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It is shown that the great instability of phosphole oxides can
be attributed to their antiaromatic characters. The aromatic–
antiaromatic switch in the course of the oxidation of phos-
pholes, which may be fine-tuned by P substituents, increases
the reactivity toward dimerisation, leading to the correspond-

1. Introduction

The aromaticity of phospholes has been questionable for
a long time,[1,2] and the commonly accepted view is that
they have a very weak aromatic character.[3] Earlier studies
found that their aromatic stabilization energies (ASEs) are
roughly 30–60 kJmol–1, which is considerably lower[3,4]

than in the nitrogen analogue, pyrrole (70–130 kJmol–1).[3,4]

The lack of aromaticity is due to the pyramidal geometry
around the P atom; the lone electron pair cannot participate
in the delocalization. The high inversion barrier of the
phosphorus pyramid prevents inversion or flattening.[2] The
weak aromaticity may also be attributed to the hyperconju-
gation of the exocyclic σ(P–Y) bond.[5] Several studies have
found that, in contrast with the stability of phospholes (e.g.,
1), phosphole oxide derivatives (e.g., 2) exhibit an unusual
instability.[6,7] The phosphole oxides obtained on oxidation
of the phospholes undergo regio- and stereospecific Diels–
Alders-type [4 + 2] dimerization reactions to afford exclu-
sively 7-phosphanorbornene ring systems 3 (Scheme 1).[6,8]

A theoretical study showed that the reaction is kinetically
controlled and that only one structure 3 with the given con-
figuration can be formed.[9]

Other experimental findings revealed that phospholes 4
are stable for days, but their oxidized derivatives 5 are un-
stable under the same conditions and are rearranged to 6
(Scheme 2).[7] The instability of 5 was explained by a weak
antiaromaticity.[7] These compounds are important, as they
can be used as multifunctional materials for organic light-
emitting diodes (OLEDs).[10]
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ing 7-phosphanorbornene rings. The degree of antiaromatic-
ity of these stable compounds is examined and quantified on
a linear aromatic and antiaromatic scale.
(© Wiley-VCH Verlag GmbH & Co. KGaA, 69451 Weinheim,
Germany, 2007)

Scheme 1.

Scheme 2.

It seemed to be interesting to study the theoretical back-
ground of the driving force for the classical 1 � 2 � 3
transformation; the phenomenon of antiaromaticity may
obviously be an important factor in the reaction sequence.
The determination of the antiaromatic character of 2 and 5
by traditional means, however, is not simple. The NICS[11]

values show significant deviation from the usual values due
to the shielding effect of the P atom,[7] while BIRD in-
dexes[3a] were also found to be unsuitable.[7] It was a chal-
lenge for us to elaborate a method for the reliable and quan-
titative characterization of the antiaromaticity of phosphole
chalcogenides.

2. Computation Methods

The B3LYP/6-31G,[12] B3LYP/6-31G(d) and B3LYP/6-
311++G(2d,2p) levels of theory were used for this work,
with the aid of the Gaussian03 program.[13] The computed
enthalpies and Gibbs free energies with respect to the values
at 298.14 K are summarized in Table S1.
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3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Quantification of Aromaticity and Antiaromaticity

Levels of antiaromaticity have been quantified in terms of
hydrogenation reactions [Figure 1; Equation (1)].[4] The de-
pendent variable y, measuring the percentage of aromaticity
or antiaromaticity and running between benzene (+100%)
and cyclobutadiene (–100%) has been defined as a linear
function of the relative enthalpy of hydrogenation [Equa-
tion (1) and Equation (2)]. This methodology also requires
reference hydrogenation reactions, as shown in Figure 1 for
benzene and cyclobutadiene, as well as for 1 and 2,[4] where
m = 0.6496 and b = –1.9273 at the B3LYP/6-31G(d) level
of theory.[4]

∆∆HH2 = ∆HH2[I] – ∆HH2[II] (1)

aromaticity/antiaromaticity (%) = m ∆∆HH2 + b (2)

Figure 1. Definition of aromaticity percentages.

Figure 2. Aromaticity/antiaromaticity diagrams for 1 (A and B) and 2 (C and D) computed at the B3LYP/6-31G(d) level of theory.

www.eurjoc.org © 2007 Wiley-VCH Verlag GmbH & Co. KGaA, Weinheim Eur. J. Org. Chem. 2007, 4765–47714766

The calculated aromaticity and antiaromaticity percent-
ages of 1a–e and 1h–l are summarized in Tables 1 and 2.
The values are in good agreement with expectation and the
previously reported data.[3,4] As can be seen, phospholes are
of weak aromatic character, but in accord with earlier expe-
riences (shown), 1e (and 1l) possess the highest aromaticity
percentage values (Figure 2).[14] This is due to the flattened
P atom, which makes a significant aromatic delocalization
possible.[14] The OMe and F substituents (1f, 1g, 1m, 1n),

Table 1. Computed ∆∆HH2 values (kJmol–1) and calculated aroma-
ticity/antiaromaticity percentages for compounds 1 at the B3LYP/
6-31G(d) level of theory.

Y R = H R = Me
∆∆HH2 % ∆∆HH2 %

H a 31.29 18.40 h 16.96 9.09
Me b 21.97 12.34 i 21.74 12.20
Ph c 15.70 8.27 j 15.25 7.98

2,4,6-Me-C6H2 d 34.34 20.38 k 27.85 16.16
2,4,6-tBu-C6H2

[a] e 46.65 28.38 l 43.33 26.22
OMe f –4.58 –4.90 m –3.24 –4.03

F g 11.11 –9.15 n –9.62 –8.18

[a] Modelled by a 2,6-di-tert-butyl-4-methylphenyl group.

Table 2. Computed ∆∆HH2 values (kJmol–1) and calculated aroma-
ticity/antiaromaticity percentages of compounds 2 at the B3LYP/6-
31G(d) level of theory.

Y R = H R = Me
∆∆HH2 % ∆∆HH2 %

H a –17.12 –13.05 h –33.31 –23.57
Me b –16.44 –12.60 i –38.83 –27.15
Ph c –21.84 –16.12 j –37.65 –26.39

2,4,6-Me-C6H2 d –23.54 –17.22 k –43.64 –30.27
2,4,6-tBu-C6H2

[a] e –12.90 –10.31 l –13.15 –10.47
OMe f –24.99 –18.16 m –47.05 –32.49

F g 26.54 –19.17 n –43.13 –29.94

[a] Modelled by a 2,6-di-tert-butyl-4-methylphenyl group.
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however, change the aromaticity to a very weak antiaromat-
icity, which may explain the failure to prepare these deriva-
tives.

As proposed earlier, the σ3�σ4 transformation of the P
atom by oxidation switches the weak aromaticity of 1 to a
medium antiaromatic character in 2. It seemed to be inter-
esting to investigate the phosphole chalcogenides
(Scheme 3), in which Z = S (13) and Se (14), and to com-
pare these instances to the Z = O case (2c). A significant
decrease in the antiaromatic character can be seen in the Z
= O, S, and Se periodic order (Figure 3). A more strongly
electron-withdrawing atom causes a larger antiaromaticity.

Scheme 3.

Figure 3. Aromaticity/antiaromaticity percentages of 2c, 13 and 14.

The antiaromaticities of 2, 13 and 14 can be explained
by their resonance structures (I and II), in which I and II
represent a nonaromatic and an antiaromatic ring system,
respectively (Figure 4B). Resonance structure II contains a

Figure 5. A) Schematic representation of selected molecular orbitals of pyrrole, 1a, 2a and borole (σ��σ analogue; π��π analogue).
B) Schematic representation of the MO energy levels for pyrrole, 1a, 2a and borole computed at the B3LYP/6-31G(d) level of theory.
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P atom with positive charge, which allows continuous 4π-
conjugation. This situation shows a close analogy with bor-
ole, in which the empty pz orbital of the B atom plays a role
in the antiaromaticity (Figure 4).[15] The “ratio” of reso-
nance structures I and II results in the final extent of antiar-
omaticity. A similar situation was revealed earlier in the
case of heterophosphetes.[16]

Figure 4. Analogy between A) pyrrole and 1, and B) borole and 2,
13 and 14, with 6π and 4π conjugated electron systems, respectively.

The types of computed molecular orbitals (MOs) for
pyrrole, 1a, 2a and borole are shown in Figure 5. The MOs
and their energy levels of 2a show a significant correlation
with the same MOs of antiaromatic borole; that is, the
shapes and symmetries of HOMO – 1, HOMO, LUMO and
LUMO + 1 for 2a are very similar to the corresponding
MOs of borole. However, the shapes and symmetries of
these MOs in 2a and 1a differ markedly from each other,
reflecting the different electronic structures and molecular
properties. The MOs and the energy levels of 1a correlate
with those of the aromatic pyrrole.

Table 1 shows that the presence of an electron-donating
group, such as Y = Me, decreases the antiaromatic charac-
ter (2b, 2i), in relation to the presence of electron-with-
drawing groups, such as Ph and F substituents (2g, 2n). In
the case of the Me group, the possible hyperconjugative ef-
fect may decrease the antiaromaticity. It worth mentioning
that the presence of the strongly electron-donating OMe
group causes higher antiaromaticity, which may be ex-
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Figure 6. Various arrangements of the substituted phenyl group in 2c, 2j, 2d, 2k, 2e and 2l.

plained by the presence of the electronegative O atom. Only
2e and 2l exhibit significantly smaller antiaromatic charac-
ters. These lower values can be attributed to the different
arrangement of the substituted phenyl group, relative to 2c/
2j and 2d/2k (Figure 6). When the substituted phenyl group
is forced to occupy an orthogonal position to the P=O
bond, the pz atomic orbital on the C1 atom in the phenyl
group is able to overlap with the empty dx2 – y2 or dz2 atomic
orbital through combination with py of the P atom. This
overlap decreases the antiaromaticity of the phosphole ring
through charge transfer, because in this special geometry
the substituted phenyl group becomes electron-donating
towards the electron-deficient P atom, as represented by the
resonance structures (I and II, Figure 6 and Figure 7).

Figure 7. Resonance structures (I, II and III) of 2c and 2e.

In the unsubstituted cases (2c, 2j), the phenyl group is
parallel with the P=O bond, so the pz atomic orbital on C1

is not able to overlap with the empty dx2 – y2 or dz2 atomic
orbitals of the P atom. This type of phenyl group behaves as
an electron-withdrawing group, and the second resonance
structure (II) does not exist (Figure 6 and Figure 7).

To confirm this theory, a rotational experiment was elab-
orated on molecule 2c, in which a χ torsion angle is defined
by O=P1–C1�–C2� as defined in Figure 6. By rotating the Ph
group around the P–C bond from χ = 0°, the conforma-
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tional minimum of 2c, to χ = 90° [2c(90°)], which is the case
in 2e, one can outline potential energy and antiaromaticity
percentage curves correlating with the χ torsion angle (Fig-
ure 8). As Figure 9 shows, the rotation curves along the χ

Figure 8. Correlation between conformational energy changes (left,
∆Hrot), as well as antiaromaticity percentages (right, %) against χ
computed at the B3LYP/6-31G(d) level of theory.

Figure 9. Comparison of the conformational energy changes
(∆Hrot) of 2c, 10c and 12c along χ, computed at the B3LYP/6-
31G(d) level of theory.
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torsion angle for 10c and 12c exhibit the higher maximum
values, by 4 and 7 kJmol–1, respectively. The 7 kJmol–1 for
12 is roughly equal with the aromatic stabilization energy
(ASE) released during the rotation.

The interaction between the phosphole ring and the Ph
ring is depicted in Figure 10, where the two different rota-
mers [2c and 2c(90°)] exhibit dramatically different MOs
(HOMO – 1, HOMO). The overlap between the atomic or-
bitals of the P and C1� atoms in 2c(90°) is significant in
HOMO – 1, where the corresponding d and p orbitals show
significantly higher values than those in 2c. This overlap
between the C and P atomic orbitals may be explained as a
charge transfer from the Ph ring to the phosphole oxide
ring. It can be represented by the sums of the natural bond
orbital (NBO) charges of all atoms involved in the two rings
separately (Figure 10). A significant decrease in the group
charge (–0.012) for the phosphole oxide can be observed
when the χ is turned from 90° to 0°.

Figure 10. HOMO and HOMO – 1 MOs of 2c with different χ
torsion angles with group NBO charges (in box).

Finally, it is worth mentioning that phosphole oxides
with R = Me substituents exhibit significantly larger anti-
aromaticity percentages than phosphole oxides with R = H
substituents (Table 1).

Table 3. ∆Hdim
‡ , ∆Gdim

‡ (kJmol–1) and ∆Sdim
‡ (Jmol–1 K–1) values for the dimerisation of 2 at the B3LYP/6-31G(d) level of theory.

R = H R = Me
Y 2 � 3TS 2 � 3 2 � 3TS 2 � 3

∆Hdim
‡ ∆Gdim

‡ ∆Sdim
‡ ∆Hdim ∆Gdim ∆Sdim ∆Hdim

‡ ∆Gdim
‡ ∆Sdim

‡ ∆Hdim ∆Gdim ∆Sdim

H a 11.55 76.15 –216.69 –266.65 –202.77 –214.47 h 34.34 92.46 –194.94 –258.08 –193.34 –217.33
Me b 16.66 81.57 –217.70 –246.31 –182.85 –213.05 i 25.91 88.66 –210.48 –236.96 –172.52 –216.34
Ph c 37.03 97.35 –202.33 –237.78 –165.11 –243.95 j 44.03 101.09 –191.38 –227.00 –161.66 –219.35

2,4,6-Me-C6H2 d 41.58 98.19 –189.85 –250.52 –186.15 –216.13 k 42.83 97.83 –190.01 –240.87 –172.52 –216.34
2,4,6-tBu-C6H2

[a,b] e 41.13 97.01 –182.25 –279.76 –192.45 –291.02 l 47.41 100.80 –179.01 –272.88 –186.08 –291.32
OMe f 24.99 85.35 –202.43 –286.35 –221.84 –216.65 m 31.33 86.45 –184.89 –277.50 –214.14 –212.76

F g 0.34 99.39 –198.05 –249.77 –185.35 –216.24 n 47.17 102.94 –187.05 –239.50 –174.35 –218.71

[a] Modelled by a 2,6-di-tert-butyl-4-methylphenyl group. [b] The thermodynamic corrections are calculated at HF/3-21*.
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3.2 Energetics of the Reaction Sequence 1 � 2 � 3

In the first step, 1 is oxidized to afford 2, which is fol-
lowed immediately by the second step, in which 2 undergoes
a Diels–Alder-type [4+2] dimerization leading to 3
(Scheme 1).[6,8] In spite of the formation of the antiaromatic
products, the oxidation is highly exothermic [Table S1, ∆Gox

= (–270) – (–330) kJmol–1]. The exothermic formation of
an antiaromatic species may be unexpected, but comparison
of the range of the ∆G1�2 values with the ∆G7�10 and
∆G9�12 values [Table S1, (–330) – (–370) kJmol–1] corre-
sponding to the oxidation of 7 and 9 unambiguously re-
flects the fact that the oxidation of nonaromatic 7 and 9,
yielding the nonantiaromatic 10 and 12, gives significantly
larger ∆Gox values.

The dimerization of the relatively unstable 2 involves one,
usually low- or moderate-energy, transition state [Table 3,
∆Hdim

‡ = 11.55–47.41 kJmol–1; ∆Gdim
‡ = 76.15–

102.94 kJmol–1], which allows the reaction to proceed at
low temperature (0–10 °C). The large negative entropy
change values can be attributed to the bimolecular reaction,
but these values may be lower in solution, due to the hin-
dered molecular translation and rotations, relative to the
gas-phase situation, lowering the ∆Gdim

‡ values as well. Both
the ∆Hdim

‡ and the ∆Gdim
‡ values are in a relatively narrow

range. Although the energetics of the reaction explain the
process well, one may outline the change in the aromaticity/
antiaromaticity along with the reaction profile of the trans-
formation of 1 � 2 � 3 (Figure 11), where the aromatic
character of 1 is switched to antiaromatic on oxidation, re-
sulting in 2. The final product should be 3, a nonaromatic
species because of the four tetrahedral sp3 C atoms in the
framework, discontinuing the conjugated electron system.
The antiaromatic characters of phosphole oxides signifi-
cantly reduce the activation parameters of the dimerization
of phosphole oxides, relative to the same dimerization reac-
tion of slightly aromatic phospholes. The difference is ca.
70 kJmol–1 [at the B3LYP/6-31G(d) level of theory]. The
disappearance of the antiaromaticity during the reaction
can be considered the main driving force, but the steric hin-
drance has a significant impact as well. In the cases of 2e
and 2l, the bulky groups significantly increase the activation
parameters, which one may expect from their antiaromatic-
ity percentages.[6] Finally, we may conclude that the slow
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transformation of 2e and 2l[6] can be attributed to a slower
oxidation process, rather than to the rate of dimerization.
The slow oxidation is due to the bulky R substituents,
which hinder the oxidation of 1e and 1l to 2e and 2l.

Figure 11. Reaction profile and aromaticity/antiaromaticity profile
for the transformation of 1 � 2 � 3. The dashed boxes indicate
the range between the minimum and maximum values computed
at the B3LYP/6-31G(d) level of theory.

4. Conclusions

Our results have shown unambiguously that phosphole
oxides possess significant antiaromatic character, which can
be fine-tuned by the P substituents. Phosphole sulfides and
selenides proved to be somewhat less antiaromatic. De-
pending on the O=P1–C1�–C2� torsion angle, it was shown
that a phosphorus-bound phenyl group may behave either
as an electron-withdrawing (parallel with P=O), or as an
electron-donating group (orthogonal with P=O) toward the
P=O group. In the latter case, charge transfer take place
from the Ph ring towards the phosphole oxide ring. The
antiaromatic characters of phosphole oxides significantly
reduce the activation parameters of the dimerization of
phosphole oxides, so the driving force of this reaction is the
abolition of the antiaromaticity of the starting molecule.

Supporting Information (see also the footnote on the first page of
this article): Tables S1–S5 contain the computed energies (E), zero
point energies (EZPE), internal energies (U), enthalpies (H) and
Gibbs free energies (G) in hartree and entropies (S) in calmol–1 K–1

at various levels of theories for compounds 1–14. Table S6 shows
the xzy coordinates of compounds 1 and 2.

Acknowledgments

The authors acknowledge the support from the Hungarian Scien-
tific Research Fund (OTKA T67679), and thank Imre G. Csizma-
dia for his assistance in the preparation of this manuscript.

www.eurjoc.org © 2007 Wiley-VCH Verlag GmbH & Co. KGaA, Weinheim Eur. J. Org. Chem. 2007, 4765–47714770

[1] a) L. D. Quin, in Comprehensive Heterocyclic Chemistry II
(Eds.: A. R. Katritzky, C. W. Rees, E. F. V. Scriven; vol. Ed.:
C. W. Bird), vol. 2, Pergamon, Oxford, 1996, Ch. 15. Phos-
pholes: b) L. D. Quin, in Phosphorus-Carbon Heterocyclic
Chemistry: the Rise of a New Domain (Ed.: F. Mathey), Perga-
mon, Amsterdam, 2001; chapter 4.2.1, chapter 4.2.2. Phos-
pholes: c) F. Mathey, Chem. Rev. 1988, 88, 429; d) P.
v. R. Schleyer, Chem. Rev. 2001, 101, 1115; e) P. v. R. Schleyer,
Chem. Rev. 2005, 105, 3433.

[2] a) G. Keglevich, in Targets in Heterocyclic Systems (Eds.: O.
Attanasi, D. Spinelli), Italian Society of Chemistry, 2002,
vol. 6, p. 245; b) N. Mézailles, P. le Floch, Curr. Org. Chem.
2006, 10, 43; c) F. C. Leavitt, T. A. Manuel, F. Johnson, J. Am.
Chem. Soc. 1959, 81, 3163; d) L. D. Quin, J. G. Bryson, J. Am.
Chem. Soc. 1967, 89, 5984; e) H. Kaye, J. Am. Chem. Soc. 1970,
92, 5779; f) W. Egan, R. Tang, G. Zon, K. Mislow, J. Am.
Chem. Soc. 1971, 93, 6205; g) I. G. Csizmadia, A. H. Cowley,
M. W. Taylor, S. Wolfe, J. Chem. Soc. Chem. Commun. 1974,
432–433.

[3] a) C. W. Bird, Tetrahedron 1985, 41, 1409; b) M. H. Palmer,
R. H. Findlay, J. Chem. Soc. Perkin Trans. 2 1975, 974; c)
M. H. Palmer, R. H. Findlay, J. A. Gaskell, J. Chem. Soc. Per-
kin Trans. 2 1974, 420.

[4] Z. Mucsi, B. Viskolcz, I. G. Csizmadia, J. Phys. Chem. A 2007,
111, 1123–1132.

[5] a) L. Nyulászi, Chem. Rev. 2001, 101, 1229; b) W. Schafer, A.
Schweig, F. Mathey, J. Am. Chem. Soc. 1976, 98, 407; c) D.
Delaere, A. Dransfeld, M. T. Nguyen, L. G. Vanquickenborne,
J. Org. Chem. 2000, 65, 2631; d) E. Mattmann, F. Mathey, A.
Sevin, G. Frison, J. Org. Chem. 2002, 67, 1208; e) L. Nyulászi,
J. Phys. Chem. 1995, 99, 586; f) L. Nyulászi, Tetrahedron 2000,
56, 79; g) F. G. N. Cloke, P. B. Hitchcock, P. Hunnable, J. F.
Nixon, L. Nyulászi, E. Niecke, V. Thelen, Angew. Chem. Int.
Ed. 1998, 37, 1083.

[6] a) L. D. Quin, Rev. Heteroat. Chem. 1990, 3, 39; b) G. L. D.
Quin, The Heterocyclic Chemistry of Phosphorus, Wiley Inter-
science, New York, 1981, pp. 79, ch. 2; c) Keglevich, L. Tőke,
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K. Újszászi, K. Ludányi, Heteroat. Chem. 1996, 7, 337; e) G.
Keglevich, K. Ludányi, L. D. Quin, Heteroat. Chem. 1997, 8,
135; f) L. D. Quin, K. C. Caster, J. C. Kisalus, K. Mesch, J.
Am. Chem. Soc. 1984, 106, 7021; g) Y.-Y. H. Chiu, W. N. Lip-
scomb, J. Am. Chem. Soc. 1969, 91, 4150; h) L. D. Quin, J.
Szewczyk, A. T. McPhail, J. Org. Chem. 1986, 51, 3341.
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