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Hoogsteen-bonded tetrads and pentamers are formed by a large
variety of organic molecules through H-donor and -acceptor groups,
capable of inducing self-organization to form columnar and
hexagonal mesophases. The biological importance of such macro-
molecular structures is exemplified by (1) the assembly of guanosine
rich groups of telomere units with implications for chromosomal
replication1 and (2) folate derivatives, studied for the development
of anticancer agents as increased folate receptors in tumor cells
have led to several strategies for targeted drug delivery and
treatment.2-4 Folic acid is composed of a pterin group, chemically
and structurally similar to guanine, conjugated to the L-glutamate
moiety via a p-amino benzoic acid (Scheme 1a). Our aim has been
to develop a reservoir delivery vehicle for sustained release of folic
acid in one synthesis step and, at the same time, provide a novel
synthetic route for ordered mesoporous materials without the use
of amphiphilic surfactants or micellar species. To the best of our
knowledge this is the first report of the formation of mesoporous
materials without reliance on the formation of micelles.

Mesoporous silicate materials5 have undergone extensive research
since their discovery focusing on their synthetic control as well as
their structural and compositional diversity.6-8 Ordered porosity
in the range 2-30 nm is accessible with narrow pore size
distributions through carefully selected surfactant systems including
polymeric, cationic, and anionic surfactants and mixtures of these.9

The control of particle size, of great importance for the many
emerging applications, has been investigated leading to the develop-
ment of processing methods capable of tailoring both particle size
and shape.10-14

In our preparation, we rely on the self-organization of pterin
groups, stabilized through hydrogen bonding, exposing their
glutamate moieties to the exterior in an array of stacks, themselves
stabilized through π-π interactions.15 Due to the intrinsic chirality
of folic acid, the stacking is not parallel to the long axis of the
columns (Scheme 1c-d). Structural studies conducted on folic acid
and its derivatives have ascertained the chiral nature of pterin stacks
and their mesophase behavior under different conditions.16,17 The
distance between pterin stacks has been determined by single crystal
X-ray crystallography to be 3.28 and 3.4 Å in sodium folate
solutions. The central cavity of the tetramer unit has been calculated,
through conductance measurements of adsorbed cations, to be 3.7
Å.18

A costructure directing agent (CSDA), 3-aminopropyltriethox-
ysilane, is used to achieve charge matching between the anionically
charged glutamate groups of folic acid (pKa 8.3) and the hydrolysing
and condensating silica fragments derived using the common
precursor tetraethyl orthosilicate (TEOS). A variety of temperatures
and reaction conditions were investigated to determine the most

favorable synthetic approach. After a suitable reaction time, the
synthesis gel was allowed to react hydrothermally at 100 °C to
increase the degree of condensation of the silica network, as is
typical for many mesoporous material syntheses. To obtain the
mesoporous solid the FA template was removed by solvent
extraction in an ethanol HCl solution followed by calcination at
500 °C under a flow of air.

Figure 1 shows structural data derived from powder X-ray
diffraction (XRD) on solid as-synthesized, extracted, and calcined
samples with optimized molar ratios of FA/H2O/APES/TEOS 0.13:
230.5:0.33:1, respectively. This material is denoted from hereon
NFM-1-G (Nanoporous Folic Acid Material-1-Gyroid). Low angle
diffraction peaks can be indexed by a two-dimensional (2d-)
hexagonal unit cell, isostructural with mesoporous material MCM-
41 (p6 mm symmetry),19 with unit cell parameter a ) 43.0 Å for
the as-synthesized sample and a ) 42.75 and 40.9 Å for the
extracted and calcined samples, respectively. Three peaks are
typically observed at higher angles for as-synthesized samples; the
broadest centered at 22° (2θ) is consistent with the amorphous
nature of the silica wall, while the diffraction peak observed at
26.66° (2θ) can be associated with the stacking of pterin (d ) 3.36
Å). The sharp peak at 44.30° 2θ (d ) 2.04Å) in contrast with X-ray
data obtained from folate solutions20 indicates a lack of translational
motion of the pterin stacks perpendicular to the c-axis of the
hexagonal unit cell.

When samples were calcined directly after the synthesis, a
reduction in the long-range mesoscale order was evident from XRD
(data not shown). However, a solvent extraction treatment before
calcination prevented the reduction in order, shown by the presence
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of high order reflections in the powder XRD pattern (11 and 20).
An overall unit cell shrinkage of 2.1 Å was observed when solid
as-synthesized samples were solvent extracted prior to calcination.

ToderivetexturaldataofNFM-1-G,nitrogenadsorption-desorption
isotherms on extracted and calcined samples were measured and
are shown in the Supporting Information. The isotherm curves are
characterized by the absence of a hysteresis loop, typical of type
IV (mesoporous isotherms). A pore filling step is observed at lower
pressures: p/po ) 0.1-0.2 for the extracted sample and p/po )
0.2-0.3 for the calcined samples. The absence of hysteresis in the
desorption branch is due to the small size of the mesopores in these
materials and the desorption branch closure point of nitrogen
between p/po ) 0.37-0.42 in relative pressure being above the
pore diameter.21 Pore size distributions reveal a low pore diameter
for both extracted and calcined samples possessing sharp pore size
distributions centered on 25 and 30 Å, respectively. A considerable
increase in total pore volume is observed for calcined samples of
NFM-1-G in comparison to extracted samples, with values of 0.59
and 0.33 cm3/g, respectively. Likewise an increase in the surface
area is also observed with a value of 1155 m2/g for calcined NFM-
1-G.

Solid state 29Si NMR spectra of as-synthesized and calcined
samples of NFM-1-G are shown in the Supporting Information.
The presence of T3 peaks in the as-synthesized sample confirms
the incorporation of the amino silane within the mesoporous solid.
The quota of organosilica to silica (T/Q) ratio is 0.24 and 0 for the
as-synthesized and calcined samples, respectively. Surprisingly, the
Q3/Q4 ratio in the as-synthesized material is smaller than that in
the calcined sample, suggesting that a significant amount of T
groups are converted to Q3 upon calcination and that the quantity
of Q4 silica species remains largely unchanged during calcination.
Furthermore, a small but significant amount of Q2 species are
observed in the spectrum of the calcined sample. The synthesis
method comprises a hydrothermal step, which can contribute to
further condense silicate species within the mesoporous wall. The
13C NMR spectrum of the as-synthesized sample is additionally
shown in the Supporting Information, confirming the presence of
folic acid and aminopropyl moieties. The thermal decomposition
of the FA template and the CSDA was followed by thermogravi-
metric analysis (TGA/DTG curves are show in the Supporting
Information). Three distinct decomposition weight-loss regions can
be observed. Region I (150-250 °C) is associated with the
decomposition of freely grafted or surface bound organoalkoxysi-
lane groups derived from the hydrolysis of APES, as has been
observed previously in other syntheses employing CSDAs.22 This
broad peak is not present in extracted samples of NFM-1 samples.
Region II (250-450 °C) can be associated with the overlapping
decomposition of the organoalkoxysilane located within the internal
surface and the glutamic acid component of the folic acid. Region

III (450-800 °C) marks the decomposition of the pterin and
p-amino benzoic acid. Generally these values occur at higher
temperatures than those previously reported for the decomposition
of free folic acid.23 The amount of APES taking part in the
supramolecular assembly of folic acid calculated from the TGA/
DTG curves of extracted samples is 10.40 wt%. The total weight
percentage of the FA template in the as-synthesized mesoporous
material is hence calculated as 27.53 wt%. A comparison of infrared
spectra (FTIR) recorded on folic acid and an as-synthesized sample
of NFM-G-1 shows the disappearance of the O-H stretching bands
of the terminal acid groups of folic acid in the as-synthesized
sample. This is evidence of an interaction between these and the
ammonium of the APES in the as-synthesized sample and, indeed,
that the formation mechanism occurs via such a species.

SEM studies conducted on NFM-1 and related samples are shown
in Figure 2. Sample NFM-1-G (Figure 2a) shows gyroid particles
of 4 µm in size. Such morphologies have been obtained in
preparations of mesoporous materials with hexagonal structures
previously.24 Small variations in reactant molar composition have
led to various morphologies, with little or no variation in the XRD
pattern of calcined samples (see Supporting Information). Addition
of a higher amount of aminopropyl triethoxysilane leads to the
formation of faceted hexagonal rod-type particles of diameters
between 0.5 and 3 µm and lengths of between 5 and 20 µm (sample
denoted NFM-1-R). Chiral motifs (Figure 2b,c) are clearly observed
for short spacings of a few micrometers in length along the c-axis
of particles. Although the chiral pitch is not homogeneous
throughout the sample, only right-handed chiral twists could be
observed on the basis of SEM investigations. A third morphology
in the form of spheres 2-4 µm in diameter has additionally been
obtained through variations in the amount of silica source TEOS
(sample denoted NFM-1-S).

TEM images of calcined NFM-1-G samples and corresponding
Fourier transformations (FT) are shown in Figure 3 and confirm
the hexagonal structure, p6mm symmetry, with unit cell parameter
a ) 39.30 Å. TEM images recorded on calcined samples of NFM-
1-R confirm the chiral nature of the pores shown in the Supporting
Information. Images recorded on NFM-1-R clearly show fringes
corresponding to the 10 planes (see Supporting Information).

Circular dichroism (CD) spectra recorded on solid samples of
NFM-1-R (see Supporting Information) reveal that a chiral signature
exists in the as-synthesized material. A positive peak with a
maximum at 300 nm is observed arising from the chiral arrangement

Figure 1. X-ray diffraction patterns of as-synthesized, extracted, and
calcined mesoporous material NFM-1-G, templated by folic acid (FA). Inset
shows an XRD pattern of as-synthesized sample recorded between 10° and
70° 2θ.

Figure 2. SEM images of calcined NFM-1 particles showing (a) gyroid
particles of NFM-1-G and (b and c) chiral elongated particles NFM-1-R.
(d) SEM image of NFM-1-S showing spherical particles.
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of tetrameric stacks within the folic acid template. The interpretation
of these spectra is complex, and in general there is a shift toward
higher wavelengths of maxima in the CD and absorption spectra
when compared to spectra recorded on folic acid solutions at
comparable concentrations and conditions. Overall, however, the
data reveal that the formation mechanism taking place in this
supramolecular templating approach is governed by the self-
assembly of pterin stacks and electrostatic interactions between the
negatively charged acid groups of the folic acid molecule and the
ammonium of APES, and that hydrolysis and condensation take
place around these chiral units. It is therefore expected that the
propylamine groups on functionalized surfaces are also arranged
in a similar chiral fashion, but whether this can be translated to
advantages within applications in chiral separation or chiral catalysis
remains to be proven. Preliminary release profile curves for NFM-
1-R and NFM-1-S of FA performed in a phosphate buffer solution
(pH ) 7.4) indicate that a controlled release of the template is
achieved over 24 h with a slight burst effect in the initial period
measured (see Supporting Information).

In summary, a novel templating approach for ordered mesoporous
materials with chiral hexagonal pore structures through the use of
folic acid as the only pore forming agent has been presented. The
materials are stable to calcination and possess high surface areas
above 1000 m2/g and pore sizes in the range 25-30 Å. Several
other candidates containing pterin or guanosine groups are suitable
for use as templates in the manner presented here, and we expect
that further control of the pore geometry and structure will be
accessible. Furthermore π-π interactions with other drug molecules
are envisaged and allow for a more efficient method of loading
active substances within mesoporous materials. Our future work
will concentrate on studying the synthetic versatility of this new
approach and the application of these materials as delivery vehicles
for folic acid together with anticancer drugs for targeted administra-
tion, which has recently been shown to be a potential anticancer
therapeutic strategy.25
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Supporting Information Available: A complete description of the
materials and methods used in this study is included. Additionally
nitrogen adsorption-desorption isotherms and 29Si NMR MAS spectra
measured on as synthesized and calcined samples of NFM-1-G as well
as 13C NMR are included. XRD patterns of as-synthesized samples of
NFM-1-R (black) and NFM-1-S are shown. TGA/DTG curves of NFM-
1-G, additional TEM and SEM data, and FTIR and circular dichroism
spectra of as-synthesized NFM-1-R are included. This material is
available free of charge via the Internet at http://pubs.acs.org.
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Figure 3. TEM images of calcined mesoporous NFM-1-G samples
templated with folic acid, showing pores (a) parallel and (b) perpendicular
to the hexagonal unit cell, respectively.
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