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ABSTRACT: We performed kinetics experiments and quantum calcu-
lations to investigate the reaction of furan to benzofuran catalyzed by the
acidic zeolite HZSM-5, which is a key step in the conversion of biomass to
biofuels through catalytic fast pyrolysis. The reaction was studied
experimentally by placing the zeolite in contact with solution-phase
furan and detecting the benzofuran product over the temperature range
270−300 °C, yielding an apparent activation energy of 72 ± 3 kJ/mol. The
reaction was modeled in gas and zeolite phases to determine the energetics
of the following two competing pathways: a Diels−Alder mechanism often
assumed in interpretations of experimental data and a ring-opening
pathway predicted by the chemoinformatic software RING. Quantum
calculations on the zeolite/guest system were performed using the
ONIOM embedded cluster approach. We computed the energetics of
reactants, products, and all intermediate steps. Locating relevant transition states fell beyond our computational resources
because of system size and the ruggedness of the energy landscape. The Diels−Alder mechanism in the gas phase was found to
pass through a high-energy intermediate roughly 380 kJ/mol above the reactant energy, which reduces to approximately 200 kJ/
mol in HZSM-5. In contrast, the ring-opening mechanism passes through a gas-phase intermediate roughly 500 kJ/mol above the
reactant energy, which falls to approximately 50 kJ/mol in HZSM-5. The energy of the ring-opening mechanism over HZSM-5
fits into the experimentally determined energy “budget” of 72 ± 3 kJ/mol. These experimental and computational results
highlight the importance of the ring-opening mechanism for this key step in making biofuels. Our results strongly indicate that, in
the cavities of HZSM-5, the condensation of two furan molecules to form benzofuran and water does not proceed by a Diels−
Alder reaction between the reactants.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Catalytic fast pyrolysis of biomass, involving rapid heating of
biomass in the presence of nanoporous zeolite catalysts such as
HZSM-5,1 has proven to be a promising route for converting a
variety of biomass sources into aromatic−range biofuels.2 While
this is an attractive approach, only a fraction of the biomass
carbon ends up in the resulting fuel (in effect increasing the
price of this cellulosic biofuel), largely because of the tendency
to form solid carbonaceous materials (i.e., “coke”) in the
process. Optimization of this technology has been hampered by
a lack of fundamental understanding of the catalytic
mechanisms at play. Previous experimental studies3,4 have
shown that furan is a good proxy for vapors that arise during
cellulose pyrolysis, and that benzofuran is made in HZSM-5
nanopores as an intermediate on the way to making aromatic−
range biofuels (Figure 1). However, there is no information on
the mechanism by which benzofuran is made, nor is there
substantial evidence that the process from furan to benzofuran
occurs via Diels−Alder cycloaddition, which has been assumed
in the literature.3 To address this issue, we performed

experiments and calculations to obtain fundamental insights
into this key step in catalytic fast pyrolysis.
There are a great many possible mechanisms by which two

furans may condense to form benzofuran and water. To assist
in the identification and enumeration of plausible pathways for
complex reactions, chemoinformatic software tools have been
created that codify a set of assumed rules of chemistry and
chemical mechanisms. One specific example is the Rule Input
Network Generator program or RING,5 which is an automated
reaction network generation and analysis tool. Given certain
rules and constraints, such as the maximum number of allowed
steps, RING generates possible reaction networks connecting
given reactants and products. However, these codes do not
compute energetics, nor do they account for catalytic surfaces
or active sites. As such, we advocate taking plausible outputs
from codes like RING as inputs to accurate energy calculation
methods such as density functional theory (DFT). One
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challenge with this translation, which we address below, is that
RING outputs bonding patterns using the Lewis−structure
language of valence−bond theory, while accurate energies are
computed using the molecular−orbital language of DFT. In the
work described below, we compute energetics for a ring-
opening pathway suggested by RING as a mechanism
competing with Diels−Alder cycloaddition for converting
furan into benzofuran.
Several computational studies have provided mechanistic

information on pathways for processing select biomass-derived
species. For example, recent theoretical studies of the
conversion of biomass-derived compounds like fructose,
glucose, and 5-hydroxymethylfurfural (HMF) have been
investigated in the gas phase or in aqueous solution using
quantum chemical methods.6−10 Other researchers have used
Car−Parrinello molecular dynamics with metadynamics to
study the conversion of glucose in aqueous acids.11,12 Cluster
models of the zeolite HZSM-5 have been used to probe the
relatively simple process of protonating fructose.13 The zeolite-
catalyzed cycloaddition of small olefins and substituted furans
has also been modeled.14 However, these particular calculations
were performed without a representation of the cage structure
of the zeolite catalyst, leaving open the question of shape-
selective effects. Explicit inclusion of the zeolite framework in
the energy calculations is thus an important step forward in
understanding zeolite-catalyzed biomass conversion, which we
pursue in the present work by considering sufficiently large
embedded cluster models of HZSM-5.

Below we investigate relatively large system sizes with many
degrees of freedom, making the search for relevant transition
states extremely challenging, especially for rugged energy
landscapes. We show below that by combining experimental
and computational data, we can still discriminate between
Diels−Alder and ring-opening mechanisms without having to
compute transition states. In particular, we find that although
the Diels−Alder pathway involves lower energies in the gas
phase, the ring-opening process is much more favored in the
zeolite, with energetics that fit well within the energy budget
determined by kinetic experiments.
The remainder of this article is organized as follows: in

section 2, we describe the experimental and computational
methods pursued below; in section 3, we provide results and
discussion on the experiments and on the calculations for both
gas-phase and zeolite-catalyzed systems; and in section 4, we
offer concluding remarks.

2. METHODS
2.1. Experimental Section. We measured the activation energy

for the formation of benzofuran from furan, catalyzed by HZSM-5.
Experiments were conducted in a 100 mL high-pressure, high-
temperature batch reactor equipped with a gas entrainment impeller
from Parr Instrument Co. (model 4598HTHP). The reaction solution
consisted of 60 mL of 1 M furan (Acros Organics, 99%) in heptane
(Alfa Aesar, 99%) with 1 mL of n-tridecane (Acros Organics, 99%)
used as an internal standard. HZSM-5 (CBV−3024E, Zeolyst) with a
Si/Al ratio of 15 was calcined at 600 °C in a muffle furnace for at least
6 h and was used with a loading of 0.25 g catalyst to 0.06 mols reactant
(i.e., 60 mL of 1 M furan with 0.25 g HZSM-5). The catalyst had a
surface area of 405 m2 g−1, a Brønsted acid site density of 0.71 mmol
g−1, as measured using isopropylamine TPD-TGA, and a total acid site
density of 1.10 mmol g−1, as measured using ammonia TPD. Prior to
each experiment, the reactor vessel was purged with N2. The reactor
vessel was then stirred at a rate of 900 rpm while heating to the desired
temperature between 270−300 °C. An initial sample was taken once
the desired temperature was achieved and subsequent samples were
taken at 10 min intervals for the first 30 min of reaction such that furan
conversion was less than 10%. Standard error was calculated for the
90% confidence interval. Liquid samples were analyzed by an Agilent
7890A gas chromatography system, equipped with a Restek
Stabilwax−DA capillary column and an FID detector. Helium was
used as the carrier gas with a column flow rate of 30 mL/min. One
microliter liquid sample was injected for each analysis. Initial rates of
benzofuran production were fitted to the Arrhenius temperature
dependence to extract an apparent activation energy.

2.2. Computational Section. We commenced our theoretical
study by applying the cheminformatics program RING.5 Given a set of

Figure 1. Potential chemical reactions during furan pyrolysis at 600
°C. The colored box highlights the key step that is investigated in the
present work.

Figure 2. Pathway and output produced by RING5 for the acid catalyzed conversion of furan to benzofuran.
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reactants, products, and reaction rules, RING generates a network of
reactions that can be used to generate a “first-guess” pathway for the
process of interest. In the absence of a comprehensive understanding
of the zeolite-catalyzed chemistry of oxygenated compounds like furan,
reaction rules have to be based on solution-phase or gas-phase organic
chemistry, or experimental observations on related systems. A priori
decisions have to be made on which chemical reactions and
intermediate species need to be considered by the program and
which ones may be disregarded. Hence, the results obtained from
RING may be subjective, reflecting the chemical intuition of the user.
Nevertheless, it is a very useful tool for identifying the chemical species
and elementary reactions that are likely to be important.
For the process of two furans reacting to yield benzofuran and

water, we used RING to generate pathways with a (i) list of possible
reactions and (ii) the following two constraints: pathways must have
no more than 8 steps, and they must be acid-catalyzed. The second
constraint was chosen based on experimental observations that the
conversion of furan over silicalite (the all-silica analog of HZSM-5)
does not lead to the desired aromatic products.3 The list of possible
reactions considered by RING included standard acid catalysis
reactions such as protonation/deprotonation, dehydration, oligomeri-
zation, ring-opening/closing, and hydrogen transfer reactions.15 In
addition, carbonylation/decarbonylation steps were included15 to
account for Cheng et al.’s experimental detection of carbon
monoxide.3 This yielded the reaction pathway shown in Figure 2.
The pathway in Figure 2 indicates that the acid-catalyzed conversion

of furan to benzofuran is initiated by the protonation and ring-opening
of a furan molecule, followed by the alkylation of a second furan. Using
this pathway as a guide, we exhaustively explored all possible
protonated and ring-opened derivatives of furan. In subsequent
steps, we explored chemical species as thoroughly as our computa-
tional resources allowed. In the zeolite, we sampled 5−10 relevant
orientations/conformations of each guest molecule in the HZSM-5
intersection. Conformations that were judged as unlikely to lead to the
next step, for example, requiring very long-range proton transfer, were
treated as off-pathway “dead ends” and were discarded. The lowest
energy conformation of each intermediate was used to construct the
zeolite-catalyzed pathways reported below.
As touched upon in the introduction, locating relevant transition

states fell beyond the scope of this study for the following two reasons:
ruggedness of the energy landscape and the relatively large system size.
In particular, the floppiness of Si−O−Si angles in the zeolite produced
substantial framework relaxation along reaction pathways, making for a
rugged energy landscape littered with many saddle points unrelated to
the process of interest. To overcome this problem, we applied the
nudged elastic band (NEB) method within the ONIOM formalism16

for finding elusive transition states (results not shown). However, even
this approach failed in the present application, because initial−guess
pathways failed to capture the nature of zeolite relaxation. The failure
of NEB thus necessitates a more exhaustive search for saddle points,

which is computationally too expensive given the large quantum
cluster size (∼400 electrons). As such, we rely below on the nexus
between experimental data and intermediate energetics to elucidate
benzofuran production.

We used a finite cluster model for HZSM-5.17,18 Fermann et al.18

have shown that such finite zeolite clusters can provide an excellent
alternative to more expensive periodic models for the calculation of
reaction energies, because true long−range forces approximately
cancel when computing energy differences between nearby config-
urations.18 Following Agarwal et al.,17 the HZSM-5 cluster is centered
on O(13),19 a catalytically important site because of its location at the
intersection of the straight and zigzag channels where guest molecules
can be accommodated.

HZSM-5 is modeled as an embedded cluster using the 2-layer
ONIOM methodology16 (see Figure 3). The quantum mechanical
(QM) layer, which is treated at a high level of theory, is composed of
11 tetrahedral (T = Si or Al) sites, 30 oxygen atoms, and 1 acid site
proton. The molecular mechanics (MM) layer, which is treated with a
less expensive (and less accurate) level of theory, has 132 T sites and
311 O atoms. Zeolite clusters of this size have been demonstrated to
converge relevant reaction energies with respect to system size.18 For
the high level of theory, we used density functional theory (DFT) with
the B3LYP functional20,21 and the 6-311G(d,p) basis set. This model
chemistry has been shown to capture ∼90% of barrier heights and
reaction energies for acid−base chemistry in zeolites.22 For the low
level of theory, we used the universal force field (UFF),23 which is
generic and hence convenient but not optimized for any particular
zeolite or composition. All atoms in the QM layer were allowed to
relax freely, while the MM layer atoms were frozen at their
crystallographically−determined positions, as in our previous work.17

The QM layer is mechanically but not electronically embedded in the
MM layer, that is, there are no external electrostatic interactions
included in the quantum one−electron integrals. Dangling bonds on
oxygen atoms at the periphery of the QM layer were capped with
hydrogens. Computations were performed using Gaussian 09.24 In
what follows, we illustrate intermediate structures for reactions in
zeolites using the format shown in Figure 3c, where only zeolite atoms
within two bonds of the acid site are shown for visual simplicity. We
reiterate that all calculations were performed using the cluster shown
in Figure 3a and 3b.

Bonding in key structures was analyzed by computing atomic
charges using the electrostatic potential (ESP) procedure of Kollman
and co-workers.25,26 This ensured that our calculations are reasonably
well converged with respect to basis set by comparing with ESP
charges from B3LYP/6-311G++(d,p), which contains more diffuse
functions. The ESP charges also pointed to the most important Lewis
structures along the reaction pathways, which assisted in interpreting
DFT results in light of RING predictions.

Figure 3. Geometry optimized configuration of benzofuran and water in the HZSM-5 cluster, viewed (a) along the straight channel and (b)
perpendicular to the straight channel. The quantum mechanical (QM) layer in the zeolite cluster is shown in tube representation, the molecular
mechanics (MM) layer in wire frame, and the adsorbates in the ball−and−stick model. Panel c shows the same perspective as panel b, but only the
adsorbates and zeolite atoms within two bonds of the acid site are shown, all in ball-and-stick representation. Atom color key: yellow, C; red, O; gray,
Si; blue, Al; white, H.

ACS Catalysis Research Article

dx.doi.org/10.1021/cs4003904 | ACS Catal. 2013, 3, 2012−20192014



3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
3.1. Experiments. Figure 4 shows an Arrhenius plot of

initial rates of benzofuran production from experiments using

the methods described above. Additional plots containing the
raw data are given in Figures S1 and S2 of the Supporting
Information. The good linear fit in Figure 4 is consistent with a
single, dominant mechanism in the temperature range 270−300
°C. The slope extracted from Figure 4 corresponds to an
apparent activation energy of 72 ± 3 kJ/mol for the HZSM-5
catalyzed process. This apparent activation energy is inclusive
of the following physical processes: diffusion, adsorption−
desorption from the zeolite catalyst, and of course, chemical
reaction. As such, this measured apparent activation energy is
likely an upper bound for the activation energy of the rate-
determining chemical reaction in benzofuran production.
3.2. Calculations: Gas Phase Pathways. 3.2.1. Ring-

Opening Routes. To establish energetic baselines for the
zeolite-catalyzed processes of interest, we investigated the
conversion of furan to benzofuran in the gas phase. RING5

predicted that the acid-catalyzed conversion of furan to
benzofuran proceeds by a sequence of protonation, ring-
opening, ring-closing, and dehydration steps shown in Figure 2.
The overall reaction involves two furan molecules condensing
to give benzofuran and water. In our gas-phase calculations, we
exhaustively mapped out intermediates for the first two steps in
the process: the protonation and subsequent ring-opening of
one furan molecule.Figure 5 shows the geometry-optimized
structures and ground state electronic energies of the three
protonated and five ring-opened species found in our gas-phase
calculations. Energies are plotted relative to the ground state of
furan. The zeolite solid acid is accounted for, approximately, by
shifting the zero of energy by an amount equal to the energy
required to strip a proton from the zeolite, assumed to be
+1170 kJ/mol.27 For example, a value of 300 kJ/mol in Figure 5
means that the gas-phase proton affinity of furan is 300 kJ/mol
less than the assumed acidity of the zeolite, rendering
protonation of furan endoergic by 300 kJ/mol. We emphasize
that this is simply a shift in the zero of energy assumed in our
gas-phase calculations, to facilitate comparison with the zeolite
catalyzed systems. Figure 2 shows that protonation at C2 is
consistent with three resonance structures, while protonation at

C3 only exhibits two resonance structures. This correlates with
the fact that protonation at C2 is lower in energy than that at
C3 by about 50 kJ/mol. ESP charges on the C2 protonated
species (Figure S3 in Supporting Information) show that the
dominant Lewis structure in the mechanism shown in Figure 2
is the one in which the positive charge is localized on the C5
atom (see Supporting Information for the rationale behind this
assignment).
The dotted blue arrows in Figure 5 represent ring-opening

reactions, and identify the structures that result from the ring-
opening of each of the three protonated species. Two more
ring-opened species can be generated by single hydrogen shifts,
making a total of five protonated, ring-opened derivatives of
furan that are stable in the gas phase. We note that the
energetic order of protonated furan species does not correlate
with the corresponding ring-opened structures, producing the
line crossings in Figure 5.
The next step in the process is the alkylation of a second

furan molecule at its C2 or C3 atom by one of the positively
charged, ring-opened species. The open-ring species can react
either at the carbon atom nearest, or the one farthest from the
oxygen atom. Thus, each of the five ring-opened species can
give rise to four alkylated derivatives, making a total of twenty
alkylated species. Deprotonation, ring-closing, and dehydration
steps complete the route to benzofuran. At each step of the
process, many of the intermediates can interconvert via single
hydrogen shifts, and are relatively closely spaced in energy. An
interconnected web of pathways can thus be drawn from furan
to benzofuran. Below, we map out two representative pathways
with the lowest energy intermediates at the second
(protonation) and third (ring-opening) steps.
Figure 6 shows the structures and energies of stable

intermediates in a gas phase pathway originating with the
protonation of furan at the C2 atom (step 2). This protonated
furan ring opens (step 3) in a process that is endothermic by
roughly 180 kJ/mol, to give the highest-energy intermediate in
the pathway. In step 4, the open-ring species reacts at the
carbon atom farthest from the oxygen, and alkylates a second
furan molecule at the C2 position. Two branches of the
pathway can be identified at the next step. The positively

Figure 4. Arrhenius plot for the production of benzofuran from 1 M
furan in heptane over 0.25 g of HZSM-5.

Figure 5. Gas-phase geometry-optimized structures and energies of all
chemical species arising from the protonation and subsequent ring-
opening of furan. These are the first two reactions in the ring-opening
pathways from furan to benzofuran. Dotted blue arrows represent ring-
opening reactions. Energies of all species are ground-state electronic
energies plotted relative to furan, and include the energy cost of
stripping a proton from the zeolite framework (+1170 kJ/mol).27
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charged alkylated species can deprotonate and restore the
aromaticity of the furan ring (Figure 6, solid red line, step 5)
and then ring close (step 6). Alternatively, the alkylated species
in step 4 can restore the aromaticity of the furan ring by a series
of proton hops, and then ring close as a positively charged
species (Figure 6, dotted blue line). Deprotonation restores the
aromaticity of the furan ring at step 6, where the two branches
of the pathway merge. Step 7 is a dehydration reaction, and a
final deprotonation in step 8 leads to benzofuran.
A second representative pathway for the gas phase

conversion of furan to benzofuran is shown in Figure S4
(Supporting Information) with energetics similar to those in
Figure 6. This pathway starts with the highest energy
intermediate at step 2, the furan derivative protonated at the
O atom. The path to benzofuran is completed by ring-opening,
alkylation, ring closing and dehydration steps, similar to the first
pathway in Figure 6. In both pathways, dehydration is the
penultimate step and occurs after the ring closing. Similar
pathways can be constructed in which the dehydration step
occurs before the ring closing (data not shown).
3.2.2. Diels−Alder Routes. A recent study of the conversion

of furan to aromatic compounds over HZSM-53 postulated that
the production of benzofuran occurs via a Diels−Alder
condensation between two furans. Diels−Alder processes
have also been invoked to explain the reactions between
furanic compounds and olefins in the zeolite-catalyzed
production of toluene and xylene.14,28 To begin exploring this
alternate route to benzofuran, we mapped out a representative
Diels−Alder pathway in the gas phase in Figure 7. This
pathway starts with a Diels−Alder cycloaddition reaction, in
which one furan is the diene and the other is the dienophile.
The cycloadduct can then be protonated at the bridge O atom,
a reaction that is endothermic by roughly 300 kJ/mol.
Deprotonation and dehydration steps complete this pathway
to benzofuran, without any open ring intermediates. Similar
pathways can be drawn in which a protonation step occurs
before the cycloaddition.
In both classes of pathways, ring-opening and Diels−Alder,

oxygen is removed through dehydration reactions. Hence, the

occurrence of dehydration instead of decarbonylation reactions
cannot be treated as a signature of a Diels−Alder process.28 In
the gas phase, the data in Figures 6, S4 (Supporting
Information), and 7 suggest that the Diels−Alder route appears
more likely because of intermediates 80−120 kJ/mol lower in
energy than in the ring-opening pathways.
We show in the next section that this conclusion does not

hold for the corresponding zeolite-catalyzed processes.
3.3. Calculations: HZSM-5 Pathways. With the gas-phase

pathways as a guide, we explore the same processes in the
HZSM-5 cluster, starting with the structural features. Figure 8
shows the geometry-optimized structures of stable intermedi-
ates in the zeolitic pathway following the ring-opening route.
The two branches, I and II, correspond to the gas phase
pathways of Figures 6 and S4 (Supporting Information)

Figure 6. Gas-phase geometry optimized structures and energies of
stable intermediates in a pathway arising from the protonation of furan
at the C2 atom. Energies are plotted relative to the ground state
electronic energy of two furans (step 1), and for positively charged
species (i.e., those with positive energies), include the energy cost of
stripping a proton from the zeolite framework (+1170 kJ/mol).27

Figure 7. Stable intermediates and their energies in a gas phase
pathway initiated by the Diels−Alder cycloaddition of two furan
molecules. Energies are plotted relative to the ground state energy of
two furans (step 1), and for positively charged species, include the
energy cost of stripping a proton from the zeolite framework (+1170
kJ/mol).27

Figure 8. Geometry optimized structures of the stable intermediates in
the zeolite-catalyzed, minimum energy pathway. In the zeolite, only
the acid site and adjacent atoms are displayed, as in Figure 3c. Branch I
is initiated by the stable protonation of furan at the C2 atom, while
branch II proceeds by the transient protonation of furan at the O1
atom.
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respectively. The first step in the process is the adsorption of
furan in the zeolite (Figure 8A). In the minimum energy
configuration, one furan is hydrogen bonded to the zeolite acid
site, at a distance of roughly 3.4 Å from the second furan
molecule. Thus, there are two reacting furan molecules per acid
site, consistent with the experimental observation that furan
adsorbs in HZSM-5 at a furan-to-aluminum molar ratio of
1.73.3

In branch I, the zeolitic proton is transferred to the furan at
the C2 position (Figure 8B), followed by the ring-opening of
the protonated furan into an alkoxy species covalently bonded
to the zeolite framework (Figure 8C). In branch II, the zeolitic
proton is transferred to the O atom of the furan, but this
protonated furan derivative is not a stable intermediate. It is
instead a transition state on the proton hopping path between
the central O atom of the zeolite cluster, and one of the other
zeolite O atoms adjacent to the Al atom (Figure S5, Supporting
Information). The transiently protonated furan ring opens to a
species that is hydrogen bonded to the zeolite framework
(Figure 8D). At the next step branches I and II merge, and the
ring-opened species alkylate the second furan molecule (Figure
8E). Deprotonation (Figure 8F), ring-closing (Figure 8G), and
dehydration (Figure 8H) steps lead to benzofuran (Figure 8I)
with the loss of a water molecule.
We note that this mechanism is also a potential source of the

larger polycyclic compounds, that is, coke, that can clog the
pores of the zeolite and deactivate it. Similar to the ring-
opening of the protonated furan discussed above, the positively
charged, alkylated furan derivative (Figure 8E) can ring open
and alkylate a third furan molecule. This process will result in
species that are too big to diffuse out of the pores of HZSM-5,
leading to the accumulation of carbon deposits and subsequent
deactivation of the catalyst.
We next consider the Diels−Alder route to benzofuran inside

the zeolite cavity. Figure 9 shows the geometry optimized

structures of the stable intermediates along the pathway
corresponding to the gas phase pathway in Figure 7. As with
the indirect process discussed above, the first step in the direct
route is the adsorption of two furans per zeolite acid site
(Figure 9A). In the next step, the two furans undergo a Diels−
Alder cycloaddition. In its lowest energy configuration, the
cycloadduct is hydrogen bonded to the acid site at the furanic
O atom (Figure S6, Supporting Information). However, the
adduct cannot be stably protonated at the furanic O atom and

is, therefore, an off-pathway dead end. In the lowest energy, on-
pathway configuration (Figure 9B), the cycloadduct is hydro-
gen bonded to the acid site at the bridge O atom. Subsequently,
the adduct is protonated at the bridge O atom (Figure 9C),
following which, deprotonation (Figure 9D) and dehydration
(Figure 9E) reactions lead to benzofuran (Figure 9F) with the
loss of a water molecule.
We next consider the energetics of the ring-opening and

Diels−Alder zeolite-catalyzed processes in HZSM-5. The solid
red and dotted blue lines in Figure 10 show the energies of the

intermediates in branches I and II of the indirect route
respectively. The corresponding structures are shown in Figure
8. Comparison with Figures 6 and S4 (Supporting Information)
shows that the zeolite greatly stabilizes the intermediates on the
pathway leading to benzofuran with active intermediate
energies reduced from about 500 kJ/mol to roughly 50 kJ/
mol, a reduction of 90%. This intermediate energy of 50 kJ/mol
fits nicely into the “energy budget” determined by our
experimentally determined apparent activation energy of 72 ±
3 kJ/mol.
The substantial stabilization of the intermediates seen in the

zeolite, relative to the gas phase, deserves further comment. In
the gas-phase pathways, the proton donor (HZSM-5) and the
proton acceptor (furan) are assumed to be infinitely far from
each other to remove the catalytic effect while still having a zero
of energy that is common between gas-phase and zeolite-
catalyzed energy diagrams. In contrast, in the computed zeolite-
catalyzed pathways, the proton motion is over a distance of
only a few ångstroms. The approximately 500 kJ/mol gas-phase
energy scale thus reflects the difference in proton affinity (PA)
between the zeolite (with a relatively large PA) and furan (with
a relatively small PA). When the protonated furan is explicitly
inserted into the deprotonated zeolite in the zeolite-catalyzed
system, strong electrostatic attractions (responsible for the large
zeolite PA) become re-established, which serve to substantially
stabilize the system.
While the ring-opening and Diels−Alder pathways are

energetically similar in the gas phase, the situation for the

Figure 9. Geometry-optimized structures of the stable intermediates in
the zeolite-catalyzed, Diels−Alder pathway.

Figure 10. Energies of the intermediates in Figure 8 are shown in the
solid red (branch I) and dotted blue (branch II) lines. Comparison
with Figures 6 and S4 (Supporting Information) shows that the
HZSM-5 catalyst energetically stabilizes the intermediates leading to
benzofuran. The solid black line shows the energies of intermediates in
the zeolite-catalyzed Diels−Alder route (Figure 9). The dashed black
line leads to the lowest energy configuration of the cycloadduct in the
zeolite.
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reaction inside the zeolite is quite different. The solid black line
in Figure 10 shows the energies along the zeolite-catalyzed
Diels−Alder route. These intermediates are also stabilized
relative to the corresponding gas-phase structures, but are much
higher in energy than the ring-opening zeolite-catalyzed
pathway.
The geometries of the cycloadduct along the Diels−Alder

pathway (Figure 10, solid black line), and in the off-pathway
dead end configuration (Figure 10, dashed black line), offer a
clue to the high energies along the Diels−Alder route in the
zeolite. The hydrogen bond distance between the cycloadduct
O atom and the central O atom of the zeolite cluster is the
same (2.6 Å) in both configurations. However, the config-
uration along the Diels−Alder pathway is a “tighter fit” inside
the pore, with three other atoms of the guest molecule located
less than 2.9 Å from a zeolite framework atom; the
corresponding distance for the dead end configuration is 3.4
Å. By comparison, atomic van der Waals diameters are typically
in the range 3−4 Å.
These computational results, taken together with the

experiments reported herein, provide strong evidence that the
HZSM-5 catalyzed conversion of furan to benzofuran proceeds
by a ring-opening pathway involving open ring intermediates,
rather than the Diels−Alder route. The stable intermediates
along the Diels−Alder pathway are seen to be higher in energy
than the experimentally measured apparent activation energy.
Hence, we can rule out the Diels−Alder route to benzofuran in
HZSM-5, even without locating transition states along any of
the pathways.
While this analysis applies to the formation of benzofuran

from furan in HZSM-5, it is important to note that these results
do not necessarily apply to other potential Diels−Alder
reactions such as furan condensation with olefins. Specific
reaction mechanisms depend on the reactant species, catalyst
type, and reactant, intermediate, and product energetics. The
results of this study serve to highlight the importance of
examining individual key steps in biomass conversion to
determine which mechanisms are favorable for a given system.

4. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
We have performed kinetics experiments and quantum
calculations on embedded clusters to investigate the conversion
of furan to benzofuran in the zeolite catalyst HZSM-5, a key
step in the catalytic fast pyrolysis of biomass to biofuels. The
reaction was probed experimentally by placing the zeolite in
contact with solution-phase furan in heptane and detecting
benzofuran over the temperature range 270−300 °C, which
yielded an apparent activation energy of 72 ± 3 kJ/mol. The
reaction was modeled in gas and zeolite phases by computing
energies for the following two pathways: a Diels−Alder
mechanism assumed in interpretations of experimental data,
and a ring-opening pathway predicted by the software RING.
Quantum calculations for this reaction were performed using

the ONIOM embedded cluster approach. We computed
energies for reactants, products, and all intermediate steps;
locating transition states was not possible because of system
size and the ruggedness of the potential energy. The gas-phase
Diels−Alder pathway was found to pass through a high-energy
intermediate roughly 380 kJ/mol above the reactant energy;
this reduced to about 200 kJ/mol in HZSM-5. In contrast, the
gas-phase ring-opening mechanism passes through an inter-
mediate roughly 500 kJ/mol above the reactant energy; this
reduced by 90% in the zeolite to about 50 kJ/mol, which agrees

reasonably well with the experimentally determined activation
energy of 72 kJ/mol.
These experimental and computational results suggest the

importance of the ring-opening mechanism for this key step in
making biofuels. However, recent results14,29 suggest that
Brønsted acidity is relatively ineffective at catalyzing Diels−
Alder cycloaddition, while Lewis acidity is much more effective
at catalyzing such chemistry. In future work, we will apply the
computational methods described above to investigate whether
Lewis acidity may facilitate benzofuran production through
Diels−Alder pathways in HZSM-5 and other zeolites. We will
also pursue direct transition state calculations to provide
complete microkinetic pathways for these important processes
in biofuel production.
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