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Clar’s hydrocarbon†
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Triangulene, known as Clar’s hydrocarbon, is a prototypical non-

Kekulé diradical comprised of six benzenoid rings fused in a trian-

gular shape. We synthesized and characterized its trimesityl

derivative, illustrating that three bulky substituents installed in the

centers of the zigzag edges suffice to protect all reactive positions.

This work brings prospects to use triangulene and its open-shell

analogs in spintronic materials via solution-phase synthesis.

Open-shell graphene fragments1–4 have recently emerged as
promising materials for spintronics.5,6 It is envisioned that the
spins of unpaired electrons in these molecules can function as
information carriers and spin-based devices made of these
materials can meet the increasing demand for speed and
miniaturization in information processing.7,8 The main advan-
tage of graphene-based materials over other materials like
metals is the small spin–orbit coupling of carbon, a pre-
requisite for achieving long spin-state lifetimes at room
temperature.9,10

Graphene fragments with two or more unpaired p-electrons
belong to the family of non-Kekulé conjugated hydrocarbons,11

which have fewer p-bonds than permitted by the standard rule
of valence. They are characterized by zigzag edges and ground
states of highest possible multiplicity. A prototypical textbook
example is the smallest non-Kekulé graphene fragment
triangulene,12,13 also known as Clar’s hydrocarbon, comprised
of six benzenoid rings fused in a triangular shape with three

zigzag edges (Fig. 1, left). Due to its symmetry, triangulene
has two non-bonding molecular orbitals, each occupied by
one electron, and a triplet ground state that conforms to
Ovchinnikov’s rule,14 or Lieb’s theorem.15 The triplet ground
state of triangulene is also predicted by multi-configurational
calculations,16 which estimate the energy difference between
the triplet ground state and the lowest singlet state to be in the
range 13–16 kcal mol�1. The majority of the spin density in
triangulene is localized at its zigzag edges,17 which results in its
high reactivity.

The chemistry of non-Kekulé hydrocarbons was pioneered
by Erich Clar, who attempted the first synthesis of pristine
triangulene in the early 1950s.12 Although he successfully
prepared several direct precursors of triangulene, he could
not isolate and characterize it. A derivative, stable in oxygen-
free solution at room temperature, was achieved by Bushby
et al. via instalment of oxy groups at the centers of the edges
(Fig. 1, red arrows).18,19 The triplet ground state of the obtained
diradical trianion was confirmed by the detection of a half-field
line in the continuous wave (cw) electron paramagnetic reso-
nance (EPR) spectrum in a frozen matrix at 13 K. Kinetic
stabilization via introduction of steric hindrance was demon-
strated by Nakasuji et al. in 2001 who installed bulky tert-butyl
groups at the vertices of triangulene (Fig. 1, black arrows).20

Blocking the vertices was only partially successful because the
most reactive positions (red arrows) remained exposed and

Fig. 1 Triangulene derivatives prepared since the pioneering work of
Erich Clar.
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oligomerization occurred even at temperatures below 0 1C. The
EPR characterization of the mixture was performed in frozen
solution. Due to the presence of a monoradical impurity,
however, a fully resolved and characterized EPR spectrum could
not be acquired and the half-field line expected for a triplet
state was too weak to be detected on account of a small D value.

Pristine triangulene was synthesized in 2017 by Pavliček
et al. on various surfaces under ultra-high vacuum conditions.21

Although it was shown that triangulene was formed and does
not bind to the surface, using current technology it is not
possible to determine the ground-state multiplicity of this
molecule. Following this seminal work, the on-surface synthe-
sis of p-extended [4]-22, [5]-23 and [7]triangulene24 homologs as
well as p-extended triangulene structures, namely, dimer,25

bowtie9 and a rhombus-shaped graphene fragment,10 was
accomplished. Most recently, Fasel et al. achieved the on-
surface synthesis of a spin chain made of triangulene units as
a model system to study correlations in quantum spin-liquid
phases, demonstrating the possibility to implement
measurement-based quantum computation.26

Simultaneously to this work,27 Shintani et al.28 reported the
synthesis of a persistent triangulene derivative kinetically sta-
bilized by six substituents (Fig. 1, middle), which allowed its
isolation in the solid state and structure confirmation by X-ray
crystallography. The triplet ground state was confirmed by
means of SQUID magnetometry and EPR spectroscopy. We
envisioned that three bulky substituents installed in the centers
of the edges would result in a sufficient steric protection of all
nine reactive positions: the most reactive central (Fig. 1, red
arrows) as well as their neighboring positions.

We explored several approaches to achieve the synthesis of such
a trisubstituted triangulene (Fig. S129,30 and S231, ESI†). The
approach based on the method of Wu et al.23 was successfully
applied in the synthesis of dihydro-precursors 1a,b equipped with
three mesityl substituents (Scheme 1). Its preparation involved two
key building blocks: 9-bromo-10-mesitylanthracene (3) and (2,6-
bis(methoxymethyl)phenyl)boronic acid.32,33 Anthracene derivative
3 was synthesized via a nucleophilic addition of mesitylmagnesium

bromide to anthrone (2; step a), followed by the in situ elimination
of water and electrophilic bromination (step b). The boronic acid
and 3 were combined in a Suzuki cross-coupling reaction yielding
intermediate 4 (step c). Dialdehyde intermediate 7 was prepared in
three steps from 4, including the substitution of the methoxy groups
with bromide (d), substitution of bromides with acetate followed by
ester hydrolysis (e) and Swern oxidation (f). Upon the addition of
mesitylmagnesium bromide (step g), the formed diol underwent a
Lewis acid-catalyzed cyclization to provide a mixture of dihydro-
triangulenes 1a and 1b (step h), which could not be separated and
with 1a being the major isomer. Based on DFT which predicts 1b to
be more stable by B7 kcal mol�1, the composition of the isomeric
mixture suggests that the final cyclization step proceeds under
kinetic control. The final oxidation to generate Mes3-Tr was per-
formed using p-chloranil. The precise addition of oxidizing agent
allows the oxidation to be performed in a stepwise fashion; first a
mixture of monoradicals 8a + 8b is formed, then diradical Mes3-Tr.
This differs from the procedure reported by Shintani et al.,28 where
the last step must be performed under reductive conditions. The
oxidation method allows formation of pristine triangulene mono-
radical and its analysis by X-ray diffraction (Fig. S5, ESI†). The solid-
state structure of 8a confirmed that the mesityl groups are oriented
perpendicularly to the triangulene plane. Therefore, spin delocaliza-
tion to the substituents as well as perturbation of the electronic
structure of triangulene should be negligible.

The oxidation process was followed by UV-vis spectroscopy
(Fig. 2). The sample was sufficiently stable to be handled
outside the glovebox using deoxygenated solvents and routine
Schlenk techniques. The UV-vis spectrum of 1 shows two
distinct absorption bands, which can be assigned to 1a and
1b (Fig. 2 and Fig. S4, ESI†) based on TD-DFT calculations
(Tables S5 and S6, ESI†). Isomer 1a shows the characteristic

Scheme 1 Reaction conditions: (a) (i) MesMgBr, THF, 65 1C, (ii) aq. HCl,
65 1C, (b) NBS, CHCl3, 60 1C, (c) (2,6-bis(methoxymethyl)phenyl)boronic
acid, K2CO3, Pd2dba3, DPEPhos, toluene/ethanol/water, 100 1C, (d) 33%
HBr in CH3COOH, DCM, r.t., (e) (i) CH3COOK, TBAB, DMF, 100 1C, (ii) KOH,
THF, 80 1C, (f) (COCl)2, DMSO, NEt3, DCM, –78 1C to r.t., (g) MesMgBr, THF,
0 1C, (h) BF3�Et2O, DCM, r.t.

Fig. 2 UV-vis spectra recorded during the oxidation process for toluene
solutions of a dihydro-precursor mixture 1a + 1b (black trace) with
5 equivalents of p-chloranil (CA), providing, after 2 hours, a mixture of
monoradical species 8a + 8b (red trace) and, after 3 days, the diradical
species Mes3-Tr (yellow trace) together with the excess CA and formed
reduced CA. The oxidation was performed at a concentration of 2.5 mM.
For the UV-vis measurements, an aliquot sample of this solution was
diluted to 2.5 � 10�5 M.
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vibronic progression of an anthracene subunit (Fig. S3, ESI†)
shifted bathochromically due to an additional coplanar ben-
zene ring in the triangulene core. The oxidation of 1 provided
initially a mixture of two monoradical species 8 (Fig. 2). While
8a can be formed from both 1a and 1b, monoradical 8b ensues
only from oxidation of 1b.

According to the maximum intensity of the characteristic
absorption bands (490 nm, 8a and 527 nm, 8b) that match the
TD-DFT calculations (Tables S7 and S8, ESI†) well, the concen-
tration of both monoradicals 8 reached a maximum in 2 hours
and then decreased as Mes3-Tr was formed. The oxidation
process is clean; the disappearance of signals in the 1H NMR
spectrum demonstrates full consumption of 1 with no side
products and EPR spectroscopy (vide infra) shows clean trans-
formation of 8 to Mes3-Tr. The presence of Mes3-Tr in solution
was also confirmed by (+)ESI-HRMS (ESI†).

The magnetic properties of the species formed after
chemical oxidation of 1a + 1b were characterized by EPR
spectroscopy. Fig. 3A and B shows the continuous wave EPR
spectra measured at the X-band (9.75 GHz) at room tempera-
ture at different times after addition of one equivalent of
p-chloranil to a 0.5 mM solution of 1a + 1b in toluene. Both
spectra exhibit a width of roughly 3.5 mT and are characterized
by a pronounced hyperfine structure originating from the
coupling of unpaired electron spin(s) to the protons. The
isotropic g value is very similar in both cases and amounts to
2.0025 and 2.0027, respectively.

Shortly after the addition of oxidant or when small amounts
of the oxidant were added (Fig. 3A), the cw EPR spectrum was
found to consist of a range of very narrow lines with an average
peak separation of B0.04 mT. This spectrum shows close
resemblance with the cw EPR spectrum reported previously
for the triangulene monoradical with three tert-butyl
substituents20 and is therefore assigned to the monoradical

species 8a + 8b. Addition of a large excess of p-chloranil or
prolonged oxidation time resulted in a symmetric cw EPR
spectrum (Fig. 3B) characterized by far fewer well-resolved lines
with an average peak separation of approximately 0.12 mT,
assigned to Mes3-Tr.

To support the assignment of the two measured EPR spectra to
the monoradical and triplet diradical species, DFT calculations of
the corresponding spin densities and hyperfine coupling constants
(see the ESI†) were carried out using the ORCA program package
(Version 4.0).34 We then simulated the expected EPR spectra based
only on the computed isotropic hyperfine coupling constants using
the ‘pepper’ routine35 of EasySpin.36 All calculated couplings smaller
than 0.5 MHz were neglected as they are not resolved in the
experimental spectra and only contribute to the linewidth. The
resulting simulations are shown in Fig. 3A and B and the ESI.†
When applying a global scaling factor of 0.93 to all calculated proton
couplings for the triplet diradical, a near perfect match with the
experimental spectrum was obtained (Fig. 3B), strongly supporting
the triplet nature of Mes3-Tr. The simulation of the monoradical
spectrum is less straightforward since two different isomers are
expected to contribute and it is difficult to determine their ratio. For
the simulation of the mixture of monoradicals 8a + 8b, a ratio of
50 : 50 was assumed. Although the agreement is not perfect, the size
of the hyperfine couplings and main features of the monoradical
spectrum are well reproduced (Fig. 3A).

As an additional proof for the assignment of the spectrum in
Fig. 3B to the triplet diradical Mes3-Tr, transient nutation
experiments were performed on two different samples of an
oxidized mixture of 1a + 1b in frozen toluene at 120 K. The
measurements were performed at Q-band frequencies
(34.0 GHz) using the microwave pulse sequence x–t–p–t–echo,
with t = 140 ns and p = 40 ns, where the flip angle x was
gradually increased by increasing the corresponding microwave

pulse length in steps of 2 ns, starting at 20 ns, that is,
p
2

. For

every magnetic field position, the obtained time traces were
subjected to a Fourier transform to yield the frequency maps for
0.1 (Fig. 3C) and 5 equivalents (Fig. 3D) of the oxidant. The
sample with 5 equivalents of p-chloranil was frozen shortly after
oxidant addition to be sure that a mixture of 8 and the putative
Mes3-Tr is obtained. The contribution of the signal of 8 (pure
doublet species) is used here as an internal standard to
obtain the reference frequency o0, needed for a correct normal-
ization of the frequency axis for determination of the
spin multiplicity of Mes3-Tr. For a triplet state, a frequency

of
ffiffiffi
2
p

o0 would be expected according to omS ;mSþ1 ¼
o0 �

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
S S þ 1ð Þ �mS mS þ 1ð Þ

p
,37–39 which is in perfect agree-

ment with our experimental observations, as graphically illu-
strated in Fig. 3D (horizontal dotted lines).

In addition, variable-temperature cw EPR measurements of
Mes3-Tr in frozen toluene in the range 120–170 K show that the
signal intensity decreases with increasing temperature (Fig. S9,
ESI†), strongly suggesting that the triplet is the ground state.

Room temperature X-band cw EPR spectra were recorded
after 3 hours, 2 weeks and 3 weeks after oxidant addition. No
significant changes in the shape or intensity of the signal were

Fig. 3 EPR characterization of the mono- and diradical species. Mono-
radical mixture 8a + 8b and diradical Mes3-Tr formed after chemical
oxidation of solutions of a dihydro-precursor mixture (1a + 1b) in toluene
using p-chloranil. (A and B) Room temperature cw EPR spectra of a
0.5 mM solution in toluene after addition of 1 equivalent of the oxidant
recorded at the X-band about 2 hours (A) and 6 hours (B) after oxidant
addition together with a numerical simulation of the data using hyperfine
couplings obtained from DFT calculations. (C and D) Transient nutation
data recorded at the Q-band on frozen solutions (120 K) of a 2.5 mM
solution in toluene shortly after addition of either 0.1 (C) or 5 (D) equivalents
of the oxidant. The horizontal dotted lines indicate the expected normalized
frequencies of 1.0 for a doublet state (monoradical) and

ffiffiffi
2
p

for a triplet state
(diradical).
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observed after 3 weeks (Fig. S10, ESI†), showing the outstand-
ing stability of Mes3-Tr in deoxygenated solution. It is note-
worthy that Mes3-Tr together with the hexasubstituted
derivative28 are rare examples20,40 of purely organic triplet
diradicals, where the triplet state could be detected in isotropic
solution at room temperature. The reason might be the scarcity
of persistent non-Kekulé diradicals prepared until now.

Due to high reactivity, the chemistry of non-Kekulé open-
shell graphene fragments has until recently27,28 been limited to
ultra-high vacuum and low-temperature conditions. In this
work, we presented a persistent derivative of an iconic member
of this class of compounds—triangulene—kinetically stabilized
by only three substituents, which sterically shield all nine
reactive positions. The persistence effect of the substituents
was demonstrated by the kinetic stability of this compound for
several weeks in solution at room temperature. The triplet
ground state was validated by means of continuous wave, pulse
and variable-temperature EPR spectroscopy. The diradical
species were generated by means of stepwise oxidation, which
allows formation of pristine monoradical species, inaccessible
via the alternative reduction28 protocol. The realization of
persistent derivatives of triangulene will motivate the synthesis
of its analogs, enabling implementation of open-shell graphene
fragments into solution-processed and solid materials.
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