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ABSTRACT: The chemical reactivity of molecules can
be significantly enhanced when they are trapped in a
confined space. Although such a confinement effect can be
found in many self-assembled nanostructures, dissipation
after completing the reaction to release the product
remains elusive. Here we report substrate-directed
transient self-assembly for accelerating a chemical reaction
and spontaneous disassembly with releasing the products.
The hydrophobic substrates mediate self-assembly of a
dissolved pyridine-based amphiphile to provide a confined
space to promote an aromatic nucleophilic substitution
(SNAr) reaction in water. The chemical reaction triggers
disassembly of the aggregates with simultaneous release of
the product that can be spontaneously separated out of
the solution by precipitation. Neutralization of the
amphiphilic molecule leads to a new cycle of self-assembly
entrapping substrates and disassembly with releasing the
product.

Specific binding of reactants, acceleration of chemical
reactions, and then release of products found in enzymatic

reactions in nature have become a main source of inspiration
for the design of artificial systems with efficient and controlled
catalytic activity.1−3 Similar confinement effects are encoun-
tered when substrates are captured within a confined space of
self-assembly due to a localization of reacting species within
the hydrophobic region of the self-assembly.4−7 For example,
micellar and vesicular aggregates of amphiphilic molecules
entrap organic substrates to accelerate the rate of reactions in
aqueous environment.8−11 This entrapment leads to a highly
concentrated reaction site that lowers the energy barrier for
chemical reactions. Nonetheless, most self-assembled aggre-
gates to accelerate a chemical reaction are based on preformed,
fixed structures, thus rendering them incapable of releasing the
products into external environments.
To overcome this limitation, one can use a transient

formation of self-assembly driven by noncovalent interactions
with an additional nonassembling substrate as a chemical
fuel.12−15 The added hydrophobic substrate can effectively
stabilize self-assembled aggregates.16 The substrate entrapped
inside the hydrophobic part of the self-assembly would readily
convert into products due to space confinement.9,11 Simulta-
neously, the conversion of the substrate as the consumption of
the fuel would lead to the loss of stabilizing interactions,
leading to spontaneous dissociation of the assembly with
release of the product. Therefore, the integration of a chemical

reaction and an energy consuming process would provide an
approach to create the next generation of supramolecular
materials with complex functions far beyond what permanent
systems can provide. Here we report transient membrane
assembly of a pyridine-based amphiphile driven by non-
assembling substrates for accelerating a chemical reaction to
produce a hydrophobic product and protonic acid. The in situ
generated protonic acid triggers spontaneous disassembly by
protonation of the pyridine-based amphiphile with simulta-
neous release of the product. After the reaction is completed, a
new cycle of self-assembly entrapping substrates and reaction-
driven disassembly with releasing the product occurs (Figure
1). The unique feature of this strategy arises from the transient
stabilization of membrane assembly driven by additionally
added nonassembling substrates, which act as a chemical fuel.
The chemical reaction of the substrates leads to spontaneous
dissociation of the assembly with releasing the product. The
precipitated product can be easily separated from the aqueous
solution by filteration.
Amphiphilic molecule 1 that forms the transient self-

assembly consists of a pyridine-based aromatic segment and
hydrophilic oligoether chains grafted at both the aromatic ends
(Figure 1). We hypothesized that the self-assembly of 1 in
aqueous solution can provide hydrophobic confined spaces
with pyridine environments for an SNAr reaction to accelerate
the reaction rate. When complete conversion of substrates
occurs, in situ generated HCl leads to the protonation of the
pyridine unit of 1, resulting in disassembly to release the
product. In aqueous solution, 1 does not exhibit any noticeable
aggregation behavior. In contrast, the addition of hydrophobic
thiol reactant R1 and a stoichiometric amount of an aryl halide
into the solution (in a mole ratio R1/1 of 5:1) induces the
formation of aggregates due to enhanced hydrophobic
interactions, which was confirmed by the decreased intensity
of absorption maximum and fluorescence quenching (Figures
S6, S7).16,17 The mutual interaction between 1 and R1 was
also confirmed by FT-IR measurements which show a lower
energy shift of the S−H stretching band due to interaction
between S−H and pyridine (Figure S9).18 Upon addition of
the substrates, indeed, dynamic light scattering (DLS)
experiments revealed a strong scattering peak with a size of
∼200 nm (Figure 2a), which provides further evidence for the
formation of aggregates. To visualize the formation of the
aggregates, we performed transmission electron microscopy
(TEM) experiments upon addition of the reactants into the
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aqueous solution of 1 (Figure 2b). The image shows the
formation of vesicular structures. Cryo-TEM investigations
confirmed the presence of vesicular aggregates with a dark

outer circle with a uniform thickness of 4.3 nm (Figure 2b,
inset).19 The wall thickness was further confirmed by an X-ray
diffraction pattern, which showed a layer thickness of 4.5 nm
(Figure 2c). This dimension is in good agreement with the
expected thickness of a bilayer packing of 1 with a cisoid
conformation (Figure 2e). The blue-shifted UV absorption
after aggregation is consistent with adopting a cisoid
conformation in the aggregation state (Figure S6).20

Considering that the vesicular walls consist of a bilayer, the
hydrophobic interior would consist of a high density of
pyridine units. Accordingly, we envisioned that the hydro-
phobic pyridine environment of the confined space would
function as a nanoreactor for an SNAr reaction to accelerate
(Figure 1). To corroborate the aromatic substitution reaction,
we added 1-chloro-2,4-dinitronaphthalene (R2) to the
aqueous solution of 1 containing R1 (in a mole ratio R1/1
of 5:1) at room temperature. With time lapse at room
temperature, an additional peak corresponding to the reaction
product was identified in analytical HPLC of which the
intensity increases gradually over 75 min at the expense of R1
(Figure 3a), demonstrating that the SNAr reaction of the

aromatic chloride (R2) readily proceeds with the entrapped
thiol inside the vesicular walls in water media. The peak
intensity levels-off at complete conversion after 75 min (Figure
3b), indicating that the SNAr reaction of the substrates is
completed over 75 min. For a control experiment, we
performed the identical SNAr reaction of R2 with R1 in
CHCl3 solution in the presence of pyridine in which 1 does not
form aggregate structures (Figure 3c). With a lack of
aggregation, the reaction did not yield any noticeable product
within 2 h. Thus, the self-assembly was able to catalyze the
aromatic substitution reaction. The driving force for
accelerating the reaction is believed to be the space
confinement and the pyridine environment in the hydrophobic

Figure 1. (a) Molecular structure of 1 and 2. (b) Schematic
representation of the substrates-driven transient self-assembly.

Figure 2. (a) DLS profiles of 1 (75.3 μM) before (blue line) and after
(red line) addition of R1 (mole ratio R1/1 of 5:1) in aqueous
solution. (b) Negatively stained TEM image (inset, cryo-TEM image)
of 1 (75.3 μM) with addition of R1 (mole ratio R1/1 of 5:1) in
aqueous solution. (c) Powder X-ray diffraction pattern of 1 and R1 (a
mole ratio R1/1 of 5:1) obtained from freeze-dried films of aqueous
solution. (d) Schematic representation and (e) molecular simulation
of a bilayer membrane structure (red represents pyridine units).

Figure 3. (a) HPLC chromatograms of reaction product (inset: R1)
with time variation. (b) The conversion (●) and disappearance of R1
(▲) as a function of time. (c) The conversion of R1 in the presence
of 1 (●), 2 (▲) (75.3 μM, respectively) and without 1 or 2 in CHCl3
(⧫). (d) 1H NMR chemical shift for ortho-H of pyridine unit (●) of 1
(4.52 mM) with substrates (mole ratio substrates/1 3.5:1) in
methanol-d4/D2O (1:1 v/v) with time variation.
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interior generated by self-assembly.4,21 The space confinement
would considerably increase local concentrations of the two
reactants to enhance the reaction rate. Furthermore, the
equilibrium between the substrate and products would be
shifted toward the product side in a hydrophobic pyridine
environment, because in situ generated HCl during the
reaction would be trapped by the pyridine units. Indeed, 1H
NMR measurements showed that the resonance associated
with ortho-H of the pyridine is downfield shifted as the reaction
proceeds (Figure 3d), indicating that the pyridine units entrap
in situ generated HCl.22 As a control experiment, we replaced
the pyridine unit into a phenylene unit (2) in the self-
assembling molecule. Although the substrates induce self-
assembly (Figure S10), the membrane assembly of 2 does not
show an obvious acceleration effect for the SNAr reaction
(Figure 3c), supporting that the hydrophobic pyridine
environment in combination with space confinement is a
major driving force for the acceleration of the chemical
reaction. The acceleration of the reaction rate attributed to the
pyridine environment of the hydrophobic inner space was also
observed by the thio-etherification with a benzyl bromide (R3,
Figures S11, S12), demonstrating that our approach to catalyze
the reaction is applicable to various types of protonic acid-
forming reactions other than SNAr reaction.
The protonation of the pyridine units by in situ generated

HCl during the reaction would cause the self-assembled
structures to be unstable due to the decreased hydrophobic
attraction and mutual electrostatic repulsion in the aromatic
interior. Consequently, the membrane structures would be
dissociated during conversion of the substrates. Indeed, DLS
measurements show that the size of the vesicular aggregates
gradually decreases during the chemical reaction (Figure 4b),
demonstrating that the conversion of the substrates drives the
vesicular membrane assembly to be disintegrated. The TEM
images show that, as the chemical reaction undergoes, the
vesicles formed in the initial stage gradually collapse into small
fragments (Figure 4a). When the reaction is completed after 75
min, TEM and DLS show a lack of any noticeable aggregates
(Figure 4b), indicating that the membrane assembly is
disintegrated with complete conversion of the substrates.
Therefore, the self-assembled membrane structures are
transiently stabilized only as far as the substrates exist. The
chemical reaction changes the hydrophobic aromatic environ-
ment of the membrane interior to be hydrophilic due to
entrapping in situ generating HCl by the pyridine units, giving
rise to spontaneous collapse into the molecular subunits
(Figure 4c).
Interestingly, the dissociation of the membrane assembly

driven by conversion of the substrates is accompanied by
precipitation of the product, indicating that, when protonated,
1 is incapable of self-assembling to capture the hydrophobic
product in a water environment. It should be noted that, after
complete conversion of the substrates, the hydrophobic
product is readily isolated by filtration from the solution
without noticeable contamination by 1 (Figure S13). This is
because the protonated pyridine unit of 1 becomes highly
soluble in water.
Considering that the disassembly originates from the

protonation of the pyridine unit, 1 is able to regenerate the
self-assembly after neutralization and then addition of the
hydrophobic reactants (Figure 1b). Indeed, upon subsequent
addition of the substrates into the supernatant solution after
removal of the precipitated product by filtration and then

neutralization with K2CO3, a new cycle of assembly with
entrapping the reactants and disassembly with releasing
products occurs with nearly full conversion over a time scale
of 75 min (Figures 4d, S14), which demonstrates that the
transient self-assembly can repeatedly accelerate the SNAr
reaction with spontaneous release of the reaction product by
disassembly. The repeated cycles of the assembly with
entrapping reactants and disassembly with releasing the
product were also confirmed by titration experiments using a
Nile Red probe (Figure 4e). In the absence of the reactants,
the solution of 1 containing Nile Red is not fluorescent at the
emission range of Nile Red. Upon the addition of the
substrates into the aqueous solution of 1, however, the
fluorescence intensity increases abruptly, indicating that Nile
Red is entrapped within the hydrophobic environment of the
aggregates.23 As the reaction proceeds, the enhanced intensity
is gradually decayed, indicating that Nile Red becomes exposed
to the water environment due to the disassembly of the
aggregates. The second reaction cycle is followed by a nearly
identical fluorescence enhancement of Nile Red, indicative of
the repeated stabilization of the self-assembled membrane
structures.
In summary, our results show that substrates can direct

transient self-assembly, capable of accelerating chemical
reactions by assembly and spontaneous disassembly triggered

Figure 4. (a) Time-dependent negatively stained TEM images of 1
(75.3 μM) after addition of substrates (mole ratio substrates/1 of 5:1)
in aqueous solution at 0, 20, and 50 min. (b) Time-dependent DLS
profiles of 1 (75.3 μM) after addition of substrates (mole ratio
reactants/1 of 5:1) in aqueous solution. (c) Schematic representation
of disintegration of membrane assembly with SNAr reaction. (d)
Repeated cycles of HPLC conversions of the reaction as a function of
time. (e) Repeated cycles of normalized fluorescence intensity of 1
(75.3 μM) with substrates (mole ratio substrates/1 of 5:1) in aqueous
solution including Nile Red as a probe (mole ratio Nile Red/1 of
0.5:1) at 560 nm as a function of time. Excitation wavelength: 475
nm.
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by a chemical reaction, accompanied by releasing the products.
After complete conversion of the substrates, the self-assembled
membrane structures are dissociated to recover its original
disassembled state that is able to undergo a new cycle of self-
assembly for accelerating the reaction and disassembly with
releasing the product. Such transient behavior will widen
opportunities for controlling product formation over versatile
chemical transformations in aqueous systems and provide new
insight into artificial soft machines regulated by a chemical
reaction.
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