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Preface

Lignocellulosic biomass (LCB) is a non-edible plant-based feedstock (primarily sourced
from forestry residues, agricultural wastes, energy crops) that consists of cellulose,
hemicellulose and lignin. The three macropolymers are non- or covalently bonded to
form a rigid and supportive platform for plant cell wall. In biorefineries, these
lignin-carbohydrate complexes are separated by different methodologies, however
regardless of the treatments, sugar products are always prioritized. Meanwhile, lignin is
perceived as waste even though it is the highest aromatic compounds containing source
in nature and constitutes a significant proportion of LCB. A major setback of lignin arises
from its heterogeneity in constituents, bonding motifs, and inevitable structural
modification as a consequence of biomass processing. Regarding structural complexity,
native lignin is mainly made up of three monolignols, p-coumaryl, coniferyl, and sinapyl
alcohols, which are transformed into the corresponding p-hydroxylphenyl (H), guaiacyl
(G), and syringyl (S) units in plant cell wall, with variation in ratios from species to species.
Depending on the severity of fractionation process, the downstream lignin experiences
different degrees of depolymerization and repolymerization, leading to the formation of
a newly arranged network with respect to the native. Due to the intrinsic complexity of
lignin presents in either native or product forms, the study of its structure is always
an essential step prior to fully unleashing its potential and maximizing efficiency of
biorefineries, and thus never being outdated.

To contribute to the ongoing effort of understanding lignin, three types of biomass
representing hardwood (aspen chips), softwood (pine sawdust), non-woody (barley
straw) and their lignin samples extracted by organic solvent pulping process (organosolv)
were opted as the main objects throughout the study. Within the scope of
characterization, nuclear magnetic resonance (NMR), 1D (3'P) and 2D (heteronuclear
single quantum coherence) were applied to quantify hydroxyl contents, and elucidate
interlinkages and subunits in organosolv lignins, respectively (Paper 1). Further details
about the monolignols concentration in biomasses and their organosolv lignins were
quantitatively analysed by thioacidolysis coupled with GC-MS, in which the challenging
aspect of lignin’s authentic standard was resolved (Paper II).

The study continued to shift from characterization to its modification and its impact
on thermal and mechanical properties of the composites manufactured with polylactic
acid (PLA). Particularly, esterification was carried out using two approaches: one targeted
modification of the hydroxyl groups of lignin, and the other introduced ester groups onto
the lignin’s aromatic rings while retaining hydrogen bonding. The fascinating outcomes
of esterification at different positions within the lignin structure influenced the
composite’s properties (Paper lll).

In addition to the published articles, the results of this research have been
communicated internationally at several conferences held in Estonia, Finland, and
Greece.



Abbreviations

31p NMR Phosphorous nuclear magnetic resonance
BAEP Benzoic esterified lignin by chloromethylation
BF3 Boron trifluoride diethyl etherate

BSTFA, 1% TMCS N, O-Bis(-trimethylsilyl)trifluoroacetamide containing 1%
trimethylchlorosilane

C12 C12 hydroxyl-esterified lignin

C16 C16 hydroxyl-esterified lignin

c8 C8 hydroxyl-esterified lignin

CML Chloromethylated lignin

DOL 1,4-dioxane extracted lignin

DSC Differential scanning calorimetry

DTG Derivative thermogravimetry

El Electron ionization

EIC Extracted ion chromatogram

EOL Ethanol extracted lignin

FTIR Fourier transform infrared spectroscopy

G Guaiacyl unit

GC-FID Gas chromatography-flame ionization detector
GGE Guaiacylglycerol-B-guaiacyl ether

H p-hydroxylphenyl unit

HLE C14 esterified hydrolysis lignin by chloromethylation
HSQC Heteronuclear single quantum coherence

IDL Instrumental detection limit

QL Instrumental quantification limit

IS Internal standard

LCB Lignocellulosic biomass

LCC Lignin-carbohydrate complexes

LMCs Phenolic lignin model compounds

LoQ Limits of quantification

LTM MACH Low thermal mass modular accelerated column heater
MSD Mass selective detector

NHND endo-N-hydroxy-5-norbornene-2,3-dicarboximide
NMR Nuclear magnetic resonance

PLA Polylactic acid

R Recovery

RRF Relative response factor

RSD Relative standard deviation

S Syringyl unit



SGE Syringylglycerol-B-guaiacyl

TEA Triethylamine

TGA Thermogravimetric analysis

THF Tetrahydrofuran

TIC Total ion chromatogram

TMDP 2-chloro-4,4,5,5-tetramethyl-1,3,2-dioxaphospholane
ACp Specific heat capacity

10






sequentially occurs in three steps: the biosynthesis of monolignols, the translocation of
the resulting monomer precursors from cytosol to cell wall, and the radical coupling of
oxidative monolignols [12]-[14]. Upon completion of the lignification process, three
monolignols are converted into p-hydroxyphenyl (H), guaiacyl (G), and siringyl (S) units
corresponding to their origins, p-coumaryl, coniferyl, and sinapyl alcohols, respectively.
In nature, the feature of polymeric lignin is strictly defined by plant species [8], [15].
Softwood lignin mainly derives from G units with the minority of others, while hardwood
lignin is principally constructed from S and G units [4], [6]. By contrast, grass lignin
contains all three and other unconventional monolignols [8], [16], [17]. Unlike
holocellulose (cellulose and hemicellulose), lignin units are crosslinked by different key
bonding motifs, such as B-0-4’, B-B’, B-5’, and dibenzodioxocin that resulted from
combinatorial polymerization in the secondary cell wall (Figure 1) [8], [15], [18]. The Greek
notations (a, B, y) indicate three carbon atoms in the propyl chain starting from the
carbon directly attached to the aromatic ring. Among the interlinkages, aryl-ether bonds
(B-0-4’) were recorded to be the most prevalent regardless of the biomass sources
(up to 50% in softwood, 62% in hardwood, and 84% in non-woody biomass) [8]. Lignin
is embedded in the polysaccharide matrix by the formation of ether and ester bonds with
hemicellulose, resulting in lignin-carbohydrate complexes (LCC) [19], [20]. These covalent
bonds are formed between the hydroxyl or carboxylic groups of carbohydrates and the
a-hydroxyl of lignin sidechain or C-4 position in the benzene ring [8], [20], [21]. The nature
of this hybrid structure reinforces the mechanical strength of the cell wall, provides
the antibacterial properties, and contributes to the recalcitrance of biomass [22], [23].
However, LCC poses challenges for secondary biorefineries where individual constituents
need to be efficiently separated for valorisation [19], [24].
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Figure 1. lllustration of lignocellulosic biomass compositions, cellulose, hemicellulose, lignin, and
their monomer units that compose each biopolymer. An additional demonstration of lignin polymer
is sketched with typical bonding motifs (B-O-4’, B-B’, B-5’, and dibenzodioxocin).
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Figure 3. Thioacidolysis and derivatization reactions scheme of lignin.

Since lignin is a macromolecule, whose structure substantially varies among biomass
species, it is uncommon to have a lignin’s standard for thioacidolysis study. This limitation
motivated Yue’s group to propose the syntheses of thioethylated monolignols from
which the relative response factors (RRFs) were calculated against the internal standard
(1S) [60]:

Ws

RRF=7S (1)

vis

Ars
where Ws and W;s represent the mass or concentration of thioacidolysis-derived
monomers and the used internal standard, respectively, while As and A are their
corresponding peak areas. The obtained RRFs were successfully applied to quantify
uncondensed monolignols in different biomasses. However, the fundamental limitation
of RRF approach is the requirement for pure analyte, which needs to be synthesized,
purified and characterized through several steps. Thus, the approach may not be feasible
for all laboratories. Additionally, RRF is a conditionally dependent parameter that can
experience significant fluctuation due to small changes in, for example, the choice of IS,
the sample preparation, the instrument, the operation condition, or other variables,
leading to an increase in the uncertainty in analytical results [61], [62]. Based on these
considerations, it is concluded that the pre-determined RRFs cannot be applied across
laboratories for quantitative measurements without the availability of pure analytes.

Despite all the efforts for thioacidolysis/GC-MS improvement, the lack of lignin
standard for the quantification of non-condensed monolignols remains challenging for
the field. In this thesis, Paper Il proposed a solution to overcome the tedious lab work
for the syntheses of lignin-derived thioethylated monomers. Here, the application of two
phenolic lignin model compounds (LMCs) (Figure 3), guaiacylglycerol-B-guaiacyl ether
(GGE), and syringylglycerol-B-guaiacyl ether (SGE) were studied as lignin’s standards for
the quantification of monolignols. This potential usage of model compounds has not yet
been reported elsewhere. The validated LMC-based method was applied for the
quantification of monolignols in virgin biomass, and in the extracted lignin samples.
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1.4 Esterification of lignin and its composites with PLA

The intrinsic heterogeneity of lignin hampers its utilization in high-value applications at
the top of the valorisation hierarchy (e.g., fine chemicals, phenol derivatives, carbon
fibres) compared to low-value usage (e.g., energy) [63]. On the other hand, lignin
possesses captivating structure with high aromaticity and abundant hydroxyl groups
offering tremendous potential in polymer industry [64]-[67]. It can impart improved
thermomechanical stability, antioxidant, antibacterial, and UV-resistance properties,
and more importantly it is plentiful and low cost [65], [68], [69]. From this point of view,
lignin is a promising alternative to replace petroleum-based polymers, alleviating our
reliance on fossil-based resources concurrently accelerating the innovation in
biopolymers.

However, a high-density crosslinked structure and the rigidity of lignin due to hydrogen
bonding, m-nt stacking and van der Waals interactions have been reported to adversely
affect its compatibility with other commercial polymers [64], [67]. These self-interactions
often cause lignin to aggregate, thus getting expelled from the polymer matrix. Microscopic
examination has shown that at the same blending ratio, unmodified kraft lignin samples
showed uneven distribution in polypropylene matrix, while esterified lignin (e.g., with
maleic anhydride) exerted more uniform behaviour [70]. The same trend was observed
for polyethylene composite in which non-modified lignin agglomerated into large particles
and was immiscible with polymer matrix, while butyrated lignin showed markedly
improved compatibility [71]. Additional evidence was recorded that unmodified lignin’s
aggregation led to phase separation when blending with polybutylene succinate,
which was attributed to poor interfacial interaction compared to those modified ones
[72]. Molecular dynamics simulations have shown that disruption of hydrogen bonding
was one of the fundamental reasons preventing lignin from agglomeration in polylactic
acid (PLA) blends [73]. Generally, modification endows lignin derivatives with greater
flexibility, compatibility with commercial polymers, better solubility in organic
solvents, and improved processability [74]. Therefore, a successful incorporation of
lignin into polymeric materials necessitates chemical modification, commonly
esterification [74].

In practice, the abundance of hydroxyl groups in lignin structure can be conveniently
exploited for such purposes [75], [76]. Direct esterification could be carried out with
carboxylic acids [77]-[79], acid anhydrides [80], or acid chlorides [81], [82] in the
presence of suitable catalyst, or by a solventless approach — reactive extrusion [72].
In addition to that our recent proposal for a greener esterification strategy of lignin tends
to preserve hydroxyl groups by the introduction of a new proactive centre onto the
aromatic rings [83]. The resultant intermediates, chloromethylated lignin (CML), possesses
highly reactive sites that are preference for several functionalization possibilities. One of
which is esterification using carboxylic acid. Interestingly, with the maintenance of
hydrogen bonding, the functionalized materials have been studied for PLA composite in
which up to 30% by weight of tetradecanoic acid-esterified lignin was successfully blended
with PLA without any phase separation observed [84].

Although lignin esterification for making PLA composites is not novel, a comprehensive
review of how different modification pathways impact the final materials has not yet
been concluded. In this thesis, Paper lll firstly focused on the synthesis and characterization
of hydroxyl-esterified lignins using FTIR and 3P NMR. Esterified lignins obtained from two
distinct approaches: (i) direct esterification with acid chloride, and (ii) chloromethylation
followed by esterification with carboxylic acid, were evaluated for preparation of PLA
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composites. A comprehensive study of thermal and mechanical properties (conducted
by DSC and TGA) of esterified lignin-PLA composites will be thoroughly discussed. This
study underscores the importance of choosing a specific lignin modification approach to
tailor the thermomechanical properties of PLA composites — an aspect that has not yet
been investigated.
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2 Research Objectives

This work is focused on giving an in-depth understanding of the solvent choice in

organosolv fractionation influencing lignin’s structure and revealing the two possible

esterification pathways of lignin in tailoring properties of polylactic acid (PLA) composites.
The specific aims of this dissertation were:

To investigate the structural differences in organosolv lignin extracted by
ethanol and 1,4-dioxane from three different biomass sources: hardwood
(aspen), softwood (pine) and grass (barley straw). To apply 3'P-NMR and HSQC
techniques for elucidation of the changes in content of hydroxyl groups and
B-O-4’ linkages depending on the used solvent, and the lignin subunits.

To address the lack of suitable lignin standards for thioacidolysis coupled with
GC-MS by developing a calibration strategy based on commercially available
phenolic lignin dimer model compounds, guaiacylglycerol-B-guaiacyl ether
(GGE) and syringylglycerol-B-guaiacyl ether (SGE), as substitutes for authentic
standards, thereby avoiding the need for synthetic thioethylated monomer
standards and RRF-based quantification. The study further aimed to validate this
LMC-based method (e.g., calibration performance and analytical reliability) and
apply it to quantify uncondensed G- and S-derived monolignols in native
biomass and corresponding organosolv lignin, enabling comparison of
monolignol yields across biomass types and extraction conditions.

To investigate the effect of two different approaches of organosolv lignin
esterification (hydroxyl-esterified lignin versus chloromethylated lignin followed
by esterification) on thermomechanical properties of modified lignin and
PLA-lignin composites; to prepare lignin esters via a one-step route by
esterifying the available hydroxyl groups of organosolv pine lignin using fatty
acid chlorides, and characterize the products by FTIR and 3P NMR; to evaluate
and compare their thermal and mechanical properties by DSC, TGA and
mechanical testing.
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3 Experimental

3.1 Chemicals and materials

Raw biomass was kindly provided by company and research groups, located in Estonia:
aspen wood chips was provided by Estonian Cell AS, pine sawdust was obtained from
TalTech Laboratory of wood technology, barley straw was obtained from Estonian
University of Life Sciences. All the resources were dried in an oven at 50 °C (remaining
moisture up to 8%), followed by grinding prior to use.

The following chemicals were used in the study: ethanol (%), hydrochloric acid,
sodium hydroxide, chloroform, CDCls;, tetrahydrofuran (THF), pyridine (99.8%,
anhydrous), bisphenol E (> 98%, analytical grade), boron trifluoride diethyl etherate
(BFs), ethanethiol (97%), molecular sieves (3A) were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich
(Germany); DMSO-ds, endo-N-hydroxy-5-norbornene-2,3-dicarboximide (NHND), chromium
(1) acetylacetonate, 2-chloro-4,4,5,5-tetramethyl-1,3,2-dioxaphospholane (TMDP, 95%);
guaiacylglycerol-B-guaiacyl ether (GGE, 97%, TCl, Tokyo), syringylglycerol-B-guaiacyl
ether (SGE, 96%, BLDpharm, Germany), 1,4-dioxane (analytical grade, > 99.8%, Fisher);
N,O-Bis(-trimethylsilyl)trifluoroacetamide containing 1.0% trimethylchlorosilane (BSTFA,
1.0% TMCS), triethylamine (TEA), octanoyl chloride (99%), lauroyl chloride (98%),
palmitoyl chloride (98%) and sodium bicarbonate (NaHCOs) were obtained from Thermo
Fisher Scientific, Germany. Deionized water was generated in-house by Millipore S.A
purification system.

3.2 Organosolv extraction

The obtained materials by this procedure were employed as the main objects of
characterization study in Papers | and Il. Organosolv delignification was investigated by
using two solvents, ethanol and 1,4-dioxane. Particularly, 50.0 g of dried biomass was
weighted into a 2.0 L roundbottom flask containing 1.5 L of organic solvent with 0.28 M
of HCI. The system was kept refluxed, and mechanical stirring for 6h. Upon completion,
the separation of leftover biomass and supernatant was done by Buchner filtration.
The biomass was washed three times with 50 mL of the same solvent for extraction.
The lignin-rich supernatant was collected and evaporated by a rotovap until obtaining
the concentrated liquor. Organosolv lignin was recovered by precipitation in an excess
of ultrapure water with virgorously stirring. The precipitated lignin was gathered and
washed with water three times by centrifugation at 4200 rpm. The resultant lignin was
dried in a convection oven at 30 °C for 24h, the extraction yield of lignin was calculated
as following:

% Lignin yield = —&xtractedlignin o 140 (2)

Wlignin in biomass

3.3 Nuclear magnetic resonance (NMR)

In Papers I and 1ll, phosphorous NMR (3P NMR) was used to quantify hydroxyl contents
of lignin. Firstly, about 25.0 mg of lignin sample was weighed into a 1.5 mL Eppendorf
tube, followed by pipetting 500.0 uL of pyridine/CDCl; (1.6:1 v/v, named as solution 1).
The tube was vortexed to completely dissolve lignin. Next, 100.0 uL of endo-N-hydroxy-
5-norbornene-2,3-dicarboximide (NHND, internal standard) was prepared in solution | at
the concentration of 20.0 mg/mL, was added. Then, 100.0 pL of the relaxation reagent,
chromium (Ill) acetylacetonate (approximately 5.0 mg/mL) prepared in solution |, was
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pipetted into the same tube. Lastly, the mixture was derivatized with 70.0 pL of 2-chloro-
4,4,5,5-tetramethyl-1,3,2-dioxaphospholane (TMDP), phosphitylation reagent, and
reacted for 15 minutes. About 600.0 uL of derivatized lignin was transferred to NMR tube
ready for the submission. The data acquisition was obtained by Bruker 400 MHz
spectrometer that equipped with 5mm BBO BB-1H/D probe. The spectra were recorded
at 25 °C with inverse gated decoupling pulse sequence (zgig), 768 number of scans, 10s
for relaxation delay. The data analysis was assisted by TopSpin 4.0.8. The quantification
of aliphatic, aromatic, and carboxylic hydroxyl groups was calculated as follows:

OH (mmol/g) = —QHXCNHND 3)

INHNDXMiignin

where loy is the integral of hydroxyl groups, Inknp is the integral of internal standard
adjusted to 1.0, Cyunp is the concentration of internal standard in the prepared NMR
sample (mmol), Miignin is the dried weight of lignin sample get phosphitylated (g).

In Paper I, HSQC experiment was performed by 500 MHz Agilent DD2 spectrometer
that equipped with an inverse detection probe. The data was acquired by the
standard multiplicity edited HSQC pulse sequence with adiabatic pulses in *3C channel.
The two-dimensional data was acquired with 256 increments (64 scans/increment) in f1
dimension with 20,000 Hz spectral width. The f2-dimension was zero filled to 2000 points,
whereas the f1 was linear predicted to 512 points followed by zero filling to 1000 points.
Fourier transformation was applied before the application of gaussian window in both
dimensions. In Paper lll, the HSQC pulse sequence, hsqcetgpsisp2.2 was opted with four
scans for the analysis of hydrolysis lignin and its derivatives by Bruker Avance Il 800 MHz
spectrometer.

3.4 Fourier transform infrared spectroscopy (FT - IR)

The infrared spectra of lignin samples were performed by IRTracer-100 (Shimadzu, Japan).
The diffuse reflection mode was applied for the measurement in which the sample was
prepared by mixing with KBr and recorded from 4000 cm™ to 400 cm™ with 80 scans.
The post-measurement processing was done using Lab Solutions software.

3.5 Quantification of non-condensed monolignols

Thioacidolysis reagent was freshly prepared by firstly adding 10 mL of 1,4-dioxane in a
25 mL volumetric flask. Next, 6.25 mL of BF; and 2.5 mL of ethanethiol were pipetted into
the same container. 1.5 mL of internal standard stock solution of bisphenol E
(concentration of 2.0 mg/mL prepared in 1,4-dioxane) was added. Lastly, volume was
filled to 25 mL by adding 1,4-dioxane. Notably, 1,4-dioxane was kept in molecular sieve
3A to minimize the water content prior to using.

Preparation of calibrations from lignin model compounds (LMCs, GGE and SGE): 10.0 mg
of each LMC was dissolved in 5.0 mL of 1,4-dioxane, marked as stock solution. A series of
working solutions was prepared by accurately pipetting 10, 20, 50, 100, 150, 200, 250 uL
from stock solution into a 1.5 mL vials. Subsequently, the vials were set up for drying
under nitrogen gas before subjecting it to thioacidolysis reaction.

Thioacidolysis procedure was adapted from [58], was applied for calibration and lignin
sample preparation with modifications. In brief, 2.0-3.0 mg of biomass, or organosolv
lignin was weighed into a 1.5 mL aluminium cap vial. Then, 1.0 mL of the prepared
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thioacidolysis cocktail was added to the vial, which was tightly sealed. The reaction was
carried out for 4h, at 100 °C set up by MULTIVAP (12 positions, JXDC-10 model, China)
with quick vortex required every hour. After completion, the vials were left to cool down
at room temperature. Meanwhile, a set of vials was pipetted with 190.0 pL of saturated
NaHCOs. Next, 400.0 pL of reaction mixture was transferred into these prepared vials to
qguench the reaction, mixing by pipette two times. After quenching, the vials were dried
under nitrogen gas at 55 °C by the same MULTIVAP equipped with the gas distribution
system.

Derivatization of thioethylated samples with 200.0 uL BSTFA (1.0% TMCS): pyridine
(2:1, v/v) was performed at 55 °C for 30 minutes and a quick vortex in the end, was
required prior to submitting to GC. The silylated sample was transferred into a GC vial
containing a 400 pL micro insert and sealed. Each standard point was prepared in
triplicate, while biomass and lignin samples were prepared in duplicate.

GC-MS analysis

Agilent Technologies 7890A instrument equipped with Agilent 5975C VL mass selective
detector (MSD), using electron ionization (EI) mode in combination with quadrupole
mass analyser. An ultra-inert split liner (Agilent Technologies, 5190-2295) was used.
A Phenomenex ZB-5plus capillary column (30 m x ID 0.25 mm, film thickness 0.25 pum)
was used for the analysis. The operating parameters were as follows: the GC inlet
temperature was kept at 250 °C; the oven temperature started at 100 °C, held for 1 min,
next increased to 300 °C incrementally at 25 °C/min and held for 3 min. The temperature
of MSD transfer line, MS quadrupole, and ion source were set at 280 °C, 150 °C, and
230 °C, respectively. The energy was applied for El at 70 eV. The signals were recorded
by a full scanning mode across the range from 30 to 500 m/z starting after solvent delay
6.5 min. The quantification was based on the extracted ion chromatogram (EIC) that
extracting characteristic fragments: 343 m/z for bisphenol E (internal standard), 269 m/z
for uncondensed G-derived monolignols, and 299 m/z for S-derived monolignols.
The interpretation was assisted by MSD Chem-Station F.01.03.2357 software.

Method validation

Instrumental detection limit (IDL) and quantification limit (IQL) were estimated as the
ratio of residual standard deviation of the regression line (standard deviation of
y-intercept) and the slope, multiplied by 3.3 for IDL and 10 for 1QL. According to the
methodology, limits of quantification (LOQ) for both G and S monomers were calculated
in pumol per gram of lignin, and umol per g of Klason lignin in case of biomass. Precision
and trueness were evaluated based on spiked samples (n = 8) prepared on the matrix of
barley straw biomass, which is enriched in G and S monolignols. Trueness was calculated
as the absolute difference between the experimental recovery and 100%, while precision
was indicated as relative standard deviation (RSD%). The recovery (R%) was calculated
(equation 4) by taking total concentration of target analyte in spiked sample (Crecovered,
umol) excluding the inherent amount of that in the biomass matrix (Cnon-spiked, HMoOl),
followed by comparing to the known spiked concentration (Cspiked, Umol) of LMCs.

Crecovered - Cnon—spiked

R% =

X100 (4)
Cspiked
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3.6 Esterification of lignin via hydroxyl groups

In Paper lll, the esterification of lignin via hydroxyl groups using fatty acid chloride was
prepared as follows: 1.0 g of organosolv pine lignin was weighed into a 100 mL round
bottom flask, followed by adding 10.0 mL of dry THF; next, triethylamine (1.5 equivalent
to total OH groups, 2.87 mmol/g of lignin Appendix 1, Table 2) was added and mixed by
magnetic stirrer for 10 minutes. The flask was then stabilised in a cold bath for 10 minutes,
and subsequently, 1.5 equivalent to total hydroxyls of fatty acid chloride (367.0 uL of C8,
506.0 pL of C12, or 657.0 L of C16) was added dropwise. The reaction was carried out
at room temperature, vigorously stirring for 4 hours. After esterification, 50 mL of CHCl3
was added to the flask, and the mixture was transferred to a separatory funnel. Next,
liquid-liquid extraction was performed with 30 mL of 5% sodium hydroxide to hydrolyse
the unreacted fatty acid chloride. The esterified lignin remaining in the organic layer was
collected, and solvent evaporated using a rotavapor. The final material was washed three
times with 50 mL of ethanol to remove undesired byproducts, followed by freeze-drying
overnight to remove solvent residue.

The setup parameters for differential scanning calorimetry (DSC), thermogravimetry
analysis (TGA), mechanical testing, and preparation of PLA/esterified lignin films by
solvent casting were provided in Appendix 3 (materials and methods), carried out by
Dr. M. K. Mohan. The data obtained from these techniques will be discussed in Section
4.3 of the thesis.
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4 Results and discussions

The main results were compiled from three publications and were presented and
discussed in the following order: (i) the application of 1D and 2D NMR to characterize
the structure of lignin extracted using ethanol, and 1,4-dioxane; (ii) The utilization of
lignin model compounds (LMCs) as substitutes of authentic standards to quantify
uncondensed monolignols by thioacidolysis coupled with GC-MS. This approach applied
to biomass and organosolv extracted lignin samples; (iii) the dissertation summarized
how differences in lignin esterification pathways (e.g., direct esterification via hydroxy
groups versus indirect modification through chloromethylation followed by
esterification) influenced the thermal properties and mechanical strength of lignin-PLA
composite.

4.1 Characterization of organosolv lignin by NMR

Paper | focused on the results of the total hydroxyl content quantified by 3P NMR
experiment together with the details of lignin’s substructure and inter-unit linkages
revealed by HSQC.

4.1.1 Total hydroxyl quantification by 3P NMR

The quantification of free hydroxyl groups in lighin was achieved by 3P NMR analysis.
Figure 4 illustrates a representative spectrum of organosolv lignin where IS (NHND) signal
was calibrated at 151.8 ppm and its integral was normalized to 1.0. The derivatized lignin
shows the well-resolved peaks related to aliphatic, syringyl (S-OH), guaiacyl (G-OH),
p-hydroxylphenyl (H-OH), and carboxylic acid (R-COOH) groups.

The concentrations of free hydroxyl groups were evaluated for six organosolv
lignin samples isolated from softwood (pine sawdust), hardwood (aspen chips), and
non-woody biomass (barley straw) by using ethanol (EOL), and 1,4-dioxane (DOL).
The quantification results (Table 1) were achieved based on the known concentration of
IS and the peak integral of targeted -OH group relative to IS. To include the condensed
phenolic hydroxyls (or C5-substituted OH) that appear on both sides of syringyl hydroxyl
signal, the additional integral of aromatic hydroxyl groups from 137.0 ppm to 144.0 ppm
was added [85].
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Figure 4. A representative 3'P NMR spectrum of ethanol extracted barley biomass that derivatized
with TMDP in the presence of NHND as an internal standard.

Table 1. Hydroxyl content (mmol OH /g) in studied lignin samples determined by quantitative 3P
NMR analysis. Chemical shifts (ppm) are presented for lignin extracted from hardwood (aspen),
grass (barley straw), and softwood (pine) using ethanol (EOL) and 1,4-dioxane (DOL). Characteristic
chemical shifts are assigned to the different types of the hydroxyl groups in lignin.

. Aspen Barley Pine

g:ﬁtr?:::L) Types of OH

EOL poL EOL DpoL EOL DpoL
e Aliphatic OH 2.38 1.50 2.08 0.94 1.90 1.61
143.5- )
1420 Syringyl OH 0.35 1.32 0.11 0.53 ND ND
140.2- Guaiacyl OH 0.47 0.55 0.48 0.62 0.73 135
139.0
138.0- N henl
1375 p-hydroxyphenyl 0.23 0.12 0.23 0.16 0.08 0.07
52';4_ Carboxylic acid 0.05 0.20 0.02 0.25 0.04 0.15
Y Aromatic OH 1.14 2.49 0.92 1.76 0.97 2.59
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Overall, the organosolv lignin samples fractionated by two different solvents show a
significant difference in the distribution of functional groups. Regardless of the biomass
source, the concentration of hydroxyl groups originating from aliphatic side chains was
higher in all lignin samples extracted using ethanol, than in those extracted using
1,4-dioxane. This observation indicates that lignin structure was better preserved when
ethanol was used, whereas the lower aliphatic OH content in DOL suggests that more
severe fragmentation occurred when the biomass was treated with 1,4-dioxane [47],
[86]. In contrast to ethanol extraction, delignification in 1,4-dioxane resulted in a higher
lignin yield (Appendix 1, Table 1) and produced lignin fragments with a higher phenolic
content. These phenomena could be explained by the more extensive cleavage of
aryl-ether bonds during organosolv isolation in 1,4-dioxane compared with ethanol.
In plant cell wall, these bonds are formed between lignin and polysaccharides. Therefore,
cleaving these linkages is the main driving force for liberating lignin from the recalcitrant
biomass matrix; consequently, the more frequently this cleavage occurs, the higher the
lignin yield. This process results in the formation of new phenolic groups within the lignin
network, as also evidenced in the previous studies [87]-[89].

In addition to the dependence of lignin structure on extraction conditions, botanical
origin also plays a crucial role in determining the abundance of hydroxyl groups.
For instance, organosolv-isolated aspen lignin exhibited a higher syringyl OH content
than barley lignin, and none was detected in pine lignin. The highest amount was
attributed to Aspen-DOL (1.32 mmol OH g™ of dried lignin), which was about ten times
higher than the contribution from p-hydroxyphenyl units (0.12 mmol OH g™ of dried
lignin) in the same batch. In contrast, the phenolic content in organsolv pine lignin
originated predominantly from guaiacyl units, reaching 1.35 mmol OH g™* of dried lignin
in Pine-DOL. In case of barley biomass, all three main monolignol-derived units in lignin
(H-, G-, and S- units) contributed to the total phenolic content, with a slightly higher
concentration of G-OH. These results are consistent with well-established differences in
lignin composition: hardwoods generally exhibit higher S/G ratio than softwoods, while
grasses contain all three units (H, G, S) [8], [75], [90].

4.1.2 Elucidation of lignin substructures and interlinkages using HSQC

To gain an in-depth understanding of lignin structure, a heteronuclear single quantum
coherence (HSQC) experiment was employed. HSQC is a two-dimensional NMR technique
that provides information about correlations between directly bonded hydrogen and
carbon atoms. Thanks to an additional dimension of 13C, overlapping signals in 1D proton
spectrum can be well resolved based on differences in the chemical shifts of the attached
carbons, and vice versa [91], [92]. In this study, HSQC was employed to qualitatively
elucidate the structure of lignin extracted using two different solvents, thereby revealing
the detailed structural features of the fragments as well as the interunit linkages. Data
interpretation was based on the two most informative regions: (i) oxygenated aliphatic
sidechain (6C/6H 100.0-40.0/6.0-2.5 ppm), and (ii) aromatic/unsaturated region
(6C/6H 150.0-100/8.0-6.0 ppm). The assignment of cross signals was referenced to the
literature [90], [93]-[98].

The recorded oxygenated aliphatic region (6C/6H 100.0-40.0/6.0-2.5 ppm) of six
samples is shown in Figure 5. As expected, methoxy groups — the most abundant
functional group in lignin — are clearly observed in all spectra, with intense signals at
8C/6H 55.5/3.7 ppm. Under acidic hydrolysis treatment, the cleavage of a- and B-aryl
ether bonds are the main mechanisms that liberate lignin from the recalcitrant matrix of
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lignocellulosic cell wall. However, the occurrence of ether bonds breakdown at
a-position is favoured over the B-position due to the lower bond dissociation energy,
80-118 kJ mol™ compared to 150 kJ mol™[47], [88]. Consequently, there is a formation
of intermediate a-carbocation, which readily reacts with nucleophilic ethanol present as
a solvent [96]. Hence, in all ethanol-extracted lignin (Figure 5A, C, E), ethoxylation took
place at a-position of B-0-4’ substructure (A’), was clearly visible at 6C/6H 63.6/3.3 ppm.
The presence of other dominant linkage motifs, such as B-0-4’ without a-ethoxylation
(A), B-B resinol (B), phenylcoumaran (C), and cinnamyl alcohol end-group (I) was detected
in all EOL samples. However, signals corresponding to resinol fragments (B) were not
detectable in pinewood lignin (Figure 5E). Additionally, softwood lignin, characterized by
a low S/G ratio, shows aryl-ether bonds primarily between G-units (Figure 5E), whereas
in hardwood and non-woody biomass these bonds are also formed between S-units
(Figure 5A, C).

Intriguingly, by switching solvent from protic (ethanol) to aprotic (1,4-dioxane), a series
of cross peaks originating from B-0-4’ bonds (present in both substructures A and A’)
experienced a profound decrease in all DOL-spectra (Figure 5B, D, F). This observation
could be possibly explained by two facts: (i) the higher boiling point of 1,4-dioxane, which
allowed the pulping system to operate at higher temperature, assisting in the cleavage
of B-0-4’ bonds [99]; (ii) the solubility of lignin in 1,4-dioxane was discovered to be
greater than in ethanol thanks to the dominant solvent-molecule interaction via van der
Waals force [100], which facilitated the extraction process resulting in lower density of
B-0-4’ bonds in the obtained lignin.
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Figure 5. HSQC spectra of oxygenated aliphatic side chain of six organosolv lignin samples, (A, B)
Aspen-EOL, DOL; (C, D) Barley-EOL, DOL; (E, F) Pine-EOL, DOL. Their assigned fragments are
illustrated accordingly (A) B-O-4’ alkyl-aryl ethers; (A’) B-O-4’ alkyl-aryl ethers with ethoxylation at
a-position; (B) B-B’ resinols; (C) B-5’ phenylcoumarans; () cinnamyl alcohol-end groups; (Hk)
Hibbert’s ketone-end groups; (E) B-1’ linkage. Red cross peaks indicate -CHs and -CH, while blue
ones are -CH,.

Furthermore, in all DOL spectra, the formation of Hibbert’s ketones (Hk), a known
consequence of delignification under acidic conditions, was observed by the detection of
its Cq,-Ha,y, whereas only C,-H, signal was detected in EOL [96], [101]. It is likely that the
intensity of Hk (Co-Hq) cross peak in EOL was adversely affected by the aggressive
ethoxylation at a-position in the excess of ethanol, which has been previously discussed.
The other linkages were also present, such as cinamyl alcohol end-groups (I) mostly in
EOL, and B-1" (E) only in aspen lignin (Figure 5A, B).
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Figure 6. HSQC spectra of aromatic/unsaturated region of six organosolv lignin samples, (A, B)
Aspen-EOL, DOL; (C, D) Barley-EOL, DOL; (E, F) Pine-EOL, DOL. Their assigned fragments are
illustrated accordingly (H) p-hydroxyphenyl units; (G) guaiacyl units; (S) syringyl units; (T) tricin; (PB)
p-hydroxybenzoate; (pCA) p-coumarates; (Fer) ferulates; (P) methyl-substituted phenylcoumaran.
Red cross peaks indicate -CH.

Figure 6 represents the aromatic/unsaturated region (6C/8H 150.0-100/8.0-6.0 ppm)
of the HSQC spectra, where the detail information about monolignols as well as
their distributions in different types of biomasses are disclosed. The intense cross
peaks of guaiacyl (G) and syringyl (S) units emerged from the spectrum of hardwood
(aspen, Figure 6A, B) and non-woody biomasses (barley straw, Figure 6C, D). Notably,
S-contained lignin experienced oxidation to some extent at C4-OH to form Cy=0 (S’2,)
[86], [102]. In addition to that, an important feature of aspen lignin was recognized by
the acylated monolignol, p-hydroxybenzoate (PB) that bound to lignin sidechain at
C,-position as the result of natural acylation, followed by lignification in the plant cell wall
[103]. Likewise, the two distinguish monolignol esters conjugated with p-coumarates
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(pCA) and ferulates (Fer) were abundantly found in grass-derived lignin [93], [95], [102].
Along with these two unconventional lignin precursors (pCA and Fer), another signature
flavone-type structure, tricin (T) was well-incorporated and noticed in lignin network
[17], [104].

In contrast to aspen- and barley-types lignin, the extract from pine demonstrated the
least number of correlations and thus displayed the simplest HSQC spectrum (Figure 6E,
F). Particularly, the noticeable amounts of H- and G- monolignols were present, while
S-units were not detectable. These observations are in good agreement with the
previous 3!P NMR data where syringyl-OH groups were not detected.

It is noteworthy that the second, third, fifth, and sixth aromatic protons of H-ring
faded from the treatment with 1,4-dioxane, which is the indicative of high degree of
condensation or repolymerization during acidic organosolv fractionation. For Hibbert’s
ketone (Hk) fragments, conventional assighment is based on the sidechain signals
Cay-Ha,y, thanks to the work of Miles-Barrett and co-workers [98], who synthesized lignin
analogues containing Hk moieties, since then, the structure of Hibbert’s ketones has
been elucidated in greater detail. As a result, more information can be extracted in the
aromatic area of HSQC spectrum, G-/S- units that bound to Hk (noted as S;¢LBHK,
G,-LBHK, Gs-LBHK, Ge-LBHK) were assigned at &¢/6n 106.67/6.53, 113.31/6.84,
112.89/6.90, and 121.36/6.64 ppm respectively. Apart from the above-mentioned
subunits, methyl-substituted phenylcoumaran (P) were successfully confirmed by Faleva
et al [90] and present in dioxane lignin (Figure 6B, D, F) in the present study.

4.2 Quantification of uncondensed monolignols by GC-MS

Paper Il underscores the capability of two phenolic dimers acting as lignin standards for
the analysis (Scheme 1). Validation of the method and the variation in monolignols
contents in biomass and lignin samples are discussed.

1'h|ouc:dolysm
Me GC-MS 7 GC-MS

*U  pyo099 i‘
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(40) 5,

Lignin model
compounds

Scheme 1. The scheme of using LMCs for non-condensed monolignols analysis using
thioacidolysis/GS-MS method. The quantification was carried out for three types of lignocellulosic
biomass and their organosolv fractionated lignin.

4.2.1 Calibration using lignin model compounds (LMCs)

Unlike other chemical analytes, it is nearly impossible to have an analytical standard for
lignin due to the diversity of compositions and the inevitable rearrangement of its
structure (e.g., depolymerization, condensation, oxidation and modification of functional
groups) after being pretreated [42]. Hence, identifying suitable compounds that can
serve as substitutes for authentic lignin standards is crucial for the field, particularly for
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the analysis of non-condensed monolignols by thioacidolysis, followed by GC-MS
quantification. The idea initiated us to explore the feasibility of using commercially
available reference dimer models (GGE and SGE) in the preparation of calibration curve
for quantification of uncondensed S- and G- monolignols in biomass as well as in its
resultant lignin (Figure 3). This approach simplifies the procedure compared to earlier
methods that used relative response factors (RRFs) to quantify monolignol
concentrations. The latter requires multiple steps, including synthesis (at least five steps
starting from arylglycerol monomers), purification, and characterization, to obtain pure
thioethylated monomers, from which RRFs can be accurately determined [56], [59], [60].
It is obvious that the synthesis procedure of such substances is not only time-consuming,
but also requires certain expertise, and advanced instruments.

Instead, our study proposed the application of model compounds as the alternatives
to standards, providing several advantages for the analysis: (i) physical appearance of
LMCs are powder, making them easier to handle and prepare compared to the highly
viscous thioethylated products, which require more attention [60]; (ii) the structure of
LMCs inherently carries important features that are representative of lignin. For instance,
each compound is composed of non-condensed phenolic monomer that linked to another
aromatic subunit via B-0-4’ bond, which is selectively thioacidolysis-depolymerized into
the targeted analytes; (iii) the conversion of LMCs into the corresponding thioethylated
monomers was efficient and maintained stable efficiency across the investigated
dynamic range, ensuring the consistent results; (iv) this approach is convenient and
readily applicable to various laboratories, particularly for routine analysis and
optimization. In this study, the values of RRFs were not aimed to be provided due to the
challenges of determining the precise thioacidolysis yield.

The stacked total ion chromatogram (TIC) of two derivatized thioethylated products
released from LMCs, lignin and raw biomass samples, is presented in Figure 7. For the
analysis, the standard solution was prepared individually so that the two TICs (Figure 7A,
B) could give a visual demonstration of how well all the peaks were resolved, including
the chosen IS (bisphenol E), G- and S-monomers released from GGE and SGE compounds,
respectively. The inherent impurities of the used dimers may give rise to the alien peaks
(marked as asterisks); however, they do not interfere or overlap with the targeted
analytes. Furthermore, based on the reported data of synthesized lignin-derived
thioacidolysis monomers [60], the identity of thioacidolysis depolymerization products
originated from our chosen phenolic model compounds were firmly confirmed by their
characteristic splitting peak shapes due to the mixture of diastereomers, erythro- and
threo-; and their fragmentation patterns resulted from the mass spectrometry
(Figure 8). The obtained chromatograms and mass spectra underscore the choice of
LMCs as the best fit analogues to analytical standards for non-condensed monolignols
guantification. Because they exhibited the capability of yielding analytes of interest via
thioacidolysis without any concerned interfering degraded products. The follow-up TICs
of monolignols released from organosolv lignin and lignocellulosic biomasses are shown
in Figure 7C-F. As expected, the native monolignols yielded from biomass (Figure 7D-F)
resulting the more complicated baseline compared to the ones from lignin itself
(Figure 7C) which were cleaned from carbohydrates, and extractives.
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Figure 8. Mass spectra of GGE-derived thioacidolysis monomer (A), SGE-derived thioethylated
monomer (B), and the bisphenol E (C) presented with their chosen quantification fragments, 269.0,
299.0, and 343.0 (m/z), respectively.
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For quantification, peaks were integrated based on their retention times in the total
ion chromatogram (TIC) and confirmed using extracted ion chromatograms (EICs).
The selected ions m/z 343, 269, and 299 correspond to the internal standard (IS),
G monomers, and S monomers, respectively. To confirm the presence of analytes in the
real samples, the qualitative information was validated based on mass spectra and their
relative retention times that closely align with those of the standard with the average
tolerance less than 0.5%, satisfying the performance criteria required for GC-MS method
[105].

Table 2 summarizes thioacidolysis method performance characteristics. For calibration,
LMC standards were subjected to thioacidolysis, followed by derivatization and GC-MS
analysis. Obtained peak area ratios of targeted analytes (G-, S-monolignols) to IS were
plotted against the initial concentrations of LMCs to create the calibration curves.
To minimize the random error due to the sample preparation, each standard point of
calibration was prepared in triplicate, and their mean values of peak area were
considered. As the results, both model compounds exhibited adequate linearity within
the dynamic range (regression coefficients, R? > 0.99), regression error less than 7.5%.
The high correlation coefficients achieved from two phenolic dimers were comparable
to those created from aryl glycerol monomers that reported in the previous study [56],
[59]. The results indicate that the structural features of LMCs did not disrupt their
proficiency in terms of yielding thioethylated monomers as the simpler monomers.
Moreover, the linearity implies the consistency of thioacidolysis and derivatization yields
across the investigated concentration range. The identical preparation protocol was
applied to pretreat the real samples before GC-MS quantitation.

Table 2. Calibration and validation statistics of thioacidolysis/GC-MS method, including linearity,
instrumental quantification limit (1QL), limit of quantification (LOQ), precision, and trueness.

Linearity range Regression qL* LoQ (umol/g Precision o
(umol/mL) error (%) (ng/mL) of lignin) (RSD, %) Trueness (%)

G: 0.25-3.10

7.1 48.1 30.0 9.0 11.1
R?=0.9900
S$:0.11-2.82

5.4 43.6 25.0 10.5 2.9
R?=0.9970

*1QL was expressed in mass units based on the base fragments of GGE and SGE, which are 269, 299
m/z, respectively.

IDL (GGE: 0.059 pumol mL™, SGE: 0.048 umol mL™), IQL (GGE: 0.179 umol mL™, SGE:
0.146 pmol mL™) were estimated based on the close-to-zero concentration range
(for instance, 0.2-1.2 pmol mL™ for G-monomer, 0.1-0.6 umol mL™ for S-monomer)
where the ratio of residual standard deviation of regression line to the slope was
calculated and multiplied by 3.3 for IDL, and 10 for IQL. LOQ of the method was calculated
by taking into consideration of the initial mass and dilution factor. As the results, the
minimal concentration required for quantification was 30.0 (umol/g of lignin) for
G-monolignols, and 25.0 (umol/g of lignin) for S-monolignols, ensuring the quantitative
estimation of these analytes in biomass and lignin samples.

The recovery test is one of the key factors for method validation and essential to
assess the applicability of any analytical method to the real samples. Herein, for the first
time the test was carried out on the complex matrix of biomass (e.g., barley straw)
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via eight independent spiked samples (n = 8), with the concentration was spiked at
0.39 umol mL™ of GGE, and 0.56 pmol mL™ of SGE. Based on that, the accuracy of the
entire procedure (including two major steps, thioacidolysis and derivatization) were
expressed as precision (RSD%), trueness, and mean recovery for each model compound.
In terms of precision, RSD% was obtained 9% for GGE, and slightly higher 10.5% for SGE.
The recovery yield was achieved 88.9% for GGE, and 97.1% for SGE. The deviation of the
mean recovery values to the spiked concentration reflects the trueness of the method,
which was calculated 11.1% for GGE, and 2.9% for SGE. Taking root sum of squares of
precision and trueness, we obtained the so-called combined uncertainty, approximately
14.3% (GGE), and 10.9% (SGE). The validation statistics indicate that the developed
method was qualified for the analysis purpose. Indeed, the utilization of LMCs
approach eases the monolignols quantification by overcoming the needs for synthetic
standard substances, which are achieved by the time-consuming and costly procedure.
The proposed method is thus justified and feasible for all the lignin-related analytical
laboratories in terms of routine analysis and method optimization.

4.2.2 Uncondensed monolignols content in native and organosolv lignins

Constructed calibration lines were applied to quantify the non-condensed phenolic G
and S monomers in three representative types of lignocellulosic biomass: hardwood
(aspen chips), softwood (pine sawdust), grass (barley straw); and their corresponding
organosolv-fractionated lignins. Theoretically, it is anticipated that there would be a
significant variation in lignin’s compositions due to the difference in biomass resources
and treatment conditions. The structural changes of lignin are reflected by thioacidolysis
monomer yields presented in Table 3. The total monolignol yields were expressed based
on the Klason lignin content in the studied biomasses (e.g., 28.6% in aspen, 22.4% in
barley, 37.0% in pine). The sum of phenolic G- and S-monomers yield in biomass was
2294, 1017, 1076 (umol/g of Klason lignin), recorded for aspen, barley, and pine,
respectively. As expected for softwood lignin, S-derived thioacidolysis monomers were
present only in small amounts in pine. In contrast, a substantial amount of G-derived
thioacidolysis monomers (1037 umol/g of Klason lignin) was quantified in pine. This was
relatively close to the published data where the RRFs of pure synthetic standards applied
for the calculation (1020 umol/g of Klason lignin [60]). The content of the thioacidolysis
derivatives originated from S-units was negligible (39.3 pmol/g of Klason lignin).
The minor portion of phenolic S-monomers in pine biomass was reinforced by the
pyrolysis/GC-MS data where they were detected under different forms of pyrolysis
degraded products [90]. By contrast, the yield of characteristic S units in aspen wood was
1335 umol/g of Klason lignin, the highest among three biomasses. This value is
comparable to that reported using synthetic thioethylated S monomers (1342 umol/g of
Klason lignin) [60]. However, the overall S/G ratio of 1.39 was lower than the published
data due to difference in the detected amount of G-monomers [60], [106]. Furthermore,
lignin composition in the grass-type biomass barley straw was reported here for the first
time. The S/G ratio was 1.12, and the yields of uncondensed S and G monomers were
538 and 479 pumol/g of Klason lignin, respectively. The ratio is close to the value of 1.0
indicates the equal distribution of G and S units in this type of biomass.

To clarify the impact of treatment condition on lignin condensed structure,
thioacidolysis analyses were further conducted for the organosolv samples (Table 3).
In comparison with the native lignin presenting in biomass, the extracted ones show a
drastic decline in B-0-4’ interconnected condensation-free monolignols. The results
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support two key features of organosolv delignification: (i) the breakdown of a/B-0-4’
linkage is the main driving force to liberate lignin from the lignin-carbohydrate complexes;
(i) repolymerization or condensation is one of the unavoidable consequences when the
performance occurring under acidic organosolv condition [107], [108].

Table 3. Monomer yields from thioacidolysis (umol/g of Klason lignin) in lignocellulosic materials
and their organosolv lignin samples (n = 2).

Biomass S (£ SD) G (xSD) S/G
Aspen 1335 (+ 87) 959 (£ 8) 1.39
Barley 538 (+ 112) 479 (£ 11) 1.12
Pine 39.3(x0.3) 1037 (+ 201) 0.04
Organosolv lignin S (£ SD) G (£ SD) S/G
Aspen-EOL 902 (+4) 339 (+ 24) 2.66
Aspen-DOL 380 (+ 14) 102 (+0.1) 3.72
Barley-EOL 413 (+7) 491 (+ 14) 0.84
Barley-DOL 109 (+ 2) 39.3 (¢ 6) 2.77
Pine-EOL 37 (¢ 4) 802 (+9) 0.05
Pine-DOL 34 (+2) 175 (+ 14) 0.20

It is noteworthy that the recovery rates of non-condensed monomers were greater
for all ethanol organosolv lignin compared to those obtained from 1,4-dioxane. This
observation proved the efficiency of using ethanol for the extraction in terms of 3-0-4’
bond preservation, which is beneficial for the subsequent chemical valorisation. While
using 1,4-dioxane resulted in better extraction yield, but on the other hand, the
disruption of B-O-4’ linkages was more remarkable leading to the formation of rigid or
condensed lignin structure through repolymerization. These thioacidolysis findings are
consistent with our prior knowledge achieved by the HSQC-NMR spectra (Paper 1) where
the abundance of aryl-ether bond cross signals experienced a sharp decline when the
fractionation operated with 1,4-dioxane as solvent.

Additionally, a noticeable number of G-units underwent irreversible condensation
compared to S-units. The results of this study show that there was almost a tenfold
reduction in non-condensed phenolic G-monomers content that still connected via
B-0-4’ bond compared to their origins in all DOLs, whereas a maximum fivefold decrease
in concentration of S-monomers was observed in the same batch. This phenomenon
could be explained by the faster formation and higher reactivity of benzylic carbocation
derived from G-unit than S-unit, which make this active moiety easier to participate in
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either cleavage or condensation with other electron-rich aromatic carbon atoms [46],
[109], [110]. As the results, the lower concentration of non-condensed G units was
determined after the fractionation. It is evident that even for highly condensed lignin
samples, such as 1,4-dioxane-extracted lignin, the thioacidolysis protocol remained
effective for analysis. Bringing these results together, it can be concluded that there is a
trade-off between lignin yield and the preservation of lignin’s native structure during
extraction. If the goal is lignin valorisation the latter should be prioritized.

4.3 Esterification of lignin and study of PLA-lignin composites

The main aim of this study is to elucidate how different esterification approaches could
have impact on the resulting lignin and its composites with PLA. Discussions of Paper Il
focus on the one-step esterification via available hydroxyl groups in organosolv pine
lignin using fatty acid chloride (Scheme 2, top) and their characterizations using FT-IR, 3!P
NMR. Subsequently, the modified lignin was blended with PLA and compared with those
composites made up of the two-step modification process (Scheme 2, bottom). This
comparison was based on thermal and mechanical properties that attained by DSC and
TGA techniques.
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Scheme 2. Two pathways of lignin esterification: one-step synthesis esterifying the available
hydroxyl groups of lignin using fatty acid chloride (top); two-step synthesis firstly introduces new
active site, secondly esterifying with carboxylic acid (bottom). (*) The detail of synthesis is provided
in Appendix 3 and is not discussed here.

4.3.1 Characterization of hydroxyl-esterified lignin

The one-step synthesis pathway of lignin esterification was carried out with octanoyl — C8,
lauroyl — C12, palmitoyl — C16 chlorides. The successful modification was initially
confirmed by FTIR (Figure 9). Two new absorbance bands at 1760 and 1740 cm™ are
assigned for the formation of ester linkages between the acid chloride and phenolic and
aliphatic hydroxyl groups, resulting in aromatic and aliphatic ester, respectively [111].
The work-up steps completely removed the unreacted acyl chloride, which could be
easily monitored by the complete absence of the carbonyl chloride (CO-Cl) stretching
band at 1800 cm™. The broaden stretching band of hydroxyl groups at 3440 cm™ decline
remarkably in all the modified lignin derivatives, indicating the consumption of those
functional groups during the reaction. The bands at 2922 and 2850 cm™ correspond to
the C-H stretching vibrations slightly increase due to the attachment of long alkyl chain
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originated from the fatty acid. Another crucial confirmation of the saturated alkyl chain
grafted onto lignin was spotted at the fingerprint region, 721 cm™ — the band
corresponding to the CH; rocking vibration [112]. The study revealed that the lengthier
the hydrocarbon chain is, the stronger the signal could be detected, which explains the
appearance of more intensive peak in the spectra of C16-modified lignin (Figure 9D) than
those of the shorter chains (Figure 9B, C). The distortion of the region ranging from
1060 to 1170 cm™ can be attributed to the overlap of C-O deformation in secondary
alcohol/aliphatic ester and C-O ether stretching of lignin together with a decrease in the
primary alcohol C-O stretching band (1028 cm™), providing a compelling proof of the
esterification [111], [113], [114].

Apart from the necessary structural changes because of the chemical modification,
it should be noted some bands representing the core structure of lignin in FTIR.
For instance, the intense band at 1510 cm™ is from the characteristic polymeric backbone
vibration of lignin, and the absorbance at 1595 cm™ arises from the aromatic skeletal
vibration with carbonyl stretching [115]. The peak at 1459 cm™ is assigned to the C-H
deformation asymmetric [116]. In addition to that, monolignol compositions are also
partially recognizable in FTIR spectra, such as the signal at 1263 cm™ corresponds to the
C-0 and C-O-C stretching of phenol and ether linkages in lignin, which are mostly derived
from H-unit, while the G-aromatic ring vibration was noticed at 1214 cm™ associated
with C-C, C-O, and C=0 stretching [113]. These features firmly verify the identity of pine
lignin as a softwood type. The FTIR spectrum of all the PLA composites with esterified
lignin (30%) are shown in Appendix 3 (Figure 3d) in conjunction with the interpretation.
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Figure 9. FTIR spectra of the unmodified pine organosolv lignin (A) in comparison with the hydroxyl-
esterified derivatives C8 (B), C12 (C), C16 (D).

To further characterize hydroxyl-esterified lignin, 3P NMR was employed.
The experiment was additionally used for the study of the esterified lignin obtained from
the two-step esterification route (Scheme 2, bottom). For those purposes, the starting
material, Cl6-esterified, chloromethylated and its corresponding benzoic-esterified
organosolv pine lignin samples were examined (Figure 10). All the spectra were
calibrated at IS signal (151.8 ppm) prior to the analysis. As a G/H type lignin,
the predominant phenolic OH arises from those units detected in the unmodified lignin
(Figure 10A, 137.5-140.2 ppm). As anticipated, these functional groups reduced sharply
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after the modification by the one-step esterification approach, meanwhile the aliphatic
hydroxyls experienced a subtle decrease. This observation was consistent with the
previous study, where the higher reactivity of phenolic hydroxyl groups toward
esterification was observed compared to their aliphatic counterparts under the similar
reaction condition [117].

In chloromethylated lignin (Figure 10C), the preservation of OH groups were evident
from the pronounced shift of hydroxyl groups originating from G-units (around 139.0 ppm)
towards the region associated with condensed phenolic OH (or C5/C6-substituted
aromatic OH), ranging from 140.0 to 144.0 ppm, rather than a complete absence as
observed in the first case scenario. The shifting could be rationalized by two reasons:
(i) the introduction of new active sites (e.g., chloromethyl) to the aromatic backbone
resembles the structural feature of lignin condensed fragments; (ii) the electronegativity
of chloride atoms contributes to the deficiency in electron density of the aromatic rings
causing the downfield shift indicated by higher chemical shift value. Later, the grafting of
benzoic acid was successfully confirmed by an upfield shift of the peak (Figure 10D).
The aromatic hydroxyl signal coming from benzoic-esterified lignin was present in a
lower frequency region (approximately at 142.4 ppm) possibly due to the weaker
electron-withdrawing effect of the ester bond formation with benzoic acids compared to
the chloride atoms in their precursor (chloromethylated lignin, CML). The appearance of
this signal was still detected within the boundary of the condensed phenolic region.
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Figure 10. 3'P NMR spectra of starting material — organosolv pine lignin (A); C16-ester derivative
modified via OH of lignin, C16 (B), chloromethylated lignin, CML (C), and benzoic ester lignin, BAEP
(D).
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4.3.2 Thermal properties of esterified lignin and PLA composites

The thermal and mechanical profiling (Figure 11) were studied for the composites
made up of PLA and 10-30% by weight of esterified lignin synthesized from the
hydroxyl-esterification approach (presented in this work) and from the two-step protocol
—chloromethylation followed by esterification using benzoic acid and tetradecanoic acid
resulting in BAEP and HLE, respectively (carried out by Dr. M. K. Mohan). Overall,
the blended polymeric materials exhibited variation in glass transition temperature (Tg)
compared to pristine PLA (Figure 11A). The composites containing C8 and C12-esterified
lignin exhibited Tg values close to PLA with a negligible fluctuation, for example,
the values displayed around 60 to 62 °C. An increase in alkyl chain length up to C16
significantly reduced the Tg to 55 °C for modified lignin content of 20%. By contrast, the
two-step protocol resulted the materials (BAEP and HLE) that could enhance the thermal
performance of the composites, which was confirmed by elevated Tg by approximately
18 °C at the maximum load 30%. These results demonstrated two distinguished trends:
(i) lignin esterification via hydroxyl groups was resulted in strong plasticization effect,
which lowered Tg of the composites [118], [119]; (ii) attachment of the ester moieties
via two-step protocol allowed to keep lignin hydroxy groups intact, which facilitated
hydrogen bonding and thus tended to the elevated Tg values [120].
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Figure 11. Thermal properties of esterified lignin/PLA composites and neat PLA measured by DSC:
glass transition temperature (A); delta Cp (B). Mass loss profile of the composite materials versus
pure PLA achieved by thermogravimetric, TGA (C) and its differential thermogravimetric curve, DTG

(D).

Depending on the blending ratio and type of lignin derivative, Figure 11B shows
various trends in ACp (specific heat capacity), which represents the change in the amount
of thermal energy required to raise the temperature of one unit of mass by one degree
at the glass transition stage of the material. The higher magnitude of ACp, by definition,
corresponds to the increase in molecular mobility within the amorphous region during
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the transition from a rigid, glassy to a softer, rubbery state, and vice versa. Notably,
at the same concentration of hydroxyl-esterified lignin loaded into the PLA matrix, ACp
sharply declined with the increasing of the carbon chain length substituent. This
behaviour confirms that the compatibility between PLA and lignin modified with long
alkyl chain ester was better than with the short chain esterified lignin. The former
potentially led to a higher crystalline fraction or smaller amount of amorphous region of
the material, hence decreasing ACp [119], [121]. On the other hand, BAEP/PLA
composites demonstrate a sudden jump in ACp from the ratio of 10 to 20% indicating the
flexibility of polymer chain in the amorphous region. This phenomenon could be
explained by the interchain spacing effect. In this instance, due to differences in the
conformation of benzene rings and PLA, the polymer chains were not as tightly packed
as in the case of C16. Consequently, the increased free volume facilitated molecular
movement, resulting in a larger change in heat capacity [122]. Even though the
substituted alkyl chain length was comparable to C16, HLE-blended polymers showed no
noticeable change in ACp at all loading levels, which underscores the significant impact
of the modification approach on thermal behaviour of the composites.

To compare the thermal stability among the blended polymers, the study
narrows down to three representatives, including PLA+C16, PLA+BAEP, and PLA+HLE
(70:30 %w/w). Figure 11C displays the thermogravimetric data where all the materials
were initially observed mass loss began at 80 °C, which was ascribed to the evaporation
of moisture residue. As the temperature increased, PLA+BAEP gradually decomposed,
while PLA+C16 shows the onset degradation temperature at approximately 245 °C, and
PLA+HLE exhibited at a higher temperature of 300 °C. The differential thermogravimetric
curves of the investigated materials (Figure 11D) illustrate the variation in the mass loss
rate with respect to temperature. As anticipated, the consumption of hydroxyl groups
during the direct esterification pathway weakens hydrogen bonding, resulting in a
significant degradation of PLA+C16 at above 300 °C. Meanwhile, those blends made up
of esterified lignin synthesized from the chloromethylation protocol experienced the
highest mass loss rate at around 350 °C, which was moderately close to pristine PLA.
These results reinforce the valuable presence of lignin hydroxyl groups for the
manufacture of PLA composite in terms of thermal stability.

4.3.3 Mechanical properties of esterified lignin and PLA composites

The tensile test results of PLA and its composites with lignin esters (C16, BAEP, and HLE)
30% incorporated, are presented in Figure 12. All the blended products exhibit lower
maximum load compared to neat PLA whose resistance could be up to 15.2 N prior to its
fracture (Figure 12A). It is noteworthy that PLA+C16 withstood the highest force (10.3 N)
among all the tested materials (Figure 12A), however the obtained ultimate tensile
strength value for the same composite was lower than that of PLA+HLE in terms of
cross-sectional area (Figure 12B). These inconsistent results possibly caused by the
unidentical thickness of the films. Due to the difference in structural feature of the
benzene rings from BAEP and PLA, the resultant composite PLA+BAEP (30%) was
recorded with the lowest load and tensile stress, which were indicative of the weak
interfacial interaction and less efficient stress transfer between polymer chains.

In contrast to the maximum load, the tensile extension enhanced upon the addition of
ester lignin regardless of how they were modified (Figure 12C). The value represents the
ductility of the material, which decreases in the order PLA+C16 (5.0 mm) > PLA+HLE >
PLA+BAEP > PLA (2.5 mm). These results reflect that the intrinsic brittleness of PLA could
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be potentially adjusted by adding esterified lignin. Additionally, the obtained values
highlight the strong plasticization effect of hydroxyl-esterified C16 facilitating the
movement of the polymer chain, thereby enhancing ductile property of the composite
[76]. On the other hand, the elastic or Young’s modulus (Figure 12D) describes material
stiffness showing that the stiffest polymer composite was PLA+HLE, remarkably higher
than neat PLA. In other words, the incorporation of 30% HLE into PLA matrix moderately
improved the ductility, simultaneously enhanced the overall strength of the polymeric
material thanks to the preservation of hydroxyl groups. Consequently, due to lack of
intermolecular interactions, such as hydrogen bonding, the Young’s modulus of PLA+C16
was comparatively low to PLA+HLE.
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Figure 12. Mechanical properties of esterified lignin/PLA composites reflected by maximum load
(A), tensile stress at maximum load (B), tensile extension at maximum load (C), and Young’s
modulus (D).

Overall, the impact of opting the esterification pathway of lignin is clearly indicated in
the PLA composites characteristics. The exploitation of hydroxyl groups during
esterification resulting in the composites with lower glass transition, and tensile
modulus, however with improvement in elasticity. In other words, the esterified lignin
synthesized from this approach exert a strong plasticization effect. By contrast, the
retained hydroxyl groups attained in chloromethylation approach resulting in the
additives that could increase thermal stability and mechanical strength.
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5 Conclusions

This research elucidated how solvent choice influenced the structure of native and

organosolv lignin (hydroxyl-group contents, subunit composition, interunit linkages, and

the yield of uncondensed monolignols), as determined by NMR and thioacidolysis
coupled with GC-MS. This study also demonstrated that the esterification strategy used
for lignin modification has a strong impact on the properties of PLA-lignin composites,
highlighting the importance of selecting an appropriate modification route to tailor
composite performance.

The primary conclusions are summarized as follows:

e Solvent choice controls the extent of organosolv lignin depolymerization and
functional-group profile. Under acidic organosolv conditions, 1,4-dioxane promoted
more extensive B-O-4’ cleavage, giving higher aromatic -OH and lower aliphatic -OH
contents (and higher lignin recovery), whereas ethanol better preserved lignin closer
to its native structure.

e Practical, broadly applicable calibration standards were validated for
thioacidolysis/GC—MS quantification of uncondensed monolignols. Two lignin model
compounds enabled reliable quantification, showing that uncondensed S/G
monolignols are higher in native biomass than in organosolv lignin, and lower in DOLs
than in EOLs, while avoiding the need for multi-step synthesis of thioethylated
monomer standards.

e The choice of lignin esterification protocol is a key factor for tuning PLA-lignin
composite performance. C16 hydroxyl-esterified lignin acted mainly as a plasticizer
(lower glass transition, higher elasticity at 30 wt%), whereas two-step esterification
that retained hydrogen bonding in BAEP and HLE composites with PLA, increased the
thermal stability and stiffness of PLA composites at the same loading.
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Figure 8. Examples of the SEM images of lignin-based (75% of the 5-MR was replaced by lignin) and
5-MR-FA aerogels.

4. Conclusions

It is possible to produce FA aerogels from lignin with the small addition of 5-MR
(25% to 15%) using aspen, pine, and barley lignins that were obtained by organosolv
extraction. It shows that the organosolv lignin extraction process gives material that has
good reactivity to form gels with FA resulting in monolithic mesoporous aerogels with
relatively high surface area —from 350 to 450 m?/g. The primary particle shape in aerogels
is not uniformly spherical but loosely defined and somewhat disordered with a partial
opening of the network structure when compared to 5-MR-FA aerogels. Pretreatment
of the precursor lignin with NaOH allows increased the solubility of the lignin and its
further use in the base catalyzed synthesis of 5-MR-FA-Lignin aerogels. The obtained lignin-
based organic aerogels will be further studied as adsorbents and raw material for porous
carbon aerogels.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https:
/ /www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/mal5082861/s1, Table S1: The detailed HSQC assignment of six
organosolv lignin samples. Figure S1: Pore-size distributions of lignin-based (75% of the 5-MR was
replaced by lignin) and 5-MR-FA aerogels.
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A thorough understanding of lignin's fundamental chemistry in lignocellulosic materials is essential for
maximizing the efficiency of biorefineries. Thioacidolysis, followed by gas chromatography-mass
spectrometry (GC-MS), has emerged as a reliable method for quantifying uncondensed monolignols,
which are linked by labile aryl ether bonds within lignin network. However, the lack of commercially
available pure thioethylated lignin monomers for GC analysis poses a challenge. This necessitates
a multi-step synthesis process, which may not be feasible for all laboratories. We propose a novel
approach that utilizes readily available phenolic lignin model dimers to establish a calibration curve for
thioacidolysis quantification. These dimers, guaiacylglycerol-B-guaiacyl ether (GGE) and syringylglycerol-
B-guaiacyl ether (SGE), upon thioacidolysis, yield thioethylated non-condensed guaiacyl (G) and syringyl
(S) monomers. The GC-MS responses of these monomers are compared to those of bisphenol E, an
internal standard (IS) to generate the calibration curve. This methodology exhibits excellent performance
characteristics and was successfully employed to determine the thioethylated monomer contents and
calculate of S/G ratios in three representative biomasses: aspen, barley straw, pine, and their organosolv

rsc.li/methods lignin extracts.

1. Introduction

Lignin, a major constituent of plant biomass (15 to 36%), serves
as a protective barrier against biological and chemical degra-
dation by covalently crosslinking cellulose and hemicellulose."
Lignin's backbone is primarily formed of three monolignols,
each with varying methoxylation levels: p-hydroxyphenyl (H),
guaiacyl (G), and syringyl (S) units. These monolignols are
polymerized by radical coupling mechanism from the three
fundamental monomers, p-coumaryl, coniferyl, and sinapyl
alcohols, respectively (Fig. 1)." The composition of lignin
significantly differs based on botanical origin. Softwood lignin
primarily derives from coniferyl and a minor portion of p-cou-
maryl and sinapyl monolignols,> while hardwood lignin is
synthesized from coniferyl and sinapyl units, with the latter
being more prevalent. In contrast, non-woody biomass is
characterized as an H-G-S type lignin, indicating the presence
of all three monolignols.?

Lignin's macromolecular structure is crosslinked by distinct
bonding motifs, including B-0-4, B-f/, B-5, and
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dibenzodioxocin, as illustrated in Fig. 1. The B-O-4" aryl-ether
bond, present in approximately 50% of spruce (softwood), and
60% of birch or eucalyptus (hardwood), is the most common of
these linkages.* During the fractionation of lignocellulosic
biomass, lignin fragments are primarily released from the
breakdown of these interunit linkages, altering the lignin
structure.>” One of the consequences of this modification is the
irreversible repolymerization or condensation in isolated lignin,
leading to a higher proportion of condensed structures (C-C
bond) compared to its native form.** This undesirable reaction
hampers the selective depolymerization of residual lignin into
valuable phenolic monomers."*** Although organosolv
delignification is a mild method for fractionating lignocellu-
lose, it unavoidably alters lignin's structure.'*** Considering
lignin's variable composition and the inevitability of structural
changes under specific pulping conditions, chemical analysis is
an essential step prior to lignin valorization.

In recent decades, lignin chemistry has gathered significant
attention from scientists seeking to decipher its complex
structural network using a variety of analytical techniques.
Among these, thioacidolysis followed by gas chromatography-
mass spectrometry (GC-MS) has emerged as a prominent
method for quantifying uncondensed monolignols. This tech-
nique, initially introduced by Lapierre in 1985 as a diagnostic
test," employs a mixture of ethanethiol dissolved in 1,4-dioxane
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Fig. 1 Lignin monolignol compositions and interunit bonding motifs.

and boron trifluoride (BF;) etherate to efficiently and selectively
depolymerize lignin into its constituent phenolic monomers (H,
G, and S) which lack condensed structures and are inter-
connected by B-O-4" bonds (Fig. 2a).”*"” The obtained non-
condensed H/G/S ratios provide crucial information for the
lignin-first strategy, which aims to preserve the aryl-ether bond
for the subsequent conversion of lignin into valuable
chemicals.™

Since its inception, the original thioacidolysis protocol has
undergone progressive refinement.’*> Robinson and
colleagues' modified the protocol by reducing the initial mass
and thioacidolysis reagent by tenfold compared to the conven-
tional method. This modification allowed for the processing of
multiple samples simultaneously by facilitating the purification
of thioehtylated monomers in a 5 mL screw-capped glass vial
instead of a separatory funnel.'® Further advancements focused
on miniaturizing the workup processes, including derivatiza-
tion and liquid-liquid extraction, and replacing chlorinated

solvents with ethyl acetate or diethyl ether.'”** Harman-Ware
introduced the innovative approach of Low Thermal Mass
Modular Accelerated Column Heater (LTM MACH) coupled with
gas chromatography-flame ionization detector (GC-FID),
enabling results within five minutes per analysis.>* Addition-
ally, the multi-reaction monitoring (MRM) mode of MS detec-
tors has been developed, significantly enhancing the sensitivity
for detecting monolignols down to the ppb concentration
range.”> While these improvements have been addressed
various aspects, the recovery of thioacidolysis-derived mono-
mers through liquid extraction remains time-consuming.
Fortunately, F. Chen's protocol eliminates this step without
compromising the results.*

However, it is challenging to obtain authentic standard of
lignin. To address this challenge, Yue et al?** introduced
a method that utilizes pure synthetic thioethylated monolignols
and their relative response factors (RRFs) for GC-MS analysis.
This approach allows for the quantification of lignin-derived

H;C
a RO 3 W
RO. s
OR BF;, CHgS
LCHS  HyC S s cH,
1.4-Dioxane
R1 Rz
Ri Ry
OH OH
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b HO. HO
HO HO /( j
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Guaiacylglycerol-B-guaiacyl ether  Syringylglycerol-B-guaiacyl ether

Fig. 2 Thioacidolysis reaction scheme (a) and phenolic lignin model compounds (b).
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monomers without the need for commercial standards. The
RREF is calculated by using the concentration of the analyte and
internal standard together with their peak areas, as below:**
Ws

As

Wrs @
AIS

RRF =

where, Ws and Wis represent the mass or concentration of the
target thioethylated monolignol and the chosen internal stan-
dard (IS), respectively, while As and Ay are their corresponding
peak areas in chromatograms.” While the synthesis yielded
high yields of three thioethylated monomers, each step required
purification and characterization, which may not be feasible for
all laboratories. In addition, the RRF is a conditionally depen-
dent factor that can fluctuate due to small changes in the
analytical process, such as instrument, operation parameters, IS
selection, or other factors, leading to increased uncertainty in
the measurement results.”>?® As a result, pre-determined RRFs
cannot be applied across laboratories for quantitative analysis
without the availability of pure compounds.

In this study, we propose phenolic lignin model compounds
(LMCs) as the alternatives to authentic standards for thio-
acidolysis analysis that has not yet covered in literature.>” They
are guaiacylglycerol-B-guaiacyl ether (GGE) and syringylglycerol-
B-guaiacyl ether (SGE) (Fig. 2b), which closely mimic the non-
condensed G and S subunits in lignin, respectively. Moreover,
each of these LMCs is linked to another aromatic subunit via
a B-O-4' bond, a key structural feature of lignin. This structural
resemblance and the thioacidolysis depolymerization selectivity
(Fig. 2a) suggest that these chosen molecules can effectively
represent a substantial portion of lignin during thioacidolysis
reaction. By submitting the LMCs with varying concentrations
to thioacidolysis without purification, the ratio of initial molar
concentrations between GGE/SGE and IS are employed as the
independent variable. Simultaneously, the peak areas of thio-
ethylated monomers obtained from GC-MS are utilized as
dependent variables to construct calibration curves. These
calibration curves, in this instance, incorporate measurement
uncertainty components including thioacidolysis depolymer-
ization and derivatization reaction efficiency. As a result, they
provide more reliable quantitative outcomes. Based on this
approach, we predicted the non-condensed monolignols of
lignin in three lignocellulosic biomass types: softwood (pine
sawdust), hardwood (aspen chips), and non-woody (barley
straw). We also examined those in organosolv lignin samples.
Furthermore, the method was validated by evaluating its line-
arity range, limit of detection, precision, accuracy, and
combined uncertainty parameters.

2. Materials and methods
2.1. Chemicals and materials

Guaiacylglycerol-p-guaiacyl ether (GGE, 97%, TCI, Tokyo),
syringylglycerol-B-guaiacyl ether (SGE, 96%, BLDpharm, Ger-
many). Pyridine (99.8%, anhydrous), bisphenol E (=98%,
analytical grade), boron trifluoride diethyl etherate (BF;), and

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2025
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ethanethiol (97%) were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich. 1,4-
Dioxane (analytical grade, =99.8%, Fisher). N,O-Bis(-
trimethylsilyl)trifluoroacetamide containing 1.0% trimethyl-
chlorosilane (BSTFA, 1.0% TMCS) was from Thermo Fisher
Scientific, Germany.

The biomass and organosolv lignin preparations were iden-
tical to those used in our previous study.”® In this study, the
biomass was comminuted to a target size and sized by a 1 mm
metal mesh. Both lignin samples that extracted by ethanol and
1,4-dioxane were investigated.

2.2. Thioacidolysis

2.2.1 Reagent preparation. 25.0 mL of thioacidolysis
reagent was prepared fresh by firstly adding 10 mL of 1,4-
dioxane in a 25 mL volumetric flask. After that, 6.25 mL of BF;
and 2.5 mL of ethanethiol were added. IS was added into the
same mixture, containing 1.5 mL of bisphenol E from the stock
solution (concentration at 2.0 mg mL™', prepared in 1,4-
dioxane). Finally, the mixture was brought to 25 mL as the final
volume with the addition of 1,4-dioxane.

2.2.2 LMCs preparation. The stock solutions of two LMCs
(GGE and SGE) were prepared by dissolving 10.0 mg of each
LMC in 5.0 mL of 1,4-dioxane. Then, the series of working
solutions were accurately prepared (with the volumes of 10, 20,
50, 100, 150, 200, 250 pL from stock solution) into 1.5 mL vials,
followed by drying under a stream of nitrogen gas prior to
subjecting it to thioacidolysis reaction.

Thioacidolysis protocol was adapted from F. Chen's publi-
cation with some changes in the use of glassware.?* Briefly, 2.0-
3.0 mg of biomass or organosolv lignin (analytical balance,
accuracy of 0.01 mg) was weighed into a 1.5 mL aluminum
sealed-cap vial. Next, 1.0 mL of thioacidolysis reagent was
pipetted into each vial and tightly sealed. These vials were
placed in a preheated MULTIVAP (model JXDC-10, China) at
100 °C for 4 hours reaction, a quick vortex required every 1 hour.
The mixture was left to cool down at room temperature. In the
meantime, a set of 1.5 mL vials was prepared with 190.0 uL of
saturated NaHCOj;. The reaction was quenched by transferring
400.0 pL of reaction mixture into the vials containing NaHCO;
solution and mixing by pipette for two times. Prior to deriva-
tizing with silylation agent for GC-MS analysis, these vials were
dried under nitrogen gas stream at 55 °C on the same MULTI-
VAP assisted with gas distribution system. For preparation of
calibration using LMCs, the same volume of thioacidolysis
reagent was added into the vials containing the known amount
of dried matter of LMCs and all the steps were carried out as
identical to sample preparation. Each standard point was
prepared with three parallels, while samples from lignocellu-
losic materials and their corresponding organosolv lignins were
duplicated.

2.3. GC-MS analysis

The ready-made dried samples were each derivatized with 200.0
pL of BSTFA (1.0% TMCS): pyridine (1:1, v/v), at 55 °C for
30 min, a quick vortex required in the end. The volume of
silylated sample was transferred by Pasteur pipette into the GC-
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vial containing a 400 pL micro insert, then, sealed. The GC-MS
analysis was carried out with an Agilent Technologies 7890A
instrument equipped with an Agilent 5975C VL mass selective
detector (MSD), using electron ionization (EI) mode together
with quadrupole mass analyzer. An ultra-inert split liner (Agi-
lent Technologies, 5190-2295) was used. A Phenomenex ZB-
5plus capillary column (30 m x ID 0.25 mm, film thickness
0.25 pm) was used to achieve the separation of thioethylated
monomers. Helium was used as carrier gas with a flowrate of 1.3
mL min~". The injection volume was 1.0 uL with a split ratio of
1:10.

The GC inlet temperature was kept at 250 °C. The oven
temperature program started at 100 °C, held for 1 min, then
increased to 300 °C at stepwise 25 °C min~* and held for 3 min.
The temperature of MSD transfer line, MS quadrupole, and ion
source were set at 280 °C, 150 °C, and 230 °C, respectively. The
ionization energy for EI mode operated at 70 eV. The signals
were collected under a full scanning method in which the mass
ranges from 30 to 500 m/z with solvent delay until 6.5 min. For
quantification, the extracted ion chromatogram (EIC) was
employed with characteristic fragments: 343 m/z for bisphenol
E (IS), 269 m/z for thioethylated non-condensed G-derived
monomers and 299 m/z for S-derived monomers. MSD Chem-
Station F.01.03.2357 software was used for integration.

2.4. Thioacidolysis method validation

The developed procedure was validated according to Eurachem
validation guideline.” The GC-MS method was evaluated for
selectivity, limits of detection and quantification (LOD and
LOQ), linearity, precision, and accuracy. Measurement uncer-
tainty of the quantitative results was also assessed at a confi-
dence level of 95%.

Selectivity is defined as the ability of an analytical method to
distinguish a target analyte from matrix components or other
substances in the sample. Mass spectrometry is currently
considered the most selective method for identifying
compounds in complex mixtures using fragmentation patterns
of their ions.*® In the present study, the identity of S and G
thioethylated monomers presenting in biomass and organosolv
lignin samples were confirmed by comparing the relative
retention times of the analytes to those of thioethylated
monomers released from LMCs with a time window of £0.5%.%°
The identity of the analytes was additionally approved by
characteristic peak splitting due to the conformational isomer
and mass fragments of G- and S-derived monomers.

Instrumental detection and quantification limits (IDL and
IQL) were determined by calculating the ratio of the residual
standard deviation of a regression line (the standard deviation
of y-intercepts) and the slope, multiplied by 3.3 for IDL and 10
for IQL. Quantification limits of the thioacidolysis GC-MS
procedure (LOQ) were calculated in pmol per g of lignin
according to the methodology. For biomass analysis, LOQ was
expressed per g of lignin, measured by Klason method.

Precision and trueness of the procedure were evaluated
based on recovery of spiked samples (n = 8) on the barley straw
matrix containing both G and S units. Trueness was expressed
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as the absolute difference (bias) between the experimental
mean recovery and 100%, while precision was presented as
relative standard deviation (RSD%). The recovery (R%) was
calculated by taking the total concentration of analyte in spike
sample (Crecovered, HMol) excluding the inherent amount of that
in biomass matrix (Cpon-spiked, tmol), followed by comparing to
the initial known spiked concentration (Cgpikea, Lmol) of LMCs
(eqn (2)). The mean recovery was the average of eight individual
spiked samples. The un-spike and spike samples were prepared
in the same way as described in Section 2.2.

CfeCOVEfe - CHO“-S ike
recovered 7 Tnon-spiked ) )

RY% =
Cspiked

3. Results and discussions

3.1. Calibration using lignin model compounds (LMCs)

Instead of synthesizing pure thioethylated monolignols for the
determination of their relative response factors (RRFs), we
explored the feasibility of using commercially available refer-
ence models (GGE and SGE) to create calibration curves for GC-
MS quantification of uncondensed G and S subunits in lignin.
This approach eliminates the need for tedious synthesis, work-
up, and characterization of pure thioethylated monolignols, as
reported previously.> While the purification step of the final
products can be bypassed by creating calibration curves rather
than calculating absolute RRF values, the synthesis itself still
requires certain expertise.”** Instead, our proposed approach
for constructing the calibrations using LMCs offers several
advantages: (i) LMCs are white powders, making them easier to
handle and prepare compared to viscous, oily thioethylated
products that requires high precision and accuracy;** (ii) the
conversion efficiency of LMCs is relatively stable or similar
across the investigated dynamic range, ensuring consistent
results; (iii) LMCs are dimers that mimic the B-O-4’ linking
motif, making them more representative of lignin molecules for
thioacidolysis depolymerization; (iv) this approach is readily
applicable to various laboratories, particularly for routine
analysis. In this study, the calculation of RRFs was not deemed
favorable due to the inherent challenges of determining the
precise thioacidolysis yield.

Fig. 3 represents chromatograms of two derivatized thio-
ethylated monomers released from model compounds (GGE
and SGE), biomass and lignin samples. The stacked TIC chro-
matograms of the individual model substance (Fig. 3a and b)
demonstrate clear separation of the chosen IS, S- and G-
monomers released from LMCs. The impurity of LMCs may
give rise to the unknown peak (marked as an asterisk), however
it does not interfere or overlap with the main compounds. The
ability to yield analytes of interest via thioacidolysis and no
interfering degraded products, the chosen compounds were
proved to be the best fit for uncondensed monolignols quanti-
fication. From the reported data of pure lignin-derived thio-
acidolysis monomers, the identity of the substances was firmly
confirmed by their characteristic splitting peak shape due to the
mixture of diastereomers, erythro and threo; and m/z values for

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2025
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Fig. 3 TIC of: G — (a), and S — (b) derived thioacidolysis monomers, originated from phenolic lignin model compound, ethanol extracted lignin
from barley straw (c), raw biomass barley straw (d), pine sawdust (e), aspen chips (f).

the main fragments of thioethylated non-condensed G- and S-
derived monomers, 269 m/z and 299 m/z, from their mass
spectra, respectively (Fig. S1a and bt).>* The peak integration for
quantitative analysis was relied on the extracted ion chro-
matogram (EIC) of these two quantitation ions for G- and S-
units, with the relevance to the retention time on TIC. For the
real samples, the relative retention times of the analytes
(Fig. 3c-f) closely align those of the standards (Fig. 3a and b)
with the average tolerances of 0.25 £ 0.02% for S-units and 0.11
+ 0.01% for G-units, satisfying the performance criteria
requirements for confirmation GC-MS method (max. 0.5%).>
Table 1 summarizes thioacidolysis GC-MS method perfor-
mance characteristics. The plots of peak area ratios (S- and G-
monomers to IS) versus molarity of LMCs demonstrated
adequate linearity for the studied analytes with acceptable
statistical parameters: coefficients of determination greater

correlation coefficients of two calibrations achieved from LMCs
(Fig. S2 and S31) were comparable to those established from aryl
glycerol monomers (R*> = 0.99).2°%* These results confirm the
feasibility of estimating monolignols by using the same sample
preparation protocol.

The estimation of IDL, IQL was calculated based on the
concentration range close to zero (0.2-1.2 pmol mL™" for G-
monomer and 0.1-0.6 pmol mL™" for S- monomer). The LOQ
was expressed per g of lignin and obtained LOQ values ensured
the quantitation of both monomers in original biomass and
lignin samples. The precision of the thioacidolysis procedure
(Table 1), based on parallel measurements of eight spiked
samples and expressed in RSD% were both less than or equal to
10.5% for S- and G-monomer. Herein, for the first time, the
recovery test based on biomass matrix was examined. The mean
recoveries (n = 8) were obtained for G, 88.9% and S, 97.1%,

than 0.99 and regression error less than 7.5%. The high reflecting the accuracy of entire process including
Table 1 Thioacidolysis GC-MS method linearity, limits of quantification, and analytical reliability parameters

Linearity range Regression error IQL? LOQ Precision Trueness
Compound (um ml™) R (%) (ngml™) (um g~ of lignin) (RSD, %) (%)
G- 0.25-3.10 0.9900 7.1 48.11 30.0 9.0 11.1
Monomer
S-Monomer 0.11-2.82 0.9970 5.4 43.58 25.0 10.5 2.9

“ IQL was expressed in mass units based on the base fragments of GGE and SGE, which are 269, 299 m/z, respectively.

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2025
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Table 2 Monomers yields from thioacidolysis (umol g~* of Klason lignin) in lignocellulosic materials and their organosolv lignin samples (n = 2)

Biomass S (£SD) G (£SD) SIG Organosolv lignin S (+SD) G (£SD) S/G
Aspen 1334.7 (+86.8) 959.2 (+8.5) 1.39 EtOH 902.2 (+3.83) 339.1 (+23.9) 2.66
1,4-Dioxane 379.9 (+14.11) 102.1 (4+0.1) 3.72
Barley 538.4 (+111.6) 478.6 (+11.4) 1.12 EtOH 413.4 (+£6.74) 491.3 (+13.7) 0.84
1,4-Dioxane 109.1 (+1.66) 39.3 (+6.2) 2.77
Pine 39.3 (£0.3) 1037.4 (4201.5) 0.04 EtOH 36.5 (+£3.9) 801.5 (48.8) 0.05
1,4-Dioxane 34.2 (£2.5) 174.7 (+14.4) 0.20

thioacidolysis and derivatization performance. Standard devia-
tion and RSD% obtained from recovery test were shown in Table
S2.7 This yielded estimates of combined uncertainty of the
procedure around 10.9% for S-units and 14.3% for G-units,
which confirms the reliability of the developed method. The
validity of the method eases the monolignols quantification for
lignin in the absence of authentic standards, which require
time and costly synthetic procedure. By that the application of
such is broaden and feasible for all the lignin-related analytical
testing laboratories.

3.2. Thioacidolysis analysis of uncondensed monolignols in
biomass and lignin

The developed calibrations were used to quantitatively deter-
mine the amount of uncondensed S and G monomers in three
representative lignocellulosic biomasses: hardwood (aspen),
softwood (pine), non-woody (barley straw), and their organosolv
lignins. As expected, the lignin compositions vary depending on
biomass type and change accordingly under specific pulping
conditions, all of which are reflected in the results of thio-
acidolysis monomers yields, summarized in Table 2. As typical
lignin's components for softwood, S-derived thioacidolysis
monomers were quantified at small amount in pine (39.28 pmol
¢ ! of Klason lignin). Instead, the recovery yield of character-
istic G units was detected at 1037 (umol g ' of Klason lignin),
which was close to the reported value obtained by calculating
based on the RRF, 1020 (umol g* of Klason lignin).>* The
monolignols ratio in hardwood aspen (P. tremula) S/G was 1.39,
which was lower than previously reported 1.81,%" the variation
was due to the difference in methodology, meanwhile the S-
monomer content was 1334.7 (umol g~ ' of Klason lignin),
which was in consistent with reported value 1260 (umol g~* of
Klason lignin).** In contrast, thioethylated S and G monomers
were detected in lignin from barley biomass and are reported
here for the first time with the ratio of S/G being 1.12. Notably,
the abundance of these monomers was observed in aspen about
2300 umol g~ ! of Klason lignin, which was twice higher than in
barley, 1017 pmol g~ of Klason lignin. The difference in thio-
acidolysis yield was also dependent on the Klason lignin
content of biomass (Table S17).

For comparison purposes, thioacidolysis analyses were also
conducted on organosolv lignin extracted from the same
lignocellulosic materials. The results (Table 2) support two key
observations: (i) B-O-4' cleavage is the primary mechanism
driving organosolv delignification; (ii) repolymerization or

3288 | Anal. Methods, 2025, 17, 3283-3289

condensation is unavoidable when organosolv pulping is per-
formed in dilute acid environment.** As a result of these
processes, the total amount of uncondensed monolignols (S
and G) connected by aryl ether bonds decreases for both solvent
systems. Additionally, it is noteworthy that the recovery rates of
thioacidolysis S and G monomers were higher for all ethanol
organosolv-based lignins compared to dioxane lignins. In other
words, acidic ethanol pulping conditions proved to be more
effective in preserving lignin's native structure (B-O-4’ bond) for
subsequent chemical valorization. These thioacidolysis find-
ings are consistent with our observations of 2D-heteronuclear
single quantum coherence (HSQC) data where the abundance
of aryl-ether bond cross peaks drastically decreased when using
1,4-dioxane as solvent.”® It was evident that the thioacidolysis
protocol was efficient to analyze highly condensed lignin
structure as it was in the case of 1,4-dioxane-extracted lignins.

4. Conclusions

This study introduces the use of lignin model compounds as
reference substances for thioacidolysis analysis of uncondensed
monolignols, offering an alternative to the traditional method
of synthesizing the pure aryl glycerol monomers. This approach
is highly adaptable to various laboratories, as it eliminates the
need for elaborate synthesis and characterization steps. The
obtained calibration curves exhibit efficient linear regression
coefficients within the dynamic range, demonstrating the suit-
ability of lignin model compounds for analysis. Applying the
calibrations enabled the quantification of thioacidolysis non-
condensed S and G monomers contents in three lignocellu-
losic biomasses and their corresponding organosolv lignin
products, yielding results that are consistent with our previous
study and literature. These quantification outcomes provide
a comprehensive understanding of the variation in lignin
composition and unveil the relationship between lignin’ struc-
tural behavior under various treatment conditions. Neverthe-
less, our study was unable to verify some unknown degraded
products released from LMCs, which could be further investi-
gated for a better understanding whether it comes from the
intrinsic impurity of the standards themselves or other causes.
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In this study, lignin from two different sources — organosolv pine and hydrolysis birch —
were chemically modified through esterification of hydroxyl groups using octanoyl (C8),
lauroyl (C12), and palmitoyl (C16) chlorides, as well as through chloromethylation
followed by esterification with tetradecanoic acid (C14) and benzoic acid. Modification
of lignin was confirmed by FTIR and NMR spectroscopy. The esterified lignin samples
were loaded into polylactic acid (PLA) at loadings of 10%, 20%, and 30% using a solvent
casting method. Thermal and mechanical properties of PLA/lignin composites revealed
that esterification significantly affected the polymer matrix properties. PLA could sustain
as much as 30% lignin ester loading without affecting the film integrity. Among the
variations, hydrolysis lignin ester (HLE) and benzoic acid ester (BAEP) enhanced the heat
stability of PLA, while esterification with palmitoyl chloride (OHLE_C16) increased its
elasticity through plasticization.

1. Introduction

Despite its abundance (up to 35%) and aromatic-rich structure, lignin receives
much less attention in biorefineries compared to sugar derivatives in lignocellulosic
biomass."* For instance, the downstream process primarily utilizes black liquor,
which contains mostly lignin, for electricity production, a common scenario for
every pulp and paper industry worldwide.® The difficulties arise in lignin's valor-
isation due to its heterogeneity of structure and properties that drastically change
depending on the botanical origin, as well as the severity of the fractionation
process. Lignin's chemistry significantly varies in the compositions of the three
main monolignols, p-hydroxyphenyl (H), guaiacyl (G), and syringyl (S) (Fig. 1).* As
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Fig. 1 Esterification of organosolv pine lignin and hydrolysis lignin in three different
schemes and their compatibility study with PLA.

a conventional classification, softwood contains mostly guaiacyl units, and minor
portions of p-hydroxyphenyl and syringyl; while, a hardwood's plant cell wall is
predominantly composed of syringyl fragments, and a smaller quantity of guaiacyl;
by contrast, all monolignols are present in non-woody biomass.** On an industrial
scale, hydrolysis and organosolv pulping techniques are the two standard practices
used to produce technical lignin. The former method focuses on using enzymatic
treatment to liberate lignin from the recalcitrant biomass matrix, while the later
employs aqueous organic solvents with or without a catalyst for the separation. The
native lignin inevitably undergoes structural changes as a consequence of frac-
tionation, which poses a challenge for its high-value-added applications.

Bio-derived polymers face several challenges, including poor interfacial
adhesion with synthetic polymers, variations in purity due to differences in raw
material sources, and complex extraction processes. These factors can hinder
consistent material performance and limit broader applicability.® Lignin is
a promising candidate for biocomposite production, due to its aromatic structure
and high carbon content. The phenolic hydroxyl, carboxyl, and methoxy groups in
lignin can be chemically modified to improve its compatibility with a variety of
polymers. In recent decades, researchers have been focusing on potential appli-
cation of lignin in various fields, including automotive components, bioplastics,
adhesives, and antimicrobial packaging materials.”® From a sustainability
standpoint, lignin and its derivatives present a promising alternative to fossil-
based plastics, helping to reduce reliance on petroleum-derived resources while
promoting the development of bio-based materials.

Nevertheless, its structural complexity makes direct utilization challenging,
which necessitates chemical modification to enhance its functionality and inte-
gration. Common modification strategies for lignin include depolymerization,
the introduction of new reactive sites, and the functionalization of hydroxyl
groups.” Techniques such as acetylation, esterification, and phenolation have
been widely investigated.® Initial attempts to incorporate unmodified lignin into
polypropylene often resulted in increased material stiffness but decreased tensile
strength and elongation.” These drawbacks were primarily due to poor compati-
bility, specifically the weak adhesion between polar lignin and non-polar

Faraday Discuss. This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2025
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polymers, which is attributed to strong self-interaction driven by inter- and intra-
hydrogen bonding, causing lignin particles to agglomerate and act as stress
concentrators within the composite.'® Such limitations underscore the need for
suitable chemical modifications to realize lignin's potential in polymer applica-
tions completely.''* In contrast, acetylated lignin displays decreased hydrogen
bonding because acetyl groups replace the hydroxyl groups during the acetylation.
This modification makes acetylated lignin more hydrophobic and enhances its
solubility in specific organic solvents.*

Esterification is the most frequently chosen pathway among different
approaches to improve the thermoplasticity of lignin via chemical modification of
hydroxy groups.* Those functional groups present as one of the significant active
sites in lignin that can be functionalized with long-chain hydrocarbons, resulting
in materials with improved thermoplasticity, flexibility of the polymer chain,
hydrophobicity, and miscibility in nonpolar solvents as a consequence.'® In
a typical fashion, the synthesized material could be obtained by direct esterifi-
cation with carboxylic acids,'® acid anhydrides' or acid chlorides'™*® in the
presence of suitable catalysts. Recently, we have reported the development of
a novel approach to esterify lignin via chloromethylation onto the aromatic rings
at either the ortho or meta-position.”® As an intermediate product, chloro-
methylated lignin (Fig. 1) offers highly reactive sites towards a variety of func-
tionalization possibilities in which esterification using carboxylic acid is
favourable. The obtained material has been successfully studied as a co-polymer
blended with polylactic acid (PLA) for 3D printing purposes.**

In this work, we present a systematic comparison of two distinct esterification
strategies for lignin modification: (i) direct esterification of hydroxyl groups using
fatty acid chlorides, and (ii) a two-step process involving chloromethylation fol-
lowed by reaction with carboxylic acids. The modified lignin samples were
blended with polylactic acid (PLA) at varying ratios to assess compatibility and
composite performance (Fig. 1). Additionally, the impact of hydrocarbon chain
chemistry, such as saturated fatty acids and aromatic acids (e.g., benzoic acid), on
the physicochemical properties of the resulting lignin/PLA composites was
examined. Two types of lignin were used: hydrolysis lignin from birch (a hard-
wood) and organosolv lignin from pine (a softwood) to highlight the broad
potential of lignin for functionalization and application. The obtained materials
were characterized using Fourier transform infrared spectroscopy (FT-IR), phos-
phorus nuclear magnetic resonance (*'P NMR), and 2D heteronuclear single
quantum coherence (2D-HSQC). Additionally, the resulting biocomposites were
characterized using differential scanning calorimetry (DSC), thermogravimetric
analysis (TGA), and mechanical testing.

2. Materials and methods
2.1. Materials

PLA-Ingeo 3D850 from NatureWorks LLC-US, chloroform (99%), lauroyl chloride
(98%), triethylamine, octanoyl chloride (99%), and palmitoyl chloride (98%) were
purchased from Thermo Fischer Scientific. CDCl; and DMSO-dg from Eurisotop,
as well as all reagents used, were of analytical reagent (AR) grade and were
procured from Sigma-Aldrich (Taufkirchen, Germany). They were employed
without further purification. Four distinct birch-derived hydrolysis lignin (HL)

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2025 Faraday Discuss.
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samples were obtained from Fibenol OU (Estonia). The lignin was classified as
hydrolysis lignin due to its production process, which involves enzymatic treat-
ment. Longitudinally sawn pine timber sawdust was sourced from Prof. Jaan Kers
(Tallinn University of Technology, Tallinn, Estonia).

The preparation of the biomass and organosolv lignin were carried out as
described in an earlier study.*

2.2. Chloromethylation and esterification of lignin

The chloromethylation of organosolv lignin and hydrolysis lignin were carried out
following our previously established procedure.” Esterification with benzoic acid
was carried out by dissolving 2 g (1 eq.) of benzoic acid and 1.48 g (1 eq.) of K,CO; in
20 mL of THF. The reaction mixture was heated to 70 °C and was maintained at this
temperature for 1 hour. Subsequently, 66 mg of KI and 2 g of chloromethylated
lignin (previously dissolved in 30 mL of THF) was added. The mixture was then
refluxed overnight. After the reaction was completed, the mixture was cooled to room
temperature, and the solvent was removed under reduced pressure. The residue was
extracted using an ethyl acetate-water system. The organic layer was washed
successively with a saturated NaHCO; solution, water, and brine, then dried over
anhydrous Na,SO,. Finally, the solvent was removed under reduced pressure, and
the product was precipitated in hexane. Esterification of the hydrolysis lignin with
tetradecanoic acid was carried out following our previously published procedure.*

2.3. Chlorine content via XRF analysis

X-ray fluorescence (XRF) spectroscopy was used for the determination of chlorine
content in chloromethylated lignin. Quantitation was performed using a Bruker
S4 PIONEER wavelength-dispersive XRF spectrometer using an Rh anode under
vacuum. Lignin samples were pressed into pellets to ensure homogeneity. Chlo-
rine analysis was performed with a PET crystal and with Bruker's pre-calibrated
methodology. The theoretical maximum chlorine content of 15.4 wt% was
computed from the chloromethylated guaiacyl (G) unit (229.45 g mol ') to facil-
itate the evaluation of the efficiency of chloromethylation via mass-to-mass
comparison with the XRF data.

2.4. Lignin—OH groups esterification

The direct esterification of organosolv lignin, via its hydroxyl groups, was
prepared as reported.* 1 g of lignin was weighed and dissolved in a 100 mL
round-bottom flask containing 10 mL of dry THF. Later, 300 pL of triethylamine
(TEA, 1.5 eq. to total OH groups, 2.87 mmol g~ of lignin??) was added and mixed
for 10 minutes. The mixture was then kept in an ice bath for 10 minutes, and fatty
acid chlorides (367 pL of octanoyl-C8, 506 uL of lauroyl-C12, or 657 pL of
palmitoyl-C16 chlorides) (1.5 equivalents to the total OH groups) were added.??
The reaction was carried out at room temperature for 4 hours, under vigorous
stirring. Upon completion, 50 mL of chloroform was added, and the mixture was
transferred to a separatory funnel for liquid-liquid extraction using 30 mL of a 5%
sodium hydroxide solution. The organic layer was gathered, and the solvent was
evaporated to collect the modified lignin. The final materials were washed three
times with 50 mL of 100% ethanol to remove unwanted by-products. The esteri-
fied lignin samples were freeze-dried to remove all solvent residue.

Faraday Discuss. This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2025
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2.5. PLA/lignin film preparation

PLA was separately dissolved in DCM in a 15 mL glass vial. Lignin was dissolved in
THF at room temperature and then mixed to achieve a lignin content of 10% to
30% w/w. Our previous study** showed that at 40% lignin esters with PLA,
a reduction in T, was observed. Based on these results, we have considered only
up to 30% as the maximum in this work. The dissolved components were
combined in a Petri dish and allowed to dry overnight. After the initial dry-
ing phase, the composite material underwent further drying in a vacuum oven at
40 °C for an additional 12 hours.

2.6. Fourier transform infrared spectroscopy (FT-IR)

The infrared spectra of the lignins were recorded by IRTracer-100 (Shimadzu,
Japan). The measurements were conducted in two modes: diffuse reflection and
attenuated total reflection (ATR). All spectra were recorded in the range of 4000-
400 cm ™" for 80 scans.

2.7. Nuclear magnetic resonance (NMR)

NMR analysis was measured as *'P for determination of the hydroxyl contents and
2D-heteronuclear single quantum coherence (2D-HSQC) for structural character-
ization. For the *'P experiment, approximately 30 mg of lignin was dissolved in
500 pL of pyridine and CDCl; (1.6:1 v/v). Upon solubilization, 100 pL of the
internal standard (N-hydroxy-5-norbornene-2,3-dicarboximide, 20 mg mL ") and
100 pL of relaxation agent (chromium(m) acetyl-acetonate, 5 mg mL "), which were
prepared in the same mixture of pyridine and chloroform, were added to the vial
containing the solubilized lignin. Finally, 70 pL of 2-chloro-4,4,5,5-tetramethyl-
1,3,2-dioxaphospholane, and a phosphorus derivatization reagent, were added.
31p data were acquired at 25 °C using an inverse gated decoupling pulse sequence
(zgig), with 1500 scans, on a Bruker Avance III 400 MHz spectrometer. Data
acquisition for 2D-HSQC was carried out on the hydrolyzed lignin and its deriva-
tives. 40 mg of the samples were dissolved in 600 pL of DMSO-ds. Experimental
data were achieved using a Bruker Avance III 800 MHz spectrometer with
hsqcetgpsisp2.2 pulse sequence, four scans. Data analysis was assisted by the
MestReNova software.

2.8. Differential scanning calorimetry

Differential scanning calorimetry (DSC) was performed using a PerkinElmer DSC
6000 calorimeter with an IntraCooler II as the cooling system at a constant
heating rate of 10 °C min ™" in a pure nitrogen atmosphere (purity 99.999%, purge
at 20 mL min ). A sample mass of 5 mg + 2 mg was used for all materials.
Samples were pressed into the aluminium crucible using the aluminium lid to
improve contact between the material and the crucible.

2.9. Thermogravimetry

Thermogravimetric analysis (TGA) was performed using a NETZSCH STA 449 F3
Jupiter® apparatus. The samples were heated in a pure nitrogen atmosphere
(purity 99.999%, purge at 40 mL min ") from 25 °C to 400 °C at a constant heating

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2025 Faraday Discuss.
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rate of 10 °C min~'. The mass of the samples was 4.8 + 0.9 mg. Aluminium
crucibles were used.

2.10. Mechanical testing

Biocomposites were tested mechanically using an Instron 5866 instrument (ASTM
D638 standard) (Instron, US) and a load cell of 2.5 kN (force sensor capable of
measuring up to 2.5 kN of force). A grip distance of 30 mm was used for a 10 mm
wide film.

3. Results and discussion
3.1. Characterization of lignin and its modification

We previously demonstrated the esterification followed by chloromethylation of
pine lignin, and the same methodology was applied to hydrolysis lignin. NMR
proved the chloromethylation procedure to be as efficient for in-house lignin as it
was for in situ extracted pine lignin. In the "H NMR spectra, the characteristic
peak at 4.5-4.75 ppm (Fig. S1 and S2%) confirms the presence of CH,-Cl. For
further confirmation, 2D-HSQC measurement with a higher order in dimension
that offers a deeper understanding of lignin structure (e.g., inter-unit linkages,
and subunits) was analysed for the hydrolysis of birch lignin.**** As a rule of
thumb for the 2D-HSQC interpretation of lignin, focused on two major infor-
mative areas: (i) the oxygenated aliphatic side chain (C/H 100-35/6-2.5 ppm), (ii)
aromatic or unsaturated carbon (C/H 150-100/8.0-6.0 ppm). All the spectra were
calibrated at the solvent signal of DMSO-d, (C/H 39.51/2.50 ppm). As a result, the
new reactive groups were successfully introduced onto aromatic rings in lignin, as
verified by two distinct cross-peaks appearing at C/H 37.97/4.8 and 40.61/
4.63 ppm, marked as an asterisk in Fig. 2c, compared to those of the starting
material (Fig. 2a). Since the introduction of new functional groups could occur at
either the ortho or meta-position, it explains the emergence of two distinguishable
signals in the HSQC spectra. This observation was consistent with the previous 'H
NMR data. Methoxy is one of the most abundant functional groups in lignin,
which supply the intense and stable cross signal at C/H 55.62/3.77 ppm before
and after chemical modification, however, the ether linkage (B-O-4") peaks (Ags):
C/H 86.06/4.11) undergo substantial decrease in chloromethylation-modified
lignin. This can be explained by the fact that the acidic media used in the
chloromethylation step depolymerized lignin into smaller fragments by breaking
down the labile bond, as also evidenced in our previous study.*® Moving to the
aromatic area of the HSQC spectra, they were strongly indicated by the cross
signals of the S and G units as two main monolignols in the hardwood species at
C/H 104.30/6.60 and 118.5-110.11/6.90-6.76 ppm, respectively*® (Fig. 2b). After
chloromethylation (Fig. 2d), the intensity of all these peaks drastically declines,
confirming that the substitution occurred on the aromatic rings, as per our
hypothesis. It is worth noting that, despite the higher degree of methoxylation in S
than G units, steric hindrance was not a barrier for introducing new functional
groups onto other positions on S-rings.

On the other hand, a >'P NMR measurement was employed to investigate the
impact of the esterification process on the -OH groups through the two pathways:
using acid chlorides targeting hydroxy groups, and chloromethylation followed by

Faraday Discuss. This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2025
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Fig. 2 2D-HSQC of hydrolysis lignin (a and b), chloromethylation lignin (c and d). Two
regions of investigation: oxygenated aliphatic side chain (C/H 100-35/6.0-2.5 ppm) (top),
aromatic/unsaturated region (C/H 150-100/8.0-6.0 ppm) (bottom). The lignin's subunits
are shown on the right side.

esterification. All the spectra were referenced at the internal standard signal of
151.8 ppm before analysis. As a softwood species, phenolic hydroxy groups were
predominantly found for G and H units (Fig. S3at).?” These functional groups
were expected to be consumed in the direct esterification approach, as shown in
Fig. S3b,T which shows a significant decrease. At the same time, aliphatic hydroxyl
groups show a slight change. In the chloromethylated sample (Fig. S3ct), there is
a profound shift of the origin of OH groups from G units towards the regions of
condensed OH (from around 139.0 to 144.0 ppm). Still, it does not disappear, as
observed in the first case. The shifting can be explained by two facts: (i) the
attachment of chloromethyl to aromatic rings of lignin mimic a similar structure
of condensed lignin, (ii) the electronegativity of chloride atoms contributes to the
decrease of electron density on the aromatic rings, which causes the shifting
towards lower field or higher chemical shift. Later, the grafting of benzoic acid
was confirmed by the shift of the signal at approximately 144.0 ppm to a lower
chemical shift of 142.4 ppm (Fig. S3d¥), indicating that the electronegative groups

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2025 Faraday Discuss.
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were replaced successfully, resulting in a balance in electron density due to the
attachment of a conjugation system.

XRF analysis further confirms that 13.3% and 13.6% of chlorine is present in
the chloromethylated hydrolysis lignin and organosolv pine lignin, respectively.
The esterification reaction was confirmed through 'H NMR. A comparison study
revealed the disappearance of the chloromethylated peak (ph-CH,-Cl) and the
emergence of a new peak (ph—CH,-0O), corresponding to the methylene moieties,
indicating the formation of the ester (HLE) (Fig. S17).

The esterification of hydrolysis lignin with tetradecanoic acid (HLE) was
confirmed by the enhanced intensity of the two bands around 2918 and
2846 cm™ ', which are attributed to CH, stretching vibrations in the methyl and
methylene groups of the ester side chains (Fig. 3a). Additionally, a slightly merged
absorption band at 1734 cm™ " corresponds to C=O0 stretching vibrations, while
the band at 1575 cm ™' and 1541 cm ' is associated with aromatic skeletal
vibrations in lignin, as shown in Fig. 3a. The complex and heterogeneous struc-
ture of lignin, with aromatic moieties, makes it challenging to differentiate
between peaks arising from native lignin and those introduced through esterifi-
cation with benzoic acid. The absorption bands arising at 1740 cm ' and
1464 cm ™! correspond to the ester C=0 and aromatic stretching vibrations. The
C-H deformation vibration absorption at 713 cm™ ", typical of monosubstituted
benzene compounds, will confirm the benzoic acid ester (BAEP) in Fig. 3b.

For all the direct esterification samples using fatty acid chlorides (C8, C12,
C16) (Fig. 3c), the successful modification was confirmed by the appearance of
two characteristic signals at 1740 cm™ " and 1760 cm ™' representing aliphatic and
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Fig. 3 FT-IR measurements for hydrolysis lignin esters (HLE) (a), lignin benzoic acid ester
(BAEP) (b), direct esterified lignin (OHLE) derivatives (c), and PLA/lignin ester films (d).
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aromatic esters, respectively.”® Moreover, the OH stretching vibration band at
3440 cm ' experienced an incremental decline, which further verifies the
consumption of hydroxy groups during the esterification. The variation in
attached hydrocarbon chain length (from C8 to C16) was observed as a slight
increase within the region of aliphatic C-H stretching 2918-2846 cm ™. The work-
up procedure was proven to be efficient as the absence of a carbonyl chloride (Cl-
C=0O0) signal at 1800 cm ', which originates from unreacted acid chloride,*
indicated that no side products were detected.

The FT-IR spectra of PLA/lignin composites showed the characteristic band of
neat PLA (Fig. 3d). The prominent peak at 1749 cm ' is attributed to C=0
stretching vibrations, and that at 1450 cm ™' is due to antisymmetric bending of
CHj; groups. Peaks associated with deformation and bending vibrations of CH
groups appear at 1380 cm ' and 1360 cm ™ '. C-O-C stretching vibrations are
present at 1180, 1080, and 1040 cm '. A weak band at 1510 cm ' for C=C
stretching of an aromatic ring was observed in the biocomposites with lignin.

3.2. Thermal behaviour: DSC, TG, and DTG of esterified lignin/PLA composite

The thermal properties of PLA can be systematically altered by incorporating
modified lignin at different loadings. Our previous study explored changes in T,
of PLA loaded with organosolv pine lignin modified with fatty acids. Lignin
tetradecanoic acid (C14) at 30% was found to provide the maximum improvement
in the glass transition temperature.* Similarly, PLA with hydrolysis lignin esters
(HLE) resulted in a gradual increase in the glass transition temperature (T,) from
66 °C to 70 °C, as the concentration increases from 10% to 30%, while reducing C,
values, indicating enhanced thermal stability of the glassy phase and flexibility of
the polymer matrix (Fig. 4a). In contrast, phenolic-OH esterified lignin (OHLE)
mixed with PLA exhibited various trends depending on the alkyl chain length.
OHLE_C8 and OHLE_C12 showed T, values close to PLA but moderately
increased AC,, suggesting balanced flexibility. Remarkably, OHLE_C16 reduces
both T, (down to 55 °C) and AC,, as shown in Fig. 4b, indicating a strong plas-
ticization effect. Benzoic acid ester lignin (BAEP) with PLA exhibited an increase
in T, reaching 70 °C at a 30% loading, accompanied by a moderately rising AC,,
indicating improved thermal properties at higher concentrations. Thus, the
results of the present study suggest that HLE-30%, OHLE_C16-30%, and BAEP-
30% should be chosen for further studies.

The thermogravimetric (TG) data (Fig. 4c) reveal the thermal stability of the
PLA/lignin esters. All samples show a gradual decrease in mass with increasing
temperature. Mass loss occurs in two separate temperature ranges, initiating at
around 80 °C and again at approximately 245 °C. The mass loss observed at 80 °C
is due to the evaporation of humidity and chemically bound water. Significant
thermal decomposition begins at 245 °C, marking the onset of substantial
degradation, with the degradation rate increasing with the temperature rise.
Among them, PLA, BAP-30%, and HLE-30% exhibit a similar trend of degrada-
tion, while the OHLE_C16-30% sample shows the lowest thermal stability.
However, BAP-30% shows a slightly higher mass loss at temperatures preceding
thermal degradation onset. The differential thermogravimetric (DTG) analysis
(Fig. 4d) reveals the differences in thermal degradation behavior. BAP-30%
exhibits slightly higher DTG values at the intermediate temperature range of 80 °C

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2025 Faraday Discuss.
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Fig. 4 Glass transition temperature (a), delta C,, (b), thermogravimetric (c), and differential
thermogravimetric (d) studies for PLA/lignin film.

to 120 °C. OHLE_C16-30% exhibits an early degradation trend, whereas HLE-30%
and BAP-30% display similar DTG trends to PLA. These results suggest that the
OHLE_C16-30% is the least thermally stable, due to the lack of phenolic hydroxyl
groups to form hydrogen bonds. In contrast, esterification through chloro-
methylation provides the free hydroxyl groups, which are likely to have stronger
intermolecular interactions and result in a more thermally stable structure.

Overall, compared to the thermal properties of common fossil-based plastics
like polyethylene terephthalate (PET, T, 70-87 °C),* all esterified lignin/PLA
composites show slightly lower glass transition temperatures (T 55-70 °C). The
same applies to the selected loading at 30% of modified lignin (OHLE C16, BAP,
and HLE) with PLA (T 58-70 °C).

3.3. Mechanical properties

Based on the DSC properties, neat PLA and its composites with 30 wt% lignin
esters (HLE, OHLE_C16, and BAEP) were examined for tensile properties, and are
listed in Fig. 5 and Table S1.f The neat PLA film exhibited the maximum load
(15.2 £ 2 N) (Fig. 5a), indicating greater load-carrying capacity compared to other
modified composites. Significantly, the PLA + HLE (30%) composite showed
reduced maximum load (8.5 + 2 N) yet the highest tensile stress among all other
modified composites (Fig. 5b), which shows improvement in the strength of the
material in terms of cross-sectional area after the addition of HLE. In contrast,
PLA + OHLE_C16 (30%) and PLA + BAEP (30%) composites exhibited lower
maximum loads and tensile stresses, with PLA + BAEP (30%) recording the lowest
tensile stress, indicating a loss of strength.

Tensile extension to the maximum increased upon lignin ester addition
(Fig. 5c), showing enhanced ductility of the composite materials. Maximum
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Fig. 5 (a) Maximum load, (b) tensile stress at maximum load, (c) tensile extension at
maximum load, (d) Young's modulus of PLA/lignin film.

elongation was observed for PLA + OHLE_C16 (30%), followed by PLA + HLE and
PLA + BAEP, while neat PLA had the minimum extension. This shows that the
addition of lignin esters reduces the brittleness of the PLA matrix and enhances
its flexibility. The most structurally similar commercial plastic derived from fossil
fuel resources, polystyrene (PS), has tensile strength ranging from 35 to 51 MPa,*
which is lower than PLA itself. This transitive comparison proves that the
composite consists of PLA and 30% HLE is a promising material to replace fossil-
based plastic.

The modulus of elasticity (Fig. 5d), being a measure of material stiffness, was
greatly influenced by the form of lignin ester used. PLA + HLE (30%), followed by
neat PLA, possessed the largest modulus, thereby indicating increased stiffness
by incorporating HLE. Both the other composites, namely PLA + OHLE_C16 (30%)
and PLA + BAEP (30%), exhibit a lower modulus, indicating a softening effect on
the PLA matrix.

In conclusion, the mechanical characteristics of PLA composites depend to
a great extent on the nature of the incorporated lignin ester. Among the under-
examined samples, PLA + HLE (30%) exhibited higher tensile stress and stiff-
ness, and is therefore most suitable for applications requiring enhanced
mechanical strength and rigidity. PLA + OHLE_C16 (30%) improved ductility at
the expense of strength and stiffness, making it ideal for more elastic applica-
tions. PLA + BAEP (30%) possessed the worst mechanical properties, suggesting
minimal structural reinforcement. This result demonstrates the tunability of the
mechanical properties of PLA through lignin ester modification and the potential
of HLE as an effective reinforcing agent.

4. Conclusions

Lignin isolated by two different processes — organosolv and hydrolysis — were
chemically modified through direct esterification at the hydroxyl groups and

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2025 Faraday Discuss.
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