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Orientation columns in macaque
monkey visual cortex demonstrated by the
2-deoxyglucose autoradiographic technique

In the past fifteen years physiological studies of the primary
visual cortex in higher mammals have provided evidence
for two independent systems of functional subdivisions,
ocular dominance columns and orientation columns'. These
two systems are closely related to two important functions
of visual cortex: combining at a single-cell level the in-
formation that originates in the two eyes, and rearranging
the spatial information from the lateral geniculate body so
that cells after the initial stage of visual processing come to
respond to specifically oriented lines in the visual field.

The ocular dominance columns have been demonstrated
anatomically by three different staining techniques®™®. We
describe here the use of a new method” which makes pos-
sible the anatomical demonstration of the orientation
columns.

The original evidence that cells are aggregated according
to their response characteristics came from microelectrode
recordings’. In a penetration perpendicular to the cortical
surface all cells are dominated by the same eye and all give
optimal responses to the same stimulus orientation, whereas
in an oblique or tangential penetration there is an alterna-
tion of the dominant eye, from left to right and back, and,
at the same time, a series of regular changes in optimal
stimulus orientation in steps of 10° or less, clockwise or
counterclockwise. Reversals in direction of rotation occur
sporadically, on the average every few mm, and the orderly
sequences of small orientation shifts are occasionally broken
by abrupt large shifts of up to 90°. A full cycle of either
type, one eye and then the other or a rotation through 180°,
generally requires a horizontal movement along the cortex
of 1 mm or less’. The constancy of eye dominance and of
optimal stimulus orientation during perpendicular penetra-
tions indicates that the two sets of subdivisions are arranged
perpendicular to the surface and the layers. Because of their
cross-sectional shape in brain sections perpendicular to the
surface, the subdivisions have been called ‘columns’, and a
complete set of columns (left plus right eyes, or a full 180°
rotation) is called a hypercolumn.

Inspection of cortical sections stained by conventional
methods gives no hint of these vertical subdivisions. The
only obvious segregation of cells is the horizontal system of
layers, and this segregation has certain physiological cor-
relates. Layer IVc, at about mid-cortical thickness, is the
site of termination of the geniculate afferents and contains
cells that differ in their physiological properties from cells in
the other layers in two respects: like the geniculate
afferents, they have no orientation preference; and they are
almost all strictly monocular. In contrast, cells in the
layers above and below IVc almost all show clear orienta-
tion specificity and about half are binocular, though any
given cell is likely to respond best to one or the other eye.

In the last few years considerable progress has been made
in working out the geometry of the columnar subdivisions.
Three independent anatomical methods have made it pos-
sible to see the ocular dominance columns in layer IVc®®

where they form a set of parallel bands which are for the
most part straight, but in places form loops and whorls
and occasionally show bifurcations and blind endings. The
columns must therefore have the form of parallel sheets
rather than being pillar-like. For the orientation columns,
microelectrode recordings, especially multiple parallel pene-
trations, likewise suggest an arrangement in parallel sheets,
and the frequent reversals in direction of rotation would be
compatible with a swirling pattern.

Until very recently no method has been available for
demonstrating the orientation columns anatomically.
Several years ago Sokoloff and his group® developed a pro-
cedure for labelling active brain tissue. The method depend:
on the fact that brain cells, which use mainly glucose as a
source of energy, take up 2-deoxyglucose as though it were
glucose and metabolise it as far as 2-deoxyglucose-6-phos-
phate, but no further. This compound cannot easily pass out
of the cell, and tends to accumulate. Physiologically active
regions of brain may then be identified by the use of radio-
actively labelled deoxyglucose and autoradiography. This
method was used by Sokoloff’s group in monkeys in which
one eye was stimulated during a 45-min period immediately
following intravenous injection of deoxyglucose®. (The other
eye was occluded in some monkeys and had been previously
removed in others.) The result, a striking demonstration of
the ocular dominance columns in the striate cortex, differed
from the results obtained by the other anatomical tech-
niques in demonstrating the columns through the full
cortical thickness, rather than showing just the parts in
layer IVc.

We have used the deoxyglucose method to reveal the
orientation columns. Our procedure is based on that of
Sokoloff and his group. to whom we are indebted for first-
hand instruction in the method. We injected a lightly
anaesthetised juvenile macaque monkey with "C-2-deoxy-
glucose, 150 uCikg™ in 100 uCiml™' saline, and then
stimulated for 45 min by moving back and forth in front
of the animal a black screen on which were pasted a set of
irregularly spaced vertical white stripes. Stripe widths were
0.5-1°, and movement was 2-4°s™', Both eyes were held
open, protected by contact lenses, refracted at the screen
distance (1 m) and aligned with a variable prism over one
eye so that the foveas were superimposed. To be sure of the
alignment and as a check on the state of the animal we also
recorded from single binocular cells in striate cortex and
superimposed the receptive fields.

At the end of the stimulus period the animal was given
an additional dose of anaesthesia followed by a lethal dose
of intravenous KCl. It was then decapitated, and the skull
was cleaned of skin, gradually immersed over a 4-min
period in liquid Freon-22 at — 125 °C, and stored at —80° C.
Small blocks of brain were later sectioned at 20 um in a
cryostat at —26 °C, and the sections were picked up on a
cover slip and immediately dried at 98 °C. These sections
were then pressed against X-ray film for 2-3 weeks and the
film was finally developed. Some of the sections used fo
autoradiography were also later stained for Nissl substance.

An autoradiograph made from a section perpendicular to
the striate cortex is shown in Fig. 1. Vertical regions of
dense label can be seen extending through the full thickness



Fig. 1 Autoradiograph of a MC-2-deoxyglucose section through
monkey striate cortex, perpendicular to the surface. The stimulus
consisted of moving vertical, irregularly spaced white stripes
presented to the entire visual field of both eyes for 45 min.
Labelled regions are vertical in cross section, about 0.6 mm
apart, and extend through the full cortical thickness. Layer
1Vc, situated at about mid-depth and identified from neighbour-
ing Nissl-stained sections, is uniformly labelled, as expected
from the absence of orientation specific cells in that layer.

of cortex. About midway through the thickness is a dense
uniformly labelled horizontal band. By comparing the auto-
radiographs with neighbouring sections stained for Nissl sub-
stance it can be shown that this band corresponds to layer
IVc. This agrees with the observation from microelectrode
recordings, that cells in layer 1Vc show no orientation
specificity. No such uniform labelling was seen in IVc in the
results of Sokoloft’s group® or in our experiments, when
ocular dominance columns were labelled by this method.

The vertical labelled regions in Fig. | are on the average
about 0.6 mm apart and occupy a considerable fraction of
the repeat distance, as expected from the fact that each
cell responds not just to a single orientation but to a range
of orientations to either side of the optimum, with some
cells highly selective and others less so. For example, in a
sharply tuned cell the orientation that evokes a half-
maximal response may be 10-15° from the optimal. The
widths of the labelled regions must depend on many factors
including the sharpness of tuning curves (response plotted
against stimulus orientation), and the relationship between
cell activity and deoxyglucose uptake, and between uptake
and the grain density of the autoradiographs.

A tangenital section through the dorsolateral surface of
the occipital lobe is shown in Fig. 2. The white matter is
grazed in two places which appear as pale ovals. These are
surrounded by layers VI and V, cut almost tangentially, and
here the labelled regions can be seen face-on, forming a
complex pattern of rings, loops, and branching stripes.
Their separation is strikingly constant, averaging roughly
570 pm. Only in a few places is there a suggestion of parallel
stripes. Surrounding this area is layer 1Vc¢, which is again
uniformly labelled, and just outside IVc is IVb, where the
aggregations of label are particularly dense. Layers IT and
11T are more lightly labelled but also show distinct aggrega-
tions. (The dense bands at the extreme left, perpendicular
to the surface, are microtome knife artefacts.)

More superficial sections from this block, tangent to the
upper layers (I1-11I) rather than to white matter, show an
almost identical pattern, as expected from the fact that the
labelled regions are perpendicular to the surface.

So far we have examined too few brains to be sure that
the pattern of the orientation columns is always as complex

Fig. 2 Autoradiograph of a tangential section through the
dorsolateral surface of the occipital lobe (striate cortex) of the
same monkey. Dark arcas are radioactively labelled. The
section grazes white matter (W) in two places, which are seen
as pale ovals. Surrounding these are densely labelled sets of
orientation columns in layer VI. Outside this is layer V, lightly
labelled, and then IV ¢, which is uniformiy labelled with no
hint of columnar subdivisions. The upper layers again show
densities related to columns. (Dense bands perpendicular to the
surface at the extreme left are artefacts produced by the micro-
tome knife.)

in form as that shown here. Ocular dominance columns
were examined in the same region as that shown in Fig. 2,
by transneuronal autoradiography following an injection of
*H-proline into one eye two wecks before the deoxyglucose
experiment, These showed a more regular pattern of
stripes, with a spacing only slightly coarser than that of the
orientation hypercolumns (770 pm comparcd with 570 pm).
There was no obvious tendency for the two sets of columns
to be related in any simple way: they were not consistently
orthogonal, and were certainly not parallel. This result will
be published separately®.
The anatomical demonstration of the orientation columns
provides still another verification of the columnar organisa-
tion of the striate cortex. It is reassuring to find such agree-
ment between morphology and physiology, and unusual to
find the physiology actually leading the way to a structural
description.
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