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Aqueous assembly of a (pseudo)rotaxane with a
donor–π–acceptor axis formed by a Knoevenagel
condensation†

Laurent Jucker,a Yves Aeschia and Marcel Mayor *a,b,c

The incorporation of a linear D–π–A “push–pull” chromophore synthesized by a Knoevenagel conden-

sation as axle of a rotaxane is reported. While the introduction of the mechanical stoppers by the revers-

ible and thermodynamically controlled Knoevenagel reaction turned out to be challenging, mechanical

fixation of the superstructure is achieved by “click” chemistry in aqueous solution. The isolated rotaxane

with a red- to NIR-emitting dye as axle displays enhanced emission in aqueous buffered media compared

to the unthreaded model chromophore.

Introduction

The influence of macrocyclic hosts on the optical properties of
their guests (and vice versa) has been investigated in a wide
range of supramolecular systems with various emerging appli-
cations. Depending on the particular implementation, fluo-
rescence enhancement, electron and/or energy transfer
mechanisms can be incorporated in optical triggered mole-
cular switches, typically as a function of the proximity of
the components involved.1–4 Commonly employed dyes
include rylene diimides,5–7 naphthalene imides,8 azo dyes,9–11

squaraines,12,13 and poly-aromatic hydrocarbons like
anthracene14,15 or pyrene.16 Despite the growing library of
rotaxanes, only very few examples comprising linear donor–π–
acceptor “push–pull” chromophores are reported.17–23 An even
more surprising fact considering their synthetic accessibility
and tunability of their optical properties.24

The decoration of a pseudorotaxane with a bulky substitu-
ent as stopper to mechanically fix the macrocyclic host is a
common assembly strategy for rotaxanes, often referred to as
“capping” or “stoppering”. A variety of coupling reactions have
been employed, with the copper(I)-catalysed azide–alkyne 1,3-
cycloaddtion (CuAAC) as “click” reaction being particularly
popular,10,16 combining mild conditions and the concomitant

tolerance for a large variety of functional groups with high
yields, especially in (metal-)templated assembly strategies.25–28

However, in contrast to the irreversible CuAAC, only stoppering
by reversible transformations might provide thermodynamic
control over the formed superstructures. So far mainly imine
condensations29,30 and olefin metatheses31 have been used for
this purpose. To the best of our knowledge, examples taking
advantage of the dynamic nature of the Knoevenagel conden-
sation32 are limited to the syntheses of two rotaxanes22,23 com-
prising cyclodextrin-encapsulated cyanine dyes under aqueous
basic conditions. More frequent use of the Knoevenagel con-
densation is observed in the field of covalent organic
frameworks33,34 and macrocyclizations.35

We thus explored the potential of the Knoevenagel con-
densation as stoppering reaction for pseudorotaxanes
assembled in water (Scheme 1a). We not only hoped for the
reversible, thermodynamically controlled assembly of rotax-
anes, but also wanted to profit from the strong electron
accepting nature of the formed olefin decorated with a pair
of electron-withdrawing groups (EWG). Our focus was set
on the formation of linear donor–π–acceptor (D–π–A)
“push–pull” chromophores as axles with emission in the red
to near-infrared region (NIR). This emission range is not
only of interest for bioimaging,13,36 but also particularly
appealing for spectroscopy experiments enhanced by gold
nanostructures.37,38

As macrocycle forming (pseudo)rotaxanes with these axes,
the Diederich-type cyclophane 239–41 combining strong com-
plexation of hydrophobic guests with water-solubility was con-
sidered. Previously, 2 has been employed in rotaxanes compris-
ing oligo(phenylene-ethynylene) (OPE) molecular wires,39,42,43

azo dyes,9 or naphthalenes44 as guests. We have previously
used an OPE-functionalized modification of 2 to assemble

†Electronic supplementary information (ESI) available. See DOI: 10.1039/
d1qo00643f

aDepartment of Chemistry, University of Basel, St. Johanns-Ring 19, 4056 Basel,

Switzerland. E-mail: marcel.mayor@unibas.ch
bInstitute for Nanotechnology (INT), Karlsruhe Institute of Technology (KIT),

P. O. Box 3640, 76021 Karlsruhe, Germany
cLehn Institute of Functional Materials (LIFM), School of Chemistry,

Sun Yat-Sen University (SYSU), Guangzhou 510275, China

This journal is © the Partner Organisations 2021 Org. Chem. Front., 2021, 8, 4399–4407 | 4399

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 1

4 
Ju

ne
 2

02
1.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 5

/2
/2

02
6 

1:
56

:3
6 

A
M

. 
 T

hi
s 

ar
tic

le
 is

 li
ce

ns
ed

 u
nd

er
 a

 C
re

at
iv

e 
C

om
m

on
s 

A
ttr

ib
ut

io
n-

N
on

C
om

m
er

ci
al

 3
.0

 U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online
View Journal  | View Issue

www.rsc.li/frontiers-organic
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8094-7813
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1039/d1qo00643f&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-08-05
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d1qo00643f
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/QO
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/QO?issueid=QO008016


dimeric, zwitterionic daisy chains in water45 and studied the
slow association of 2 with carboxylate-terminated OPE struc-
tures forming kinetically inert pseudorotaxanes.46

Interestingly, the changes observed in the emission intensity
upon complexation with 2 strongly depend on the nature of
the guest and seem not to be fully understood yet. This further
motivated the here reported approach, as axles assembled via
Knoevenagel condensation might provide access to a series of
(pseudo)rotaxanes incorporating “push–pull” D–π–A systems
of various acceptor strengths.

Here we report our attempts to assemble water-soluble
linear “push–pull” chromophores by Knoevenagel conden-
sations as potential axes of rotaxanes. We present our initial
struggles to balance reactivity, stability and solubility in water
together with the first “proof-of-existence” rotaxane 1e⊂2
(Scheme 1b) with the desired axis structure. While this
mechanically interlinked model compound enabled prelimi-
nary investigations of the physical properties of this class of
rotaxanes, it was obtained applying a stepwise strategy, assem-
bling first the axis with a Knoevenagel condensation and sub-
sequently fixing the supermolecule by CuAAC “click” chemistry
(strategy B in Scheme 1a).

Results and discussion
Precursor synthesis and pseudorotaxane formation

With the intention to profit from the Knoevenagel conden-
sation as a stoppering reaction, the aldehyde decorated precur-
sor 3 combining multiple key components was designed
(Scheme 2). Its biphenyl backbone acts as both, π-system of
the chromophore bridging donor and acceptor substituent
and as hydrophobic station complexing the cyclophane. The
electron-donating nitrogen is functionalized with two triazol
units bearing sulfonates, which have a double role too, serving

as mechanical stopper and as water-solubilizing groups at the
same time.

Starting from 4-iodoaniline 4, two-fold alkylation with pro-
pargyl bromide in acetonitrile gave 5 in 66% yield. Formation
of 3-azidopropane-1-sulfonate by SN2 of 1,3-propanesultone
with sodium azide and subsequent CuAAC gave the water-
soluble 6 as the disodium salt in 45% yield after decompo-
sition of excess azide, purification by reverse-phase column
chromatography, and precipitation from water with EtOH.
After unsuccessful attempts in commonly employed mixed
aqueous–organic media, we found suitable conditions47 for
the Suzuki–Miyaura cross-coupling of 6 with 4-formylphenyl-
boronic acid in water in absence of a ligand to give the desired
aldehyde 3 as the ammonium salt in 78% yield after reverse-
phase column chromatography.

The interaction between the one-sidedly stoppered water-
soluble biphenyl 3 and the cyclophane 2 was investigated by
1H-NMR spectroscopy (Scheme S1†). Addition of an equimolar
amount of 2 to a solution of 3 in D2O displayed the typical up-
field shift of the protons encircled by the host expected for the
formation of 3⊂2, along with a broadening of the signals. The
aryl signals of the biphenyl system are shifted up-field by
0.5–2.2 ppm, with the central two protons experiencing the
strongest shielding effect (as determined by NOESY, Fig. S1†).
The aldehyde singlet only shifts up-field by 0.36 ppm and the
triazole and propyl signals of the stopper are slightly
deshielded. According to the extent of the experienced shield-
ing we hypothesized the macrocyclic host in 3⊂2 to be mainly
located around the centre of the biphenyl subunit, with the
terminal aldehyde accessible for further reactions. A dilution
series of 3⊂2 in D2O (Fig. S2†) in the range of 1 mM to 0.1 mM
only showed a slight shift of the signals, indicating a high
association constant (Ka) in aqueous solution (Ka > 105 M−1).48

This is in line with previously published pseudorotaxanes com-
prising 2.46

Scheme 1 (a) Both strategies to assemble rotaxanes with a D–π-A chromophore as axis considered. (b) Rotaxane 1e⊂2 obtained via strategy B.
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Aqueous Knoevenagel condensations

Having confirmed the formation of 3⊂2 by 1H-NMR spec-
troscopy, we investigated conditions for the Knoevenagel conden-
sation in aqueous media (Scheme 3). Inspired by literature
procedures,49,50 we tested the condensation of malononitrile
with 3 in water at room temperature in absence of any catalyst
and were delighted to obtain 1a in 69% yield after simple precipi-
tation of the product by addition of acetonitrile. The “push–pull”
dye 1a showed interesting optical properties (Fig. S14†) with an
absorption maximum of λabs = 420 nm and emission extending
into the NIR with a maximum of λem = 710 nm in H2O. The large
Stokes’ shift of approx. 9700 cm−1 observed for 1a was particu-
larly appealing for both, biological applications and the optimiz-
ation of superstructures for single molecule experiments profit-
ing from the field enhancement in gold nanostructures.

Motivated by both, the encouraging preliminary synthesis
and the exciting optical properties of the Knoevenagel product

1a, a large variety of sterically more demanding precursors were
synthesized. From a molecular design view point, it seemed
that the required methylene subunit trapped between a pair of
EWGs was ideally suited to be decorated with bulky substitu-
ents, providing the option to profit from the Knoevenagel con-
densation to introduce the stopper required for the mechani-
cally interlocked rotaxane structure. The overview and evalu-
ation of considered methylene precursors comprising in part
the stopper function is summarized in Scheme 3. Diester b was
synthesized in an acid-catalyzed esterification of malonic acid;
barbituric acid derivative c was obtained in two steps from a lit-
erature known urea derivative51 (Scheme S4†). Unfortunately,
the diester b turned out to be unserviceable for the intended
purpose in preliminary experiments. The compound was not
reactive at room temperature and its ester moieties were prone
to hydrolysis at elevated temperatures under all reaction con-
ditions investigated (acidic, basic, and uncatalyzed aqueous
conditions). At the first glance, preliminary experiments with
the barbituric acid derivative c were more promising, as the
colour of the reaction mixture changed immediately to red
upon addition of acetic acid to an aqueous solution of the reac-
tants, pointing at the successful product formation. However,
reaction control by LC-MS and reverse-phase TLC merely
showed the starting materials. Repeating the experiment in
D2O, addition of CD3CO2D provided the expected red colour, yet
it was not accompanied by any change in the 1H-NMR spec-
trum, likely due to the formation of only negligible amount of
the intensely coloured desired product. Unfortunately, reaction
conditions pushing the equilibrium towards the formation of
1c could not be found and we suspected the product to be of
limited stability in aqueous medium.

We thus considered the less electron-withdrawing but likely
more stable, commercially available 4,4′-methylenedibenzoic
acid d next. Its reactivity was very poor even at elevated temp-
eratures and reactions under more classic Knoevenagel con-
ditions (DMF/piperidine) did not proceed either.

Puzzled by the refusal of the so far investigated methylene
precursors to form the Knoevenagel product in aqueous
media, we wondered whether their bulkiness or their charged
state compromised either their reactivity or the stability of
their condensation products. In a last attempt we developed
the less symmetric precursor e, which features a bulky stopper
on only one side of the active methylene component. In this
compound the conjugation between the active methylene
group and the stopper is broken by the methylene bridge
between the amide and the triazole, thus the charged stopper
is not participating in the electron withdrawal, unlike in mole-
cules b–d. Of course we hoped that this variation in the mole-
cular design will improve the reactivity of e and the stability of
the resulting product 1e.

The synthesis of e was performed in three steps from the lit-
erature-reported52 aniline 7 (Scheme 4). First, a diazotation-azi-
dation procedure gave 8 in 98% yield, followed by basic ester
hydrolysis in THF/MeOH/H2O to produce the stopper 9 in 96%
yield after centrifugation and removal of excess NaOH. In a
final step, CuAAC with f led to the formation of e in 65% yield.

Scheme 2 Synthesis of 3 and pseudorotaxane formation with 2 in D2O.
(i) Propargyl bromide (30 wt% in toluene), K2CO3, ACN, 60 °C, 3 d, 66%;
(ii) NaN3, 1,3-propanesultone, DMF/H2O (2 : 1), rt, 1 h; (iii) TBTA, Cu
(CH3CN)4PF6, sodium ascorbate, 5, rt, 22 h, 45%; (iv) 4-formylphenyl-
boronic acid, K3PO4, Pd(OAc)2, H2O, reflux, 1 h, 78%.
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However, the Knoevenagel condensation of e and 3 to form
1e (Scheme 3) remained challenging in aqueous conditions. In
absence of catalyst the reaction did not proceed towards the
product even at elevated temperatures, while addition of
Na2CO3 led to amide hydrolysis already at room temperature.
By adjusting pH to ∼7–8 with a phosphate buffer, decompo-
sition at elevated temperature was slowed down, however, the
formation of the desired condensation product 1e was not
observed. Acidic reaction conditions turned out to be even
more challenging as the solubility of e decreased, substantially
handicapping the formation of condensation product.

The reaction sequence forming the methylene precursor e
with stopper potential by CuAAC “click” chemistry first and its
subsequent engagement in the Knoevenagel condensation
could also be inverted. The condensation could also be per-
formed with the alkyne-bearing f and the obtained product
exposed to the CuAAC “click” conditions to be further deco-
rated by the bulky stopper. And indeed, the desired conden-
sation product 1f was obtained, even so not in aqueous con-
ditions. However, 1f profits from rather compact olefin substi-
tuents introduced by the Knoevenagel reaction, which should
allow the subsequent rotaxane formation. As aqueous con-
ditions are only required to unleash hydrophobic interaction
to trigger the pseudorotaxane formation, the use of alternative
solvents to obtain 1f is less an issue than in the case of bulkier
methylene precursors. The formation of 1f was observed in
DMF with piperidine as catalyst. However, under these con-
ditions 1f was prone to react further in a Michael addition. To
our delight, omission of piperidine led to the E-selective (as
evidenced by the NOESY NMR spectrum, Fig. S13†) formation
of 1f in 36% isolated yield.

The absorption and emission spectra of 1f in H2O
(Fig. S15†) show a hypsochromic shift with respect to 1a, with
maxima of 396 nm and 693 nm for the absorption and emis-
sion of 1f, respectively. The Stokes’ shift is, with a value of
approximately 10 800 cm−1, even larger than the one observed
for 1a.

As already mentioned above, due to the relatively compact f,
we anticipated that 2 should readily thread onto 1f. And

Scheme 3 Series of methylene precursors a–f activated by electron-withdrawing groups (EWGs) for the Knoevenagel reaction with 3 with the
intention to form 1a–f. Answer statements together with ticks and crosses show the success in the search for suitable conditions for the formation
of the corresponding Knoevenagel products in isolable yields.

Scheme 4 Synthesis of the stopper 9 in 2 steps and CuAAC “click” reac-
tion providing e. Reagents and conditions: (i) TMSN3, tBuONO, DMF, 0 °C
to rt, 6 h, 98%; (ii) NaOH, THF–MeOH–H2O (4 : 4 : 1), 50 °C, 1 h, 86%;
(iii) CuSO4·5H2O, sodium ascorbate, H2O–MeOH (2 : 1), rt, 1 h, 65%.
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indeed, the 1H-NMR analysis of a 1 mM 1 : 1 mixture in D2O
displayed the expected shifts of the aromatic signals of 1f
(Scheme S2†). In similarity to 3⊂2, the central protons of the
biphenyl system in 1f⊂2 experienced the largest shift,
suggesting the centre of the biphenyl subunit to be the most
prevalent position of the host 2 in the superstructure. This is
further corroborated by NOE signals of these central protons
to the aromatic signal of 2 (Fig. S4†). 1H-NMR spectra of a
dilution series (Fig. S5†) showed no significant changes in the
chemical shift down to concentrations of 50 μM, indicating a
Ka beyond the range suited for determination by NMR spec-
troscopy (>105 M−1). The association of 1f⊂2 in water was
determined by recording the emission intensity during the
titration of 1f against 2 (Fig. S11†). The obtained Ka of 1.5 ×
107 M−1 is larger than previously reported association con-
stants with the same cyclophane,42,46 which might be the
result of supporting electrostatic attractions between the nega-
tively charged sulfonate groups of the axis and the piperidi-
nium moieties of the macrocycle.

With the successful syntheses of e and 1f, together with its
strong association with 2, our focus moved away from the orig-
inal idea of using a Knoevenagel condensation as stoppering
reaction (strategy A in Scheme 1a) to the stepwise assembly
strategy (strategy B in Scheme 1a). Finally accepting that
aqueous conditions are a challenging environment to push a
reversible condensation reaction to completion, we wondered
if a rotaxane with an axle assembled by a Knoevenagel conden-
sation might be stable in water at all. Furthermore, we hoped
to access the model compound to be able to assess the influ-
ence of the integration of the D–π–A dye systems into the rotax-
ane superstructure on its optical properties.

[2]Rotaxane

With the confirmed formation of the pseudorotaxane 1f⊂2,
the stoppering with 9 via CuAAC “click” reaction was envi-
sioned (Scheme 5).

To simplify purification, classical conditions with CuSO4

and sodium ascorbate in absence of a ligand were chosen. The
reaction was performed at 2 mM concentration of 2 in H2O, to
prevent its self-aggregation.39 Higher host concentrations led
to the formation of precipitate during the reaction. After
30 min, we were delighted to observe the formation of new
species with masses of the desired [2]rotaxane 1e⊂2 and the
unthreaded side product 1e by LC-MS. While the ratio of both
products could not be determined, we proceeded with the
challenging isolation of the [2]rotaxane.

The solubility of 1e⊂2 was lower in H2O than that of its pre-
cursors, however it turned out to be well soluble in mixed sol-
vents of H2O/CH3CN and H2O/DMF, as well as in DMSO.
While reverse-phase HPLC on C18-functionalized silica using
H2O/CH3CN as eluent allowed to remove most impurities like
1e, 2, and 9 over multiple consecutive runs, some remaining
impurities could also not be removed using H2O/MeOH eluent
mixtures. Numerous alternative purification attempts like pre-
cipitations and crystallizations by vapour diffusion failed.
Dialysis against water showed no significant improvement by
1H-NMR spectroscopy. Purification by gel permeation chrom-
atography (GPC) using polystyrene beads (BioBeads SX-1) was
considered, but the low solubility of 1e⊂2 in pure DMF and
the poor swelling behaviour of the beads in polar protic media
rendered the method ill-suited for this purpose. Finally, GPC
using Sephadex LH-20 in a mixture of DMF and aqueous
NH4OAc buffer, followed by a second dialysis, provided the
rotaxane 1e⊂2 in 0.9% isolated yield with only minor impuri-
ties remaining. 1e⊂2 was characterized by 1H-NMR and
2D-NMR in D2O/CD3CN, and high-resolution mass spec-
trometry. The sparse availability of the mechanically inter-
linked model compound did neither allow to record 13C-NMR
spectra showing all expected signals nor its characterization by
elemental analysis, however, the chemical shifts of the
missing 13C peaks were extracted from HMQC and HMBC
measurements.

Scheme 5 Mechanical fixation in the rotaxane 1e⊂2 via CuAAC “click” reaction of 1f and 9 in presence of host 2 in aqueous environment. Reagents
and conditions: (i) CuSO4·5H2O, sodium ascorbate, H2O, rt, 1.5 h, 0.9%.
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The low yield of the mechanically interlocked product led
us to investigate the reaction further and 1H-NMR studies
revealed the formation of undesired pseudorotaxane 9⊂2
when 9 and 2 were mixed in D2O (Fig. S6†). Furthermore, equi-
molar competition experiments of 1f, 9, and 2 in D2O
(Fig. S9†) revealed the partial formation of both 1e⊂2 and
9⊂2, pointing towards similarly high Ka values. Unfortunately,
higher ratios of 2 led to precipitation during the CuAAC reac-
tion and formation of impurities which were inseparable by
HPLC, GPC, or precipitation.

To exclude that deslipping of the macrocycle off the axle in
the [2]rotaxane occurred during purification, we heated solu-
tions of 1e⊂2 in acetonitrile and DMSO to 75 °C and 120 °C,
respectively. Qualitative analysis by HPLC-MS (Fig. S27†)
showed neither the formation of 1e nor 2 after 16 h of heating,
confirming sufficient bulkiness of both stopper moieties.

The unthreaded reference compound 1e was prepared by
CuAAC between 1f and 9, and obtained in 81% yield after pre-
cipitation from the reaction mixture with an excess of CH3CN
(Scheme S6†). Interestingly, 1e turned out to be better soluble
in water than the [2]rotaxane. However, 1H-NMR spectra of 1e
displayed broad signals in both, D2O and D2O/CD3CN solu-
tions, presumably due to the presence of different protonation
states. Reasonably sharp NMR spectra were obtained in DMSO
after addition of acetic acid.

To exclude solvent effects, the 1H-NMR spectra of 1e and
1e⊂2 were compared in DMSO-d6 with acetic acid as additive
(Fig. 1). Akin to the NMR spectra of pseudorotaxanes 3⊂2 and
1f⊂2 measured in D2O, the aromatic protons of the biphenyl
moiety are most affected by the cyclophane, showing a signifi-
cant upfield shift. The protons of the stoppers remain largely
unaffected, further corroborating the biphenyl bridge as the
preferred resting position of the cyclophane in the
superstructure.

We are mainly interested in the effects the cyclophane exer-
cises on the optical properties of the D–π–A chromophore,
with the intention to develop model compounds for experi-
ments investigating single molecule motions spectroscopically.
Thus the optical properties of 1e and 1e⊂2 (Fig. 2a) were
recorded in aqueous solutions containing 0.1 M Na2HPO4

adjusted to pH 6.4 with H3PO4 to guarantee similar ions and
comparable protonation states. In the UV-Vis absorption
spectra, the longest wavelength absorption maxima are
420 nm and 406 nm for 1e⊂2 and 1e, respectively, showing a
bathochromic shift in the [2]rotaxane. Exciting both samples
at their absorption maxima for the emission spectra, displayed
a hypsochromically shifted emission for 1e⊂2 compared to 1e
with maxima at 655 and 669 nm, respectively. More impor-
tantly, when corrected for the different absorptions, we
noticed that the signal intensity at the emission maximum is
significantly higher in the [2]rotaxane than in the unthreaded
chromophore in the buffered aqueous solution. Intrigued by
this result, we determined the absolute quantum yields (QY)
in buffered aqueous solution to be below 1% for 1e, while an
efficiency of 11.0% (±0.5%) was observed for 1e⊂2 under the
same conditions (see ESI†). In DMSO, the effect seemed to
persist (Fig. S16†) and indeed, both molecules showed higher

Fig. 1 Comparison of 1H-NMR spectra of 1e (top, 400 MHz) and 1e⊂2
(bottom, 500 MHz) in DMSO-d6 with AcOH as additive.

Fig. 2 (a) Absorption (solid lines) and emission (dashed lines) spectra of
1e⊂2 (black) and 1e (red) in aqueous 0.1 M Na2HPO4 solution adjusted to
pH 6.4 with H3PO4. Absorption spectra are normalized. Emission spectra
were corrected for differences in absorption at the excitation wave-
length (420 nm for 1e⊂2; 406 nm for 1e). Photographs of 3, 1a, 1f, 1e,
1e⊂2 (left to right) under ambient (b) and 366 nm wavelength light (c).
Photographs in (c) were slightly edited to decrease the blue discolor-
ation caused by the lamp, unedited photographs can be found in the
supporting information (Fig. S22–S26†).
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QY in DMSO with values of 19.0% (±0.9%) and 58.5% (±1.5%)
for the rod and [2]rotaxane, respectively. The mechanisms
determining the extent of emission enhancement upon thread-
ing are not fully clarified yet and various factors might contrib-
ute like e.g., reduced solvent interaction or decreased
rotational freedom. Aggregation-induced emission quenching
of 1e seems unlikely as potential mechanism, as all the syn-
thesised chromophores 3, 1a, 1e, 1f, and 1e⊂2 even emit in
the solid state when irradiated with light of 366 nm (Fig. 2b
and c). The emission spectra of the finely ground solids of 3,
1a, 1e, and 1f in between two glass slides were recorded in an
integrating sphere, while 1e⊂2 was measured as a film on
glass due to the lack of material. Interestingly, the emission
spectra of dyes 1a, 1e, 1f, and 1e⊂2 (Fig. S21†) show no signifi-
cant differences, sharing an emission maximum at roughly
600 nm. This hypsochromic shift can be explained by the
absence of solvent interaction.

Knoevenagel reversibility

During experiments examining the pH-dependence of 1e in
NMR spectroscopy, we observed the instability of 1e in D2O/
CD3CN (1 : 1) in the presence of Na2CO3, as expected based on
our previous results with e, which showed decomposition in
Knoevenagel condensation attempts performed under basic
conditions. Over time, an aldehyde signal arose, along with
the characteristic peaks of the biphenyl moiety present in our
chromophore design. To our delight, the 1H-NMR spectra of
the formed species and 3 (in D2O/CD3CN, 1 : 1, Scheme S3†)
share identical chemical shifts. Further examination by LC-MS
corroborated 3 as the main species formed after 20 h
(Fig. S28†). While e decomposed under these conditions, the
experiment nonetheless indicated the reversibility of the
Knoevenagel condensation in water, a prerequisite for its
employment as a stoppering reaction for the formation of
rotaxanes under thermodynamic control.

Conclusions

The challenges we faced during our ongoing journey studying
the potential of the Knoevenagel condensation as stoppering
reaction in water for the formation of rotaxanes are reported.
The rigid-rod type water-soluble aldehyde precursor readily
associated with the macrocyclic host in water and was suited
for the synthesis of push–pull red to NIR-emitting dyes with
solid-state emission. While we have not yet succeeded in
finding a suitable reaction system enabling stoppering via
Knoevenagel condensation, we synthesized and characterized
a first “proof-of-existence” [2]rotaxane with a Knoevenagel
product as axle. Significant emission enhancement was
observed for the encapsulated dye in comparison to the
unthreaded dye when measured in buffered aqueous solution
and solid-state emission was preserved.

We are currently working on mechanically interlocked
model compounds for externally triggered single molecule
experiments.
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