltage was set to 3.5 kV. Flash column liquid
chromatography (FLC) was undertaken on silica gel Kieselgel 60 (40–63 µm, 230–400 mesh),
and analytical thin-layer chromatography (TLC) was performed on aluminum plates pre-
coated with either 0.2 mm (DC-Alufolien, Merck Life Science, Bratislava, Slovakia) or
0.25 mm silica gel 60 F254 (ALUGRAM SIL G/UV254, Macherey-Nagel, Dueren, Germany).
The compounds were visualized using UV fluorescence and by dipping the plates into an
aqueous H2SO4 solution of cerium sulfate/ammonium molybdate, followed by charring
with a heat gun.

The data collection and cell refinement of ent-17a were performed with a SuperNova
diffractometer using a CCD detector Atlas S2 and a micro-focus sealed tube with mirror-
collimated CuKα radiation (λ = 1.54184 Å). The structure was solved using the Superflip
program and refined using the full-matrix least-squares procedure of the Independent Atom
Model (IAM) with Shelxl (ver. 2018/3) [18,19]. The Hirshfeld Atom Refinement (HAR)
method was carried out using the IAM model as a starting point. The wave function was
calculated using ORCA 4.2.0 software with the basic set def2-TZVP and hybrid exchange–
correlation functional PBE0 [20–22]. The least-squares refinement of the HAR model was
then carried out with Olex2.refine (ver. 1.5-alpha) [23]. The NoSpherA2 implementation
of HAR was used for tailor-made aspherical atomic factors calculated on-the-fly using a
Hirshfeld-partitioned electron density [24]. For the HAR approach, all hydrogen atoms were
accurately anisotropic, using restraints on the X-H distances of the neutron structures [25].
The structure was drawn using the OLEX2 package [26]. The absolute configuration of the
ent-17a stereoisomer was determined using the Parsons and Hooft methods [27,28]. The
software CrystalExplorer [29] (version 21.5) was used to calculate the Hirshfeld surface,
electrostatic potentials, and associated fingerprint plots [30–32].

4. Conclusions

In summary, we developed a synthetic strategy for the enantioselective construction
of a benzo[c]oxepine framework of natural Pestalotiopsis heterocornis metabolites. The key
features of the strategy employ the ring-closing metathesis of diene for the assembly of the
oxepinone ring and the Sharpless asymmetric epoxidation of allyl alcohol. The applicability
of this approach was demonstrated through the synthesis of naturally occurring hetero-
cornol D. Four stereoisomers of this secondary metabolite were prepared from prochiral
divinyl carbinol and 2,2-dihydroxy benzoic acid. The absolute configuration of the natural
stereoisomer was established based on the single-crystal X-ray analysis of the intermediate
ent-17a. The (R)-9-hydroxy-3-((S)-1′-hydroxyethyl)benzo[c]oxepin-1(3H)-one (+)-3a was
identified as the naturally occurring heterocornol D (3) based on the comparison of the
specific rotation and NMR spectroscopic data. In addition, the synthesis of heterocornol
C (1) was achieved by extending the synthetic route using the lactone group reduction
method with the prepared heterocornol D (3). Finally, the presented approach can provide
access to other natural benzo[c]oxepine-derived polyketides that show improved properties
for their evaluation as potential drugs.
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14. Markovič, M.; Koóš, P.; Sokoliová, S.; Boháčiková, N.; Vyskočil, T.; Moncol’, J.; Gracza, T. A universal strategy for polyketide
synthesis. Total synthesis of agropyrenol, sordarial and heterocornol A and B. J. Org. Chem. 2022, 87, 15947–15962. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

15. For comparison of optical rotation with known literature values, see refs [10–13].
16. CCDC-2222838 and 2222839 contain the supplementary crystallographic data for this paper. These data can be obtained free of charge

from The Cambridge Crystallographic Data Centre via www.ccdc.cam.ac.uk/data_request/cif (accessed on 28 November 2022).

https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/ijms241210331/s1
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/ijms241210331/s1
https://doi.org/10.1039/C4NP00060A
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25122538
https://doi.org/10.1021/bk-2007-0955.ch001
https://doi.org/10.3390/md21010019
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/36662192
https://doi.org/10.1039/c3np70076c
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tet.2014.10.056
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.phytol.2015.02.013
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.jnatprod.8b00983
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.phytochem.2017.06.009
https://doi.org/10.1002/asia.201301647
https://doi.org/10.1021/ja00239a036
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0040-4020(01)96130-7
https://doi.org/10.1039/b603931f
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16786099
https://doi.org/10.1021/jo000933d
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11101383
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.joc.2c02092
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/36378998
www.ccdc.cam.ac.uk/data_request/cif


Int. J. Mol. Sci. 2023, 24, 10331 9 of 9

17. Rysak, V.; Dixit, R.; Trivelli, X.; Merle, M.; Agbossou-Niedercorn, F.; Vanka, K.; Michon, C. Catalytic reductive deoxygenation
of esters to ethers driven by hydrosilane activation through non-covalent interactions with a fluorinated borate salt. Catal. Sci.
Technol. 2020, 10, 4586–4592. [CrossRef]

18. Palatinus, L.; Chapuis, G. SUPERFLIP—A computer program for the solution of crystal structures by charge flipping in arbitrary
dimensions. J. Appl. Crystallogr. 2007, 40, 786–790. [CrossRef]

19. Sheldrick, G.M. Crystal structure refinement with SHELXL. Acta Crystallogr. 2015, 71, 3–8. [CrossRef]
20. Neese, F. Software update: The ORCA program system, version 4.0. WIREs. Comput. Mol. Sci. 2018, 8, e1327. [CrossRef]
21. Weigend, F.; Ahlrichs, R. Balanced basis sets of split valence, triple zeta valence and quadruple zeta valence quality for H to Rn:

Design and assessment of accuracy. Phys. Chem. Chem. Phys. 2005, 7, 3297–3305. [CrossRef]
22. Adamo, C.; Barone, V. Toward reliable density functional methods without adjustable parameters: The PBE0 model. J. Chem.

Phys. 1999, 110, 6158–6169. [CrossRef]
23. Bourhis, L.J.; Dolomanov, O.; Gildea, R.I.; Howard, J.A.K.; Puschmann, H. The anatomy of a comprehensive constrained,

restrained refinement program for the modern computing environment—Olex2 dissected. Acta Crystallogr. 2015, 71, 59–75.
[CrossRef]

24. Kleemiss, F.; Dolomanov, O.; Bodensteiner, M.; Peyerimhoff, N.; Midgley, L.; Bourhis, L.J.; Genomi, A.; Malaspina, L.A.;
Jayalitaka, D.; Spencer, J.L.; et al. Accurate crystal structures and chemical properties from NoSpherA2. Chem. Sci. 2021, 12,
1675–1692. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

25. Allen, F.H.; Bruno, I.J. Bond lengths in organic and metal-organic compounds revisited: X—H bond lengths from neutron
diffraction data. Acta Crystallogr. 2010, 66, 380–386. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

26. Dolomanov, O.; Bourhis, L.J.; Gildea, R.I.; Howard, J.A.K.; Puschmann, H. OLEX2: A complete structure solution, refinement and
analysis program. J. Appl. Crystallogr. 2009, 42, 339–341. [CrossRef]

27. Parsons, S.; Flack, H.D.; Wagner, T. Use of intensity quotients and differences in absolute structure refinement. Acta Crystallogr.
2013, 69, 249–259. [CrossRef]

28. Hooft, R.W.; Straver, L.H.; Spek, A.L. Determination of absolute structure using Bayesian statistics on Bijvoet differences. J. Appl.
Crystallogr. 2008, 41, 96–103. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

29. Spackman, P.R.; Turner, M.J.; McKinnon, J.J.; Wolff, S.K.; Grimwood, D.J.; Jayalitaka, D.; Spackman, M.A. CrystalExplorer:
A program for Hirshfeld surface analysis, visualization and quantitative analysis of molecular crystals. J. Appl. Crystallogr. 2021,
54, 1006–1011. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

30. Spackman, M.A.; Jayalitaka, D. Hirshfeld surface analysis. CrystEngComm 2009, 11, 19–32. [CrossRef]
31. McKinnon, J.J.; Spackman, M.A.; Mitchell, A.S. Novel tools for visualizing and exploring intermolecular interactions in molecular

crystals. Acta Crystallogr. 2004, 60, 627–668. [CrossRef]
32. Spackman, M.A.; Mckinnon, J.J.; Jayalitaka, D. Analysis of the compression of molecular crystal structures using Hirshfeld

surfaces. CrystEngComm 2008, 10, 368–376. [CrossRef]

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

https://doi.org/10.1039/D0CY00775G
https://doi.org/10.1107/S0021889807029238
https://doi.org/10.1107/S2053229614024218
https://doi.org/10.1002/wcms.1327
https://doi.org/10.1039/b508541a
https://doi.org/10.1063/1.478522
https://doi.org/10.1107/S2053273314022207
https://doi.org/10.1039/D0SC05526C
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34163928
https://doi.org/10.1107/S0108768110012048
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20484809
https://doi.org/10.1107/S0021889808042726
https://doi.org/10.1107/S2052519213010014
https://doi.org/10.1107/S0021889807059870
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19461838
https://doi.org/10.1107/S1600576721002910
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34188619
https://doi.org/10.1039/B818330A
https://doi.org/10.1107/S0108768104020300
https://doi.org/10.1039/B715494A

	Introduction 
	Results and Discussion 
	Materials and Methods 
	Conclusions 
	References and Notes

