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Key points

� We studied the interaction between the primary visual cortex and the primary motor cortex
using paired transcranial magnetic stimulation (TMS) with an interstimulus interval (ISI) in
the range 12–40 ms.

� The connection is inhibitory at rest and possibly mediated by inhibitory interneurones in the
motor cortex.

� The effect with an ISI of 40 ms reverses into facilitation during a visuomotor (but not
audiomotor) reaction task. By contrast, there is no change in inhibition with an ISI of 18 ms,
suggesting that separate pathways can be probed at different ISIs.

� We conclude that a physiologically relevant occipito-motor connection can be activated by
means of TMS. It may contribute to visuomotor integration, as well as being involved in
certain types of visual epilepsy.

Abstract The major link between the visual and motor systems is via the dorsal stream pathways
from visual to parietal and frontal areas of the cortex. Although the pathway appears to be indirect,
there is evidence that visual input can reach the motor cortex at relatively short latency. To shed
some light on its neural basis, we studied the visuomotor interaction using paired transcranial
magnetic stimulation (TMS). Motor-evoked potentials (MEPs) were recorded from the right first
dorsal interosseous in sixteen healthy volunteers. A conditioning stimulus (CS) was applied over
the phosphene hotspot of the visual cortex, followed by a test stimulus over the left primary
motor cortex (M1) with a random interstimulus interval (ISI) in range 12–40 ms. The effects of
paired stimulation were retested during visual and auditory reaction-time tasks (RT). Finally, we
measured the effects of a CS on short-interval intracortical inhibition (SICI). At rest, a CS over
the occiput significantly (P < 0.001) suppressed test MEPs with an ISI in the range 18–40 ms.
In the visual RT, inhibition with an ISI of 40 ms (but not 18 ms) was replaced by a time-specific
facilitation (P < 0.001), whereas, in the auditory RT, the CS no longer had any effect on MEPs.
Finally, an occipital CS facilitated SICI with an ISI of 40 ms (P < 0.01). We conclude that it is
possible to study separate functional connections from visual to motor cortices using paired-TMS
with an ISI in the range 18–40 ms. The connections are inhibitory at rest and possibly mediated
by inhibitory interneurones in the motor cortex. The effect with an ISI of 40 ms reverses into
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facilitation during a visuomotor RT but not an audiomotor RT. This suggests that it plays a role
in visuomotor integration.
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Abbreviations AMT, active motor threshold; CS, conditioning stimulus; FDI, first dorsal interosseous; ISI, inter-
stimulus interval; LED, light-emitting diode; M1, primary motor cortex; MEP, motor-evoked potential; PT, phosphene
threshold; RMT, resting motor threshold; RS, response signal; SICI, short-interval intracortical inhibition; TMS, trans-
cranial magnetic stimulation; TS, test stimulus; V1, primary visual cortex; WS, warning signal.

Introduction

Corticospinal excitability is modulated by a variety of
sensory inputs, including auditory (Furubayashi et al.
2000), somatosensory (Tokimura et al. 2000), visual
(Cantello et al. 2000) and even gustatory (Mistry et al.
2006) inputs. This probably contributes to the sensori-
motor integration underlying hand/limb movements
(Goodale, 2011). In particular, somatosensory input has
often been given special prominence, in view of its
direct and short latency inputs. A large proportion of
motor cortex neurones recorded in non-human primates
respond at short latency to somatosensory inputs (Cheney
& Fetz, 1984), and such responses are probably involved in
long-latency transcortical stretch and cutaneous reflexes
in humans (Macefield et al. 1996). By contrast, visual
inputs are classically viewed as relatively indirect and weak,
with only �3% neurones in the primate motor cortex
responding to visual stimulation (Lamarre et al. 1983).
However, later studies found visually responsive neurones
in many areas of the cerebral cortex not directly involved
in vision (i.e. premotor cortex, supplementary motor area,
prefrontal cortex, frontal ocular fields) (Fadiga et al. 2000).
How these areas are involved in visuomotor integration is
still largely unknown.

In humans, there have been relatively few direct
investigations of the effects of visual input on the primary
motor cortex (M1), although those that have been carried
out suggest that moderately strong effects can be observed
at a relatively short latency. The earliest studies were
conducted in patients with photic reflex myoclonus in
whom flashes of light can evoke a generalized myoclonic
jerk (Shibasaki & Neshige, 1987; Artieda & Obeso, 1993).
In a series of investigations on six patients, Artieda &
Obeso (1993) suggested that visual input was reaching
the motor cortex rapidly from primary visual areas
because transcranial magnetic stimulation (TMS) over the
occiput during 1 Hz flash stimuli (to increase visuomotor
excitability) provoked a muscle twitch some 7 ms later than
direct TMS over M1. A later study by Cantello et al. (2000)
in healthy volunteers followed up on these observations
by using single pulses of TMS to assess the excitability
of the motor cortex after a light flash. They found that

excitability was reduced some 55–70 ms after the flash
and noted that the response to a flash reaches the visual
cortex at �40 ms, so that, if a cortico-cortical pathway was
involved from the primary visual cortex (V1) to M1, the
transit time would be of the order of 15 ms, at least in
normal subjects. These effects might be interpreted as the
physiological counterpart of a pathological visuomotor
connectivity seen earlier in patients with photic reflex
myoclonus (Artieda & Obeso, 1993). Rapid access of visual
input to motor areas of the cortex is also evident from
reaction time (RT) studies (Thut et al. 2000; Makin et al.
2009) and many event-related potential studies (Saron
et al. 2001; Foxe & Simpson, 2002; Ledberg et al. 2007). Yet
the precise neural basis of these phenomena is still largely
obscure. Intuitively, the primary visual area would be the
first cortical relay of the circuit and M1 would represent
the final output.

The present study aimed to devise a method
for examining the visuomotor interaction in healthy
participants. We used a ‘twin coil’ TMS approach to test
whether a conditioning pulse over the occiput influences
the amplitude of the muscle twitches evoked from a later
TMS pulse applied over M1. Connectivity was tested at
rest, as well as during the warning period, prior to a simple
visual RT task, aiming to examine whether it showed any
task-related changes in excitability.

Methods

Subjects

A total of 16 healthy volunteers (eight women; aged
21–51 years) were recruited. One subject was excluded
because he reported no phosphenes. All of the remaining
15 subjects participated in Experiment 1; 10 of these then
participated in Experiments 3–5 (i.e. the same individuals
in all three experiments). All subjects were right-handed
based on the Edinburgh Handedness Inventory and
provided their written informed consent. Experiments
were approved by the Ethical Committee of University
College London and were performed in accordance with
the Declaration of Helsinki.
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TMS

For paired-TMS, we used two high-power Magstim
200 machines (Magstim, Whitland, UK). The magnetic
stimulus had an almost monophasic pulse configuration,
with a rise time of �100 µs, decaying back to zero
over �0.8 µs. The stimulators were connected to a
figure-of-eight coil (outer winding diameter of 70 mm).

Test stimuli

Motor-evoked potentials (MEPs) were recorded from
the first dorsal interosseous (FDI) muscles using 9 mm
diameter Ag-AgCl surface-cup electrodes, in a typical
belly-tendon montage. Responses were amplified by a
Digitimer D360 device (Digitimer, Welwyn Garden City,
UK). Filters were 20 Hz – 3 kHz, and the sampling rate was
10 kHz. The signal was then recorded by a PC using Signal,
version 4.08 (Cambridge Electronic Devices, Cambridge,
UK). The test coil was placed tangentially to the scalp at a
45 deg angle to the mid-line, to induce a posterior–anterior
current flow across the central sulcus. The hand motor area
of the left M1 was defined as the point where stimulation
consistently evoked the largest MEP. We defined the resting
motor threshold (RMT) as the lowest intensity that evoked
five small responses (�50 µV) in the relaxed FDI muscle
in a series of 10 stimuli (Rossini et al. 1994). The intensity
of the test stimulus (TS) was finally adjusted to evoke an
MEP of �1 mV peak-to-peak amplitude in the relaxed
right FDI.

Experiment 1

Paired-TMS stimulation was conducted as follows. The
TS alone and CS plus TS were randomly intermixed at
each ISI. Fifteen responses were collected for TS and 12
responses for CS plus TS. There was a 5 s (±20%) inter-
trial interval. For each trial, we measured the average
peak-to-peak MEP amplitude. The conditioned MEP was
expressed as a percentage of the unconditioned MEP size.
The centre of the conditioning coil was placed over the
phosphene hot spot. This was located and the phosphene
threshold (PT) determined according to the method of
Stewart et al. (2001). Subjects wore a blindfold and a cap
when they were seated in a comfortable chair in a dimly
lit room. Three points were marked over the occipital
mid-line, 2, 3 and 4 cm above the inion. The coil handle
pointed upwards and was parallel to the subject’s spine.
The coil centre was first positioned 2 cm above the inion,
then moved anteriorly across the marks, to determine the
best site to elicit phosphenes (hot spot). Stimuli were
initially applied at 60% of the stimulator output and at
a maximum frequency of 0.2 Hz. The subject was asked
about the presence of phosphenes immediately after each
pulse. If a phosphene was reported five or more times

out of 10, the pulse intensity was reduced by steps of 5%,
and then stimuli were repeated another 10 times. This
protocol progressed until no phosphene was reported.
The minimum intensity at which the subject perceived
a phosphene five times out of 10 was the PT. If the initial
intensity of 60% was ineffective, it was increased by steps
of 5% maximum power, until phosphenes appeared. If the
subject still failed to perceive a phosphene on the mid-line,
the coil was shifted to a lateral position and the procedure
was repeated at this location. One subject was excluded
because he reported no phosphenes. The intensity of the
CS was adjusted to be 80% PT or 90% PT. ISIs were 12, 15,
18, 21, 24, 27, 30, 35 and 40 ms. There were two sessions:
one with eyes open and another with eyes closed.

Experiment 2

From Experiment 1, eight subjects were selected because
they showed the strongest inhibition with an ISI of 18 and
40 ms. We then studied the effects of changing the CS site,
in a setting otherwise identical to Experiment 1. There
were two sessions: conditioning stimuli with an intensity
of 80% PT were applied to the phosphene hot spot or to
a site 3 cm lateral to Pz (according to the International
10–20 system) on the right side. The subjects’ eyes were
open.

Experiment 3

The protocol described in Experment 1 was then
repeated during a visuomotor RT task. We hypothesized
that a physiologically relevant connectivity would show
time-specific changes in such a context. We used a task
similar to that of Touge et al. (1998). Subjects sat relaxed
in a chair with their right forearm lying comfortably on
a pillow and their right hand on a button box. Eyes were
open. A surface EMG was recorded from the FDI, abductor
pollicis brevis and abductor digiti minimi muscles. We
ensured that there was no EMG activity at baseline. A black
screen was placed in front of the subjects at a distance of
50 cm, which carried two light-emitting diodes (LEDs)
separated by 1.5 cm. The red LED was the warning signal
(WS) and the green LED was the response signal (RS).
Subjects were instructed to use the WS to prepare for the
upcoming response and to contract their right FDI muscle
as quickly as possible and press a button with their right
index finger as soon as they saw the RS. Each trial began
with a WS followed by a RS given randomly 600 ± 50 ms
later. The intertrial interval was 5 s (±20%). There were
two randomized sessions separated by at least 1 week. In
each session, we measured the effects of the CS on TS
when subjects were at rest, outside of the RT task. The CS
was 90% PT. ISIs of 18 and 40 ms (i.e. the most effective
in previous experiments) were randomly intermingled.

C© 2015 The Authors. The Journal of Physiology C© 2015 The Physiological Society
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Subjects also performed four blocks of the RT task. Each
block had four conditions that were randomized within
the block. Condition 1: subjects received a WS, followed
600 ± 50 ms later by a RS, to which they had to react as
quickly as possible. Condition 2: a TS alone given at −300,
−150, −50 or +50 ms relative to RS (depending on the
block; see below). Condition 3: the same as condition 2,
except that the TS was preceded by a CS with an ISI of
either 18 or 40 ms (depending on the block; see below).
Condition 4: a TS alone was given in the intertrial interval
(Fig. 1). Thirty trials were recorded for each condition for
a total of 120 trials. In one of the experimental sessions,
the four trial blocks were: (1) TS at −300 ms, CS 18 ms
before test; (2) TS at −150 ms, CS at 18 ms; (3) TS at
−300 ms, CS at 40 ms before test; and (4) TS at −150 ms,
CS at 40 ms. The other experimental session comprised
TS at −50 ms and +50 ms. Before each session, at least 50
practice trials were given.

The responses to each single trial were stored on a
PC and analysed offline at the end of the experiment.
Rejection criteria were: (1) baseline EMG levels � 50 µV;
(2) RT < 100 ms and > 1000 ms; and (3) failure to react.
Later, we analysed the root mean square (RMS) values of
the baseline EMG in the 100 ms before the TMS pulses
in each trial to ensure the task-specific conditioned MEP
data were not contaminated by background EMG activity.

Experiment 4

We tested the paired-TMS protocol during an auditory RT
task. The subjects, settings and conditions were the same
as in Experiment 3. First, we measured the effects of the
CS on TS with an ISI of 40 ms when the subjects were at
rest outside of the RT task. There followed two sessions:
in one, we used an auditory RT task, where the first tone
(500 Hz, 50 ms) was the WS and the second tone (1000 Hz,
50 ms) was the RS; in the other, we retested the visual RT
task. We also restricted our timings to a TS at −50 ms (i.e.
just prior to the RS) using an ISI between CS and TS of
40 ms because these parameters had produced large effects
in Experiment 3.

Experiment 5

This experiment investigated the effects of a CS over the
visual cortex on short interval intracortical inhibition
(SICI) in the left M1 (Kujirai et al. 1993). We used three
high-power Magstim 200 machines. The first conditioning
stimulus (CS1) was delivered with an intensity of 90% PT
over the phosphene hot spot and the second one (CS2) over
the left M1. Finally, the TS was applied over the left M1 with
an intensity that elicited a MEP of �1 mV. The intensity of
CS2 was set to the relatively low value of 70% active motor
threshold (AMT) to avoid floor effects on the percentage

SICI. AMT was defined as the lowest intensity that evoked
five small responses (�100 µV) in a series of ten stimuli
when the subject made a 10% of the maximum voluntary
contraction of the right FDI. The ISIs between CS1 and
CS2 were 18 and 40 ms, whereas the ISI between CS2 and
TS was 2.2 ms. A randomized conditioning test design was
used. First, we tested the effects on the test MEP (MEP1) of
giving CS1 alone (with an ISI of 40 ms, CS140ms; or an ISI of
18 ms, CS118ms) or CS2 alone (MEP2). Then, the intensity
of the TS was re-adjusted so that, when CS118ms + TS
or CS140ms + TS were applied, the combined effect would
elicit a MEP of �1 mV (MEP31mV). Finally, two conditions
were randomly intermingled: CS1(18 ms or 40 ms) + TS
(MEP31mV) and CS1(18 ms or 40 ms) + CS2 + TS (MEP4).
Fifteen trials were recorded for each condition. The ratio
of MEP4/MEP31mV was the amount of SICI in the pre-
sence of CS1(18 ms or 40 ms), whereas the ratio MEP2/MEP1
was the baseline SICI.

Statistical analysis

All data are expressed as the mean ± SEM. Student’s
paired t tests (two-tailed) were used to compare mean
RMT with eyes open and closed obtained from all
the participants. Spearman’s rho was applied to study
the correlation between motor and PT. In general, the
effects of the CS on MEP amplitude were analysed with
separate one-way ANOVAs for any given stimulation
intensity and eyes state, with ‘ISI’ (TS alone, CS plus
TS at various ISIs) as the main factor. A significant
main effect in these ANOVAs was followed by post
hoc tests with Bonferroni corrections. Based on the
conditions of the various experiments, we performed pre-
liminary two- or three-way repeated measures ANOVAs
that accounted for the various factors to be analysed.
Supplementary ANOVAs or repeated measures ANOVAs
were finally carried out, as dictated by the specific
experiment, to assess the effects of additional confounders;
for example, in Experiment 3, a two-way repeated
measures ANOVA explored the ‘time’ (Fig. 1) × ‘ISI’
interactions. Mauchley’s test was used to examine for
sphericity. The Greenhouse-Geisser correction was used
for non-spherical data. Occasionally, two-tailed Student’s
paired t tests were used (Experiment 5). P < 0.05 was
considered statistically significant. Data were analysed
using SPSS, version 19.0 (SPSS Inc.).

Results

Baseline physiological data are shown in Table 1.
No differences were found between each experimental
session. All subjects completed the experiments without
complications.

C© 2015 The Authors. The Journal of Physiology C© 2015 The Physiological Society
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Table 1. Physiological data (mean ± SEM)

RMT (%) PT (%) UC MEP (mV)

Experiment 1 (n = 15)
EO 80% PT 41.4 ± 1.9 62.8 ± 2.6 1.07 ± 0.08

90% PT 1.13 ± 0.09
EC 80% PT 40.6 ± 1.9 0.98 ± 0.08

90% PT 0.96 ± 0.05
Experiment 2 (n = 8)

CS over control site 36.3 ± 1.6 65.7 ± 2.5 1.11 ± 0.14
CS over phosphene hotspot 1.06 ± 0.05

Experiment 3 (n = 10)
TS at rest 39.1 ± 1.6 62.3 ± 2.7 1.09 ± 0.07
TS −300 ms 1.15 ± 0.09
TS −150 ms 1.04 ± 0.07
TS at rest 40.8 ± 2.1 65.2 ± 2.3 1.13 ± 0.10
TS −50 ms 1.10 ± 0.12
TS +50 ms 1.17 ± 0.06

Experiment 4 (n = 10)
TS at rest 39.8 ± 1.5 63.5 ± 2.1 1.11 ± 0.06
Auditory task 0.98 ± 0.08
Visual task 1.08 ± 0.05

Experiment 5 (n = 10) AMT (%)
TS 35.8 ± 1.4 66.5 ± 3.4 1.15 ± 0.08
ISI 18 ms 1.14 ± 0.08
ISI 40 ms 1.01 ± 0.06

EO, eyes open; EC, eyes closed; RMS, root mean square; UC, unconditioned.

Mean RMT with eyes open was 41.4% (range 30–52%),
which is the same as with eyes closed (40.6%; range
30–53%) (Student’s t = 0.50, P = 0.63). The phosphene
hot spot was located in the mid-line in all subjects: it was
3 cm above the inion in 10 of 15 subjects, 2 cm in four of
15 subjects and 4 cm in one subject (Fig. 2). Phosphenes
were reported across both sides of the visual field. Mean
PT was 62.8% (range 40–76%). Motor and PTs did not
correlate (Spearman’s rho = −0.15, P = 0.62 with eyes
open; rho = 0.07, P = 0.82 with eyes closed).

Experiment 1: conditioning MEPs with stimuli over
the phosphene hot spot at rest

In this experiment, the CS was placed over the phosphene
hot spot. The effect of two different intensities of CS was
measured on MEPs evoked from the left M1 with eyes
open or closed throughout the testing (Fig. 3A–D). A pre-
liminary three-way repeated measures ANOVA showed a
significant main effect of ‘ISI’ (F5,67 =10.93, P<0.001) but
no effect of ‘eye state’ (F1,14 = 1.50, P = 0.24) or ‘intensity’

Figure 2. MRI reconstruction of a single
subject
The red mark indicates the orientation of
the magnetic field at the phosphene hot
spot (striate cortex). The anterior green dot
is at the hand area of the left motor cortex.

C© 2015 The Authors. The Journal of Physiology C© 2015 The Physiological Society
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(F1,14 = 0.32, P = 0.58) and no significant interactions
(P > 0.05). Thus, the time course of MEP suppression was
the same at each intensity of CS and was unaffected by
eye closure. The ISIs in each state where post hoc testing

revealed significant (P < 0.05) effects compared to control
(Fig. 3A–D) are also indicated. Because ISIs of 18 and 40 ms
were effective in all states, these two intervals were then
used in Experiments 2–5.

Figure 3. The effects of paired-TMS in Experiment 1 and 2
A–D, effects of a CS applied over the phosphene hot spot at different intensities (80% or 90% PT) and eye states
(eyes open or closed) on the test MEPs with subjects at rest. Amplitude of MEPs (mV) is normalized and expressed
as a percentage of control. Errors bars indicate the SEM. Asterisks indicate P < 0.05 on post hoc analysis. E, effects
of changing the location of the CS (90% of the PT) on the test MEPs with subjects at rest. Grey line: CS applied
to a scalp site 3 cm lateral to Pz on the right side. Black line: CS applied to the phosphene hot spot. Amplitude of
MEPs (mV) is normalized and expressed as a percentage of control. Errors bars indicate the SEM. Asterisks indicate
P < 0.05 on post hoc analysis.

C© 2015 The Authors. The Journal of Physiology C© 2015 The Physiological Society
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Experiment 2: changing the site of the CS

To confirm that the effect of the CS was spatially
specific, we compared the effect of conditioning over the
phosphene hot spot with conditioning over a point 3 cm
lateral to Pz. Figure 3E shows that stimulation over the
parietal site at this intensity had no effect, whereas there
was clear MEP suppression if the CS was over V1. A
two-way repeated measures ANOVA showed a significant
main effect of ‘stimulation site’ (F1,7 = 37.52, P < 0.001),
as well as a significant interaction between ‘stimulation
site’ and ‘ISI’ (F8,56 = 2.475, P = 0.02), indicating that the
time course of the effect on MEPs differed between sites.
Follow-up one-way ANOVAs revealed a significant main
effect of ISI (F9,63 = 4.73, P < 0.001) at the phosphene hot
spot but no effect of ISI over the parietal site (F9,63 = 1.65,
P = 0.12). On post hoc analysis, the size of the MEP
conditioned from V1 was significantly reduced with ISIs
of 18 ms (P = 0.001), 21 ms (P = 0.014) and 40 ms
(P = 0.002). No subject reported phosphenes after the
control (parietal) stimulus.

Experiment 3: visuomotor functional connectivity
during a visual RT task

We next tested whether the effect of the CS varied during
the course of a warned simple visual RT task. MEPs were
conditioned by stimulation over the phosphene hot spot
during the warning interval prior to the onset of the RS
and 50 ms after the RS prior to onset of movement. The
effects were compared with those seen at complete rest
outside the reaction task. MEPs to the M1 stimulus given
alone were the same at rest at all intervals tested during the
task (one-way repeated measures ANOVA, first session of
task: F3,27 = 0.62, P = 0.61; second session: F3,27 = 0.24,
P = 0.87).

Figure 4A plots the size of the conditioned MEP as a
percent of the test MEP alone for the two ISIs between
CS and TS (18 and 40 ms). There are five bars for each
ISI corresponding to suppression at rest and at −300,
−150, −50 and +50 (with respect to the time of the RS)
during the reaction task. The percentage suppression of
MEP with an ISI of 18 ms was unchanged during the task,
whereas suppression with an ISI of 40 ms gradually shifted
to facilitation around the time of the RS.

This was confirmed by a two-way repeated measures
ANOVA showing a significant main effect of ‘time’
(F4,36 = 39.64, P < 0.001), ‘ISI’ (F1,9 = 25.40, P = 0.001)
and a significant ‘time’ × ‘ISI’ interaction (F2,18 = 12.20,
P < 0.001). Follow-up one-way ANOVAs showed no
effect of ‘time’ with an ISI of 18 ms (F3,25 = 0.44,
P = 0.73) and no effects of ‘background EMG’ both on the
unconditioned (F1,25 = 0.017, P = 0.90) and conditioned
MEPs (F1,25 = 0.007, P = 0.93) (Table 2). By contrast, there
was a significant effect with an ISI of 40 ms (F3,25 = 9.44,

P < 0.001) and no effects of ‘background EMG’ on the
unconditioned (F1,25 = 0.28, P = 0.60) and conditioned
trials (F1,25 = 0.32, P = 0.574) (Table 2). Post hoc analysis
showed that the conditioned MEP was significantly larger
at 300 ms (P = 0.034), 150 ms and 50 ms before and after
the RS (P < 0.001).

Experiment 4: visuomotor functional connectivity
during an auditory RT task

In the visual task, the CS (ISI of 40 ms) facilitated the
conditioned MEP 50 ms prior to the RS. In the same sub-
jects, we compared this with the effect when using the same
timing in an auditory reaction task. The unconditioned
MEP at rest was the same as during the visual and auditory
task (50 ms before the RS) (F2,18 = 1.20, P = 0.323).
Figure 4B shows that the CS suppressed the MEP when
subjects were tested at rest. However, during performance
of the auditory task (−50 ms), there was no longer any
effect of the CS on the TS, whereas, in the visual task, it was
facilitated. A one-way repeated measures ANOVA on the
data confirmed that the effect of the CS differed between
the three conditions (F2,18 = 49.26, P < 0.001). Follow-up
analysis showed that, although there was a significant
difference between the effect at rest and at the −50 ms
time points in both tasks (visual, P < 0.001; auditory,
P < 0.001), the effect was larger in the visual task compared
to the auditory task (P < 0.001).

Experiment 5: effects on SICI

A CS over the phosphene hot spot increased the amount
of SICI compared to baseline (baseline SICI: 77.5%; SICI
in the presence of CS: 56%) (Student’s t = 6.86, P < 0.001)
with an ISI of 40 ms but not 18 ms (Student’s t = 0.254,
P = 0.80) (Fig. 4C). As a result of intensity re-adjustment,
the MEP31mV size was 1.01 ± 0.1 mV (ISI 40 ms) and
1.14 ± 0.1 (ISI 18 ms) and was not statistically different
from the MEP1 (1.15 ± 0.1 mV) (F2,18 = 1.11, P = 0.35).

Discussion

The present data show that TMS over the occipital region
affects excitability of M1 when tested 18–40 ms later.
Because the TMS coil was located over the optimal point
to elicit stationary phosphenes (Afra et al. 1998; Stewart
et al. 2001; Franca et al. 2006) and an intensity below PT
was used, we suggest that the effect depends on activation
of V1. We assumed that both hemispheres were activated
because the coil position was on the mid-line in all of
the subjects and phosphenes were reported across both
sides of the visual field. The effect was present at both
80% and 90% PT but was not significantly influenced by
whether the eyes were open or closed. It was not caused
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by the auditory click made by the coil when discharged
(Furubayashi et al. 2000) because it was no longer present
when the site of stimulation was moved 3 cm lateral to Pz.

Our results confirm the evidence suggesting that activity
in visual cortex can modulate corticospinal excitability
at short latency in subjects at rest. One of the limits of
the previous approaches is that they used natural visual
stimuli and there is some uncertainty about the precise
time at which these arrive in the visual cortex. Most studies

indicate that the first occipital visual evoked potentials
begin at �35–40 ms (ffytche et al. 1995), whereas intra-
cranial electrodes recorded a latency of�31–33 ms (Ducati
et al. 1988). Using these values, the earliest TMS effect
with an ISI of 18 ms is compatible with the data on
flash evoked suppression of MEPs noted at 55–70 ms
after a flash (Cantello et al. 2000; Makin et al. 2009) but
later than the very rapid (7 ms) visuomotor connectivity
described in photic reflex myoclonus (Nakashima et al.

Figure 4. The effects of paired-TMS in Experiment 3,4 and 5
A, effects of the CS (phosphene hot spot) on the test MEP amplitude at rest and at different times during the
behavioural task (−300, −150, −50 and +50 ms). Left: ISI 18 ms. Right: ISI 40 ms. Amplitude of MEPs (mV) is
normalized and expressed as a percentage of control. Errors bars indicate the SEM. B, effects of the CS (phosphene
hot spot) with an ISI of 40 ms on the MEP amplitude at rest and during a visual and an auditory reaction task
50 ms before the RS. Amplitude of MEPs (mV) is normalized and expressed as a percentage of control. Errors bars
indicate the SEM. C, comparison of the effects on SICI of conditioning stimuli applied over the visual cortex with
an ISI of 18 and 40 ms. Errors bars indicate the SEM.
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Table 2. EMG levels (100 ms before the TMS pulse) in the visual RT task (mean ± SD)

EMG levels (RMS, mV)
RT conditions

Experiment 3 (n = 10) –300 ms –150 ms –50 ms +50 ms

ISI 18 ms
Pre-test MEP 0.0327 ± 0.0015 0.0326 ± 0.0016 0.0239 ± 0.0129 0.0237 ± 0.0130
Pre-UC MEP 0.0327 ± 0.0015 0.0327 ± 0.0016 0.0238 ± 0.0129 0.0238 ± 0.0128
Pre-C MEP 0.0328 ± 0.0017 0.0327 ± 0.0016 0.0238 ± 0.0129 0.0237 ± 0.0130

ISI 40 ms
Pre-test MEP 0.0326 ± 0.0015 0.0327 ± 0.0016 0.0236 ± 0.0129 0.0238 ± 0.0129
Pre-UC MEP 0.0327 ± 0.0015 0.0327 ± 0.0016 0.0237 ± 0.0130 0.0237 ± 0.0130
Pre-C MEP 0.0327 ± 0.0016 0.0327 ± 0.0016 0.0236 ± 0.0130 0.0237 ± 0.0129

RMS, root mean square; UC, unconditioned; C, conditioned.

1985; Shibasaki & Neshige, 1987; Artieda & Obeso,
1993; Kanouchi et al. 1997). The shorter occipito-motor
conduction time in the patients might well be explained
by a pathological exaggeration of the normal physiological
mechanism, resulting in a shorter latency response and a
shift from inhibition to excitation of the motor cortex.
A similar connection might explain the spread of the
epileptic discharge from the hyperexcitable visual cortex
to the motor cortex in photosensitive idiopathic epilepsies
(Strigaro et al. 2012; Strigaro et al. 2013).

The later phase of interaction with an ISI of 40 ms
is compatible with the earliest signs of visual effect
on motor cortex excitability described in a number of
behavioural studies (e.g. 70 ms; Makin et al. 2009). Longer
latency visuomotor effects have also been described by
Suppa et al. (2015) who showed that it was possible
to induce long-term potentiation and depression-like
plasticity in the primary motor cortex in healthy humans
after repetitive pairing of a patterned visual stimulus and a
TMS stimulus at specific time intervals around the latency
of the P100 evoked potential. These varied between 40 and
140 ms after the individual P100 latency (i.e. between 140
and 240 ms after onset of the visual stimulus) (Suppa et al.
2015) and are therefore longer than the ISIs considered in
the present study.

Apart from estimates of transit time, our data do not
provide any information about the possible anatomical
pathways that might mediate these functional effects.
Connections in the dorsal visual stream via parietal and
premotor cortex could provide one route. In addition,
diffusion tensor imaging techniques (Catani et al. 2002)
and anatomical dissection studies (Martino et al. 2010;
Sarubbo et al. 2013) have demonstrated the existence in
humans of the inferior fronto-occipital fascicle, a long
associative bundle connecting the occipital cortex and
other posterior areas to the frontal lobe (Martino et al.
2010). Although often seen as playing a role in trans-
mitting information from frontal cortex to the occiput

for the purposes of ‘top down’ control, the inferior
fronto-occipital fascicle might also contain a direct efferent
pathway from the occipital cortex, which can rapidly trans-
mit visual information to the frontal regions (Martino et al.
2010).

Most long range cortico-cortical connections are
considered to be excitatory, as in the transcallosal pathway
(Asanuma & Okuda, 1962; Ferbert et al. 1992). We
obtained an overall inhibitory effect in the present study,
which is compatible with the idea that these excitatory
projections synapse onto inhibitory interneurones in M1
that suppress corticospinal excitability. This is supported
by our findings that a CS over the visual cortex increased
SICI in the left M1, at least with an ISI of 40 ms (and not
18 ms). SICI is considered to test a GABAAergic form of
intracortical inhibition in the motor cortex (Ziemann et al.
1996). Because SICI is made more effective by stimulation
over the visual cortex, this suggests that occipital input
has access to inhibitory circuits in M1 and that this may
contribute to MEP suppression. Visuomotor suppression
at 18 ms presumably does not depend on activity in the
same set of interneurones because it has no effect on SICI.
However, there are a number of possibilities that can be
tested with TMS methods, including a GABABergic system
(tested with the long interval intracortical inhibition
paradigm) (Valls-Sole et al. 1992; Werhahn et al. 1999) and
a further pathway modulated by cholinergic input (tested
with short afferent inhibition) (Tokimura et al. 2000).
Further work could distinguish between these possibilities.
At present, we conclude that the two phases of inhibition
are caused by activity in two separate pathways.

To assess the potential physiological role of this
visuomotor pathway, we examined connectivity during
a visual RT task using ISIs of 18 and 40 ms because they
produced the most consistent inhibitory effects. The task
had no effect on MEP suppression with an ISI of 18 ms at
any of the time points studied during the task. This was not
true with an ISI of 40 ms. The inhibitory effect at rest (MEP
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reduced by 30–40%) gradually reversed into facilitation
during movement preparation. Facilitation appeared to
begin �150 ms prior to the RS and was very clear at
+50 ms (MEP increased by 40–50%). This contrasts with
the results obtained in an equivalent auditory reaction
task. The usual visuomotor suppression observed at rest
was absent 50 ms prior to the RS, although there was
no clear facilitation of the MEP as in the visual task. We
suggest that rapid visuomotor connectivity is suppressed
during an auditory task but becomes facilitatory during
a visual task, perhaps improving access of visual input
to motor areas. It is unclear why connectivity with an
ISI of 18 ms was unaffected in the visual reaction task.
Nevertheless, the finding does confirm the conclusion
that these two effects are mediated by quite separate
pathways.

During the RT tasks, we saw no significant changes in
the unconditioned MEP at the time intervals studied. In
previous studies, the MEP has been suppressed in the inter-
val between the WS and RS (Hasbroucq et al. 1997; Touge
et al. 1998; Davranche et al. 2007). However, suppression
is best observed when the WS–RS interval is constant and
subjects can anticipate precisely when the RS is about to be
delivered (Touge et al. 1998). In the present task, the timing
of the RS was not predictable because it was randomized
to occur 550–650 ms after the WS. MEPs also are known
to increase after the RS prior to onset of EMG activity.
However, the effect usually starts more than 50 ms after
the RS, which was beyond the time range investigated in
the present study.

There was one slightly unexpected feature of the present
results: the excitability of the occipito-motor connection
was the same when it was tested with the eyes open or
closed. Previous work had shown that transient removal
of vision increases the amplitude of early components of
the flash-evoked EEG potential (Cantello et al. 2011) and
we had initially anticipated that it might also increase the
size of any effects we observed. However, the amplitude
of the visually-evoked potentials may well be influenced
by subcortical rather than cortical changes. For example,
eye closure produces effects on retinal sensitivity that
could affect the flash-evoked input without affecting the
excitability of V1 to TMS. We propose that, although
ambient light levels may affect the excitability of inputs
to the visual cortex, they do not influence the excitability
of the output elements activated by TMS. One study
noted that blindfolding increases the excitability of M1,
as tested by its effect on the amplitude of TMS-evoked
muscle twitches (Leon-Sarmiento et al. 2005). The effect
was larger after 30 min of blindfolding compared to
immediately after eye closure. In the present study, the
eyes were only closed for a short period and we did not
detect any change of RMT or baseline MEPs between open
and closed eyes. We are less certain why the responses to
conditioning stimuli of 80% and 90% PT were similar. It

is possible that this was the result of a lack of statistical
power, given the tendency for more inhibition to occur
at 90% PT regardless of whether the eyes were open or
closed.

Conclusions

Our findings support the existence of physiologically
relevant occipito-motor connections, which can be
activated by means of TMS. They may contribute to the
rapid integration of visual input into motor tasks, as well
as being involved in the spread of a seizure from visual to
motor areas in certain types of visual epilepsy.
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