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Twisting of Porphyrin by Assembly in a Metal-Organic Framework
yielding Chiral Photoconducting Films for Circularly-Polarized-Light
Detection
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Abstract: While materials based on organic molecules usually have either superior optoelectronic or superior chiral
properties, the combination of both is scarce. Here, a crystalline chiroptical film based on porphyrin with homochiral
side groups is presented. While the dissolved molecule has a planar, thus, achiral porphyrin core, upon assembly in a
metal–organic framework (MOF) film, the porphyrin core is twisted and chiral. The close packing and the crystalline
order of the porphyrin cores in the MOF film also results in excellent optoelectronic properties. By exciting the Soret
band of porphyrin, efficient photoconduction with a high On-Off-ratio is realized. More important, handedness-
dependent circularly-polarized-light photoconduction with a dissymmetry factor g of 4.3×10� 4 is obtained. We foresee
the combination of such assembly-induced chirality with the rich porphyrin chemistry will enable a plethora of organic
materials with exceptional chiral and optoelectronic properties.

Introduction

Photonics based on circularly polarized light (CPL) is
intensively explored for applications in quantum optics,
quantum computing, information processing and remote
sensing.[1] For these purposes, the material must show chiral
optoelectronic properties, which results in different excita-
tions when absorbing photons of left-handed CPL (LCP) or
right-handed CPL (RCP). Ideally, such materials combine
both high chiroptical response and efficient charge transport
simultaneously.[2] In the context of different applications,
like printed electronics, light-emissive devices or photo-

voltaics as well as in the context of stretchable electronics
and photosensors, semiconducting organic materials feature
striking advantages over inorganic materials.[3] Porphyrin-
based materials are among the materials which attract
particular attention for organic-semiconductor light-harvest-
ing applications like in photovoltaic devices and for
photocatalysis.[4] Porphyrin molecules are excellent electron
donor molecules with delocalized planar π-systems.[5] In the
visible light range, porphyrins exhibit sharp and intensive
absorption bands, perfectly suited for applications in light
harvesting.[4c] To this end, porphyrins are often integrated as
active components in various optoelectronic devices.[6]
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Moreover, the optoelectronic properties of porphyrins can
be tailored by various methods of organic chemistry, e.g. by
adding electron-poor or electron-rich groups.[7] While the
core moiety of porphyrin is planar and achiral, various
efforts have been undertaken to realize porphyrin-based
materials with chiral properties. For example, functionaliz-
ing porphyrin with chiral side groups allows the realization
of enantioselective catalytic reactions.[8] By embedment of
porphyrin in homochiral cyclodextrin, chiral host–guest
complexes can be made.[9] Chiral supramolecular assemblies
of molecules with planar, achiral porphyrin moieties func-
tionalized with chiral side groups were also realized.[10] By
covalently bonding molecules like binaphthyl to the por-
phyrin core at two opposite positions, these molecules are
strapped around the porphyrin core, causing the porphyrin
moiety to be distorted.[11] This results in chiroptical proper-
ties of the molecules in solution, however, a crystalline
assembly of such compounds is hindered by the “strap”. To
date, solid materials made from such compounds with chiral
optoelectronic properties have not yet been presented.
Other chiral porphyrin-based optoelectronic materials have
also not yet been presented.

Metal-organic frameworks (MOFs) are crystalline hybrid
materials composed of metal nodes connected by organic
linker molecules.[12] In recent years, in addition to applica-
tions in gas loading and separation,[13] MOFs have been
widely used in optoelectronic applications.[14] The key
advantage of MOFs is their crystalline order with structural
and functional tunability. MOFs can be altered by various
pre- and post-synthetic methods. By preparing MOF films
on an appropriate substrate in a layer-by-layer fashion,
surface-mounted MOF (SURMOF) films with controlled
thickness can be realized.[15] The incorporation of chiral
linker molecules in SURMOFs results in chiral nanoporous
films with enantioselective properties, e.g. in adsorption.[16]

SURMOFs based on porphyrin enable the realization of
photoconducting thin films with large on/off-ratios.[17] There,
the brilliant photoconduction properties are a result of the
optoelectronic properties of porphyrin in the regular crystal-
line lattice of the SURMOF, allowing efficient charge
transfer, which can be even enhanced by combining the
assembly with acceptor molecules. Due to the structural
planarity and the pristine achiral properties of porphyrin
(and other optoelectronically active molecules commonly
used in MOFs), photoconducting chiral MOF films respon-
sive to CPL have not yet been presented to date.

In comparison to conventional chiral optoelectronic
materials,[18] MOFs, as a hybrid material,[12] may advanta-
geously combine the properties of organic and inorganic
materials. MOFs are crystalline enabling the precise com-
parison with theoretical models. The tunability of MOFs
allows the rational design of the crystal structure and
material properties to a wide extent. The organic compo-
nents of MOFs can be varied by additional groups, allowing
a further tuning of the material properties without altering
the scaffold structure. In addition, the straightforward MOF
synthesis and the option to prepare the material in the form
of defined thin films[15] as well as heterostructures[19] with

well-defined interfaces[20] are advantages of this material
class.

Here, we present a crystalline, chiral assembly of
porphyrin and explore its photophysical properties. The
porphyrin molecules are functionalized by dicarboxylic acid
and by homochiral BINOL-moieties (Figure 1a). The por-
phyrin moiety exhibits a planar form when dissolved in
different solvents. By assembling with zinc acetate to
crystalline and oriented SURMOFs, the molecules are
twisted and the porphyrin moiety becomes chiral. Insights in
the molecular structure and its chiroptical response are
provided by density-functional theory (DFT) and time-
dependent DFT calculations combined with circular dichro-
ism (CD) and UV/Vis spectroscopy. The chiral porphyrin-
SURMOF shows photoconducting properties with a large
On-Off ratio and a dissymmetry factor between right and
left CPL of 4.3×10� 4 when exciting the Soret band with
450 nm, demonstrating its function as CPL photodetector.

Results and Discussion

The employed porphyrin molecule, which is functionalized
with R-BINOL side groups and dicarboxylic acid, is shown

Figure 1. a) Molecular structure of R-MeBINOL-PorDC. The chiral R-
BINOL-side groups are drawn in red, while the porphyrin core and the
dicarboxylic acid side groups are in black. b) X-ray diffractogram of
Zn(R-MeBINOL-PorDC) SURMOF. The red data are recorded for the
sample, the grey data are calculated for the targeted structure. The
experimentally observed reflexes are labelled. The X-ray wavelength is
0.154 nm. c) SEM images of Zn(R-MeBINOL-PorDC) SURMOF. The
top-view is shown above, the side view of a broken sample is shown
below. The sample is grown on quartz substrates with interdigitated
gold electrodes, which are visible as bright stripes.
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in Figure 1a. The molecule is referred to as R-MeBINOL-
PorDC (4,4’-(10,20-bis(((R)-2’-methoxy- [1,1’-binaphthalen]-
2-yl)oxy) porphyrin-5,15-diyl) dibenzoic acid). The synthesis
is described in the Supporting Information. The molecule
exhibits a planar structure of the porphyrin moiety with
pendant non-planar and chiral R-BINOL moieties. The
porphyrin molecule with the dicarboxylic acids in the para
positions serves as linker molecule for the synthesis of MOF
films. Together with zinc-paddle-wheels as metal nodes,
MOF films with a SURMOF-2[21] structure were prepared in
a layer-by-layer fashion. The substrates are either quartz
sheets (for UV/Vis and CD spectroscopy and atomic force
microscopy), glass sheets with deposited interdigitated gold
electrodes (for the conduction measurements as well as
scanning electron microscopy and X-ray diffraction) or gold-
coated silicon wafers (for infrared-reflection-absorption
spectroscopy and energy-dispersive X-ray spectroscopy).
The structure of the SURMOF film is referred to as Zn(R-
MeBINOL-PorDC) SURMOF.[22] The X-ray diffractogram
(XRD) of the thin film shows a high crystallinity, Figure 1b.
Moreover, the XRD shows that the film is grown in an
oriented fashion with the (100) orientation perpendicular to
the substrate surface.

The morphology of the thin film is explored by scanning
electron microscopy (SEM), Figure 1c. The SEM images
show that the film is homogeneous with a thickness of
approximately 0.3 μm. They also show that the surface of
the SURMOF possesses sheet-like crystallites on top, typical
for films with a porphyrin-SURMOF-2-like structure.[23]

The sample was further characterized by infrared-
reflection-absorption spectroscopy (IRRAS) and energy-
dispersive X-ray (EDX) spectroscopy and mapping, Figur-
es S18–S20. The data from both techniques verify that the
sample has the composition of the targeted Zn(R-MeBI-
NOL-PorDC) structure. Imaging the sample surface with
atomic force microscopy (AFM, Figure S21) shows that the
MOF film has a roughness of approximately 72 nm and it
verifies the thickness of about 300 nm (as also found by
SEM).

The optical properties of the SURMOF are experimen-
tally investigated by UV/Vis spectroscopy, Figure 2a. The
spectrum of the SURMOF is compared with the spectrum of
the linker in ethanolic solutions. Spectra of the linker in
different solvents are shown in Figure S1a. Since the zinc-
paddle-wheel-node has no significant electronic excitations
in the UV/Vis range, the observed optical spectrum is
caused by the excitation in the organic part of the MOF
film, this means in the R-MeBINOL-PorDC linker. In the
UV/Vis spectrum in the range from approximately 400 to
600 nm, the Soret and Q bands are clearly visible. Compared
to the molecules in solution, the bands in the SURMOF are
red-shifted. The Soret band shifts from 421 nm to 437 nm.
This is caused by the close packing of porphyrin linkers in
the SURMOF and was also found in our previous work.[17]

The band at approximately 230 nm is assigned to the π–π*
excitation of the BINOL moiety.[24] There is only a small
red-shift (of only 4 nm) when comparing the band from the
linker in solution and in the SURMOF. Compared to the

linker in solution, all absorption bands of the SURMOF are
broadened.

Circular dichroism (CD) spectroscopy was performed to
explore the optical activity and the chirality of the material,
Figure 2b. Both, R-MeBINOL-PorDC in ethanol and in the
SURMOF (see Figure 2b) show strong CD signals at 200–
260 nm, attributed to the chiral BINOL groups.[24] Most
interestingly, while there is no significant CD band for the
molecule in solution in the entire range above 260 nm, the
SURMOF shows a clear CD band at 440 nm. Most likely,
this CD band is caused by the Soret band of porphyrin, see
UV/Vis spectra. This means, the porphyrin moiety, which is
not active in solution, is optically active in the SURMOF.
This indicates structural changes of the porphyrin linkers by
their assembly in the SURMOF.

For additional experimental proof of the optical activity
and chirality of the Zn(R-MeBINOL-PorDC) SURMOF,
we characterized the SURMOF by diffuse reflection CD
(DRCD) and fluorescence detected CD (FDCD) spectro-
scopy. The results are shown in Figure S2. All the data are
in agreement with the CD spectra and verifies that the
porphyrin-SURMOF exhibits a chiral structure. The spec-
trum of circularly polarized luminescence, where no clear
bands were found, is shown in Figure S22.

Figure 2. a) UV/Vis and b) CD spectra of the SURMOF Zn(R-MeBI-
NOL-PorDC) (red) and of the R-MeBINOL-PorDC linker dissolved in
ethanol (black). All spectra were measured in transmission mode. The
region of the Soret and Q bands of porphyrin are highlighted in green.
The region of the π–π* excitation in the BINOL moiety is highlighted in
yellow.

Angewandte
ChemieResearch Articles

Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 2023, e202217377 (3 of 7) © 2022 The Authors. Angewandte Chemie International Edition published by Wiley-VCH GmbH

 15213773, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/anie.202217377 by K

arlsruher Inst F. T
echnologie, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [02/02/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



The preparation of the same SURMOF film but without
chiral BINOL-side groups results in an optically inactive, i.e.
achiral, structure, Figure S17. This supports the hypothesis
that the chirality in the Zn(R-MeBINOL-PorDC) SUR-
MOF, meaning the structural changes causing chirality, i.e.
twisting of the porphyrin core, is caused by the molecular
assembly in a MOF and by the BINOL-side groups (as
discussed further below).

To further understand the molecular structure as well as
its structural changes caused by the assembly, detailed
calculations using density functional theory (DFT) were
performed, see Supporting Information. The absorption and
chiroptical spectra were calculated by time-dependent DFT.
The calculated UV/Vis spectrum of the optimized (isolated)
R-MeBINOL-PorDC linker, Figure S3, shows the presence
of Q- and Soret bands of the porphyrin core and the light
absorption by the BINOL moieties. This is in agreement
with the experimentally measured spectrum, see Figure 2.
The theoretically calculated spectrum shows slight splitting
of the Soret band due to the N� H protons of porphyrin,
breaking its symmetry. (This is also discussed below.)

Figure 3a and Figure S5 show the optimized structure of
the Zn(R-MeBINOL-PorDC) SURMOF. Due to the metal-
organic coordination and the restricted arrangement of the
linker molecules in the three-dimensional MOF scaffold, the
geometry of the porphyrin core is changing by the packing:
The aromatic moiety is less planar and a twist of one of the
pyrrole subunits occurs. In Figure 3b, the overlap of the
porphyrin core of the isolated linker (as found in solution)
and of the linker extracted from the SURMOF is shown. It
visualizes the main structural change of the porphyrin
moiety induced by the MOF assembly. Generally, isolated
R-MeBINOL-PorDC has an essentially planar porphyrin
core. Upon the assembly of R-MeBINOL-PorDC in the
MOF lattice, the porphyrin core is slightly twisted and less
planar (Figure S7). To quantitatively describe the degree of
the planarity (or non-chirality), i.e. the out-of-plane devia-
tion of the porphyrin core, we have introduced a custom
planarity measure—the planarity breach—which is the
(least) sum of squared distances of the best-fit plane to the
porphyrin atoms. A planarity breach coefficient of zero
indicates a completely flat and achiral porphyrin ring, while
values higher than zero indicate a curved molecule. The
isolated R-MeBINOL-PorDC linker is characterized by a
low planarity breach coefficient of 0.15. The small difference
to a fully planar structure originates from the covalently
attached BINOL groups to the porphyrin core that may
impact its vibrational flexibility, causing slight changes in the
frontier orbitals. This is clearly seen in Figure S8 and S9,
where CD spectra of the linkers with and without BINOL
side groups are depicted. On the other hand, the planarity
breach coefficient of the assembled linker equals to 0.63,
which is significantly higher than of the isolated linker. This
indicates a strong deviation of the porphyrin core from the
planar structure upon assembly.

Further inspection of the three-dimensional SURMOF
structure and assembly characteristics using NCIPLOT
analysis[25] reveals the set of intermolecular noncovalent
interactions (NCI) of different nature and strength between

the organic molecules in the MOF (see NCI surfaces in
Figure 3c). On the one hand, hydrogen bonds and π-
interactions are modulating the linker packing in the
intersheet direction (see Figure S10a and S11), red-shifting
the UV/Vis spectra (from 404 nm to 416 nm in the isolated
form and the SURMOF, respectively, see Figure S13). On
the other hand, the network of van-der-Waals (vdW), π···π
and C� H···π interactions between the functional BINOL side
groups linked to the porphyrin (see Figure 3c, S12) triggers
the SURMOF scaffold to loosen the planarity preference of
the porphyrin, causing its partial twist.

The calculated CD spectra for the isolated and MOF-
assembled R-MeBINOL-PorDC are shown in Figure 3d.
The spectrum for the free linker is mainly characterized by
the intense CD signal from the BINOL moiety, i.e. at

Figure 3. a) Structure of the optimized Zn(R-MeBINOL-PorDC) SUR-
MOF. b) Superposition of the linker in its isolated (red) and assembled
(blue) state. c) Visualization of intermolecular noncovalent interactions
(areas in green) between R-MeBINOL-PorDC linkers assembled in the
SURMOF scaffold. Intermolecular NCI surfaces correspond to the
reduced density gradient of 0.4 a.u. d) Calculated CD spectra of R-
MeBINOL-PorDC molecules in its isolated form (red) and assembled
in the SURMOF (blue). Please note, the spectra above 380 nm is
magnified by factor 10. Further analysis is provided in the Supporting
Information.
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226 nm, and there is no significant chiroptical response of
the porphyrin core (see Figures S4 and S14). Upon the MOF
assembly, new CD signals appear at around 400 nm. These
bands stem from the Soret band of the porphyrin moiety,
which is permitted by the light-induced transitions between
the frontier molecular orbitals, localized mostly on the
aromatic porphyrin core (see Figure S6). These CD signals
indicate the appearance of a chiral form of the porphyrin. In
the SURMOF, the packing of the molecules and the
intermolecular interactions induce the twist of one of the
pyrrole rings of the porphyrin (see Figure 3b and Fig-
ure S6c,d). This twist occurs from the inherently planar form
of the porphyrin moiety. The structural twist, also measured
by an increase of the planarity breach coefficient (see
above), is significantly higher in the Zn(R-MeBINOL-
PorDC) SURMOF than in the isolated linker. Such struc-
tural change reduces the symmetry and modulates the
electron delocalization of the highest occupied molecular
orbital (HOMO), and of the HOMO-1 orbital (see Fig-
ure S6d). This reduces the symmetry. In comparison to the
orbital of the isolated linker, where the electron density is
equally distributed within the four pyrrole rings (Fig-
ure S6c), in the MOF, the twisted pyrrole ring has a slightly
higher electron delocalization (Figure S6d). Therefore, the
HOMO-1 orbital of the linker in the MOF possesses an
uneven electron delocalization, i.e. asymmetry. This elec-
tron-delocalization asymmetry and the non-planar form
directly contribute to the Soret band transition (i.e. its
transition dipole moment) and its optical activity. This is the
reason why such a chiroptical response is observed in the
MOF and not observed in solution.

In addition to the twisting of the porphyrin core, the
assembly in the MOF increases the energy differences
between the excited state configurations of the frontier
orbitals of the porphyrin, especially the energy of its
HOMO orbital shown in Figure S6. It participates in the
Soret band excitation to the LUMO+1 orbital, therefore,
inducing the splitting of the Soret band both in UV/Vis and
CD spectra (see spectra in blue in Figure 3d, S13, S14).
Similar splitting has been observed in other assemblies of
porphyrins[26] and was related, among others, to the coupling
between neighboring porphyrins. The electronic coupling of
the HOMO and LUMO orbitals of R-MeBINOL-PorDC
linkers in the SURMOF equals to 1.50 meV and 7.60 meV,
respectively. In comparison to our previous work with a
coupling between the HOMO of 6.20 meV,[17] the coupling
between HOMO orbitals decreases significantly. On the
other hand, the electronic coupling between the LUMO
orbitals increases approximately 30 times, i.e. from
0.27 meV to 7.60 meV. This is caused by the higher degree
of charge delocalization over the whole linker, including the
large BINOL groups.

Based on the excellent photophysical properties of
porphyrin-SURMOFs,[6a,17,27] we explore the photoconduc-
tion and the CPL-dissymmetry of the Zn(R-MeBINOL-
PorDC) films. Figure 4a shows the photocurrent of the
sample as response to irradiation with unpolarized light of
different wavelengths, from 365 nm to 640 nm. The largest
light-induced current is obtained for blue light of 455 nm. In

agreement with previous work,[17] we assign this to the
Soret-band excitation. Here, an On-Off-ratio of approxi-
mately 200 is realized.

The response to CPL is explored in Figure 4b and c. The
sample is irradiated with light of 450 nm, where the polar-
ization was switched from right-CPL (RCP) to left-CPL
(LCP) every 5 seconds. After subtracting the baseline,
Figure 4c shows the photocurrent changes between RCP
and LCP. Under LCP the photocurrent is approximately
1.6 pA larger than under RCP. This corresponds to a
dissymmetry factor g of 4.3×10� 4 (with
g ¼ 2 ILCP � IRCPð Þ= ILCP þ IRCPð Þ with I denoting the
photocurrent[28]). By analyzing the CD and UV/Vis spectra,
a dissymmetry of 4.7×10� 4 is determined, which agrees well
with the dissymmetry factor of the photoconduction. This
supports the interpretation that the handedness-depended
CPL photoconduction is a result of the optical activity of the
porphyrin.

As reference experiments, the responses to RCP and
LCP irradiation of 365 nm and 625 nm are explored, Fig-
ure S16. For both wavelengths, no handedness-dependence
of the CPL was recorded. The CPL data from all three
wavelengths are in agreement with the CD spectra, Fig-
ure 2b, where a CD band is observed at approximately
450 nm, but not at 365 nm or 625 nm.

It should be noted that chiral porphyrin compounds and
compounds of other molecules with significantly larger g-
factors (for luminescence, i.e. glum) were presented.[29]

Figure 4. a) DC current versus time at a voltage of 2 V while the sample
is irradiated with light of 640 nm, 530 nm, 455 nm, 400 nm and
365 nm wavelength, respectively, see labels. The base-current (in the
dark) is approximately 11 pA. b) DC current versus time under 450 nm
RCP and LCP illumination, see labels (and Figure S14). c) Current
change when switching the light polarization every 5 seconds from RCP
(blue) to LCP (red) and vice versa. This was repeated for 50 cycles. The
baseline is set to the photocurrent under RCP light.
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However, the assembly of chiral materials with simulta-
neously strong optoelectronic and chiral properties based on
porphyrin has not yet been demonstrated.

Conclusion

A chiral, crystalline porphyrin-based film is presented. The
porphyrin molecules possess homochiral BINOL side
groups. When the molecules are dissolved, the porphyrin
core is planar and, thus, achiral. Upon assembly of the
molecules in crystalline films of surface-mounted MOFs, the
porphyrin core is twisted resulting in a chiral shape. DFT-
based calculations show that the twisting of the porphyrin is
caused by the ordered packing in the MOF and the network
of noncovalent intermolecular interactions, especially be-
tween the BINOL side groups. The close packing of the
porphyrin cores combined with the asymmetry of the
electron density delocalization, thus, the chirality induction,
allows the realization of a porphyrin-based chiral optoelec-
tronic film for the first time. When the film is irradiated with
blue light, exciting the Soret band, the film shows excellent
photoconduction properties with a large On-Off-photo-
conduction ratio. For photoconduction with circularly polar-
ized light, a dissymmetry factor g of 4.3×10� 4 is determined,
showing its chiral optoelectronic properties.

We foresee that the demonstrated assembly-modulated
chirality induction in porphyrin can be combined with
various methods of the extensive chemistry known to
functionalize porphyrin. For example, the functionalization
with electron-poor or electron-rich groups will allow the
tuning of the excitation wavelength. Moreover, we believe
similar methods to prepare chiroptical materials can be
applied to similar materials based on phthalocyanine,
perylene diimide and benzodithiophene.
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By incorporating functionalized porphyr-
in in a crystalline lattice of a metal–
organic framework thin film, the por-
phyrin core twists and becomes chiral.
The chiral porphyrin thin film shows
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different photocurrents for right- and
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