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dged ferrocene macrocycle:
efficient synthesis and electron transfer mechanism
in mixed-valence systems

Longfei Li,ab Beijing Zhang,ab Yi Xie,c Qi Xiong,c Yuanbo Zhong,ab Yansong Jiang,ab

Yu Wang, ab Haobing Wang, ab Shang-Da Jiang, c Shen Zhou *d

and Xing Jiang *ab

Cyclic oligomers with multiple redox centers are ideal models for intramolecular electron transfer

processes, as they feature well-defined spatial geometries and degenerate energy states. The design and

synthesis of such structures with strongly interacting monomers, however, remains a significant

challenge. Here, we report a one-pot synthesis of an acetylene-bridged ferrocene macrocycle (9) using

alkyne metathesis, with a remarkable 43% isolated yield. The macrocycle adopts a chiral PPM/MMP

conformation in the crystal, reminiscent of the iconic Penrose triangle. Electrochemical studies

suggested that redox processes of all three ferrocene units are reversible and highly correlated, despite

relatively long Fe–Fe distances. Hydrogenation of acetylene bridges yielded an analogous trimeric

ferrocene macrocycle (14), whose redox waves showed less separation due to the lack of conjugation

and through-bond charge transfer. Assuming that the through-space interaction energy is the same for

both macrocycles, we estimated that conjugation through acetylene bridges accounts for 25–36% of

overall interaction. Trication 93+ was obtained by chemical oxidation, and it showed EPR signals with

weak anisotropy, indicative of fast intramolecular electron transfer. Varied-temperature (VT) EPR studies

suggested intramolecular antiferromagnetic interaction and a doublet ground state (DED–Q = −0.06 kcal

mol−1) for 93+.
Introduction

Mixed-valence compounds, constructed by covalent linkage of
redox-active centers in different oxidation states, have been
developed to understand key factors of intramolecular charge
transfer,1 an omnipresent process of great signicance in
biology,2 catalysis,3 and materials science.4 Much attention has
been directed to mixed-valence systems of ferrocene (Fc), due to
its marvelous stability at the neutral and oxidized states.5 The
synthesis of macrocycles containing multiple Fc units remains
challenging due to their high exibility, which arises from the
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facile rotation of cyclopentadienyl (Cp) ligands about the Cp–
Fe–Cp axis.6 So far macrocycles with multiple ($3) Fc units have
been successfully prepared in a limited number of reports,7–11

among which robust Fc–Fc interactions were observed inmerely
three systems (Fig. 1a). Santi and Ceccon prepared a “fused” Fc
trimer 1 from a triindene trianion and observed two reversible
redox events at half-wave potentials (E1/2) of 0.23 and 0.61 V,
along with a third irreversible oxidation at 0.94 V in cyclic vol-
tammetry (CV).8 The large half-wave potential split (DE1/2 = 380
mV) between the rst two redox events suggested that they are
highly correlated and that 1+ is at the borderline of class II
(partially delocalized) and class III (fully delocalized) mixed-
valence systems according to the Robin–Day classication.12

Albrecht and Long reported an elegant one-pot synthesis of
a cyclic Fc pentamer, hexamer, heptamer, and nonamer.9 Cyclic
hexamer 2 was obtained in 2% yield, and it underwent four
reversible redox events at E1/2 of −0.184, −0.010, 0.365, and
0.933 V. The corresponding DE1/2 values of 174, 375, and 568mV
indicated strong interaction and rapid intramolecular electron
transfer (∼107 s−1) among Fc units. The Gibbs free energy
(DintG) of Fc–Fc interactions showed a linear dependence on the
overall ring charge of 2. Albrecht and Long also prepared
macrocycle 3 with three Fc units, with two of them directly
linked to each other and the third separated by phenylene
© 2025 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Fig. 1 Representative multi-ferrocene macrocycles with (a) strong
and (b) weak electronic interactions; (c) acetylene-bridged macro-
cycle 7 with a strong electronic interaction and relatively long Fe–Fe
distance; (d) the efficient synthesis and effective charge transfer of 9
in this work offering insights into charge transfer mechanisms. Fe–Fe
distance was obtained from crystal structures (1–6, 9) or by
calculation (7).

Edge Article Chemical Science

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 2

7 
A

ug
us

t 2
02

5.
 D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
on

 2
/1

3/
20

26
 1

1:
45

:3
1 

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
acetylene bridges.10 Macrocycle 3 showed three well-dened
redox peaks at 0.038, 0.246, and 0.399 V with DE1/2 of 208 and
153 mV. The rst and third peaks corresponded to the redox
processes of the biferrocene (BiFc) moiety, and the second to
the isolated Fc. The separation between the rst and third peaks
(361 mV) was almost identical to that of BiFc (350 mV), sug-
gesting weak interaction between Fc and BiFc moieties in 3.

We noticed that macrocycles 1–3 all featured directly con-
nected Fc units and short Fe–Fe distances (4.62, 4.85, and 5.08
Å, respectively). This is benecial for effective charge transfer
interaction, which is coulombic in nature and distance-
sensitive. Unfortunately, the direct Fc–Fc linkage is sterically
crowded and synthetically challenging. The introduction of
bridging groups allowed for facile preparation of macrocycles
such as 4–6 with improved efficiency; however, the Fe–Fe
distance was signicantly elongated (9.17, 6.08, and 12.66 Å).
Their CV showed poorly resolved or unresolved waves, indi-
cating simultaneous, uncorrelated redox processes of Fc units.11

While bridging groups inevitably increase the Fe–Fe distance
and weaken through-space interactions,13 we hypothesized that
it might be possible to design a bridged macrocycle with robust
Fc–Fc interactions by facilitating through-bond charge transfer.
We were inspired by acetylene-bridged macrocycle 7, whose
redox processes are strongly correlated (DE1/2 = 355 mV) despite
a relatively long Fe–Fe distance of 6.46 Å.14 The steric repulsion
between neighbouring Fc units in macrocycles 1–3 (Fig. 1a) was
not observed for 7, which featured coplanar Cp rings across
alkyne bridges. As a result, a delicate balance between the Fe–Fe
© 2025 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
distance (through-space) and conjugation (through-bond) was
achieved for this macrocycle, and the extent of charge delocal-
ization in 7+ is comparable to, if not stronger than, the cations
of 1–3. Since alkyne-bridged macrocycles can be prepared with
high efficiency using alkyne metathesis,15 we decided to explore
the synthesis and charge transfer properties of acetylene-
bridged multiple-Fc macrocycles. Here, we report the
synthesis of an acetylene-bridged ferrocene cyclic trimer as well
as its alkene- and alkane-bridged analogues, providing a semi-
quantitative analysis of contributions of through-bond and
through-space mechanisms in mixed-valence systems for the
rst time.

Results and discussion
Synthesis and characterization

Alkyne metathesis (AM) of 1,10-bis(1-propynyl) ferrocene 8 16 was
conducted using a catalyst generated in situ from 10 and Ph3-
SiOH to yield trimeric macrocycle 9 with high efficiency. Unlike
typical rigid building blocks, 1,10-disubstituted Fc enjoys a high
degree of rotational freedom, rendering virtually all cyclic olig-
omers of different sizes viable products in AM with sufficient
thermodynamic stability. Density functional theory (DFT)
calculation showed that the relative Gibbs free energies of
dimeric (7), trimeric (9), and tetrameric (11) macrocycles are 0,
1.2, and 1.7 kcal mol−1, respectively, suggesting low selectivity
in AM. In initial studies, we indeed observed the formation of
linear and cyclic tetramers and larger oligomers, along with
a major product 9. Cyclic dimer 7 was detected by mass spec-
troscopy as a minor product, but we were not able to achieve its
isolation. This is consistent with the unique kinetic selectivity of
alkyne metathesis.17 Since the yield of cyclic tetramer 11 was low
and its separation was tedious, we focused on improving the
selectivity for 9, by lowering catalyst loading and substrate
concentration and avoiding the formation of long-chain oligo-
mers. A 47% NMR yield was eventually achieved under opti-
mized conditions of 10 mM 8 in CHCl3 at 50 °C and 5% catalyst
loading (Table S1). Pure product 9 was obtained in 43% yield
aer column chromatography and subsequent washing with
a hexane/DCM mixture. We attributed the unexpected high
selectivity for 9 to its low solubility, which was also reected by
its tendency to crystallize.

Since effective charge transfer has also been achieved
between Fc units across alkene bridges,13g,18 we also attempted
the synthesis of an analogous macrocycle 13 using olen
metathesis. While 13 was obtained upon treatment of 12 with
the Grubbs-II catalyst, we were unable to achieve a reasonable
yield (<1%) aer multiple rounds of optimization. No other
cyclic oligomers were detected. Insoluble materials, presumably
ill-dened oligomers, accounted for the mass balance of the
reaction. We took this as indirect evidence that alkyne
metathesis is superior to olen metathesis in the assembly of
highly dynamic building blocks.19 Macrocycle 14 with saturated
alkane bridges was also prepared for a comprehensive study of
the roles of different bridging groups in charge transfer. 14 was
obtained in quantitative yield through hydrogenation of
macrocycle 9, using the Pd/C catalyst under 1 atmH2 pressure at
Chem. Sci., 2025, 16, 17268–17275 | 17269
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Fig. 2 Synthesis of ferrocene cyclic trimers 9, 13, and 14, and their 1H NMR spectra in CDCl3.
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room temperature. Macrocycles 9, 13, and 14 were thoroughly
characterized by 1H and 13C NMR spectrometry, mass spec-
trometry, and single crystal X-ray diffraction. It is notable that
their solution NMR spectra are rather simple. As shown in
Fig. 2, two pseudo-triplets were observed for macrocycles 13
(4.32 and 4.22 ppm) and 14 (4.11 and 4.04 ppm), while they
almost merged into one set of signals at 4.35–4.33 ppm for
macrocycle 9 in CDCl3. All Fc units appear to be equivalent for
each macrocycle in the NMR timescale.
Fig. 3 Side view (left) and top view (right) of the crystal structures of (a)
9, (b) 13, and (c) 14, shown with 30% probability of thermal ellipsoids.
Solvent molecules and hydrogen atoms were omitted for clarity. Only
one PPM enantiomer was shown for each macrocycle. For full struc-
tures, see Fig. S25–S27.
Crystal structures

The structures of all three macrocycles were determined
unambiguously by single crystal X-ray diffraction (CCDC
2433325, 2453500, and 2453617). Single crystals were obtained
for 9 by slow evaporation of a toluene solution. The crystal
structure was solved in the P3121 space group with enriched
enantiomer 9PPM as the major component (85%) and the
opposite enantiomer 9MMP as a minor, disordered component
(15%). The chirality of 9 originated from geometrical
constraints enforced by its triangular structure, in which each
Fc unit adopts a helical (P/M) conformation. Here, the P/M
helicity was dened by viewing along the Cp–Fe–Cp axis and
determining whether the far Cp ring needs to rotate clockwise
(M) or counterclockwise (P) to overlap with the proximal Cp
ring. As shown in Fig. 3a, there are two P-Fc (Fc1 and Fc2) units
and one M-Fc (Fc3) in enantiomer 9PPM, whose overall shape is
a distorted triangular prism. The three Fe atoms form a triangle
with edge lengths of 6.62, 6.65, and 7.15 Å (avg. 6.81 Å) and
internal angles of 57.2, 57.6, and 65.3°. The angles between the
Cp–Fe Cp axis of Fc units and the Fe–Fe–Fe plane are 62, 63, and
79°. Cp rings of neighbouring Fc units are close to being
coplanar, with dihedral angles of 17, 20, and 28°. We also
noticed that the two Cp rings are parallel in each Fc unit, and
alkyne bond angles are close to 180°, both suggesting the
absence of notable ring strain in 9. These agree well with 9
being a major product in alkyne metathesis with sufficient
stability.

The low symmetry of 9PPM/9MMP suggested that all three Fc
units were not equivalent, which contradicted their solution 1H
17270 | Chem. Sci., 2025, 16, 17268–17275
and 13C NMR data. To account for these observations, DFT
calculations were performed. We found that despite its
apparent rigidity, 9 could undergo isomerization with a low
energy barrier, through collective rotation of ferrocene units. As
shown in Fig. S33, a 2-fold symmetric transition state (9-TS)
could be reached from ground-state structures 9-GS1 (9PPM) or
9-GS2 (9MMP) through simultaneous rotation of two ferrocene
units. The activation barrier for this isomerization was
© 2025 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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estimated to be 4.2 kcal mol−1, consistent with rapid isomeri-
zation indicated by 1H and 13C NMR spectra. This mode of
collective Fc rotation has been reported by Mayor in a rhomboid
bisferrocenemacrocycle.7d It is also worth noting that aminimal
change in the Fe–Fe distance was observed between the ground-
state (9-GS1 and 9-GS2, avg. 6.77 Å) and transition-state struc-
tures (9-TS, avg. 6.92 Å), highlighting strong geometrical
constraints on the Fc units enforced by the macrocycle. Single
crystals of 13 were obtained by slow evaporation from a hexane/
DCM solution, and its crystal structure was solved in the P�1
space group, featuring a pair of PPM/MMP enantiomers in a unit
cell (Fig. S26). With three trans-double bonds as bridges, the
overall geometry of 13 resembles that of 9. Its three Fe atoms are
separated by 6.41, 6.43, and 6.91 Å (avg. 6.58 Å), slightly shorter
than 9, with Fe–Fe–Fe angles being 57.4, 57.6, and 65.1°,
respectively. The angles between the Cp–Fe–Cp axis of Fc units
and the Fe–Fe–Fe plane are 60, 64, and 79°. The alkene-
connected Cp rings of adjacent Fc units are characterized by
dihedral angles of 19, 19, and 25°.
Table 1 Electrochemical data for ferrocene macrocyclesa

Compd Event DE (V) E1/2 (V) DE1/2 (V

9e 9/9+ 0.066 0.110
0.150

9+/92+ 0.063 0.260
0.161

92+/93+ 0.067 0.421

9f 9/9+ 0.066 0.125
0.287

9+/92+ 0.082 0.412
0.376

92+/93+ 0.120 0.788

13e 13/13+ 0.066 −0.105
0.166

13+/132+ 0.070 0.061
0.196

132+/133+ 0.070 0.257

13f 13/13+ 0.065 −0.124
0.348

13+/132+ 0.069 0.224
0.430

132+/133+ 0.082 0.654

14e — 0.183 −0.092 —

14f 14/14+ 0.063 −0.127
0.208

14+/142+ 0.062 0.081
0.229

142+/143+ 0.064 0.310

a Conditions: working electrode: glassy carbon; counter electrode: platinu
scan rate: 0.1 V s−1. b Kc = exp(FDE1/2/RT), where F is Faraday's consta
comproportionation, DcG = −RT ln Kc.

d DintG refers to the Gibbs free e
e Electrolyte: [nBu4N][PF6].

f Electrolyte: [nBu4N][BArF24].

© 2025 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
Single crystals of 14 were also obtained from a hexane/DCM
solution, and its crystal structure was solved in a P�1 space
group. There were four similar yet unequal pairs of PPM/MMP
enantiomers in a unit cell, highlighting the exibility of alkane
bridges (Fig. S27). The geometric shape of 14 resembles that of
9-TS, with one of the Fc units (Fc2) perpendicular to the Fe–Fe–
Fe plane. The average Fe–Fe distance was found to be 6.80 Å.
Since Fe–Fe distances are very close for macrocycles 9, 13, and
14 with different bridges, it is possible for us to conduct
a straightforward comparison of Fc–Fc interaction within the
framework of trimeric macrocycles.
Electrochemistry

The redox properties of macrocycles 9, 13, and 14 were studied
by cyclic voltammetry. A three-electrode system was used, with
a glassy carbon electrode as the working electrode, an Ag/AgCl
electrode as the reference electrode, and a Pt sheet electrode
as the counter electrode. Solutions at 1.0 mM analyte
) Kc
b DcG

c (kJ mol−1) DintG
d (kJ mol−1)

3.43 × 102 −14.47 −17.20

5.27 × 102 −15.53 −18.26

7.10 × 104 −27.69 −30.42

2.27 × 106 −36.28 −39.00

6.40 × 102 −16.02 −18.74

2.06 × 103 −18.91 −21.64

7.63 × 105 −33.58 −36.30

1.86 × 107 −41.49 −44.21

— — —

3.28 × 103 −20.07 −22.79

7.43 × 103 −22.10 −24.82

m plate; reference electrode: Ag/AgCl; (E vs. [Fc]/[Fc+], corrected for iRs);
nt and temperature is 25 °C. c DcG refers to the Gibbs free energy of
nergy of interaction; for three-center systems, DintG = DcG − RT ln 3.

Chem. Sci., 2025, 16, 17268–17275 | 17271
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Fig. 4 Cyclic voltammograms for 9, 13, and 14 at 1.0 mM in 0.1 M
electrolyte/CH2Cl2 (E vs. [Fc]/[Fc+], corrected for iRs); scan rate: 100
mV s−1. Electrolytes were (a) [nBu4N][PF6] and (b) [nBu4N][BArF24].

Fig. 5 Vis/NIR spectra of 9 in CH2Cl2 in its various oxidation states.
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concentration were used, with the supporting electrolyte at
0.1 M concentration. All electrochemical data are summarized
in Table 1. As shown in Fig. 4a, when [nBu4N][PF6] electrolyte
was used, both 9 and 13 exhibited three sets of well-dened
redox peaks, attributed to the stepwise oxidation and reduc-
tion of three Fc units (Fc/Fc+).

The difference in potentials (DE) of each redox event was
close to 59 mV, suggesting that they were reversible. The linear
tting of the ipa − v1/2 curve at different scan rates proved that
these redox processes were diffusion-controlled (Fig. S16–S20).20

The CV of 14 only showed an unresolved wave. We hence
concluded that macrocycles 9 and 13, with the benet of
conjugation through alkyne and alkene bridges, have a higher
degree of charge delocalization than macrocycle 14 upon
oxidation. The comproportionation constant (Kc) and free
energy of comproportionation (DcG) were calculated to probe
the stability of macrocycles at different oxidation states (MCn+)
quantitatively.21 Kc was found to be on the order of 102 and 102–
103 between consecutive redox events of 9 and 13 respectively,
with the corresponding DcG values of −14.47 and −15.53 kJ
mol−1 for 9 and –16.02 and −18.91 kJ mol−1 for 13, indicating
that cations 9+, 92+, 13+, and 132+ are thermodynamically stable.
The Gibbs free energies of interaction (DintG) were calculated
following Albrecht and Long's method,9 yielding values of
−17.20 kJ mol−1 (9/9+ − 9+/92+), −18.26 kJ mol−1 (9+/92+ − 92+/
93+), −18.74 kJ mol−1 (13/13+ − 13+/132+), and −21.64 kJ mol−1

(13+/132+ − 132+/133+).

MCðn�1Þ þMCðnþ1Þ )*
Kc

2MCnþ

Kc ¼ ð½MCnþ�Þ2�
MCðn�1Þþ��MCðnþ1Þþ� (1)

In order to shed light on the contributions of through-space
and through-bond mechanisms to the overall charge transfer,
electrochemical studies were performed using [nBu4N][BARF24]
([BARF24]

− = [B(C6H3(3,5-CF3)2)4]
−) as an electrolyte. [BARF24]

−

is a weaker coordinating anion than [PF6]
− and is incapable of
17272 | Chem. Sci., 2025, 16, 17268–17275
forming strong ion pairs with counterions, thus allowing for
a clear observation of otherwise poorly separated redox events.22

The rst oxidation events (9/9+ and 13/13+) were not affected by
electrolyte, and their E1/2 remained the same. In contrast, the
subsequent oxidation events were shied to higher potentials.
The corresponding DE1/2 values increased to 287 and 376mV for
9 (150 and 161 mV in [nBu4N][PF6]). A similar change was
observed for 13, and its DE1/2 values were 348 mV and 430 mV.
We were delighted to observe three sets of well-resolved redox
peaks for 14, with DE1/2 = 208 and 229 mV. The interaction
energies DintG were found to be −30.42 kJ mol−1 and −39.00 kJ
mol−1 for 9, −36.30 kJ mol−1 and −44.21 kJ mol−1 for 13, and
−22.79 and −24.82 kJ mol−1 for 14, respectively. We noted that
DintG values were larger for 9 and 13 with through-bond charge
transfer across unsaturated bridges, which is absent in 14 with
saturated alkane bridges. We hypothesized that the differences
in DintG between 9/13 and 14 could be used to quantify such
through-bond interactions. Taking 9+ as an example, 75%
(−22.79 kJ mol−1) of the overall interaction (−30.42 kJ mol−1)
comes from through-space Fc–Fc interactions, and the rest 25%
comes from through-bond interactions. This value increased to
36% for 92+. The contributions of through-bond interactions
across alkenes in 13 were found to be 37% and 44% for 13+ and
132+, respectively.

Chemical oxidation and vis/NIR characterization

Considering the stability of the cations of 9, we attempted to
obtain 9+, 92+, and 93+ by chemical oxidation. This was achieved
by slow addition of a CH2Cl2 solution of acetylferrocenium
tetrauoroborate (AcFcBF4, E1/2 = 0.27 V, 1.0 or 2.0 equiv.) or
tris(4-bromo-phenyl)ammonium hexachloroantimonate (Magic
Blue, E1/2 = 0.70 V, 3.0 equiv.)23 to a CH2Cl2 solution of 9 to
obtain monocationic, dicationic, or tricationic species. The
oxidation processes were conrmed by absorption spectroscopy
in the visible and near-infrared (NIR) regions, as shown in
Fig. 5. Cations 9+, 92+, and 93+ exhibited notable similarities in
the visible region, with peaks centered at ca. 594 nm, which is
characteristic of Cp to Fe charge transfer of Fc+.24 They also
displayed strong and rather broad absorptions in the NIR
region, akin to 7+ reported by Cowan.14 The broad peak is likely
associated with ligand (acetylene bridge together with Cp) to Fe
charge transfer, and the typical intervalence Fc–Fc+ charge
© 2025 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Fig. 6 (a) X-band (9.607 GHz) VT EPR spectra (top) for 93+ powder
samples, and plots (bottom) of I × T (black circles) as a function of T,
fitting using eqn (2) (red line); (b) experimental and calculated energy
gap between the doublet state (D) and quartet state (Q).
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transfer transition was not observed due to its relatively low
intensity.
EPR measurements

With a sufficient amount of macrocycle 9 in hand, we proceeded
to study its spin properties at different oxidation states, which
were not reported for macrocycles 1–3. Cations 9+, 92+, and 93+

were obtained by oxidation with a dichloromethane solution of
AcFcBF4 (1.0 or 2.0 equiv.) or an acetonitrile solution of NOBF4
(DE1/2 = 1.00 V, 3.0 equiv.), followed by vacuum concentration
and rinsing with n-hexane. Unfortunately, single crystals were
not obtained for these cations. Cation 93+ showed identical
cyclic voltammograms to 9 aer an initial reduction scan
(Fig. S23), which served as circumstantial evidence of the
integrity of the macrocycle backbone.
Fig. 7 DFT-calculated (a) frontier molecular orbitals of 9 and (b) its
cations spin density at the UPBE0-D3(BJ)/def2-TZVP level; isovalue =

0.005.

© 2025 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
At room temperature, X-band EPR spectra of powder samples
9+ and 92+ displayed one broad signal at gt = 1.85 and 1.86,
respectively (Fig. S28 and S29). When the temperature was
lowered to 10 K, another signal appeared at g‖ = 4.22 for 9+ and
g‖ = 4.17 for 92+. It gave a large g-tensor anisotropy with
Dg = 2.37 for 9+ and Dg = 2.31 for 92+ (Dg = g‖ − gt). These
features originate from the large orbital angular momentum in
Fc, which is similar to those of Fc+, BiFc+, and BiFc2+.25 We
inferred that intramolecular electron transfer in 9+ and 92+ is
slow on the EPR timescale.26 In stark contrast, the signal of
powder samples 93+ at 10 K depicted a relatively sharp peak at
g = 2.038, with g1 = 2.067, g2 = 2.035, and g3 = 2.013 (Fig. 6). It
gave Dg = 0.054 (Dg = g1 −g3) much less than 0.8, revealing an
intramolecular electron transfer rate faster than the EPR time-
scale (109–1010 s−1).27 Varied-temperature (VT) EPR of 93+ was
conducted from 10 to 40 K. The experimental data were
analyzed by tting the I × T vs. T curve using eqn (2),28 giving
a small anti-ferromagnetic (AFM) exchange coupling constant
of J/kB = −10.1 K, with a doublet ground state. The energy gap
between the doublet and quartet states (DED–Q) of 93+ was
calculated to be 3J=−0.060 kcal mol−1, which is comparable to
other three-center structures in the literature.29

I � T ¼ C

0
BB@1þ 4

1þ exp

�
� 3J

kT

�
1
CCAþD (2)

where I is the intensity of the measured EPR signal, T is the
temperature, and k is the Boltzmann constant.
Theoretical calculations

We carried out DFT calculations to further our understanding of
9 and its cations. The neutral macrocycle and its cations in the
low-spin (LS) or high-spin (HS) conguration were optimized at
the UPBE0-D3(BJ)/def2-TZVP theory level. As shown in Fig. 7,
the HOMO of 9 mainly consists of the d orbitals of Fe (dx2−y2

and dxy) and the p (bonding) orbitals of acetylene, while the
d orbitals (dxy and dyz) and anti-bonding p orbitals of acetylene
contribute to the LUMO. The DFT-optimized structure of 9
overlaid well with the crystal structure (Fig. S32), with nearly
identical average Fe–Fe distances of 6.77 and 6.81 Å. Notably,
the overall geometry of 9 experienced minor change upon
oxidation, and the average Fe–Fe distance rst remained the
same for 9 and 9+ and then increased to 6.88 Å (92+) and 7.11 Å
(93+). The spin density of cations of 9 is almost localized in Fe
atoms, and Mulliken spin population analysis shows that the spin
populations of 9+, 92+, and 93+ are 0.000, 0.001, 1.338; 0.004,
−1.346, 1.346; and 1.363, −1.363, 1.363, respectively. These
revealed that 92+ adopts a singlet ground state, and 93+ exhibits
a doublet ground state. The calculated energy gaps between low-
spin and high-spin states (DELS–HS) for 92+ and 93+ were −0.016
and −0.062 kcal mol−1, which is consistent with experimental
results, suggesting they both exhibit AFM interactions. Further-
more, we calculated the DES–T value of BiFc2+ and 72+ (Fig. S34),
which also have singlet ground states and small energy gaps of
−0.086 and−0.242 kcal mol−1, consistent with literature reports.30
Chem. Sci., 2025, 16, 17268–17275 | 17273
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Conclusions

In summary, a trimeric ferrocene macrocycle 9 with an
intriguing Penrose-stairs-like chiral structure was synthesized
via alkyne metathesis in 43% isolated yield. Cyclic trimers 13
and 14, with similar Fe–Fe distances yet different bridging
groups, were also prepared. Electrochemical studies suggested
the essential role of through-bond interactions across the
bridges. A semi-quantitative analysis suggested that the
contribution of through-bond charge transfer across the alkyne
bridge is 25–36% and 37–44% across the alkene bridge. VT-EPR
measurements and DFT calculations suggested that trication
93+ is anti-ferromagnetic, with a DED–Q of −0.06 kcal mol−1.
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