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Understanding conical intersection (Cl) dynamics and subsequent conformational changes is key for
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exploring and controlling photo-reactions in aromatic molecules. Monitoring of their time-resolved

dynamics remains a formidable experimental challenge. In this study, we simulate the photoinduced
S; to Sy non-adiabatic dynamics of cyclooctatetraene (COT), involving multiple Cls with relaxation
times in good agreement with experiment. We further investigate the possibility to directly probe

the CI passages in COT by off-resonant X-ray Raman spectroscopy (TRUECARS) and time-resolved

X-ray diffraction (TRXD). We find that these signals sensitively monitor key chemical features during

the ultrafast dynamics. First, we distinguish two Cls by TRUECARS signals with their appearances at

different Raman shift. Second, we demonstrate that TRXD, where X-ray photons scatter off electron
densities, can resolve ultrafast changes in the aromaticity of COT. It can further distinguish between
planar and non-planar geometries explored during the dynamics, as e.g. two different tetraradical-

type Cls. The knowledge gained from these measurements can give unique insight into fundamental

chemical properties that dynamically change during non-adiabatic passages.

1 Introduction

Aromaticity is a property of cyclic (ring-shaped), typically pla-
nar (flat) molecular structures with delocalized 7 electrons that
gives increased stability compared to saturated (non-aromatic)
compounds having single bonds or other non-cyclic arrangements
with the same set of atoms. Aromaticity plays key roles in chem-
ical reactions (electrophilic aromatic substitution), molecular
physics (organic semiconductor?, aromatic ring currents’), and
biochemistry, where amino acids serve as building-blocks of pro-
teins. Thus, monitoring conical intersection (CI) dynamics and
conformational changes is key for unravelling and controlling
photochemical reactions in aromatic molecules.
Cyclooctatetraene (COT) is a conjugated cyclic 4n m-electron
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system that has a Dg;, planar conjugated aromatic n-network in
the lowest excited state but is non-aromatic in higher excited
states (S,~1) as well as in the ground state, where it has a non-
planar boat-like D,y structure with localized single and double
C—C bonds. Thus, COT may serve as a prototypical photoac-
tive unit where photon absorption is employed as a control knob
to switch between non-aromatic and aromatic states. Therefore,
photorelaxation through CIs induces strong modification of the
planarity and electron density, thereby aromaticity, but without
ring opening like heterycyclic compounds=,

Its thermal and photochemical relaxation pathways have
drawn significant experimental and theoretical attention©®
(Scheme 1). A photon initially excites COT to the optically al-
lowed (bright) S, /3 state (1), followed by ultrafast non-radiative
decay to the optically forbidden (dark) S; state (2). A non-
adiabatic transition to Sy is controlled by two tetraradical-type
conical intersections (CI)®2 CI (3) and CIy, (4). Clg has a typi-
cal out-of-plane triangular —(CH)3;— kink of triradical nature sim-
ilar to other unsaturated hydrocarbons1%L leading to a three- or
four-membered ring formation (5) and cis — trans isomerization
(6)8. However, the decay via this channel is suppressed by an en-
ergy barrier. CIy holds a Cy, symmetry and has two unpaired
electrons centered at single carbon atoms and two resonance-
stabilized allyl radicals®. Thanks to its lower barrier, it acts as the
elective radiationless channel leading to the formation of semibul-
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Scheme 1 Photochemical and thermal reaction scheme for cyclooctate-
traene.

lvalene (SBV, 7) as a main product??, and a double-bond shifted
(DBS, 8) or the original COT (1) is formed as byproducts13., We
refer to ref® for the comprehensive photo/thermal reaction path-
ways.

The DBS yields a degenerate product of the parent COT, where
the m-electrons migrate within the octagonal perimeter, result-
ing in a site exchange between singly- and doubly-bonded carbon
atoms eventually leading to photoinduced bond order inversion
within the ring. Modulation of these pathways in favor of de-
sired channels could be accomplished by chemical modification
with z-donor and -acceptor substituents, or by quantum control
strategies, making COT a potent and attractive design unit for e.g.
molecular photoswitches that allow a control in aromaticity and
bond orderd#15,

While the S| to Sy relaxation pathway has been extensively
studied, the nonradiative S3 to S; decay has remained largely
unexplored. It is a key issue prior to unravelling the role of S;/Sy
CI, since the dark S; state is only accessible by relaxation from the
higher excited states. The S; — S relaxation can further affect
the nuclear dynamics on Sy, thus influencing the resulting pho-
toproducts. CIs play important roles in many photophysical and
photochemical processes1®17. Monitoring CI pathways is impor-
tant for controlling and achieving desired photoproducts. Var-
ious studies have shown that modifying the initial condition of
nuclear wavepackets in the electronic states forming the CIs can
have tremendous effects on the photoproducts?®12 corroborat-
ing the necessity of including the S3 — S; relaxation mechanism
in photoexcited COT.

Thanks to the unique temporal, spectral and spatial resolutions
provided by free-electron X-ray light sources, many X-ray tech-
niques have been proposed to monitor the Cls in molecules2021,
A popular technique is femto/attosecond spectroscopy, which in-
directly probe CIs by depletion/appearance/bifurcation of the ab-
sorptive lines?224. Polli et al. have implemented ultrafast opti-
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cal spectroscopy to probe light-induced photoisomerization of the
rhodopsin and mapped out the energy gap between the ground
and excited electronic states as a function of time22. Such evi-
dence is indirect and circumstantial and does not give direct sig-
nature of CIL.

To this aim, Transient Redistribution of Ultrafast Electronic Co-
herences in Attosecond Raman signals (TRUECARS) has been the-
oretically proposed2®. This technique directly monitors vibronic
coherences created during the CI passage with no contributions of
populations (background-free), which is more direct evidence or
which signifies presence of CI better than the energy gap between
involved states. In TRUECARS, a hybrid broadband/narrowband
pulse used in TRUECARS can offer a good combination of both
spectral and temporal resolutions. This stems from the ultrafast
timing of Cls as well as the few to tens of eV energy range spanned
by the vibronic coherences. It has been theoretically used to mon-
itor the CI passage in photo-relaxation in (4-thio)uracil?Z2% and
energy transfer in a heterodimer®? and a triarylamine trimerL,
A major difficulty in the implementation of TRUECARS is the pre-
cise phase control between two pulses, which is under develop-
ment. Herein, we focus on how TRUECARS signal distinguishes
two different CI passages during the photorelaxation in COT.

On the other hand, time-evolving electronic charge densities
at CI passages can be imaged with subfemtosecond resolution us-
ing ultrafast time-resolved X-ray diffraction/scattering (TRXD)"32,
In ultrafast TRXD experiments, a molecule is prepared in a time-
evolving superposition of states by an optical laser, undergoing
non-stationary dynamics, then a hard X-ray probe pulse is scat-
tered by the excited molecule onto a detector, yielding the three
components of the scattering signal: elastic scattering, inelastic
scattering, and mixed (in)elastic related to electronic coherence
contribute to the signal®233, The snapshots at different pump-
probe delay creates a movie presenting temporal evolution of
electron densities triggered by the pump pulse. Since the pi-
oneering theoretical work of Wilson et al.®2, there have been
an immense development of theory24737 to study non-stationary
molecular samples in excited electronic states. A novel devel-
opment of bright XFELs extended the X-ray scattering measure-
ment in solid crystal into gas or liquid phases=8% which involves
real-time monitoring of coherent vibrational motion of excited N-
methylmorpholine!! and its orientation of transition dipole mo-
ment using gas-phase x-ray scattering®. In liquid phase, ultrafast
hydrogen bond dynamics#2, solvent reorganization coupled to in-
tramolecular charge transfer®®, liquid-liquid phase transition'2,
and structural changes of proteins#® has been monitored. Niel-
son et al. have recorded coherent nuclear dynamics with atom-
istic resolution on the excited” and ground state® potential en-
ergy surfaces for systems in an environment. XFELs is being up-
graded to achieve brighter light sources, higher repetition rate,
and greater spatiotemporal resolution to expand its applications.

Our previous thoeretical work has demonstrated that the TRXD
signals can potentially image transient electron transition den-
sities directly associated with CI passages in azobenzene“#2>0,
4-thiouracil??, exhibiting characteristic positive/negative oscilla-
tions due to the formation of electronic coherences. We further
had shown that the two-dimensional diffraction pattern, domi-
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nated by elastic scattering, can be used to monitor conformational
changes e.g., cis to trans photoisomerization in azobenzene4?.
Such valence electron densities can be used to monitor the elec-
tron density (aromaticity) and planarity variation of the molecule.

In the present study, we implement a non-adiabatic excited
state molecular dynamics®L protocol to track the S3 — S; relax-
ation pathway in optically excited COT. We employ a semiempir-
ical ab initio multiple cloning (AIMC) approach based on Multi-
Configurational Ehrenfest (MCE), which provides an accurate de-
scription of non-adiabatic molecular dynamics in large conju-
gated molecules2 with affordable cost.

We capture the apperance of vibronic coherences as well as aro-
maticity changes upon photorelaxation by ultrafast X-ray probe.
The vibronic coherences generated at the multiple Cls are tracked
by the TRUECARS signal. We show highly diverse scenarios for
excited state relaxation and record the temporal and the ener-
getic profiles of CIs by the TRUECARS signal and its spectrogram.
We find that explicit use of transition polarizabilities is crucial to
assess accurate observation of vibronic coherences evolving dur-
ing the CI passage. Due to quantum nature of nuclear motions,
the vibronic coherences do not vanish after passing through the
CI passage. The TRUECARS signal provides a clear signature of
the two CIs (S3/S; vs S2/S1) by their different timing and energy
splitting distributions between the involved states.

We find that TRXD is a powerful tool for the real-time track-
ing of the aromaticity and molecular conformation changes in
molecules by tracking the evolving valence electron densities.
The 2D elastic scattering pattern can differentiate the different
CI pathways, Cls and CI;,, and the photoproduct, SBV from the
reactant COT. This helps map the comprehensive relaxation path-
ways of COT from bright S3 to Sy via the dark and aromatic S,
state.

(@)

Broadband &,
(500 as)

Narrowband &y
(2 fs)

UV pump §,
(Not explicitly
considered)

Fig. 1 (a) Pulse configuration and (b) loop diagram for TRUECARS with
cyclooctatetraene (COT) placed on the xy plane (Lewis structure given).
The grey area indicates the electronic and nuclear population in the bright
S3 state created by the pump pulse &, (not considered explicitly in the
simulation) and a free evolution period of the molecule. At time delay
T, the hybrid &5 (broad) and &y (narrow) pulse is applied to probe the
dynamics. See ESI for loop diagram rules.

2 Results and Discussion

The AIMC approach was employed to describe the S; — S;
electronic transitions in COT. AIMC naturally includes decoher-
ence through cloning events when mean-field theory fails to de-
scribe two electronic states evolving on very different surfaces.
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This approach has been successfully applied to describe photoin-
duced dynamics in large molecules, such as a dendrimer=! and a
bichromic molecule®Y,

The vibronic coherences emerging at the excited state CIs are
tracked by TRUECARS signal and the geometry and aromaticity
changes are monitored by the TRXD signal. TRUECARS uses a
hybrid field &y (2 fs), with central frequency 200 €V and &p
(500 as) following the pump-probe waiting time 7 (Fig. 1). The
central frequency was chosen to maximize the signal strength by
maximizing the polarizability cross section while still staying off-
resonant (pre-resonant)3. Otherwise the populations will con-
tribute and dominate the coherences®#>>. The signal is finite
only when there is an overlap of nuclear wavepackets in differ-
ent electronic states, making this technique free from population
background. A single broadband pulse with the same central fre-
quency and bandwidth (Fig. S1) is used for TRXD.

We display the TRUECARS/TRXD signal as well as evolution of
population, coherence, molecular geometry, averaged over the to-
tal 98/57 trajectories with equal weight, in Fig. 2. Note that only
the signal averaged over all trajectories is experimentally observ-
able although individual trajectories illustrate different molecular
dynamics scenarios. We first note that our AIMC approach well
describe the S; — S; photo-relaxation dynamics of COT. The S,
population dynamics (Fig. 2e) is fitted with P(r) = Ae~(—0)/k,
where with 7y = 26.5 fs, yielding a 54.5 fs of growth time. This
is in a good agreement with our previous surface hopping sim-
ulations®% and time-resolved mass spectroscopy measurement of
photoexcited cyclooctatriene and bicyclooctadiene using near-IR
photoionization probe2Z, where 'B, to 24; (C», symmetry, corre-
sponding to S; to S; in current study) relaxation was estimated
to occur within 67 fs. The average population is distributed with
a large fraction (70%) in S; and a smaller one in the S, (20%)
and the others for S3 to S, states at 250 fs.

The TRUECARS signal (Eqn 4 and 5) is visible over the entire
simulation time, with stronger magnitudes at e.g. O to 70 fs. The
two CI passages are well captured by the TRUECARS signal(S,/S;
in Fig. 2b and S3/S; in Fig. 2c). The molecule enters the S3/S; CI
region, with strong nonadiabatic coupling (NAC) (Fig. 2h) due to
their close spacing in energy (Fig. 2d), creating a vibronic coher-
ence (Fig. 2f) and thereby the TRUECARS signal shows up from
the beginning and maintain its amplitude until 70 fs (Fig. 2c). A
delayed S,/S; CI is observed (Fig. 2b) as the major population
transfer occurs between 50 and 100 fs, but the relevant TRUE-
CARS signal remains strong until 170 fs. We note that after the
second CI, S, and S, evolve differently, and their energy splitting
increases, as the TRUECARS is observed at higher Raman shift o,
(Fig. 2b). We find that the S, state is only slightly affected in all
trajectories.

In our previous studies , we used a constant polarizabil-
ity over the nuclear space and all coherence contributed to the
TRUECARS signal according to their magnitude with no further
selectivity. This approximation holds when only two electronic
states are involved, but as soon as more than one electronic tran-
sition is involved, the relative transition polarizability strengths
determine the magnitude of the individual contributions to the
total signal. This means while the coherences themselves could

30131
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Fig. 2 TRUECARS and TRXD signal and relevant molecular properties in the ensemble of 98/57 trajectories of the COT. The averaged frequency-
dispersed TRUECARS signal S(w,,T), for (a) Total, (b) S»/S; coherence, (c) S3/S, coherence. (d) Combined potential energy surfaces of the electronic
states in all trajectories. (e) Averaged population in the electronic states. (f) Averaged coherence magnitude pk; between electronic states, accroding
to Eqn 3. (g) Averaged expectation value of the polarizability operator calculated with Eqn 5. (h) Averaged nonadiabatic coupling magnitude for
each coherence pgr. (i) Averaged FROG spectrogram, according to Eqn 7, which is extracted from the TRUECARS signal by integrating over the
negative Raman shifts (o, < 0). (j) Time evolution of averaged molecular geometry, bond length (top), dihedral angle (C;—C4 in Fig. S6a), and
bond alternation (bottom). (k) Averaged Two-dimensional TRXD scattering pattern projected on the xy (left), xz (middle), and yz (right) plane at
T = 1fs. The top, middle, and bottom panel shows contribution from elastic scattering, inelastic scattering, and mixed elastic/inelastic scattering
(coherence) to the total signal, respectively. (I) same as (k) but at 7 = 250 fs
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be equally strong, the coherence associated with the higher tran-
sition polarizability will dominate the TRUECARS signal. We dis-
play the TRUECARS signal calculated with geometry-independent
polarizability over the nuclear space in Fig. S2. We find that the
signal is particularly strong at 0 to 25 fs for S3/S, and 90 to 100
fs for S,/S;. This signal looks more sensitive to the timing of the
CIs, but the relative transition polarizability strengths determine
the observed signal shown in Fig. 2a. This is more evident in
trajectory 3 (Fig. S3). The total coherence magnitude is main-
tained between 0 and 60 fs (Fig. S3d), but the TRUECARS sig-
nal is strongest between 40 fs and 60 fs (Fig. S3a) due to the
large transition polarizability (Fig. S3c). If geometry indepen-
dent polarizabilities were used, the TRUECARS signal would be
equally strong between O fs and 60 fs as shown in Fig. S3b. This
implies that, for systems undergoing multiple CIs, both the rela-
tive strength of the polarizabilities and the topologies of potential
energy surfaces influence the signal and need to be properly ac-
counted in the simulations.

The integrated TRUECARS spectrogram reveals the energy
splitting distribution between electronic states involved in the co-
herence?®. In turn, a transient energy splitting is encoded in the
temporal gain/loss oscillations in the TRUECARS signal at a given
Raman shift (w,). We display the integrated frequency resolved
optical-gating (FROG)®8 spectrogram, given by Eqn 7, in Figure
2i. The spectrogram between 0 and 25 fs is distributed between
0.3 and 0.7 eV, representing the energy splitting between S, and
S3/4 during the first CI passage. The S,/S; CI passage is cap-
tured from 30 to 50 fs. It is more evident in Fig. S4a, where
the FROG spectogram reveals the energy splitting of CI at Ra-
man shift o, =0.02 eV. An increasing energy splitting between S
and higher excited state can be observed where the spectrogram
evolves from 1 to 2 €V after 50 fs (Fig. S4b and c¢). The fre-
quency profile of the spectrogram maps the energy gap between
the relevant states in Fig. 2d.

The time-evolving geometric features are displayed in Fig. 2j.
These include the bond length (C;—Cs, top panel), dihedral
angle (C; to C4, middle panel), and bond length alternation
(0.5*(by5+byg)—bys, bottom panel) over time (The atomic labels
are given in Fig. S6). Earlier, we have used the same parameters
to monitor the non-adiabatic passage of COT using semiempiri-
cal trajectory surface hopping dynamics=®. Based on the Franck-
Condon approximation, the molecular geometry starts from the
non-planar Sy minimum conformation with different C; —Cs ver-
sus C4—Cg bond length, and then approach to those at planar S;
minimum geometry with equalized bond length. Indeed, the di-
hedral angle approaches to 180°, and atomic distance increases
to 3.6 A as the population is transferred to the S; state.

Previously, we had demonstrated that the coherence contribu-
tion to TRXD signal can image the evolving electron densities dur-
ing the CI passage, which is characterized by its phase oscillation
between gain and loss along the temporal axis<242, The temporal
oscillation showed the strongest intensities during the CI passage
and the observed phase change corresponds to real-space phase
changes of electron density as the molecule crosses the CI. The
coherence contribution involves mixed elastic and inelastic scat-
tering events, where the latter involves only a single active elec-
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tron transition. Hence it is weak and buried under the stronger
state densities, where all electrons contribute to the signal. We
had suggested to extract the information by observing at higher
momentum transfer®®, however, it only works for systems where
the transition density is more localized in real space (high ) than
the delocalized state densities (low q). The valence excited states
in COT, where an electron in occupied « orbital is promoted to an
unoccupied 7* orbital, exhibit delocalized electron densities (Fig.
S5), thus the hard X-ray are not beneficial in COT. Frequency-
resolved diffraction set-up=?, can be alternatively used since the
coherences oscillate faster than the populations. In those stud-
ies, we had assumed very short wave (more than 20 keV), which
is currently unavailable, and convolutes the temporal resolution,
rendering the experiment difficult. Currently, up to 25 keV is
being developed using superconducting accelerators at the Eu-
ropean X-ray Free Electron Laser in Hamburg and the Stanford
Linear Coherent Light Source. A development of the large free
electron laser facilities will enable to directly observe the evolv-
ing coherence electron densities in the future.

The state densities are virtually identical for ground state and
excited state, and sensitive to the molecular conformation and
electron densities. Hence, we expect that TRXD can be used to
monitor the change in the molecular conformation (non-planar
to planar) and aromaticity (localized electron densities at dou-
ble bond to delocalized densities). We display two-dimensional
(2D) TRXD signal in Fig. 2k and 21. Note that the 2D patterns
shown in Fig. 2 to 4 are imaged only with the valence electron
densities since the semiempirical AIMC-NEXMD calculations use
basis functions composed of only valence electrons. For compar-
ison, we display the 2D pattern of the TRXD signal for Sy and S,
optimal geometries in Fig. S7, calculated with CASSCF(8e/80),
involving all # and #n* orbitals at 6-31G* basis set. The elastic
scattering pattern projected on the xy plane shows the localized
double bond features in Sy minimum. In contrast, the pattern
exhibits well delocalized electron density over the entire ring in
S| minimum conformation, as the molecular geometry becomes
planar and all valence bonds are equalized. Comparing the 2D
pattern projected on the xz and yz pattern is less sensitive but we
observe an elongated pattern in the S; minimum conformation
compared to that of non-planar conformation. We observe that
the signal shows similarity with that of Sy minimum in the begin-
ning (at 1 fs, Fig. 2k) but ends with the pattern (at 250 fs, Fig.
21) similar to that of S; minimum.

The inelastic scattering contribution from electronic popula-
tions (middle panels) or mixed elastic/inelastic scattering con-
tribution from electronic coherence (bottom panels) does not ex-
actly match with those in Fig. S7, because they are calculated
without considering the population (wave function coefficients)
of the adiabatic states. It is not straightforward to directly com-
pare them. Nevertheless, we note that the coherence contribution
exists from 1 fs as the molecule enter the S3/S, CI immediately.
Their phase oscillation along the temporal axis could be also used
to directly monitor the CI passage.

On a side note, we show that TRXD signal can also be used
to track the following S; — Sy dynamics, owing to the different
conformation of two CIs and photoproducts. We adopted their
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optimized geometry from the previous study® and display their
static 2D XRD pattern, projected on the xy plane in Fig. S6. We
find that the CI, (Fig. S6c) and its main product SBV (Fig. S6e)
exhibit sufficiently different XRD patterns compared to the Clg
(Fig. S6d) and original COT (Fig. S6a). The presented and dis-
cussed 2D TRXD signal may be only accessible by simulation, if
alignment of COT is not achievable.

Next, we explore two individual trajectories illustrating very
different molecular dynamics scenarios. This is only possible in
simulations, since only the ensemble averaged signal is observed
in experiments. However, exploring individual trajectories do
help understand the entire molecular physics. We first describe
trajectory 1, a representative scenario, where most (83%) of the
populations ends with S; within 100 fs without cloning events. A
molecule enters the S3/S, CI region with an immediate popula-
tion transfer from S3 to S, (Fig. 3e), thus the TRUECARS signal
shows up from the beginning (Fig. 3a and 3c). S3 and S, then
evolve differently (S, approaches to the second CI), their energy
splitting increases, and the TRUECARS signal (Fig. 3c) shows
faster oscillation at 20 to 30 fs than 10 to 20 fs. The second CI
is visited at 30 fs, when the major population transfer between
S, and S; is facilitated (Fig. 3e) by their large NAC (Fig. 3h).
Then, the TRUECARS signal frequencies are shifted to larger Ra-
man shifts (Fig. 3b) as the electronic energy gap between the in-
volved states, S1 vs S,/3/4, increases, while Sy is stabilized. Note
that there is no finite population transfer between S, and S; (af-
ter CI), but their coherence (Fig. 3f) is maintained. The signal
gets even stronger as the expectation value of the transition po-
larizability (Fig. 2f) remains strong in this region.

The time-evolving geometric features and the 2D TRXD signal
displayed in Fig. 2j to 2l, probes that the molecule ends with
planar and aromatic geometry at 83 fs, as the most of the pop-
ulation ends with S;. Note that the simulation is terminated at
83 fs due to the fact that the trajectory has reached the region
where the energy gap between the S; and Sy is smaller than 0.1
eV (assumed to be Sy/S; CI, see Method section below).

Next, we illustrate an extreme opposite scenario, where sev-
eral cloning events happen and the non-adiabatic simulation is
terminated before reaching to the S; minimum (Fig. 4). In this
scenario, the Sz state, which decays immediately in trajectory 1,
survives until 110 fs (Fig. 4e). The major population transfer
between S, and Sj states occurs at 10 fs, slower than the imme-
diate occurrence in trajectory 1. The corresponding TRUECARS
becomes strongest between 20 and 40 fs when the S, state is
significantly populated and the coherence p;3 (and thereby the
expectation value of transition polarizability) is large (Fig. 4f).
After 20 fs, the S3 and S, state evolve differently, p,3 decreases,
and their energy gap increases. Eventually, at 30 fs, mean-field
theory breaks down and a cloning event occurs to describe the
different evolution of the S, and Sj states separately.

Another cloning event happens at 60 fs, when the major pop-
ulation transfer between the S, and S; ends (Fig. 4e). Due to
the finite energy splitting between them (Fig. 4d) and small NAC
(Fig. 4h), the S; state is not significantly populated. Hence, the
TRUECARS signal augmented by the S,/S; coherence (Fig. 4b)
is an order of magnitude weaker than that from the S3/S, coher-
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ence (Fig. 4c). We find the latter dominates the total signal as
the (W, (r)|as,s,[W3(r)) transition polarizability is strongest (Fig.
4g). The integrated FROG spectrogram shown in Figure 4i well
describes the increasing energy splitting between S, and Sj be-
tween 20 and 40 fs, and decreasing pattern thereafter.

We find that the relevant geometric features do not converge
to those of S; minimum conformation at the end of the dynamics
simulation (115 fs) because the majority of the population stays
in the S, state, which has a boat-like non-planar conformation,
similar to Sy minimum. The dihedral angle is larger than 20°
and the bond length is maintained shorter than the delocalized
ring. Thus, the 2D elastic scattering pattern projected on xy plane
at 115 fs shown in Fig. 41, maintains the localized double bond
feature, when comparing to Fig. 4k at 1 fs.

Examination of all 98 (for TRUECARS) or 57 (for TRXD) tra-
jectories shows highly diverse scenarios. The two trajectories dis-
cussed above are exemplary cases that contribute to the total en-
semble. The consequences of the other non-adiabatic dynamics
trajectories are placed in between the above-mentioned typical
cases. Overall, we demonstrated that AIMC dynamics successfully
describes the ultrafast S; to S| relaxation of excited states, despite
the diverse evolution of individual trajectories. Note again, that
only ensemble averaged signal can be observed in experiments.

The implementation of the proposed TRUECARS and TRXD ex-
periments requires precise phase control between narrow and
broad pulses, and the alignment of COT molecules perpendicu-
lar to the propagation of the X-ray probe pulse, respectively. Ex-
tracting coherence information in TRXD signal requires very hard
X-ray beam, which is under development. Once achieved, the
timing of the CI passages and the energetic nature of vibronic co-
herences can be captured by the TRUECARS spectrogram at dif-
ferent Raman shifts. The evolving electron densities and molec-
ular conformation could be tracked by TRXD signals. The signal
is off-resonant with any molecular transition; it does not require
any specific core property, and directly reveals the coherences be-
tween valence electronic states.

3 Conclusions

We have carried out an AIMC molecular dynamics simulation to
study non-adiabatic dynamics of photoexcited cyclooctatetraene,
tracing its internal conversion from the bright S; to the dark
S| state. The resulting excited state lifetime shows an excellent
agreement with experiment, demonstrating an adequate charac-
terization of the molecular photophysics by the semi-empirical
multi-configurational Ehrenfest approach. The vibronic coher-
ences created at the two major CI passages persist across en-
semble averaging over 98 trajectories and are well captured by
TRUECARS signal at different Raman shifts. We demonstrated
that TRUECARS and TRXD in combination can distinguish be-
tween different CIs explored during the photoinduced dynam-
ics. Changes in the molecular aromaticity, as well as non-planar
to planar geometrical dynamics, are directly resolved in the sig-
nals. The signals combined with a semiempirical nonadiabatic
molecular dynamics protocol thereby provide an accurate tempo-
ral, structural and energetic profiles of the CI pathway, that could
reveal novel chemical design opportunities and control knobs for
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photochemical reactions. 4 Methods

The excited state non-adiabatic dynamics of COT is calculated
using the ab initio multiple cloning (AIMC)©%e1l approach imple-
mented in the Non-adiabatic EXcited state Molecular Dynamics
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(NEXMD) package®. This is an extension of the Multiconfigu-
rational Ehrenfest (MCE)®3 method, which follows the spirit of
the Ab Initio Multiple Spawning (AIMS) approach®®®, allowing bi-
furcations of the molecular wave function in the nuclear configu-
ration space thus naturally accounting for decoherences. Details
about the connection between these two similar approaches can
be found elsewhere®. For AIMC, ensembles of individual Ehren-

8 Journal Name, [year], [vol.],

SE

fest trajectories (clones) are used as basis functions to represent
the quantum wave function of electrons and nuclei |¥(r))%©°:

(W () =Y calWu(0)). )]

Each configuration y, (¢) is factorized into a nuclear part y,(¢) and
orthonormalized adiabatic multi-configuration electronic eigen-
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(W (t)) = [2n) (Zal ®)197) ) (2)

The nuclear wavepacket y,(¢) in each configuration is given by a
Gaussian function centered at the Ehrenfest trajectory.
Population transfer between electronic states can occur during
CI passages, where the Born Oppenheimer approximation breaks
down and the motions of electron and nuclei are strongly cou-
pled. The original nuclear wave packet branches into multiple
parts, where the excess energy follows the different relaxation
pathways, each dominated by a single adiabatic state. In such
cases, Ehrenfest trajectories evolving on an average potential en-
ergy surface can lead to unphysical nuclear motions. AIMC rec-
ognizes these cases and replaces the original Ehrenfest trajectory
configuration, with two new configurations and coefficients, each
evolving along its own distinct mean-field. This splitting is de-
noted as cloning event, which allows to naturally account for de-
coherence of vibronic wavepackets evolving on the sufficiently
different potential energy surfaces. More details of the AIMC
method and its implementation can be found in RefZ/8,

The coherences between electronic states are given by:

PKL= 75 ZC e mlxﬁ?{( &) (a])(0r'10)+ (af')" (a1 ) (97" 9K )

ITI n
(3)

The phases of both the electronic and the nuclear parts of the
molecular wave function are accounted for when calculating the
vibronic coherence magnitude pg;.

The TRUECARS signal is finally given by:2¢

S(wy,T) = 2Im / drég (@g)én(t —T)e =T (P(1) || (1)) (4)
where "Im" denotes the imaginary part, &y, is a hybrid narrow
(2 femtosecond)/broadband (500 attosecond) Gaussian pulse en-
velope (Figure 1a), wj is the central probe frequency, T is the time
delay between the pump and the probe. The expectation value of
the transition polarizability (¥(¢)|etgr|¥(¢)) is given by

(P(t)|agr[F(r) Zcm‘n (Xm| 2n)

(5)
X [( X akLZal o |¢l>+aLaKLZ ar')*(or"|og)

The transition polarizability ak; is calculated from the transition
charge density, 6k , where

ox1(gR) = [ dre " L PIRIG; (R0 R). (O

using the state charge density matrices P,’{ , and the basis set of
atomic orbitals ¢, (r). Populations do not contribute to the signal,
since ok is zero along the the diagonal, and only the transition
polarizabilities (off-diagonal elements) between electronic states
are finite. The TRUECARS signal is calculated for a randomly
oriented ensemble by averaging over the x, y, and z axes. We
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shall display the frequency resolved optical-gating (FROG) spec-
trogram of the TRUECARS signal given by Ref&, by convolving a
temporal trace S(7) at a constant ®,, with a Gaussian gating func-
tion Egate(t) with a full width at half-maximum (fwhm) of 0.484

fs,
2

IrroG (T, Ocoh) = / dtS(t)Egate(f*T)eiiwmh[ . @)

S(T) oscillates with frequencies that correspond to the energy
splitting between the relevant vibronic coherences, and the FROG
spectrogram reveals the transient energy splitting along the tra-
jectory. The FROG spectrograms are scanned and integrated over
negative Raman shift (@, < 0) window to capture the evolution
of the signal away from @, = 0.

The gas phase (single-molecule) TRXD signal of a sample with
N non-interacting molecules reads=3162

Si(q.1) :N'/dflEp(f—T)|2<6(—q,t)0(q,l)> €))
where,

I

(6(—q.1)o(q,1)) = Zcfncn<lm|ln )'dj(orx) og;  (9)

IJ, K

where, (¢"|0(—q.1)|¢g) = GIK) and (¢g|o(q,1)|9]) = oF,;. We
refer the reader to the ESI for the derivation more in detail.)
AIMC simulations of COT have been performed at constant en-
ergy using a 0.05 fs time step. The initial conformational struc-
tures were sampled from a 520 ps ground-state adiabatic molecu-
lar dynamics trajectory in a vacuum using a Langevin thermostat
at 300 K with a 0.1 fs time step®. Following a 20 ps equilibra-
tion period, 100 snapshots of geometries and velocities were har-
vested every 10 ps and used as the initial conditions for the AIMC
non-adiabatic molecular dynamics simulation. Nuclear dynamics
were simulated for all 42 nuclear degrees of freedom, from the
initial excited state S3 state populated by an impulsive excitation.
Note that S is a dark state and S, and S3 are both bright degener-
ate states, but the latter has 6 times larger oscillater strength than
S, during the ground state dynamics (see Fig. 1le in Ref2%). The
S4 state is located 0.47 eV higher than S, 3, thus one can safely
exclude the excitation to the Sy by using spectrally narrow enough
optical pump pulse. If we follow what Levine et al. had done in
their butadiene work”%, our initial condition should locate 14.3%
of the population to S, and the remaining major population to Sj.
We do not expect substantial differences in TRUECARS and TRXD
signal, but the relaxation timescale of COT could be a bit faster.

Excited state properties (e.g., energies, gradients, and non-
adiabatic couplings) are calculated on-the-fly at the configura-
tion interaction singles (CIS) level of theory using the semiem-
pirical Austin model 1 HamiltonianZL. The non-adiabatic transi-
tions to the ground state near S;/S; CI have an inherent super-
position or multirerence character which cannot be properly de-
scribed with single-reference CIS, time-dependent Hartree Fock
or time-dependent density functional theory due to an incorrect
description of the topology of the CI near crossing (phase factors,
etc) 22474 An alternative approach is "Open-GS" methodZ>/70 that
enforces such transition to the ground state when the energy gap
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between the ground and excited states are smaller than a certain
threshold. Hence, we set up 0.1 eV threshold value for S;/S, CI
description so that the AIMC simulation is terminated, once one of
the clones reaches this point. Finally, 98 independent trajectories
were averaged for further TRUECARS signal analysis, whereas
57 trajectories were used for TRXD signal. We found that TRXD
computations require extremely large data storage (e.g., each tra-
jectory occupies around 66 GB, largest one takes up 200 GB) but
averaging over 57 trajectories is enough to get converged results
for TRXD signals. The computations of TRUECARS signals are not
subjected to such computational cost, and we averaged over all
98 trajectories.

The use of transition polarizabilities, though computa-
tionally demanding, gives more accurate results compared
with our previous work, where we set ak; to be constant
(geometry-independent) over the nuclear space, thereby reduc-
ing (W(¢)|0t|¥(1)) to the overlap between the involved electronic
states (vibronic coherence magnitude)=%31,
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