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Abstract: Cyclodextrins (CDs) were used in the present study for the ring-opening oligomerization
(ROO) of L-lactide (LA) in order to synthesize biodegradable products with possible applications
in pharmaceutical and medical fields. The practical importance of ROO reactions may reside in the
possibility of synthesizing novel CD derivatives with high purity due to the dual role played by CDs,
the role of the initiator through the hydroxylic groups, and the role of the catalyst by monomer
inclusion in the CD cavity. The analyzed compounds were CDs modified with oligolactides obtained
through ROO reactions of L-lactide in dimethylformamide. The resulting CD isomeric mixtures were
investigated using classical characterization techniques such as gel permeation chromatography
and nuclear magnetic resonance. Moreover, advanced mass spectrometry (MS) techniques were
employed for the determination of the average number of monomer units attached to the cyclodextrin
and the architecture of the derivatives (if the monomer units were attached as a single chain or as
multiple chains). Thus, fragmentation studies effectuated on two different instruments (ESI Q-TOF
and MALDI TOF) allowed us to correlate the size of the oligolactide chains attached to the CD with
the observed fragmentation patterns.

Keywords: cyclodextrin; oligolactide; mass spectrometry; ring-opening oligomerization; MALDI;
ESI; collision-induced dissociation; laser-induced dissociation; biodegradable polymers

1. Introduction

Cyclodextrins (CDs) are cyclic oligosaccharides with a truncated conical shape obtained by
enzymatic procedures from starch. The most well-known representatives are α-, β-, and γ-CD,
which have a number of 6, 7, and 8 glycoside units, respectively. Cyclodextrins have become
increasingly important molecules for a wide range of chemistry-related applications, such as
biomaterials, biodegradable materials, drug delivery, odor masking, or removal of organic
pollutants [1–3].

These applications are related to capability of CD molecules to include hydrophobic guest
molecules into their internal cavity by physical forces. Eventually, the CDs may require chemical
modifications in order to accommodate particular needs. Therefore, the OH functions of the CDs
are customizable for required organic functionalities such as methyl, 2-OH-propyl, sulfobutyl, etc.,
which are already available as commercial products [3]. Besides modifications with low molecular
weight functionalities, CD molecules have been used as scaffolds for the synthesis of polymers with
various architectures [4,5]. Polymers containing CDs are produced by “arm first” (polymer chains
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are grafted onto the CD molecules) or “core first” (CD plays the role of polymerization initiator)
synthetic strategies using classical polymerization techniques. Also, CD molecules may be modified
with polymerizable moieties and used in polymerization reactions. In a core first approach, CDs may
be used as such or they may be modified in order to play the role of initiators for star polymers.
There have been several studies regarding the synthesis of CD-containing polymers, such as free
radical polymerization, reversible-deactivation radical polymerizations [4], as well as ring-opening
polymerizations (ROP) of cyclic esters [6], oxiranes [7], and oxazolines [8].

The classical chemistry methods employed so far for polymerization of cyclic esters initiated
by CDs used catalysts commonly used in ROP, such as Sn-octoate [9–11] or amines-based organic
catalysts [12–15]. However, there is one particular polymerization reaction that uses the special
inclusion properties of the CD molecules. Specifically, Harada’s pioneering work demonstrated
that CD molecules may play a dual role in the polymerization of δ-valerolactone, β-butyrolactone,
and ε-caprolactone [16]. First, CDs participate in the ring-opening process as an initiator,
and second, monomer activation occurs by including the monomer units inside the CD cavity.
These polymerizations were carried out in bulk and the reaction products consisted of complex
mixtures of CD-oligoester isomers.

CD modified with oligolactide chains (CD-LA) can be synthesized by bulk [17,18] or solution
polymerization [19]. CD-LA was demonstrated to be highly degradable in a water environment and
may be further used for the preparation of drug inclusion complexes. The structure of CD-LA prepared
in solution was found to be similar to that obtained by bulk polymerization; however, the solution
procedure retains the advantage of homogenous products being obtained (no unmodified CDs,
no homo-oligoesters, and fewer transesterifications reactions).

CD-oligoesters are complicated to characterize due to the structural complexity of the CD original
scaffold. The structural characterization should take into account the following issues: the total
number of monomer units attached to a single CD unit, the average number of monomer units per OH
functionalized position (equivalent to the average length of the oligoester arms attached to the CD),
and the positional isomers resulting from the place of functionalization on the CD (polymerization
from the OH groups situated at the smaller or larger rim). On the other hand, the continuous
search for new macromolecular compounds addressed to bio-related applications requires more
sophisticated characterization tools for accurate structural analysis. Thus, mass spectrometry (MS)
arises as a technique of choice to complete classical techniques such as nuclear magnetic resonance
(NMR) spectroscopy. MS can resolve issues like molar mass, endgroup identification, comonomer
composition, etc. [20] CD derivatives have been characterized by single-stage MALDI MS analysis or
by chromatographic separation with offline [21] or online MS detection of the compounds [22,23].

The CD-oligoester derivatives have been characterized by MALDI MS [12,13,16,18] or ESI
MS [15,19,24,25] for the structural assignment of the products. However, complex structure
identification requires more than a single-stage MS measurement. In such situations, the structural
characterization is performed by fragmentation experiments called tandem MS (MS/MS).
Detection and interpretation of the fragmentation spectra ions allows reconstruction of the primary
structure (connectivity) of the selected polymer architecture in the case of polyesters [26–29].
Such fragmentation studies were applied in the case of CD modified with 3-OH-butyrates [15,25]
obtained by ROP of β-butyrolactone catalyzed by (−)-sparteine.

The current work envisages the mass spectrometry study, MS and MS/MS, of custom-synthesized
CD-LA. Commonly, controlled fragmentations for analytical purposes are performed in mass
spectrometers with an electrospray ionization source. However, the mass range in which the
single charged ions can be produced usually does not exceed m/z = 2000, depending on the
instrumental setup and the chemical nature of the analyzed sample. The compounds exceeding
this m/z value may appear as doubly or multiply charged species in the MS spectrum. Although such
multiply charged species may be also fragmented, the resulting spectra are complicated and the
obtained practical information is frequently less useful than in the study of singly charged species.
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Thus, we intend to demonstrate that MALDI MS/MS may represent a solution in analyzing singly
charged CD derivatives with higher masses. The prepared CD-LA sample was characterized by
1H NMR and gel permeation chromatography (GPC) in order to have a clear structural image and,
then, MS techniques were employed in order to have a deeper understanding of the structural
properties. Moreover, the collision-induced dissociation (CID) fragmentation patterns were in a first
approach established using a high-resolution ESI Q-TOF instrument and, then, the MALDI MS/MS
(laser-induced dissociation-LID) profiles were established for higher molecular weight components of
the CD-LA sample.

2. Results and Discussion

The CD-LA derivatives taken into consideration in this study were obtained using a synthetic
procedure (Scheme 1) previously proposed by Shen et al. [19]. In their study, they proposed the
synthesis of CD derivatives with a low content of oligolactides, about 5 lactate (la) units per CD
molecule. The ROP process was possibly catalyzed by DMF at 85 ◦C. Herein, we targeted the
attachment of a higher amount, 16 lactate units per CD molecule, by a simple increase of L-lactide
(LA)-to-CD feed ratio. The obtained products were characterized by NMR, GPC, MALDI MS,
and ESI/MALDI MS/MS.
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Scheme 1. Ring opening of L-lactide (LA) in the presence of cyclodextrins (CDs). 
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2.1. Nuclear Magnetic Resonance (NMR) and Gel Permeation Chromatography (GPC) Characterization

The 1H NMR analysis may give information about the structure of the compounds
(chemical nature), about the site of the esterification (at the OH groups from the second, third, or sixth
position of the glycoside ring), about the length of the oligolactide chains, and possibly about the total
number of LA monomer units attached to the CD [15,18].

The 1H NMR spectrum presented in Figure S1 supports the structural assignment of the CD
modified with LA, as depicted in Scheme 1. According to the results published by Shen et al.,
the esterification site is located on the β-CD smaller rim at the C6. The CD-LA derivatives with
a higher substitution degree prepared in our work have, however, a different substitution pattern.
Thus, we observed that some of the OH groups that remained unreacted were in positions 2, 3, and 6.
The corresponding signals were flattened due to the esterification of the OH groups belonging to the
neighboring glycoside units. The selectivity of the substitution at the OH group from position 6 would
have determined the disappearance of the OH 6 signal, while the OH groups from positions 2 and 3
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would have been still present. However, since the signals of the OH groups that remained unreacted
in positions 2, 3, and 6 were noticed, we may consider that the CD was rather randomly esterified.

The number of lactate units per CD molecule may be theoretically calculated from the ratio
between the resonance signal integrations corresponding with the CD and lactate. However,
these calculations were prevented due to the resonance peak broadening of signals belonging to
the modified CD and the overlapping between the peaks corresponding to various components
(CD positional isomers derived from substitutions of CD at different positions—at C from positions 2,
3, or 6—of the modified CD mixture.

The 1H NMR spectra were, however, used for the calculation of the average length of the
oligolactide chains attached to the CD. It was calculated from the ratio of the integral values belonging
to the CH3 signals (a’ at 1.49–1.41 ppm—in-chain methyl groups and a at 1.3–1.28 ppm—chain-end
methyl groups). The (a’ + a)/a ratio was approximately 3/1, which signifies that the average chain
length is 3 lactate units.

The CD substitution degree may be inferred from the GPC measurements, giving a relative
average number molar mass of about 2400 g/mol (Figure S2). These values should be taken into
consideration with the caveat that the Mn value determined by GPC may be significantly biased.
The average number of lactate units per CD molecule may be precisely calculated by MALDI MS, as is
shown later.

2.2. Mass Spectrometry (MS) Characterization

A deeper view into the structural features of the CD-LA product may be obtained by using
mass spectrometry characterization. Therefore, we used two different MS methods: ESI Q-TOF
MS and MALDI MS. A proper quantification of the Mn and Mw averages by ESI MS is prevented
due to the formation of both single- and double-charged CD-LA corresponding peaks (Figure S3).
On the other hand, the MALDI MS technique allows the observation of only single-charged species,
thus allowing the calculation of the Mn and Mw averages.

From the MALDI MS spectrum displayed in the Figure 1, we assigned the compounds
corresponding to the spectrum peaks as CD-LA structures. The calculation of the CD-LA corresponding
m/z values was performed using the formula m/z = 1134 (CD) + n × 72 (la) + 23 (Na). Thus, the base
peak situated at m/z = 2453 was assigned to a CD derivative bearing 18 lactate units. There may
actually be observed two series of peaks. The main series had a sequence of 144 Da (from lactide
monomer unit), while the second series was shifted with 72 Da and may be described as having
an odd number of lactate units. Therefore, these peaks corresponded to CD-LA chains issued from
the transesterification processes leading to the formation of both types of chains containing odd and
even numbers of lactate units. By comparing the intensity ratios of the peaks corresponding to the
abovementioned series, we could observe that only a small proportion of the CD-LA products were
undergoing transesterification reactions and the employed synthesis method had a low propensity
for transesterification reactions. By taking into account the relative intensities of all the peaks of the
spectrum of CD-LA, it was possible to calculate an average Mn value of 2280 g/mol, which corresponds
to an approximate number of 7.8 of lactide or 15.6 lactate units per CD molecule, a bit less than the
value obtained by GPC but in good agreement with the theoretical number of lactate units based on
LA/CD feed ratio.

Taking into account the NMR results, which gave the average length of the oligolactide chains
attached to the CD (3 lactate units), and MALDI results, which gave the total number of lactate
monomer units attached to the CD (15.6 lactate units), it was shown that CD-LA product had a
star-like structure with an average of 5.2 arms with an average length of 3 lactate units each. Thus,
the oligolactides were attached as multiple short chains to different OH groups of the CD molecule.
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Figure 1. MALDI MS spectrum of CD-LA.

2.3. Fragmentation Studies by Collision-Induced Dissociation (CID) MS/MS on Electrospray (ESI)
Q-TOF Instrument

In order to take the structural analysis to a deeper level, MS fragmentation studies (MS/MS
or tandem MS) were performed. The aim of the tandem MS experiments was to establish a
relationship between the observed fragmentation patterns and specific structural features of the
analyzed compounds. These patterns would be further useful for structural identification at the
molecular level of similar compounds.

Most of the MS fragmentation studies make use of ion trap and Q-TOF instruments which offer
the possibility of precise isolation of the precursor ions. However, such detectors are usually associated
with electrospray ionization due to construction- or application-related considerations. The drawback
for polymer analysis is that sometimes the ion species targeted for fragmentation may not be obtained
as single-charged species by ESI because of the propensity of the species with high molecular weight
to form multiple charged species. Taking into consideration the abovementioned problems, we chose
to analyze first the fragmentation profiles of a low molecular weight CD-LA product (monoisotopic
precursor ions) by fragmentation in a Q-TOF instrument (collision-induced dissociation—CID) and
then to check the fragmentation of higher molecular weight compounds by MALDI MS/MS via
laser-induced dissociation (LID).

The fragmentation of cyclodextrins and cyclodextrin derivatives through the cleavage of the
semiacetalic bonds (Scheme 2), which results in daughter ions with a specific mass related to the number
of glycoside structural units, remained in the composition of the respective fragments (m = n × 162 Da,
where 162 Da represents the molecular mass of one glycoside unit and n is the number of structural
units) [30].

The fragmentation spectrum from Figure 2A of the CD-LA sodium-charged precursor ions having
8 lactate (4 LA units) units attached to the CD, noted as [CD-LA4 + Na]+ and having an m/z of 1733,
consists of a series of peaks issued mainly from two types of cleavages: one at the level of semiacetalic
bonds connecting the glycoside units (G pathway) (Scheme 2) and the second at the level of ester
bonds on the alkyl and/or acyl side (E pathway) (Scheme 3).
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The fragment peaks issued from the G pathway may be described as being composed of a variable
number of attached glycoside units (n × 162 Da) and lactate units (m × 72). For example, the peak
found at m/z = 959 may be assigned as a fragment containing 4 glycoside units and 4 lactate units,
and thus may be denoted as [G4la4 + Na]+ and the m/z = 4 × 162 (G) + 4 × 72 (la) + 23. By analyzing
the MS/MS spectrum from Figure 2A, it may be observed that the most intensive peaks correspond to
the fragments containing even numbers of lactate units. The m/z values corresponding to these peaks
are highlighted in the Table 1.
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Table 1. The m/z values of the fragments issued from the semiacetalic bond cleavages; the values
corresponding to the most intensive peaks are highlighted and the values of the peaks which were not
found or were of low intensity are not highlighted.

G */la ** G1 G2 G3 G4 G5 G6 G7

la0 185 347 509 671 833 995
la1 257 419 581 743 905 1067
la2 329 491 653 815 977 1139
la3 401 563 725 887 1049 1211
la4 473 635 797 959 1121 1283
la5 545 707 869 1031 1193 1355
la6 617 779 941 1103 1265 1427
la7 689 851 1013 1175 1337 1499
la8 761 923 1085 1247 1409 1571 1733

* G—stands for the glycoside unit with the molecular mass of 162 Da and the subscript number describes the
number of G units in the respective fragment. ** la—stands for the lactate unit with the molecular mass of 72 Da
and the subscript number describes the number of la units in the respective fragment.

The second main fragmentation pathway underwent the cleavage of the ester bonds between
the lactate units or the ester bonds connecting to the CD. Such fragmentations occurred at the acyl
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side (E1) and at the alchil side (E2) of the ester bonds [28], as shown in Scheme 3. The values of the
neutral losses from both E1 and E2 series are annotated on the enlarged MS/MS spectrum in Figure 2B.
Thus, the E1 fragmentations proceeded by neutral losses of chains containing one or more lactate
units (multiple of 72 Da). The E2 fragmentations produced fragments with higher relative intensity
by losses of chains ending in lactic acid and containing a variable number of lactate units [n × 72 (la)
+ 18 (H2O)].

Figure 2B shows that the mass of the fragment belonging to the E2 series, produced by the loss of
162 Da (2 × 72 + 18), has the same mass as the fragment produced by the cleavage of one glycoside
ring (G series) with the same neutral loss of 162 Da. The molecular formula of both the G and E1
neutral lost fragments is C6H10O5 and they cannot be differentiated.

There was also a fragment peak situated at m/z = 1409 which may be formed by two simultaneous
losses of 162 Da either by the G pathway alone (2 glycoside units), either by mixed fragmentations via
G and E2 pathways, or solely via E2 by two concomitant losses of oligolactide chains each having a
mass of 162 Da. The simultaneous loss of oligoester moieties attached to the CD was also observed in
the case of CD modified with 3-OH butyrates [25]. In that case, the alternative fragmentation products
were not isobaric peaks and therefore they were clearly observed.

2.4. Fragmentation by MALDI Laser-Induced Dissociation (LID)

Next, we analyzed the MALDI MS/MS fragmentation of the same peak situated at
1733 Da—[CD-LA4 + Na]+ parent ions (Figure 3A). The comparison with Figure 2, presenting the
CID MS/MS, obtained by using the ESI Q-TOF instrument, revealed that MALDI LID yields
qualitatively similar fragments belonging to the G and E2 series, while the E1 series of peaks
has a low relative intensity. The reduced complexity of the MALDI LID fragmentation profiles
as compared with MALDI TOF/TOF CID profiles was also observed during the analysis of peptide
fragmentations [31]. However, the relative intensity of the peaks belonging to the G series is obviously
lower than the intensities of the fragment peaks belonging to the E2 series probably because of the
different fragmentation energetic conditions. Also, Figure 3B shows fragment peaks issued from
two (m/z 1409 peak) or three (m/z 1247 peak) 162 Da simultaneous neutral losses (the 162 Da neutral
losses are annotated). The presence of these peaks may originate, as explained earlier, from different
simultaneous fragmentation processes. Such fragmentation comes to support the attachment of the
oligolactides to CDs as multiple arms and not as a single chain, similar to what was observed after the
analysis of 1H NMR spectra.

The fragmentation profiles of CD derivatives were noticed to slightly change according to the
type of the cationization agent [25,32]. Thus, the fragmentation of the proton-charged triacetyl-β-CD
yielded fragments from both cleavages of glycoside rings and ester bonds (G and E pathways) [25].
However, when sodium-charged triacetyl-β-CD ion species were subjected to CID MS/MS, there
were observed mostly fragments issued from the cleavage of the ester bonds (E pathways). Therefore,
we decided to compare the fragmentation profiles of Na- (m/z = 1733—M + 23), Li- (m/z = 1717—M +
7), and K- (m/z = 1749—M + 39) charged CD-LA4 parent ions (Figure 4).

By analyzing the MS/MS spectra from Figure 4, it may be observed that the fragments resulting
from the cleavage of the semiacetalic bonds (G series) were clearly appearing in the fragmentation
profiles of Na+- and Li+-charged species, while the K+-charged parent ions yielded mostly fragments
issued from the cleavage of the ester bonds (E series). The observed selectivity may be useful in
analyzing the moieties connected via ester bonds to the CD. The propensity for ester fragmentations
has been confirmed also for CD-LA with 18 lactate units [CD-LA9 + K]+ and CD-LA with 24 lactate
units [CD-LA12 + K]+, as shown in Figure 5.
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Figure 5. Comparative view of the MS/MS spectra of the CD-LA, K-charged parent ions: [CD-LA4 +
K]+ (A), [CD-LA9 + K]+ (B), and [CD-LA12 + K]+ (C).

A particular feature of the observed fragmentation profile is the correlation of the number and
relative intensities of the E2 fragments with the previous structural information obtained by NMR
and MS. First of all, the fragment peaks resulting from the loss of an odd number of lactate units have a
lower relative intensity as compared with the series of fragments formed by the loss of an even number
of lactate units. The odd-numbered lactate units in CD-LA solely appear via transesterification during
the ROP process of LA. This fact supports the lower propensity of transesterifications for the ROP
reaction system leading to the formation of the CD-LA product.
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Also, the 1H NMR analysis revealed that the average length of the oligolactide chains in the
CD-LA products is around 3 lactate units. It may be interesting to observe whether there is a correlation
between the relative intensities of the E2 fragments and the average length of oligolactide arms attached
to the CD. Thus, considering that the E2 fragments appear only from the cleavage of unique PLA
chains (Scheme 3) and their relative intensity reflects their relative amount, we determined the average
number of lactate units in a single chain attached to the CD. This calculation considered only the
observed members of the E2 series and was made with the caveat that specific energetic features of
the MALDI LID fragmentation process may also influence the observed relative intensities of the
considered fragment ions.

Thus, during the fragmentation of the CD-LA parent ions (Figure 5) with an increasing number of
lactate units attached to the CD (from 8 to 24), there is an increasing number of lactate units which
are neutrally lost. This may be the effect of the increase in the length of the PLA chains attached
to the CD. The average number of lactate units obtained for the different fragmented parent ions
is 2.6 lactate units for [CD-LA4 + K]+, 3.2 lactate units for [CD-LA9 + K]+, and 3.5 lactate units
for [CD-LA12 + K]+. The calculations were based on the relative intensities of the fragment ions
belonging to the E2 series observed in the MS/MS spectra from Figure 5 (the detailed data for the
peaks intensities taken into consideration are given in the Table S1). The average number of lost
lactate units, Nla, was calculated using the formula Nla = ΣniIri/ΣIri, where ni represents the number
of lost lactate units and Iri represents the relative intensity of the considered fragment peak. Therefore,
there may be inferred an average value of the PLA chain length of 3 lactate units, close to that
obtained by 1H NMR. Thus, the MALDI MS and LID fragmentation experiments may constitute
an alternative to the classical characterization techniques such as NMR and GPC for the structural
confirmation of the CD-oligolactide derivatives. Further studies will aim to elucidate the conditions
leading to such energetic selectivity for the differentiation of the fragmentation pathways in the
CD-oligoester derivatives.

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Chemicals

L-lactide (L-LA—Sigma-Aldrich, St. Louis, MO, USA) was recrystallized twice from ethyl acetate,
dried under vacuum, and sublimated before use. β-cyclodextrin (CD—Cyclolab, Budapest, Hungary)
was dried over P2O5 under vacuum at 80 ◦C for 72 h and kept over P2O5 in the desiccator under Ar
atmosphere. The reaction solvent, dry dimethylformamide, was purchased from Aldrich and used as
received. All other used solvents were HPLC grade and were used as received.

3.2. Solution Polymerization of L-LA in DMF

The CD-LA sample was prepared according to a previously reported procedure [19]. In a typical
reaction, 2 g of CD and 2 g of L-LA (CD/L-LA 1:8 molar ratio) were weighted together and added
into a flame-dried flask containing a magnetic stir bar and 30 mL of dry DMF, under protection
of glove box. The flask, isolated with a rubber septum, was then taken outside the glove box and
completely immersed in an oil bath over a heater with magnetic stirring and the temperature was
brought to 85 ◦C. The L-LA monomer and the CD were completely dissolved in the reaction mixture
after 1 h. The heating was maintained for 48 h under continuous stirring. The reaction was stopped
by simply removing the flask from the heating source and leaving it to cool down for 30 min prior to
purification. The samples were purified by repeated precipitation in cold diethylether and vacuum
drying at 50 ◦C for 12 h to result in a fine white powder, yield 85%.

1H NMR (400.13 MHz, DMSO-d6, δ ppm): 5.94–5.70 (OH2, OH3), 5.5–5.42 (end chain OH),
5.20–5.12 (CH, in chain), 4.85 (H1), 4.65–4.18 (OH6, H6’, CH—end chain), 3.90 (H5′ ), 3.64–3.37 (H3, H5,
H6, H2, H4), 1.49–1.41 (CH3, in chain), 1.3–1.28 (CH3, end chain).

MALDI MS: Mn = 2280 g/mol, Đ = 1.039



Molecules 2018, 23, 2259 12 of 15

GPC: Mn = 2500 g/mol, Đ = 1.08

3.3. Matrix-Assisted Laser Desorption Ionization (MALDI MS)

The raw samples withdrawn directly from the polymerization mixture were dissolved in
a 1/1 water/acetonitrile mixture to a concentration of 10 mg/mL. The liquid chromatography
fractions were used as such. Samples were mixed with a matrix solution (saturated solution of
α-cyano-hydroxy-cynamic acid in water/acetonitrile mixture) in a ratio of 1/100 (v/v). One microliter
of this mixture was deposited on a polished steel MALDI target (Bruker, Bremen, Germany).
Mass spectra of polymers were measured on an UltrafleXtreme TOF instrument (Bruker) equipped
with a 355-nm smartbeam-2 laser capable of a pulsing frequency of 1 kHz. The mass spectrometer
was operated by FlexControl 3.3 software (Bruker). Acquired spectra were processed by FlexAnalysis
3.3 software (Bruker). The ionization laser power was adjusted just above the threshold in order to
produce charged species. The mass spectra were collected in an amount above 10,000 spectra for each
sample. The fragmentation spectra were obtained in LIFT mode and 20,000 spectra were collected
for each MS/MS spectrum. The samples were spiked with the desired cationization agent as 0.1 M
solution in water (LiI, NaI, and KCl).

3.4. Electrospray Ionization Mass Spectrometry (ESI MS)

ESI MS experiments were conducted using the AGILENT 6520 LC QTOF MS equipped with a
dual ESI source. The data were analyzed using the Mass Hunter software. The ESI MS parameters were
set as follows: Vcap = 4000 V, fragmentor voltage = 200 V, drying gas temperature = 325 ◦C, drying gas
flow = 10 L/min, and nebulizer pressure = 35 psig. Nitrogen was used as spraying gas. The samples
were injected using a water/acetonitrile (1/1) solvent mixture at a 26 ◦C constant temperature in a
column compartment. The used eluents were: A—2 mM formic acid solution and B—acetonitrile.
The samples were solved in a 1:1 (v/v) water/acetonitrile mixture and 60 µL was injected.

CID MS/MS experiments were conducted using the AGILENT 6520 LC ESI QTOF mass
spectrometer equipped with a dual ESI source. The fragmentation was performed using nitrogen
as collision gas at a pressure of 18 psig inside the collision cell. The [CD-LA4 + Na]+ parent ions
yielded fragment ions at variable Elab = 120 eV. The sample was infused via an external syringe pump
(KDS Scientific) with a flow of 0.05 mL/min. For the sodium charged parent ions, the samples were
spiked with a 0.1 M NaI water solution.

3.5. Nuclear Magnetic Resonance (NMR)

The NMR spectra were recorded on a Bruker Avance DRX 400 MHz Spectrometer equipped with
a 5-mm QNP direct detection probe and z-gradients. Spectra were recorded in DMSO-d6 at room
temperature. The chemical shifts are reported as δ values (ppm) relative to the solvent residual peak.

3.6. Gel Permeation Chromatography (GPC)

The molecular parameters of CD-oligolactide covalent conjugates were also determined using
a Shimadzu LC-20 isocratic pump and a Shimadzu refractive index detector in size exclusion mode
using a PSS PFG precolumn and three PPS PFG columns (d = 8 mm, l = 300 mm) filled with particles
of 7-µm size with pore sizes of 100, 300, and 1000 Å, respectively. Dimethylacetamide was used as an
eluent. Poly(methyl methacrylate) standards were used for internal calibration.

4. Conclusions

The employed synthetic procedure allowed the synthesis of cyclodextrins modified with
oligolactides—CD-LA—which were further used for detailed structural characterization in order
to obtain information about the polymerization process from the point of view of CD acting as both
catalyst and initiator as well as to develop a general analytical procedure applicable for detailed
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structural characterization of CD-oligoester derivatives. The synthesized CD-LA products were
characterized by NMR, GPC, and advanced mass spectrometry techniques. The NMR supported the
structural identification of CD-LA products as randomly esterified cyclodextrin with lactide oligomers
having an average of 3 lactate units per chain. The MALDI MS analysis revealed the CD was substituted
with an average of 15.6 lactate units per CD molecule corresponding, on average, to 5.2 oligolactide
arms per CD molecule. Deeper insights into the structural architecture of CD-LA derivatives were
provided using CID MS/MS by means of an ESI Q-TOF instrument. Thus, the structure of the CD-LA
was accurately reflected in the observed fragmentation patterns. It was established that CD-LA
derivatives undergo cleavages of bonds at the level of the oligosaccharide structure and also at the
level of the PLA structure. Similar fragmentation patterns were observed during the fragmentation
analysis using MALDI laser-induced fragmentation. The MALDI LID technique allowed the study of
the MS/MS processes at higher molecular weights. Moreover, the CD-LA fragmentation profiles were
shown to be influenced by the type of cationization agent employed—Li, Na, or K. Thus, the K-charged
parent ions underwent cleavages selectively at the level of ester bonds, allowing us to ascertain the
average length of the PLA chains attached to the CD. Overall, the employed characterization techniques
allowed for the precise characterization of the structure of CD-oligomer covalent conjugates, situated at
the border of low and high molecular weight compounds. The analytical procedure presented here
can be beneficial for the accurate assessment of CD-oligoester structure. Such analysis may provide
valuable information for correlating the structure with the properties of the materials based on the
CD-oligoesters, such as inclusion complexes or even the electrospun mats, which may be further used
for various applications, including biomedical, pharmaceutical, agricultural, etc.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at, Figure S1: 1H NMR spectrum of CD-LA,
Figure S2: GPC results for the CD-LA, Figure S3: ESI MS spectrum of CD-LA (low molecular weight fraction),
and Table S1: Fragment peak intensities (Ir) observed in the MS/MS spectra of the K-charged precursor ions.

Author Contributions: C.P. and J.M. designed the research, prepared the draft, and coordinated the work. C.P.
performed synthesis and characterizations. M.D. and L’.Š. contributed to the MALDI experiments and discussions.
All authors reviewed and approved the final manuscript.

Funding: This research was funded by the SASPRO Programme of Slovak Academy of Sciences (Grant Agreement
No. 1628/03/02-b). Part of the research leading to these results has received funding from the People Programme
(Marie Curie Actions) European Union’s Seventh Framework Programme under REA grant agreement No. 609427.
C.P. and J.M. also thank for financial support to grant agency VEGA 2/0158/17.

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

References

1. Loftsson, T.; Duchêne, D. Cyclodextrins and their pharmaceutical applications. Int. J. Pharm. 2007, 329, 1–11.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

2. Szejtli, J. Introduction and General Overview of Cyclodextrin Chemistry. Chem. Rev. 1998, 98, 1743–1753.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

3. Wenz, G. Cyclodextrins as Building Blocks for Supramolecular Structures and Functional Units. Angew. Chem.
Int. Ed. Engl. 1994, 33, 803–822. [CrossRef]

4. Yhaya, F.; Gregory, A.M.; Stenzel, M.H. Polymers with Sugar Buckets—The Attachment of Cyclodextrins
onto Polymer Chains. Aust. J. Chem. 2010, 63, 195–210. [CrossRef]

5. Van de Manakker, F.; Vermonden, T.; van Nostrum, C.F.; Hennink, W.E. Cyclodextrin-Based Polymeric
Materials: Synthesis, Properties, and Pharmaceutical/Biomedical Applications. Biomacromolecules 2009, 10,
3157–3175. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

6. Miao, Y.; Zinck, P. Ring-opening polymerization of cyclic esters initiated by cyclodextrins. Polym. Chem.
2012, 3, 1119–1122. [CrossRef]

7. Huin, C.; Eskandani, Z.; Badi, N.; Farcas, A.; Bennevault-Celton, V.; Guégan, P. Anionic ring-opening
polymerization of ethylene oxide in DMF with cyclodextrin derivatives as new initiators. Carbohydr. Polym.
2013, 94, 323–331. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijpharm.2006.10.044
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17137734
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/cr970022c
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11848947
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/anie.199408031
http://dx.doi.org/10.1071/CH09516
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/bm901065f
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19921854
http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/c2py00567k
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.carbpol.2012.12.062
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23544545


Molecules 2018, 23, 2259 14 of 15

8. Adeli, M.; Kalantari, M.; Zarnega, Z.; Kabiri, R. Cyclodextrin-based dendritic supramolecules; new
multivalent nanocarriers. RSC Adv. 2012, 2, 2756–2758. [CrossRef]

9. Gou, P.-F.; Zhu, W.-P.; Xu, N.; Shen, Z.-Q. Synthesis and characterization of well-defined
cyclodextrin-centered seven-arm star poly(ε-caprolactone)s and amphiphilic star poly(ε-caprolactone-b-
ethylene glycol). J. Polym. Sci. Part A Polym. Chem. 2008, 46, 6455–6465. [CrossRef]

10. Adeli, M.; Zarnegar, Z.; Kabiri, R. Amphiphilic star copolymer containing cyclodextrin core and their
application as nanocarrier. Eur. Polym. J. 2008, 44, 1921–1930. [CrossRef]

11. Mooguee, M.; Omidi, Y.; Davaran, S. Synthesis and in vitro release of adriamycin from star-shaped
poly(lactide-co-glycolide) nano- and microparticles. J. Pharm. Sci. 2010, 99, 3389–3397. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

12. Miao, Y.; Rousseau, C.; Mortreux, A.; Martin, P.; Zinck, P. Access to new carbohydrate-functionalized
polylactides via organocatalyzed ring-opening polymerization. Polymer 2011, 52, 5018–5026. [CrossRef]

13. Normand, M.; Kirillov, E.; Carpentier, J.-F.; Guillaume, S.M. Cyclodextrin-Centered Polyesters: Controlled
Ring-Opening Polymerization of Cyclic Esters from β-Cyclodextrin-Diol. Macromolecules 2012, 45, 1122–1130.
[CrossRef]

14. Xu, Z.; Liu, S.; Liu, H.; Yang, C.; Kang, Y.; Wang, M. Unimolecular micelles of amphiphilic cyclodextrin-core
star-like block copolymers for anticancer drug delivery. Chem. Commun. 2015, 51, 15768–15771. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

15. Peptu, C.; Nicolescu, A.; Peptu, C.A.; Harabagiu, V.; Simionescu, B.C.; Kowalczuk, M. Mass spectrometry
characterization of 3-OH butyrated β-cyclodextrin. J. Polym. Sci. Part A Polym. Chem. 2010, 48, 5581–5592.
[CrossRef]

16. Takashima, Y.; Osaki, M.; Harada, A. Cyclodextrin-Initiated Polymerization of Cyclic Esters in Bulk:
Formation of Polyester-Tethered Cyclodextrins. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2004, 126, 13588–13589. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

17. Osaki, M.; Takashima, Y.; Yamaguchi, H.; Harada, A. Polymerization of Lactones and Lactides Initiated by
Cyclodextrins. Kobunshi Ronbunshu 2007, 64, 607–616. [CrossRef]

18. Peptu, C.; Balan-Porcarasu, M.; Šišková, A.; Škultéty, L.; Mosnáček, J. Cyclodextrins tethered with
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