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Pillared cobalt metal–organic frameworks act
as chromatic polarizers†

Adrian Gonzalez-Nelson, ab Chaitanya Joglekar a and
Monique A. van der Veen *a

The ease with which molecular building blocks can be ordered in

metal–organic frameworks is an invaluable asset for many potential

applications. In this work, we exploit this inherent order to produce

chromatic polarizers based on visible-light linear dichroism via

cobalt paddlewheel chromophores.

Linear dichroism can be defined as the anisotropic absorption
of light by a material.1 This phenomenon is observed in
materials that, due to their crystalline or partially ordered
structure, show an overall alignment of the transition dipole
moments or of nanostructured features on substrates.2–4 This
results in different degrees of light absorption depending on
the relative orientation of the polarization direction of light.2

For this reason, linear dichroic spectroscopy is often used to
determine the structural orientation of molecules in matter.5–9

In terms of application, the main interest for dichroic
materials is their potential use in polarization-sensitive light
detectors2,3,10 and optical components (e.g., polarizers, filters,
and waveplates).11 The search for new dichroic materials is
ongoing, arguably dominated by 2D inorganic materials,3,10–13

which offer the advantage of strong light–matter inter-
actions.14,15 However, this family of materials entails short-
comings in processing and obtaining high-quality crystals.3

Among alternatives proposed to overcome these challenges
are hybrid perovskites3,16 and organic molecular crystals.17,18

While the dichroism of the former type relies on the strongly
anisotropic crystal structure (i.e., stacked 2D layers),19 the latter
approach focuses on engineering molecular interactions to
achieve a precise alignment of chromophores within the crystal
structure. So far, most materials that show intrinsic dichroism
are monochromatic, that is, an increase or decrease of the
intensity of a single absorption mode simply results in the

apparent change of the color’s saturation. In contrast, photonic
metamaterials, whose properties follow from their nano-
structured features,20 are capable of showing a dichromatic linear
dichroism, where changing the polarization of incident light the
material leads to two distinct material colors.21–24 This is a key
advantage towards their application in polarimetry spectroscopy,
security tags, and hyperspectral imaging, among others.20,22,24

Interestingly, with regard to dichroic molecular crystals, the
reticular chemistry concept behind metal–organic frameworks
(MOFs) may offer a further degree of control over the orienta-
tion of molecules while simultaneously facilitating the use of
well-known coordination complexes as chromophores. MOFs
are based on highly directional coordination bonding, and
thorough research in the past two decades has provided an
immense library of node and linker geometries which can be
rationally selected to achieve desired properties.25,26 Although
the dichroic effect due to guest molecule alignment inside MOF
pores has been reported,27 to the best of our knowledge
inherent linear dichroism has surprisingly not been studied
in this type of materials.

Here, we show how well-defined MOF structures may be
used as platforms that offer more control over the orientation
of chromophores in the crystal structure. We show that dichro-
matic dichroism can be achieved, for the first time as an
intrinsic materials’ property, which provides the potential for
easier large scale processing when compared to metamaterials.

By selecting the tetragonal DMOF architecture, [M2(1,4-bdc)2

(dabco)] (1,4-bdc = 1,4-benzene dicarboxylate, dabco = 1,4-diaza-
bicyclo[2.2.2]octane, and M = Cu2+,28 Zn2+,29 and Co2+,30,31 among
others), where 2D sheets of divalent transition metal carboxylate
paddlewheels are stacked via dabco ligands functioning as pillars
(Fig. 1), a complete anisotropic alignment of the metal paddlewheels
is achieved. We chose Co2+ as metal due to its attractive chromo-
phoric properties, which have already been demonstrated in other
MOFs,32,33 and show how a dichromatic dichroic effect can be
obtained for a relatively simple structure.

We obtained large single crystals of [Co2(1,4-bdc)2(dabco)]
(1) in the range of 500 mm long and 50 mm wide by modifying a
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previously reported synthesis.30 pH modulation is a known
approach to improve the crystallinity of MOFs.34,35 During
synthesis, protons in solution slow down the kinetics of ligand
coordination reactions, thus decreasing nucleation and crystal
growth rates. We employed pH modulation by first mixing
equimolar amounts of dabco and nitric acid, in order to obtain
a monoprotonated dabco-H+ salt, which was then allowed
to react with terephthalic acid and Co(NO3)2�H2O in DMF
(see ESI† for experimental details). The powder XRD pattern
of the product is shown in Fig. S1 (ESI†), alongside the pattern
computed from the reported crystallographic structure.

When observed under polarized light, crystals of 1 transmit
various colors (blue, purple, orange, yellow, see Fig. 2) depending
on their relative orientation to the polarization plane of light.
The blue color corresponds to an orientation of the plane of
polarization parallel (01) to the long axis of the crystal, and the
yellow color is observed when the crystals are perpendicular to
the polarization plane (901). Intermediate angles result in the
combination of both colors. Compared to organic crystals, where
dichroism simply manifests as a change in degree of transparence,
this change between different colors, is an extraordinary case of
dichroism.

To understand the origins of this remarkable dichroism, we
first studied the visible light absorption of the MOF. Using diffuse
reflectance UV-visible absorption spectroscopy on powdered

samples, we identified absorption bands at 450, 540, 580, and a
very broad absorption band in the range 700–800 nm (Fig. 3).
These absorption bands correspond to electronic transitions that
are not present in the uncoordinated organic linkers, which do
not absorb visible light. Rather, they are related to d–d transitions
of electrons in the Co-dimers.36,37 In fact, the absorption bands
are very close to those reported for similar Co-paddlewheel
MOFs,32,38–40 as well as for cobalt complexes with a comparable
coordination environment.41–43

The tetragonal crystal structure of the framework suggests
that the distinct axis (i.e., c) corresponds to the long dimension
of their square prism habit. This means that the long axis of
each crystal corresponds to the [Co–dabco–Co] direction.

Polarization-dependent UV-visible absorbance spectroscopy
on single crystals in transmission allows to understand how the
different absorption bands are involved in the dichroic effect.
The single-crystal spectra in Fig. 3 resemble the powder spec-
trum. However, the difference between the spectrum at 01 and
901 shows a clear change governing the transition from blue to
yellow in the relative strength of the absorption bands centered
around 580 and, to a lesser degree, 720 nm. The latter may
indicate that the broad absorption observed in the powder
spectrum is in fact several partially overlapping transitions in
the 700–800 nm range. At 01, the 580 nm absorption is at its
maximum, meaning that a larger fraction of yellow light is
absorbed, causing the crystal to appear blue.44 At 901, absorption
of the 580 band is drastically decreased, implying that this
wavelength’s transmittance through the crystal increases, which
results in it dominating the optical appearance. The weaker
absorption at ca. 720 nm undergoes a similar decrease, although
it is less noticeable given the confidence intervals. An apparent
inverse effect where absorption becomes stronger at 901 may be
inferred from the 450 nm absorption band (corresponding to the
absorption of blue light), but the limited signal-to-noise ratio of
these experiments does not allow us to conclude this with
certainty. Also note that the yellow color of the crystals under

Fig. 1 Structure of 1. (a) View along [001] direction, i.e., the pillaring axis.
(b) View along [100] direction.

Fig. 2 Optical images of 1. (a) Various relative orientations with respect to
the polarization direction transmit different ranges of visible light. (b) View
of an isolated crystal of 1 whose long axis is 01, 301, 601, and 901 relative to
the polarized light’s orientation (red arrows); scale bars are 200 mm.

Fig. 3 UV-visible spectra of 1 as powder in diffuse reflectance mode
(black) and in single-crystal transmission mode with two relative polariza-
tion directions (01 shown in blue and 901 in orange).‡ The shaded area
corresponds to one standard deviation (see ESI† for details).
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901 implies significant absorption of blue light (the 450 nm
band), in contrast to the blue crystals at 01 where blue light is the
least absorbed.

These observations can be rationalized by considering the
framework’s crystal structure. Within the pillared structure, the
cobalt dimers are aligned along the c axis, which corresponds to
the longest dimension of the crystal habit. Therefore, in combi-
nation with the UV-visible absorption evidence, we can propose
that the transition dipole moment corresponding to the 580 nm
centered transition, as well as the 720 nm transition, are
located along this axis. The higher energy absorption around
450 nm remains present at 901 polarization angle, causing the
crystal to appear yellow.45 This particular transition between
two modes of visible light absorption is uncommon in dichroic
materials, which are often monochromatic.17,18,27,46

The dichromatic dichroic effect is retained upon functionaliza-
tion of the BDC linkers with nitro and amino groups (compounds
[Co2(1,4-bdc-NH2)2(dabco)] (2) and [Co2(1,4-bdc-NO2)2(dabco)] (3);
synthesis and characterization in ESI†). Only slight shifts in the
location of absorption bands are observed (Fig. 4), as well as the
appearance of a new absorption band in the case of the amino
functionalization (at ca. 375 nm), assigned to an n–p* transition in
previous work with the same linker.47 The visible light dichroic
effect in these two MOFs is very similar to that of the unfunction-
alized framework, with the largest difference between 01 and 901
polarization being the absorption at 580 and 720 nm (the latter to a
lesser degree), producing a change from blue to yellow appearance
under the optical microscope, respectively (Fig. S2 and S3, ESI†).
This is not unexpected, because the coordination geometry of the
Co-paddlewheel chromophore likely remains unchanged, and the
electronic effects of the benzene ring substituent only have an
indirect impact on the energy levels of the d–d transitions respon-
sible for the dichroic absorption of visible light. The linkers,
however, do provide a handle for additional dichroism in the near
UV-range.

Since the observed dichroism is a result of d–d transitions
from the cobalt coordination environment, the substitution of

this metal should lead to a modification of the effect. This
pillared structure thus provides an excellent playground to tune
the dichroism to different combinations of colors. Potential
pathways for such tunability would include the substitution of
the metal cations (e.g., with Cu2+ or Mn2+), or of the pillaring
linker with a different nitrogen donor ligand, which can be
expected to modify the splitting of the visible-light transitions
significantly.

The ordered structure and specific orientation of building
blocks are exceptional features with a tunable character in
MOFs, which enable the development of new materials with
desirable light-matter interactions. In the case of Co-based
DMOFs, an anisotropic family of pillared frameworks, we show
how an unprecedented visible-light dichroic behavior that is
dichromatic. So far, to the best of our knowledge, such proper-
ties have only been achieved by applying nanostructured meta-
materials as chromatic plasmonic polarizes.24 MOFs may
therefore be an attractive alternative to the complex nano-
patterning processes currently needed for plasmonic
polarizers.20 The results presented here would be the first
example of dichromatic dichroism being an intrinsic material
property. We propose that this strategy can be used to produce
versatile dichroic materials active in other ranges of the electro-
magnetic spectrum, provided that the linker (or linkers), the
inorganic building units, and therefore the topology, are
selected accordingly.

The work of A. G.-N. forms part of the research program of
DPI, NEWPOL project 731.015.506. M. A. v. d. V. is grateful for
funding by the European Research Council (grant number
759212) within the Horizon 2020 Framework Programme
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measurements entailed a cell without a crystal present. Nevertheless,
the reflectance is expected to be similar in both polarization orienta-
tions, meaning that the relative change between the two single-crystal
spectra is due to the dichroic effect.
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