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Abstract: Processes leading to enantiomerically pure com-
pounds are of utmost importance, in particular for the
pharmaceutical industry. Starting from a racemic mixture,
crystallization-induced diastereomeric transformation allows
in theory for 100 % transformation of the desired enantiomer.
However, this method has the inherent limiting requirement for
the organic compound to form a salt. Herein, this limitation is
lifted by introducing cocrystallization in the context of
thermodynamic deracemization, with the process applied to
a model chiral fungicide. We report a new general single
thermodynamic deracemization process based on cocrystalli-
zation for the deracemization of (R,S)-4,4-dimethyl-1-(4-
fluorophenyl)-2-(1H-1,2,4-triazol-1-yl)pentan-3-one. This
study demonstrates the feasibility of this novel approach and
paves the way to further development of such processes.

With the increasing number of enantiomerically pure chiral
drugs developed every year[1] and regulatory instances
encouraging the development of enantiomerically pure com-
pounds,[2] processes allowing access to such compounds are of
utmost importance. In spite of significant advances in
asymmetric synthesis (in particular, asymmetric catalysis),
the most prominent way to synthesize enantiomerically pure
drugs nowadays still involves the formation of a racemic
compound[3] and separation of the unwanted enantiomer
through a resolution process,[4–8] or its transformation into the
desired enantiomer in a so-called deracemization process.
Crystallization-based resolution processes are less costly than,
for example, chromatographically based techniques and are
therefore industrially widespread. Typical crystallization-
based resolution processes are preferential crystallization[9–11]

and diastereomeric resolution.[12–14] Going beyond separation,
crystallization-based deracemization processes aim at trans-
forming the unwanted enantiomer (distomer) into the desired
enantiomer (eutomer). The kinetic processes of Viedma

ripening (VR)[15, 16] and dynamic preferential crystallization
(DPC)[17] require a conglomerate-forming racemate and are
therefore inherently limited to 5–10% of all compounds.
Crystallization-induced diastereomeric transformation
(CIDT),[18,19] on the other hand, is a thermodynamic approach
based on the differences in solubility between two diastereo-
meric salts and does therefore not require the formation of
such a conglomerate.

As highlighted by a 2006 literature review, CIDT can only
be performed on salt-forming compounds, with the vast
majority of studied systems combining a carboxylic acid with
an amine.[20] For nonsalifiable compounds, to the best of our
knowledge, no thermodynamically based deracemization
method has been reported, thus leaving no viable option for
the deracemization of many racemizable compounds. Herein,
we introduce such a method based on cocrystallization that
expands the scope of thermodynamically based deracemiza-
tion processes to all racemizable compounds (Scheme 1).
Cocrystallization typically relies on strong intermolecular
interactions, such as hydrogen and halogen bonding,[21] which
are more universal. Cocrystallization has been explored by us
and others in the context of chiral resolution to target several
racemic drug systems.[22–25] On the basis of these methods, and
drawing a parallelism to CIDT, we set out to go beyond chiral
resolution, targeting a cocrystallization-induced spontaneous
deracemization (CoISD) process. The industrially friendly
thermodynamic process developed in this study is applicable
to all compounds, whether they form salts or not, and to both
conglomerate- and racemic-compound-forming systems,
thereby making it a general process, in contrast to all other
crystallization-based deracemization processes.

We used a model system to develop the CoISD process.
The racemic target compound (RS)-4,4-dimethyl-1-(4-fluoro-
phenyl)-2-(1H-1,2,4-triazol-1-yl)pentan-3-one [(RS)-BnFTP]
belongs to a family of fungicidal compounds,[26] for which
a conglomerate-forming system has already been successfully
deracemized through the kinetic Viedma ripening proce-
dure.[27, 28] When BnFTP is combined with the chiral coformer
(S)-3-phenylbutyric acid [(S)-PBA], a diastereomeric pair of
cocrystals can be obtained. Each diastereomer crystallizes in
a chiral space group with the asymmetric unit only containing
one enantiomer of the target compound alongside (S)-
PBA.[23,25, 29] The diastereomers crystallize in the P212121 and
P21 space groups for [(S)-BnFTP–(S)-3-phenylbutyric acid]
(Figure 1A) and [(R)-BnFTP–(S)-3-phenylbutyric acid] (Fig-
ure 1B), respectively. The former is referred to herein as the
S,S cocrystal and is the energetically favored diastereomer.[30]

As a consequence, this diastereomer has lower solubility as
compared to the R,S cocrystal.
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The principle behind CoISD (Scheme 2) taps into this
solubility difference.[31] Given the right conditions, the
addition of (S)-PBA (four pink crescents) to a racemic
mixture of BnFTP (three orange squares for R and three red
squares for S) will selectively lead to crystallization of only
the S,S cocrystal (two purple cubes). This transformation
induces a solution enantiomeric excess of (R)-BnFTP (three
orange squares for only one red square in solution). The

addition of a racemizing agent
will pull the solution imbalance
towards the racemic equilibrium
once more, implying a net trans-
formation in solution of (R)-
BnFTP into (S)-BnFTP (number
of squares are evened with two
red and two orange). The associ-
ated concentration increase in
(S)-BnFTP will lead to a solution
that is supersaturated with
respect to the S,S cocrystal,[32]

which continues to crystallize as
long as a sufficient amount of
coformer is present in solution
(one more purple cube appears).
This process is purely thermody-
namic and eventually leads to
spontaneous full deracemiza-
tion.[33] The main challenges in
developing a CoISD process are
comparable to those of kinetic
deracemization processes and

relate to the identification of a suitable chiral coformer and
to the combination of crystallization and racemization con-
ditions. The former often require low temperature to increase
the yield, whereas the latter often require opposite conditions,
as illustrated below.

Toluene was selected as the crystallization solvent, as the
S,S cocrystal behaves congruently in this solvent and further-
more shows low solubility. This solvent also allows the BnFTP
racemization reaction to occur without major difficulty.
Moreover, there is a substantial solubility difference between
the two diastereomers. Chiral resolution conditions in toluene
(see the Supporting Information) enabled the S,S cocrystal to
crystallize in 32% yield[34] with 98.6% ee (Figure 2) starting
from the (RS)-BnFTP racemate. This process left a solution
imbalance in favor of (R)-BnFTP (58.6% ee).

Besides induction of a solution enantiomeric imbalance,
a racemization reaction is also a prerequisite for the develop-
ment of a deracemization process. In our case, racemization is
based on the keto–enol equilibrium of BnFTP with either
a Brønsted acid or a Brønsted base.[35] BnFTP racemizes
freely in the presence of weak bases but does not in the
presence of weak or strong acids. 1,8-Diazabicyclo-
[5.4.0]undec-7-ene (DBU) was chosen as the racemizing
agent, since the use of one equivalent of DBU at room

Scheme 1. State of the art regarding deracemization, and how CoISD redistributes the cards and opens
new deracemization possibilities.

Figure 1. A) Asymmetric unit of the (S)-BnFTP–(S)-PBA cocrystal.
B) Asymmetric unit of the (R)-BnFTP–(S)-PBA cocrystal. Displacement
ellipsoids are drawn at the 50% probability level. Hydrogen bonds are
shown as black dashed lines. Disorder is left out for clarity.[40]

Scheme 2. Principle of the cocrystallization-induced spontaneous dera-
cemization process.

Figure 2. Chiral chromatography of a) the cake and b) the filtrate
obtained from the (RS)-BnFTP chiral resolution process in toluene.
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temperature led to full racemization in 30 min, whereas
a 5 mol % catalytic amount of DBU was shown to induce
complete racemization in 6 h (see the Supporting Informa-
tion). Unfortunately, addition of the base to a solution
containing both BnFTP and the coformer no longer led to
racemization at this temperature. This result can be readily
understood, as DBU (less than 1 equivalent with respect to
BnFTP and the coformer) will deprotonate the carboxylic
acid of the coformer, thus producing a much weaker
carboxylate base. This latter is not strong enough to induce
racemization under the initial conditions studied.

A similar situation is often encountered in CIDT pro-
cesses, for which a temperature increase is typically required
for the racemization to occur.[36, 37] We therefore performed
racemization in the presence of the coformer (and substoi-
chiometric amounts of DBU) at higher temperatures. After
12 h at 110 8C, the filtrate obtained from the resolution had
fully racemized, whereas partial racemization was observed
after 2 h at 90 8C. The racemization kinetics are slower as
compared to those typically observed for CIDT. For CIDT,
however, one partner fulfills the role of the acid/base required
for racemization, thus leading to the high kinetics observed.
As DBU interacts with the acidic coformer, the quantity of
base cannot be increased in the current system. For systems in
which such an interaction does not occur, faster racemization
can be achieved.

Temperature increases are usually counterproductive with
respect to crystallization processes. To allow for a reasonable
yield, we decided to physically separate the two processes by
using a crystallization vessel at 10 8C and a racemization
vessel at 90 8C.[38] The liquid from the crystallization vessel,
with an enantiomeric imbalance in favor of the distomer, was
continuously transferred to the racemization vessel, and the
racemic solution from the racemization to the crystallization
vessel (Figure 3).

Herein, we show the success of the CoISD process
through three experiments (Table 1). Each experiment was
performed using a 1:1 mixture of (RS)-BnFTP and the
coformer and 7.5% mol of DBU. After each experiment, the
solid in suspension was filtered, and the cake washed with
toluene (see the Supporting Information). Tubing and reactor
vessels were flushed with acetone, and solutions added to the
filtrate. The resulting solution was evaporated, and the
weights of the cake and solid recovered from the filtrate
were determined. Both were further analyzed by HPLC on
a chiral stationary phase to check the ratio of (R)- versus (S)-
BnFTP. Combining these measurements allowed for a full
mass balance.[39]

In all cases, the cake was found to be enantiomerically
pure. As expected, starting with the S coformer led to
crystallization of (S)-BnFTP, whereas the R enantiomer could
be crystallized using the coformer of opposite handedness.
Experiment 1 led to a recovered yield of over 50%, inher-
ently implying that we went beyond mere resolution (max-
imum yield of 50%). The full mass balance showed deracem-
ization to have occurred for all experiments, as observed from
the total R/S ratio at the end of the experiments. In the case of
experiment 2, the 50:50 R/S mixture was thermodynamically
transformed into an 87:13 mixture. From the follow-up of
experiment 2 (see the Supporting Information), racemization
kinetics were shown to be faster than crystallization kinetics.
For this reason, heating was decreased for the third experi-
ment, with racemization becoming the limiting factor, yield-
ing less deracemization over the same period of time.

With these three experiments, we have demonstrated that
deracemization can be thermodynamically induced to yield
an enantiomerically pure cocrystalline solid with high purity.
Depending on the handedness of the coformer used, one can
select the desired enantiomer. As for the kinetic Viedma
ripening procedure, the process runs over multiple days.
Process productivity is therefore not very high, as we are
limited by the amount of DBU present. However, higher
productivity is expected for systems that show a more suitable
interplay between crystallization and racemization kinetics.
The development of an optimized process is ongoing and
requires a full understanding of all process parameters.

In conclusion, we report an innovative thermodynamic
deracemization process coupling selective cocrystallization to
a racemization reaction. We successfully deracemized (RS)-

BnFTP, targeting either the S or
R enantiomer according to the
coformer handedness. Unlike
kinetic processes, such as Viedma
ripening or dynamic preferential
crystallization, CoISD can target
conglomerates as well as racemic
compounds, and contrary to CIDT,
CoISD can be used for those com-
pounds that do not form salts. Over-
all, these features make CoISD

Table 1: Key parameters and results for the three deracemization experiments.[a]

Experiment c(BnFTP–PBA)
[molL�1]

VDBU [mL]
(mol%)

Trac

[8C]
t
[days]

Yield [%][b]

(cake)
eecake

[%][c]
eefiltrate

[%][c]
Ratio R/S
total

1 ((S)-PBA) 0.20 203 (7.5) 90 4 50.7 0.999 (S) 0.276 (S) 18:82
2 ((R)-PBA) 0.25 254 (7.5) 90 5 44.6 1.00 (R) 0.54 (R) 87:13
3 ((R)-PBA) 0.30 305 (7.5) 75 5 38.7 0.97 (R) 0.246 (S) 38:62

[a] For each experiment, the same volume of toluene was used (90 mL). [b] The yield was calculated with
respect to the total mass retrieved at the end of the experiment. [c] The enantiomer formed in excess is
given in brackets.

Figure 3. Sketch of the single deracemization process setup.
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a general deracemization process, which in the future we will
most likely see applied to a multitude of compounds. Further
studies are currently ongoing to optimize the process
parameters and understand underlying racemization and
crystallization kinetics.
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Cocrystallization-Induced Spontaneous
Deracemization: A General
Thermodynamic Approach to
Deracemization

One model to fit all : As a general
approach to deracemization, cocrystalli-
zation-induced spontaneous deracemi-
zation takes advantage of the universal
dimension of cocrystallization to create
a pair of diastereomers and combines it

with a racemization reaction in solution
(see picture). This model was success-
fully applied to a fungicide, the deracem-
ization of which was not possible by
established methods.
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