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Study findseven brain  #=*==
cells have favorite celebrities

ByMALCOLM RITTER
A ssociated Press

NEW YORK — Even acasualreaderof fan m agazines
can recognize pictures of H alle B erry orJennifer
Aniston, nom atterhow the stars are dressed orw earing
theirhair.Now a surprising study suggests that
Individualbrain cells can do the sam e thing.

Thew ork
could help
shed light
on how the
brain stores
m em ories,
an expert
said.

W hen '
scientists Warner Bros.
sam p]ed Halle Berry in Catwoman

brain cell

actvity in people who w ere scrutinizing dozens of
pictures, they found som e cells thatreacted to a
particular fam ous person, landm ark, anin alorobjct.

Th one case, a single cellw as activated by different
photos of Benry, including som e n herCatwoman
costum €, a draw ng of herand even the w ords, "H alle

Bemy."

The findings appear in a partof the brain that
transform sw hatpeople perceive nto w hatthey Tl
eventually r=m em ber;, said D r. izhak Fried, a senior
Tvestigator on the project.

The findings do notm ean thata particularperson or
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object is recognized and rem em bered by only one brain
cell, Fried said. "There isnotonly one cell that codes
fordenniferA niston . Thatw ould be im possible," Fried
said.

N ordo they m ean thata given brain cellw ill reactto
only one person orobject, he said, because the study
participants w ere tested w ith only a relatively lim ied
num berof pictures. Tn fact, som e cellsw ere found to
respond to m ore than one person, orto a person and an

cbct.

W hatthe study does suggest, Fried and colleagues say
In Thursday s issue of the pumalN ature, is that the
brain appears to use rlatively few cells to record

som ething itsees. Thats In contrast o the idea that it
uses a huge netw ork of bran cells nstead .

TS surprising thatan individual neuron w ould reactso
goecifically t© a given person, said the study s other
senior vestigator, Christof K och of the Califomia
Thsttute of Technology . "Tts m uch m ore specific than
people used o think "

Charles Connor, w ho studieshow the bran processes
visual infom ation butw ho didn tparticipate In the new
study, called the results saking.

N cbody w ould have predicted that conceptual

Ihform ation elating to Aniston, forexam ple, w ould be
signaled o clearly by single cells, said Connor, who

w orks atJohns H opkins U niversity .

The "really dram atic finding," he said, is thata single
brain cell can respond so consistently t© com pletely
differentpictures of a given person. "Thatw ill surprise
everybody," Connor said.

The partof the brain the researchers studied draw s
heavily on m em ory asw ellas signals from w hatthe
eye sees, 0 the resultm ay illustyate how m em ory is
r=presented in the brain and how trelates to visual

signals, he said.

H e noted that In one participant, one bran cell
regponded both to A niston and to Lisa Kudrow , herco-
staron the TV hit Friends.

"Thats a tntalizing glin pse athow neurons r=present
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concepts like m em bership in the castof Friends, and
ocould lead to m uch m ore extensive studies of how
oconceptual nform ation is organized n hum an

mem ory," he said.

The researchers tested eightpeople w ith epilepsy who d
had electrodes placed In theirbrains so thatdoctors
could track dow n the origins of their seizures. The
electrodes m onitored the activity of a an all fraction of
cells In a partof the brain called the m edial tem poral
Tobe.

The researchers kept track of w hich cellsbecam e
activated as the participants lJooked at in ages of people,
Jandm arks and cbects on a Japtop com puter. One
participanthad a brain cell that reacted to different
pictures of A niston, forexam ple, butw as not soongly
stim ulated by other fam ous ornon-fam ous faces.

0 ddly, when thatparticipantw as show n photos of
Aniston paired w ith actorB rad Pitt, from whom
Aniston later separated, the bratn cell didn trespond.

"ITdontknow if itw as a prophetic thing," Fried said.
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