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ABSTRACT: Biomass is the ideal substitute for petrochemical
resources because of its renewable and abundant sources. p-
Toluenesulfonic acid (p-TsOH) can effectively separate lignin from
biomass under mild conditions, so it is highly expected in biomass
fractionation to improve the utilization efficiency. In this study, we
investigated the effect of p-TsOH differentiated fractionation of
poplar sawdust, eucalyptus sawdust, and rice straw below 100 °C.
According to the experimental results, upon pretreatment by p-
TsOH of the three kinds of raw biomass, most of the lignin and
hemicellulose of poplar sawdust and eucalyptus sawdust were
removed, whereas the cellulose was retained, but most of the
hemicellulose and cellulose of rice straw were kept, whereas the
lignin was removed at similar conditions. The structures and
compositions of pretreatment residues, lignin, and hemicellulose
extracted from raw biomass were characterized by XRD, FTIR, HSQC-NMR, XPS, and SEM. The differentiated fractionation
mechanism of biomass was analyzed. A better recognition and understanding of the factors affecting biomatrix opening and
fractionation will allow for the identification of new pretreatment strategies that improve biomass utilization and permit the rational
enzymatic hydrolysis of cellulose.

1. INTRODUCTION
Biomasses are rich in carbohydrates and lignin, which can be
used to produce biofuels and high-value-added chemicals.
They are renewable, cheap, easy to obtain, etc. So, biomasses
are an up-and-coming renewable resource. Improving the
utilization efficiency of lignocellulose has positive significance
for protecting the environment, promoting carbon neutraliza-
tion, and establishing a circular economy.1

The structural complexity and component distribution
heterogeneity of the plant cell wall constitute the natural
antidegradation barrier in biomass transformation, which
seriously hinders the efficient utilization of biomass fiber.
Therefore, how to effectively break this structure, achieve the
separation of lignin and hemicellulose, and try to avoid the
deposition of separated lignin fragments on the substrate is a
problem worth studying.2 Especially, in the lignocellulose
ethanol process, it is necessary to pretreat biomass materials
before enzymatic hydrolysis to destroy the original structure of
the plant cell wall, separate or remove some hemicellulose and
lignin, reduce cellulose crystallinity, increase the porosity of the
raw material substrate, and thus improve the accessibility of
enzyme to cellulose to promote the conversion of cellulose and
hemicellulose to monosaccharide.3 One of the methods to

recover monosaccharides from cellulosic biomass is to isolate
lignin, and the separation process is best performed in water
systems given the consideration of solvent recovery costs and
environmental issues.4

p-Toluenesulfonic acid (p-TsOH) has a hydrophilic sulfonic
acid part and a hydrophobic toluene part, which is a good
choice for water solvent. The pKa of the aqueous p-TsOH
solution is −2.8, which can easily provide hydrogen protons
and break the chemical bond between lignin and carbohydrate
(LCC).5 Moreover, the benzene ring part of p-TsOH is a
nonpolar oleophilic group, which can wrap lignin by π−π
accumulation or hydrophobic formation, and it is conducive to
the dissolution and separation of lignin.6 Simultaneously, p-
TsOH has a low solubility at room temperature. By cooling the
concentrated waste acid solution to the ambient temperature
and using the commercially proven crystallization technology,7
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p-TsOH can be recovered and recycled to achieve energy
conservation, environmental protection, and sustainable
development. The acid and water-assisted solubility of p-
TsOH has the characteristic of the selective degradation of
hemicellulose and lignin.8 By dissolving the biomass fiber
under appropriate conditions, the cellulose rich acid insoluble
solids and the acid waste liquid, including dissolved lignin, can
be obtained. So, p-TsOH is widely used in organic acid
treatment, which is due to the strong electron absorption
characteristics of the aromatic ring of p-TsOH, enhanced
ionization capacity of hydrogen ions, and good water
absorption and recyclability.7 Mild condition p-TsOH treat-
ment at high concentrations has been shown to effectively
remove lignin.9

Chen et al.1 found that p-TsOH was characterized by
selective delignification at 80% concentration, Feng et al.7

proved that p-TsOH treatment could effectively remove lignin
under mild conditions, and Yang et al.10 used p-TsOH to
remove lignin and xylose and explored the saccharification rate
of solid residues after pretreatment. Currently, studies on p-
TsOH water treatment focus on optimizing the pretreatment
parameters, separation mechanism, and substrate conversion to
achieve efficient lignin extraction. No systematic and
comprehensive research has been conducted based on different
types of biomass raw materials, lignin, and hemicellulose
structural components to explore the effect of p-TsOH
aqueous solution pretreatment on different types of biomasses.
It is a relatively new research direction whether the
pretreatment effect of p-TsOH on woody and herbaceous
biomass is consistent. Various plant fiber raw material
contents, compositions, and structures are not the same; the
same plant fiber raw material generally will have a variety of
formats. Here, we selected three biomass raw materials, poplar,
eucalyptus, and rice straw, for pretreatment and analysis of the
results. Poplar is the most widely planted, fast growing tree
species in the world, and it is an essential raw material for the
bioenergy industry.11 Eucalyptus is a broad-leaved wood with a
chemical composition close to poplar, which has a fast growth
cycle and a long average fiber length, and it is also an ideal
biomass raw material.12 As a representative plant of herbaceous
biomass raw materials, rice straw has a different composition
from the two wood fiber raw materials, poplar and
eucalyptus.13 For the pretreatment process of these three
biomass raw materials, the differentiation in the separation and
extraction process triggered our thinking.14

In this study, we discussed the effect of the concentration of
p-TsOH aqueous solution, temperature, and time on the
pretreatment impact on poplar, eucalyptus, and rice straw, and
the effect on the enzymatic hydrolysis efficiency. At the same
time, we found that p-TsOH greatly differed in the degradation
effects on hemicellulose of poplar, eucalyptus, and rice straw.
Combined with the structural composition and dissolution
mechanism of hemicellulose and lignin for the three kinds of
biomass, it provides a valuable theoretical basis for the reason
for the differentiated degradation of woody biomass and herbal
biomass.

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS
2.1. Materials. Poplar sawdust, eucalyptus sawdust, and

rice straw were respectively obtained from Shandong, Guangxi,
and Jiangxi province, China. The chemical composition was
detected according to the National Renewable Energy
Laboratory (NERL) standard method,15 and results are

shown in Table 1. p-Toluenesulfonic acid and other chemical
reagents were purchased from Aladdin Biochemical Technol-
ogy (Shanghai, China).

2.2. Pretreatment of Biomass. 2.2.1. Pretreatment
Methods. The three kinds of biomass were reacted by p-
TsOH treatment. We referred to the studies of Chen et al.,1

Zhu et al.,16 and Duan et al.17 to determine the range of acid
concentrations used for pretreatment. Biomass (5 g) was
added to the conical flask and mixed into a p-TsOH solution.
The solid−liquid ratio was 1:10 (w: v), and the mixture was
heated in a high-temperature shaker (JIEXING, TS-200A,
China). The reaction was carried out at different p-TsOH
concentrations, temperatures, and times. The reaction was
terminated by injecting cold deionized water (80 mL) into the
response system. The residue and pretreatment solution were
separated by suction filtration. The residue was washed with
water and ethanol.
2.2.2. Analysis Methods. The compositional analysis of all

the pretreated residue and raw materials was also performed by
the NREL method. Quantitative glucose and xylose in
hydrolysate were determined using a high-performance liquid
chromatography system (HPLC, Shodex LC-16, Japan). The
velocity of the mobile phase in the HPLC analysis system was
0.6 mL min−1, and the temperature was 45 °C.18 The acid-
soluble lignin was measured by a UV spectrophotometer
(YOKE, T2600, China) at a wavelength of 320 nm. The
morphologies of the pretreated residue and raw materials were
characterized by scanning electron microscopy (SEM,
TESCAN, Czech Republic). The methods and processes
were as described by Majumdar et al.19 The crystallinity of the
three raw materials was detected by an X-ray diffraction
instrument (XRD, Bruker D8 Advance, Germany).20

2.3. Enzymatic Hydrolysis of the Pretreated Residue
of Biomass. Enzymatic hydrolysis reactions were performed
to test the effect of the pretreatment. Pretreated residue (1 g)
was put into the cone flask, and 50 mL sodium citrate buffer
solution and then enzymes were added. We used cellulase and
β-glucosidase for enzymatic digestion. The amounts of
cellulase and β-glucosidase used were 15 and 9.375 U g−1.
The amount of cellulase was studied in Yang e tal.10 The
cellulase was provided by KDN Biotechnology (Shandong,
China). The cellulase activity was 128.5 FPU/mL (fiber filter
paper activity unit), as calibrated by a method in the
literature.21 The β-glucosidase activity was 20 FPU/mL as
provided by Xiasheng Biotechnology (Ningxia, China). Then,
the cone flasks were put into the shaker, and the shaker
temperature of 50 °C was set at 180 rpm for 72 h. After the
reaction, the boiling water bath was used for 10 min and
cooled to room temperature, and the hydrolysates and residues
were separated by a syringe. The sugar content of the
hydrolysates was determined by high-performance liquid
chromatography (HPLC, SHODEX LC-16, Japan).22

2.4. Hemicellulose Extraction and Analysis. 2.4.1. Hem-
icellulose Extraction from Biomass. Ten grams of biomass
was mixed with 100 mL of 5% NaOH aqueous solution at a

Table 1. Compositions of the Three Kinds of Biomass

sample cellulose/% hemicellulose/% lignin/% ash/%

poplar sawdust 46.13 17.31 26.19 0.30
eucalyptus sawdust 42.38 15.78 26.79 1.16
rice straw 34.34 17.97 27.85 9.67
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conical flask, which was placed in a high-temperature shaker.
The temperature of the high-temperature shaker was set to 80
°C, and the running time was 80 min. After the reaction, 900
mL of deionized water was put into the reaction liquid, and
then added 6000 mL ethanol stranded for 24 h.23 The
hemicellulose precipitation was then collected. The dry
hemicellulose was obtained by centrifugation for 20 min
using a freeze dryer dried for 24 h.
2.4.2. Analysis Methods of Hemicellulose. The hemi-

celluloses obtained were subjected to Fourier transform
infrared spectroscopy (FTIR) analysis. The infrared spectra
were acquired using a Thermo Scientific Nicolet 7600 FTIR

spectrometer over a frequency range between 4000 and 400
cm−1.24 The surface chemistry of extracted hemicellulose of the
three kinds of biomass was analyzed by X-ray photoelectron
spectroscopy (XPS, Thermo Scientific K-Alpha) with a
vacuum of 2 × 10−10 mbar. The 2D-NMR (HSQC) spectra
of the hemicelluloses were acquired at 25 °C on a Bruker
AVIII 400 MHz spectrometer (Bruker, Germany).25 Elemental
analysis of hemicelluloses was performed on a CHNS
elemental analyzer (ELEMENTAR Vario ELIII, Germany).26

2.5. Lignin Extraction and Analysis. 2.5.1. Lignin
Extraction from the Supernatant Fluid of Pretreatment.
After the pretreatment, the pretreatment liquid was collected,

Figure 1. Effect of pretreatment on three biomasses by different concentrations of p-TsOH ((A) retention rate of cellulose (%), (B) retention rate
of hemicellulose (%), and (C) removal rate of lignin (%)).

Figure 2. Effect of pretreatment on three biomasses by different temperatures ((A) retention rate of cellulose (%), (B) retention rate of
hemicellulose (%), and (C) removal rate of lignin (%)).

Figure 3. Effect of pretreatment on three biomasses by different times ((A) retention rate of cellulose (%), (B) retention rate of hemicellulose (%),
and (C) removal rate of lignin (%)).
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added 6 times volume of deionized water, and left to stand for
24 h, and then lignin was collected by centrifugation for 20 min
and using the freeze dryer dried for 24 h.27

2.5.2. Analysis Method of Lignin. The lignin obtained was
subjected to Fourier transform infrared spectroscopy (FTIR)
analysis. The infrared spectra were acquired using a Thermo
Scientific Nicolet 7600 FTIR spectrometer over a frequency
range between 4000 and 400 cm−1.24 The 2D-NMR (HSQC)
spectra of the hemicelluloses were acquired at 25°Con a
Bruker AVIII 400 MHz spectrometer (Bruker, Germany).25

The integrations of the peaks in the 13C-1H spectrum and
contours in 2D-NMR plots were conducted using the
MestReNova software. The detailed calculation method was
based on the modified method from previous literature.6,28

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
3.1. Solid Yields and Their Compositional Analysis.

3.1.1. Analysis of the Univariate Experiments. The effect of
p-TsOH concentration, temperature, and reaction time on the
pretreatment was studied. As shown in Figure 1, upon
increasing p-TsOH concentration from 60 to 80%, lignin
dissolution of poplar was highest at 70%, and the removal rate
of lignin reached 73.3%; for eucalyptus and rice straw, lignin
dissolution was highest at 75%, and the removal rate reached
79.13 and 77.85%, respectively, after 60 min fractionation at 80
°C. Similarly, upon increasing temperature from 50 to 90 °C,
lignin dissolutions of poplar, eucalyptus, and rice straw were
highest at 80 °C after 60 min reaction at a p-TsOH
concentration of 70% (Figure 2). Upon increasing time from
50 to 90 min, lignin dissolutions of poplar and rice straw were
highest at 90 min and that of eucalyptus was highest at 70 min
after fractionation at 80 °C reaction at a p-TsOH
concentration of 70% (Figure 3). Under mild conditions, p-
TsOH pretreatment showed a high lignin removal rate.

Whereas most of the lignin was dissolved into the p-TsOH
solution, the hemicellulose had different results from the three
kinds of biomass. For the woody biomasses poplar sawdust and
eucalyptus sawdust, the hemicellulose could be removed
whereas cellulose was kept, and the retention rate of
hemicellulose reached 28.39 and 24.53%, respectively. But
for the herbaceous biomass rice straw, most cellulose and
hemicellulose were retained, and the retention rate of
hemicellulose reached 94.01%. Ma et al.14 used 50% p-TsOH
to pretreat rice straw; while under 90−100 °C for 0−360 min,
the loss ratio of hemicellulose was up to 80%. Compared to
our research, they conducted a higher temperature and
extended time with a lower p-TsOH content, so there was a
different result of the removal rate of hemicellulose. Mean-
while, most of the retention rates of cellulose were up to 90%
after the p-TsOH pretreatment (Figures 1−3).
3.1.2. XRD and SEM. The pretreatment process generally

changes the crystallinity of the fiber, which affects the
hydrolytic efficiency of the cellulose. The XRDs for without
pretreatment and with p-TsOH of the three kinds of biomass
were analyzed as shown in Figure 4. At the positions of 15.8,
22.5, and 34.9, all the samples showed characteristic peaks
typical of the cellulose type I structure. Compared with the raw
material, the pretreatment sample residue was sharper at
position 22.5, and the peak intensity was significantly
strengthened. In addition, as seen in Figure 4, no additional
peaks appeared, indicating that the original structure of
cellulose was not destroyed.

Meanwhile, we analyzed crystallinity changes of poplar
sawdust, eucalyptus sawdust, and rice straw before and after
pretreatment (Table 2). The significant increase in crystallinity

was attributed to the pretreatment for the removal of large
amounts of lignin, hemicellulose, as well as amorphous
cellulose, exposing more internal cellulose.

The surface of the three kinds of biomass became rougher
after pretreatment, as shown in Figure 5. The character of the

untreated biomass had a tight structure, but the pretreated
residue became wrinkled, grooved, and cracked. The results
proved that the pretreatment of p-TsOH acid destroyed the
form of poplar sawdust, eucalyptus sawdust, and rice straw.
3.1.3. Enzymatic Enzyme Saccharification Results.

SR
C0

C1 0.9
100%=

÷
×

The results of enzymatic saccharification are shown in Table
3. The saccharification rate of rice straw, 86.99%, was higher
than those of poplar sawdust and eucalyptus sawdust. The
sugar recovery rate of rice straw, 77.00%, was far above those
of poplar sawdust and eucalyptus sawdust, which were 55.56

Figure 4. XRD analysis of the three kinds of biomass before and after
pretreatment ((a) poplar sawdust, (b) pretreated poplar sawdust, (c)
eucalyptus sawdust, (d) pretreated eucalyptus sawdust, (e) rice straw,
and (f) pretreated rice straw).

Table 2. Results for Change of Crystallization

sample untreated pretreated increase in value

poplar 39.73% 76.59% 93%
eucalyptus 43.14% 66.99% 55%
rice straw 41.41% 57.45% 39%

Figure 5. SEM pictures of the three kinds of biomass before and after
p-TsOH pretreatment ((a) poplar sawdust, (b) pretreated poplar
sawdust, (c) eucalyptus sawdust, (d) pretreated eucalyptus sawdust,
(e) rice straw, and (f) pretreated rice straw).
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and 44.84%, respectively. So, the rice straw treated by p-TsOH
is an ideal resource for the lignocellulose ethanol process.

3.2. Analysis of the Hemicellulose Extraction.
3.2.1. FTIR. FTIR was used to analyze the differentiation of
the three hemicellulose structures of hemicellulose extraction
from the three kinds of biomass. Results of the analysis are
shown in Figure 6. The broad peak at 3390 cm−1 and the

characteristic peaks at 1407 cm−1 represent the expansion and
vibration of the hydroxyl structure (−OH),29 in which the
distinct peaks of rice straw hemicellulose at 3390 cm−1 are
higher than those of poplar sawdust and eucalyptus sawdust,
indicating more free hydroxyl structures. A rich hydroxyl
structure (−OH) can be hyperbranched. Different functional
groups can be introduced to obtain unique properties such as
hydrophobicity, thermoelectric, water solubility, surface
activity, biological functionality, conductivity, and stimulus
responsiveness.30

The characteristic absorption peak at 2943 cm−1 originates
from the C−H symmetric or asymmetric telescopic vibration
of the methyl/methylene groups, representing the vibration of
the β-glycosidic bonds between the various sugar units, further
indicating that this hemicellulose powder contains more sugar
unit.31 The absorption peak at 1648 cm−1 belongs to the
skeletal aroma (C−C) of lignin.32 The spectra also show the
characteristic peaks related to the syringyl Lignin (S) structures
(at 1321 cm−1),26 indicating that parts of the cellulose and
lignin remain in the extracted hemicellulose. The absorption

peak at 1039 cm−1 is due to the expansion vibration of xylose
C−O and C−C or the bending pulse of C−OH of poly-xylose,
the characteristic absorption peak of xylose,33 which is higher
in the hemicellulose of rice straw. The absorption peaks at 899
and 622 cm−1 are attributed to the C−H deformation in the
attached β-1-4 glycosidic bond.34 The figure shows that the
content of this structure is more in the hemicellulose of rice
straw than poplar sawdust and eucalyptus sawdust. This was a
typical β-heterodimer structure. The absorption peak at 780
cm−1 is attributed to the C−H deformation in the attached β-
1-4 glycoside bond, which is typical of the β-heterodimer
structure.35 This characteristic peak was evident in the
hemicellulose of rice straw, which indicated that the hemi-
cellulose of rice straw had more β-1-4 glycoside than the
hemicellulose of poplar sawdust and eucalyptus sawdust.
3.2.2. EA. Comprehensive analysis of element results (Table

4) shows that the value of O/C in the hemicellulose of rice
straw is much higher than the hemicellulose of poplar sawdust
and eucalyptus sawdust. According to the elemental analysis of
three hemicellulose chemical compositions and oxygen−
carbon ratios in the hemicellulose, the O and H atoms of
the hemicellulose of rice straw are more than the number of C
atoms. Combined with the analysis of FTIR (3390 cm−1), we
come to the conclusion that the hemicellulose of rice straw has
more hydroxyl structures (−OH).
3.2.3. 2D-HSQC NMR. The structural features of the

polysaccharides were analyzed using NMR.36 According to
2D-HSQC spectroscopy (Figure 7), the semiquantitative
analysis was performed (Table 5), which referenced the
literature.37 For example, in the hemicellulose of poplar
sawdust, the content of (1-4)-β-D-xylose (X) is 64.8%, and that
of 4-O-Me-α-D-GlcpA (U) in the side chain is 20.7%. The
content of α-L-arabinose (Ara) is 17.5%. In the hemicellulose
of eucalyptus sawdust, the content of (1-4)-β-D-xylose (X) is
63.36%, and that of 4-O-Me-α-D-GlcpA (U) in the side chain is
18.8%. The content of α-L-arabinose (Ara) is 16.9%. The
content of (1-4)-β-D-xylose(X) is 73.0% in the hemicellulose of
rice straw, with no side chain structure. Meanwhile, according
to the 2D-HSQC spectrum (Figure 7), LCC was found in the
hemicellulose samples. PCA and FA (p-hydroxycinnamates)
were 2.9 and 3.6%, respectively, in models of poplar and
eucalyptus. In the hemicellulose of rice straw, the Aγ and
Aβ(G/H) shared 21.7%.8,38

Table 3. Results of Enzymatic Hydrolysisa

sample

cellulose hemicellulose enzymatic hydrolysis

Unt/g Pret/g RR/% Unt/g Pret/g RR/% Glu/g Xyl/g SR/% SRR/%

poplar 0.4613 0.6880 89.65% 0.1731 0.0911 30.75% 0.56 0.032 73.30 55.56
eucalyptus 0.4238 0.7548 89.58% 0.1578 0.0756 25.13% 0.48 0.028 57.23 44.84
rice straw 0.3434 0.6414 93.20% 0.1797 0.2135 92.11% 0.62 0.066 86.99 77.00

aPretreatment conditions: poplar, P 70% T 80 ° Ct 90 min; eucalyptus, P 75% T 80 °C Ct 80 min; rice straw, P 75% T 80 ° Ct 90 min. Unt:
untreated, Pret: pretreatment, RR: retention rate, Glu: glucose, Xyl: xylose, SR: saccharification rate, SRR: saccharification recycle rate, C0: Glu,
C1: pretreatment of cellulose.

Figure 6. FTIR analysis of hemicellulose.

Table 4. Elementary Analysis of Hemicellulose of the Three Kinds of Biomass

sample C (%) H (%) O (%) N (%) S (%) O/C H/O chemical formula

poplar 32.06 5.65 47.58 0.14 0.04 1.1131 1.9000 C5H10.58O5.56

eucalyptus 28.78 4.42 46.78 0.13 0.24 1.2425 1.4832 C5H8.51O6.13

rice straw 24.3 4.78 41.94 0.24 0.17 1.2944 1.8236 C5H11.58O6.47
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The hemicellulose of the three kinds of biomass is mainly
xylose. The backbone is (1-4)-β-D-xylose (X) in the hemi-
cellulose of poplar sawdust and eucalyptus sawdust, and α-L-
arabinose and 4-O-Me-α-D-GlcpA (U) served as a branch. The
backbone is (1-4)-β-D-xylose (X) in the hemicellulose of rice

straw, without branching chains. It can also be verified in the
analysis of FTIR that the β-1-4 glycoside of the hemicellulose
of rice straw was higher than the two kinds of woody biomass.
This less branched structure of the hemicellulose in rice straw
makes the structure not susceptible to be broken and separated
by p-TsOH.39

3.3. Analysis of Lignin. 3.3.1. FTIR. The FTIR results of
lignin from the pretreatment liquid are shown in Figure 8. All
the samples showed the typical lignin structure spectrum:
hydroxyl (−OH) extension vibration at 3384 cm−1 and C−H
bonds in methyl and methyl side chains at 2939 and 2835
cm−1. The C�O expansion vibration at 1424−1514 cm−1 is
the aromatic ring skeleton vibration, representing the primary
structure of lignin, C−O−C expansion vibration at 1220 cm−1,
and C−O vibration of P syringe base at 1327 cm−1. The C−H
substitutions at 841 and 770 cm−1 show strong absorption,
including 1608, 1460, 1327, and 1123 cm−1, the most. The C−
O−C asymmetric vibration at 1152 and 1030 cm−1 is the
aromatic ring deformation and vibration in the C−H surface,
representing the wood foundation (G) structure, C�O
expansion vibration at rice straw lignin at 1653 cm−1, and a
P syringe foundation absorption at 841 cm−1. In all three
lignins, S unit lignin and G unit lignin were present.40

3.3.2. 2D-HSQC NMR. We used 2D-HSQC NMR spectros-
copy to analyze the dissolved lignin parts of the three kinds of
biomass under the same treatment conditions. Figure 9 shows
the four NMR spectra describing the side chains and aromatic
regions, along with the determined chemical structures. Table

Figure 7. 2D-HSQC NMR of hemicellulose (X: (1-4)-β-D-xylose, U: 4-O-Me-α-D-GlcpA, XU: PCA and FA (p-hydroxycinnamates), Ara: α-L-
arabinose, Aγ: Cγ-Hγ in γ-acylated β-O-4 substructures, Aβ(G/H): Cβ-Hβ in β-O-4 substructures linked to G and H units).

Table 5. The Content of Structures in the Hemicellulose of
Poplar Sawdust, Eucalyptus Sawdust, and Rice Straw

sample poplar eucalyptus rice straw

X:1/% 13.2 13.26 8.3
X:2/% 14.7 14.1 11.3
X:3/% 20.1 20.9 20.1
X:4/% 0 0 25.2
X:5/% 0 0 0.21
X:5a/% 8.4 6.9 3.5
X:5e/% 8.4 8.6 4.4
XU:2/% 2.9 3.6 0
U:1/% 2.5 2.2 0
U:1/% 2.5 2.2 0
U:3/% 4.7 2.9 0
U:4/% 2.1 2.1 0
U:5/% 2.3 2.0 0
U:OCH3/% 4.4 6.7 0
Ara3/% 15.2 14.7 0
Ara5/% 2.3 2.2 0
Aγ/% 0 0 19.5
Aβ(G/H)/% 0 0 2.2

Figure 8. FTIR analysis of lignin.
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6 shows 1H-13C profile integration data for lignin structures
that are listed in detail. The spectrum (Figure 9) shows that
the dissolved lignin from the three kinds of biomass was
composed mainly of syringyl (S), guaiacyl (G), and p-
hydroxybenzoates (PB). Structural maps of these lignins are
shown in the lower half of Figure 9. The lignin of rice straw
contains relatively higher hydroxybenzoate (H) units, and the
syringyl-to-guaiacyl (S/G) ratio is relatively low.

The C-5 position of the guaiacyl (G) lignin benzene ring is
in a free state and can form a stable C−C bond by cross-linking
with other C groups. The C-5 position of the syringyl (S)
lignin benzene ring is the methoxy group, which cannot form a
C−C bond. The connection is relatively loose. Compared with
guaiacyl (G) lignin, syringyl (S) lignin is more likely to be
degraded. The ratio of syringyl-to-guaiacyl (S/G) can reflect
the difficulty of lignin removal; the higher the ratio is, the more
easily lignin is removed for the less methoxy group content.41

In rice straw lignin, the H lignin content is relatively high; this
coincides with the difference between woody and herbaceous
biomass raw materials, and the ratio of syringyl to guaiacyl (S/
G) and ratio of syringyl to guaiacyl plus hydroxybenzoate (S/

(G + H)) are relatively low (Table 6), so the lignin of rice
straw in p-TsOH pretreatment is more difficult to remove than
poplar sawdust and eucalyptus sawdust lignin. At the same
time, in the lignin of rice straw, some lignin carbohydrate
complex (LCC) was found, and the LCC acts as an inhibitor in
hot water to hemicellulose extraction, which was consistent
with the results of hemicellulose 2D-NMR analysis.30

4. CONCLUSIONS
In this study, we explored the pretreatment of poplar sawdust,
eucalyptus sawdust, and rice straw by the p-TsOH process at
mild conditions. The study showed a difference in the
fractionation of the three types of biomasses. On the basis of
the analysis of hemicellulose extracted from the three kinds of
biomass, it can be concluded that the pretreatment of p-
toluenesulfonic is an effective method to remove lignin and
hemicellulose from woody biomasses such as poplar sawdust
and eucalyptus sawdust. For herbaceous biomasses such as rice
straw, the pretreatment of p-toluenesulfonic can remove lignin
but retain large amounts of cellulose and hemicellulose. The
main reason is that rice straw hemicellulose, which contains

Figure 9. Fragrant and side chain region (δC/δH 50−140/2.5−8.0) in the 2D HSQC NMR spectra of lignin samples of poplar sawdust, eucalyptus
sawdust, and rice straw; the structural maps of lignin.

Table 6. Structural Features of the Dissolved Lignin Obtained from the 1H-13C Related Peak Integration in the HSQC Spectra

sample S/% G/% β-O-4/% β-β/% p-hydroxybenzoates/% S/G S/(G + H)

poplar 59.65 23.10 3.71 0 22.36 2.58 1.31
eucalyptus 67.02 28.19 14.46 2.57 15.32 2.37 1.54
rice straw 60.92 33.87 2.98 0 23.42 1.80 1.06
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many more free hydroxyl structures (−OH) and whose
backbone lacks branches, is different from poplar sawdust
and eucalyptus sawdust. Its hemicellulose structure is not
susceptible to being broken by p-TsOH. After a comparative
study, the pretreatment by p-TsOH has excellent potential in
the biomass refining industry, especially producing bioethanol
based on rice straw resource and functional fiber based on
poplar and eucalyptus resource. Meanwhile, because of the
easy recovery and recycling characteristics of p-TsOH, its role
in sustainable economy and carbon footprint reduction will
further be highlighted.
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