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Abstract: Recent advance on asymmetric hydrogenation of aro-
matic carbocyclic rings and thiophenes has been described with the
chiral ruthenium catalyst. It represents a great breakthrough in the
area of asymmetric hydrogenation as well as opens up a new path-
way for the facile synthesis of valuable optically active carbocyclic
rings and dihydro- and tetrahydrothiophenes.
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As one of the most atom-economic and efficient ap-
proaches for the construction of enantioenriched chiral
compounds, the transition-metal-catalyzed asymmetric
hydrogenation of aromatic compounds has been imple-
mented successfully with excellent enantioselectivity.1–5

Despite impressive progress to date, the challenge still re-
mains to be overcome in this research field, especially for
aromatic carbocyclic rings and thiophenes. The pervasive
problem existing in these two kinds of substrates includes
highly stabilized aromatic structure which might hinder
asymmetric hydrogenation. Moreover, the weak coordi-
nation ability of aromatic carbocyclic ring would not be
beneficial to combine with catalyst to facilitate hydroge-
nation. Importantly, the poor discrimination of enantio-
topic faces for the reduction of aromatic carbocyclic
compounds might lead to poor enantioselectivity. In sharp
comparison with aromatic carbocyclic compounds, the
strong S-coordination ability of thiophenes and their cor-
responding products might poison the catalyst. Besides,
the thiophenes are susceptible to hydrodesulfurization
which is an important industrial process for the petroleum
and other fossil fuel feedstock.6–9 Though difficulties per-
sist, chemists continue to make progress in this field. Until
very recently, the ice of asymmetric hydrogenation of ar-
omatic carbocyclic rings and thiophenes was broken by
Glorius10,11 and Kuwano,12 respectively. Herein, the sig-
nificance of their results is summarized.

In 2003, the Borowski group found that the bis(dihydro-
gen) ruthenium complex [RuH2(η

2-H2)2(PCy3)2] allowed
for the regioselective hydrogenation of N-heteroaromatic
compounds, providing the products with carbocyclic ring
reduced.13,14 Inspired by this finding, Glorius and co-
workers proposed the regioselective and asymmetric hy-
drogenation of the quinoxalines to give the 5,6,7,8-tetra-

hydroquinoxalines in the presence of suitable chiral NHC
ligands which have exhibited powerful ability in the or-
ganic synthesis (Scheme 1).10,15–23

Scheme 1  Some challenges for the asymmetric hydrogenation of
aromatic carbocyclic rings and thiophenes

It is noteworthy that the choice of the N-heterocyclic car-
bene (NHC) ligand played a decisive role in the regiose-
lective hydrogenation. The L1 with aryl substituents only
provided 1,2,3,4-tetrahydro-quinoxaline 3a. Interestingly,
using L2 containing alkyl substituents as ligand complete-
ly reversed the regioselectivity of hydrogenation and the
aromatic carbocyclic ring was selectively hydrogenated to
deliver the 5,6,7,8-tetrahydroquinoxaline 2a (Scheme 2).

These results stimulated Glorius and co-workers to ex-
plore the chiral NHC ligands for the regioselective and
asymmetric hydrogenation of the 6-substituted 2,3-diphe-
nylquinoxalines. Therefore, various chiral NHC ligands
and other reaction parameters were systematically inves-
tigated. The chiral 1-(1-naphthyl)ethylamine derived li-
gand L5 was the most favorable ligand in view of
regioselectivity and enantioselectivity (Scheme 3). Under
the optimized conditions, the various 6-alkyl-substituted
quinoxalines were reduced smoothly with high regiose-
lectivity, although the length of chain had a little influence
on enantioselectivity (80–88% ee). Nevertheless, replace-
ment of the alkyl substituent by phenyl resulted in moder-
ate enantioselectivity. Unfortunately, when the subtituent
position was changed from the 6- to the 5-position, the en-
antioselectivity was dramatically decreased albeit with
excellent reactivity and regioselectivity.

1. stabilized aromatic structure
2. weak coordination ability
3. poor discrimination of enantiotopic faces

1. stabilized aromatic structure
2. strong S-coordination ability
3. hydrodesulfurization/hydrogenolysis
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Very recently, Kuwano and co-workers documented an-
other significant asymmetric hydrogenation of aromatic
carbocyclic rings, naphthalenes (Scheme 4).12 Their inspi-
ration was derived from the serendipity in asymmetric hy-
drogenation of N-Boc indoles, in which they discovered
the naphthyl substituent was also partially reduced.24 In
this ingenious work, the oxygen atom which severs as a
bridge between naphthalene ring and chiral catalyst to fa-
cilitate hydrogenation is essential, otherwise, the transfor-
mation would fail to proceed. Notably, trans-chelating
ferrocene derived bisphosphine ligand (Ph-TRAP) is very
crucial for the enantioselectivity. Both 2,6- and 2,7-disub-
stituted naphthalenes performed very well with up to 92%
enantiomeric excess. Particularly, for the 6-alkyl- or 6-
aryl-2-alkoxynaphthalenes, the alkoxy-substituted aro-
matic ring was preferentially hydrogenated. Besides, the
hydrogenation mechanism was well supported by the con-
trol experiments (Scheme 5). The reaction probably starts
with hydrogenation of the less substituted C=C bond to
give the partially hydrogenated intermediate 8, followed
by rapid further reduction to afford the desired chiral
product.

Scheme 2  The regioselectivity controlled by NHC ligand in the
hydrogenation process of 2,3-diphenylquinoxalines
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Scheme 4  Asymmetric hydrogenation of naphthalenes

Scheme 5  Proposed mechanism of asymmetric hydrogenation of
naphthalenes

In sharp contrast to aromatic carbocyclic rings, the substi-
tuted thiophenes display strong S coordination which
might result in deactivation of catalyst. Inhibiting the co-
ordination of catalyst with thiophenes is a primary re-
quirement for successful hydrogenation of thiophenes.
The carbene ligands which possess strong electron-donat-
ing ability could make the metal more electron rich and S
coordination of catalyst could be effectively weakened.25–

30 Very recently, ruthenium–NHC complexes also have
been successfully applied in the asymmetric hydrogena-
tion of thiophenes and benzothiophenes by the Glorius
group (Scheme 6).11 As expected, the reaction process
was impeded in the absence of NHC ligand, which indi-
cated the NHC ligand is crucial for the hydrogenation of
thiophenes. Both 2- and 3-alkyl-substituted benzothio-
phenes were hydrogenated smoothly to furnish the corre-
sponding dihydrobenzothiophenes with excellent
enantioselectivities. However, the reduction of aryl-sub-
stituted benzothiophene failed to process. Although the
monosubstituted thiophenes showed high reactivity in the
reaction, the almost racemic products were achieved.
Gratifyingly, the 2,5-disubstituted thiophenes containing
aryl substituents were successfully hydrogenated to afford
the products with perfect diastereoselectivities and excel-
lent enantiomeric excess.

In conclusion, the Glorius and Kuwano research groups
disclosed highly enantioselective hydrogenation of chal-
lenging substrates, aromatic carbocyclic rings, and thio-
phenes with chiral ruthenium catalyst, respectively.
Importantly, the suitable ligands, NHC and trans-chelat-
ing bisphosphine ligand (Ph-TRAP), played a critical role
in these transformations. Although the substrate scope is
relatively limited, it represents a great breakthrough in the
area of asymmetric hydrogenation of aromatic com-
pounds as well as opens up a new pathway for the facile
synthesis of valuable optically active carbocyclic rings

Scheme 3  Ru/NHC-catalyzed regioselective and asymmetric hydrogenation of 6-subsitituted 2,3-diphenylquinoxalines
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and dihydro- and tetrahydrothiophenes. These elegant
strategies may provide some useful hints for ligand design
and development of new catalytic systems for the asym-
metric hydrogenation of other challenging aromatic car-
bocyclic rings, phenols, and anilines.
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Scheme 6  Ru/NHC-catalyzed asymmetric hydrogenation of thio-
phenes and benzothiophenes
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