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Motion Class Dependency in Observers’ Motor Areas
Revealed by Functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging
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Human and animal data suggest that the mere observation of biological motion activates those premotor areas that also underlie the
initiation of the same motion. However, data also indicate that the human premotor cortex (PM), in contrast to the monkey PM, responds
not only to the observation of goal-directed (transitive) motion but also to intransitive motion. The present study used functional
magnetic resonance imaging to test this hypothesis directly. Participants were presented cycles of intransitive motion specified as
belonging to the distal (fingers and mouth), proximal (knee, ankle, elbow, and wrist), or axial (trunk and shoulder) motion class.
Attention to motion was behaviorally tested by a forced-choice task on motion acceleration and deceleration. Results revealed extended
PM activation for each motion condition. However, direct contrasts showed that the most significant activations were elicited in ventro-
lateral PM by distal motion, in dorsolateral PM by proximal motion, and medial PM (supplementary motor area) by axial motion.
Findings confirm observed intransitive motions to engage premotor areas along a gross-scaled somatotopy.
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Introduction
The somatotopical organization of primary motor cortex (MI)
has become a popular field of research, particularly since the
initial discovery of Penfield’s homunculus and Woolsey’s simius-
culus (Penfield and Boldrey, 1937; Penfield and Rasmussen,
1950; Woolsey, 1958). A new field of research is the putative
somatotopy in non-primary motor cortices, particularly lateral
and medial premotor areas. Monkey studies suggest a premotor
cortex (PM) somatotopy approximately parallel to that in MI,
except that representational multiplicity and overlap appear to be
greater than in MI (Gentilucci et al., 1988; Preuss and Goldman-
Rakic, 1989; Godschalk et al., 1995). A meta-analysis on human
imaging research on this issue appears to confirm a gross PM
somatotopy (Schubotz and von Cramon, 2003).

Because overt motor performance is known to hamper func-
tional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) data, an important
finding was that PM can be activated by mere imagination or
observation of motion (Jeannerod and Frak, 1999). Observation
instructions promise to be a particularly elegant method to inves-
tigate PM without the involvement of MI, which often (albeit
inconsistently across studies) lights up when participants are in-
structed to imagine themselves moving a body part (Leonardo et
al., 1995; Sabbah et al., 1995; Porro et al., 1996; Roth et al., 1996;
Lotze et al., 1999). So far, however, PM somatotopy has rarely

been addressed using observation tasks. Two fMRI studies have
focused on passive observation of motion performed with the
mouth, hand, or leg (Buccino et al., 2001; Wheaton et al., 2004).
However, whereas Buccino and coworkers report a somatotopy
including ventral and dorsal premotor areas bilaterally, Wheaton
and coworkers report a somatotopical pattern restricted to the
right ventral PM. This divergence may be attributable to several
differences in the experimental designs and materials. For in-
stance, both studies differed with respect to the type of move-
ments presented, with the former showing goal-directed
(so-called transitive) motion, or movies mimicking the same
goal-directed motion without an object, whereas the latter
showed non-goal-directed (so-called intransitive) motion. The
observation of intransitive motion has been suggested recently to
be sufficient in triggering PM activation in humans (Fadiga et al.,
1995), although this effect has not yet been reported in monkeys
(Rizzolatti et al., 2001).

Finally, previous studies on motion observation presented ei-
ther distal motion, which is distant and more independent from
the trunk, or proximal motion, which is performed with limbs
closer to the trunk. However, no study to date has investigated the
third motion class, namely axial motion, which is related to
movement of the trunk (i.e., hips and shoulders). Patient studies
would suggest axial motion to elicit activation within the supple-
mentary motor area (SMA) (Wiesendanger et al., 1973).

The present study investigated PM somatotopy during obser-
vation of intransitive distal, proximal, and axial motion. Two
hypotheses were tested: (1) ventrolateral PM (PMv) is involved in
the representation of observed distal motions rather than ob-
served proximal ones, whereas the opposite is true for the dorso-
lateral PM (PMd); and (2) SMA is involved in the representation
of observed axial motion rather than in observed distal and prox-
imal motion.
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To test these assumptions, we used movies showing repetitive
cycles of human intransitive motion. Previous applications of the
serial prediction task paradigm (Schubotz, 1999) have demon-
strated that attending to repetitive sequential stimuli is sufficient
to induce activation of PM. Moreover, because attention has been
shown to have significant influence on PM activation (Rizzolatti
et al., 1987), we also expected this task to yield more powerful
activation in PM regions than mere passive observation.

Materials and Methods
Participants. Nineteen right-handed, healthy young volunteers (10 fe-
male, 9 male; age range, 20 –33 years; mean age, 25.9 years) participated
in the study. All of them had normal or corrected-to-normal visual acu-
ity. After being informed about potential risks and screened by a physi-
cian of the institution, subjects gave informed consent before participat-
ing. The experimental standards were approved by the local ethics
committee of the University of Leipzig. Data were handled anonymously.

Stimuli. A motion observation task was used showing complete con-
tinuously repeated cycles of intransitive motion, mostly flexion, exten-
sion, or rotation, of one of eight different distal, proximal, and axial body
parts (fingers, mouth, knee, ankle, elbow, wrist, trunk, and shoulder)
(Table 1) in a random-trial design. For each of these motor effectors, one
of two possible motions could be presented. For an exemplary trial
progress, see Figure 1. One cycle of motion consisted of 12 frames, which
were successively presented such that a smooth motion was perceived. In
half of the trials, the 12 frames of each motion cycle were presented for
100 ms each, such that the perceived motion had a consistent speed. In
the other half of the trials, frames of the last motion cycle were presented
first longer and than shorter or vice versa, such that the perceived motion
slightly accelerated or decelerated at the end of the presentation phase
(trial). Acceleration was induced by first scaling up und then scaling
down the presentation duration of each motion frame (Fig. 1). Con-
versely, deceleration was induced by first scaling down and then scaling
up the presentation duration of each motion frame. Within each trial,
one cycle was consecutively presented four times, preceded by a visual
cue (“MOTION”) at the beginning, and followed by a question mark that
served as a go-signal to administer the response according to the instruc-
tion. Subsequently, a visual response feedback was given (plus sign indi-
cated the correct answer, and minus sign indicated the wrong answer).

Visual stimuli were presented with VisuaStim XGA (Resonance Tech-
nology, Northridge, CA), over two small thin-film transistor monitors
placed directly in front of the eyes, simulating a distance to a normal
computer monitor of 1.2 m.

Task instructions. Participants were instructed to attend to the motion
cycles and to indicate in a forced-choice mode whether or not observed
motions had a consistent speed until the end of the trial by pressing a
button after each trial. If a change in velocity was detected, participants
were asked to press button 1 with the right index finger, whereas if speed
remained constant, participants were asked to press button 2 with the
right middle finger. Trials were presented in pseudorandomized order.
Twenty-four trials were presented per effector (12 of movement 1 and 12

of movement 2). Each trial lasted 7.2 s at maximum, with the response
phase being aborted by the response. Consequently, the intertrial interval
was 2.8 s at minimum. To improve the modeling of the MRI signal, the
cue was preceded by a variable jitter time of 0, 500, 1000, or 1500 ms.
Furthermore, 24 empty trials were used as resting baseline in which
participants were instructed to fixate on a small square in the center of the
screen.

Data acquisition. Participants were instructed and briefly trained out-
side the scanner immediately before the MRI session. In the MRI session,
subjects were supine on the scanner bed with their right index and middle
fingers positioned on the response buttons. To prevent postural adjust-
ments, the subjects’ arms and hands were carefully stabilized by tape. In
addition, form-fitting cushions were used to prevent arm, hand, and
head motion. Participants were provided with earplugs to attenuate
scanner noise.

Imaging was performed at 3 T on a Bruker (Ettlingen, Germany) Med-
spec 30/100 system equipped with the standard birdcage head coil.
Twenty-two axial slices (field of view, 192 mm; 64 � 64 pixel matrix;
thickness, 4 mm; spacing, 1 mm) parallel to the bicommissural line (an-
terior commissure–posterior commissure) were acquired using a single-
shot gradient echo-planar imaging (EPI) sequence (echo time, 30 ms; flip
angle, 90°; repetition time, 2 s) sensitive to blood oxygenation level-
dependent (BOLD) contrast. Slices were positioned such that they cov-
ered the entire premotor region, including SMA. A set of two-
dimensional anatomical images was acquired for each subject
immediately before the functional experiment, using a modified driven
equilibrium Fourier transformation (MDEFT) sequence (256 � 256
pixel matrix). In a separate session, high-resolution whole-brain images
(160 slices with 1 mm slice thickness) were acquired from each subject to
improve the localization of activation foci using a T1-weighted three-
dimensional (3D) segmented MDEFT sequence covering the whole
brain.

Data analysis. The MRI data were processed using the software pack-
age LIPSIA (Lohmann et al., 2001). This software package contains tools
for preprocessing, coregistration, statistical evaluation, and visualization
of fMRI data. In the preprocessing, functional data were corrected for
motion using a matching metric based on linear correlation. To correct
for the temporal offset between the slices acquired in one scan, a sinc-
interpolation based on the Nyquist-Shannon theorem was applied. A
temporal high-pass filter with a cutoff frequency of 1/80 Hz (twice the
length of one complete oscillation, i.e., minimal gap between two trials of
the same condition � 2 � 40 s � 80 s) was used for baseline correction of
the signal, and a spatial Gaussian filter with 5.65 mm full-width at half-
maximum (FWHM) was applied. To align the functional data slices with
a 3D stereotactic coordinate reference system, a rigid linear registration
with six degrees of freedom (three rotational and three translational) was
performed. The rotational and translational parameters of the transfor-
mation matrix were acquired on the basis of the MDEFT and EPI-T1
slices to achieve an optimal match between these slices and the individual
3D reference data set. This 3D reference data set was acquired for each
subject during a previous scanning session. The MDEFT volume data set
was standardized to the Talairach stereotactic space [standard brain size,
x � 135 mm, y � 175 mm, z � 120 mm (Talairach and Tournoux,
1988)]. The rotational and translational parameters were subsequently
transformed by linear scaling to a standard size. The resulting parameters
of the normalized transformation matrices were then used to transform
the functional slices using trilinear interpolation, so that the resulting
functional slices were aligned with the stereotactic coordinate system.
Slice gaps were interpolated to generate output data with a spatial reso-
lution of 3 � 3 � 3 mm.

The statistical evaluation was based on a least-squares estimation using
the general linear model for serially autocorrelated observations
(random-effects model) (Friston, 1994; Friston et al., 1995a,b; Worsley
and Friston, 1995). The design matrix was generated with a boxcar func-
tion, convolved with the hemodynamic response function. For each trial,
the epoch length was 4.8 s and comprised all movement cycles. Only
correctly answered trials entered the analysis. The effect of motor re-
sponse was controlled for by balancing the type and number of required
motor responses between all contrasted conditions. The model equation,

Table 1. Body part movements used as stimulus material (two representative
movements were presented for each effector)

Body part Movements

Distal motion
Fingers Precision grip; spreading
Mouth Opening and closing; blowing

Proximal motion
Knee Flexion and extension; rotation
Ankle Dorsal and palmar flexion; rotation
Elbow Flexion and extension; rotation
Wrist Dorsal and palmar flexion; rotation

Axial motion
Trunk Sideward bending; rotation
Shoulder Abduction and adduction; rotation
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including the observation data, the design matrix, and the error term, was
convolved with a Gaussian kernel of dispersion of 4 s FWHM to deal with
the temporal autocorrelation (Worsley and Friston, 1995). In the follow-
ing, contrast images, i.e., estimates of the raw-score differences between
specified conditions, were generated for each participant. As noted pre-
viously, each individual functional dataset was aligned with the standard
stereotactic reference space, so that a group analysis based on the contrast
images could be performed. Subsequently, the single-subject contrasts
were entered into a second-level random-effects analysis for each of the
contrasts. The group analysis consisted of a one-sample t test across the
contrast images of all subjects that indicated whether observed differ-
ences between conditions were significantly distinct from zero. Subse-
quently, t values were transformed into Z scores. To protect against false-
positive activations, only regions with Z score �3.09 ( p � 0.001;
uncorrected) and with a volume �135 mm 3 (five contiguous voxels)
were considered (Forman et al., 1995). Local maxima of the Z maps are
listed in Table 2. A voxel was defined to be a local maximum if its Z value
exceeded 3.09 and if it was largest within a 12 mm radius. Local maxima
residing in activation areas of size smaller than 135 mm 3 are not re-
ported. Figure 3 (bottom panel) shows the resulting Z maps overlaid
onto an anatomical reference image.

Regions of interest (ROIs) comprised the maximally activated voxel
for distal compared with proximal (left and right PMv), for proximal
compared with distal (left and right PMd), and axial compared with
distal and proximal (left SMA). From each ROI, the individual contrast
values were extracted for each motion class (compared with rest) and
each participant. Subsequently, these contrast values were subjected to
repeated-measures ANOVAs.

Results
Behavioral results
Behavioral performance (Fig. 2) was assessed by error rates
(mean � SE for all conditions, 8.5 � 1.8%) and reaction times
(mean � SE for all correctly answered trials, 510 � 24 ms). Two
repeated-measures ANOVAs revealed a significant main effect of
the three-level factor MOTIONCLASS (distal, proximal, and ax-
ial) on both error rates (F(2,36) � 4.2; p � 0.023) and reaction time
(F(2,36) � 12.9; p � 0.001). To protect against false-positive re-
sults, the significance level for post hoc t tests was adjusted to p �
0.05 (corresponding to uncorrected p � 0.016) by applying Bon-

ferroni correction for multiple compari-
sons (here three). As a result, the differ-
ences of error rates between conditions
failed to reach the corrected significance
threshold (distal vs proximal, t(18) � 2.6,
p � 0.019; distal vs axial: t(18) � 2.1, p �
0.046; proximal vs axial, t(18) � 0.4, p �
0.706). The reaction times for the distal
condition were significantly shorter than
those for both the proximal (t(18) � 3.0;
p � 0.008) and axial (t(18) � 4.4; p �
0.001) condition, whereas the differences
in reaction times between the proximal
and axial condition did not reach the cor-
rected significance threshold (t(18) � 2.5;
p � 0.023).

fMRI results
When contrasted with the resting condi-
tion, each motion class, i.e., distal (col-
lapsed across fingers and mouth condi-
tion), proximal (collapsed across knee,
ankle, elbow, and wrist condition), and ax-
ial (collapsed across trunk and shoulder
condition) revealed extended premotor
activation. To test for dominant foci of

premotor activation according to our hypotheses, three direct
comparisons were calculated: distal versus proximal (d-p), prox-
imal versus distal (p-d), and axial versus distal and proximal
(a-dp) (Fig. 3, Table 2). Contrast d-p revealed dominant activa-
tion within the PMv for monitoring of distal motion, whereas
contrast p-d revealed dominant activation within the PMd for
monitoring of proximal motion. This finding confirmed our first
hypothesis, which tested the assumption that PMv is involved in
the representation of observed distal motions rather than ob-
served proximal ones, whereas the opposite is true for the PMd.
Additional activation was found for observation of distal motion
compared with proximal motion within the posterior superior
temporal sulcus (pSTS) bilaterally but predominantly within the
right hemisphere, within the middle portion of the right intrapa-
rietal sulcus, and within the left posterior inferior insula. For the
observation of proximal motion compared with distal motion,
activation was located within the right superior parietal lobule,
within the somatosensory association cortex (postcentral sulcus),
and within the occipital gyri, probably corresponding to the ex-
trastriate body area (EBA) (Downing et al., 2001; Grossman and
Blake, 2002).

The contrast testing our second hypothesis (a-dp), which as-
sumed that the SMA is involved in the representation of observed
axial motion rather than in observed distal and proximal motion,
revealed significantly stronger activation for axial compared with
distal and proximal motion within the left SMA and PMd, with
left PMd showing higher Z scores compared with the right PMd.
Note, however, that SMA activation was slightly below statistical
threshold (Z � 2.85). Additional activation for axial motion ob-
servation was located within superior parietal lobule, the para-
central lobule, the EBA, and higher visual areas. Talairach coor-
dinates of maximal activation in left PMd were identical to those
reported for the proximal condition, in contrast d-p. This finding
confirmed the first part of our second hypothesis, expecting SMA
to show more activation for axial compared with distal and prox-
imal motion observation. However, because we found PMd acti-
vation for axial motion observation in addition to hypothesized

Figure 1. Exemplary trial for the observation of proximal motion (here ankle). The bottom extraction shows a regular, i.e.,
constant, perpetuated motion cycle of a dorsal and palmar flexion. This motion is subsequently repeated two additional times. The
top extraction shows the last repetition of this motion. Here, the time scale shows that motion is slightly accelerated at the end.
Immediately after movie presentation, participants were required to indicate by button press whether or not they perceived such
a violation of the velocity pattern.
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SMA, compared with collapsed activation of distal and proximal
conditions, we computed two additional contrasts, axial versus
proximal motion (a-p) and axial versus distal motion (a-d).
These contrasts showed that left and right PMd activation re-
sulted particularly from differences between axial and distal mo-
tion observation, whereas this differences was smaller, although
significant, for a-p.

To further evaluate the size of BOLD effects, contrast values
for each motion class were analyzed in selected ROIs (see Mate-
rials and Methods) (Fig. 3, middle panel). According to the first
hypothesis, a repeated-measures ANOVA was calculated with the
two-level factors ROI (PMv and PMd), CONDITION (distal and
proximal), and HEMISPHERE (left and right). We found a main
effect for CONDITION (F(1,18) � 6.0; p � 0.024), an interaction
of ROI by CONDITION (F(1,18) � 98.7; p � 0.001), and an in-
teraction of ROI by HEMISPHERE (F(1,18) � 4.5; p � 0.049). The
ROI by CONDITION interaction was analyzed in more detail
according to our first hypothesis using paired t tests. To protect
against false-positive results, the significance level was adjusted to
p � 0.05 (corresponding to uncorrected p � 0.013) by applying
Bonferroni correction for multiple comparisons (here four).
Within PMv, contrast values for distal were significantly higher
than those for proximal (t(18) � 7.3; p � 0.001), whereas the
opposite was true in PMd (t(18) � 5.3; p � 0.001). As depicted in
Figure 3, this held for both hemispheres (distal � proximal in left
PMv, t(18) � 5.2, p � 0.001; right PMv, t(18) � 6.6, p � 0.001;
proximal � distal in left PMd, t(18) � 4.6, p � 0.001; right PMd,
t(18) � 4.0, p � 0.001).

Analyzing the not hypothesized ROI by HEMISPHERE inter-
action, we found only one marginal effect, indicating that con-
trast values for the right PMd were higher than those for the left
PMd, independent of condition (t(18) � 2.0; p � 0.062).

According to the second hypothesis, a repeated-measures
ANOVA was calculated with the three-level factor CONDITION
(distal, proximal, and axial) in the SMA ROI. We found a main
effect for CONDITION (F(2,36) � 5.6; p � 0.008). Again, the
significance level for post hoc t tests was adjusted to p � 0.05
(corresponding to uncorrected p � 0.016) by applying Bonfer-
roni correction for multiple comparisons (here three). Paired t
tests revealed that, within SMA, the contrast values of the axial
motion were significantly higher than those of both proximal
motion (t(18) � 2.8; p � 0.012) and distal motion (t(18) � 2.8; p �
0.012), whereas values of proximal and distal motion did not
differ (t(18) � 0.7; p � 0.498).

Because contrasts a-d and p-d had revealed left PMd to be
activated both by proximal and axial motion observation, we
finally compared contrast values within this ROI for axial and
proximal motion. This t test revealed only a marginal effect for
axial versus proximal motion (t(18) � 1.9; p � 0.070).

Discussion
The present fMRI study investigated whether attentive observa-
tion of intransitive body motion induces motion class-dependent
activations in lateral PM and SMA. As hypothesized, we found (1)
PMv to be more strongly engaged by the observation of distal
motions compared with the observation of proximal motions,
whereas the opposite held true for the PMd, and (2) SMA to be
more strongly engaged by the processing of axial motion com-
pared with that of distal and proximal motion. Together, findings
confirm a gross-scaled somatotopy in premotor areas, dividing
secondary motor cortex into three fields preferentially related to
different motion classes.

The present study is the first to use an observation paradigm to
systematically investigate the entire premotor region including
both the lateral and the medial portions. Our findings comple-
ment fMRI studies on observed hand, mouth, and leg motion
(Buccino et al., 2001; Wheaton et al., 2004). In contrast to these
studies, which used a perception instruction, we combined mo-
tion observation with an attentionally demanding task, taking
into consideration that attention enhances premotor activation

Table 2. Anatomical area, hemisphere, Talairach coordinates (x, y, z), and maximal
Z scores of significant activations of the direct contrasts

Anatomical area Hemisphere x y z Z

Observation of distal motion versus observation of proximal motion
PMv L �46 5 21 4.13

R 46 11 23 4.56
Posterior inferior insula L �41 �4 �4 4.07

L �37 �19 �1 3.98
pSTS L �53 �55 12 3.72

R 52 �37 6 4.73
R 56 �46 20 4.26

Intraparietal sulcus R 28 �52 41 3.70
Occipital gyri L �22 �94 �6 4.47

R 26 �91 �3 4.35
Observation of proximal motion versus observation of distal motion

PMd L �20 �10 53 3.56
R 29 �10 52 3.34

Primary sensorimotor cortex (SI/MI) R 37 �16 40 3.70
Somatosensory association cortex L �28 �40 55 4.07

R 31 �37 55 4.52
Superior parietal lobule R 10 �61 53 3.64
Occipital gyri (EBA) L �37 �73 14 4.04

R 41 �70 9 4.19
Calcarine sulcus R 5 �82 8 5.10
Cuneus L �10 �91 29 4.11

R 16 �85 29 4.46
Observation of axial motion versus observation of distal and proximal motion

SMA L �4 �13 56 2.85*
PMd L �20 �7 50 4.04
Paracentral lobule R 10 �28 44 3.12
Superior parietal lobule L �17 �49 47 3.36
Lingual gyrus L �16 �73 �6 4.53

L �7 �67 2 4.44
Occipital gyri (EBA) L �38 �76 17 3.44

R 40 �64 18 3.75
Calcarine sulcus R 7 �79 3 4.94
Cuneus L �7 �79 23 3.81
Precuneus L �2 �82 46 4.14

R 13 �79 43 4.13
Intraparietal sulcus L �16 �88 34 3.58

R 25 �85 27 4.30

The asterisk indicates subthreshold activation. L, Left; R, right.

Figure 2. Behavioral data. Bars show the percentage of error rates (Err %), and lines show
the reaction times in milliseconds (Rt ms).
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(Rizzolatti et al., 1987). To this end, participants were required to
indicate in a forced-choice mode whether observed motions, pre-
sented in several continuously repeated cycles, followed a homo-
geneous velocity pattern until the end of each presentation phase
(trial) or whether motions were subjected to a short and slight
acceleration or deceleration. Because participants were required
to carefully match the perceived onto an expected pattern of
velocity, this task was expected to induce the neural representa-
tion of slow closed-loop movements. In contrast to fast open-
loop movements, these movements require a controlled contin-
uous modification of the motor output according to kinesthetic
feedback and have been particularly related to PM activation
(Siebner et al., 2001).

The present study hypothesized and found primarily segre-
gated maxima of activation during observation of distal, proxi-
mal, and axial motion in PMv, PMd, and SMA, respectively. Par-
ticularly, direct contrasts between conditions and corresponding
ROI analyses pointed toward centroids of motion class-
dependent representations. Contrasted with a resting baseline,
however, each type of observed motion class elicited extended
activation encompassing both lateral PM and SMA. Moreover,
both axial and proximal motion were found to engage PMd,

suggesting a representational overlap of
axial and proximal motion observation
correlates in this area.

Overall, the data presented here fit very
well into the account of an observable but
limited somatotopy in frontal motor cor-
tices. Favoring functional rather than body
surface organization criteria for the pri-
mary motor cortex, Schieber (2001) sug-
gests that the degree of somatotopic segre-
gation in MI may parallel the
biomechanical independence of different
body parts. According to this idea, the
thumb, for instance, is mechanically inde-
pendent from the lips, and so are their rep-
resentations in motor cortices, whereas in-
terdependency and hence representational
overlap is substantial between thumb and
other fingers. This rationale may be even
more plausible for non-primary motor
cortices, because they are suggested to es-
pecially serve multi-joint movements
(Luppino et al., 1991), which involve bio-
mechanically interdependent joints. How-
ever, animal data demonstrate that soma-
totopical maps of the lateral PM lie in
approximate correspondence to that of
M1, with a forelimb and hindlimb repre-
sentation in PMd and an orofacial and
forelimb representation within PMv (Hast
et al., 1974; Kurata et al., 1985; Kurata and
Tanji, 1986; Gentilucci et al., 1988; Rizzo-
latti et al., 1988; Kurata, 1989; He et al.,
1993; Hepp-Reymond et al., 1994; Preuss
et al., 1996; Graziano and Gandhi, 2000;
Yoshino et al., 2000). Premotor projec-
tions to M1 hence appear to respect the
somatotopy of the target area, with hori-
zontally organized projections slightly in-
clining from rostroventral to caudodorsal
(Matsumura and Kubota, 1979;

Muakkassa and Strick, 1979; Godschalk et al., 1984; Matelli et al.,
1986; Dum and Strick, 1991; Luppino et al., 1993).

So far, no direct and comprehensive investigation of premotor
somatotopy, combining motion paradigms and imaging meth-
ods, has been conducted. However, a number of single imaging
studies dedicated to the investigation of hand, foot, and face mo-
tion contribute to the account of a gross-scaled body representa-
tion encompassing both primary and secondary motor cortices,
as summarized in a recent meta-analysis (Schubotz and von
Cramon, 2003). This overview shows that premotor activations
for distal motion reside in the ventral portion of PM and are
distinct from more dorsally located activations for proximal mo-
tion. Correlates of hand motion were more distributed across the
middle portion of PM convexity. Interestingly, as summarized in
the same overview paper, this dichotomy is paralleled by tasks in
which participants do not have to move themselves but rather
imagine or observe these types of movements. Together, these
studies suggest that execution is not mandatory to induce
execution-equivalent activations in PM (Jeannerod, 2001).

Interestingly, observation of tools has been found to engage a
PMv area highly similar to the one we report for distal motion
observation in the present study (Grafton et al., 1997;

Figure 3. Brain correlates of experimental tasks. Group-averaged (n � 19) statistical maps of significantly activated areas for
observation of intransitive motion performed by distal, proximal, or axial body parts. Bar charts show the contrast values (CV) in
selected ROIs for the distal (red), proximal (green), and axial (blue) motion conditions. Bottom left panel shows the Z map for the
direct contrast distal-proximal, thresholded at Z � 3.09. Observation of distal motion activated PMv within both hemispheres
more significantly than observation of proximal motion, whereas the opposite was true for the PMd. Observation of distal
motion elicited additional bilateral activation within the pSTS. Bottom right panel shows the Z map for the direct contrast
axial-(distal, proximal), thresholded at Z � 2.33. This contrast showed the SMA to be more consistently engaged for axial
motion than for others. This is also evident from the rightmost bar chart in which contrast values are depicted for each
motion condition in the SMA ROI.
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Beauchamp et al., 2003). Premotor activation in response to tool
perception has been proposed to reflect human experience in
grasping and manipulating tools (Chao et al., 2002). These find-
ings fit very well together, because grasping and manipulating are
prime examples for complex distal motion. It has to be consid-
ered, however, that tool use involves proximal motion in addition
to distal motion. This implies a stricter neuroanatomical corre-
spondence between tool observation and distal motion com-
pared with that between tool observation and proximal motion.
A potential explanation may relate to the fact that distal motions
are strongly guided by the grasped or manipulated object. In
support of this notion, a large portion of monkey PMv neurons
(so-called canonical neurons) were reported to be tuned to both
the sight of objects and the corresponding object grip type (Mu-
rata et al., 1997). Hence, a close correspondence between PMv
activation for distal motion observation and for tool observation
may reflect activity of neuronal populations with a preference for
both.

Axial motion or postural adjustments, in contrast, have not
yet been investigated via motion execution using imaging tech-
niques, probably because they would result in large motion arti-
facts. Surprisingly, there is also no study on imagination or ob-
servation of axial movement. Our study therefore appears to be
the first to investigate observation of axial motion, operational-
ized by using movies on intransitive hip and shoulder move-
ments. Finding SMA to be particularly engaged during this task,
our results are in line with results from patient studies indicating
the SMA to subserve anticipatory postural control associated
with a voluntary limb movement (Gurfinkel and Elner, 1973;
Wiesendanger et al., 1973; Wiesendanger, 1981; Massion and
Dufosse, 1988; Massion et al., 1989; Massion, 1992). Anticipatory
postural adjustments, which are subserved by SMA, precede and
accompany most movements, particularly bilateral ones, thus es-
tablishing the role of the SMA in the preparation of movement in
general (Brinkman, 1984; Cunnington et al., 1996). The present
findings add to this account, showing SMA to be particularly
activated by the attentive observation of hip and shoulder motion
of another person.

For the present observation paradigm, we used motion that
was not directed toward an object or a place in space. This type of
motion is sometimes referred to as intransitive, borrowing the
linguistic term that denotes verbs not requiring an accusative
object (like “flying” or “running”). However, only the observa-
tion of goal-directed or transitive motion, which is considered to
be the definition for action in a narrower sense, was found to
activate PM in the monkey (Umiltà et al., 2001). Action observa-
tion studies in humans suggest that BA 44, possibly including
inferiormost BA 6, may be the functional homolog of monkey F5
and code for goals of actions accordingly (Buccino et al., 2004). In
contrast to the monkey, however, human PM appears to be re-
sponsive to observation of intransitive motion as well. This has
been demonstrated recently in a transcranial magnetic stimula-
tion study by Fadiga et al. (1995) in which a significant motor
facilitation was demonstrated via enhanced motor-evoked po-
tentials in observers of intransitive arm motion. Trying to char-
acterize those PM responses on observed motion, studies on the
H-reflex suggest that activation within motor cortices might re-
flect an inhibition of imitation tendencies (Baldissera et al.,
2001). However, because we used an attentively demanding task,
resulting PM correlates of motion observation probably reflect
more than an involuntary motor facilitation, such as that de-
scribed for the mimicking of facial expression (Dimberg et al.,
2000). We rather suggest that the task led participants to covertly

coproduce observed motion cycles to detect slight deceleration or
acceleration. Against this background, one could hypothesize
that instruction plays a key role for differences between monkey
and man as far as intransitive motion is concerned: for the mon-
key, observed intransitive motion is mostly irrelevant and may
therefore not suffice to induce motor facilitation or active motor
imagery; in the human, however, an experimental task instruc-
tion of course suffices to engage attention to motion, even if it is
intransitive.

In contrast to proximal or axial motion, distal motion induced
activation within the pSTS, particularly in the right hemisphere.
This region has been related to the perception of biological mo-
tion, as discovered in the monkey (Perrett et al., 1985, 1989) and
replicated in humans (Vaina et al., 2001). Finding this area to be
particularly activated by sight of finger and mouth movements, in
contrast to that of other body parts, nicely replicates the finding
that these movements generate particularly robust neural re-
sponses, possibly attributable to their special importance in social
interactions (Campbell et al., 1990; Heywood and Cowey 1992;
Puce and Perrett, 2003). Additional condition-specific activa-
tions were located within different somatosensory areas, includ-
ing the central sulcus (referring to primary somatosensory or
motor cortex) and the somatosensory association cortex (post-
central sulcus) for observation of proximal compared with distal
motion and the posterior insula for distal compared with proxi-
mal motion observation. These areas are known to be related to
tactile sensation and/or tactile attention (for review, see Burton,
2002). The present findings hence demonstrate that a visual task
that requires attention to observed body motion suffices to en-
gage somatosensory cortices.

Conclusion
The present fMRI study shows that somatotopic representations
within entire human PM can be elicited by an attentionally de-
manding motion observation task. Motion class-dependent sig-
nificant activations according to intransitive (i.e., non-goal-
directed) distal, proximal, and axial body part motion were
arranged in a gross-scaled manner, with segregated activation
foci for distal motion within ventrolateral PM, for proximal mo-
tion within dorsolateral PM, and for axial motion within the
medial PM (SMA), respectively. Findings support an observable
but limited somatotopy in frontal motor cortices.
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