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Abstract

This study examines the initiation of propagation in a one-dimensional fiber by local stimulation with a small electrode.
The membrane dynamics is based on the generic FitzZHugh-Nagumo model. reduced in a singular limit to a nonlinear heat
equation. A steady-state solution of this nonlinear heat equation defines the critical nucleus, a time-independent distribution
of potential that acts as a threshold for propagating wavefronts. The criterion for initiation of propagation from the initial
conditions on potential is obtained by re-writing the nonlinear heat equation as a gradient flow of an energy and projecting
this gradient flow onto an approximate solution space. Assuming that the evolving potential has a shape of a Gaussian pulse,
the solution space consists of the amplitude of the pulse, @, and the inverse of its width, k. The evolution of the potential is
visualized on the (a, k) phase plane in which the rest state is a stable node and the critical nucleus solution is a saddle point.
The criterion for initiating propagation takes the form of a pair of separatrices that bisect all possible pulse widths. For a
specific pulse width, the separatrices determine the minimum amplitude necessary to start propagation. Infinitely broad pulses
(space-clamped fiber) require amplitude equal to the membrane excitation threshold. As the width of the pulse decreases, the
requirement on the amplitude grows. In a limit of very narrow pulses, the pulse width and the amplitude are related by a linear
relationship corresponding to a constant charge delivered by the pulse.

PACS: 87.22.Jb; 41.20.Bt; 02.60.Lj
Keywords: Reaction—diffusion equation; FitzHugh-Nagumo model; Propagation; Electric stimulation; Transmembrane potential;
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1. Introduction FitzHugh—-Nagumo (FN) model [1,2]. The state vari-
ables, transmembrane potential v and inactivation
Consider an infinite one-dimensional fiber with variable y are governed by the following equations:
membrane dynamics described by the generic
- v =v — f () — ¥, Vi =€e(av—y). (1
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Fig. 1. (a) The cubic current—voltage relationship f'(v) which
in the NLHE (4) represents the excitability of the membrane.
Rest state is at v = 0. threshold at v = x, and the excited state
at v = . (b) The antiderivative f(v) of this current-voliage
relationship. (¢) The (v.vy) phase plane of the NLHE (4).
Arrows indicate the direction of increasing x. The homoclinic
orbit shown in a heavy solid linc corresponds to the critical
nucleus solution shown in Panel (d).

The roots of the cubic. v = 0. u. and I, correspond
to the rest state, threshold, and excited state of the
membrane. In order for (1) to give rise to a propagating
wavefront, g must satisfy 0 < p < %

If a brief external electric stimulus is applied to
a fiber at the rest state through a small electrode. it
instantaneously charges the membrane and causes a
local change in the transmembrane potential. This type
of external stimulation can be represented by initial
conditions at time ¢ = 0:

v(x,0) = vp(x) and y(x.0)=0. (

[o8}

The initial distribution of the transmembrane poten-
tial, vo(x), is spatially localized, with vp(x) — 0 as
|x| = 20. The total charge and energy associated with
the initial condition (3) are integrals proportional to
[ vo(x)ydx and [ vi(x)dx, respectively. Both
are assumed to be finite.

Under certain conditions, initial distribution vy{x)
elicits an action potential which gives rise to a prop-
agating wavefront. Propagating wavefronts have been
studied in great detail [3-7].

In comparison, the process by which an initial dis-
tribution caused by the stimulus develops into a full-
fledged propagating wavefront has received much less
attention. In 1937, Rushton introduced a concept of the
liminal length. According to this hypothesis, there is a
minimum length of a fiber that vp(x) must raise above
the excitation threshold in order to initiate the propa-
gating wavefront [8]. This concept has been followed
in more recent studies and appears to be consistent
with experimental data [9,10]. However, the analysis
leading to the liminal length hypothesis was based ei-
ther on a linear model of the excitable membrane [9]
or on a steady-state solution to the nonlinear model
[11]. By necessity, such models give an incomplete
picture of the initiation of the propagating wavefront.

A mathematically precise characterization of the
initiation of propagation has been carried out in a sin-
gular limit of Eq. (1), ¢ — 0. Thus, the inactivation
variable is kept at its rest state, y = 0, and the trans-
membrane potential satisfies the nonlinear heat equa-
tion (NLHE),

v = o — f(v) “4)

McKean and Moll [12], using a piecewise linear rep-
resentation of f'(v), demonstrated that for the ini-
tial data vo(x) corresponding to the local stimulation
with a single electrode, there exists a threshold sur-
face in the space of initial data that separates subcriti-
cal vy(x). which decay to zero, from the supercritical
vo(x). which expand into a pair of propagating wave-
fronts. This threshold was shown to form a smooth
surface of codimension | in the space of initial data.
Aronson and Weinberger [13] used a maximum prin-
ciple to investigate sufficient conditions for sub- and
super-critical initial data.

The actual construction of the threshold surface was
undertaken numerically by Moll and Rosencrans [14]
and Moll [15]. The method is based on the result of
McKean and Moll [12] which states that if vp(x) is
on the threshold surface, then v(x, r) would remain on
this surface and in the limit f — o0, v(x, t) would con-
verge 1o a solution of the time-independent equation.
This allowed Moll and Rosencrans to trace the thresh-
old surface by numerically solving NLHE (4) with
the initial data vo(x) lying on this surface. This study



J.C. Neu et al./Physica D 102 (1997) 285-299 287

chose as vp(x) a rectangular pulse. Consequently, the
threshold surface was expressed as a relation between
the amplitude and the width of the initial pulse.

Our study takes a different approach to examining
the evolution of the initial pulse and determining the
criterion for the initiation of propagation. The basic
idea is to use the amplitude a and the width 1/ of the
pulse to characterize not only the initial data vg(x), as
in the work of Moll and Rosencrans [14], but aiso the
evolving pulse v(x, t). Specifically, the full dynamics
of the NLHE (4) is projected onto a two-dimensional
space of Gaussian pulses,

vix, t) = a(t)e_(k('mz. (5)

yielding a pair of ordinary differential equations
(ODEs) that describe the evolution of a(z) and k().
This simple projected dynamics produces a robust
and almost a quantitative approximation not only to
the threshold surface but also to the true dynamics of
the NLHE (4).

The threshold phenomenon in the full FN system
was studied by Terman [16], who demonstrated that
the initial data (3) is superthreshold if ¢ is sufficiently
small and vg(x) exceeds threshold ¢ over a sufficiently
long interval of x. Our study complements this rigor-
ous but abstract result with a concrete phenomenol-
ogy. Combined asymptotics and numerical simulation
allows us to observe that if vp(x) is sufficiently far
from the threshold curve of the NLHE, then the effect
of the inactivation variable y is a small perturbation,
and to investigate new phenomena arising when vg(x)
is very near the threshold curve.

This paper consists of four sections. Section 2 ex-
amines the steady-state solutions of the NLHE (4) and
introduces a concept of the critical nucleus, a time-
independent distribution v (x) that acts as a threshold
for propagating wavefronts. Section 3 introduces the
projected dynamics and uses it to formulate the criteria
for the initiation of propagation. Section 4 compares
the results obtained using the projected dynamics with
the numerical solutions to the NLHE (4) and with the
earlier results of Aronson and Wienberger [13], Moll
and Rosencrans [14], and Moll [15]. Section 5 re-
introduces the inactivation variable v and examines its

role in the initiation of propagation. Finally, Section 6
summarizes the limitations of this study and relates
the results to the liminal length hypothesis.

2. Critical nucleus

Consider the NLHE (4) with an initial condition
v(x,0) = vp(x) such that vo(x) — 0 as |x|] - o0
and vo(x) > u in some interval. As t — oo, v(x,1)
either decays to zero or develops an expanding inter-
val where v is nearly 1. The latter case is the propaga-
tion. A sufficient condition for either scenario can be
found based on the time-independent solution of the
NLHE [11,12]. This so-called critical nucleus solution
satisfies an ODE,

ver — f(v) =0. (6)
The first integral is

I=4vi— f, ™
where / is a constant of integration and f(v) is

f) = vt = 1+ vt + Juv’ (8)

Recall from (2) that f'(v) = O at v = 0, g, and 1.
Roots v = 0 and 1 are the minima of f(v) and u is a
local maximum (Fig. 1(b)). Fig. 1(c) shows the (v, vy)
phase plare which consists of level curves oriented
in the direction of increasing x. The trajectory that
satisfies the condition vy(x) — 0 as |x| — oo must
have I = 0 and takes the form of a homoclinic orbit
which starts from and returns to the rest point (0, 0).
It corresponds to the critical nucleus solution ver(x)
depicted in Fig. 1(d).

If the distribution of the transmembrane potential
in a fiber is equal to v (x), then the negative trans-
membrane current that flows in the proximity of the
electrode and that depolarizes the membrane towards
threshold is balanced by the positive, hyperpolarizing
current away from the electrode. Hence, the critical
nucleus solution represents a threshold for propaga-
tion. The solutions v(x, ) smaller than v, (x) decay
to zero as t — oc¢, and the solutions larger than ver(x)
develop an expanding interval with v near 1. The rig-
orous proof that the solution to the NLHE (4) with the
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initial conditions bounded above (below) by the crit-
ical nucleus solution always remains bounded below
(above) the critical nucleus solution is based on the
maximum principle [13].

Analytical expressions for the critical nucleus solu-
tion were computed by Noble [11] and McKean and
Moll [12] for the piecewise linear approximations of
f'(v). Here, vee(x) is computed for the cubic f/(v) in
an asymptotic limit 0 < u <« 1. In this limit, the am-
plitude of the critical nucleus is small, i.e., |ver| < 1.
Accordingly, the cubic polynomial (2) can be approx-
imated by a quadratic function,

f'w) ~vu —v). 9)

Hence, for the critical nucleus solution, integral (7) is
approximated by

%vi— %uvz+%v3 =0. (10)
The solution of this equation gives an expression for
the approximate critical nucleus

Ver(X) ~ Jpu sech? (5 /72 x). (1n

The amplitude a and the width [/k of this critical
nucleus are

3 1 2 7
a = 5/1, E = ﬁ (]-)
Note that a/k> = 6, which is a constant independent
of .

The critical nucleus acts as a propagation thresh-
old for a one-dimensional fiber in the similar way u
acts as an excitation threshold for the space-clamped
membrane. In the space-clamped case, if at any time
t, v(t) > w, the transmembrane potential will grow
towards the excited state, v = 1. Similarly, in a one-
dimensional fiber case, if at any time 1, v(x,1) >
ver(x), the potential in the whole fiber will grow to-
wards the excited state by means of a propagating
wavefront. However, in contrast to the space-clamped
membrane, vp(x) > v (x) is not a necessary condi-
tion for the initiation of propagation. Initial distribu-
tion vp(x) can be broader and of lower amplitude than
vr and still result in propagation. Likewise, there exist
vp(x) taller and narrower than v, that initiate prop-

agation. Thus, the next section will develop a more
general criterion for the initiation of propagation.

3. Initiation of propagation using projected
dynamics

3.1. Energy of the NLHE and the projected gradient
flow

For potentials v(x, ) with v(x,t) — 0 as |x| —
oc, energy E can be defined as

.
E= /(%v3+f(U))dx (13)

and the NLHE (4) may be written as a gradient flow
of the energy,

SE

b= (14)
where §E/Sv is the variational derivative. The gra-
dient flow structure of the NLHE has been used by
Fife and McLeod [17] to characterize sub- and super-
threshold initial conditions. These results, while rig-
orous, are qualitative in character. Here, the gradient
flow of the NLHE is projected onto a two-dimensional
approximate solution space formed by the amplitude
and | /width of a pulse. The resulting “projected dy-
namics” is a pair of the ODEs describing the tempo-
ral evolution of the amplitude and the width of the
pulse. As will be demonstrated in Section 4, this pro-
Jected dynamics, while nonrigorous, provides a good
approximation to the dynamics of the NLHE (4).

The starting point is a parametric representation of
the potential v(x, 1),

v(x.t) = V(a(t), x). forallzt, (15)

where a(t) = ay(1). ..., ay(t) is a time-dependent
vector of parameters. The derivatives of V with respect
to all ¢; are linearly independent as functions of x, so
none of the parameters g, (1) are redundant. Assuming
that the exact solutions of the gradient system (14) are
in the form (15), a system of ODEs for a(¢) is readily
derived.
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Given a parametric representation of v (15), the time
derivative v, can be expressed as

Uy =3jV&j. (16)

Here, 9; denotes differentiation with respect to a;,
overdot denotes differentiation with respect to time,
and there is a summation over the repeated index ;.
The gradient flow (14) implies

3dej:——, (17

where the functional derivative §£/5v is evaluated
with v = V(a. x). The form of (17) indicates that
SE /v is a linear combination of 8;V, j = 1,..., N.
To extract the ODEs for a; (), one must take the func-
tional inner product of (17) with 9;V,

o 005

E
/aiva,v dx dj:-/ga;‘/dx. (18)
) —oc

The right-hand side has a clear significance: Setting
v = V(a, x) in the total energy (13), E can be treated
as a function of a, E = E(a). It follows from the
definition of functional derivative that

X0
SE
3 E = — 9;Vdx (19)
sv
—00
and (18) becomes
oo}
/ 0;Vo;jVdx ) a; = —0;E. 20)

—0oC
In linear algebraic notation, (20) is
Ma = —VE, 2D

where the gradient operator is taken with respect to a
and M is the N x N symmetric matrix with compo-
nents

o0
m;; = / 8,'V3J'de‘ (22)
—oc

Eq. (21) is the required system of ODEs that represents
the dynamics of the gradient system (14).

3.2. Projected dynamics for the initiation of
propagation

In the application to a localized stimulation of a one-
dimensional fiber, an exact parametric representation
of the solution is not known. Hence, the form of V
in (15) must be an approximation. Consequently, the
ODE:s for the parameters will represent a projection of
the gradient flow (14) onto the approximate solution
space. In this study, the transmembrane potential v is
assumed to have a shape of a Gaussian pulse given in
(5). The rationale for choosing this particular form is
that for narrow pulses, (5) is an asymptotic solution
of the NLHE (4) (see Section 3.3). Of course, other
choices, such as a sech?(kx) that describes the critical
nucleus solution, could be similarly justified, but (5)
allows to determine the ODEs of (21) with a relative
ease.

The determination of the ODEs for the projected
dynamics will be carried out in the same asymptotic
limit 0 < u « 1 as the computation of the critical
nucleus presented in the previous section. When the
cubic polynomial (2) is approximated by quadratic (9),
the NLHE (4) takes the reduced form

U = Uy — (e — ). (23)

The threshold parameter can be removed from (23) by
adopting these units of the variables:

variable v X t
1 1

unit n o — - (24)
N/

Making replacements v — pv, x — x/,/u, and t —
t/u, the reduced NLHE (23) becomes

Up = Ueyx — V(1 — v). (25)

The explicit form of the projected dynamics (21)
based upon the Gaussian representation of v (5) is

@ = —aCk* + 1 — pa).

) 26
k = —k(2k* — qa). (20)
where p and ¢ are constants
—7\/5"*09526 —1\/5“‘02722
P=ev3z 70 47 3y3 70
@7



290 J.C. Neu et al./Physica D 102 (1997) 285-299

(a)

k, 1/width
(=3
o

2 3
a, amplitude

k, 1/width

.
1 2 3 4 5
a, amplitude

Fig. 2. {a) The phase plane (a. k) of the projected dynamics
(26). The trajectories are drawn with solid lines, and the arrows
indicate the direction of increasing time. The ¢ =0 and k = 0
nullclines are drawn with dotted lines. A stable node R(0, 0)
corresponds to the rest state, and a saddle point N(1.47.0.447)
corresponds to the critical nucleus. The two stable manifolds
of N drawn with a heavy solid line form separatrices that act
as a threshold for propagation. Initial pulses to the left of the
separatrices decay to zero, and initial pulses to the right give
rise to propagating wavefronts. The unstable node 7(1.05, 0)
is the threshold for infinitely broad pulses (space-clamp). It is
slightly higher than the exact threshold @ = 1 because of the
Gaussian approximation of the pulse shape. (b) The evolution
of the pulse along four representative trajectories of the (a, k)
phase plane.

The phase plane of the projected dynamics (26) is
depicted in Fig. 2(a). It has a stable node R at (0, 0),
which corresponds to the rest state, and a saddle point
N at (1.47,0.447), which corresponds to the critical
nucleus. The stable and unstabie manifolds of the sad-
dle point N divide the trajectories into four groups.
Fig. 2(b) illustrates the evolution of the pulse along a
representative trajectory in each group. The two stable
manifolds of N, drawn with a heavy solid line in the
(a, k) phase plane of Fig. 2(a), divide the phase plane
into nonexcitable and excitable regions. Initial condi-
tions to the left of these separatrices lead to a — 0
as t — oo. These are the initial conditions that fail to
start propagation. Initial conditions to the right lead to
a — o0 in finite time. These are the initial conditions
that succeed in starting propagation, even though the
blowups themselves are not physical due to the trun-
cated form of the NLHE (25). Hence, these two sep-
aratrices together define a relation between amplitude
a and width 1/k corresponding to the threshold for
propagation. The & — oo limit of this curve is partic-
ularly significant, since it corresponds to initial stimu-
lations whose length scales are much shorter than the
length constant of the medium at rest. This case will
be examined in the next section.

3.3. Asymptotic limits for k — oo

In the limit k£, @ >> 1, the projected dynamics (26)
achieves the reduced form

a=—ak?— pa),  k=—k(2k*> —ga). (28)

Phase-plane trajectories of this reduced system are in-
tegral curves of the ODE

da a (2k* - pa
— 22, 2
dk & (Zkz—qa) 29)

This ODE is invariant under scalings of & and a which
preserve a/k?, so a new variable equal to a/ k? can be
defined. Eq. (29) expressed in terms of k and a/k? is
separable and its general solution readily determined.
In terms of a and k this solution is

a Q p a (p—q9Y/(p—2q)
- 1 4(P_ —] , (0
PR - [ +<2 9) K2 (30)
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Fig. 3. An example of a trajectory in the (a. k) phase plane
in the limit K — oc. The trajectory was computed from the
relation (30), and arrows indicate the direction of increasing
time 1. As k — oc, the trajectories approach one of the two
asymptotes, a o k or, for a/k* > 1, a « k772, Q denotes the
total charge delivered by the pulse.

where Q/./m is an arbitrary constant. As will be
shown below, dividing by /7 gives Q the physical
meaning of the charge delivered by the pulse. The
graph of this relation in the (a, k) phase plane for fixed
Q is depicted in Fig. 3 with the orientation determined
by increasing time ¢. The two k — oo asymptotes
are a « k. which corresponds to the linear heat equa-
tion limit, and @ o k’/2, which corresponds to a local
blowup of v. The rest of this section will discuss the
physical meaning and the significance of the a o« &
asymptote.

Consider the limit of a narrow pulse with X — oc
and k%2 > a. Then system (28) reduces further to
a~ —2k%a. k ~ =2k, (31
From (31), solutions for a(r) and k(7) can be obtained
as

a0~ k)~ (32)
JT 2Vt

where qp is an arbitrary constant. Inserting these a(z)
and k(1) into (5) gives

a0 . jar
v(x, 1) = —e = ", (33)
NG
which is the fundamental solution of the linear heat
equation,

Uy = Uxx- (34)

Now consider a corresponding limit applied to the re-
duced NLHE (25). Let 1/kq, kg >> 1, be the largest
scale in x. The scale of time that leads to the balance
of vy and vy, is 1/ ké. The magnitude of v is denoted
by ag. with the condition ap K k(’;. In this case, v, and
vy, are bath of magnitude kéag, and v(1 —v) has mag-
nitude a(z) which is much less than k%ao. Under these
conditions, the NLHE (25) asymptotically reduces to
the linear heat equation (34). Therefore, the Gaussian
pulse assumed in (5) as a parametric representation of
v is a bona fide asymptotic solution of the NLHE in
the limit &y — 00, ay K ké.

The Gaussian pulse solutions of the linear heat
equation (34) conserve total charge,

xX

0= /l!d.r"——’\/_%. (35)
—C
Returning to the phase plane (a, k) of Fig. 2, note that
as k — oc, the upper separatrix asymptotes to one of
the lines of constant charge Q = /7 a/k. Hence, in
a limit of a very narrow initial pulse, the criterion for
the initiation of propagation reduces to the condition
that all threshold pulses deliver the same total charge

Q.

4. Assessment of the results obtained with the
projected dynamics

The use of the projected dynamics (26) to investi-
gate the initiation of propagation results in a phase por-
trait (Fig. 2(a)) that confirms all the essential features
predicted by McKean and Moll [12}: The division of
the plane into sub- and super-critical data that are sep-
arated by a threshold curve and a motion of the phase
point along this curve to a saddle point corresponding
to the solution of the time-independent equation (6).



292 J.C. Neu et al./Phvsica D 102 (1997} 285-299

k, 1/width
o
by

3
a, amplitude

(b)

78

Fig. 4. The comparison of the phase portraits of the projected
dynamics and the NLHE. (a) Solid trajectories are determined
from ODEs (26) and dashed trajectories from the reduced NLHE
(25). This phase plane contains two approximations of the
critical nucleus solution: the lower circle corresponds to the
saddle point (36) of the projected dynamics and the upper circle
corresponds to the exact critical nucleus (37). In both cases,
the width is measured as the e-folding distance; so k of the
exact critical nucleus solution is 0.461 rather than 0.5. (b) The
comparison of the two critical nucleus solutions shown in the
phase plane of Panel (a).

In addition, the projected dynamics, while nonrigor-
ous, produces a robust and a quantitatively good ap-
proximation to the true dynamics of the system. This
agreement is demonstrated in Fig. 4(a), which com-
pares the trajectories of the projected dynamics (solid
lines) with the trajectories computed by a numerical
solution of the NLHE (dashed lines).

The differences between these two sets of trajecto-
ries are the largest in the lower and the right parts of
the phase plane, i.e., where the actual solution of the
NLHE (25) is too broad or too tall to be well approx-
imated by the Gaussian pulse (5). This is clearly seen

when examining the @ o k’/? asymptote of Fig. 3,
corresponding to a local blowup of v. The relation
a o k72, determined based on the projected dynam-
ics, suggests that the blowup is described by a sim-
ilarity solution. This is true, but the exponent 7/2 is
spurious. The large discrepancy between the projected
dynamics and the NLHE trajectories indicate that the
shape cf the pulse near blowup is not Gaussian. The
correct relation between amplitude @ and width k near
blowup, obtained from the reduced NLHE (25), is a «
k% [18]. not a oc k2.

Fig. 4(a) shows that the projected dynamics
reproduces quite faithfully the position of the thresh-
old separatrix and the critical nucleus solution. Under
the projected dynamics, the critical nucleus has a
Gaussian approximation

Ve (x) 7o 1.47¢~ (0447307 (36)

As shown in Fig. 4(b), this approximation compares
favorably to the exact critical nucleus solution (11),
which after scaling (24) takes the form

Ver(x) = %sechz(%x). 37

The largest deviation between (36) and (37) is only
3.1% of the pulse amplitude.

As expected from the analysis presented in the pre-
vious section, the projected dynamics is most accu-
rate for narrow pulses. Since the Gaussian pulse (5)
is an asymptotic solution to the NLHE as a, k — oo,
the asymptote a o k of Fig. 3 gives a correct linear
relation between the amplitude and the width of the
pulse. If the pulse shape chosen in (5) were other than
Gaussian, the description of pulse dynamics by the
ODEs (26) for a(t) and k(¢) would be degraded in the
heat equation limit, but not badly. For instance, v =
a sech?(kx) might have been chosen since the critical
nucleus solution (37) takes this form with a = % and
k = % Constructing the ODEs for a and & based on
the sech? profile, one finds that in the heat equation
limit

4 . 12 N
e constant, where y = ATt = 0.908.






