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SUMMARY

1. The electrophysiological properties of dorsal horn neurones have been investi-
gated in the immature rat in vitro spinal cord slice preparation.

2. Intracellular recordings from dorsal horn neurones show that direct or ortho-
dromic stimulation generates action potentials followed by a brief after-
hyperpolarization. Synaptic potentials were elicited by the activation of primary
afferent fibres in the dorsal root.

3. Input resistance for dorsal horn neurones ranged from 48 to 267 MC, and the
membrane time constant was in the range of 4-19 ms.

4. In response to strong depolarizing currents dorsal horn neurones perfused with
TTX and TEA frequently exhibit a slow regenerative depolarizing potential followed
by a slow after-hyperpolarization. The depolarizing potential probably results from
an influx of Ca. It is blocked by low concentration Ca, Co or Mn, and enhanced by
high levels of extracellular Ca.

5. There is, in addition, a low-threshold Ca-dependent response which is activated
at membrane potentials more negative than -65 mV and has a maximum rate of rise
at the polarization level of about -80 mV.

6. The addition of Ba or TEA to the perfusing medium provided support for the
Ca-dependence of the low- and high-threshold responses, and the lack of fast
inactivation of the high-threshold Ca potential.

INTRODUCTION

Intracellular studies of predominantly large mammalian spinal dorsal horn
neurones in intact animals (Frank & Fuortes, 1956; Haapanen, Kolmodin & Skoglund,
1958; Hunt & Kuno, 1959; Eccles, Eccles & Lundberg, 1960; Hongo, Jankowska &
Lundberg, 1966) and spinal neurones in cell culture (Ransom, Neale, Henkart,
Bullock & Nelson, 1977; Heyer, Macdonald, Bergey & Nelson, 1981) have provided
important information about their electrophysiological properties and functional
organization. However, the neurones of the superficial parts of the spinal dorsal horn
have long resisted electrophysiological analysis due to the relatively small size of the
cells and the technical difficulties in obtaining stable intracellular recordings in vivo
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(Cervero, Molony & Iggo, 1977; Yaksh, Wall & Merrill, 1977; Hayashi, Price, Dubner
& Ruda, 1978; Kumazawa & Perl, 1978; Bennett, Hayashi, Abdelmoumene &
Dubner, 1979). We have therefore developed an in vitro rat spinal cord slice
preparation in order to achieve stable recordings and more thoroughly analyse the
biophysical properties of the nerve cells in the superficial laminae of the spinal dorsal
horn. Our initial studies have demonstrated the viability of this preparation (Miletic
& Randic, 1980; Miletic6 & Randic, 1981) and that satisfactory intracellular recordings
could be maintained for several hours enabling us to analyse the membrane actions
ofseveral neuropeptides known to be concentrated in the superficial parts ofthe spinal
dorsal horn (Murase & Randic, 1981; Murase, Nedeljkov & Randic, 1982).

In this paper we will describe the ionic nature of action potentials of neurones
in the superficial parts of the spinal dorsal horn, as recorded in the immature rat slice
preparation in vitro, and the effects of modifying the ionic composition of the bathing
solution and of using agents known to block specific voltage-dependent ionic
conductances. We will provide additional evidence in support of the present concept
that action potentials in mammalian spinal neurones are generated by voltage-
dependent conductance increases to Na and Ca ions (Heyer et al. 1981). Two distinct
types of Ca spikes are probably present in immature rat dorsal horn cells. A
preliminary report has appeared (Murase & Randic, 1982).

METHODS

Preparation
Experiments were performed on 9-18-day-old Sprague-Dawley rats. The animals were anaes-

thetized with ether and cooled by immersing the thorax and abdomen in an ice-water slurry. During
the period of cooling, close attention was paid to respiration. In the majority of animals respiration
continued for at least 10 min following the onset of cooling, when it became shallow and regular,
by which time the skin temperature had fallen to 20-22 0C. The dissection was then started and
a laminectomy performed to expose the lower-thoracic and lumbosacral spinal cord together with
dorsal roots. Following laminectomy, about 1-1 5 cm long segment oflumbosacral spinal cord, with
attached dorsal rootlets, was quickly excised and immersed into aerated (95% 0, and 5% CO2)
Ringer solution at approximately 24 'C. The composition of the solution was (mM): NaCI, 124; KCI,
5; KH2PO4, 1-2; CaCl2, 2@4; MgSO4 1-3; NaHCO3, 26; glucose, 10; pH 7-4. After the removal of the
pia mater on the lateral aspects of the spinal cord, the spinal segment was cut manually into 5
mm blocks, and one of the blocks fixed with cyanoacrylic glue (Borden, Inc.) to the bottom of a
Plexiglass cutting chamber of an Oxford Vibratome. The bath of the Vibratome was filled with
the aerated Krebs solution, maintained at 24 'C. The blade of the Vibratome was positioned
300 sum below the dorsal surface of the spinal cord, and the spinal segment sectioned to yield one
horizontal 300 jum thick dorsal horn slice. The duration of the entire procedure from the removal
of the spinal cord until the slice was made rarely exceeded 5 min. The slices were incubated in Ringer
solution at 35 'C for about an hour. After incubation, a slice was transferred to the recording
chamber where it was continuously perfused with oxygenated modified Ringer solution (NaCl,
127 mM; KCI, 1-9 mM; KH2PO4, 1-2 mM; CaCl2, 2-4 mM; MgSO4, 1-3 mM; NaHCO3, 26 mM;
glucose, 10 mM) at 33 ± 1 0C at a flow rate ofabout 2 ml/min. The recording chamber had a capacity
of 0-5 ml. Variations in the composition of the perfusing solution are indicated in the Results.

Intracellular recording technique
Intracellular recordings were performed with micropipettes filled with 3 M-K acetate having d.c.

resistances of 90-110 MCI. Stable intracellular recordings from single dorsal horn neurones could
be maintained during multiple solution changes for as long as 5 h. Electrical properties of dorsal
horn neurones were determined by means of a high-input impedance bridge amplifier (WP
Instruments, M707) allowing current injections of the order of 0-05-3 0 nA through the recording
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electrode. Synaptic activation of the dorsal horn neurones was obtained with co-axial stainless-steel
stimulating electrode positioned on the dorsal roots.

- RESULTS

The results described in this paper were obtained from forty-six neurones located
in the superficial parts of the spinal dorsal horn. The various parameter estimates
for immature rat dorsal horn neurones are given in Table 1. For forty-six studied
units the resting potential varied, between -54 to -86 mV, with the mean value
of -70 3 mV+ 6-3 (S.D., n = 46).

TABLE 1. Passive and active membrane properties of immature rat dorsal horn neurones
n Mean+ S.D.

Property
Input resistance (RN) 16 98-1 +58-7 MQ
Membrane time constant (r) 17 10-4+51 ms
Membrane potential 46 70-3+ 6-3 mV

Na spike
Overshoot 24 25-0+ 7-8 mV
Spike duration 25 1-4 +0-5 ms
Threshold 24 25-8+ 8-4 mV

Passive membrane properties
The passive electrical properties of dorsal horn neurones were investigated using

intracellularly injected depolarizing and hyperpolarizing current pulses. The input
resistance was calculated for sixteen cells from the slope of the current-voltage
relationship. The mean values for input resistance and time constant are given in
Table 1. The measured values for the input resistance (range: 48-267 MCI) and the
time constant (range: 4-19 ms) varied widely from cell to cell.

Direct and synaptic activation
Fig. 1 illustrates examples of intracellularly recorded action potentials from the

soma of a dorsal horn neurone of a 14-day-old rat following direct (Fig 1 A-E) and
orthodromic (Fig. 1 F) stimulation. In Fig. 1 A a single action potential of
approximately 70 mV amplitude and a duration of 1X4 ms is initiated. Further
increase in the current strength (Fig. 1 B-E) reduced the latency of the first action
potential and evoked repetitive discharge. The repetitive firing usually occurred from
a slow plateau-type depolarizing local response (Fig. 1 C-E). In Fig. 1 E the maximal
firing frequency calculated for the first interspike interval was 165/s, and was reduced
for the second interspike interval to 110/s. As reported previously (Haapanen et al.
1958; Hunt & Kuno, 1959) the spike is often followed by a brief hyperpolarization
relative to the firing level. In Fig. 1 F the responses of another dorsal horn cell in a
12-day-old rat to a single dorsal root afferent volley are shown. An excitatory
synaptic potential (e.p.s.p.) is evoked which was subthreshold for initiation of an
action potential (third trace from above). The properties of this potential were
examined by using hyperpolarizing (-0-2 to - 1-2 nA) and depolarizing (0-2-0 4 nA)
square current pulses of increasing strength and about 80 ms duration injected in
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0&2 nA steps across the cell soma. With hyperpolarizing currents, as seen in Fig. 1 F,
the amplitude of the synaptic potential was elevated, while depolarizing current
pulses evoked repetitive action potentials.
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Fig. 1. Direct and synaptic activation of two dorsal horn neurones in a spinal cord slice
preparation of a 14-day-old rat (A-E) and a 12-day-old rat (F). Resting membrane
potential was -71 mV (A-E) and -66 mV (F). Upper traces in all Figures show applied
current pulses, lower traces voltage response. In A intracellular responses to depolarizing
(upward) and hyperpolarizing (downward) current pulses applied in 0-05 nA steps across
the cell soma are shown. In B-E depolarizing square current pulses of increasing strength
injected in 01 nA steps evoked repetitive firing. The repetitive discharge occurred from
a slow plateau-type depolarizing local response. In F synaptic and action potentials
recorded from another dorsal horn neurone following stimulation ofa dorsal root. Synaptic
and action potentials superimposed on intracellularly injected current pulses. Note
marked increase in amplitude ofsynaptic potentials with hyperpolarizing pulses (downward
traces) and appearance of repetitive discharge with depolarizing pulses (upward traces).

The high-threshold Ca action potential
Addition oftetraethylammonium chloride (TEA) to the Ringer solution slowed the

rate of repolarization of the action potential in a dorsal horn neurone of a 12-day-old
rat slice, prolonged the spike duration, and enhanced the after-hyperpolarization
(Fig. 2B). Following the addition of tetrodotoxin (TTX) to the TEA-containing
medium, in order to block the Na conductance, the fast action potential shown in
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Fig. 2Bwas completely blocked. However, the cell responded to the larger depolarizing
current pulses (range: 1P7-2-0 nA) with a slow regenerative depolarization followed
by a slow hyperpolarization. An example of two slow regenerative spikes is shown
in Fig. 2C-D. These slow spikes were all-or-none in character and were seen in almost
all tested cells. The latency of onset and duration of these spikes varied with the
amount ofstimulus current and the frequency of stimulation. Their latency shortened

A C
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Fig. 2. Effect of TTX, TEA and Ca-free Ringer solution on action potentials evoked by
depolarizing current pulses of increasing intensity injected in 0-2 nA (A-B), 0 4 nA (C-D)
and 0-5 nA (E) steps across the cell soma of a dorsal horn neurone of a 12-day-old rat.
Passive responses to subthreshold depolarizing and hyperpolarizing current pulses also
shown. Initial resting potential was -66 mV. A, control response to direct stimulation
in normal Ringer solution. B, action potential recorded after addition of 10-3 M-TEA. C-D,
TTX-resistant action potentials recorded following addition of 10-6 M-TTX to the
TEA-containing medium. Note higher threshold and slower rate of rise of TTX-resistant
potentials ifcompared with a control. E, TTX-resistant action potentials disappeared when
Ca was removed from TEA+ TTX-containing Ringer solution.

as current intensity was raised. These slow action potentials could be distinguished
from the fast action potentials by their higher threshold, smaller amplitude, and
longer spike duration and after-hyperpolarization (Table 2).
The Ca-dependence of the slow TTX-resistant action potentials is illustrated in

Fig. 2E where it can be seen that removal ofCa from the bathing medium containing
TTX and TEA made depolarizing current pulses, which triggered the slow action
potentials shown in Fig. 2 C-D, ineffective. Furthermore bath application of a Ringer
solution containing 5 x 10-3 M-Ca potentiated the high-threshold Ca spike.
Blockade of the high-threshold spike (Fig. 3C or D) by Co ions in a dorsal horn

neurone of an 18-day-old rat is illustrated in Fig. 3E. Upon washing the slice with
a Co-free medium, a slow regenerative depolarizing response could again be elicited
(Fig. 3F). After removal of TTX and TEA from the perfusing solution a partial
recovery of the Na spike is seen in Fig. 3G.
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TABLE 2. Some characteristics of the high-threshold and the low-threshold Ca action potentials*
n Mean+s.D.

High-threshold spike
Membrane potential
Spike height
Spike duration
Threshold
Magnitude of after-hyperpolarization
Duration of after-hyperpolarization

9 62-2 + 7-4 mV
9 32-7+Il1imV
7 131+7-7ms
9 49-8+ 8-9 mV
8 26-6 + 7-6 mV
7 114-0+83-0 ms

Low-threshold
Membrane potential 4 73X3 + 2-4 mV
Spike height 4 13-8+3±1 mV
Spike duration 4 26-5 +40 ms
Threshold 4 22-4+ 2-9 mV
* All measurements done in a Ringer solution containing TTX+TEA.
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Fig. 3. Blockade of TTX-resistant spikes by cobalt ions in a dorsal horn neurone of an
18-day-old rat. Resting potential was -62 mV. A, control response to direct stimulation
in normal Ringer solution. B, action potential following addition of 2 x 10-3 M-TEA. C-D,
TTX-resistant action potentials following addition of 4 x 10-6 M-TTX. E, TTX-resistant
spike disappeared when Co chloride (2 x 10-3 M) was added to bathing medium. F, partial
recovery of TTX-resistant spike after removal of cobalt. 0, partial recovery of Na spike
following removal of TTX and TEA from perfusing solution.
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The low-threshold Ca action potential
Besides the high-threshold Ca-dependent spike already described, the neuronal

membrane of dorsal horn cells with resting potentials more negative than 65 mV
appears to be capable of generating a low-threshold TTX-resistant action potential
having some properties similar to that recently described in the inferior olivary
neurones by Llinas & Yarom (1981 a, b). As shown in Fig. 4 direct stimulation of a
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Fig. 4. The low threshold TTX-resistant spike and TTX-resistant Ba action potentials
in a dorsal horn neurone of an 11-day-old rat. Initial resting potential was -77 mV. A,
control responses to direct stimulation. B, addition of 3 x 10-6 M-TTX into the bath
abolished fast spikes and uncovered a low-threshold electroresponsiveness. In C-D,
TTX-resistant action potentials following addition of Ba (10-3 M) into the perfusing
solution containing TTX (3 x 106M) and TEA (5 x 10o M). C, low-threshold Ba action
potentials recorded at resting level (-64 mV) and at increasing levels of membrane
hyperpolarization (range: 64-82 mY). Note increased rate of rise and amplitude of these
potentials with increasing hyperpolarization. D, co-activation of low-threshold and
high-threshold Ba potentials. Note that the two spikes can be generated during the same
stimuli. The presence of a Ba local response is also evident.

dorsal horn cell in an 11-day-old rat by a depolarizing current pulse of 0-2 nA and
60 ms duration evoked two Na spikes which were preceded by a slow depolarization
(Fig. 4A). Although addition of TTX into the bath abolished Na spikes, the
low-threshold membrane electroresponsiveness remained (Fig. 4B). The rate of rise
of this all-or-none low-threshold depolarizing potential is usually increased following
membrane hyperpolarization.
The ionic nature of this low-threshold TTX-resistant potential was further

investigated by adding Ba to the medium containing TTX and TEA (Fig. 4C-D).

147



148 K. MURASE AND MIRJANA RANDI(

It is known that Ba moves through the Ca channel more rapidly than Ca (Werman
& Grundfest, 1961; Hagiwara, 1973; Hagiwara, Fukuda & Eaton, 1974) and does not
activate the Ca-dependent K conductance (Krnjevic, Pumain & Renaud, 1971;
Eckert & Lux, 1976). Fig. 4C illustrates the low-threshold depolarizing responses
elicited in a dorsal horn neurone by depolarizing current pulses applied at resting level
(-64 mV) and at increasing levels ofmembrane hyperpolarization (-64 to -82 mV).
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Fig. 5. Both, high-threshold and low-threshold TTX-resistant spikes are blocked by cobalt.
10-day-old rat. Resting potential was -62 mV. A, control response. B, co-existence of
both, low-threshold and high-threshold potentials in a medium containing TTX
(5 x 10-6 M) and TEA (5 x 10-3 M). C, both responses are abolished by Co (5 x 10-3 M). D, E,
recovery following removal ofcobalt from TTX and TEA-containing Ringer solution. Note
also in E (66 min since removal of Co) the difference in the time course between the
low-threshold and- the high-threshold potentials.

As hyperpolarization increases, the amplitude and the rate of rise of the low threshold
Ba spikes are increased. Estimation of the rate of rise of these low threshold spikes
as a function of membrane hyperpolarization shows that plateau is reached in this
cell at about -80 mV. The co-activation of the low-threshold and the high-threshold
Ba spikes and a slow plateau phase following the low-threshold action potential are
seen in Fig. 4D. In the presence ofBa the high-threshold spike was of longer duration,
while the decay phase of the low-threshold spike was not modified by Ba.
The co-existence of two types of Ca-dependent action potentials in a dorsal horn

neurone of a 10-day-old rat slice preparation perfused with normal Ringer solution
containing TTX and TEA is shown in Fig. 5B. Both responses were abolished if the
slice was bathed in a 5 mM-cobalt-containing medium (Fig. 5C). When cobalt was

removed, both potentials, although not fully recovered, could again be evoked
(Fig. 5D).
Recovery and co-existence of both the high-threshold and the low-threshold

Ca-dependent potentials 66 min after perfusion with a Co-free TTX- and TEA-
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containing Ringer solution are illustrated in Fig. 5E. Note the striking difference in
the time course of the two potentials: whereas the low-threshold potential has a
relatively fast repolarizing phase even under conditions of a reduction of the
voltage-dependent K conductance, the high-threshold electroresponsiveness is pro-
longed. Similar behaviour of two types of Ca spikes in the inferior olivary neurones
in the presence of TEA has been attributed to the inactivation properties of the
low-threshold Ca conductance and the lack of fast inactivation for the high-threshold
Ca spike (Llinas & Yarom, 1981 b).

DISCUSSION

The data presented illustrate that satisfactory intracellular recordings from
immature rat dorsal horn neurones in vitro could be maintained for as long as 5 h,
the time often required when testing the influence of various ionic environments on
cell membrane properties. This is in itself an encouraging finding, since obtaining
stable recordings from the superficial parts of the spinal dorsal horn in vivo has been
technically very difficult (Cervero et al. 1977; Yaksh et al. 1977; Hayashi et al. 1978;
Kumazawa & Perl, 1978; Bennett et al. 1979). This in vitro preparation, in addition
has provided new information about the ionic mechanisms underlying some of the
electrophysiological properties of dorsal horn neurones.

Pa88ive membrane properties
Large variation was found in the input resistance (RN), and the membrane time

constant (r) of dorsal horn neurones of 9-18-day-old rats. In addition it is significant
that the RN values for the rat dorsal horn cells cover a higher range (48-267 MC)
than has been reported for mouse spinal cord neurones in primary dissociated cell
culture (Ransom et al. 1977) and cat dorsal horn neurones, as recorded in vivo
(Zieglgiinsberger & Tulloch, 1979). This generally higher RN value of immature rat
dorsal horn neurones may be attributed, at least in part, to the small size of cells
and the recording temperature of 33 +±1 C, although possible differences in actual
membrane properties (specific membrane resistivity) and developmental character-
istics ofdendritic trees should be also considered. Anatomical studies ofthe superficial
parts of the spinal dorsal horn have shown the preponderance of small-sized neurones
(Rexed, 1952; Rethelyi & Szentaigothai, 1973; Sugiura, 1975; Beal & Cooper, 1978;
Gobel, 1979; Bennett et al. 1979). In addition our preliminary investigation of
immature rat dorsal horn neurones intracellularly labelled with horseradish peroxidase
in vitro (Nedeljkov & Randic, 1982) has confirmed that the majority of cells are small
with fewer dendritic branches. This morphological finding is consistent with our
present physiological findings of high cell input resistance and of effective electrical
accessibility to dendritic synaptic sites from a somatically positioned micro-electrode.
The values calculated for the membrane time constant of developing dorsal horn

neurones (range: 4-19 ms) are somewhat higher than the value of 5-9 5 ms obtained
for mouse spinal cord neurones in cell culture (Ransom et al. 1977).
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Voltage-dependent action potentials
In rats 9-18 days old all dorsal horn neurones tested could generate fast action

potentials in response to direct and orthodromic stimulation. In comparison with the
data obtained in adult animals, where intracellular recordings were performed in vivo,
(Haapanen et al. 1958; Hunt & Kuno, 1959; Eccles et al. 1960; Cervero et al. 1977)
the action potentials of rat dorsal horn neurones in vitro showed the mean value for
'overshoot' of about 25 mV and the mean amplitude of approximately 69 mV in
relation to the firing level. These values for the spike height and 'overshoot' are larger
than those observed in vivo, possibly reflecting the more stable recording conditions
in vitro. However, the spike duration of approximately 1-4 ms obtained in immature
dorsal horn cells is longer than the values of 0-5-1 0 ms recorded in adult dorsal horn
neurones. The latter result may be accounted for by several factors such as immaturity
of the spike generation mechanisms and the lower recording temperature.
The finding that the action potentials were reliably blocked by tetrodotoxin

indicates that a voltage-dependent Na conductance, as in other neurones, plays an
important role in generation of fast action potentials evoked in immature dorsal
horn neurones either by direct or orthodromic stimulation. The latter finding is in
agreement with the observations made on mouse spinal cord neurones in primary
dissociated cell culture (Ransom et al. 1977; Heyer et al. 1981).

Voltage-dependent Ca conductances

High-threshold Ca spike. When the fast Na and K conductances are blocked by
perfusion of the spinal cord slices with TTX and TEA, depolarizing current pulses
of long duration often elicit a slow regenerative depolarizing potential followed by
a slow after-hyperpolarization. The mechanism underlying the generation of this
response appears to be a voltage-dependent Ca conductance change because this
regenerative inward current is TTX-resistant, it requires the presence ofextracellular
Ca, and it is blocked by Co and Mn, the ions known to block Ca conductances. Since
the appearance of these Ca-dependent action potentials requires that the membrane
of the dorsal horn neurones be depolarized to a higher level (range: 35-58 mV from
rest) than is necessary to evoke Na spike (range 14-38 mV), the term 'high threshold
Ca spike', as recently proposed by Llina's & Yarom (1981 a) is adopted in this paper.

Ca-dependent action potentials of similar properties have been recently
demonstrated in mouse spinal cord neurones in cell culture (Heyer et al. 1981), and
also in frog motoneurones (Barrett & Barrett, 1976), cerebellar Purkinje cells (Llinas
& Hess, 1976; Llina's & Sugimori, 1980a, b), CAl and CA3 hippocampal pyramidal
neurones (Schwarzkroin & Slawsky, 1977; Wong, Prince & Basbaum, 1979) and
inferior olivary neurones (Llinas & Yarom, 1980a, b). While we have no direct
evidence for the site ofgeneration ofthe high-threshold Ca potentials in the immature
rat dorsal horn neurones, the dendritic localization in hippocampal pyramidal cells
(Schwarzkroin, & Slawsky, 1977; Wong et al. 1979), cerebellar Purkinje cells (Llinas
& Sugimori, 1979, 1980b) and inferior olivary neurones (Llinas & Yarom, 1981 a, b)
has been demonstrated.
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Low-threkshold Ca electrore8ponwivenes88
It has been recently reported that following membrane hyperpolarization above

-70 mV, inferior olivary neurones may generate Ca-dependent potentials in response
to direct or synaptic stimulation (Llina's & Yarom, 1981 a). In immature rat dorsal
horn neurones having resting potentials more negative than -65 mV a low threshold
electroresponsiveness of similar properties to those of inferior olivary neurones
following direct stimulation was observed. Because this low-threshold potential is
reversibly blocked by Co, an agent known to block Ca conductance, and because it
is enhanced in the presence of Ba, an ion which moves easily through Ca channels
(Hagiwara & Byerly, 1981), we suggest that the low-threshold spike may be generated
by an inward Ca current. As in inferior olivary neurones this low-threshold Ca
conductance exhibits inactivating properties as suggested by the perfusion experi-
ments with Ba and TEA (Fig. 5E). However, a direct proof for the inactivation would
require use of the voltage-clamp technique.

In several types of central neurones (cf. motoneurones: Barrett & Barrett, 1976;
hippocampal pyramidal cells: Traub & Llina's, 1979; Wong et al. 1979; Purkinje cells:
Llinas & Sugimori, 1980b; inferior olivary neurones: Llinas & Yarom, 1981 b, and
mitral cells: Mori, Nowycky & Shepherd, 1981) Ca current is believed to modulate a
slow K conductance which in turn controls the repetitive firing. Thus the presence
of voltage-dependent Ca channels in developing rat dorsal horn neurones may be an
important mechanism for regulating the normal and pathological firing behaviour of
these cells. In addition, certain putative chemical messengers (adrenaline, noradren-
aline, 5-hydroxytryptamine, y-aminobutyric acid, somatostatin and enkephalins)
have been found to modulate voltage-dependent Ca currents (Dunlap & Fischbach,
1978; Mudge, Leeman & Fischbach, 1979). This control of the Ca channel by
neurotransmitters is potentially of great importance as a mechanism to explain
plasticity and modulation at central synapses.
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M. V. L. Bennett, W. E. Crill and M. Sugimori for helpful discussions and comments on the
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EXPLANATION OF PLATE

A-B, Golgi-Cox impregnated dorsal horn neurones in a 150,um thick horizontal section of
lumbosacral spinal cord of a 12-day-old rat.
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