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Abstract: The global “carbon emission peak” and “carbon neutrality” strategic goals promote us
to replace current petroleum-based resin products with biomass-based resins. The use of technical
lignins and hemicellulose-derived furfuryl alcohol in the production of biomass-based resins are
among the most promising ways. Deep understanding of the resulting resin structure is a prerequisite
for the optimization of biomass-based resins. Herein, a semiquantitative 2D HSQC NMR technique
supplemented by the quantitative 31P NMR and methoxyl group wet chemistry analysis were
employed for the structural elucidation of softwood kraft lignin-based furfuryl alcohol resin (LFA).
The LFA was fractionated into water-insoluble (LFA-I) and soluble (LFA-S) parts. The analysis of
methoxyl groups showed that the amount of lignin was 85 wt% and 44 wt% in LFA-I and LFA-S
fractions, respectively. The HSQC spectra revealed the high diversity of linkages formed between
lignin and poly FA (pFA). The HSQC and 31P results indicated the formation of new condensed
structures, particularly at the 5-position of the aromatic ring. Esterification reactions between carboxyl
groups of lignin and hydroxyl groups of pFA could also occur. Furthermore, it was suggested that
lignin phenolic hydroxyl oxygen could attack an opened furan ring to form several aryl ethers
structures. Therefore, the LFA resin was produced through crosslinking between lignin fragments
and pFA chains.

Keywords: lignin; furfuryl alcohol; bio-based resin; structural analysis; NMR

1. Introduction

There is a strong demand to replace current petroleum-based products with environ-
mentally friendly and sustainable alternatives. Lignin-based bioresin, as a 100% renewable
product available from lignocellulosic biomass, is of particular interest in this regard. Lignin
is the main aromatic biopolymer and can be recovered in large quantities during the com-
mercial production of pulps and cellulosic ethanol [1]; e.g., the global operation of Kraft
pulp mills in 2018 resulted in the extraction of about 265 Ktons of lignin, a part of which
(5–15%) can be isolated from the black liquors as market kraft lignin (KL) products [2].
Hemicellulose, one of the three major components of biomass, can be converted to various
furan chemicals, such as furfural or furfuryl alcohol [3,4]. Therefore, the production of
bioresin with KL and hemicellulose-derived furan monomers is attractive for producing a
high-value polymer from biomass.

In general, this kind of bioresin can be classified as furan resin, which refers to poly-
mers made with various furan monomers, such as furfural, furfuryl alcohol, or their
copolymers with urea, phenol, formaldehyde, lignin etc. [5–7]. Over the past few years,
lignin-based furfuryl alcohol (LFA) resins have gained a lot of attention from researchers
given that it confers structural stability and good water resistance to adhesives [8–10].
For example, Gardziella et al. [8] showed a refractory molding composition containing
a novel binding agent, which is preferably a co-condensation resin of furfuryl alcohol
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and organosolv lignin; Liang et al. [9] proposed lignin–furfuryl alcohol resins used as
abrasive grinding wheels; Zhang et al. [10] reported that a novel environmentally friendly
lignin-based adhesive crosslinked with a furfuryl alcohol–glyoxal resin and epoxy resin
was used to bond particleboard. However, there has been little success in their widely
industrial production and applications where most attempts are finally toward producing
lignin–phenol–formaldehyde (LPF) resin. Its ingredients, phenol and formaldehyde, were
environmentally unfriendly and toxic substances, with LD50 values in rats of 317 mg/kg
and 65 mg/kg, respectively [11]. This lack of success can be attributed to the technical
reasons and less basic research. Our structural understanding on these lignin-based furan
resins appears less in contrast with the LPF resin.

The optimization of LFA resin needs deep understanding of the curing mechanism and
structure–property correlations. However, a very complex and extremely heterogeneous
structure of technical lignins is resultant from various chemical processes, including kraft
cooking [12–17], which raises the challenges. 1H-13C Heteronuclear Single-Quantum
Correlation (HSQC) 2D NMR spectrum of KL showed a few hundred signals corresponding
to various structural lignin units, such as condensed lignin moieties, products of β-O-4 bond
cleavage, vinyl and alkyl-aryl structures, saturated aliphatic moieties, and others [13–17]. In
addition, self-polymerization of FA by Brönsted and Lewis acid yields a black crosslinked
resin through several complex paths [18]. The first phase of this polymerization consists
of condensation reactions between the methylol group from one furan ring and either
the position 5 of another furan ring (Figure 1a) or methylol group from another furan
ring (Figure 1b) [19,20]. These two pathways only lead to linear oligomeric chains. The
formation of branching and crosslinking structures is subordinate to the formation of
conjugated double-bond sequences in the linear polymer chains (Figure 1c) and occurs
through the interaction of terminal methylol groups or disubstituted furan rings with
non-furanic unsturations (Figure 1d,e) [20]. At last, the protonic species can also attack the
oxygen atoms of the furan ring resulting the ring opening to form γ-diketone structures
(Figure 1f) [19]. Therefore, understanding the reactions between kraft lignin and furfuryl
alcohol is obviously a tremendous task but has a practical rational. A comprehensive
methodology, including the development of advanced analytical techniques as well as the
validation and standardization of new and traditional methods, is critical for the reliable
structural characterization of LFA resins.

NMR spectroscopy is widely used in lignin structural characterization nowadays.
Advanced qualitative and semiquantitative comprehensive 2D NMR techniques and the
express analysis of OH groups by quantitative 31P NMR are among efficient analytical
methods. The 2D HSQC technique provides a great improvement in signal separation
from a very complex lignin polymer, especially those from the side chain. This allows the
identification of a large number of structural units, such as β-O-4, β-5, β-β, stilbene, enol
ether, and arylglycerol linkages in the HSQC spectra of various lignins [13–15,21–23]. The
HSQC method was also beneficial in the quantification of substructures of lignins [24–26].
Therefore, the current methods are well suitable to comparative analyses of lignins and
their derivatives.

Wet chemistry methods, such as functional group analysis, are also very useful to
determine specific structural moieties in lignins. Methoxyl group is one of the major
characteristic functional groups in lignin. The conventional determination of methoxyl
groups is based on its acid-catalyzed reaction with iodide ion to form methyl iodide
being detected in a variety of ways [27,28]. The methoxyl content could serve as a useful
parameter to provide an approximate measure of the lignin content [28,29]. Methoxyl
group analysis was used for material balance calculations in this study.
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Figure 1. Different pathways for the self‐polymerization of furfuryl alcohol: (a) formation of meth‐

ylene linkage; (b) formation of dimethyl ether linkage; (c) formation of conjugated double‐bond 

sequences; (d) formation of branching linkage; (e) Diels‐Alder cycloaddition reaction; (f) formation 
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Figure 1. Different pathways for the self-polymerization of furfuryl alcohol: (a) formation of methy-
lene linkage; (b) formation of dimethyl ether linkage; (c) formation of conjugated double-bond
sequences; (d) formation of branching linkage; (e) Diels-Alder cycloaddition reaction; (f) formation
of γ-diketone structures [18–20].

Thus, the objective of this research was to develop a methodology for the structural
analysis on LFA bioresin formulated from a softwood KL and FA. The 2D HSQC NMR
analysis was used to identify and quantify newly formed CH-moieties in the LFA bioresin.
It was supplemented by 31P NMR and methoxyl group analysis. Finally, the structural
data from above methods suggested that structures formed between lignin and pFA in
LFA bioresin.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. General

All chemicals and solvents were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich (Espoo, Finland) if not
stated otherwise and were used without further purification. Softwood KL was provided
from a pulp mill. The naming of lignin structures was based on the traditional numbering
system for lignins [30] rather than the systematic IUPAC numbering scheme. The LFA resin
was prepared by a reaction of dry KL in FA-water mixture (30:52:18, w/w, respectively)
at 50 ◦C for 60 min under acidic conditions with stirring at 1000 rpm. Reference pFA was
made under the same conditions in the absence of lignin.
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2.2. Fractionation of LFA Resins

To remove unreacted FA and its side products, water was used to separate the bioresin
into water-insoluble (LFA-I) and soluble fractions (LFA-S), assuming FA and its oligomers
are soluble in water. More specifically (Figure 2), 100 g of water was slowly added to 3.40 g
of the LFA resin with stirring, and the mixture was kept overnight at 25 ◦C. The suspension
was subsequently filtered with a filter paper (No. 4, Kiriyama Glass Works Company Ltd.,
Tokyo, Japan), resulting in dark-brown-colored LFA-I and LFA-S. LFA-I was dried in a
vacuum oven at 25 ◦C overnight with the aid of P2O5. LFA-S was rotatory evaporated in
vacuo to remove water and FA at 45 ◦C under 500 rpm (R-210/215, BUCHI Labortechnik
AG, Flawil, Switzerland) and oven-dried in vacuum at 25 ◦C overnight. The yields of the
fractions were 29.4% (LFA-I, 1.00 g) and 12.9% (LFA-S, 0.44 g) based on the original LFA.
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2.3. Determination of Methoxyl Groups

The methoxyl group content was determined according to Goto et al. [28] with some
modification. About 30 mg of sample with hydroiodic acid (57% w/w, 10 mL) and a
stirring bar were sealed in a crimp top vial (20 mL) with a rubber septum. The vial was
heated in an oil bath at 130 ◦C for 20 min with stirring. After cooling in an ice bath,
propyl iodide (CH3CH2CH2I, 0.05 mmol) in n-hexane was added with a syringe through
the septum as an internal standard (IS), the sealed vial was opened, and the mixture
was extracted with cold n-hexane (9 mL). The organic layer was dried over Na2SO4 and
then transferred to a 2.5 mL vial with a Teflon-lined crimp seal cap. The yield of methyl
iodide (CH3I) was analyzed with a Shimadzu GC-2010 (Shimadzu Company Ltd., Kyoto,
Japan) gas chromatograph (GC) equipped with a flame ionization detector (FID) using
a standard polysiloxane nonpolar column (HP-5, 30 m × 0.32 mm i.d. × 0.25 µm film
thickness; Agilent J&W Scientific, Folsom, CA, USA). The GC analysis was operated under
the following conditions: inject volume: 1 µL, carrier gas, helium; split ratio, 50; flow
rate, 1.0 mL min−1; injection temperature, 200 ◦C; detector temperature, 230 ◦C. The oven
temperature program was 27 ◦C for 6 min, heating to 150 ◦C at 10 ◦C min−1 with the total
running time of 18.3 min. The retention time values for CH3I and IS were 3.5 min and
7.7 min, respectively. The yield of CH3I was calculated using a calibration curve made from
authentic CH3I and CH3CH2CH2I mixtures in n-hexane at different concentrations. The
calibration equation was Y = 3.17X + 0.052, where Y was the molar ratio of CH3I to the IS,
and X is the peak area of CH3I to the IS. The methoxyl content was expressed as mass%.

2.4. NMR Analysis on Fractionated Bioresin
2.4.1. HSQC NMR

One-bond adiabatic 1H—13C correlation (HSQC) was performed using a Bruker AV-
NEO 600 MHz spectrometers (Billerica, MA, USA). About 80 mg of sample was fully
dissolved in 0.6 mL of DMSO-d6 according to the method reported in our previous
study [12,13]. A sensitivity-enhanced pulse program (hsqcetgpsisp.2) that utilizes shaped
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pulses for all 180◦ pulses on proton channel was used in acquisition. First, 1024 data points
were acquired from 11 to 0 ppm in F2 (1H), with an acquisition time of 77.8 ms, and from
215 to 0 ppm in F1 (13C) with 256 increments, 36 scans, and a 2.0 s interscan delay, with a
total acquisition time of 5 h 50 min in 298 K. The average value for one-bond J-coupling
between protons and carbons was set as 145 Hz. Processing the final matrix to 2 k by 1 k
data points was performed by QSINE window functions in both F2 and F1. The signals
were assigned by referring to the NMR data of lignin model compounds, FA and pFA re-
ported earlier [13–15,21,31–35], or predicted with the ChemDraw Professional 19.0 software
(PerkinElmer, Waltham, MA, USA) (see Figures S1–S9 in Supplementary Materials). The
integrals were normalized to one-third of the integral of the methoxyl (OMe) signals used
as an internal reference (see Figures S10–S12 in Supplementary Materials). Therefore, the
results were expressed relatively to 100 OMe group. According to the integral value of
methoxyl groups (IOMe), the amounts of structural units per 100 OMe could be estimated
by the following formula,

Ix% = 3Ix/IOMe × 100%

where Ix is the integral value of corresponding structural units. The integration was made
at the same contour level (number of positive contour levels (nlev) = 50, highest contour
level (toplev) = 100%, lowest contour level (lev0) = 20).

2.4.2. 31P NMR

The 31P NMR experiments were performed with a Bruker AVANCE III 400 MHz
spectrometers (Billerica, MA, USA) at 298 K [36]. About 40 mg of sample was transferred
into a small vial with a screw cap and mixed with 0.4 mL of freshly prepared CDCl3-pridine
(1:1.6, v/v) solvent mixture. Subsequently, 0.05 mL of a relaxation reagent, chromium (III)
acetylacetonate solution (11.4 mg/mL), and 0.1 mL of IS, endo-N-hydroxyl-5-norbornene-
2,3-dicarboximide solution (20 mg/mL) solution in CDCl3-pyridine (1:1.6, v/v) were added.
When the sample was completely dissolved in the solvent mixture, 0.1 mL of phosphityla-
tion reagent (2-chloro-4,4,5,5-tertramethyl-1,3,2-dioxaphospholane) was added, and the
mixture was vortexed for around 60 s at room temperature to generate phosphorus-tagged
product. Finally, 0.1 mL of CDCl3 was added to the vial, and the resulting mixture was
transferred into an NMR tube. Based on the T1 experiments, a 1.0 s acquisition time and a
5.0 s relaxation delay were used, and 128 scans were collected. The spectra were phased,
calibrated, and the baseline was corrected using a linear function. The integral region of 31P
NMR peaks corresponding to specific OH groups, i.e., aliphatic OH (ca. 151.4–145.1 ppm),
5-substituted guaiacyl (G)-phenolic OH (ca. 145.1–140.4 ppm), unsubstituted G-phenolic
OH (ca. 140.4–138.5 ppm), p-hydroxyphenyl (H)-phenolic OH (ca. 138.5–136.9 ppm), and
COOH (ca. 135.6–133.8 ppm). The quantification of specific OH groups (in mmol/g sample)
was done as follows;

X (mmol g −1 sample) = Ix × mIS/(179.18ms × IIS) × 1000

where X is the amount of the specific OH groups; IX and IIS are the integral values of the
specific OH groups and the internal standard, respectively; ms and mIS are the masses of
the sample and the internal standard; and 179.18 is the molecular weight of the IS (the
corresponding chemical shift is 152.0 ppm).

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. General

Lignin-based furan resin using FA as a crosslinking agent were prepared. For the FA
or pFA, which did not react with lignin fragments during preparation, water was used to
remove them from LFA. This resulted in the fractionation of LFA into the water-insoluble
(LFA-I) and the water-soluble parts (LFA-S) (Figure 2). As KL is not soluble in acidic water,
it was expected that KL would be concentrated in LFA-I. However, the below analysis
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showed that LFA-S also contained a certain amount of KL apparently due to reactions of
KL with FA producing water-soluble products.

3.2. Material Balance

As shown in Figure 3, 1.00 g of dry LFA-I and 0.44 g of dry LFA-S were obtained
from 3.40 g of LFA through water fractionation respectively. This LFA was formulated
from 30 wt% of dry kraft lignin, 18 wt% of water, and 52 wt% of FA. In order to estimate
the lignin content in each fraction, the methoxyl group analysis was used. The methoxyl
content of KL was used as the reference.

Materials 2022, 14, x FOR PEER REVIEW  6  of  14 
 

 

The integral region of 31P NMR peaks corresponding to specific OH groups, i.e., aliphatic 

OH (ca. 151.4–145.1 ppm), 5‐substituted guaiacyl (G)‐phenolic OH (ca. 145.1–140.4 ppm), 

unsubstituted G‐phenolic OH (ca. 140.4–138.5 ppm), p‐hydroxyphenyl (H)‐phenolic OH 

(ca. 138.5–136.9 ppm), and COOH (ca. 135.6–133.8 ppm). The quantification of specific OH 

groups (in mmol/g sample) was done as follows; 

X (mmol g −1 sample) = Ix × mIS/(179.18ms × IIS) × 1000 

where X is the amount of the specific OH groups; IX and IIS are the integral values of the 

specific OH groups and the internal standard, respectively; ms and mIS are the masses of 

the sample and the  internal standard; and 179.18 is the molecular weight of the IS (the 

corresponding chemical shift is 152.0 ppm). 

3. Results and Discussion 

3.1. General 

Lignin‐based furan resin using FA as a crosslinking agent were prepared. For the FA 

or pFA, which did not react with lignin fragments during preparation, water was used to 

remove them from LFA. This resulted in the fractionation of LFA into the water‐insoluble 

(LFA‐I) and the water‐soluble parts (LFA‐S) (Figure 2). As KL is not soluble in acidic wa‐

ter, it was expected that KL would be concentrated in LFA‐I. However, the below analysis 

showed that LFA‐S also contained a certain amount of KL apparently due to reactions of 

KL with FA producing water‐soluble products. 

3.2. Material Balance 

As shown in Figure 3, 1.00 g of dry LFA‐I and 0.44 g of dry LFA‐S were obtained 

from 3.40 g of LFA through water fractionation respectively. This LFA was formulated 

from 30 wt% of dry kraft lignin, 18 wt% of water, and 52 wt% of FA. In order to estimate 

the lignin content in each fraction, the methoxyl group analysis was used. The methoxyl 

content of KL was used as the reference. 

 

Figure 3. Material balance analysis for LFA resin. 

The methoxyl group is a characteristic functional group of lignin, which could serve 

as a useful means to provide an approximate measure of  lignin content [29]. It was as‐

sumed that methoxyl groups did not react during the preparation of bioresin under the 

mild conditions. Therefore, the lignin amount in each fraction was calculated based on the 

methoxyl content (Table 1) as 85 wt% and 44 wt% in LFA‐I and LFA‐S, respectively (Fig‐

ure 3). The material balance closure was good, indicating that the calculated amount of 

incorporated kraft lignin in each LFA fractions was reliable. It also showed that about 18% 

of the original KL ended up in LFA‐S and 82% was in LFA‐I. In addition, the amount of 

Figure 3. Material balance analysis for LFA resin.

The methoxyl group is a characteristic functional group of lignin, which could serve
as a useful means to provide an approximate measure of lignin content [29]. It was
assumed that methoxyl groups did not react during the preparation of bioresin under the
mild conditions. Therefore, the lignin amount in each fraction was calculated based on
the methoxyl content (Table 1) as 85 wt% and 44 wt% in LFA-I and LFA-S, respectively
(Figure 3). The material balance closure was good, indicating that the calculated amount of
incorporated kraft lignin in each LFA fractions was reliable. It also showed that about 18%
of the original KL ended up in LFA-S and 82% was in LFA-I. In addition, the amount of
incorporated pFA was calculated by the difference between the total mass and the amount
of lignin as unreacted FA was removed with water during the sample processing. It was
only 22% of the amount of FA loaded for the reaction.

Table 1. The methoxyl content and calculated lignin content in LFA fractions.

Samples OMe Content (mmol/g Sample) Lignin Content (Weight %)

KL 4.12 100
LFA-I 3.52 85
LFA-S 1.84 44

3.3. Identification of Newly Formed Structures in Bioresin

The HSQC spectrum of the LFA bioresin was much more complex than the spectrum
of lignin–phenol–formaldehyde (LPF) resin reported earlier [37]. In order to recognize
signals from newly formed moieties in the LFA bioresin, its HSQC spectra were overlaid
with the HSQC spectra of KL and pFA. This showed 10 new peaks and one new cluster
in the HSQC spectra of LFA fractions (Figure 4). In detail, peaks 1–6 and cluster 1 were
located in the aliphatic region, and peaks 5 and 6 were included in the oxygenated aliphatic
region, which seems to be associated with conjugated vinyl moieties. Significant differences
in the chemical structure between the LFA fractions were also obvious. Peaks 1–6 were
detected in the spectrum of LFA-I, whereas cluster 1 containing peak 4 of high intensities
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was detected in the spectrum of LFA-S (Figure 4a,b). In addition, peaks 7–10 appeared in
the aromatic region of LFA-S but were absent in the spectrum of LFA-I (Figure 4c,d).
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3.4. Tentative Assignment of New Signals
3.4.1. Aromatic Condensed Structures

A previous model compound study revealed that a methylene linkage M1 was formed
between the 5-position of guaiacyl units and a methylol group of FA/pFA in the presence of
acid catalyst (Figure 5a), giving a signal at δH/δC 3.79/31.7 ppm (in CDCl3) [34]. Chemdraw
simulation gave a rather similar value (δH/δC 3.66/29.4 ppm) for this moiety (Figure S1). A
similar signal (δH/δC 3.46/30.8 ppm) was found in the HSQC spectrum of LFA-I (Figure 4a)
and therefore assigned to the methylene linkage in M1. However, the signal at δH/δC
3.46/30.8 ppm was absent in the spectrum of LFA-S.
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Figure 5. Hypothesized reaction between furfuryl alcohol and lignin (see text for details).

Different types of lignin hydroxyl groups as well as carboxylic groups were quantified
by 31P NMR spectroscopy after phosphitylation (Figure 6). The amounts of aliphatic OH
groups dramatically increased due to the contribution of pFA moieties. However, it could
be assumed that the resonance in phenolic OH groups belong exclusively to lignin. As the
amounts of lignin in LFA fractions were different, it is difficult to compare the amount of
PhOH directly. However, the ratio between condensed (at 5-position) and non-condensed
PhOH increased in the order KL > LFA-I > LFA-S, indicating participation of the o-position
(5) in condensation reactions during resin formulation. This was mainly caused by the
formation of new condensed phenolic moieties resonating at 141.8 ppm (Figure 6). Their
amount was much higher in LFA-S as compared to LFA-I. It could not belong to the structure
M1 as it was not detected in the HSQC spectrum of LFA-S. Therefore, the resonance at
141.8 ppm should be originated from other types of 5-condensed structures. For example,
a condensed structure M2, where a free phenolic guaiacyl unit is directly connected to a
terminal furan ring in pFA, was proposed in Figure 5b. At the first step of this reaction,
a carbonium ion located at the 5-position of a terminal furan ring of pFA is formed from
an intermediate produced, according to the mechanism shown in Figure 1c through a
conjugated double-bond sequence. However, structure M2 does not give any characteristic
cross-peak in the HSQC spectrum and therefore cannot be confirmed by this technique.
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3.4.2. Aryl Ether Structures

Lignin phenolic hydroxyl oxygen not only donates unshared electrons to the π-system
of the aromatic ring to form condensed structures but can also directly participate in the
reaction as a nucleophile to produce aryl ether structures with pFA. Herein, several reaction
mechanisms between lignin phenolic hydroxyl group and intermediate or moieties of
polymering pFA were proposed according to previous reports [19,20]. NMR chemical shifts
(CS) of the proposed aryl ether structures were simulated with ChemDraw (Figures S1–S9)
and overlaid with the HSQC spectra of the LFA fractions.

Nucleophilic substitution reaction. Carbenium ions can be produced at the carbon atoms
linking two furan rings or carbon atoms in the furan rings through a successive hydride-
ion/proton exchanges (Figure 1c or Figure 5c). The lignin phenolic hydroxyl oxygen with
unshared electrons has a possibility to attack these carbenium ions to form aryl ether
structures M3 and M4, respectively. In addition, as referred to the formation of γ-diketone
structure in Figure 1f, another reaction was proposed in Figure 5d. During acid-catalyzed
polymerization, the lignin phenolic hydroxyl oxygen can attack, instead of water molecule,
the protonated furan ring with ring opening, forming an aryl ether structure M5.

Nuclephilic addition reaction. As discussed above, the γ-diketone structure can be
formed during acid catalyzed polymerization of FA. In such case, the phenolic hydroxyl
group of lignin can attack the carbonyl groups of this structure to form the hemiacetal
or hemiketol (M6). Furthermore, a more stable cyclic hemiacetal or hemiketol (M7) can
be transformed from M6, as shown in Figure 5e. At last, these cyclic hemiacetals or
hemiketol (M7) can be attacked by the phenolic hydroxyl group to form the acetal or ketol
structure (M8).

A comparison of the simulated chemical shift (CS) of the proposed aryl ether structures
(M3–8) (see Figures S3–S8) with the HSQC spectra of LFA fractions (Figure 7) showed that
the calculated CS from models M3–4 were far away from any newly appeared peaks in the
LFA resin, whereas the calculated methylene correlation from models M5–8 were close to
the peak 3 at δH/δC 4.06,3.88/45.5 ppm, peak 4 at δH/δC 2.86/41.0 ppm, and cluster 1 at
δH/δC 2.77–3.28/39.1–42.0 ppm. It indicated a possibility of the formation of various aryl
ether structures M5–8 through the nucleophilic addition in LFA resin.
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3.4.3. Ester Structure

The carboxylic acid groups are typical for technical lignins. Therefore, under the
acidic conditions, they could react with hydroxyl groups in pFA to form ester structures
(Figure 5f). This was supported by the 31P NMR data showing decreased amounts of
COOH groups in LFA-I (Figure 6) (the high amount of COOH in LFA-S was due to the
contribution of oxalic acid used as a catalyst in LFA formulation).

3.5. Tentative Structure of Bioresin

The structural assignment of HSQC spectra of KL and LFA fractions are presented
in Figure 8, their main structural quantitative data are shown in Table 2. No significant
difference in the oxygenated aliphatic region was observed between KL and LFA. This
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indicates that the cross-polymerization in the lignin side chain is rather limited and likely
occurs in the aromatic ring of lignin, in particular at the 5-position of terminal aromatic rings
or/and at the phenolic OH. They are the main reaction types for the cross-polymerization
between lignin fragments and pFA chains, finally resulting the LFA resin. Interestingly,
the total relative amount of the newly formed structures corresponding cluster 1 is 100 per
OMe (Table 2). This can be explained by the high amount of various aryl ether structures
corresponding to cluster 1, including an aryl ether structure for peak 4 that may present in
the LFA-S fraction. However, the possibility that some structures corresponding cluster 1
are not attached to lignin or/and some other moieties likely contribute to these resonances
is not excluded. In contrast, we can observe that a relatively low amount of condensed
structure M1, an aryl ether structure corresponding to peaks 3 and 4, are formed in the
LFA-I fraction. These results suggest that the degree of crosslinking between pFA and lignin
fragments in the LFA-S fraction is higher than that in the LFA-I fraction. The larger amount
of pFA in LFA-S quantified with the HSQC method (Table 2) and calculated with material
balance (Figure 3), as compared with LFA-I, would support this. This could explain the
solubility of the LFA-S fraction in water.
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the lev0 is the value of lowest contour level in the spectrum, the colored structures are used to show
the main structural linkages in samples (nlev = 50, lev0 = 50, toplev = 100%).
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Table 2. Tentative assignment of main KL signals and some new signals in the spectra of LFA fractions
and their semiquantitative relative quantification (per 100 OMe) (nlev = 50, lev0 = 20, toplev = 100%).

No. Code KL LFA-I LFA-S Assignment

1 Methoxyl 100.0 100.0 100.0 —OCH3
2 G2 93.0 91.3 91.9 CH-2 in Guaiacyl unit
3 Aα 6.9 6.4 6.0 β-O-4
4 Bα 2.1 2.4 2.0 β-5
5 Cα 1.8 1.9 1.8 β-β
6 C’α 1.3 1.4 1.3 epiresinol and other benzyl-O-Alk ethers
7 SRβ 2.6 2.5 3.2 secoisolariciresinol
8 Arα 0.8 1.0 1.1 reduced β-O-4
9 AGα 1.2 1.1 1.0 arylglycerol

10 Dγ 1.5 1.2 1.2 cinnamyl alcohol
11 DHCAβ 4.1 4.3 4.6 dihydrocinnamyl
12 AVβ 0.3 0.2 0.2 acetovanillone
13 V6 0.9 0.9 0.9 vanillin
14 VA6 0.7 0.5 0.7 vanillic acid
15 Bi6 0.7 1.0 0.8 biphenyl
16 E-EEα 2.4 3.1 3.3 E-enol ether
17 Z-EEα 1.0 0.8 nd a Z-enol ether
18 SB1α 3.1 2.8 2.8 β-1 stilbene
19 SB5β 5.3 6.1 5.8 β-5 stilbene
20 CH2 in pFA nd a 37.2 75.4 CH2 linkage in pFA
21 CH2OH in pFA nd a 20.8 92.3 terminal CH2OH in pFA
22 CH2OCH2 in pFA nd a 5.3 12.8 CH2OCH2 linkage in pFA
23 peak 2 nd a 0.6 nd a condensed structure
24 peak 3 nd a 2.9 nd a aryl ether structure
25 peak 4 nd a 2.4 - b aryl ether structure
26 cluster 1 nd a nd a 100.1 aryl ether structure

a: Not detected; b: included in the cluster 1.

4. Conclusions

A methodology for the structural analysis of a lignin-based furan resin with FA (LFA)
was developed. The water insoluble and soluble parts of LFA contained 85 wt% and
44 wt% of lignin, respectively. There were significant differences in the structures of these
fractions. The HSQC and 31P NMR analysis suggested condensation at the 5-position
of the aromatic ring; ester formation was also possible. In addition, several aryl ether
structures were proposed to be formed based on the comparison of their calculated NMR
data with the HSQC spectra of LFA. They are probably the main reaction types for the
cross-polymerization between lignin moieties and pFA chains, finally resulting the LFA
resin. Therefore, this combination of different analytical methods provided with structural
information on bioresin allows product engineering via structure–properties correlation.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3
390/ma15010350/s1, Figure S1: Calculated NMR spectra of model M1, Figure S2: Calculated NMR
spectra of model M2, Figure S3: Calculated NMR spectra of model M3, Figure S4: Calculated NMR
spectra of model M4, Figure S5: Calculated NMR spectra of model M5, Figure S6: Calculated NMR
spectra of model M6, Figure S7: Calculated NMR spectra of model M7, Figure S8: Calculated NMR
spectra of model M8, Figure S9: Calculated NMR spectra of model M9, Figure S10: Integral of typical
structures in KL (nlev = 50, lev0 = 20, toplev = 100%), Figure S11: Integral of typical aromatic units in
LFA-I (nlev = 50, lev0 = 20, toplev = 100%), Figure S12: Integral of typical aromatic units in LFA-S
(nlev = 50, lev0 = 20, toplev = 100%).

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, B.B., X.Z. and M.B.; resources, B.B. and M.B., sample
preparation, B.B. and X.Z.; methodology, X.Z. and T.V.L.; data curation, X.Z. and M.B.; funding
acquisition, M.B.; supervision, B.B. and M.B.; writing original draft, X.Z., writing—review and
editing, X.Z. and M.B. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.

https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/ma15010350/s1
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/ma15010350/s1


Materials 2022, 15, 350 13 of 14

Funding: Financial support from Trespa International B.V. is greatly acknowledged.

Institutional Review Board Statement: Not applicable.

Informed Consent Statement: Not applicable.

Data Availability Statement: Data sharing not applicable.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References
1. Ragauskas, A.J.; Beckham, G.T.; Biddy, M.J.; Chandra, R.; Chen, F.; Davis, M.F.; Davison, B.H.; Dixon, R.A.; Gilna, P.; Keller, M.;

et al. Lignin Valorization: Improving Lignin Processing in the Biorefinery. Sciences 2014, 344, 1246843. [CrossRef]
2. Dessbesell, L.; Paleologou, M.; Leitch, M.; Pulkki, R.; Xu, C. Global lignin supply overview and kraft lignin potential as an

alternative for petroleum-based polymers. Renew. Sustain. Energy Rev. 2020, 123, 109768. [CrossRef]
3. Gürbüz, E.I.; Gallo, J.M.R.; Alonso, D.M.; Wettstein, S.G.; Lim, W.Y.; Dumesic, J.A. Conversion of hemicellulose into furfural

using solid acid catalysts in γ-valerolactone. Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 2013, 52, 1270–1274. [CrossRef]
4. Perez, R.F.; Fraga, M.A. Hemicellulose-derived chemicals: One-step production of furfuryl alcohol from xylose. Green Chem. 2014,

16, 3942–3950. [CrossRef]
5. Gardziella, A. Furanharze. In Kunststoff-Handbuch, 2nd ed.; Woebcken, W., Ed.; Carl Hanser Verlag: München, Germany, 1988;

Volume 10, pp. 70–84. ISBN 978-3-446-14418-7.
6. Brydson, J.A. Furan Resins. In Plastics Materials, 7th ed.; Brydson, J.A., Ed.; Butterworth-Heinemann: Oxford, UK, 1999;

pp. 810–813, ISBN 978-0-750-64132-6.
7. Ibeh, C.C. Amino and Furan Resins. In Handbook of Thermoset Plastics, 2nd ed.; Goodman, S.H., Ed.; William Andrew Publishing:

Norwich, NY, USA, 1998; pp. 72–96. ISBN 978-0-815-51421-3.
8. Gardziella, A.; Hansen, A.; Kwasniok, A. Novel Low-Emission, Cold-Curing Binding Agents. U.S. Patent 5,288,774,

22 February 1994.
9. Liang, J.; Zhang, J.; Du, G.; Feng, S.; Xi, X.; Lei, H. Lignin-based grinding wheels with aluminum oxide: Synthesis and

characterization. BioResources 2018, 13, 1388–1400. [CrossRef]
10. Zhang, J.; Wang, W.; Zhou, X.; Liang, J.; Du, G.; Wu, Z. Lignin-based adhesive crosslinked by furfuryl alcohol–glyoxal and epoxy

resins. Nord. Pulp Pap. Res. J. 2019, 34, 228–238. [CrossRef]
11. Chung, H.; Washburn, N.R. Chemistry of lignin-based materials. Green Mater. 2012, 1, 137–160. [CrossRef]
12. Balakshin, M.Y.; Capanema, E.A.; Zhu, X.; Sulaeva, I.; Potthast, A.; Rosenau, T.; Rojas, O.J. Spruce milled wood lignin: Linear,

branched or cross-linked? Green Chem. 2020, 22, 3985–4001. [CrossRef]
13. Balakshin, M.Y.; Capanema, E.A.; Chen, C.L.; Gracz, H.S. Elucidation of the structures of residual and dissolved pine kraft lignins

using an HMQC NMR technique. J. Agric. Food Chem. 2003, 51, 6116–6127. [CrossRef]
14. Constant, S.; Wienk, H.L.; Frissen, A.E.; de Peinder, P.; Boelens, R.; Van Es, D.S.; Grisel, R.J.; Weckhuysen, B.M.; Huijgen, W.J.;

Gosselink, R.J.; et al. New insights into the structure and composition of technical lignins: A comparative characterization study.
Green Chem. 2016, 18, 2651–2665. [CrossRef]

15. Lancefield, C.S.; Wienk, H.L.; Boelens, R.; Weckhuysen, B.M.; Bruijnincx, P.C. Identification of a diagnostic structural motif reveals
a new reaction intermediate and condensation pathway in kraft lignin formation. Chem. Sci. 2018, 9, 6348–6360. [CrossRef]

16. Balakshin, M.Y.; Capanema, E.A. Comprehensive structural analysis of biorefinery lignins with a quantitative 13C NMR approach.
RSC Adv. 2015, 5, 87187–87199. [CrossRef]

17. Balakshin, M.Y.; Capanema, E.A.; Sulaeva, I.; Schlee, P.; Huang, Z.; Feng, M.; Borghei, M.; Rojas, O.J.; Potthast, A.; Rosenau, T.
New opportunities in the valorization of technical lignins. ChemSusChem 2021, 14, 1016–1036. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

18. Gandini, A.; Belgacem, M.N. Furans in polymer chemistry. Prog. Polym. Sci. 1997, 22, 1203–1379. [CrossRef]
19. Szczurek, A.; Fierro, V.; Thébault, M.; Pizzi, A.; Celzard, A. Structure and properties of poly (furfuryl alcohol)-tannin polyHIPEs.

Eur. Polym. J. 2016, 78, 195–212. [CrossRef]
20. Choura, M.; Belgacem, N.M.; Gandini, A. Acid-catalyzed polycondensation of furfuryl alcohol: Mechanisms of chromophore

formation and cross-linking. Macromolecules 1996, 29, 3839–3850. [CrossRef]
21. Mansfield, S.D.; Kim, H.; Lu, F.; Ralph, J. Whole plant cell wall characterization using solution-state 2D NMR. Nat. Protoc. 2012, 7,

1579–1589. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
22. Karhunen, P.; Rummakko, P.; Sipilä, J.; Brunow, G.; Kilpeläinen, I. Dibenzodioxocins; a novel type of linkage in softwood lignins.

Tetrahedron Lett. 1995, 36, 169–170. [CrossRef]
23. Zhang, L.; Gellerstedt, G. NMR observation of a new lignin structure, a spiro-dienone. Chem. Commun. 2001, 24, 2744–2745.

[CrossRef]
24. Zhang, L.; Gellerstedt, G. Quantitative 2D HSQC NMR determination of polymer structures by selecting suitable internal

standard references. Magn. Reson. Chem. 2007, 45, 37–45. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
25. Capanema, E.A.; Balakshin, M.Y.; Chang, H.M.; Jameel, H. Quantitative analysis of technical lignins by a combination of 1H-13C

HMQC and 13C NMR methods. In Proceedings of the International Conference on Pulping, Papermaking and Biotechnology
2008, Nanjing, China, 4–6 November 2008; pp. 647–651.

http://doi.org/10.1126/science.1246843
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.rser.2020.109768
http://doi.org/10.1002/anie.201207334
http://doi.org/10.1039/C4GC00398E
http://doi.org/10.15376/biores.13.1.1388-1400
http://doi.org/10.1515/npprj-2018-0042
http://doi.org/10.1680/gmat.12.00009
http://doi.org/10.1039/D0GC00926A
http://doi.org/10.1021/jf034372d
http://doi.org/10.1039/C5GC03043A
http://doi.org/10.1039/C8SC02000K
http://doi.org/10.1039/C5RA16649G
http://doi.org/10.1002/cssc.202002553
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33285039
http://doi.org/10.1016/S0079-6700(97)00004-X
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.eurpolymj.2016.03.037
http://doi.org/10.1021/ma951522f
http://doi.org/10.1038/nprot.2012.064
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22864199
http://doi.org/10.1016/0040-4039(94)02203-N
http://doi.org/10.1039/b108285j
http://doi.org/10.1002/mrc.1914
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17080511


Materials 2022, 15, 350 14 of 14

26. Sette, M.; Wechselberger, R.; Crestini, C. Elucidation of lignin structure by quantitative 2D NMR. Chem. Eur. J. 2011, 17, 9529–9535.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

27. Chen, C. Methods in Lignin Chemistry; Lin, S.Y., Dence, C.W., Eds.; Springer: Berlin/Heidelberg, Germany, 1992; pp. 465–472. ISBN
978-3-642-74067-1.

28. Goto, H.; Koda, K.; Tong, G.; Matsumoto, Y.; Meshitsuka, G. Interference of carbohydrates in the determination of the methoxyl
content of lignin in woody samples. J. Wood Chem. Technol. 2006, 26, 81–93. [CrossRef]

29. Jin, Z.; Akiyama, T.; Chung, B.Y.; Matsumoto, Y.; Iiyama, K.; Watanabe, S. Changes in lignin content of leaf litters during mulching.
Phytochemistry 2003, 64, 1023–1031. [CrossRef]

30. Sarkanen, K.V.; Ludwig, C.H. Lignins: Occurrence, Formation, Structure, and Reactions; Wiley–Interscience: New York, NY, USA,
1971; pp. 43–94. ISBN 0-471-75422-6.

31. Ralph, S.A.; Ralph, J.; Landucci, L.L. NMR Database of Lignin and Cell Wall Model Compounds. 2009. Available online:
https://www.glbrc.org/databases_and_software/nmrdatabase/ (accessed on 28 October 2021).

32. Chuang, I.S.; Maciel, G.E.; Myers, G.E. Carbon-13 NMR study of curing in furfuryl alcohol resins. Macromolecules 1984, 17,
1087–1090. [CrossRef]

33. Maciel, G.E.; Chuang, I.S.; Myers, G.E. 13C NMR study of cured furfuryl alcohol resins using cross polarization and magic-angle
spinning. Macromolecules 1982, 15, 1218–1220. [CrossRef]

34. Nordstierna, L.; Lande, S.; Westin, M.; Karlsson, O.; Furó, I. Towards novel wood-based materials: Chemical bonds between
lignin-like model molecules and poly (furfuryl alcohol) studied by NMR. Holzforschung 2008, 62, 709–713. [CrossRef]

35. Principe, M.; Ortiz, P.; Martínez, R. An NMR study of poly (furfuryl alcohol) prepared with p-toluenesulphonic acid. Polym. Int.
2015, 48, 637–641. [CrossRef]

36. Balakshin, M.Y.; Capanema, E. On the quantification of lignin hydroxyl groups with 31P and 13C NMR spectroscopy. J. Wood
Chem. Technol. 2015, 35, 220–237. [CrossRef]

37. Lourençon, T.V.; Alakurtti, S.; Virtanen, T.; Jääskeläinen, A.S.; Liitiä, T.; Hughes, M.; Magalhães, W.L.E.; Muniz, G.I.B.; Tamminen,
T. Phenol-formaldehyde resins with suitable bonding strength synthesized from “less-reactive” hardwood lignin fractions.
Holzforschung 2020, 74, 175–183. [CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.1002/chem.201003045
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21721058
http://doi.org/10.1080/02773810600582277
http://doi.org/10.1016/S0031-9422(03)00423-0
https://www.glbrc.org/databases_and_software/nmrdatabase/
http://doi.org/10.1021/ma00135a019
http://doi.org/10.1021/ma00232a058
http://doi.org/10.1515/HF.2008.110
http://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1097-0126(199908)48:8&lt;637::AID-PI206&gt;3.0.CO;2-C
http://doi.org/10.1080/02773813.2014.928328
http://doi.org/10.1515/hf-2018-0203

	Introduction 
	Materials and Methods 
	General 
	Fractionation of LFA Resins 
	Determination of Methoxyl Groups 
	NMR Analysis on Fractionated Bioresin 
	HSQC NMR 
	31P NMR 


	Results and Discussion 
	General 
	Material Balance 
	Identification of Newly Formed Structures in Bioresin 
	Tentative Assignment of New Signals 
	Aromatic Condensed Structures 
	Aryl Ether Structures 
	Ester Structure 

	Tentative Structure of Bioresin 

	Conclusions 
	References

