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Abstract: A new fluorescent sensor based on a dimethylxanthene skeleton has been 
synthesized. Because of its oxyanion hole structure, this receptor includes a suitable 
cavity for the association of carboxylic acids. The receptor’s fluorescence is quenched 
upon addition of dinitrobenzoic acid. 
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1. Introduction 

In the development of new organic receptors, enzymes are a unique source of inspiration. Many 
enzymes characteristically feature oxyanion holes, in which a carbonyl group can be placed, setting 
two strong linear hydrogen bonds. Oxyanion holes can be mimicked using simple organic molecules 
such as isophthalic acid [1], biphenylene [2], 2,6-pyridinedicarboxylic acid [3], xylylenediamine [4,5], 
chromenones [6], acridones [7,8], xanthones [9,10] and xanthenes [11] (Figure 1).  
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Figure 1. Oxyanion hole of the enoyl-CoA hydratase with a superimposed 4,5-
diacetamidoxanthene, showing the similarity of the H-bonds (level of theory: HF/6-31G). 
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2. Results and Discussion 

For the present work, we chose xanthenes since they offer reasonable rigidity and do not show a 
strong tendency to self association as xanthones. 9,9-Dimethylxanthene can be obtained from the 
commercially available xanthone and trimethyl aluminum [12]. Bulky tert-butyl groups have been 
used to block the C-2 and C-7 positions from electrophilic substitution [13], but nitration yields a large 
degree of ipso substitution [14]. Accordingly, chlorine atoms have been used for this purpose. 
Nitration followed by reduction, as shown in figure 2, yielded the 2,7-dichloro-9,9-dimethylxanthene-
4,5-diamine. This amine can be selectively acylated at one of the nitrogen atoms due to an aggregation 
effect [15]. 

Scheme 1. Preparation of the N-Boc-protected xanthenediamine. 
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A straightforward application of this xanthene is the preparation of a carboxylic acid sensor. Thus, a 
cyanuric acid fragment was included in one of the amino groups while in the other a highly fluorescent 
dansyl group was inserted. Scheme 2 shows the preparation of this compound (see experimental details 
in the supplementary material), henceforth referred to as daxacyan because its fragments are a dansyl 
group as the fluorescent part, a xanthene skeleton, and a cyanuric acid derivative as an H-bond 
acceptor. 

Figure 3. Synthesis of daxacyan. 
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The 1H-NMR spectrum of daxacyan shows that the aromatic proton ortho to the aminocyanuric acid 
(H-6) at the expected position at 8.11 ppm, while the proton ortho to the dansyl group (H-3) absorbs at 
a higher field at 7.26 ppm. Owing to this large difference in chemical shifts, we propose the 
conformation shown in figure 4 for daxacyan, in which H-3 stands in the naphthyl group shielding 
cone. 

Figure 2. Conformation of the dansyl group for daxacyan, where the interaction between 
H-3 and the dansyl group can be observed. 
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Another interesting point is that in a solution of chloroform the chemical shifts of the daxacyan 
protons change with the concentration. From the data obtained here it is possible to deduce that in 
chloroform daxacyan forms a dimer with a Kdim= 4.5 M-1 (see supplementary material). Since the 
largest chemical shift movements in the dimer are observed for NH protons, which move from 7.56 
ppm and 7.71 ppm to 8.21 ppm and 9.96 ppm respectively, H-bonds are probably responsible for the 
stabilization of the dimer. Figure 3 shows this proposed structure. 

 
Figure 3. Proposed dimeric structure for daxacyan. 
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The chemical shifts in the dimer are in agreement with the proposed structure. The xanthene 
aromatic protons show very small movements, while the dansyl protons (H-3’ and H-7’) are shielded 
by almost 0.3 ppm due to the presence of the xanthene anisotropic cone or to the other dansyl group. 
The cyanuric acid ethyl groups show the largest shifts from 4.53 ppm to 4.18 ppm (Δδ=0.35 ppm) in 
the dimer due to the influence of the xanthene ring. 

Amides and imides form complexes with daxacyan. Since imides have more acidic protons, we 
expected these compounds to form stronger associates with the daxacyan than the amides. 
Surprisingly, the opposite result was obtained. From a competitive study it was observed that the 
valerolactam forms a complex 4.1 times stronger than the glutarimide (see supplementary material). 
The repulsion of the non-bonding electrons of the oxygens of the cyanuric ethyl groups and the imide 
carbonyl, are probably responsible for this effect, as seen in Figure 4. 

 
Figure 4. Weak complex between daxacyan and glutarimide and its non-bonding 
electron repulsion. 
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Due to their acidic proton, carboxylic acids are better guests than amides. Adding small amounts of 
acetic, benzoic or decanoic acids to the solution of daxacyan in chloroform induces in their 1H-NMR 
spectra large shifts in the signals of the NH protons, which move from 7.26 ppm and 7.75 ppm to 
absorptions beyond 9 ppm. To quantitatively estimate the stability of these complexes, decanoic acid 
was chosen. Plotting the shifts of H-6 proton of the receptor during titration with decanoic acid 
provides an association constant of Kass= 1.4x103M-1 (see supplementary material). The geometry 
proposed for this complex and the chemical shifts obtained for the associate are shown in Figure 5. 
 

Figure 5. Proposed geometry for the associate between daxacyan and decanoic acid and 
the chemical shifts of its protons. 
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Since daxacyan has a fluorescent dansyl group, it could act as a sensor. Accordingly, the changes in 
light emission were tested in the presence of several carboxylic acids in chloroform. Essentially, 
decanoic and benzoic acids did not change the receptor fluorescence; phthaloylalanine, 
dinitrobenzoylglycine and dinitrobenzoylleucine only elicited small decreases in it, and only 
dinitrobenzoic acid induced a large quenching, as shown in Figure 6. Detection of 3,5-dinitrobenzoic 
acid is interesting because this compound is a by-product of many industrial processes, like the 
manufacture of pesticides, dyes or explosives [16]. 

 
Figure 6. Changes in the fluorescence of the daxacyan receptor. 
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From the quenching of the fluorescence in the presence of dinitrobenzoic acid, an association 
constant of Kass=8.5x103M-1 can be deduced (see supplementary material). In our opinion, a PET effect 
[17,18] could be responsible for the loss of fluorescence of daxacyan in the presence of dinitrobenzoic 
acid, since this guest is a good oxidant and may trap the excited electron of the dansyl. 

To check that the lack of activity of the other guests did not correspond to a lack of association, the 
Kass were measured making use of NMR titrations in CDCl3. Phthaloylalanine afforded the same 
association constant as decanoic acid, Kass=1.4x103M-1, which is surprising taking into account the 
different steric demands of both guests (see supplementary material). Stacking interactions between 
the phthaloyl group and the xanthene aromatic ring may explain the similar association constants. 
Further evidence for this effect can be seen in the chemical shifts found for the complexes of both 
acids. While in the decanoic acid complex H-3 in the xanthene is deshielded by Δδ=-0.30 ppm, in the 
phthaloyl associate this same proton is shielded by Δδ=+0.20 ppm; i.e., a total difference of 0.5 ppm. 
Figure 7 shows that H-3 may stand in the phthaloyl shielding cone in the complex. 

 
Figure 7. Proposed structure for the complex between daxacyan and the phthaloylalanine. 
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Even larger shieldings of H-3 are generated in the complexes of dinitrobenzoylglycine and 
dinitrobenzoylleucine, close to Δδ=+0.3 ppm in both cases. Since the latter guest shows better 
solubility in chloroform it was chosen to assess its association constant. From a competitive 
experiment with phthaloylalanine an association constant was established, Kass=1.4x104M-1, for the 
dinitrobenzoylleucine; higher than with dinitrobenzoic acid (see supplementary material). Probably a 
stacking or charge transfer effect between the dinitrobenzoyl group and the xanthene are responsible 
for the high association constant of the dinitrobenzoyl amino acids, while this same effect fixed the 
geometry in the complex such that the dinitrobenzoyl and the dansyl groups stand apart from each 
other and no effective electron transfer is possible. 

In conclusion, daxacyan is a good receptor for carboxylic acids but it only acts as a sensor for 
dinitrobenzoic acid.  

Supplementary Material 

Synthetic methods and characterization data for compounds 1, 2 and daxacyan receptor. NMR 
spectra for the decanoic acid-daxacyan complex. Dimerization titration. Competitive titrations with 
several guests related in the manuscript. NMR titration of decanoic acid. Fluorescent titration of 3,5-
dinitrobenzoic acid. 
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