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Abstract
Objective. Most neuroprosthetic implants employ pulsatile square-wave electrical stimuli, which
are significantly different from physiological inter-neuronal communication. In case of retinal
neuroprosthetics, which use a certain type of pulsatile stimuli, reliable object and contrast
discrimination by implanted blind patients remained challenging. Here we investigated to what
extent simple objects can be discriminated from the output of retinal ganglion cells (RGCs) upon
sinusoidal stimulation. Approach. Spatially confined objects were formed by different
combinations of 1024 stimulating microelectrodes. The RGC activity in the ex vivo retina of
photoreceptor-degenerated mouse, of healthy mouse or of primate was recorded simultaneously
using an interleaved recording microelectrode array implemented in a CMOS-based chip.
Main results. We report that application of sinusoidal electrical stimuli (40 Hz) in epiretinal
configuration instantaneously and reliably modulates the RGC activity in spatially confined areas
at low stimulation threshold charge densities (40 nC mm−2). Classification of overlapping but
spatially displaced objects (1◦ separation) was achieved by distinct spiking activity of selected
RGCs. A classifier (regularized logistic regression) discriminated spatially displaced objects (size:
5.5◦ or 3.5◦) with high accuracy (90% or 62%). Stimulation with low artificial contrast (10%)
encoded by different stimulus amplitudes generated RGC activity, which was classified with an
accuracy of 80% for large objects (5.5◦). Significance. We conclude that time-continuous
smooth-wave stimulation provides robust, localized neuronal activation in
photoreceptor-degenerated retina, which may enable future artificial vision at high temporal,
spatial and contrast resolution.

1. Introduction

Avoidance of obstacles or discrimination of nearby
objects represents one of the major needs of blind
patients. Object discrimination and recognition tasks
are routinely performed after blind patients receive
a prosthetic implant [1]. Although in several cases
remarkable results were obtained, in the best cases
achieving reading acuity (for retinitis pigmentosa

patients: [2], for age-related macular degeneration,
AMD, patients: [3], statistical evaluation of vision res-
toration provides a mixed picture. Major challenges
remain, including fading of evoked precepts [4, 5],
low spatial resolution which does not overcome legal
blindness [6] and a reduced contrast perception [7].

To improve temporal, spatial and contrast resol-
ution two main strategies need to be pursued. The
first is improving electrode design. The second is
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optimizing pulsatile stimulation or finding an altern-
ative to it. To improve spatial resolution, 3D elec-
trodes and localized return electrodes, which con-
fine the electric field during stimulation, have been
suggested recently [8–11]. However, improving elec-
trodes is not sufficient if axons of passage are within
the activation range. One promising approach sug-
gest the use of ultra-short stimuli (<0.1 ms), which
achieve selective activation of ganglion cells in rabbit
[12] and primate retina [13] but require the pre-
cise knowledge of the axon’s path [14–16]. Contrast
resolution achieved by state-of-the-art implants and
pulsatile stimuli (1 and 2 ms) in blind patients were
limited to few grey levels [7, 17]. Therefore, recent
approaches, aimed to overcome square-wave pulses,
inferred the mean effective stimulus from spike-
triggered averagingwhite-noise current input [18, 19]
but obtained very short, almost pulsatile waveforms.
Another alternative is sinusoidal stimulation at relat-
ively low frequencies (10–50 Hz). With such stimuli,
a more confined retinal activation was shown as com-
pared to short pulses [20] as well as reliable activation
estimated at single cell level [15]. However, a quant-
itative evaluation of continuous sinusoidal stimula-
tion to study the level of spatial and contrast resolu-
tion obtained from the readout of a large population
(∼1000) of retinal ganglion cells (RGCs) is missing.

Evaluation of different stimulation strategies at
single spike resolution in large neuronal populations
has not been demonstrated, mainly because of the
artefact evoked by electrical stimuli. Recording of
large populations of RGCs was shown by Ho et al in
subretinal configuration using a combination of two
micro-electrode arrays [21] but with blanking several
milliseconds following each stimulus pulse. In epiret-
inal configuration single-cell resolved recording and
axon tracking has been achieved for sub-millisecond
pulsatile stimuli [14].

Here we report on the spatial and temporal per-
formance achieved with sinusoidal stimuli in ex vivo
retina mainly of the adult photoreceptor-degenerated
mouse. Control experiments were performed on the
retinae of healthy mice and non-human primates.
The experiments made use of a high-density comple-
mentary metal oxide semiconductor (CMOS)-based
microelectrode array (MEA) [22], which comprises
a dense stimulation electrode array and a second,
interleaved recording array. By simultaneously stim-
ulating and electrically imaging up to hundreds iden-
tified RGCs within one experiment, we tested the
efficiency of epiretinal stimulation in terms of reli-
ability, charge threshold and long-term stability. We
addressed the problem of quantifying spatial resolu-
tion and artificial contrast discrimination, at the pop-
ulation level using a logistic regression (LR) model.
Our data show, to our knowledge, for the first
time, that in photoreceptor-degenerated retina elec-
trically stimulated objects separated by 32 µm, and

contrast levels of 10%, can be classified with high
fidelity.

2. Methods

2.1. Preparation of the retina and extracellular
recording using CMOS basedMEA
Retina preparation was performed using adult
B6.CXB1-Pde6brd10/J (retinal degeneration 10
(rd10)) and C57BL/6J (wild-type (WT)) mice of
either sex as described previously [18, 23]. Results
are reported here from retinae obtained from a total
of eight rd10mice and fourWTmice.With the excep-
tion of one rd10 mouse (postnatal day 80, figure 2)
all other animals are aged between 130 and 260 d;
a late degeneration stage [24]. The age of the adult
WT mice ranged between postnatal-day 59 and 270.
We also report on data obtained from two differ-
ent non-human primates obtained from terminally
anesthetizedmacaquemonkeys (Macaca mulatta and
Macaca fascicularis; age 8–10 years), used by another
laboratory in the course of their experiments. All
experimental protocols were approved by the Regier-
ungspräsidium Tübingen according to German fed-
eral laws on animal welfare.

Immediately after enucleation, the anterior por-
tion of the eye and the vitreous were removed. From
the posterior portion of the eye segments of peri-
pheral retina that were well attached to the pigment
epithelium were dissected, isolated from the pig-
ment epithelium, and placed, RGC side down, on the
planar MEA. Retina samples were kept in dark dur-
ing the length of the recording, recordings were per-
formed after 30–45min of dark adaptation. All exper-
imental protocols were reported and approved by the
local authorities according to German federal laws on
animal welfare.

Prior to the experiment, the surface of the
CMOS MEA was gently cleaned with detergent
(Tickopur R60, 5%, Stamm/Berlin, 80 ◦C), rinsed
with bi-distilled water and treated for 30 s with a
plasma cleaner (Harrick Plasma). The hydrophilic
chip surface was coated with ∼500 µl (1 mg ml−1)
poly-L-lysine (P1399,MW150–300 kDa, Sigma, Ger-
many) to facilitate adhesion of the retina. Retinal por-
tions (∼4mm2) were transferred to the chip chamber
and placed with RGCs in close contact with the elec-
trodes (figure 1(C)). The CMOS MEAs were rinsed
prior to positioning of the retina and continuously
perfused (flow rate 2–4 ml min−1 and temperat-
ure 34 ◦C–36 ◦C) with carbogenated Ames medium
(A1420, Sigma). The chip comprising the attached
retina was mounted on the amplifier placed on a
motorized x and y stage (CONEX CC, Newport) in
an upright microscope (BX 51W, Olympus).

To evaluate the effects of network activity on
evoked response, we performed control experiment
using 100 µM DNQX (Tocris Cat. no. 2312) and
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Figure 1. Bidirectional interfacing of ex vivo retina with CMOS MEA and description of discrimination tasks. (A) Electrical
imaging of ex vivo retina using CMOS MEA shows the identified positions for the RGC somas (circle) and axons (line) within the
1× 1 mm2 sensor array area. Details of the grey area are shown in (B). (B) Schematic of the spatial (Bi) and contrast (Bii)
discrimination task. Scanning electron microscopy images (grey) show details of the CMOS MEA array with stimulation (S) and
recording (R) electrodes. For electrode dimensions see the section 2. (Bi) Spatial discrimination task: two partially overlapping
stimulation areas, stimulus 1 and 2, are selected and stimulated alternating with the same stimulation strength for 50 repetitions.
In the discrimination task the RGC population response is assigned either to stimulus 1 or to stimulus 2. (Bii) Contrast
discrimination task: two adjacent stimulation areas, stimulus 1 and 2, are selected and activated simultaneously with different
stimulation strength to create a single contrast level for 40 repetitions. The contrast discrimination task consists of response
discrimination between different contrast levels. (C) Experimental setup showing the CMOS MEA with interfaced retina in a
culture chamber, perfused by a heated inlet. In addition, the outlet of the perfusion system and the Ag/AgCl reference electrode
are visible. The insert shows the interfaced ex vivo retina and the electrode array (1 mm2, dashed outline). (D) Top: sinusoidal
stimulation current density for three different amplitudes and 40 Hz frequency. Middle: raw recording from one of the 4225
recording electrodes, with stimulation artefact. Bottom: signal after filtering/artefact removal, demonstrating spontaneous and
stimulus-induced spikes.

20 µM AP5 (Tocris Cat. no. 3693) in addition to the
standard Ames medium in order to block glutama-
tergic synaptic inputs to RGCs. Recordings were per-
formed after 30 min of continuous perfusion to guar-
antee the complete application of the drug.

A CMOS-MEA comprising 4225 recording elec-
trodes, with an electrode pitch of 16 µm (65 × 65
lattice and total area: 1 × 1 mm2) and 1024 stimu-
lation electrodes (electrode area: 632 µm2) was used
(figures 1(B) and (C)) (CMOS-MEA5000-System,
Multi Channel Systems MCS GmbH). Recordings
were performed at 20 kHz using CMOS-MEA Con-
trol software (Multi Channel Systems MCS GmbH).
Signal was band-pass filtered at 1–3.5 kHz to remove
artefacts of electrical stimulation. In some cases, a lar-
ger band for the filter was used (300–4000 Hz) in
combination with an artefact reduction method (off-
set correction andbaseline subtraction) (figure 1(D)).
Spike sorting was performed to detect single cell
firing, using the implementation of an ICA-based
algorithm [25] in the CMOS-MEA-Tools software

(Multi Channel Systems MCS GmbH). This software
allows tracking of the axons using average electrical
images obtained by a spike triggered averaging (STA)
of the recorded extracellular voltages on all 4225 elec-
trodes (figure 1(A)). In detail, the axon path is iden-
tified as follows: The start point is identical to the
sensor position associated with the RGC after spike
sorting. At this position the maximum absolute amp-
litude of theRGC spike is recorded. Sensors associated
to the axon are identified based on threshold cross-
ings in the mean electrical images computed for the
entire sensor array. The averaging procedure reduces
the noise of individual electrical images, obtained for
individual spikes. Because of the stereotyped action
potential generation and propagation, extracellular
signals along the axon path are detected as threshold
crossings. The threshold is calculated for each sensor
individually as 5× the standard deviation of the STA
voltage in the time interval of 10 ms before the spike
peak amplitude. Typical electrical images have been
published previously [26].
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2.2. Electrical stimulation using CMOS-basedMEA
We applied sinusoidal stimuli of two different fre-
quencies (25 and 40 Hz) and of different amplitudes
with different electrode size areas using selected elec-
trodes of the CMOS-MEA. Applying voltages to the
stimulation electrodes evokes capacitive currents in
the electrolyte and the retina above the electrode.
The stimulation current density is proportional to the
time derivative of the electrode voltage and scales with
the specific electrode capacitance c: istim = c× dV/dt.
For sufficiently large stimulation currents, a high spe-
cific capacitance is required. So-called high K oxides
provide a specific capacitance of 1 and 2 µF cm−2,
depending on the oxide thickness and material, with
a stimulation amplitude up to 3 V [22, 27]. However,
to increase the specific capacitance we omitted here
the last dielectric layer and relied on the native oxide
of the top titanium nitride electrode.

The stimulation current (figure 1(D)) was meas-
ured as follows. An Ag/AgCl pellet (E201ML, Science
Products) was used as a counter electrode and loc-
ated in the electrolyte above the CMOS MEA. The
stimulation current was calculated from the voltage
drop across a serial 10 Ω resistor in series with
the Ag/AgCl electrode. The voltage drop was ampli-
fied using a commercial voltage amplifier (DLPVA,
Femto Messtechnik GmbH, Berlin, Germany) and
recorded using the analog channel of the inter-
face board of the CMOS MEA 5000. Stimulation
charge and charge density was calculated during the
anodic stimulation phase. The specific capacitance
of our electrodes was 5.5 µF cm−2 (supplementary
figure 1 (available online at stacks.iop.org/JNE/18/
046086/mmedia)). The total stimulation charge dur-
ing a full sinusoidal stimulation period was zero.

For both, the spatial and contrast discrimina-
tion tasks, the retina was stimulated for 100 ms with
a 40 Hz sinusoidal stimulus with 500 ms breaks
between stimuli (figure 1(B)). For spatial discrimina-
tion, two stimuli were alternated between each other
50 times. In the contrast discrimination task, for one
contrast level, stimulation was applied at different
intensities from two adjacent stimulation areas. The
difference of current intensity between the two areas
defined the artificial contrast by the equation: artifi-
cial contrast = (intensity 1 − intensity 2)/(intensity
1 + intensity 2). Each contrast level was repeated
40 times.

2.3. Analysis
Data analysis was performed using custom analysis
code written in Python. Distance of the cell from the
stimulation area was calculated from the center of
the electrode stimulation area. Reliability was calcu-
lated evaluating the response of a cell to sinusoidal
cycles and defined as follows: a cell was identified as
responding to a cycle, when firing at least once dur-
ing the cycle. A cell responding to every cycle will have

reliability of 1. The total reliability of a cell during
a recording/stimulation protocol is calculated as the
mean reliability of single repetitions. To take in to
account spontaneous activity, we also evaluated the
relative cell response as: cell response= (spikes during
stimulation − spikes during spontaneous activity)/
(spikes during stimulation + spikes during spontan-
eous activity).

Evaluation of the activation radius was obtained
by fitting a one-dimensional Gaussian distribution
to the cell response versus the distance of the cell
from the electrode center. For the evaluation of cell
responses in the spatial jitter task, a symmetrical two-
dimensional Gaussian was used.

2.4. LRmodel
2.4.1. LR model
To check whether RGC responses reliably reflected
differences in stimuli for the spatial and contrast
discrimination tasks, we used a LR model [28]. LR
describes the probability of one of two possible events
(denoted by y = 0 or y = 1), given some factors x.
For example, with the spatial discrimination task, we
would use the LR model to predict whether the stim-
ulus was at the first position (y= 0) or at the second
position (y= 1), given the RGC responses x, under
the LR model, we write down the probability of the
stimulus-identity p(y |x) as follows:

z= w · x+ b

r=
e−z

1+ e−z

p(y |x) = r y (1 − r)1−y ,

where w is a vector of regression parameters, b is
a bias parameter, and x a vector consisting of the
spike count for each neuron. The activation variable
z (the vector product of w and x) is passed through
a sigmoid function to obtain the model-predicted
probability r of the stimulus having identity 1. The
values of w correspond to the strength of contribu-
tion of each neuron in decoding the stimulus iden-
tity i.e. how strongly each neuron’s response influ-
ences p(y |x).We can learn thesew of the LRmodel by
maximizing an objective function: the log probability
logp(y |x)with respect to w, for the set of responses x
obtained experimentally and the corresponding stim-
ulus identity y:

w∗ = argmaxw
1

2N

N∑
i=1

yi log ri + (1 − yi) log (1 − ri)

where N is the number of times the experiment was
repeated. The objective function was maximised to
find w using the scipy optimization package [29].

For the spatial discrimination task, we showed
N= 50 repetitions of two alternating stimuli at dif-
ferent positions on the stimulation grid. We denoted

4

https://stacks.iop.org/JNE/18/046086/mmedia
https://stacks.iop.org/JNE/18/046086/mmedia


J. Neural Eng. 18 (2021) 046086 A Corna et al

position 1 as y= 0 and position 2 as y= 1. For each
stimulus and repeat, we constructed x by counting the
total number of spikes fired by each recorded neuron
between stimulus onset and offset i.e. in each 100 ms
windowwhile the stimuluswas presented, resulting in
2N= 100 vectors x, each of which had a length equal
to the number of neurons recorded. We then trained
the LRmodel on x and the corresponding y values, by
computing the log probability logp(y|x) and maxim-
izing it with respect to the parameters w.

For the contrast discrimination task, we showed
N= 40 repetitions of stimuli of seven different con-
trast levels. The contrast levels were 0%, 10%, 20%,
30%, 40%, 50% and 100%. We defined six different
LR models—in each model, the 1st stimulus (y= 0)
was always the 0% contrast, while the 2nd stimulus
(y= 1) varied from 10% to 100%—in other words,
the discrimination task always involved differenti-
ating a non-zero contrast stimulus from the zero-
contrast stimulus. As with the spatial discrimination
task, for each of the seven stimuli and each repeat,
we constructed response vectors x by counting spikes
fired by all recorded neurons during stimulus present-
ation.We thus had 280 different response vectors, and
80 per LR model. Once again, we trained the six LR
models on the corresponding x, y pairs by maximiz-
ing the log probability of y given x.

While training the LR models, we performed a
random 80–20 split of the data repetitions into a
training set and a test set. The training data was used
to learn the regression parametersw. The test dataset,
which the model did not have access to during train-
ing, was used to calculate the prediction accuracy of
the model. The random split was repeated five times;
the models were fit anew for each split and the results
were averaged across these five splits.

2.5. Regularization and cross-validation
In order to prevent the regression weights w from
varying too much from neuron to neuron, we
imposed a smoothing L2 penalty [30] i.e. wemodified
the objective function to include the squared norm of
w i.e. λ|w|2, and maximized this new objective func-
tion with respect to w. The hyperparameter λ con-
trolled the strength of the smoothing penalty.

We optimized λ by performing a grid search with
five-fold cross-validation. We first defined a grid of
30 λ values ranging from 0.1 to 100 at uniform inter-
vals in log-space. For each value of λ, we randomly
split the repetitions in the data into five folds, where
each fold contained 80% of the repetitions as the
training set and 20% as validation set ( note that this
five-fold splitting occurred on the training data input
to the model, i.e. 80% of all available experimental
data). With this value of λ from the grid, we cycled
through the five folds, fit the model on the train-
ing set and computed the objective function on the
validation set. This cross-validated objective function
was averaged across the five folds. The λ with the

highest value of the cross-validated objective function
was chosen, and used for all further analysis with the
model.

2.5.1. Accuracy score
We calculated the predictive accuracy of the trained
models for both discrimination tasks on the test data
(20% of all experimental data). The accuracy score is
defined as follows:

accuracy =
p(ŷ= 1|y= 1) + p(ŷ= 0|y= 0)

p(y= 1) + p(y= 0)
,

where ŷ is themodel prediction. In practice, this score
is calculated as: number of correct model predictions

total number of model predictions .
Thus, this value is bounded between 0 and 1. An

accuracy score of 1 indicates that the model perfectly
predicts the stimulus identity given responses. A score
below 0.5 indicates that the model cannot decode
stimulus identity from the responses, and that simply
guessing the stimulus identity at random would give
us better performance than the model.

2.5.2. Accuracy with a reduced neural population
We next wanted to check how robust the decoding
performance was i.e. how many neurons from the
population were actually required to get maximal test
accuracy. In order to do this, we repeated the analysis
described above, but using responses only froma frac-
tion of the neural population recorded. We first sor-
ted the neurons in descending order of their absolute
value in regression parameter w. Note that this value
indicates the contribution of a particular neuron’s
responses to the decoding performance in the training
data for the LR model. We then used the responses of
only a fraction of the neurons with the highest regres-
sion values to fit new LR models, and calculated the
test accuracy of these models. The population frac-
tions used were 1%, 10%, 20%, 40%, 50% and 75%.

3. Results

Here we propose and demonstrate an efficient
strategy of discriminating spatial and contrast dif-
ferences of simple objects using the stimulated retinal
activity. We base our approach on the following three
hypotheses: (a) retinal cells or networks in photore-
ceptor degenerated retinas are modulated reliably
(without fading) by continuous sinusoidal electrical
stimuli; (b) the modulation of the spiking of retinal
neurons decreases strongly with distance from the
stimulating electrode and (c) the readout of ganglion
cells subpopulations from different stimuli enables
discrimination of spatial displacement and contrast.
Results supporting these hypotheses and how they
are combined into an efficient decoding scheme are
presented in this section.

A prerequisite in the development and evalu-
ation of any stimulation strategy is the simultaneous
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recording of the evoked activity, ideally without stim-
ulation artefacts [31]. Here we took advantage of
a CMOS-based MEA [22] with spatially interleaved
1024 stimulation electrodes (stimulation electrode
pitch: 32µm, electrode area: 632µm2; equivalent dia-
meter: 28.3 µm) and 4225 electrodes (figure 1).

Application of sinusoidal stimuli to the selec-
ted electrodes modulates the interfaced retinal net-
work (figure 1(D)) and leads to rhythmic ganglion
cell activity. To identify the appropriate ‘stimulation
range’ of the interfaced retina different stimulation
amplitudes were applied (figure 1(D)). Typical stim-
ulation currents applied by the CMOS MEA range
between 1 and 6 µA (see section 2). Notably, because
of the low capacitance (35 pF) of a single stimulation
electrode (632 µm2) the stimulation current does not
change if retina is interfaced to the electrode array
or not (supplementary figure 1), in contrast to the
majority of electrical stimulation approaches [32, 33].
The electrical characterization of the capacitive elec-
trodes (frequency behavior, linearity with stimulus
amplitude and with stimulation area) is presented in
the supplement (supplementary figure 1).

3.1. Reliable activation of RGC spiking by
low-amplitude sinusoidal stimuli
The recording presented in figure 1(D) suggests that
application of sinusoidal stimuli leads to reliable RGC
spiking. In the following, we test the hypothesis of
reliable spiking for stimulation protocols applied to
rd10 retina.

CMOS MEA recording allows us to precisely
detect RGC soma and axon locations upon STA of
multiple electrical images [34, 35] (figure 1(A), for
details see the section 2). We recorded and ana-
lyzed in the same retina two prototypical cases: an
RGC above the center of the stimulation electrode
(figure 2(A), cell 1) and an RGC outside the electrode
but with its axon crossing the electrodes (figure 2(A),
cell 2). In figures 2(B)–(D) we show the evoked
activity for these two exemplary cells upon stimula-
tion with increasing electrode areas. To enable a bet-
ter comparison to previous studies we calculated an
equivalent electrode diameter: 56.7 µm, 113.5 µm
and 170 µm (figure 2(A)). The normalized reliabil-
ity parameter quantifies if at least one spike is evoked
per stimulation phase (see description in section 2).
For cell 1, located above the stimulation electrodes,
stimulation with a small electrode area (equivalent
diameter: 56.7 µm) proved to be ineffective up to
the charge density of 150 nC mm−2 (equivalent to:
0.6 nC). For larger stimulation areas (0.01 mm2 and
0.023 mm2) we observe that stimulation with low
amplitude evokes few spikes. Increasing the charge
density to 150 nC mm−2 leads to a reliability close to
1, which corresponds to one spike detected in every
stimulus phase (figures 2(B) and (C)). For cell 2,
with the soma located far away and the axon passing
over the stimulation electrodes, there is no effect for

localized stimulation. To confirm the general excit-
ability of this RGC we demonstrate activation using
a large electrode (0.65 mm2) covering the RGC and
its presynaptic circuit. For these two cells we also
calculated the stimulus-induced firing rate. The firing
rate is used to determine the threshold charge density,
defined as the increase of the spontaneous activity by
30% (figure 2(D)).

From the example cells shown in figure 2(A) we
proceed to the entire RGC population (n = 102)
identified in this retina and select RCGs located
directly over the stimulation electrodes (n = 6).
For these RGCs cells we calculated reliability and
threshold charge density for different stimulation
areas (figure 2(E)). The reliability and the threshold
charge density approaches a narrow range (r: 0.8–1,
threshold: 10–30 nCmm−2, equivalent to 0.2–0.6 nC)
for electrodes larger than 0.02 mm2.

Retina degeneration causes a remodeling of the
inner retina network in the mice blind model rd10,
compared to the healthy retina in WT. It is not
clear yet to which degree this modification affects
the response to electrical stimulation [36]. Moreover,
for clinical applications, it is very valuable to eval-
uate if results obtained in rodent retina are con-
firmed in other models, such as non-human primate.
We therefore evaluated stimulation thresholds and
response reliability for healthy mouse (n = 47 RGCs
at 25 Hz; n = 43 at 40 Hz identified in three retinas,
C57Bl6/J), non-human primate retina (n= 36 RGCs
identified in two retinas) and RGCs in adult rd10
(n = 77/76 RGCs at 25/40 Hz RGCs, n = 2 retinas)
for two different stimulation frequency (figure 2(F)).
No statistical difference (Mann–Whitney U-test) was
found among the different conditions except when
comparing RGCs in WT retina stimulated at 25 Hz
with RGCs in rd10 (40 Hz). Here the p-values for
average reliability and threshold were 0.026 and
0.013, respectively. In summary, the low stimula-
tion threshold and high reliability appears to translate
between different species.

Finally, reliable activation over extended time
intervals is crucial for application of a stimulation
strategy in an implant. We continuously stimulated
retina tissue and recorded activity at specific time
points to evaluate reliability in rd10 and in primate
retina. Ganglion cells (n= 34) in rd10 retina showed
high spiking reliability without spiking dropouts for a
stimulation charge density of 150 nC mm−2. Similar
results were found in primate retina (n = 19; 25 Hz,
figure 2(G)). Reliable RGC activation has been chal-
lenging for certain pulse durations (1 and 2 ms) in
the healthy retina [4, 37]. Failure of reliable activ-
ation might be one reason for the fading of visual
percepts reported for blind patients [5, 38]. Control
experiments stimulating RGCs in rd10 retina sup-
port the finding that pulsatile waveforms similar to
those used in retinal implants (1 and 2 ms pulse
duration) fail to reliably stimulate retinal circuits
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Figure 2. Evaluation of spiking reliability and stimulation threshold. (A) Identified soma and axon for two exemplary RGCs in
rd10 retina with the soma located over stimulation electrodes (cell 1) or with the soma distant and the axon passing over
stimulation electrodes (cell 2). Colored squares indicate four different stimulation areas used here (central black square:
0.0025 mm2, blue: 0.01 mm2, purple: 0.023 mm2, dashed square: 0.65 mm2 (full-field). (B) Response of cell 1 to stimulation with
two different electrode areas (blue and purple shown in figure (A)) and two different intensities (panels 1a and 1c obtained for
stimulation with 30 nC mm−2; panels 1b and 1d were obtained for stimulation with 150 nC mm−2). Stimulation frequency was
40 Hz. (C) Spiking reliability and firing rate for cell 1 upon stimulation with the four stimulation areas shown in figure (A) and
for six different stimulation intensity levels. Cell 1 shows a weak response to the smaller area, while it is activated by stimulation
with other electrode sizes. (D) Spiking reliability and firing rate for cell 2, which responds only to stimulation with the largest
electrode area (0.65 mm2). The labels 1a–1d refer to the traces shown in (B). (E) Spiking reliability and stimulation threshold
(charge threshold density) versus stimulation area size for RGCs located above the stimulation electrodes in a single rd10 retina.
The reliability saturates for electrode sizes larger 0.023 mm2. Stimulation frequency: 40 Hz. (F) Evaluation of spiking reliability
(left) and stimulation threshold (right) for different species and different stimulation frequencies. The data were pooled from
different retinas (see text). Average threshold charge density: 40 nC mm−2. No significant differences between the average values
were obtained except when comparing RGCs in WT retina stimulated at 25 Hz with RGCs in rd10 stimulated at 40 Hz (see text).
(G) Long term reliability for RGCs in rd10 (left) and in non-human primate retina (right). Thick line marks the average reliability
calculated for n= 34 RGCs (rd10) and n= 19 RGCs (primate). Stimulation frequency was 40 Hz in rd10 and 25 Hz in primate
retina.

of photoreceptor-degenerated retina (supplementary
figure 2). In summary, the results presented here con-
firm our first hypothesis of reliable modulation of the
retinal networks and cells located above the stimula-
tion electrodes by sinusoidal stimuli.

3.2. Spatially confined modulation of retinal
networks and stimulationmechanism
Based on the results presented in figure 2, two stimu-
lation strategies may be pursued: (a) stimulation at
the stimulation threshold (∼40 nC mm−2) or (b)
stimulation using that amplitude (150 nC mm−2)
which leads to very high spiking reliability. We
favored the second strategy here, as this ensures that
fast changes in stimulation amplitude are immedi-
ately translated in modulation of the firing rate while
staying in the range for safe stimulation. For this stim-
ulation amplitude we evaluated the spatial selectivity

of stimulation of RGC activity (figure 3(A)) for two
different stimulation electrodes areas: 0.01 mm2 and
0.023mm2 (figure 2(A): blue and purple electrode, el-
size 1 and 2). In the following we evaluated recordings
upon a stimulation frequency of 40 Hz only, as this
frequency is considered sufficiently high to provide a
continuous percept [39].

The high spontaneous activity encountered in
photoreceptor-degenerated retinas (rd10) makes it
difficult to use the reliability index and absolute fir-
ing rate to measure spatial selectivity over the total
RGC population. Instead, we evaluated the stimu-
lated RGC response, defined as a change in firing rate
normalized to the spontaneous activity (see section 2
for definition of cell response).

In order to estimate the spatial selectivity of sinus-
oidal stimulation we evaluated the relative activ-
ation for a large population of RGCs. Even with
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Figure 3. Spatially confined activation of RGCs to sinusoidal (40 Hz) stimulation. (A) Spatial distribution of RGC response to
sinusoidal stimulation for two different electrode sizes (white dashes square) for the merged sample of rd10 retina. Only cell
locations within a radius of 350 µm from the stimulation center are shown (the full dataset can be seen in (B)). The cell response
(i.e. change in relative activity) is color coded. Dimension of el_size 1: 128× 128 µm2. Dimension of el_size 2: 192× 192 µm2.
(B) Cell response of all detected RGCs in rd10 retinae cells versus distance from the center of the stimulation electrodes. The
decay is fitted by a Gaussian (grey line) with sigma of 57.4± 3.3 µm (upper graph) and 81.6± 3.4 µm (lower graph),
respectively. (el-size 1: 1294 RGCs; el-size 2: 1409 RGCs). (C) RGC responses detected in one exemplary rd10 retina shows the
same qualitative behavior observed for the merged sample. (D) Cell response of all detected RGCs in WT mouse retinae cells
versus distance from the center of the stimulation electrodes. The cell response decays with distance; however no quantitative
function was fitted to approximate this decay (el-size 1: 142 RGCs; el-size 2: 156 RGCs).

CMOS-MEAs the identification of RGCs within
1 mm2 is limited to hundreds of cells/retina, which
underestimates the true number of RGCs within
this area. We therefore pooled different recordings
and aligned them to the center of the stimulation
area. We thereby reached a cell density of about
1000 cells mm−2 in rd10 retina (figures 3(A) and (B)
and dataset used in figures 4 and 5) based on record-
ings from different retinae. The cell density is within
the range of RGC density reported in the healthy
mouse [40]. From now on, we will refer to these arti-
ficial samples as ‘merged retina’. Some experiments
were performed at different positions of the same
retina. In this case, to be certain that stimulation
was affecting a different subset of RGCs, sufficiently
large distances weremaintained between the different
stimulation area centers.

The spatial selectivity of sinusoidal stimulation
for the ‘merged rd10 retina’ is shown in figure 3(B).
Cell response decreases rapidly outside the stimula-
tion area (marked by white dashed line). We estim-
ated the radius of activation around the stimulus
center as the sigma of a Gaussian fit to the cell’s
response. For the two electrode sizes investigated here
the calculated activation radii were 57.4 ± 3.3 µm
and 81.6 ± 3.4 µm, respectively. These values
are close to the electrode/object size (equivalent
radius: 56.7 µm and 85 µm). The spatial selectivity

is also found in individual retinae (figure 3(C)),
although the estimation of the radius of activation
was not possible because of the reduced number
of cells.

To further investigate spatial selectivity and the
stimulation mechanism we repeated the same ana-
lysis on WT retina (figure 3(D)). Our results show a
substantial difference of RGC activation in WT ret-
ina as compared to rd10. The activation of RGCs out-
side the electrode area indicates the recruitment of
the RGCnetwork not identified in rd10 retina. There-
fore, in WT retina, stimulation may involve the ret-
inal network presynaptic to the RGC. To prove this
hypothesis, we applied ionotropic glutamate receptor
blockers (DNQX + AP5), which block the excitat-
ory input to the RGCs. The results obtained for WT
retina after drug application resembled the results in
rd10 with a radius of activation of 73.2 ± 10.9 µm.
Therewas no difference inRGCactivation in rd10 ret-
ina before and after drug application (75.4± 6.6 and
80.5 ± 5.8 µm, respectively) as shown in the supple-
mentary figure 3.

The stimulation results for the ‘merged rd10
retina’ (figure 3) comprise more than a thousand
cells (el-size 1: 0.01 mm2, corresponding RGC dens-
ity: 1294 mm−2; el-size 2: 0.023 mm2; correspond-
ing density: 1409 mm−2). Out of these RGCs, only
a few cells distant from the stimulation electrodes
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Table 1. Results of spatial discrimination for different electrode size (area) and spatial jittes.∆x= distance between Gaussian fit centers
of stimulus 1 and 2. σ1, σ2= σ of Gaussian fir for stimulus 1 and 2. Accuracy= discrimination accuracy between stimulus 1 and 2
calculated with the LR model for the merged sample (merged) and the mean (mean), the worst (min) and best (max) accuracy for single
recording. The results obtained for the five experimental conditions are visualized in figure 4(B). The reported discrimination accuracy
is visualized in figure 4(C).

Area (mm2) /
jitter (µm) ∆x σ1 σ2

Accuracy
(merged)

Accuracy
(mean)

Accuracy
(min)

Accuracy
(max)

0.01/32 29.8± 5.9 53.9± 3.2 52.7± 3.2 0.62 0.66 0.55 0.83
0.01/64 59.2± 6.0 55.7± 3.1 62.2± 3.1 0.7 0.73 0.6 0.83
0.023/32 18.7± 5.6 76.6± 2.9 70.6± 2.9 0.9 0.69 0.59 0.86
0.023/64 50.3± 6.4 77.2± 3.3 77.2± 3.3 1 0.87 0.73 0.99
0.023/128 120.4± 4.7 76.3± 2.6 79.1± 2.6 1 0.99 0.97 1

showed an increase in activity. To investigate if these
cells may be activated through axonal stimulation we
selected those cells with their axon passing over the
stimulation electrodes. Electrical imaging of the axon
path using the CMOS MEA allowed us to identify all
RGCs with axons passing over the stimulation elec-
trodes (el-size 1: n= 83, el-size 2, n= 74; supplement-
ary figure 5).We could not detect a significant change
of firing rate (stimulus charge density: 150 nCmm−2)
in any of these RGCs and thus conclude that sinus-
oidal stimulation activates RGCs in photoreceptor-
degenerated retina within a very confined area.

Our results suggest two different stimulation
mechanisms. The presence of the functional ret-
inal network in WT retinae (mouse and primate)
was tested by simple flicker stimuli (1 Hz) and the
recording of light-induced RGC activity [26, 41].
In WT retinae sinusoidal stimuli activate the ret-
inal network, reflected by a spatially extended activa-
tion range (figure 3(D) and supplementary figure 3),
which becomes more localized after the addition of
synaptic blockers (supplementary figure 3). This res-
ult is in line with a previous report [15]. In rd10 ret-
ina we recorded the previously reported local field
potentials (LFPs) [42, 43], which reflect the aberrant
activity of retinal interneurons [44] (supplement-
ary figure 4). After application of glutamate receptor
blockers, the LFPs disappeared, in agreement with
previous reports, and reflecting the activity of the ret-
inal interneuron network. However, the RGC spik-
ing pattern in rd10 retinae stimulated by sinusoidal
stimuli was not influenced by the presence of the
blockers (supplementary figures 3 and 4), indicating
direct RGC activation. An indication that the inner
retinal network in rd10 retina can be activated is
demonstrated by the RGC activation upon square-
wave pulses (2ms, supplementary figure 2). Stimulus-
induced RGC spikes were identified in a time interval
4–20ms after stimulus onset. Furtherwork is required
to conclusively elucidate the unexpected result of dir-
ect RGC activation detected upon sinusoidal stimula-
tion in rd10 retina.

3.3. Discrimination of spatially displaced objects
Once we established the spatial selectivity of
sinusoidal stimulation we proceeded to test how

this translates into encoding of spatial informa-
tion. It has been reported in clinical trials, that
retina implants failed to encode small shapes [7,
45]. We therefore opted for a protocol to invest-
igate discrimination of distinct response patterns
with very localized stimuli. We performed the spa-
tial displacement protocol described in figure 1(B),
(details in section 2). We selected two subsets of stim-
ulation electrodes, each forming two equal shapes,
displaced by a defined spatial jitter. Alternating the
two stimuli for 50 repetitions, we tested the abil-
ity to discriminate the two stimuli based on the
RGC population response. We used this protocol
to test two sizes of stimulation areas, 0.01 mm2 and
0.023 mm2, and different displacements, 32 µm and
64 µm displacements for the 1st area and 32, 64,
and 128 µm for the 2nd area.

We evaluated the accuracy of discriminating
the response to the two stimuli, first fitting the
response with a two-dimensional symmetrical
Gaussian distribution (figure 4(A)). A summary of
the Gaussian fit parameters, i.e. estimated distance
(∆x) from distribution center along jitter axis and
sigma for the two Gaussian fits is shown in table 1.
Data presented in table 1 are visualized in figure 4(B),
where a one-dimensional representation of these
Gaussian distributions along the axis of spatial dis-
placement is shown. The Gaussian distributions of
cell responses strongly overlap for all the stimulation
protocols. Thus, assuming a model which considers
a population of RGC independent responses cannot
accurately discriminate between the two stimulus
conditions. Therefore we investigated if an optimal
linear decoder (LR model) [46] may correctly dis-
criminate the presented stimuli.

In this model, we treat the two stimuli as binary
events i.e. 0 for the 1st stimulus and 1 for the 2nd
stimulus. We train the model to predict the probab-
ility of each event (or stimulus identity), given the
responses of the RGC population. We then compute
the accuracy of the model predictions on a test data-
set that was not shown to the model during train-
ing (see section 2 for details). Results for test sets are
shown in figure 4(B) and table 1. For the 64 µm jit-
ter, we were able to discriminate with high accur-
acy for both electrode sizes. El-size 1 (0.01 mm2):
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Figure 4. Discrimination of spatially shifted objects. Stimulation was performed as detailed in figure 1 (panel Bi) at 40 Hz and a
stimulation charge density of 150 nC mm−2. (A) Two dimensional Gaussian fit to cell response for two stimulated objects
(0.01 mm2) with a local displacement of 32 µm. White circles mark the 1, 2 and 3 sigma contours. (B) Section of the Gaussian fit
along the jitter axis, for different object sizes and spatial displacements (jitter). The plots visualize the five experimental conditions
represented in table 1. A strong spatial overlap is detected for all conditions (blue: el-size 0.01 mm2; purple: 0.023 mm2).
(C) Discrimination accuracy obtained by LR for the jitter task (colored bar: merged sample and grey: single retina). Error bars
represent standard deviation of the mean. Details of the model are provided in the section 2, the values for discrimination
accuracy are listed in table 1. Each bar represents the accuracy inferred for one experiment. (D) Discrimination accuracy if only a
fraction of the RGC population is used. The proportion of RGCs in each experiment (dashed lines) and of the merged population
(bold line) are indicated on the x-axis. Examples are shown for three experimental conditions, i.e. for electrode size 1 and jitter of
32 µm; electrode size 2 and jitter of 32 µm and electrode size 2 and jitter of 64 µm, respectively.

0.7/0.73 (merged/mean of single retinas) and el-size 2
(0.023 mm2): 1/0.87. For the smaller jitter, 32 µm,
only stimulation with the larger size provided good
results: 0.9/0.69. The LR parameter for each cell
correlated well with the difference in firing rates
between the two stimulus conditions (supplementary
figure 6). Low prediction accuracy obtained for small
objects (small electrode area) can be explained by the
reduced number of cells affected by the stimulation.

The discrimination performance was highly variable
across different retina samples. The best sample had
a test accuracy of over 0.8 for all stimulation areas
and jitter conditions. However, there were samples
that had very poor performance for smaller stimula-
tion areas, and smaller jitters. Since we record a finite
number of cells, we posit that in some of the retina
samples we may have missed those cells which would
best predict the stimulus identity.
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Figure 5. Discrimination of artificial contrast. Stimulation was performed as detailed in figure 1 (panel (Bii)) at 40 Hz and a
stimulation charge density of 150 nC mm−2. We tested five electrode sizes and six contrast levels (10%, 20%, 30%, 40%, 50% and
100%). Electrode size and shape is shown on top of each subplot (grey box). Half of the electrode area (light grey) was kept at
fixed stimulation amplitude, while the stimulation amplitude of the second half (dark grey) was progressively lowered to create
the different artificial contrast levels. Discrimination task was performed in a pairwise fashion: accuracy refers to discrimination
between each contrast level and 0% contrast. Colored lines show accuracy for the merged sample while grey lines for single
recordings.

Finally, we investigate how the number of neur-
ons affected the prediction accuracy. We calculated
the accuracy for different subsets of the population,
selecting the fraction of neurons with the highest LR
parameter values. For most samples, we found that
only 20%–40%of the neuronswith highest parameter
values were needed in order to reach the accuracy
of the full population (figure 4(D)). This effect was
consistent across all protocols and samples. The LR
weights are positively correlated with the difference in
firing rate between the two stimulus conditions (sup-
plementary figure 4), while the cell response is in turn
negatively correlated with the cell’s distance from the
stimulation electrodes (see figures 3(B) and (C)). This
indicates that the fraction of the neural population
located closest to stimulating electrodes is the most
predictive of the stimulus identity.

3.3.1. Discrimination of artificial contrast
We performed a similar experiment and analysis as
shown in figure 4 and determined the discrimina-
tion accuracy for stimuli with different artificial con-
trast. Details of the stimulation protocol are provided

in the section 2. Briefly, we tested five object sizes
(0.005–0.046 mm2) and seven contrast levels. We
tested the discrimination accuracy in a pairwise fash-
ion, comparing the cell response of homogenous
objects (0% contrast) to stimulated objects with the
remaining six contrast levels. Evaluation using the
LR model reveals the following results, presented in
figure 5: (a) discrimination accuracy increases with
contrast and reaches (in most conditions) a plateau
at 40%–50% contrast; (b) discrimination accuracy
improves with object size. And once again, the dis-
crimination accuracy varies considerably across dif-
ferent retinal samples. The best discrimination per-
formance at the lowest contrast tested (10%) was
obtained for the largest object size with 80% accuracy.
This result translates to a discrimination of total
stimulation charge of 0.5 nC for electrode sizes of
0.023 mm2.

4. Discussion

In this study, we demonstrated that sinusoidal con-
tinuous stimulation enables robust and spatially
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selective activation of RGCs. Our approach, per-
formed in epiretinal configuration, avoids axonal
stimulation and enables discrimination of electric-
ally stimulated objects displaced by as little as 32 µm
(1◦ visual angle).

4.1. High-density MEAs enable continuous
bidirectional interfacing
Before discussing the obstacles of artificial stimula-
tion which were overcome by sinusoidal stimulation,
we briefly highlight the enabling technology. Simul-
taneous electrical stimulation and recording of neur-
onal activity is a challenging task due to the so-called
stimulation artefact. A solution of this problem is
offered by high-density MEAs, with electrode dis-
tances in the order of ∼10–20 µm [22, 47]. Using
CMOS-based high density MEAs [35], electrical ima-
ging of stimulated axonal activity in neuronal cell
cultures using short stimulus pulses (<100 µs) was
reported [35]. Electrical stimulation with single elec-
trodes followed by electrophysiological imaging of
axonal activation has been reported for ex vivo prim-
ate retina [14, 16], but was restricted to short stimuli
(<100 µs) and larger electrode separations (60 µm).
The CMOS-based MEA presented here, employs two
separate but intermingled electrode arrays, one for
stimulation and one for recording (figure 1(B)). It
enables the selection of arbitrary stimulation areas
and the application of arbitrary stimulus waveforms
[18] together with electrical imaging of cell and axon
positions, eventually leading to a truly bidirectional
electrical interfacing.

4.2. Obstacles overcome in artificial stimulation
The presented sinusoidal stimulation approach over-
comes the following obstacles in artificial stimulation.
First, we were able to avoid fading or desensitization
of the evoked ganglion activity as reported previously
for certain pulsatile stimuli [4, 48]; but see [12, 49],
despite using a stimulation frequency (40 Hz) which
is well above the flicker fusion frequency for the
mouse retina. Reduced desensitization of RGC spik-
ing to sinusoidal stimuli has been reported in healthy
rat [50] or rabbit RGCs [51], which is in line with our
results presented for RGCs in rd10 retina.

Second, we used very low current amplitudes
(0.2–0.4 µA) to activate RGCs. The threshold charge
density of 40 nC mm−2 (figures 2(E) and (F)) is
about 20 times smaller than previously reported
for epiretinal pulsatile stimuli (reviewed by [52])
using electrodes of similar size (0.01 mm2) and about
ten times smaller than charge densities evaluated
for subretinal millisecond-long pulsatile stimuli
(reviewed in [23]) and far below electrode or tis-
sue damage thresholds. The total stimulation charge
of ∼1 nC required to reliably activate RGCs is, how-
ever, in the same range of previously reported values
for pulsatile millisecond-long stimuli [53, 54]. This

indicates that RGCs are capable of integrating the
stimulation current over several milliseconds.

Third, the spatial activation of RGCswas confined
to the stimulation electrodes avoiding the problem
of axonal stimulation in epiretinal configuration
[14, 55, 56]. This result (figure 2(A), supplementary
figure 5) is in line with a recent study using smooth
wave stimuli [18] but appears to contradict previous
studies, where action potential initiation at the edge
of the epiretinal stimulation electrode was demon-
strated [56]. However, for long stimulus durations
(>10 ms) the RGC stimulation mechanism may not
be dominated by the sodium channels in the axon
(Fried et al 2009) or by the ‘activating function’ [57]
but by the depolarization of the cell soma in an
homogenous electric field, as suggested by [58]. The
avoidance of axonal stimulation using long pulses
(either square-wave or sinusoidal) has indeed been
suggested by calcium imaging of RGC activity [20];
however that technique does not allow resolution
of individual axonal action potentials. Several other
axon-avoidance strategies have been either simulated
[59, 60] or have been tested experimentally by other
groups [16, 61, 62].

4.3. Performance and limitations in discriminating
spatial and contrast information
We compare our results of spatial and contrast dis-
crimination (figures 4 and 5) to previous work.
Spatial resolution based on grating stimuli has
been estimated for subretinal stimulation of
photoreceptor-degenerated rat retina to 48 µm [63],
a value limited by the resolution of the stimulation
array used there. The estimate was based on cortical
visually evoked potentials, which does not allow to
infer the underlying retinal activity. A similar accur-
acy (30–60 µm) has been inferred in primate retina
for epiretinal stimulation using short pulses [16]. The
discrimination of 32 µm spatial shift of overlapping
objects obtained here (figure 4) would correspond in
an human eye to a spatial resolution of 20/130, i.e.
above legal blindness. Future in vivo studies need to
confirm this high resolution. For large objects (6◦)
a contrast discrimination of 10% could be achieved
here at an accuracy of 80%. This value is superior to
previous reports in blind rats [17] and in humans [5]
and in the same range as inferred from the spike-time
pattern of stimulated single RGC activity [64].

The high discrimination obtained here relies
on LR, a model which emphasized those cells,
which change their response upon stimulation.
Recent neurophysiological reports show that a few
simultaneously active RGCs modulate one postsyn-
aptic neurons [65, 66], in line with a neurobiological
implementation of LR. Remarkably, the discrimin-
ation accuracy varied considerably among experi-
ments, even comprising different retinal portions
from the same eye. Recently, it has been noted that
the retinal degeneration reduces the consistency of

12



J. Neural Eng. 18 (2021) 046086 A Corna et al

RGC responses [67]. However, that effect was medi-
ated by network activation; whereas here we demon-
strate a direct activation of RGCs in rd10. If this
finding translates to the human retina, the reorgan-
ization of the presynaptic network [68] may play a
minor role for epiretinal artificial stimulation. The
discrimination performance of object position or
object contrast was higher for large objects than for
small objects. We assign this result to the low number
of activated cells for small stimulus shapes. However,
a related contributionmay be theweaker cell response
and lower reliability (figures 2(E), 3(B) and sup-
plementary figure 6) obtained for small electrodes.
Future studies may investigate smaller stimulation
electrodes with higher specific capacitance and thus
higher stimulation charge density [69, 70]. Increas-
ing the charge density, especially considering the low
charge threshold inferred here, would likely improve
spatial and contrast discrimination.

4.4. Future stimulation strategies for retinal
prosthetics
Although the presented concept is encouraging, we
are aware that it represents only an initial step toward
achieving a more realistic visual experience. The
restriction of the electric field will be important to
further reduce the spatial spread of the electric field,
which defines the spatial activation range and which
ranged here between ∼52 and 79 µm (figure 3). The
confinement or steering of the stimulating electrical
field [11, 71] is part of ongoing research and may be
combined in future with sinusoidal or smooth-wave
stimuli. Such stimuli can be delivered by an implant-
able high-densityMEA [72]. Aiming for cell-type spe-
cific stimulation is a second future goal, which has
not been reported for low-frequency sinusoidal stim-
ulation. However, a recent simulation study suggests
smooth waveforms to selectively activate ON or OFF
bipolar cells [73]. A recent experimental study [74]
reports that ON RGCs are preferentially activated by
half-wave sinusoidal pulses (10 ms, corresponding to
a frequency of 50Hz). Preferred activation of different
RGC cell types in epiretinal configuration has been
reported to various degrees using low frequency [75]
and high-frequency pulses [76–78]. As an alternative
to smooth waveforms, the selective activation of spe-
cific RGCs by very short pulses (<100 µs) after iden-
tification of the cell type using a high-density MEA
has been reported recently [16]. Future work needs to
identify, to which degree the ON and OFF dichotomy
remains valid in photoreceptor-degenerated retinae
and which stimuli are most efficient to selectively
stimulate one cell class versus another.

5. Conclusion

With the presented sinusoidal approach, we dis-
criminated with high accuracy overlapping objects

(defined by stimulating electrodes) or small contrast
values (defined by stimulation strength) using the
RGC activity recorded in photoreceptor-degenerated
rd10mouse retina. In epiretinal configurationwe first
demonstrated that sinusoidal stimulation evokes reli-
able and spatially confined activity in RGCs located
above the stimulation electrode. Crucial for this study
was stimulation of multiple objects of variable size
combined with simultaneous recording of the evoked
activity—an approach well-suited for the investiga-
tion of further neuroprosthetic applications. While
the sinusoidal approach overcomes several obstacles
of retinal prosthetics for the specific stimulation of
certain cell classes (i.e. ON or OFF RGCs) other stim-
ulus waveforms need to be investigated.
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