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Abstract: The synthesis and structural characterization of a new liquid crystalline coordination
complex based on pentacoordinated Zn(II) metal centre with the coordination fulfilled by the tri-
dentate chelating N"N"N 2,2’;6/,2’-terpyridine ligand and two monoanionic gallates decorated with
several long alkyl chains is described. The mesomorphic properties were accurately investigated by
small- and wide-angle X-ray scattering studies. Despite the bulky coordination around the metal
centre, the complex self-organizes into a smectic phase and, based on the structural and geometrical
parameters, a model for the supramolecular organization in the liquid crystalline phase is proposed.
Electrochemical investigations showed the importance of the molecular structure of the coordination
complex in enhancing its aqueous sensing capacities: the bulky organic ligands form an organic
shell separating the metal centres and favouring the redox system through their reduction followed

by stripping.

Keywords: Zn(II) coordination complexes; metallomesogens; SWAXS; electrochemistry;
nanoelectrodes assembly

1. Introduction

Coordination complexes based on d-block metal centres are considered as promising
molecular materials for bringing important advancements in applicative fields, such as
opto-electronics, photonics, data storage, catalysis, biomedicine, etc., due to unique fea-
tures imparted by the different nature of the molecular fragments, which, when combined
together, contribute to the collective properties of the final material [1-10]. The redox,
magnetic, optical, catalytic, electrical or electrochemical properties of the d-block metal
ion centre can cooperatively interact with those of the organic ligands (redox, optic, bio-
logic properties) and/or counterions (solubility in polar solvents, anion coordination) in
the case of ionic species, to enhance or modify the overall properties of the architectural
ensemble [11-19]. Indeed, the properties of a d-block-based metal coordination complex
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are more than the sum of the individual component’s properties, and in many cases, syn-
ergistic unique physicochemical properties may be engineered this way [4,5,20], while
the supramolecular arrangement is important due to the sensitivity of the coordination
complex to the molecular surroundings, particularly for emission properties [21,22]. Thus,
different soft or crystalline supramolecular architectures built up with the same “d-block
metal containing building block” through non-covalent interactions can have varied pho-
tophysical properties, and small changes in their molecular structure may induce a huge
modification of the materials response to external stimuli [5,15,16,21,22].

Zn(Il)-based metallomesogens were mainly designed for application in electro-optics,
due to the possibility of obtaining luminescent polarized emission [23-28]. Recently, a series
of pentacoordinated Zn(II) coordination complexes (Zn_1-4 in Figure 1) self-assembling
into 2D hexagonal columnar and 3D mesophases was reported [27,28]. The symmetry of
the mesophases was somehow expected taking into account the bulky coordination sphere
around the Zn(II) ion fulfilled by a tridentate chelating N"N"N terpyridine (tpy) ligand dif-
ferently substituted in apical position and two monoanionic gallate-based ligands. Indeed,
the majority of tetra-, penta- and hexa-coordinated Zn(II) derivatives displayed columnar
mesophases [24-34]; however, some smectic phases [23,35-38] or lamello-columnar phases

were also reported [39].
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Figure 1. Chemical structure of the Zn(II) coordination complexes previously reported [27,28].

The monoanionic ligands decorated with several long alkyl chains were responsible
for the induction of liquid crystalline properties, while the terpyridine-based substituents
(—CgH4R, Figure 1) influenced the supramolecular arrangement by the modification of
the interface between antagonistic aromatic and alkyl chains segments and were the de-
termining factor for the photophysical properties: the electron-donating -NEt, group
originated an ILCT excited state and Zn_2 reaching a record luminescence quantum yield
in solution (95%).

In electrochemical sensing, the presence of a d-block metal centre brings redox proper-
ties, while the organic ligands may act as a separator of the metal centres avoiding close
contacts and implicit agglomeration; the separation of the redox active centres may yield
micro or even nano-electrode arrays/assemblies, increasing the sensing performances,
especially for bioanalysis devices [40—42]. The electrocatalytic activities of various forms of
zinc oxides have been studied for multiple applications, e.g., the oxygen reduction (ORR)
reaction that play an important role in renewable energy technologies [43,44], water elec-
trooxidation for the generation of hydrogen peroxide [45] and for electrochemical sensing
of various biologically active compounds [46,47]. Additionally, metallomesogens based
on the redox active Cu(I) metal centre showed potential in improving the electrocatalytic
performances of carbon-based materials for detection of bioanalytes [48,49]. Hence, our
aim was to study the electrochemical behaviour of related Zn(II) coordination complex
as a function of the molecular structure. In order to reduce the workload in the synthesis
of complexes, we employed the non-substituted 2,2’;6/,2"’-terpyridine to obtain Zn_tpy
(Scheme 1) with a reduced molecular structure and followed the changes in the supramolec-



Appl. Sci. 2022, 12, 8306

3of 14

ular arrangement in condensed states. The electrochemical properties of complex Zn_tpy
were investigated and discussed as a function of molecular structure.
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Scheme 1. Synthesis of Zn_tpy: (i) ZnCl,, MeOH, r.t., 2 h; (ii) CHCl3, r.t., 6 h.

2. Materials and Methods

The starting materials commercially available were used as received. The synthesis of the
silver(I) salt of 3,4,5-tridodecyloxybenzoate was performed as reported in the literature [50].
'H and '3C NMR experiments were recorded on Bruker Avance Il HD-500 MHz spectrome-
ter in CD,Cl; or DMSO-dg, using tetramethylsilane (TMS) as internal standard. Elemental
analyses (CHN) were performed with a Flash 2000 microanalyzer from ThermoFisher Sci-
entific. The percentage of Zn(II) was determined using a SensAA flame atomic absorption
spectrometer (GBC Scientific Equipment, Australia) equipped with a zinc hollow cathode
lamp (detection limit: 0.4-1.5 mg/L, wavelength: 213.9 nm, slit width: 0.5 nm). The flame
used was an air-acetylene (oxidizing) mixture. Two determinations were made and the
average absorbance value was further used.

Mesophases optical textures of complex Zn_tpy were observed with an Olympus
BX53M polarizing microscope (POM) equipped with a Linkam hot stage. Images of the
various phases were recorded using an Olympus UC90 camera. Enthalpies and transition
temperatures were recorded using a Q1000 apparatus from TA Instruments. The apparatus
was calibrated with indium; three heating/cooling cycles were performed on each sample,
with a heating and cooling rate of 5 °C/min. Thermal gravimetric analysis (TGA) was
carried out using a Q50 instrument from TA Instruments at a scanning rate of 5 °C/min
and with air as purge gas.

S/WAXS patterns were obtained with a transmission Guinier-like geometry. A linear
focalized monochromatic Cu Kal beam (A = 1.5405 A) was obtained using a sealed-tube
generator (600 W) equipped with a bent quartz monochromator. In all cases, samples were
filled in home-made sealed cells of 1 mm path. The patterns were recorded with a curved
Inel CPS120 counter gas-filled detector linked to a data acquisition computer (periodicities
up to 90 A) and on image plates scanned by Amersham Typhoon IP with 25 um resolution
(periodicities up to 120 A). The sample temperature was controlled within £0.01 °C, and
exposure times were varied from 2 to 6 h.
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2.1. Synthesis

Complex Zn_p. A solution of ZnCl, (0.292 g, 2.143 mmol) in 10 mL of MeOH was
added dropwise to a solution of ligand 2,2’;6',2"'-terpyridine (0.500 g, 2.143 mmol) in 20 mL
MeOH. During the addition of the Zn(II) salt, a pale-yellow precipitate formed. The reaction
mixture was stirred for 2 h at r. t. Then, the yellowish precipitate was filtered off, washed
with MeOH and dried under vacuum to yield 0.785 g (2.122 mmol, 1 = 99%) of the desired
compound. FT-IR (KBr, cm™!): 1594-1448 (vc=c, vc=n); 'H-NMR (DMSO-dg, §/ppm):
8.82 (overlapped peaks, 4H), 8.60 (overlapped peaks, 3H), 8.34 (t, 3] =7.8 Hz, 2H), 7.86 (t,
3] = 6.4 Hz, 2H). Anal. Calcd. for C15H;;Cl,N3Zn (369.56 g-mol~'): C, 48.75; H, 3.00; N,
11.37. Found: C, 48.58; H, 3.06; N, 11.03%.

Complex Zn_tpy. A solution of Ag(I) salt of 3,4,5-tridodecyloxybenzoate (0.698 g,
0.893 mmol) in 25 mL CHCl3 was added dropwise to a suspension of Zn_p (0.150 g,
0.4054 mmol) in 40 mL of CHClI3. The reaction mixture was stirred at room temperature
for 6 h. After the removal of AgCl by filtration, the mother liquor was evaporated under re-
duced pressure. The residue was dissolved in Et,O and acetone was added. The precipitate
formed was filtered out, and the pure product was obtained from the mother solution by
repeated recrystallization from acetone and hexane/EtOH (0.315 g, 1 = 47%). FT-IR (KBz,
cem™1): 2924 (vas,(-CH,_)), 2854 (vs,(-CH,_)), 1623 (vas,(COO™)), 1567-1428 (vc—c, Ve=N)
1359 (vs(COO™)); 'H-NMR (CD,Cly, §/ppm): 8.87 (d, 3] = 5.0 Hz, 2H), 8.20 (overlapped
peaks, 5H), 7.96 (t, ] = 7.8 Hz, 2H), 7.49 (t, 3] = 7.6 Hz, 4H), 7.09 (s, 2H), 3.83 (overlapped
peaks, 12H), 1.77-1.26 (overlapped peaks, 120 H), 0.79 (t, 3] = 6.8 Hz, 18H). Anal. Calcd. for
C101H165N3010Zn (1646.79 g-mol~1): C, 73.66; H, 10.10; N, 2.55. Found: C, 73.46; H, 10.05;
N, 2.64%. AAS: Zn% calcd.: 3.97, found: 3.91.

2.2. Electrochemical Characterization

All electrochemical experiments were carried out in 0.1 M NaOH solutions by cyclic
voltammetry (CV) technique in a three-electrode cell connected with an Autolab poten-
tiostat/galvanostat PGSTAT 302 (EcoChemie, The Netherlands) controlled with GPES
4.9 software. The working electrode was a glassy carbon (GC) provided by Metrohm
(Switzerland) with the disk diameter of 5.0 mm. The counter electrode was a platinum
plate electrode with the geometrical surface area of 1.0 cm?. The electrode potentials were
recorded against saturated calomel reference (SCE) electrode. GC working electrode was
modified with Zn_tpy and named Zn_tpy/GC electrode; its electrochemical behaviour was
studied by comparison with simple GC electrode in 0.1 M NaOH supporting electrolyte.
The GC electrode was mechanically cleaned by polishing with alumina, followed by rinsing
with distilled water and drying. The modification was done by simple film casting through
cleaned GC electrode immersion within a non-aqueous suspension containing 5 mg Zn_tpy
/mL acetonitrile. After immersion, the electrode surface was dried at room temperature.
All measurements were performed at room temperature (25 + 1 °C).

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Synthesis and Characterization

For the synthesis of the complex Zn_tpy, we employed the synthetic strategy previ-
ously reported, that requires first the synthesis of the dichloro Zn(Il) precursor (Zn_p in
Scheme 1), followed by its reaction with the Ag(I) salt of 3,4,5-tridodecyloxybenzoate [27,28].
The complex Zn_tpy was obtained by repeated crystallizations as a yellowish powder and
was dried in vacuum for several hours. Structural characterizations were performed by
FT-IR and 'H NMR spectroscopies, while the purity was confirmed by elemental analysis
and AAS spectroscopy (Supplementary Materials, Figure S1).

3.2. Thermal and Mesomorphic Properties

The thermal stability was determined by thermogravimetric analysis (TGA)
(Supplementary materials, Figure S2), while the transition temperatures and the enthalpy
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changes associated were investigated by differential scanning calorimetry (DSC)
(Supplementary materials, Figure S3). The data are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Thermal and mesomorphic data for Zn_tpy.

Mesophases [P), Transition Temperatures (°C) and Enthalpies
[AH (kJ-mol—1)] [l

245 Cr 89 [12.0] SmA 109 [2.5] Isso/Isso 114 [2.6] SmA 73 [10.2] Sm + Cr

[l Decomposition temperature at 5% weight-loss (from TGA); ] SmA: smectic A mesophase; [/ DSC data on
second heating and cooling cycles.

Tdecs% fal [°Cl

For Zn_tpy, weight-loss from degradation becomes significant above ca. 170 °C,
with a 5% weight-loss at 230 °C (at a rate of 5 °C min~!). Polarized optical microscopy
investigations (POM) showed that, on cooling from the isotropic liquid, the complex self-
assembles into a liquid crystalline mesophase (Figure 2a) below 114 °C, as indicated by the
growth of a fan-shaped, fluid but non-characteristic, optical texture. The final identification
of the type and symmetry of the mesophase was achieved by small- and wide-angle X-ray
scattering studies (5/ WAXS-Figure 2b, Supplementary materials, Figure S4).

90,000 60,000- (c)
:_‘UT | ’(;,\ Cr
c < |
3 >
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2 =
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E | IS
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Figure 2. (a) POM texture of Zn_tpy on cooling at 110 °C, magnification 20x; SWAXS patterns of
Zn_tpy; (b) at 85 °C in the mesophase and (c) at room temperature in the pasty pseudo-crystalline
state, showing coexistence of the signals of the crystal phase and smectic A phase.

The SWAXS patterns are typical of a liquid crystalline smectic phase, with the over-
lapping broad scattering signal arising from liquid-like lateral distances between undif-
ferentiated molecular segments, i.e., molten chains, h.,, and aromatic parts, har, in the
wide-angle region (hg, + har), and with two sharp small-angle reflections corresponding
to the first two lamellar orders (h00) (100, very strong, and 200, weak), emerging from
the nanosegregated structure formed by the antagonistic aromatic and aliphatic segments
(Figure 2b); an additional broad signal, corresponding to short-range periodicity from the
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arrangement of the metallic-tpy moiety within aromatic layers, D,;, was also observed at
ca. 7.5-8.0 A.

Due to the specific amphiphilic molecular structure of the zinc complex, with the six
alkyl chains radiating in the same direction, whereas the tpy moiety is deprived of chains,
the complexes are probably self-organized pairwise in a more or less head-to-head fashion
(Figure 3), with the aromatic and metallic moieties confined into a median sublayer (Dy;,),
whose periodic alternation with molten chain sublayers generates a SmA-like structure
with a periodicity dj,m of ca. 29.3 A at 85 °C (ca. 28.9 A at 100 °C, Table 2).

AmoI
s ? : T :—: o \’.’: -r ,] Nz ? : lv_ :—: ;,’ X
X\A N AR o> 7N Gt PRI v L
AP AA - AL
3 S z e => z S I 3
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i &__l’, i Q___) i 4 T N AN YT
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~ ok o s e ¥ £ o
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Figure 3. Idealized supramolecular representation of the Zn_tpy complexes in the SmA phase
through self-assembly of aromatic and metallic moieties into monolayers (various possibilities of
head-to-head arrangements are shown, with, in some cases, the possibility of larger interdigitation)
alternating with molten chains (aliphatic chains continuum is shown in pale blue); dj,,,, and A,
are the lamellar periodicity and molecular area, and Dar is the average separation between [Zn_tpy]
moieties, Dar ~ v/(Amol /) (see Table 2).

Table 2. Geometrical mesophases parameters.

Sample Vmol NmolL Narp Nene

Phase, T P am Aol Sznar Sen e
Zn_tpy 27,530.99 29.31 2 1 2 141
SmA, 85 188 94 313
Zn_tpy 2781 28.89 2 1 2 1.43
SmA, 100 0.98 192 9 32.1

T, temperature of the measurement (°C); Vmol, calculated molecular volume (A%, 0, density (g/cm3); dj,p, lamellar
periodicity (A); Npoir, number of molecular layers per lamella; Ao = Niolr, X Vo1 /d, molecular area (A%); Nart,
number of aromatic layers per lamella (N1, = 1 for monolayer arrangement); Sznar = (Narl./ Nmoir) X Amol,
surface per Zinc complex (A2); Ngur, number of chain layers per lamella (Ng, = 2 for non-interdigitated chains);
Sch = (Nehi./NmolL) X Amol/1ch, surface per chain (A2), gy =6 being the number of peripheral chains per molecule;
Gch = Sch/ Och, chain packing ratio, o, = (26.5616 + 0.02023T)/1.27 (A?) being the cross-sectional area of a molten
chain [51].

The geometry of the Zn complexes can be deduced from the single-crystal structures
of molecules, including the same complex moiety. In this way, structures of several Zinc
bis(enzoate)-phenylterpyridine derivatives are available (CSD-BETWOO, CSD-BETWULU,
CSD-BETXAB, CSD-LEXWES) [52] and show irregular trigonal bipyramidal geometries, in
which both benzoate ligands are nearly orthogonal to the terpyridine ring plane.

In Zn_tpy, benzoate ligands consist of gallate units substituted by three long dodecyl
chains, whose rejection into adjacent molten aliphatic layers generates a smectic A-like
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organization (Figure 3). The formation of such lamellar structure implies that the molecular
packing within the aromatic layer matches the high overall cross-sectional area of the
six pending chains (6x oy, =~ 135 A2). This condition is realized through a monolayer
configuration alternating terpyridine rings and gallate segments in the layer plane. This
arrangement, which is also found in CSD-BETWOO and otherwise explains the in-plane
periodicity Dar, offers a high molecular cross-section (Sznar = 87 A? in CSD-BETWOO
and Sznar &~ 95 A2 in Zn_tpy, Table 2). Above all, it allows sharing alkyl substituents
between both adjacent layers, and thus elevates the molecular area to Ay, ~ 190 A2 which
even exceeds the requirement for alkyl chains (q.,). This discrepancy is, however, easily
compensated by a higher degree of the folding of the chains, to the cost of more diffuse
interfaces and of a lower efficient nanosegregation between antagonistic moieties. This
effect should contribute to the narrowness of the smectic range and to the difficulty to
detect the lamellar higher order reflections.

The reduction of the molecular structure beside easing the synthesis has a significant
influence on the supramolecular organisation in the mesophase: the non-substituted coor-
dination complex described herein Zn_tpy, arranges into smectic phases while the apical
substitution of the tpy ligand direct the self-assembly into room temperature hexagonal
mesophases, as previously reported for Zn_1-4 [27,28] (Figure 1). Indeed, depending on the
functionality of the tpy substituent, the complexes self-assemble either into 3D hexagonal
mesophase (Mpey) or in 2D hexagonal lattice (Coly,) (See Figure 4).

250

200
150
100
5
0
Zn_1 Zn_2 Zn_3 Zn_4

Zn_tpy

o

ECr ESmA H Mhex Colh

Figure 4. Mesomorphic behaviour of Zn(Il) coordination complexes: Cr—crystalline phase;
SmA—smectic A mesophase; My,—three-dimensional mesophase with a two-dimensional hexag-
onal lattice symmetry, Col;: two-dimensional columnar hexagonal mesophase. DSC data on the
second cooling cycle.

3.3. Electrochemistry

Studies regarding the electrochemical behaviour of functional materials, such as
metallomesogens, are mandatory for any type of electrochemical application, such as
electrochemical sensing. CV technique is a valuable tool to understand the processes
that occur at the electrode surface containing a liquid crystal. However, the electrode
composition cannot only contain the metallomesogen because it is not able to ensure
the electrical conductivity suitable for electrochemical applications, but it can be used as
modifier for the carbon-based electrode to enhance its electrochemical properties. In this
study, the GC electrode was used as a substrate and Zn_tpy as a modifier, resulting in a
Zn_tpy/GC electrode. In order to evaluate the importance of the molecular structure on the
electrochemical performance of the modified GC electrode, the electrode was characterized
in comparison with a GC electrode modified with the dichloro Zn(Il) precursor Zn_p
(Scheme 1), which lacks alkyl chains yielding electrode Zn_p/GC, and with a simple



Appl. Sci. 2022, 12, 8306

8 of 14

unmodified GC electrode. The electrochemical behaviour was studied in 0.1 M NaOH and
attempted to reach zinc oxide species, which exhibited enhanced electrocatalytic activity
for the electrooxidation processes.

The comparative cyclic voltammograms of the GC electrode, Zn_p/GC electrode and
Zn_tpy/GC electrode in 0.1 M NaOH are presented in Figure 5.

—GC
Zn_p/GC
Zn_tpy/GC

0.35 =

0.30 4
0.25 ~

0.20

"
IimA

0.15

I/mA

0.10 ~

0.05 <

45 10 05 00 05 10 15
E/V vs SCE
Figure 5. Cyclic voltammograms recorded in 0.1 M NaOH supporting electrolyte at a scan rate of
0.05 V-s~! with GC electrode (black line), Zn_p/GC (red line) and Zn_tpy/GC electrode (blue line)
within the potential range of —1.5 to +1.5 V/SCE; Inset: details of CVs, including the anodic and
cathodic peaks marking.

CV shape recorded at GC electrode is changed significantly by the presence of Zn_tpy
onto the GC electrode vs. the Zn_p presence onto the electrode that influences negligibly
the negative cathodic range in comparison with GC. This means that no electrochemical
behaviour is manifested by Zn_p to be considered as redox systems for further involve-
ment within oxidation and reduction electrode processes. First of all, to understand the
electrochemical behaviour of Zn_tpy, it is important to identify all processes that occurred
onto GC electrode in 0.1 M NaOH. By forward scanning, starting from —1.50 V vs. SCE, an
anodic peak (Al) is evidenced at the potential value of about —0.25 V vs. SCE, and at the
potential value of about +1.00 V vs. SCE, the oxygen evolution reaction (OER) occurred
with a low shoulder type anodic peak at about +1.25 V, which is characterised by the
diffusion-controlled oxygen evolution in alkaline medium of carbon-based electrodes. The
first anodic peak should be attributed to the oxidation of the easily oxidizable functional
groups of the GC surface [53]. By reverse scanning, three cathodic peaks (CI-ClII, Figure 5)
appeared on the GC electrode. CI recorded at the potential value of +0.26 V vs. SCE is
usually attributed to the reduction of H,O and/or dissolved O, that is well-known as the
oxygen reduction reaction (ORR). However, in accordance with the literature data [54], this
peak can be attributed to the reduction of difficult oxidized surface functional groups (e.g.,
edge or basal hydroxyl sites). Considering the high anodic potentials corresponding to
OER, the produced oxygen can be divided into inner (adsorbed or trapped onto electrode
surface) and dissolved outer oxygen. The appearance of CII and CIII cathodic peaks at
—0.50 V and —1.00 V vs. SCE are ascribed to the reduction of the inner and dissolved outer
O,, which could occur by 4-electron pathway (reaction 1) and two successive 2-electron
pathways, according to the reactions (reactions 2 and 3):

O, +2H,0 + 4~ — 4HO™ (1)

0O, + HbO +2¢~ — HO,” + HO™ (2)
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HO,” + H,O +2e¢~ — 3HO™ (3)

Moreover, under the potential range of CIII, the hydrogen evolution reaction (HER)
occurred onto GC electrode, which is partially overlapping with ORR.

All cathodic and anodic peaks were influenced by the presence of Zn_tpy. Thus,
a slight polarization effect towards the OER is noticed and the shoulder recorded at
+1.25 V/SCE is higher due to zinc oxide dissolution overlapping with O, evolution. Consid-
ering the literature data related to zinc deposition and zinc oxide formation [55-57], during
cathodic direction scanning, starting with —0.760 V, metallic zinc is deposited, which can
continue at more negative potentials than —1.5 V vs. SCE. Moreover, under this negative
potential range of ORR, ZnO can be formed based on EC (electrochemical /chemical) mech-
anism by coupling the zinc ions with peroxide and superoxide ions, which are generated
from oxygen reduction reaction, according with reactions (4 and 5):

1
Zn** + 0,2~ — ZnO, — ZnO + 502 (4)

Zn**t + 2%~ — ZnOy — ZnO + 3/2% (5)

These processes are proved by the CII cathodic peak increasing, which is related with
the anodic peak from +1.25 V/SCE, considering both the higher concentrations of Zn?* and
ORR products.

Another alternative considers the conversion of metallic zinc deposit into ZnO through
peroxide ions generated by ORR, based on reaction (6):

7Zn + %022* —7Zn0O + 1le” (6)

This process occurred at a more negative potential, at which zinc ions are reduced
to metallic deposits that can be oxidized via peroxide generated from ORR, which is
evidenced by CIII cathodic peak increasing. During anodic scanning, the first anodic
peak (A0) appeared only in the presence of Zn_tpy at about —0.55 V vs. SCE, being a
characteristic feature of the stripping of Zn deposited onto a GC electrode. At more positive
scanning, the Al anodic peak increased due to the dissolution of metallic zinc and zinc
oxide. A new anodic peak is evidenced at the potential value of about +0.65 V vs. SCE
(A 1I), which can be attributed to the zinc oxide dissolution with the zincate formation
(reaction (7)), which is controlled by the HO™ anions diffusion at the electrode surface.

ZnO + H,0 + 2HO™ — Zn(OH),>~ @)

To further elucidate several mechanistic aspects, the influence of the scan rate on CV
shape recorded at Zn_tpy/GC electrode was studied. The family of CVs recorded for the
scan rate, ranged between 0.01 to 0.20 V-s~!, are presented in Figure 6. When the scan
rate is ranged from 0.01 to 0.10 V-s71, the usual behaviour characteristics to the diffusion-
controlled processes is observed for all cathodic and anodic peaks. However, the negative
and low current of the A0 anodic peak was noticed, which did not vary linearly with the
scan rate that informed us about the slow rate and the electron transfers-controlled process
at the beginning of zinc stripping from zinc deposited onto the GC electrode. Moreover,
the currents corresponding to the CIII cathodic peak linearly increased with the scan rate,
which means the diffusion-controlled overall process of metallic zinc deposition and more
overlapped cathodic processes, including hydrogen evolution. The linear dependences of
the cathodic and anodic peaks currents with the square root of the scan rates are presented
in Figure 7a, and all the ORR and zinc and zinc oxide stripping at more positive potentials
are diffusion-controlled.
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Figure 6. CVs recorded at Zn_tpy/GC electrode in 0.1 M NaOH supporting electrolyte at various scan rates
of: 0.01; 0.02; 0.03; 0.05; 0.06; 0.1; 0.2 V-s~1 (curves 1-8) within potential range from —1.5V to +1.5 V vs. SCE.
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Figure 7. (a) Linear dependence of the peaks currents vs. square root of the scan rate; (b) Dependence
of the peak potentials vs. the logarithm of the scan rate.
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Very slight shifting of the oxidation and reduction peak potentials is found (Figure 7b),
being practically independent of the voltammetry timescale, which informed us about the
steady-state cathodic and anodic processes on the Zn_tpy/GC electrode.

4. Conclusions

A new metallomesogen based on a pentacoordinated Zn(Il) metal centre was synthe-
sized and characterized. Despite its bulky coordination, the coordination complex arranged
into smectic layers starting from 89 °C. On cooling, the smectic phase is retained at room
temperature and found to co-exist with the crystalline phase. An arrangement in the
smectic phase is proposed based on X-ray scattering studies at both small- and wide-angles.

The electrochemical behaviour of the amphiphilic complex Zn_tpy, as a modifier of
the GC electrode, was studied in comparison with its precursor Zn_p that lacks alkyl
chains. The amphiphilic structure of the metallomesogen confers special properties for
the complex regarding its electrochemical behaviour. The anodic and cathodic peaks
identified for Zn_tpy/GC electrode in 0.1 M NaOH supporting electrolyte using cyclic
voltammetry revealed the presence of redox systems for the whole potential range from
—1.5 to +1.5 V vs. SCE. Within the negative potential range, the metallic zinc deposition
and zinc oxide formation occurred during cathodic scanning at a potential value more
negative than —0.55 V vs. SCE and zinc stripping was identified at a higher potential
value. At a more positive potential range, higher than +0.65 V vs. SCE, the zinc oxide
dissolution with the zincate formation controlled by the HO™ anions diffusion at the
electrode surface occurred, which is overlapped at about +1.25 V vs. SCE with oxygen
evolution reaction. This behaviour makes this complex suitable to be used in electrode
modification/functionalization to confer it electrocatalytic activity vs. its dichloro precursor
Zn_p that did not exhibit redox systems. The differences may derive from the different
molecular structure of the two complexes; while in the case of Zn_p there is more likely a
closer vicinity of the metal centres and their unavailability for involvement in the reduction
and oxidation electrode processes, in the case of Zn_tpy, the bulky gallate ligands form
an organic shell that keeps the metal centres more or less isolated, not permitting close
contacts, which make them available for Zn reduction followed by its stripping. This can
be a strategy to build performant sensing materials with nanoseparated electrochemically
active centres.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https:
//www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/app12168306/s1, Figure S1: 'H NMR spectra of complex Zn_tpy;
Figure S2: TGA trace of complex Zn_tpy; Figure S3: DSC trace of complex Zn_tpy; Figure S4:
S/WAXS pattern of complex Zn_tpy at 100 °C.
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