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Magnetoencephalography' Evidence of Magnetic erlds
Produced by Alpha-Rhythm Currents

Abstract.

Weak alternating magnetic fields outside the ‘human scalp, produced

by alpha-rhythm currents, are demonstrated. Subject and ‘magnetic detector were
housed in a multilayer magnetically shielded chamber. Background magnetic
noise was reduced by signal-averaging. The fields near the scalp are about 1 X
10° gauss (peak to peak). A course distribution shows left-right symmetry for
the particular averaging technique used here.

Fluctuating magnetic fields around
the human torso, produced by ion cur-
rents from the heart, have been de-
‘tected (I, 2) and studied (3). I now
present evidence for the existence of a
much smaller fluctuating magnetic field
around the human head; the field is
produced by the alpha-rhythm currents
commonly seen on the electroencephal-
ogram (EEG). The experiment, with
some improvements, was similar to that
for detecting the heart’s magnetic field
(2, 3); a subject with a sensitive mag-
netic detector near the field source,
in this case the head, was situated in-
side an enclosure which was heavily
shielded from external magnetic fluctua-
tions. The high sensitivity of this ex-
periment is due to the use of a low-
noise parametric amplifier as part of
the detector, and to the effectiveness
of the shielding.

In theory, magnetic measurements at
or near the surface of a living volume
can yield some information about the
internal charge distribution not possible
to obtain with surface voltage or poten-
tial measurements. The potential meas-
urements are limited because in general
they cannot uniquely determine an in-
ternal charge distribution (4) which,
in a living volume, contains the polar-
ized charge layefs of excitable muscle
-and nerve tissue. In electrocardiogra-
phy, measurements of surface potential
“yield information about the state of
heart muscles; the anatomical and elec-
trical situations are relatively simple
and well-understood, and the accepted

electrical model of the heart is adequate
for many purposes. As techniques im-
prove, the information extracted with
electrocardiography of any particular
heart may soon approach the maximum
allowed by this limitation. Because of
this, measurements of the heart’s mag-
netic field can eventually serve the
auxiliary purpose of reducing this lim-
itation. In electroencephalography,
measurements of the brain’s magnetic
field may have a greater and more di-
rect use. The information extracted by
scalp potential measurements (the
EEG) is far less than the allowed max-
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imum because of the anatomical, func-
tional, and electrical complexity of the
source, for which no simple and ef-
fective model yet exists; the complexity
is increased by the presence of the skull,
a relatively poor conductor. Hence mag-
netic measurements around the head
may supply fundamental information
needed simply to evolve an effective
electrical model of the phenomena
which give rise to the EEG.

In an attempt to detect fluctuating or
a-c magnetic fields from the brain, it
makes sense to first use the alpha-
rthythm currents. On instruction, the
subject can produce or remove them
by closing or opening his eyes; they
yield some of the larger scalp poten-
tials, and they are contained in the rel-
atively narrow frequency band of 8 to
13 hz, with small harmonics; this is
important because a narrower detector
bandwidth means less detector noise,
in which the weak magnetic signal is
buried. By using a simplified geometry
and formulas developed by Baule (5),
one can theoretically predict the alpha-
rhythm field several centimeters outside
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Fig. 1. Arrangement for magnetic alpha-rhythm detection. Subject and detector are
inside the shielded enclosure, seen from the top; electronics are at an external station.
The ferrite rod on the axis of the electrostatically shielded coil is in line with the
subject’s inion; this particular orientation detects the magnetic component normal to

the scalp at the back of the head.
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Fig. 2. (A and B) MEG noise only
after 1000, 4000, and 9000 sweeps; (C)
4 X 107 gauss (pp) calibration, with gen-
erating current; (D) same but calibration
loop flipped; (E-N) upper traces are
MEG'’s, lowers are EEG’s; (E) left side
of G.B.s head, normal component, eyes
closed; (F) G.B., left side, normal com-
ponent, eyes open; (G) G.C., left side,
normal component, eyes closed; (H) G.C,,
left side, normal component, eyes open;
(I) G.C,, right side, normal component,
eyes closed; (J) G.C., ferrite removed,
left side, normal component, eyes closed;
(K) G.C., back of head, horizontal com-
ponent, eyes closed; (L) F.S., back, normal
component, eyes . closed; (M) F.S, left
side, normal component, eyes closed; (N)
F.S., right front, normal component, eyes
closed.

the scalp (6) to be ~7 X 10-1° gauss
peak to peak (pp), to within an order
of magnitude. This is about 10-° of the
earth’s steady field, 10-° of the earth’s
fluctuations, and 10-3 of the heart’s
maximum field.

Figure 1 shows the arrangements for
detecting this weak field. The enclosure,
described in detail elsewhere (7), con-
sists of three nested cubical shells 2 m
on the inside; the outer two layers are
of moly-permalloy, the inner of welded
aluminum. The subject assumed differ-
ent positions near the fixed detector for
different measuring points around the
head. The detector was a 1-million-turn
(No. 44) coil in a thin-walled, brass
electrostatic shield about 9 cm by 9 cm,
with a removable ferrite rod core; this
distorted the field but increased the flux
fourfold. The detector operates because
a weak alternating magnetic field in-
duced a small voltage across the coil;
this voltage was amplified in several
stages, integrated to yield a voltage
proportional to magnetic flux, and fil-
tered to a 5-hz bandwidth at 10 hz. The
sensitivity was limited by the thermal
Johnson noise of the coil, which was
greater than both the induced voltage
from the magnetic background noise
and the parametric amplifier (Texas
Instruments RA3) input noise; in the
stated bandpass this noise was equiva-
lent to = 6 X 10-? gauss (root-mean-
square). The expected signal was then
= 0.03 of the noise, and a computer of
average transients (CAT) was used to
extract the signal from the noise.

Each sweep of the CAT was triggered
at a chosen phase of the EEG obtained
from the precentral region and inion,
and filtered to almost match the mag-
netic bandpass; perfect matching was
difficult because of coil resonance at
35 hz. The EEG signal was stored
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Fig. 3. General features of the measured
B-vector distribution around the head

-due to alpha-rhythm currents, inion-trigger

averaging being used.

separately but simultaneously with the
magnetoencephalogram (MEG). The
system was therefore designed to search
for an MEG produced only in coinci-
dence with the EEG sampled from two
particular scalp points.

Four subjects with alphas above
average were chosen. Measurements on
all four consistently showed the pres-
ence of an MEG signal, with a maxi-
mum of = 1 X 10-? gauss (pp). To
within the courseness of the experimen-
tal sampling, the MEG’s varied similar-
ly around the four scalps.

Figure 2 contains calibrations and
results. The scale refers to all MEG’s.
(A) and (B) are MEG’s from two dif-
ferent runs, a trigger from a 10-hz
oscillator 'being used instead of the
EEG; therefore the MEG’s are only
random thermal noise which decreases
as the square root of the number of
sweeps. Since the expected fields are
> 3 X 107 gauss (pp), I decided to
use 2500 sweeps in most runs, includ-
ing (E) to (N); these took about 8
minutes. (C) and (D) are MEG cali-
brations with a 10-hz alternating field
from a nearby current loop, also show-
ing the current wave current; the sig-
nal is well-extracted out of the noise
after 9000 sweeps. The loop was flipped
over for (D) as a standard check; ex-
cept for some noise, the phase re-
verses by 180°. (E) and (F) are
typical MEG’s obtained when the eyes
are opened or closed, as are (G) and
(H). When the eyes were closed, an
MEG signal was coincident with the
EEG, at about four times the noise
level for 2500 sweeps; when the eyes
were open both the MEG and EEG
signals dropped appropriately. (I)
shows the phase reversal at the other
side of the head; this was seen on all
subjects. Removal of the ferrite (J)
drops the trace into the noise level, veri-
fying the signal’s magnetic origin; (K)
and (L) show the B-vector orientation
at the back of the head to be parallel
to the scalp, since there is no signifi-
cant normal component. (M) is similar
to (E) on another subject; (N) shows
the signal at the right temple.

Lengthy auxiliary experiments were
performed to verify that the signal in,
for example, Fig. 2E was due to alpha-
rhythm currents and no other source.
Each phenomenon which seemed capa-
ble of falsely producing the same re-
sults was repeatedly and systematically
ruled out. Some of these are: the heart’s
magnetic field at the head, feedback
from the external EEG amplifier to the



magnetic detector, and magnetic noise
which induces both a detector and an
EEG voltage. Curious phenomena were
indeed occasionally seen, but these were
eventually understood and avoided. For
example, poor contacts between EEG
leads and the scalp resulted in 60-hz
pickup in the EEG line which influenced
the triggers with eyes open, thereby se-
lecting 60 hz magnetic subharmonics
near 10 hz to stand out on the MEG.

Figure 3 shows the course B-vector
distribution at an arbitrary phase of the
alpha cycle, averaged over 2500 cycles.
The distribution remains the same if the
upper EEG lead is moved. to another
point, at about the same alpha-rhythm
potential, say the right ear. No meas-
urements have yet been made with the
inion lead moved, but one would expect
a different distribution. Such measure-
ments with resulting magnetic distribu-
tions would probably reveal information
about the internal alpha-rhythm sources,
and would be a first step in evaluating
the possible uses of the MEG.
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