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Abstract: Photoluminescent nematic liquid crystals have been an attractive research target for
decades, because of their potential applications in optoelectrical devices. Integration of luminescent
motifs into cyclic structures is a promising approach to induce low-ordered liquid-crystalline
phases, even though relatively large and rigid luminophores are used as emitters. Here, we
demonstrate a 1,6-diphenylpyrene-based, unsymmetric cyclophane showing a stable nematic phase
at room temperature and exhibiting strong photoluminescence from the condensed state. The
observed sky-blue photoluminescence was dominated by the emission species ascribed to assembled
luminophores rather than monomers.
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1. Introduction

Photoluminescent liquid crystals have attracted much attention because of their potential
applications in displays, polarized light-emitting materials, and stimuli-responsive luminescent
materials [1–6]. Nematic liquid-crystalline (LC) phases are preferable for such purposes, because
the homogeneous/homeotropic alignment of molecules can be easily achieved [7,8]. In nematic phases,
molecules have long-range orientational order and have no positional order [7,8]. However, it is
still challenging to modify the molecular structure of π-extended luminophores so that they show
nematic LC phases at room temperature (r.t.). Relatively large and rigid π-conjugated moieties lead
to strong intermolecular interactions, like the π–π interaction, resulting in a strong tendency to form
more ordered LC phases, such as smectic, columnar, and cubic phases [2,9–12].

Since a series of cyclic main-chain oligomers were found to show nematic LC behavior in 1992 [13],
the LC properties of various cyclic compounds have been investigated. For example, Percec and
co-workers demonstrated that cyclic oligomers exhibit LC phases over a wider temperature range
compared with the linear analogues [14–17]. Tschierske’s and Hegmann’s groups have reported LC
behavior of low-molecular-weight cyclophanes [18–21]. Though various mesogens were used in the
cyclic LC compounds, highly luminescent π-conjugated groups have not been used as mesogens so far.

The course of our previous studies on luminescent cyclophanes [22–29] suggested that the
introduction of a cyclic structure into luminophores is a promising way to achieve mechanoresponsive
luminescent materials [3,4,30–36]. Luminescent cyclophanes having longer spacers have been found to
show nematic LC properties. Especially, unsymmetric cyclophanes, which have only one luminophore
exhibiting photoluminescence in the visible wavelength region in the cyclic structure, show a
nematic phase in a lower temperature range in comparison with the symmetric analogues containing
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two luminophores in an individual cycle [23–25]. Furthermore, the unsymmetric cyclophanes
exhibit kinetically trapped LC phases with nematic molecular order after rapid cooling from the
nematic state. As the phases with nematic order are thermodynamically metastable, moderate
thermal treatment easily induces phase transitions to stable crystalline phases. The transitions are
concomitant with photoluminescence color changes. However, highly luminescent cyclophanes
showing thermodynamically stable nematic phases at r.t. have not been prepared yet.

Here, we report a 1,6-diphenylpyrene-based, unsymmetric cyclophane that exhibits a stable
nematic LC phase at r.t. The cyclic compound shows strong blue and sky-blue photoluminescence in
solution and LC phases, respectively.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. General Method

All reagents and solvents were purchased from Fujifilm Wako and Tokyo Kasei. Unless
otherwise noted, all reactions were carried out under a nitrogen atmosphere. Flash silica gel column
chromatography was carried out with a Biotage Isolera flash system using Biotage Flash Cartridges or
SHOKO-scientific Purif-Pack-EX cartridges. Silica gel from Kanto Chemicals (silica gel 60 N, spherical,
63–210 µm) was used when flash silica gel column chromatography was conducted in a conventional
manner. Recycling preparative gel permeation chromatography (GPC) was performed with a Japan
Analytical Industry LaboACE. 1H NMR spectra were recorded on a JEOL JNM-ECX 400 spectrometer,
and all chemical shifts are quoted on the δ-scale in ppm relative to the signal of tetramethylsilane (at
0.00) as an internal standard. 13C NMR spectra were recorded on a JEOL JNM-ECX 400 spectrometer,
and all chemical shifts (δ) are reported in ppm using residual solvents as the internal standard (CDCl3
at 77.16, DMSO-d6 at 39.52). Coupling constants (J) are reported in Hz and relative intensities are also
shown. Matrix-assisted laser desorption ionization time-of-flight (MALDI-TOF) mass spectra were
obtained on an AB SCIEX TOF/TOF 5800. The differential scanning calorimetry (DSC) measurements
were conducted using Hitachi DSC7020 with a heating/cooling rate of 5 ◦C/min under a nitrogen
atmosphere. XRD measurements were carried out with a Rigaku SmartLab. UV-vis absorption spectra
were measured with a JASCO V-550. Steady-state fluorescence spectra were recorded on a JASCO
FP-6500. Time-resolved fluorescence measurements were carried out with a Hamamatsu Photonics
Quantaurus-Tau. Quantum efficiencies were measured with a Hamamatsu Photonics Quantaurus-QY.
Polarized optical microscopic observations were conducted with an Olympus BX-60 optical microscope
equipped with a Shimadzu Moticam 1080.

2.2. Synthesis

The synthetic routes used to prepare cyclophane 1 and compound 2 are shown in
Scheme 1; Scheme 2, respectively. 1,5-Bis(2-[2-(2-{2-[2-(2-bromoethoxy)ethoxy]ethoxy}ethoxy)
ethoxy]ethoxy)naphthalene and 2-(2-(2-methoxyethoxy)ethoxy)ethyl 4-methylbenzenesulfonate were
synthesized according to reported procedures [25,37].
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Scheme 2. Synthesis of compound 2. Conditions: K2CO3, DMF, 80 C, 15 h. 

Compound 5. A mixture of 4 (940 mg, 1.69 mmol), 10% aq. HCl (5 mL) solution, and chloroform 

(200 mL) was heated to reflux for 3 h and subsequently cooled to room temperature. Water (20 mL) 

was added, most of the chloroform was evaporated, and the solid product was filtered off. The solid 

was washed with water (2 × 20 mL) and methanol (2 × 5 mL). The product was dried in vacuo to 

afford compound 5 (577 mg, 1.49 mmol) as a yellow solid with a yield of 88%. 1H NMR (400 MHz, 

DMSO-d6): δ = 7.01 (d, J = 8.4 Hz, 4H), 7.45 (d, J = 8.4 Hz, 4H), 7.98 (d, J = 7.6 Hz, 2H), 8.13–8.18 (m, 

4H), 8.29 (d, J = 8 Hz, 2H), 9.72 (br, 2H). 13C NMR (100 MHz, DMSO-d6): δ = 115.50, 124.63, 124.65, 
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(50 mL) was dropwise added to a suspension of K2CO3 (1.07 g, 7.74 mmol) in DMF (300 mL) at 80 C 

over 4 h under vigorous stirring. After further stirring for 20 h at 80 °C, the solvent was evaporated. 

Ethyl acetate (100 mL) was added and the organic layer was washed with saturated aq. NH4Cl 

solution (3 × 300 mL) and saturated aq. NaCl solution (100 mL). The organic layer was dried over 

MgSO4 and filtered, and the solvent was evaporated. The crude product thus isolated was purified 

by flash column chromatography on silica gel (eluent: dichloromethane/acetone = 85:15) and 

recycling GPC (eluent: chloroform) to afford cyclophane 1 (280 mg, 0.269 mmol) as a pale yellow 
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Scheme 1. Synthesis of cyclophane 1. Conditions: (a) Pd(PPh3)4, K2CO3, toluene, H2O, reflux, 15 h; (b)
10% aq. HCl, CHCl3, 70 ◦C, 3 h; (c) 1,5-bis(2-[2-(2-{2-[2-(2-bromoethoxy)ethoxy]ethoxy}ethoxy)-ethoxy]
ethoxy)naphthalene, K2CO3, DMF, 80 ◦C, 24 h.
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Scheme 2. Synthesis of compound 2. Conditions: K2CO3, DMF, 80 ◦C, 15 h.

Compound 4. A mixture of 1,6-dibromopyrene (500 mg, 1.39 mmol), 4-tetrahydro-2H
-pyran-2-yloxy)phenylboronic acid (615 mg, 2.77 mmol), Pd(PPh3)4 (80.0 mg, 6.92 × 10−2 mmol),
and K2CO3 (763 mg, 5.52 mmol) in toluene (40 mL) and H2O (5 mL) was degassed and heated to
reflux for 15 h. After cooling to r.t., the reaction suspension was poured into chloroform (200 mL). The
organic layer was washed with saturated aq. NaCl solution (2 × 100 mL), dried over MgSO4, and
filtered, after which the solvent was evaporated. The crude product was purified by flash column
chromatography on silica gel (eluent: hexane/chloroform = 1:5) and subsequently precipitated from a
mixture of chloroform and hexane to afford compound 4 (635 mg, 1.14 mmol) as yellow solid with a
yield of 82%. 1H NMR (400 MHz, CDCl3): δ = 1.64–1.79 (m, 6H), 1.93–1.97 (m, 4H), 2.04–2.13 (m, 2H),
3.67–3.73 (m, 2H), 4.00–4.06 (m, 2H), 5.57 (t, J = 3.2 Hz, 2H), 7.25 (d, J = 8.8 Hz, 4H), 7.56 (d, J = 8.8 Hz,
4H), 7.96 (d, J = 8.0 Hz, 2H), 8.02 (d, J = 9.2 Hz, 2H), 8.17 (d, J = 8.0 Hz, 2H), 8.21 (d, J = 9.2 Hz, 2H).
13C NMR (100 MHz, CDCl3): δ = 19.03, 25.41, 30.60, 62.37, 96.63, 116.46, 124.51, 125.41, 127.46, 127.95,
129.06, 130.36, 131.75, 134.68, 137.63, 156.61. MS (MALDI-TOF): m/z: 554.28 (calcd. [M]+ = 554.24).

Compound 5. A mixture of 4 (940 mg, 1.69 mmol), 10% aq. HCl (5 mL) solution, and chloroform
(200 mL) was heated to reflux for 3 h and subsequently cooled to room temperature. Water (20 mL)
was added, most of the chloroform was evaporated, and the solid product was filtered off. The solid
was washed with water (2 × 20 mL) and methanol (2 × 5 mL). The product was dried in vacuo to
afford compound 5 (577 mg, 1.49 mmol) as a yellow solid with a yield of 88%. 1H NMR (400 MHz,
DMSO-d6): δ = 7.01 (d, J = 8.4 Hz, 4H), 7.45 (d, J = 8.4 Hz, 4H), 7.98 (d, J = 7.6 Hz, 2H), 8.13–8.18 (m,
4H), 8.29 (d, J = 8 Hz, 2H), 9.72 (br, 2H). 13C NMR (100 MHz, DMSO-d6): δ = 115.50, 124.63, 124.65,
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127.43, 127.89, 128.11, 129.54, 130.97, 131.49, 137.44, 157.03. MS (MALDI-TOF): m/z: 386.19 (calcd. [M]+

= 386.13).
Cyclophane 1. Compound 5 (300 mg, 0.776 mmol) and 1,5-bis(2-[2-(2- {2-[2-(2-bromoethoxy)

ethoxy]ethoxy}ethoxy)ethoxy]ethoxy)naphthalene (632 mg, 0.776 mmol) in DMF (50 mL) was dropwise
added to a suspension of K2CO3 (1.07 g, 7.74 mmol) in DMF (300 mL) at 80 ◦C over 4 h under vigorous
stirring. After further stirring for 20 h at 80 ◦C, the solvent was evaporated. Ethyl acetate (100 mL) was
added and the organic layer was washed with saturated aq. NH4Cl solution (3 × 300 mL) and saturated
aq. NaCl solution (100 mL). The organic layer was dried over MgSO4 and filtered, and the solvent
was evaporated. The crude product thus isolated was purified by flash column chromatography on
silica gel (eluent: dichloromethane/acetone = 85:15) and recycling GPC (eluent: chloroform) to afford
cyclophane 1 (280 mg, 0.269 mmol) as a pale yellow viscous liquid with a yield of 35%. 1H NMR
(400 MHz, CDCl3): δ = 3.58–3.68 (m, 20H), 3.70–3.80 (m, 16H), 3.94–3.98 (m, 8H), 4.28–4.30 (m, 4H),
6.48 (d, J = 7.6 Hz, 2H), 7.07 (t, J = 8.0 Hz, 2H), 7.13 (d, J = 8.8 Hz, 4H), 7.52 (d, J = 8.8 Hz, 4H), 7.67 (d, J
= 8.8 Hz, 2H), 7.89 (d, J = 7.6 Hz, 2H), 7.94 (d, J = 9.2 Hz, 2H), 8.06 (d, J = 8.0Hz, 2H), 8.15 (d, J = 9.2 Hz,
2H). 13C NMR (100 MHz, CDCl3): δ = 67.37, 67.67, 69.51, 69.66, 70.39, 70.45, 70.51, 70.62, 70.63, 70.65,
70.88, 105.15, 114.27, 114.67, 124.36, 124.81, 124.99, 125.10, 126.36, 127.29, 127.67, 128.68, 130.00, 131.49,
133.55, 137.24, 153.96, 158.15. HRMS (ESI): m/z: 1061.4680 (calcd. [M+Na]+ = 1061.4663).

Compound 2. A suspension of compound 5 (150 mg, 0.388 mmol), 2-(2-(2-methoxyethoxy)
ethoxy)ethyl 4-methylbenzenesulfonate (247 mg, 0.776 mmol) and K2CO3 (160 mg, 1.16 mmol) in DMF
(100 mL) was stirred for 15 h at 80 ◦C. After cooling to room temperature, the solvent was evaporated.
Chloroform was added, and the organic layer was washed with saturated aq. NH4Cl solution (3 ×
300 mL) and saturated aq. NaCl solution (100 mL). The organic layer was dried over MgSO4 and
filtered, and the solvent was evaporated. The crude product thus isolated was purified by flash column
chromatography on silica gel (eluent: dichloromethane/acetone = 20:1 to dichloromethane/acetone =
10:1) to afford compound 2 (85.0 mg, 0.125 mmol) as a pale yellow solid with a yield of 32%. 1H NMR
(400 MHz, CDCl3): δ = 3.38 (s, 6H), 3.55–3.57 (m, 4H), 3.66–3.72 (m, 8H), 3.76–3.79 (m, 4H), 3.90–3.92
(m, 4H), 4.21–4.23 (m, 4H), 7.09 (d, J = 8.8 Hz, 4H), 7.53 (d, J = 8.8 Hz, 4H), 7.93 (d, J = 8.0 Hz, 2H), 8.00
(d, J = 9.6 Hz, 2H), 8.15 (d, J = 8.0 Hz, 2H), 8.18 (d, J = 9.2 Hz, 2H). 13C NMR (100 MHz, CDCl3): δ =
58.92, 67.45, 69.68, 70.49, 70.58, 70.76, 71.85, 114.44, 124.33, 125.07, 125.17, 127.27, 127.73, 128.79, 130.10,
131.50, 133.62, 137.35, 158.14. HRMS (ESI): m/z: 701.3087 (calcd. [M+Na]+ = 701.3090).

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Molecular Designs

1,6-Diphenylpyrene-based, unsymmetric cyclophane 1 and the linear analogue 2 are shown
in Schemes 1 and 2. 1,6-Disubstituted pyrene derivatives are known to show emissions with high
quantum yields [25,38–40]. Cyclophane 3 (Figure 1) was previously investigated in the course of
our studies on luminescent cyclophanes [25]. The thermodynamically stable state of 3 at r.t. is a
crystalline phase, though kinetic trapping can induce a supercooled nematic phase at r.t. Relatively
large, planar 1,6-bis(phenylethynyl)pyrene moiety permits cyclophane 3 to form a closed-packed
molecular arrangement. Therefore, 1,6-diphenylpyrene was used as the luminescent core of 1, because
steric hindrance between protons of the pyrene group and adjacent phenyl groups would disturb
the closed-packed arrangement of the luminescent groups. As in the case of 3, 1,5-disubstituted
naphthalene featuring hexaethylene glycol chains was introduced to achieve the cyclic structure of 1.
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Figure 1. Molecular structure of cyclophane 3. 
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As expected, cyclophane 1 shows a nematic LC phase at r.t. and exhibits sky-blue 

photoluminescence under excitation light of 365 nm. The characteristic schlieren texture of a nematic 
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clarified the phase transition behavior of cyclophane 1 (Figure 3). A phase transition from isotropic 

Figure 1. Molecular structure of cyclophane 3.

3.2. LC Properties

As expected, cyclophane 1 shows a nematic LC phase at r.t. and exhibits sky-blue
photoluminescence under excitation light of 365 nm. The characteristic schlieren texture of a nematic
phase appears on the polarized optical microscopic observation at r.t. (Figure 2). DSC measurements
clarified the phase transition behavior of cyclophane 1 (Figure 3). A phase transition from isotropic to
nematic was observed at 57.6 ◦C on cooling, and further cooling results in a glass transition at −15.1 ◦C.
In contrast with unsymmetric cyclophanes investigated in our previous studies [23–25], no transitions
to crystalline phases appear on the heating DSC traces. As shown in Figure 4, no clear peaks were
observed in the X-ray diffraction pattern obtained from cyclophane 1 at r.t., which coincides with the
fact that cyclophane 1 exhibits the nematic LC phase at r.t. In contrast to 1 with a cyclic structure,
acyclic compound 2 shows a transition to a crystalline phase at 80 ◦C, and no LC phases appear on
cooling (Figure S1, in the Supplementary Materials). In the case of compound 3, the nematic-crystalline
phase transition was observed at 67.4 ◦C on the cooling DSC trace [25]. These results unambiguously
indicated that the unsymmetric cyclic structure is vital for inducing low-ordered liquid crystallinity.
Furthermore, the non-planar character of the luminophore of 1 that results from steric hindrance
between protons of the pyrene and phenyl groups would prevent crystallization.
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3.3. Absorption and Photoluminescence Properties

Absorption and photoluminescence spectroscopic measurements were performed to obtain
photophysical properties of compounds 1 and 2 in solution (Figure 5). The linear compound 2
displays the absorption band corresponding to a 1,6-diphenylpyrene group between 300 and 400 nm,
with a molar extinction coefficient of 3.8 × 104 L mol−1 cm−1 at 360 nm (Figure 5a, black line). The
absorption band of 1 in chloroform shows a slight red-shift in comparison with that of the chloroform
solution of 2, suggesting that feeble ground state electronic interactions between the pyrene and
naphthalene moieties occur in solution (Figure 5a, blue line). The increase in the absorption between
280 and 330 nm is attributed to the naphthalene group of 1. Compound 2 in chloroform displays the
emission spectrum with a peak at 409 nm and shoulders around 430 and 470 nm (Figure 5b, black
line). The emission spectrum recorded for the chloroform solution of 1 is almost identical to that of
the chloroform solution of 2, implying that the photoluminescence from cyclophane 1 is a monomer
emission. This is supported by the emission lifetime measurements for chloroform solutions of 1 and 2.
As shown in Figure 6, the emission decay profile of 1 in chloroform is identical to that of the chloroform
solution of 2. Both profiles can be fitted with a single exponential decay function, and the calculated
emission lifetimes of 1 and 2 in chloroform are 1.9 and 1.8 ns, respectively. The fluorescence quantum
yield of 1 in chloroform (Φ = 0.68) is also similar to that of compound 2 in the same solvent (Φ = 0.67).
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3.4. Photoluminescence Properties of 1 in the Nematic Phase

Photoluminescence properties of 1 in the nematic phase were also investigated. The emission
spectrum presents peaks at 452 and 469 nm and has a shoulder around 500 nm (Figure 7). The emission
spectral feature is significantly different from that of the chloroform solution of 1 (Figure 5b), indicating
that emission species other than a monomer dominate the former emission character. This is supported
by the fact that the emission decay profile recorded for the nematic phase could be fitted with a
multi-exponential decay function (Figure 8). A longer emission lifetime of 23 ns, as well as shorter
ones (1.0, 3.1, and 8.0 ns) were obtained. The newly observed emission lifetimes would be ascribed to
assembled luminophores, because the luminophore of cyclophane 1 can form various arrangements in
the nematic phase, reflecting low-ordered LC properties. Indeed, the absorption band between 350 and
400 nm of cyclophane 1 in the nematic phase was red-shifted and broadened compared with that of
the chloroform solution of 1 (Figure S2). This result indicated that ground state electronic interactions
occur between adjacent luminophores in the condensed states. It is noteworthy that cyclophane 1
shows a relatively high emission quantum yield of 0.51 in the nematic phase at r.t.
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4. Conclusions

In summary, a new unsymmetric cyclophane having a 1,6-diphenylpyrene group was found
to show a nematic phase at r.t. Cyclophane 1 shows strong blue photoluminescence ascribed to the
monomer emission in chloroform, whereas the emissions from the nematic phase are composed of
various emission species that result from luminophore assemblies. The present result indicated that the
introduction of a cyclic structure into luminophores that are known to exhibit high photoluminescence
quantum yields is a reliable way to achieve a nematic LC phase at r.t. Because nematic liquid crystals
with high emission quantum efficiencies have potential applications in sophisticated optoelectronic
devices, development of other luminophores with a cyclic structure is ongoing in our group.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at http://www.mdpi.com/2073-4352/9/2/92/s1,
Figure S1: DSC trace of compound 2, Figure S2: absorption spectrum of 1 in the nematic phase.
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