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ABSTRACT 

Singlet oxygen is a powerful oxidant used in various applications, such as organic synthesis, 

medicine, and environmental remediation. Organic and inorganic photosensitizers are commonly used 

to generate this reactive species through energy transfer with the triplet ground state of oxygen. We 

describe here a series of novel benzophenazine derivatives as a promising class of photosensitizers for 

singlet oxygen photosensitization. In this study, we investigated the structure-activity relationship of 

these benzophenazine derivatives. Akin to a molecular compass, the southern fragment was first 

functionalized with either aromatic tertiary amines, alkyl tertiary amines, aromatic sulfur groups, alkyl 

sulfur groups, or cyclic ethers. Enhanced photophysical properties (in terms of triplet excited-state 

lifetime, absorption wavelength, triplet state energy, and O2 quenching capabilities) were obtained with 

cyclic ether and sulfur groups. Conversely, the presence of an amine moiety was detrimental to the 

photocatalysts. The western and northern fragments were also investigated and slightly undesirable to 

negligible changes in photophysical properties were observed. The most promising candidate was then 

immobilized on silica nanoparticles and its photoactivity was evaluated in the citronellol photooxidation 
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reaction. A high NMR yield of 97 % in desired product was obtained, with only a slight decrease over 

several recycling runs (85 % in the fourth run). These results provide insights into the design of efficient 

photosensitizers for singlet oxygen generation and the development of heterogeneous systems. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Dioxygen (O2) molecules participate actively in the earth’s atmospheric chemistry and in diverse 

chemical and biological processes.[1] Indeed, naturally occurring triplet dioxygen is necessary for the 

anabolism of aerobic living beings whereas other reactive oxygen species (ROS) are involved in cell 

damage leading to organism aging and the development of cancers.[2] ROS are photogenerated according 

to two mechanisms. The type I mechanism involves hydrogen-atom abstraction or an electron transfer 

between an excited photosensitizer (PS) (9,10-dicyano anthracene – DCA for example) and a substrate 

(such as electron-rich alkenes), yielding free radicals that react with oxygen to produce ROS, such as 

the superoxide radical anion. In the type II mechanism, an energy transfer takes place between an excited 

photosensitizer and triplet oxygen, forming singlet oxygen (1O2).[2b, 3]  

Singlet oxygen is a powerful reactant with many applications in the environmental domain 

where it can be used for water disinfection[4] or pollutant degradations,[5] in medicine for photodynamic 

therapy[6] and bacterial disinfection,[7] or even in organic synthesis for photooxidations reactions.[8] Such 
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oxidations are applied at industrial scale for the production of rose oxide developed by Symrise 

company[9] or the photooxygenation of dihydroartemisinic acid in the synthesis of artemisinin 

implemented by Sanofi.[10]  

Singlet oxygen can be easily photogenerated through a type II mechanism using photosensitizers 

which, by absorption of light, are excited to their singlet state S1 (Scheme 1). An efficient intersystem 

crossing (ISC) is a prerequisite to forming the corresponding triplet state T1 that is then able to transfer 

energy to the ground-state triplet oxygen. The ground state photosensitizer is therefore recovered while 
1O2 is formed.[9] Diverse (metal-)organic photosensitizers have shown singlet oxygen generating ability. 

Transition metal complexes based on ruthenium,[11] iridium,[12] or even copper[13] centers are potential 

candidates but the use of organic dyes is predominant. Among them, xanthenes (Rose Bengal (RB), 

eosin Y),[14] phenothiazines (methylene blue),[8b, 15] tetrapyrroles (porphyrins, phthalocyanines, chlorins, 

bacteriochlorins…),[16] (aza)-boron-dipyrromethene ((aza)-BODIPY)[17] or (benzo)phenazine 

families[18] of compounds are identified as effective and known photosensitizers for such process. 

 

Scheme 1. Schematic representation of 1O2 photoproduction using Rose Bengal as photocatalyst according to a 
type II mechanism. 

Although organic dyes demonstrate a great potential to photogenerate singlet oxygen, these 

photocatalysts suffer mainly from a low photostability due to photobleaching that may be fast, a 

tendency to agglomerate that leads to self-quenching and a difficult elimination or recuperation at the 

end of a reaction.[19] It was shown that immobilizing such photocatalysts onto a solid support allows to 

circumvent or decrease these drawbacks while maintaining high 1O2 generation efficiency.[19a, 20] 

Additionally, the use of heterogenized PS facilitates the recovery and reuse which has clear positive 

environmental and economic impacts. Additionally, an easy separation of the reaction products from the 

PS facilitates the work-up.[3]  

Silica nanoparticles represent one of the best supports for PS immobilization since this cheap 

inorganic oxide possesses i) a high specific surface area that can be tuned by the porosity parameters,[21] 

ii) an easy-to-functionalize surface,[22] iii) transparency over a broad range of wavelengths,[23] and iv) 

high mechanical and (photo)stability.[21] In the generation of singlet oxygen, Rose Bengal was 

immobilized covalently or non-covalently onto silica nanoparticles which acted as a shield against 

photobleaching, thus increasing the photostability of RB and allowing its recyclability.[20a,24] Methylene 



 4 

blue (MB) is another dye that has been immobilized onto silica nanoparticles leading to higher 

photostability in heterogeneous conditions.[20d, 25] Zinc phthalocyanines suffer from severe aggregation 

in aqueous medium thereby losing their singlet oxygen generation efficiency. By loading them into the 

modified mesopores of silica nanoparticles, phthalocyanines could generate singlet oxygen 

efficiently.[26] This immobilization strategy to increase the potential of organic dyes has been 

successfully reported in the literature for many other photosensitizers concerning singlet oxygen 

production[3, 19a, 27] used in organic synthesis[20b, 20d, 24a, 24b] or in medicinal applications[20f, 28]. 

Nevertheless, the strong immobilization of an organic dye via a covalent linker is not trivial to 

achieve as it usually requires its derivatization which may alter its photophysical properties and thus its 

photoreactivity. The impact of a molecular photosensitizer’s functionalization on its photophysical 

properties to optimize its immobilized properties has not been investigated thus far. By displaying 

various positions prone to simple functionalization, (benzo)phenazines are an interesting motif to 

consider for such structure-activity correlations.[29] Previous investigations have focused on 

(benzo)phenazines in homogeneous phase to determine the best candidate for 1O2 generation. Ohira, 

Imato and coworkers developed several phenazine derivatives to increase their 1O2 generation 

efficiency.[18b, 18c, 18e] Surprisingly, such simple photosensitizers have not yet been investigated for 1O2 

generation for organic synthesis applications. So far, biological applications, such as photodynamic 

therapy, have been mainly targeted as highlighted by the OR141 photocatalyst which was developed in 

our laboratory (Scheme 2).[6f, 18a, 30] 

In this work, we have synthesized a series of benzo[a]phenazines for the production of 1O2 and 

their use in organic synthesis, ultimately in a heterogeneous phase. Akin to a molecular compass, our 

methodology focused on the functionalization of three key fragments of the molecular backbone: the 

northern, the southern and the western fragments (Scheme 2). We first computationally investigated the 

structure-activity relationship (SAR) of the benzo[a]phenazines by introducing relevant moieties 

(electron-withdrawing or attracting groups) at different positions and identified which fragment 

influences the fundamental and excited-state properties the most. This is of paramount importance for 

the optimal immobilization of these photosensitizers. The 1O2 photosensitization efficiency was 

evaluated using a standardized citronellol photooxidation reaction. Afterwards, the most promising 

candidate was anchored onto silica nanoparticles through the fragment identified as the least impactful 

to the ground and excited-state properties. The immobilized PS was then evaluated using the same 

citronellol photooxidation reaction while also assessing the recyclability.  
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Scheme 2. State of the art of (benzo)phenazine derivatizations for singlet oxygen applications and strategy of 

this work. 

2. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

2.1. Cyclic ether case 

Based on our envisaged methodology, a first benzo[a]phenazine derivative (10a) was targeted. 

Such motif is already known and investigated for biological applications as stated in recent 

publications[31] making its synthesis optimized and straightforward in a few steps.[29d] The first step 

consisted in the reaction between lawsone and R-citronellal generating the corresponding pyrane moiety 

on the southern fragment of the benzophenazine. From this reaction, a 1,2-benzoquinone (product of 

interest) and a 1,4-benzoquinone were produced in a 1:1 ratio, which were separated by silica gel 

chromatography (see SI).[31a] The second and final step consisted in condensing the synthesized methyl 

3,4-diaminobenzoate with the 1,2-benzoquinone to form the benzophenazine structure and insert an ester 

function on the northern fragment of the molecular skeleton (Scheme 3).[32] The first benzophenazine 

structure was considered equivalent to the efficient OR141 photosensitizer.[18a, 30a-c] 
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Scheme 3. Structures of OR141 and compound 10a presenting a benzo[a]phenazine core. 

The photophysical properties of this new chromophore were investigated by UV-vis 

spectroscopy and steady-state photoluminescence. An absorption in the blue region of the visible light 

spectrum (427 nm, e = 7840 M–1 cm–1) and an emission at around 516 nm were observed (Figure 1).  

  
Figure 1. Comparison between the experimental (both regioisomers together) and the theoretical UV-visible 
absorption spectra of regioisomers of compound 10a: influence of the position of the –CO2Me functional group 
on the first monoelectronic excitation 𝑆! → 𝑆". 

It should be noted that during the condensation step, two regioisomers were produced, as 

positions 9 and 10 of the benzophenazine structure can hold the carboxylate group (identified by * in 

the following schemes). These regioisomers are inseparable in most cases. However, this is not a 

problem as the absorption and emission properties are expected to be similar. Tathe and Sekar, who 

synthesized benzophenazines using the same methodology as the one used in this work, did not separate 

the isomers and the photophysical properties were investigated with both regioisomers.[32] Furthermore, 

the first monoelectronic excitations 𝑆! → 𝑆" (n = 100) have been calculated via time-dependent DFT 

with the hybrid generalized gradient approximation functional mPWPW91 recommended for organic 

molecules[33] and selected via a benchmark (see SI for details). The triple-𝜁 Alhrichs basis set Def2-

TZVP[34] has been employed with implicit solvation (solvation model based on density (SMD), in 

acetonitrile (𝜖 = 35.688	F ∙m#$)) with the use of Gaussian 16 RevB.01.[35] The theoretical UV-visible 

spectrum of compound 10a with the two possible positions of the CO2Me group compared to the 
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experimental one is represented in Figure 1. Interestingly, the position of this functional group has a 

marginal effect on the theoretical absorption value associated to the monoelectronic excitation 𝑆! → 𝑆$ 

with a slight difference of 0.05 eV between the two. The only notable difference is the absorption 

intensity at 427 nm that is multiplied by 1.73 when the –CO2Me is placed on position 10.  

This result then leads to considering only one of these positions, i.e. position 10, in the following 

computational study. A slight difference of 0.06 eV between experience and theory has been detected 

for the lowest singlet excited-state excitation, with an absorption centered around 427 nm and 431 nm 

for experience and theory, respectively. The nature of the first excited state of compound 10a has been 

determined to be of local excitation type via the calculation of the charge transfer length 𝐷%"&'( for 

which the value corresponds to 2.04 Å and the 𝜏%"&'( being negative (see SI for details).[36] The former 

is characterized by a monoelectronic transfer from HOMO to LUMO of mainly 𝜋 → 𝜋∗	nature as 

depicted by a canonical molecular orbitals analysis performed with the NBO 7.0 software.[37] This 

analysis has revealed a contribution of 37 % from the 𝜋(C(12)—C(13)) bond composing the HOMO 

and a 38 % contribution of the 𝜋∗(C(11)—N(15)) and 𝜋∗(C(14)—N(16)) natural bond orbitals (NBOs) 

constituting the LUMO, as shown in Figure 2. To be even more precise on the location of the orbitals 

involved in the electronic transitions, the localization of the electron and holes density would have been 

also interesting to determine computationally but this is beyond the scope of the present study. 

 

Figure 2. HOMO (a) and LUMO (b) orbitals of compound 10a are represented on the left with positive (red) and 
negative (blue) orbitals along with their decomposition in their principal natural bond orbitals (NBOs) on the 

right. 
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To evaluate the ability of this dye to produce singlet oxygen, the photooxidation of citronellol 

was used as a benchmark reaction (Scheme 4). Performing this reaction in the presence of compound 

10a afforded the corresponding diols 2 and 3 (in a 1:1 ratio) with an 85 % NMR yield, identifying 

compound 10a as an efficient producer of singlet oxygen.  

 
Scheme 4. Photooxidation of citronellol, used as a benchmark reaction for assessing the photoactivity of the 
synthesized photosensitizers. 

The triplet energy of compound 10a has been evaluated via the 𝛥SCF consisting in taking the 

energy difference between the geometry of the optimized ground state and the optimized triplet state in 

acetonitrile. A value of 40.6	kcal ∙mol#$ at 25 °C was determined, justifying the observed successful 

triplet-triplet annihilation with 3O2 whose first singlet excited-state energy (1Dg) was experimentally 

measured at 22.5	kcal ∙mol#$ above its triplet ground state ( Σ*#⬚
, ).[3] The Dexter energy transfer 

between the photosensitizer and 3O2 is thermodynamically guided by the triplet energy of the 

chromophore. This last value can therefore be predicted prior to the synthesis of the envisioned 

benzophenazine derivatives. Indeed, the benzophenazine core is highly functionalizable in positions that 

can have an influence on the energy of the orbitals involved in the 𝑆! → 𝑆$ transition. Thus, the 

absorption wavelength will vary when the northern, southern and western fragments of the 

benzophenazine are modified (Figure 2), which is where the frontier orbitals are mainly located. 

2.2. Computational prediction of the absorption wavelengths and the triplet energy of various 

benzophenazine derivatives 

A list of synthetically accessible benzophenazine derivatives was considered for the 

establishment of a SAR. Such SAR could highlight the kind of moieties needed to optimize the required 

properties of a photosensitizer, i.e. the ability to absorb a low-energy photon while still having a high 

triplet energy excited state (Scheme 5). Therefore, different functionalizations addressing the areas of 

interest of the benzophenazine core have been considered, starting with the southern fragment. 
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Scheme 5. Naphthoquinone and benzophenazine structures computationally investigated and synthesized in this 
work.  

In comparison with the non-functionalized compound 12 (Scheme 5), the considered 

modifications trigger a bathochromic shift of the absorption wavelength associated with the 𝑆! → 𝑆$ 

transition (Table 1). This effect is particularly enhanced when using highly conjugated moieties as in 
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the cases of compounds 10c and 10e, for which an absorption in the green region of the visible spectrum 

is predicted. The HOMO being mainly constituted of the p C-C bond on which the functionalization is 

carried out, the extension of the conjugation causes the decrease of the HOMO-LUMO gap resulting in 

a less energetic 𝑆! → 𝑆$ transition. However, the nature of the excitation has been identified to be a 

charge transfer type for molecules 10c, 10d and 10e unlike for compound 10a, suggesting a different 

behavior of these derivatives in the excited state (Table 1). The functionalization on the southern 

fragment of the benzophenazine core also leads to a stabilization of the excited triplet state. It is 

noteworthy that this impact is relatively smaller in the case of photosensitizer 10b and that all the 

derivatives are still predicted to thermodynamically favor the triplet energy transfer with 3O2 in light of 

this computed property. 

Table 1. Influence of the functionalization of the benzophenazine core on the absorption wavelength associated 
to the 𝑆! → 𝑆" transition, the triplet energy and the nature of the monoelectronic excitation (level of theory: 
DFT(mPWPW91/Def2-TZVP) in acetonitrile). 

Functionalized 
benzophenazines 

Computed absorption 
wavelength (nm) 

Triplet energy (kcal ∙
mol#𝟏) 

𝑺𝟎 → 𝑺𝟏 transition 
type 

12–10b–10f-1–10f-2–
10f-3–10f-4–10f-5–10f-

6–10g–10h 

394–479–427–413–
431–449–419–415–

421–414 

43.9–34.2–40.7–41.5–
40.0–38.8–41.5–41.0–

40.8–41.1 

Local excitation, 
HOMO to LUMO 

(𝜋 → 𝜋∗) 

10c–10d–10e 567–464–502 33.6–36.7–36.2 
Charge transfer, 

HOMO to LUMO 
(𝜋 → 𝜋∗) 

Consequently, the derivatives presenting amine functions on the southern part of the 

benzophenazine, except compound 10b, are likely to be unsuitable for the photooxidation reaction due 

to the nature of the excitation, even though their absorption wavelength and their triplet energy are 

favorable for this kind of reaction. Derivative 12, despite its important triplet energy, is also not 

appropriate for 3O2 photosensitization because of its near UV absorption.  

Going on deeper in the establishment of the SAR, the functionalization on the northern fragment 

of the benzophenazine was then considered with 10f-2, the derivative displaying the highest triplet 

energy, an absorption in the blue region of the visible spectrum and an identical nature of local excitation 

when compared with compound 10a. As opposed to the functionalization on the southern fragment of 

the benzophenazine, the northern one had a minor effect on the computed parameters. Indeed, compared 

to 10f-2, the maximum absorption wavelength was red-shifted with electron-withdrawing groups with 

a maximum variation of 36 nm for compound 10f-4, while it was nearly unchanged with an electron-

donating t-butyl group for compound 10f-6. The triplet energies, always remaining above 38 kcal mol–

1, were only slightly impacted after modifications, as presented in Table 1. This result is in accordance 

with what has been observed for the frontier orbitals of derivative 10a in Figure 2. While the HOMO is 

mostly located where the southern functionalization is situated the LUMO is not principally located in 

the region of the northern functionalization. Hence, northern functionalization only leads to marginal 
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changes in the photophysical properties and encourages the use of –CO2Me group on the northern 

fragment for subsequent surface anchoring. 

The western fragment of 10f-1 has also been explored via the benzophenazine 10g (Scheme 5) 

with no strong incidence on the absorption wavelength and the triplet energy. In parallel, another sulfur-

containing compound 10h, bearing an aliphatic sulfur with an ester group, was studied for potential 

further modification or grafting and revealed in the same manner, no improvements of the absorption 

wavelength and the triplet energy. 

In order to validate the computational studies, we conducted the synthesis of the different 

chromophores, using the same two-step procedure as described above. At first, we tackled the southern 

fragment variations of the benzophenazine core in order to introduce various substitutions with 

heteroatoms (O,N,S: 9a, 9b, 9d, 9f-h) and carbon-based electron conjugated systems with electron–

donating atoms (N: 9c and 9e) (Scheme 5), using adapted reported procedures from the literature.[29c, 

29d, 31a, 38] In most cases, a Michael addition with an heteroatom or carbon-based nucleophile on the 

corresponding naphthoquinone 8, or its sulfonate adduct 7, allowed to access the desired 1,2-

naphthoquinone in a single step. For the 6-methoxy-derivative 9g, the starting 2-naphthoquinone 6 was 

generated in situ by IBX (2-iodoxybenzoic acid) oxidation of the corresponding 6-methoxynaphthalen-

2-ol 5.[29d] Finally, naphthoquinone 9a was easily prepared by condensation of hydroxynaphthoquinone 

4 with R-citronellal via well-known reported procedures.[31a] These photosensitizers were obtained in 

the range of 21 and 47 % yields over two steps. 

2.3. Experimental photophysical properties 

In order to establish a structure-activity relationship, references are needed to evaluate the 

impact of the functionalization on one of the key fragments of the molecular skeleton of 

benzophenazines. For the southern fragment, compound 12 was used to evaluate the impact on the 

fundamental and excited states, compound 10f-1 for the influence on the generation of singlet oxygen, 

and compound 10f-2 was only used as a reference for the compound 10h to assess the impact of the 

presence of aromatic or aliphatic sulfur. For the northern fragment, compound 10f-2 was the reference 

and for the western fragment, compound 10f-1 served as reference (Scheme 6). 
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Scheme 6. References used to evaluate the impact of functionalization on key fragments of benzophenazines. 

The impact of functionalization on the UV-Visible absorption properties were first investigated 

in acetonitrile (Table 2). Compound 12 absorbed mostly in the UV range and had a contribution in the 

visible range with a maximum centered at 408 nm (molar absorption coefficient e of 13,200 M–1 cm–1) 

that tailed until 435 nm. The considered functionalizations on the southern fragment led to a 

bathochromic shift in the absorption wavelengths which was more important for compounds 10c, 10d 

and 10e, as expected for compounds 10c and 10e based on the computational results. While enhancing 

the ability to absorb in the visible range, the functionalization on the southern fragment generally 

decreased the molar extinction coefficient which was particularly striking for compounds 10d, 10e and 

10a (below 10,000 M–1 cm–1). Compound 10h on the other hand, was marginally affected (when 

compared to compound 10f-2). The northern fragment had a moderate impact on the photophysical 

properties of the benzophenazines with a peak maximum variation of 15 nm for 10f-4. The introduction 

of the slightly electron-donating t-butyl group had no impact at all on absorption properties whereas 

electron-withdrawing groups tended to give bathochromic shifts. For molar absorption coefficients, the 
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impact of functionalization was stronger and of considerable importance for the NO2 moiety for which 

it was divided by more than half. This result is quite surprising as the CF3 motif did not give such a 

decrease of e. The western fragment derivatization also had a detrimental effect on the molar absorption 

coefficient while the absorption wavelength was unchanged (Figure 3). Based on these findings, it can 

be concluded that all functionalizations led to a decrease of the molar absorption coefficient while the 

absorption wavelength was most impacted through the southern fragment. The latter was expected since 

the computational studies identified the location of the HOMO on that part of the molecule. 

 
Figure 3. UV-vis absorption spectra of benzophenazine derivatives, recorded at room temperature in 
acetonitrile. 

Visible light excitation of benzophenazine derivatives led to steady-state photoluminescence 

(SSPL) centered between 469 and 609 nm for fluorescence signals (Figure S2). Similarly to the UV-vis 

absorption measurements, a red-shifted emission was observed for benzophenazine derivatives 

functionalized on their southern fragment. The presence of oxygen and nitrogen heteroatoms and 

carbon-based electron conjugated systems with nitrogen atoms on that fragment exhibited a blue-shifted 

fluorescence signal compared to compound 12. The sulfur-based derivatives, on the other hand, showed 

higher energetic singlet excited states. When comparing compounds 10f-2 and 10h, the aromatic sulfur 

seems to stabilize the singlet excited state more than the aliphatic sulfur as their fluorescence peaks are 

centered at 529 and 477 nm, respectively. The modifications on the northern fragment, irrespective of 

the presence of an electron-donating or -withdrawing group, provoked an emission blue-shifted by ~40 

nm. As for the western fragment, it only had a slight influence on emission properties (emission red-

shifted by 10 nm for 10g).  

To further characterize this singlet excited state, time-resolved photoluminescence (TRPL) 

measurements in acetonitrile were conducted to determine the fluorescence lifetime. The experimental 
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data points were well described by first-order kinetics which yielded short excited singlet state lifetimes 

of around 5 ns. For the sulfur-based derivatives, the fluorescence lifetime could not be measured as it 

was below the instrument response. These short excited singlet state lifetimes can be due to a fast 

intersystem crossing (ISC) leading to a triplet state from which a phosphorescence signal can be emitted. 

If an ISC quantum yield of 1 would be effective, no fluorescence at all would have been observed. This 

phenomenon would explain the short excited singlet state lifetime of sulfur-based compounds as the 

sulfur atom favors the spin-orbit coupling, and thus populates its excited triplet state from which a 

phosphorescence signal can be observed.[39]  

To investigate this excited triplet state, i.e. the phosphorescence signal, the photoluminescence 

intensity was measured 100 ns after a laser pulse. An emission signal was indeed detected and could be 

attributed to a phosphorescence signal which ranged from 482 to 609 nm (Figure S3). The southern 

fragment had no influence on the phosphorescence signal. On the northern fragment, however, the 

electron-withdrawing groups caused a red-shifted emission while the t-butyl group caused a blue-shifted 

one, highlighting that electron-donating groups could lead to an increased excited triplet state energy. 

The -OMe functionalization on the western fragment displayed also a quite important blue-shifted 

phosphorescence emission compared to compound 10f-1. These maxima values of emission can be used 

to approximate the experimental triplet energy value, even if this methodology underestimates the triplet 

energy. With the emission wavelength ranging from 482 to 609 nm, all compounds have a high triplet 

energy that is enough to photosensitize 3O2, as predicted by the computational study. Based on the scale 

of energy (Table 2 and Figure S5), photosensitizers 10e, 10h and 10g were identified as the best 

compounds to photosensitize oxygen. Surprisingly, for compounds 10d and 10e, the triplet state was 

higher in energy than the singlet state, leading to a positive singlet-triplet energy gap. This inverted 

energy gap is mainly investigated for organic light-emitting diodes (OLED) to increase the quantum 

efficiency.[40] This positive gap is peculiar as for the vast majority of molecular systems, T1 state lies 

energetically below the S1 state due to exchange interactions which stabilize triplets and destabilize 

singlets.[40a] When the HOMO and the LUMO are spatially nonoverlapping, these exchange interactions 

can become very small and can lead to inverted gaps. This applies, in particular, for internal charge-

transfer excitation that minimizes the exchange interactions.[40c] Based on our computational results, 

methylaniline 10d and indole 10e derivatives possess a S0 to S1 internal charge transfer and this would 

explain this anomaly. As an inverted gap is highly difficult to obtain experimentally, another hypothesis 

needs to be considered. Indeed, the time-delayed emission spectra are not of high quality (very 

broadened) and could suggest that different electronic transitions, such as p – p*and an internal charge 

transfer from the donor nitrogen, proceed under irradiation leading to different excited states with 

different energies. Such combinations of excited states could potentially explain this anomaly. 

Computations could intervene to determine the excited-state energies of both electronic transitions in 

order to validate or not our hypothesis. This hypothesis of a mixture of excited states can be reinforced 
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when taking a look at the phosphorescence emission of north-ester and south-aromatic sulfur 10f-1 and 

west-OMe 10g which differ by 75 nm. That difference is too important to be only due to the introduction 

of a methoxy group on the western fragment of the benzophenazine and could be explained by the 

presence of a mixture of excited states.  

Having a high triplet excited-state energy is important to photosensitize oxygen but it is not the 

only pre-requisite as the photosensitizer also needs a long excited triplet state lifetime to perform energy 

transfers. Hence, triplet excited-state lifetimes were measured 100 ns after the laser pulse (again to avoid 

any fluorescence contribution) by integrating the signal at different time intervals (Figure S4). The 

measured lifetimes were around a few microseconds in most cases, with the lowest values exhibited by 

compounds 10c, 10d and 10e. These lifetimes are long enough to allow energy or electron transfers 

(Table 2). The functionalization on the southern fragment was valuable for the triplet excited-state 

lifetime. Indeed, the presence of heavy atoms, such as sulfur which are known to enhance the ISC 

quantum yield, led to a phosphorescence lifetime of 4.5 µs for compound 10f-1 while it dropped below 

2 µs when nitrogen moieties were present.[41] Thus, indole 10e, methylaniline 10d and diethylaniline 

10c derivatives are probably less efficient photosensitizers. Moreover, the computational study revealed 

the different nature of their excited states which reinforces these statements. The use of an aliphatic 

sulfur as a southern fragment (10h) enhanced the phosphorescence lifetime of the molecule, bringing it 

to nearly double the value of its reference 10f-2. Interesting triplet excited-state lifetimes were also 

reached with derivatives 10b and 10a, even though no heavy atom was introduced. The derivatization 

of the northern fragment of molecular skeleton had a positive impact on the triplet excited-state lifetimes 

as the presence of electron-withdrawing or -donating groups increased these values from 2.2 µs for the 

reference 10f-2 to a maximum value of 5.4 µs for compound 10f-4 with a NO2 motif, which is the longest 

triplet lifetime of all the benzophenazines synthesized in this work. The introduction of a methoxy group 

on the western fragment (10g) negatively impacted the phosphorescence lifetime since the value 

dropped to 3.0 µs compared to 4.5 µs for the reference 10f-1. 
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Table 2. Photophysical properties of benzophenazine derivatives. Steady-state and time-resolved 
photoluminescence spectra were recorded in argon-purged acetonitrile. Phosphorescence signals were recorded 
100 ns after the laser pulse at different time intervals. IRF = Instrument Response Function 

 
Absorption 

(nm) 
e (M–1cm–1) 

Fluo./ 

Phospho. (nm) 

Fluo. 

lifetime (ns) 

Phospho. 

lifetime (µs) 

Triplet 

state energy 

(kcal/mol) 

Southern fragment functionalization 

Reference 

12 
408 13.200 469/561 n.d. n.d. 50.9 

Reference 

10f-2 
421 15.600 529/539 < IRF 2.2 53.0 

10a 427 7840 516/516 2.6 3.0 55.4 

10b 431 11.650 609/609 6.9 4.6 46.9 

10c 463 10.380 500/564 5.1 0.3 50.7 

10d 449 7450 569/538 5.3 0.8 53.1 

10e 440 4760 530/482 4.7 1.1 59.3 

10f-1 431 10.730 476/569 < IRF 4.5 50.2 

10h 420 15.060 477/477 < IRF 3.9 59.9 

Northern fragment functionalization 

Reference 

10f-2 
421 15.600 529/539 < IRF 2.2 53.0 

10f-1 431 10.730 476/569 < IRF 4.5 50.2 

10f-3 432 12.870 475/572 < IRF 2.6 50.0 

10f-4 436 6660 481/549 < IRF 5.4 52.1 

10f-5 427 12.050 476/578 < IRF 2.6 49.5 

10f-6 421 15.110 483/522 < IRF 3.0 54.8 

Western fragment functionalization 

Reference 

10f-1 
431 10.730 476/569 < IRF 4.5 50.2 

10g 431 7240 486/494 < IRF 3.0 57.9 

Although having a long triplet excited-state lifetime could increase the efficiency of a 

photosensitizer, the triplet state also needs to be highly populated to ensure strong O2 photosensitization. 

An ISC quantum yield close to the unity leads to an efficient and fast access to a triplet state that is 

highly populated by excited molecules and is translated by an intense phosphorescence intensity. Figure 

4 shows that all sulfur benzophenazine derivatives exhibited the strongest photoluminescence intensity 

which was expected since heavy atoms increase the spin-orbit coupling.[42] The ISC quantum yield also 

depends on the energy gap existing between S1 and T1 (DEST). Small DEST values are more conducive to 

increase the ISC quantum yield.[41] This dependency is observed with compound 10h exhibiting the most 

important intensity of phosphorescence among all of the sulfur-based PS with the smallest DEST. An 
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exception was observed for compounds 10f-4 and 10g for which the presence of a NO2 moiety on the 

northern fragment and the presence of a methoxy group on the western one were detrimental, 

respectively, and lowered the efficiency of the ISC conversion. Despite having the longest 

phosphorescence lifetime, the photoactivity of the NO2 benzophenazine derivative 10f-4 could be low 

as the triplet state is not occupied enough leading to only a small fraction of excited molecules capable 

of transferring energy to triplet oxygen. This peculiar behavior is interesting since average photophysical 

properties were obtained with the CF3 moiety (10f-5), which is also an efficient electron-withdrawing 

group, confirming again the specific impact of a NO2 moiety on the photophysical properties. 

Photosensitizer 10a is promising as it exhibited the second most intense photoluminescence with an 

average triplet lifetime. Although no heavy atom is present, the DEST is small and could explain this 

observed high ISC quantum yield. On the contrary, benzophenazines with a nitrogen moiety on the 

southern fragment showed poor results and reinforce the hypothesis of being non-suitable triplet oxygen 

photosensitizers.  

 
Figure 4. Photoluminescence intensity spectra of benzophenazine derivatives. Inset: zoom in case of low PLI. 

2.4. 3O2 photosensitization 

It is known that the photosensitization of oxygen leads to the production of reactive oxygen 

species, such as O2
•–, hydroxyl radical, H2O2, singlet oxygen…[41, 43] The excited-state quenching of 

benzophenazine derivatives was highlighted by their decreased photoluminescence intensity in presence 

of oxygen (Figure S6). In order to evaluate the selective production of singlet oxygen, quantum yields 

(fD) for 1O2 generation by benzophenazine derivatives were evaluated by monitoring the changes in 

absorption of anthracene-9,10-divinylsulfonate (AVS), anthracene-based fluorescence probes being 

known as selective for singlet oxygen (Figure S7).[44] At regular intervals, the absorption spectra of 

AVS in presence of a given PS and under irradiation was measured in DMSO and the difference in 

absorption was plotted against time to determine the quantum yields for 1O2 generation. This experiment 

was conducted three times for each different photosensitizer. The same trend was observed as before, 

the sulfur-based derivatives and compound 10a exhibiting quantum yields varying between 0.84 and 

0.59 (the highest one being attributed to the aliphatic sulfur compound 10h) which is in the same range 
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as Rose Bengal, famous 3O2 PS, which was used as reference (fD = 0.76 in water, Figure S8).[20a] The 

oxygen quantum yields obtained are also comparable to methylene blue (fD = 0.51), [Ru(bpy)3]2+ (bpy 

= bipyridine, fD = 0.73), tetraphenylporphyrin (fD = 0.78) or 4-phenylbenzophenone (fD = 0.75)[19a] 

which highlights the good performances of our new synthesized photosensitizers. On the southern 

fragment, the family of derivatives carrying substituents with an amine function were either poorly 

active: fD = 0.05 and 0.04 for indole 10e and diethylaniline 10c derivatives, respectively, or not active 

at all (compound 10d showed a decrease in absorbance of AVS identical to the control test which 

consisted in irradiating AVS alone (Figure S9)). The singlet oxygen quantum yield for morpholine 

derivative 10b could not be measured due to incompatibility in reaction conditions. The southern 

fragment is again identified as having a lot of influence on the reactivity of our photosensitizers. For the 

northern fragment, the use of electron-withdrawing groups increased the singlet oxygen quantum yield 

while the use of the t-butyl electron-donating group changed only slightly the value. An exception was 

made for the peculiar photosensitizer bearing a NO2 motif whose fD decreased as nearly no singlet 

oxygen was produced (fD = 0.07), which confirmed that its behavior is different from the sulfur 

derivatives. The western fragment had no influence on the production of singlet oxygen. 
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Table 3. Investigated parameters for the 3O2 photosensitization by benzophenazine derivatives. 

 1O2 quantum yielda Citronellol photooxidation (%)b 

Southern fragment functionalization 

Reference 10f-1 0.80 98 

Reference 10f-2 0.59 98 

10a 0.70 85 

10b - 83 

10c 0.04 7 

10d 0 15 

10e 0.05 34 

10h 0.75 92 

12 n.d. 96c 

Northern fragment functionalization 

Reference 10f-2 0.59 98 

10f-1 0.80 98 

10f-3 0.84 99 

10f-4 0.07 32 

10f-5 0.83 93 

10f-6 0.64 98 

Western fragment functionalization 

Reference 10f-1 0.80 98 

10g 0.82 95 
a The singlet oxygen quantum yield was corrected taking into account the degradation of AVS alone under blue 
irradiation with blue Thorlabs lamps. b NMR yield determined with dimethylsulfone as internal standard. c Two 
LED IP FL-30 (eurolite) with an emission wavelength of ~390 nm were used. 

Finally, all benzophenazine derivatives were evaluated in the photooxidation of citronellol, with 

the same reaction conditions as presented in Scheme 4 (for which the simultaneous presence of PS and 

light was highlighted as necessary with control tests (Scheme S1)). Based on the photophysical 

properties and the ability to perform energy transfer with oxygen, sulfur derivatives (except for 

compound 10f-4) were expected to be efficient. Indeed, a high NMR yield of desired products was 

obtained, ranging from 99 to 92 % (compound 10f-4 is not considered). The presence of electron-

donating or -withdrawing groups on the northern fragment had no influence on the activity of the 

benzophenazines. The morpholine derivative 10b, with its long phosphorescence lifetime, was 

performant and an NMR yield of 83 % was obtained. This compound is the only one in the family of 

derivatives carrying an amine function that exhibited a photocatalytic activity. Indole 10e, methylaniline 

10d and diethylaniline 10c derivatives were not efficient in the 1O2 photooxidation of citronellol with 

NMR yields of 34, 15 and 7 %, respectively. Compound 10g was as performant as the reference 10f-1, 

highlighting the inertness of the western fragment for the production of singlet oxygen. The generation 
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of singlet oxygen was reproducible as the citronellol photooxidation was performed three times with 

compounds 10b, 10a and 10h with an average yield of 79±7, 86±1 and 94±4 %, respectively. 

2.5. Photostability investigation 

The photostability of the different photosensitizers was then investigated over the course of 2 

hours. The photostability of compounds 10f-1 (Figure 6), 10b (Figure S10) and 10a (Figure 5) were 

evaluated by monitoring their absorption and emission spectra under different reaction conditions, i.e. 

under irradiation, under irradiation in presence of oxygen and under irradiation in presence of oxygen 

and citronellol. A change in absorbance along with a decrease in photoluminescence intensity would be 

the sign of a photodegradation. Compound 10f-1 showed a very slight decrease in absorbance when it 

was irradiated alone meaning that no photodegradation was induced by light. The difference in 

absorbance was more important in presence of oxygen but decreased when citronellol was also present 

in the mixture. This PS is therefore slightly sensitive to singlet oxygen but can be considered photostable 

when another molecule that can react with singlet oxygen is present. The same trend was observed with 

the emission spectra. We went one step further by analyzing the filtrates with compound 10f-1 by HRMS 

to be sure that the structure of the PS was not altered. The characteristic peak of the PS was observed 

and no other peaks were found at higher m/z ratio, excluding the hypothesis of forming a sulfoxide or 

sulfone moiety onto the PS structure in presence of singlet oxygen. Compound 10b was also photostable 

but the presence of citronellol did not decrease its photodegradation meaning that this PS was more 

sensitive than compound 10f-1 but was still highly photostable. Finally, the photostability of compound 

10a was investigated and nearly no photodegradation was observed on absorption and emission spectra 

under the three different conditions tested.  

 

Figure 5. Absorption (left) and steady-state photoluminescence (right) spectra of photosensitizer 10a before 
(blue) and after (purple) 2 hours of irradiation, before (green) and after (pink) 2 hours of irradiation in presence 
of oxygen, and before (orange) and after (grey) 2 hours of irradiation in presence of oxygen and citronellol. The 
insets correspond to a zoom in the zone of interest. 
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Figure 6. Absorption (left) and steady-state photoluminescence (right) spectra of photosensitizer 10f-1 before 
(blue) and after (purple) 2 hours of irradiation, before (green) and after (pink) 2 hours of irradiation in presence 
of oxygen, and before (orange) and after (grey) 2 hours of irradiation in presence of oxygen and citronellol. The 
insets correspond to a zoom in the zone of interest. 

Note that the NO2 10f-4, diethylaniline 10c, indole 10e and methylaniline 10d derivatives being 

not efficient PS, the functionalization of compound 10g having no strong positive impact on its 

photophysical properties and its photoactivity, and the functionalization of 10h being located on the 

southern fragment that could alter a lot the photophysical properties, the photostability of these 

compounds were not assessed. 

So far, the sulfur-based photocatalysts were the best to produce singlet oxygen. However, 

compound 10f-1 did not exhibit the highest photostability which is a crucial characteristic in 

heterogeneous photocatalysis. Indeed, more photodegradation was observed for compound 10f-1 

compared to 10a for each tested condition. For this reason, compound 10a was selected for the 

heterogenization study as it displayed excellent efficiency in producing singlet oxygen together with 

high stability. 

2.6. Benzophenazine heterogenization on silica nanoparticles 

We have identified that the northern fragment functionalization of a benzophenazine has little 

impact on the photophysical properties or the photoactivity of the PS and we can then, therefore, take 

advantage of a carboxylic acid derivative to carry out the heterogenization of the PS on silica 

nanoparticles. Compound 10a was the PS of choice to conduct this recyclability study as it exhibited 

excellent performances and the highest photostability of all the investigated benzophenazine derivatives. 

The envisaged methodology is to add an activated ester on the northern fragment of compound 10a that 

could react with amino-functionalized silica nanoparticles to form a photostable covalent amide linker 

(Scheme 7).  
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Scheme 7. Envisaged methodology for the heterogenization of photosensitizer 10a. 

The first step towards the heterogenization of compound 10a was the synthesis of the activated 

ester derivative 14 that would allow the formation of covalent bonds with the modified silica surface. 

An acid-derivative 13 was needed which was easily obtained in the same two steps as compound 10a, 

except that 3,4-diaminobenzoic acid was used instead. The acid-derivative 13 reacted with 

pentafluorophenol in presence of N,N'-diisopropylcarbodiimide (DIC) in ethyl acetate to afford the 

corresponding activated ester with a 60 % isolated yield.  

With the activated ester photosensitizer 14 in hands, we sought to develop the synthesis of silica 

nanoparticles for efficient surface immobilization. Nanospheres (NS) were targeted as these represent a 

standard morphology that prevents potential pore-diffusion issues, as commonly observed in 

heterogeneous catalysis.[24b, 45] Nanospheres were obtained by adapting the procedure of Stöber et al. 

based on the sol-gel process to access a 40 nm diameter size.[46] The size and morphology of these NS 

nanoparticles were confirmed by transmission electron microscopy (TEM) (Figure S11) and dynamic 

light scattering (DLS) (Figure S12). Specific surface area of 360 m2 g–1 was calculated using the 

Brunauer-Emmett-Teller (BET) equation on nitrogen physisorption data (Figure S14). Concerning the 

pores size and the porous volume, Density Functional Theory (DFT) method was used as a standard 

protocol for microporous materials. Nanospheres exhibit micropores of mean size 0.7 nm and a porous 

volume of 0.63 cm3 g-1.  

In order to form the covalent bond between the support and the PS, some amino-functions were 

needed at the surface of NS nanoparticles. Via the silanol chemistry of these NS nanoparticles, 

aminopropyltriethoxysilane (APTES) was grafted onto the surface using inert conditions to avoid the 

fast and possible polymerization of this silane.[22d] The efficient grafting of amine functions was 

confirmed by X-Ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS) where a N1s peak at 399.8 eV was observed, 

which is characteristic of amine moieties (Figure S16). As XPS is a semi-quantitative surface analysis, 
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a thermogravimetric analysis (TGA) was recorded to quantify the loading of amino groups at the surface 

of the support (Figure S15). The thermogram showed a loss in weight of about 12 wt.% which 

corresponds to 0.10 mmol of amino functions per 100 mg of material.  

The NS nanoparticles with amine moieties immobilized at their surfaces were dispersed in 

dichloromethane and allowed to react with the activated ester 14 in presence of triethylamine during 16 

h to afford the heterogenized photosensitizer denoted 10a@SiO2. This afforded a yellowish powder that 

was characterized by XPS and TGA. All expected elements were detected at correct binding energy by 

XPS and the atomic ratios were close to the expected ones, indicating that the organic dye’s structure 

was intact on the surface (see page S33 in SI, Tables S2 and S3 and Figure S18). A TGA thermogram 

was recorded to evaluate the quantity of grafted PS and showed a loss in weight of about 20 wt.% 

(Figure S15). By calculating the difference between the loss in weight of the amino-functionalized NS 

nanospheres and the one of grafted PS, we determined a 7.8 wt.% loading in PS, which corresponds to 

0.02 mmol of PS per 100 mg of material. 

The photocatalytic activity of 10a@SiO2 was then investigated using the citronellol 

photooxidation benchmark reaction (Scheme S1). Knowing the adsorption/desorption equilibria that 

occurs before and after the reaction and the potential loss of singlet oxygen through interaction with the 

support, the time of reaction was increased to 16 h. The first run of reaction gave a very satisfying 97 % 

NMR yield which proved that the photophysical properties were maintained after heterogenization. A 

bright yellow powder was recovered at the end of the reaction which was promising for future 

recyclability tests. Three consecutive recycling runs were conducted and 96, 91 and 85 % NMR yields 

were obtained for the second, third and fourth run, respectively. 

To understand the slight decrease in activity of the heterogenized PS along the runs, the final 

material was analyzed by XPS (Figure 7). Nitrogen, which is the characteristic element of our dye, was 

still detected at the surface with an atomic percentage (at.%) of 3 at an appropriate binding energy of 

400 eV. Based on this, we could calculate an approximative leaching of 25 %, which could explain the 

decrease in photoactivity. This leaching is overestimated if some amine moieties that did not react with 

the activated ester 14 are leached which could explain the decrease of the NR4
+ component in the N1s 

signal after 4 runs. Another explanation for this component decrease is that primary amines can interact 

with silanol groups through H-bonds. Such interaction is impacted by the solvent polarity and decrease 

in the presence of a polar solvent. In our case, the use of polar acetonitrile could then explain the lower 

amount of detected quaternary amines. Moreover, the N/C ratio (0.15) was similar to the initial one 

(0.13), indicating that the PS may have conserved its molecular skeleton and remained intact. 

Concerning the F1s signal, the same two components (as in the starting material) were observed. The 

component assigned to pentafluorophenolate molecule was decreased after 4 runs of reactions indicating 

also that it can be washed away from the support along the runs. 
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Figure 7. XPS spectra of C1s, N1s, O1s and F1s elements for heterogenized 10a@SiO2 on silica nanospheres (top) 
and heterogenized 10a@SiO2 on silica nanospheres after 4 runs of reaction (bottom). 

Our new heterogenized system is competitive with the ones found in the literature. Indeed, 

porphyrins and methylene blue were immobilized onto silica nanocomposites and were efficient in the 

photoproduction of singlet oxygen and recyclable over 3 and 4 runs, respectively.[25, 47] The amount of 

immobilized PS was in the same range as for the porphyrin and methylene blue photosensitizers. Our 

system is even more efficient than the ones developed by Terra et al. for citronellol photooxidation in 

which Rose Bengal immobilized on magnetic silica nanoparticles showed a drastic decrease in 

conversion in the first reuse cycle. On the other hand, [Ru(bpy)3]2+ could be used in 3 cycles (85 % 

conversion) with minimal loss in activity, but at the fifth run the activity dropped to 65 % conversion 

only.[24a] Our group also highlighted the photobleaching of Rose Bengal immobilized on non-porous 

silica structures demonstrating a drastic decrease in photoactivity from the first reuse cycle.[24b] In this 

same work, the use of core-shell silica nanoparticles with a mesoporous shell acted as a shield to reduce 

the photobleaching of Rose Bengal. This opens future perspectives for fine tuning the present system by 

playing with the silica nano-structuration and/or loading (for example by decreasing it). 

 

3. CONCLUSIONS 

Benzophenazine molecules were easily and diversely functionalized leading to the 

establishment of a structure-activity relationship by derivatizing three identified zones of the molecular 

backbone: the southern, the western and the northern fragments. Based on computational results, 

relevant moieties were identified along with the understanding of the nature of the first excited state. 
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These results highlighted the probable inertness of the northern fragment on photophysical properties 

and the different energy transfer mechanisms that can occur depending on the functionalization of the 

southern fragment. The series of benzophenazines investigated computationally were synthesized easily 

in two steps from affordable and available starting materials. The photophysical properties, the ability 

to interact with oxygen and the photostability were assessed. The southern part had a huge impact on 

the PS activity. Compounds 10a and sulfur-based derivatives (aromatic or aliphatic sulfur) exhibited 

great properties such as high phosphorescence lifetimes (~3.5 µs), populated and energetic triplet states, 

high 1O2 quantum yields (~0.75), efficient citronellol conversion (nearly quantitative) and good 

photostability. The low DEST and heavy atom effect could explain their amazing efficiencies. 

Functionalizing the southern fragment with a morpholine moiety led to a peculiar PS with contrasted 

properties but a good activity in citronellol photooxidation. This was the only nitrogen function that was 

efficient on the southern part as the others gave poor results and were not efficient in the production of 

singlet oxygen. The functionalization on the western fragment had no significant impact and was 

detrimental for certain photophysical properties. 

With the nearly inertness of the northern fragment, compound 10a was advantageously modified 

and grafted onto silica nanospheres by an amide linker. An activated ester was synthesized to favor the 

formation of covalent bonds with the amino groups introduced at the surface of the support. XPS and 

TGA analyses proved the successful anchoring of the PS on the solid particles with a loading of 7.8 

wt.% The heterogenized system was performant in the citronellol photooxidation and was robust in 

recyclability tests as it could be engaged in three recycling runs with only slightly decreased yields. This 

opens the door for versatile photocatalyst immobilization as our methodology is efficient and involves 

basic functional groups that can be present on various molecular skeletons and supports. Our supported 

system could also be employed in different applications such as photodynamic therapy, natural products 

synthesis, depollution, flow chemistry and the real extent of its potential is still to be discovered. 
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