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First example of a palladium catalyzed coupling reaction
between cationic porphyrins and alkynyls in aqueous medium
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Abstract—The first example of the palladium catalyzed (Sonogashira) carbon–carbon coupling reaction in aqueous medium
between 5,10,15-tri-(4-N-methylpyridyl)-20-(4-bromophenyl)-porphyrin and a variety of terminal alkynyls is reported.
� 2005 Published by Elsevier Ltd.
Porphyrin derivatives have received much attention over
the past decades for applications in material sciences,
optics and catalysis and as photosensitizers for the photo-
dynamic therapy (PDT) of various medical conditions.1

Positively-charged water-soluble porphyrins exhibit
preferential uptake by mitochondria and high binding
affinity for DNA, rendering them of particular interest
for photodynamic applications. The extent of their cyto-
toxicity is directly related to their intracellular distribu-
tion pattern, which in turn can be modulated by the
nature of moieties attached to the chromophore core
structure.2

Conventional methods to prepare cationic porphyrins
involve the use of aldehyde and pyrrole in organic acid
at reflux.3 However the extreme reaction conditions to
form the porphyrin macrocycle are often incompatible
with the stability of sensitive substituents. The Lindsey
method,4 which proceeds under relative mild conditions,
failed to afford pyridyl porphyrins probably due to the
poor solubility of the heterocyclic aldehyde precursor.5

Modification of the porphyrin periphery after condensa-
tion is an attractive alternative approach to overcome
such problems. In particular, the use of palladium cata-
lyzed carbon–carbon bond formation permits the prep-
aration of a large variety of substituted porphyrins.
Furthermore, the latter method can be rendered com-
patible with green chemistry conditions.6 In addition
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to being non-toxic, the use of water as a reaction med-
ium has the advantages to facilitate the separation of
products and the recovery of catalyst. The use of water
has the disadvantage that either substrate or catalyst
may be insoluble under the reaction conditions. This
problem can be solved through the use of water soluble
ligands, phase-transfer catalysts or new heterogeneous
catalyst systems.7 To our knowledge the modification
of cationic porphyrins in aqueous medium has not been
reported previously. Here we explore various procedures
to prepare water soluble, positively-charged meso-phe-
nyl porphyrins, based on the Sonogashira cross-cou-
pling reaction both in organic solvent and aqueous
medium.

The 5,10,15-tri-(pyridyl)-20-(4-bromophenyl)-porphyrin
(1), that is, the precursor for the palladium catalyzed
carbon–carbon cross-coupling reaction, was prepared
in 3–5% yield by a modified, published procedures3

involving the stoichiometric condensation of 4-pyridine-
carboxaldehyde, 4-bromobenzaldehyde and pyrrole in
refluxing propionic acid, followed by purification over
silica gel. In view of the low yield obtained for the prep-
aration of such porphyrins, efficient, high yield proce-
dures are required for further modifications. We
explored two different routes to synthesize the water sol-
uble tri-cationic porphyrin 4 (Scheme 1). The first proce-
dure involves the palladium-catalyzed coupling reaction
of 1 in organic solvent to yield 2, followed by alkylation
of the meso-pyridyl nitrogens to give 4. In the second
procedure alkylation of 1 to give 2 is done prior to the
coupling step to yield 4, which is accomplished in aque-
ous medium. Both methods have their advantages and

mailto:johan.e.vanlier@USherbrooke.ca


N

N N

N

Ar1

Ar1Ar1

Br

N

N N

N

Ar1

Ar1Ar1

Pd

"Organic

solvent"

Alkynyl

N

N N

N

Ar2

Ar2Ar2

Br

N

N N

N

Ar2

Ar2Ar2

Pd

"Aqueous

Media"

Alkynyl

Alkylation

Alkylation

Ar1 = Pyridyl

Ar2 = N-Methylpyrydinium

M M

M M

R

R

M = Zn, Ni or H2

R = see table 1 and 2

1 2

3 4

Scheme 1.

Table 1. Sonogashira coupling reaction of porphyrin 1 and alkyne to
yield 2 in organic solvent

Compound M Alkyne Time (h) Yield (%)a

2a Zn Phenylacetylene 4 74
2b Ni Phenylacetylene 24 60
2c H2 Phenylacetylene 6 48
2d Zn 1-Hexadecyne 5 63
2e Ni 1-Hexadecyne 24 40
2f Zn 3-Butyn-1-ol 5 58
2g Zn Ethynylferrocene 5 83
2h Zn 10-Undecynoic acid 5 67

Reaction conditions: Pd2dba3/P(t-Bu)3 in DMF and Et3N at 90 �C.
a Isolated yield.

Table 2. Sonogashira reaction of porphyrin 3 and phenylacetylene to
yield 4 in aqueous media

Compound Metal Alkyne Time (h) Yield (%)a

4a Ni Phenylacetylene 24 45
4b Ni 3-Butyn-1-ol 24 52
4c Zn Phenylacetylene 3 62
4d Zn 3-Butyn-1-ol 3 68
4e H2 Phenylacetylene 5 55

Reaction conditions: Pd(OAc)2/TPPTS in H2O/CH3CN (1:1, v/v) and
Na2CO3 at 60–70 �C.
a Isolated yield.
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disadvantages. For example, the latter procedure avoids
possible decomposition of the organic moieties during
alkylation, while the conventional, organic solvent pro-
cedure yields products that can be readily purified by sil-
ica gel chromatography.

We previously reported the coupling of 5-(4-iodophen-
yl)-10,15,20-triphenylporphyrin zinc with phenylacetyl-
ene and 3-butyn-1-ol using Cl2(TPP)2Pd/CuI in DMF
containing Et3N (2–4 h, room temperature).8 Using the
same conditions 5,10,15-tri-(pyridyl)-20-(4-bromophen-
yl)-porphyrin nickel (1) failed to yield any product, even
at elevated temperature (100 �C). We then investigated
the reactivity of several established and new palladium
catalyst systems9 in DMF/Et3N at different tempera-
tures. Most of them, including Pd(PPh3)4/CuI, [PdCl(al-
lyl)]2/CuI, PdCl2(dppf), Cl2(PPh3)2Pd/CuI, Pd(PPh3)4/
Ag and Pd2(dba)3/AsPh3, failed to provide any or very
little coupling products. At higher temperature, the de-
sired compounds were detectable by HPLC but yields
were low (<5%). Evidently stronger catalysts and high
temperatures (90 �C) are required for this reaction to
proceed. Recently palladium catalyst with electron rich,
bulky tri-t-Bu phosphine ligand was shown to exhibit
unusual high reactivity at room temperature.9,10 Using
Pd2(dba)3/P(t-Bu)3, we were able to couple porphyrin
1 with a number of alkynes to give 2a–h in 40–60% yield
after silica gel column chromatography in THF/CH2Cl2
(Table 1). Reaction progress and purity (>95%) of the
final products were confirmed by HPLC after alkylation
of products with CH3I (PRP reversed-phase, 10 mM
TFA/TEA buffer in CH3CN).

Changing the central metal ion from nickel to zinc sub-
stantially affect the reactivity of the porphyrin and con-
sequently the yield of the coupling reaction (Table 1).
The choice of co-catalyst was also critical since certain
metal ions, such as copper, readily insert in the core of
non-metallated porphyrins. Indeed our optimized condi-
tion does not require any co-catalyst. Using identical
conditions, the reaction with the zinc porphyrin is faster,
cleaner and provides better yields as compared to the
nickel porphyrin. Metal free porphyrin was also studied
and shown to exhibit a slightly lower reactivity than the
zinc porphyrin, likely due to its low solubility (Table 1).

Next we turned our attention to the use of palladium
catalyst in homogenous aqueous media (Table 2). In
addition to the advantages associated with the use of
an environmentally-friendly solvent, the mild reaction
conditions permit the use of a wider selection of organic
and bioactive moieties to couple to the porphyrin core
and the use of less sensitive catalysts. In a 1:1 mixture
of H2O/CH3CN with K2CO3 using the TPPTS/
Pd(OAc)2 catalyst system,11 the reaction between the
5,10,15-tri-(4-N-methylpyridyl)-20-(4-bromophenyl)-
porphyrins (3) and phenylacetylene afforded the desired
coupling compounds 4a–e in good yield (Table 2). Prod-
ucts 4a–e were purified >95% by reversed phase column
chromatography (Sepra SDB-L, 255 Å, Phenomenex)
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and their homogeneity was confirmed by HPLC as de-
scribed above. In an effort to further improve the yield,
various other ligands were evaluated including TPPTS
to TPPDS, TXPTS and 1,2-bis(di-4-sulfonatophenyl-
phosphino) benzene tetrasodium salt.12 In all cases this
resulted in loss of the catalytic activity. Interestingly,
the effect of the central metal ion on the reactivity of
the methylated (water soluble) and non-methylated por-
phyrins was found to be similar (Zn � H2 > Ni) (Tables
1 and 2). Assigned structures of all new compounds were
confirmed by 1H NMR (300 MHz) in DMSO-d6 and
HRMS (MALDI-TOF).13

In summary, our results confirm the versatility of the
Sonogashira cross-coupling reaction for the preparation
of cationic porphyrins with terminal alkyne groups. We
also demonstrate for the first time that such cationic
porphyrins can be modified in good yield using the same
coupling reaction in aqueous medium. These milder,
aqueous reaction conditions provide for an interesting
alternative approach to prepare libraries of cationic por-
phyrins with a wide range of biological applications,
particularly for PDT.
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(M+H) for C48H38N7OZn calcd: 792.2429. Found:
792.6874. Compound 4e: MS m/z (M+H) for C52H40N7

calcd: 762.3245. Found: 762.2168. 1H NMR spectra of
compounds 4 were similar to those of the corresponding
non-methylated compounds 2, except for the characteristic
singlet of the CH3 protons around d 4.68 (s, 9H).
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