Title: Pain: Where in the Brain?

Speaker:

Dr. Giandomenico Iannetti
Department of Neuroscience,
Physiology and Pharmacology
University College London

Date: Monday, 23 August 2010
Time: 11:00 am
Venue: Room 603, Chow Yei Ching Building

Abstract:

Brief radiant laser pulses activate cutaneous Ad and C nociceptors selectively, and
elicit reliable EEG and fMRI brain responses in a wide network of cortical areas. As
this network of brain areas is assumed to be uniquely or preferentially involved in
processing nociceptive input, it has been christened the “pain matrix”, and laser-
evoked EEG and fMRI responses have been used extensively in the past 30 years to
gain knowledge about the cortical mechanisms underlying nociception and pain
perception in humans.

In this talk I will illustrate some experimental results showing that, in contrast with
this dominant view, the brain responses elicited by a selectively nociceptive stimulus
do not reflect nociceptive- specific neural activities, but are entirely explained by a
combination of multimodal neural activities (i.e. activities also elicited by stimuli
belonging to other sensory modalities) and somatosensory- specific neural activities
(i.e. activities elicited by both nociceptive and tactile somatosensory stimuli).

By showing that pain-evoked brain responses are not specific for the perception of
pain, these results indicate that it is incorrect to refer to these responses as
originating from a “pain matrix”, and question the appropriateness of relying on
them to build models of where and how nociceptive input is processed in the human
brain.
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