
elifesciences.org

Siegle and Wilson. eLife 2014;3:e03061. DOI: 10.7554/eLife.03061 1 of 18

Enhancement of encoding and retrieval 
functions through theta phase-specific 
manipulation of hippocampus
Joshua H Siegle1,2*, Matthew A Wilson1,2*

1Picower Institute for Learning and Memory, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 
Cambridge, United States; 2Department of Brain and Cognitive Sciences, 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Cambridge, United States

Abstract Assessing the behavioral relevance of the hippocampal theta rhythm has proven 
difficult, due to a shortage of experiments that selectively manipulate phase-specific information 
processing. Using closed-loop stimulation, we triggered inhibition of dorsal CA1 at specific  
phases of the endogenous theta rhythm in freely behaving mice. This intervention enhanced 
performance on a spatial navigation task that requires the encoding and retrieval of information 
related to reward location on every trial. In agreement with prior models of hippocampal function, 
the behavioral effects depended on both the phase of theta and the task segment at which  
we stimulated. Stimulation in the encoding segment enhanced performance when inhibition  
was triggered by the peak of theta. Conversely, stimulation in the retrieval segment enhanced 
performance when inhibition was triggered by the trough of theta. These results suggest that 
processes related to the encoding and retrieval of task-relevant information are preferentially  
active at distinct phases of theta.
DOI: 10.7554/eLife.03061.001

Introduction
Theta oscillations (4–12 Hz) are one of the most prominent rhythms in the mammalian brain (Vanderwolf, 
1969; Buzsáki et al., 1983; Colgin, 2013). Theta is a distributed oscillation, which is broadly coherent 
between the left and right hippocampi, the entorhinal cortex, the medial septum, and various other 
cortical and subcortical recipients of hippocampal projections (Buzsáki, 2002). Neural activity is highly 
structured within each cycle of theta, with the firing rates of genetically defined cell types peaking at 
different phases (Klausberger et al., 2003, 2004, 2005). Spatially selective principal cells in the hip-
pocampus fire at progressively earlier phases of theta as animals traverse their individual place fields, 
a phenomenon known as phase precession (O'Keefe and Recce, 1993; Schmidt and Lipson, 2009). 
Thus, the information content of hippocampal outputs changes throughout each cycle (Mehta et al., 
2000, 2002).

The organization of activity relative to theta appears to be important for behavior, since the degree 
to which other regions synchronize to the hippocampal theta rhythm is correlated with spatial deci-
sion-making performance (Jones and Wilson, 2005; Sigurdsson et al., 2010). But the specific role of 
theta in guiding behavior remains unclear, due to a lack of studies employing causal interventions with 
adequate temporal precision to selectively disrupt or enhance activity within this rhythm. Here, we 
employed a closed-loop approach to target an optogenetic manipulation to particular phases of 
endogenously generated theta oscillations. Closed-loop control is an under-utilized strategy for inter-
rogating neural circuits, as it facilitates the testing of hypotheses that would be difficult or impossible 
to address through correlative methods (Fetz, 1969; Rolston et al., 2010; Newman et al., 2012; 
Ngo et al., 2013; Paz et al., 2013; Wallach, 2013).
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One specific hypothesis about the mnemonic role of theta is that it partitions processes related to 
the encoding of new information and the retrieval of stored information (Hasselmo et al., 2002). In 
order to carry out their roles in spatial navigation, the hippocampus and related structures must be 
able to distinguish activity that tracks the current state of the world from activity that reflects prior 
experience. Theta could serve to coordinate cell assemblies such that encoded and retrieved informa-
tion are less likely to interfere (Hasselmo et al., 2002; Hasselmo, 2005; Colgin and Moser, 2010).

There is abundant correlative evidence that inputs to the hippocampus vary as a function of theta 
phase. Input from the entorhinal cortex (EC), the major source of cortical projections to the hippo-
campus, is highest at the trough of theta waves recorded at the hippocampal fissure (Brankack et al., 
1993; Kamondi et al., 1998). Because it conveys information about the outside world, this input is 
likely associated with encoding of the current state of the environment (Hasselmo, 2005). At this same 
phase, the hippocampus is more susceptible to long-term potentiation (Hyman et al., 2003; Kwag 
and Paulsen, 2009), consistent with the idea that this phase is optimized for encoding new informa-
tion. At the 180° phase offset (the peak of fissure theta), CA1 cells receive greater input from upstream 
cells in CA3 (Hasselmo, 2005). At this phase, stimulation of Schaffer collateral or temporoammonic 
inputs induces long-term depression (Hyman et al., 2003; Kwag and Paulsen, 2009), which could 
suppress information storage during memory retrieval. As a result of these phase-specific physiolog-
ical changes, hippocampal networks can regulate the behavioral impact of different types of informa-
tion as a function of task context.

eLife digest Around 15 years ago, an imaging study compared the brains of London taxi 
drivers—who need to know their way around one of the biggest cities in the world—with those of 
the general public, and found that a structure called the hippocampus was routinely larger in the 
taxi drivers. This finding was consistent with previous studies from rats, which showed that 
anatomical changes occur in the hippocampus after animals learn to navigate through various 
mazes. Together, these results suggest that the hippocampus is important for spatial awareness in 
both humans and rodents.

The hippocampus—which takes its name from the Greek for ‘seahorse’ due to its shape—consists 
mostly of cells called pyramidal neurons, which communicate with one other using an excitatory 
molecule called glutamate. However, it also contains cells that suppress the activity of the 
pyramidal neurons, using an inhibitory molecule called GABA. When electrodes are used to record 
the combined electrical activity of many cells in the hippocampus—including both excitatory and 
inhibitory cells—the resulting pattern resembles a wave with peaks and troughs that repeat roughly 
eight times per second. Although this activity, known as the theta rhythm or cycle, has been 
observed in countless experiments, it has been difficult to pin down how it is relevant to behavior.

Siegle and Wilson now show that the theta cycle may help the brain to keep incoming 
information separate from information stored in memory. This conclusion is based on the results of 
experiments on mice with hippocampi that had been modified to make them sensitive to light: in 
particular, light was needed to activate the neurons that suppress the activity of the pyramidal 
neurons. This meant that it was possible to reduce the overall level of activity in the hippocampus 
by shining light on certain neurons.

The mice were trained to perform a spatial memory task that consisted of an encoding  
stage—where they learned the location of a reward—and a retrieval stage, in which they recalled 
this location from memory. On certain trials, pulses of light could be delivered to the brain at 
specific points in the theta cycle. Delivering light near the peak of the cycle during the encoding 
stage resulted in improved memory performance, as did delivering light near the trough of the 
cycle during the retrieval stage.

These results suggest that the hippocampus preferentially encodes and retrieves information  
at different stages of the theta cycle. Specifically, activity just after the peak of the theta cycle is 
biased towards retrieval, meaning that reducing hippocampal activity at this time point will make  
it easier to form new memories. By contrast, reducing activity just after the trough of the theta 
cycle—when the hippocampus is biased towards encoding—will enhance memory retrieval.
DOI: 10.7554/eLife.03061.002
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Simultaneously recording in CA1, CA3, and EC reveals that oscillations in the high gamma range 
(60–100 Hz) are a signature of enhanced coordination between CA1 and EC, whereas low gamma 
(25–50 Hz) indicates enhanced coordination between CA3 and EC. Furthermore, these oscillations 
occur at different phases of theta, and typically on different cycles (Colgin et al., 2009). Taken 
together, these results indicate that the balance between the relative influence of the outside world 
(via EC) and internal states (via CA3) on hippocampal outputs is strongly modulated as a function of 
theta phase. Other studies have observed task-dependent modulation of hippocampal firing that is 
consistent with encoding of novel stimuli and retrieval of stored memories being biased to different 
phases (Manns et al., 2007; Lever et al., 2010; Douchamps et al., 2013; Newman et al., 2013). 
Computational modeling studies provide further support for this hypothesis (Hasselmo et al., 2002; 
Hasselmo and Eichenbaum, 2005; Kunec et al., 2005).

These results do not imply that new information is encoded and stored information is retrieved on 
every cycle of theta (∼8 Hz). When encoding and retrieval do occur, though, they may be preferentially 
active at different phases, to take advantage of the temporal structure of activity within the hippocam-
pal–EC loop (Mizuseki et al., 2009; Colgin and Moser, 2010). Thus, a manipulation that targets a 
specific phase of theta could, on average, selectively modulate one process or the other.

If encoding and retrieval processes are most active at different times within the theta cycle, the 
consequences of a phase-specific intervention should depend on the behavioral context. Manipulations 
that alter hippocampal outputs at one phase of theta may have a strong impact on behavior if they 
occur while information is being encoded, but no effect (or the opposite effect) if they occur while 
information is being retrieved. Conversely, manipulations that occur with a 180° phase offset may have 
their behavioral impact limited to intervals in which retrieved information is used to guide behavior, 
but have no effect (or the opposite effect) at times when task-relevant information is being encoded.

In this study, we used millisecond-timescale optogenetic control of intrinsic inhibition to gate hip-
pocampal outputs at specific phases of the ongoing theta cycle. Although previous studies have used 
optogenetic interventions to highlight the role of inhibition in phase precession (Royer et al., 2012) 
and theta resonance (Stark et al., 2013), here the goal was to suppress firing of CA1 in a phase-
specific manner. We directly activated parvalbumin-positive interneurons, which deliver fast and pow-
erful inhibition to the cell bodies of pyramidal neurons in the hippocampus (Bartos et al., 2007), at 
either the falling phase or rising phase of theta recorded in the local field potential (LFP). We per-
formed LFP-phase-triggered optogenetic feedback in the context of a spatial navigation task, in which 
mice must encode and retrieve location information on every trial (Jones and Wilson, 2005). Our 
stimulation occurred relative to the phase of locally recorded theta on the trigger electrodes, rather 
than the phase at the hippocampal fissure, to which much of the previous literature uses as a landmark 
(Brankack et al., 1993; Kamondi et al., 1998; Hasselmo et al., 2002). However, post-hoc analysis 
revealed that light pulses were delivered at similar absolute phases across animals.

Using closed-loop optogenetics to intervene on the timescale of theta oscillations is a powerful 
approach. It allows us to alter hippocampal outputs relative to ongoing theta rhythms on a trial-by-trial 
basis, providing within-animal controls for all stimulation conditions. We found that triggering inhibi-
tion on the peak of theta improved performance when it occurred in the encoding segment of the 
task, but had no effect in the retrieval segment. Triggering inhibition on the trough of theta had the 
opposite effects: it enhanced retrieval performance, but did not affect encoding processes.

Results
Mice learn to perform a spatial navigation task
We trained mice on a navigation task that required encoding and retrieval of reward location on indi-
vidual trials. Mice were placed on an H-shaped track, which consisted of two choice points separated 
by a central arm (Jones and Wilson, 2005) (Figure 1A). At one junction, a movable barrier forced mice 
to make a left or right turn in order to arrive at the start location. At the other junction, mice were free 
to turn in either direction. A food reward was delivered only if mice chose the arm closest to the most 
recent start location.

In order to perform the task above chance, mice must update their knowledge of reward location 
on a trial-by-trial basis. During the encoding segment of the task (start arms), environmental cues 
signal the location of the upcoming reward. During the retrieval segment of the task (central arm), 
information about the start arm is no longer present, and thus activity that drives decision-making 
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Figure 1. Overview of the behavioral task. (A) Scale drawing of the end-to-end T-maze used in all experiments. On each trial, mice navigate through the 
‘retrieval segment’ in the direction of the solid arrow and must choose between one of two reward sites. Reward is delivered for trajectories that involve 
two turns in the same direction (e.g., the ‘left/left’ trajectory shown). Once the reward site is reached, mice must travel back to one of two start locations 
in order to initiate the next trial. A movable barrier determines the start location for that trial, and hence which reward site will contain the food pellet. 
The barrier is repositioned randomly after each visit to a reward site (whether correct or incorrect). A second barrier (not shown) prevents mice from 
navigating between reward sites after a decision has been made. The maze is surrounded by 10 cm walls made of clear acrylic, through which distal  
cues are visible. (B) Fraction of correct trials in each session leading up to the start of optogenetic stimulation for N = 4 individual mice (open shapes) 
and the mean ± SEM. across all subjects (5-day running average). In the 5 days before the start of optogenetic stimulation (shaded region), all mice 
perform significantly above chance (p<0.05, based on p.d.f. of the binomial distribution with probability of 0.5). (C) Trials per minute for the same 
sessions as in C. Mean for last 5 days (shaded region) is 36.1 ± 18.3 trials per session per mouse.
DOI: 10.7554/eLife.03061.003

must be generated internally. This task makes it possible to dissociate the effects of theta phase–
specific inhibition on encoding and retrieval processes by separating the cues to reward location from 
the time and location of the mouse's decision.

Four mice were trained on this task over the course of 2 to 4 weeks. All mice expressed the gene 
for Cre-recombinase in parvalbumin-positive cells, to allow us to target expression of channelrhodop-
sin to these cells later in the experiment. In the last 5 days of training, all mice performed at levels 
significantly above chance (p<0.05, based on p.d.f. of binomial distribution with chance level of 0.5), 
with an average probability of correct response of 0.61 ± 0.05 (Figure 1B). In addition to improving 
their accuracy, mice also increased the speed at which they performed the task, to 1.49 ± 0.69 trials 
per minute during the last 5 days of training (Figure 1C).

Recruiting fast inhibition as a function of ongoing theta phase
After at least 8 days of training, mice were implanted with a multielectrode array that targeted mov-
able tetrodes and stationary fiber optic cables to hippocampus bilaterally. Two fiber optic cables (one 
per hemisphere) were implanted to a depth of 0.9 mm at the time of surgery. In the same procedure, 
we injected 1.0 µl of an adeno-associated virus carrying the gene for channelrhodopsin-2 (Nagel et al., 
2003) into both sides of the brain, centered on CA1 approximately 1 mm posterior to the septal pole 
of hippocampus. Expression spread at least 2 mm along the septotemporal axis, covering most of 
dorsal CA1 as well as overlying cortex (Figure 2A).

We waited at least 2 weeks for ChR2 expression levels to increase, during which we lowered elec-
trodes toward the hippocampus and continued to train animals to criterion. During test sessions, we 
used a 465 nm LED light to drive parvalbumin-positive interneurons, which are primarily fast-spiking, 
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Figure 2. Direct recruitment of fast-spiking inhibition with light. (A) Expression of ChR2-EYFP throughout the dorsal 
hippocampus. Note the strong labeling in stratum pyramidale, indicative of dense PV+ projections in this layer. 
Bilateral fiber optic lesions are marked with white rectangles, centered at ∼2 mm posterior to bregma and ∼1.75 mm 
lateral to the midline. (B) Projection plot of peak heights from a CA1 electrode containing a well-isolated 
fast-spiking unit (blue) and a well-isolated regular-spiking unit (yellow). (C) Mean waveforms (with SD) for each 
tetrode channel for the same units as in panel B. (D) Raw, broadband trace for a single trial, aligned to the  
10 ms light pulse. Four light-evoked spikes from the fast-spiking unit are clearly identifiable. (E) Peri-stimulus time 
histogram for the fast-spiking unit in B, C, and D, aligned to the start of each light pulse (N = 1106 pulses from one 
session). This unit responds with 3–4 spikes per stimulus, then remains silent for a period of ∼15 ms following light 
offset. (F) Peri-stimulus time histogram for the regular-spiking unit in B and C, aligned to the start of each light 
pulse (N = 1106 pulses from one session). This unit is silenced for ∼25 ms following light onset.
DOI: 10.7554/eLife.03061.004

soma-targeting basket and chandelier cells in the hippocampus (Pawelzik et al., 2002). All light pulses 
lasted 10 ms and had an irradiance of 50 mW/mm2 (∼2.5 mW from a 250 micron fiber optic cable). 
Individual pulses reliably elicited up to four spikes from well-isolated fast-spiking units (peak rate 
of 400 Hz, Figure 2B–E). Nearby regular-spiking units were inhibited for a period of 25 ms following 
light onset (Figure 2F), consistent with the known time constant of fast-spiking inhibition (Bartos 
et al., 2007).

We combined optogenetic stimulation with closed-loop feedback in order to trigger inhibition at 
specific phases of theta. In each mouse (N = 4), an electrode with high theta power in the local field 
potential was chosen as the ‘trigger’ channel. The signals from these electrodes were filtered between 
4 and 12 Hz in software. When the signal reached a local maximum or minimum, the software trig-
gered a 10 ms light pulse delivered simultaneously to both implanted fiber optic cables (Figure 3A,B). 
A light pulse was delivered once per theta cycle as long as the mouse remained in the stimulation 
zone. The same trigger channel was used throughout the course of the experiment.

Within an individual session, stimulation was confined to the retrieval (middle arm) or encoding 
(sample arms) segments of the track (Figure 1A). In the retrieval segment, mice run toward the choice 
point. Stimulation in this region may affect the retrieval of stored information about reward location, 
but not encoding of information directly relevant for task performance. In the encoding segments, 
mice explore one of two sample arms. In these regions, stimulation could affect the encoding of avail-
able information about reward location. In both cases, however, the behavioral readout is the same: 
whether or not the mouse turned in the correct direction to retrieve the reward for that trial.
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Figure 3. Properties of theta-triggered stimulation. (A) Schematic of steps involved in delivering closed-loop feedback. An event occurs in the brain 
(bottom), which is detected and digitized by the Open Ephys recording hardware (left), and sent to software for analysis (top). When the target event is 
detected, the software activates an LED (right) which delivers light to brain via implanted fiber optic cables (bottom). (B) Examples of raw and theta-
bandpassed LFP during baseline trials (top), peak-triggered stimulation trials (middle), and trough-triggered stimulation trials (bottom). Vertical blue bars 
indicate the time at which 10 ms light pulses occur on each cycle. (C) Distribution of delays between detection of the actual theta peak (purple) or trough 
(teal) and the time of stimulus delivery. (D) Distribution of actual theta phases at which stimulation occurred, for both peak (purple) and trough (teal) trials. 
Peak-triggered stimulation tends to occur during the falling phase of theta, whereas trough-triggered stimulation occurs around the actual trough and 
rising phase. Phase was calculated for data filtered offline between 4 and 12 Hz, to eliminate the phase delays inherent in online filtering. (E) Distribution 
of pulses per trial for the retrieval segment of the track. (F) Same as E, but for encoding segments of the track. (G) Occupancy times in different segments of 
the track for trials with retrieval-segment stimulation. Values for peak-triggered and trough-triggered stimulation are shown in purple and teal, respectively 
(mean ± SD for N = 4 mice; ** = occupancy time decreased significantly for one mouse, p<0.005, Wilcoxon rank sum test with Bonferroni correction).  
(H) Occupancy times in different segments of the track for trials with encoding-segment stimulation. Values for peak and trough-triggered stimulation 
are shown in purple and teal, respectively (mean ± SD for N = 4 mice; ** = occupancy time decreased significantly for one mouse, p<0.005; † = occupancy 
time increased significantly for one mouse, and decreased significantly for a different mouse, p<0.05; Wilcoxon rank sum test with Bonferroni correction).
DOI: 10.7554/eLife.03061.005

Individual trials were classified as one of three types: baseline (no stimulation), peak-triggered stim-
ulation, or trough-triggered stimulation (Figure 3B). All trials types were randomly interleaved and 
occurred with equal probability. Three mice experienced the retrieval stimulation condition first, 

http://dx.doi.org/10.7554/eLife.03061
http://dx.doi.org/10.7554/eLife.03061.005


Neuroscience

Siegle and Wilson. eLife 2014;3:e03061. DOI: 10.7554/eLife.03061 7 of 18

Research article

followed by the encoding stimulation condition. One mouse experienced the conditions in the oppo-
site order. Analysis was limited to the first 150 trials for each condition (encoding or retrieval).

The properties of our closed-loop stimulation were as follows: the mean delay between the trigger 
event (peak or trough of theta reached) and the onset of the light pulse was 21.7 ± 7.2 ms for peak-
triggered stimulation and 21.3 ± 7.4 ms for trough-triggered stimulation (Figure 3C). This is equivalent 
to approximately 1/6 of a 125 ms theta cycle. The mean phase of stimulation (based on offline-filtered 
theta with no phase delay) was 96 ± 54° for peak-triggered stimulation and −131 ± 63° for trough-
triggered stimulation (Figures 3E and 0° = peak). The phase targeting for trough-triggered stimulation 
was less precise, as the rising phase of theta is shorter than the falling phase (Belluscio et al., 2012). 
The mean number of pulses per trial in the retrieval-stimulation condition (middle arm) was 8.8 ± 3.3 
for peak-triggered stimulation and 8.3 ± 8.3 for trough-triggered stimulation. For the encoding-
stimulation condition, the mean number of pulses was 46.1 ± 57.2 for peak-triggered stimulation and 
39.6 ± 39.6 for trough-triggered stimulation (Figure 3D–F).

Stimulation did not generally alter occupancy time in different segments of the track (Figure 3G–H). 
On each trial, mice spent the majority of time in the encoding segment (average of 2–3 s for inbound 
trajectories and 5–8 s for outbound trajectories). Once they left the sample arm, they ran quickly 
toward the goal, spending 1–2 s in the retrieval segment and a similar amount of time running toward 
the reward location after making their decision. The addition of optogenetic feedback only changed 
occupancy times significantly for one mouse in the retrieval and outbound encoding segments, and a 
second mouse in the outbound encoding segment. Otherwise, all occupancy times were similar 
(p>0.05, Wilcoxon rank sum test with Bonferroni correction for two tests per segment, N ≥ 44 trials 
per segment per mouse).

Optogenetic feedback altered the average power spectrum across trigger channels, for example 
by increasing the peak frequency and amplitude of theta during the peak-triggered stimulation condi-
tion (Figure 4A). There was also an increase in power in the low-gamma band (25–35 Hz) for both peak 
and trough stimulation, but this was associated with a much stronger peak in the beta band (16–25 Hz), 
which may have affected the low-gamma band via spectral leakage. Based on the shape of the evoked 
response to each optogenetic stimulus, it appears that these effects are due to the frequency content 
of the average waveform, rather than non-phase-aligned induced power in different frequency bands 
(Figure 4B). Aligning the local field potential to the start of each light pulse revealed a large deflec-
tion, 200–400 µV in amplitude. The shape of the average response accounts for both the shifts in 
theta frequency (based on the location of the subsequent peak), and the beta-range power increases 
(due to ∼50 ms deflections). Individual pulses affected the amplitude of subsequent cycles of theta, as 
evidenced by the difference in the mean LFP between −100 and −75 ms for actual (purple and teal) 
vs dummy (gray) stimulation conditions.

Optogenetic stimulation was always aligned to the relative peak or trough of the 4–12 Hz band-
passed signals on each trigger electrode (Figure 3D). To permit meaningful interpretation of the 
analysis of our behavioral results, it was necessary to measure the time of stimulation relative to an 
absolute indicator of theta phase. We chose high gamma (60–80 Hz) power, which showed strong 
phasic modulation across all hippocampal electrodes, and has been previously shown to occur at a 
consistent phase of theta (Colgin et al., 2009). Therefore, the peak of high gamma on baseline trials 
served as a landmark within each cycle of theta. In 3/4 mice, we measured stimulation times relative to 
the peak of high gamma for both the trigger electrode and a neighboring electrode that was passively 
recording signals (Figure 4C). Although post-mortem analysis of electrolytic lesions revealed different 
locations for each electrode, all electrodes indicated that peak-triggered stimulation occurred just 
after the trough of high gamma, whereas trough-triggered stimulation occurred around or after the 
high gamma peak. In one mouse, we could not measure absolute stimulation phase, due to the trigger 
electrode's location in L5/6 of cortex overlying hippocampus. This electrode expressed high theta 
power, presumably volume-conducted from hippocampus, which was used to trigger stimulation. 
However, it lacked associated high gamma power, which occurs more locally.

The consistency of this result indicates that, despite variations in electrode location, absolute stim-
ulation phase was similar across animals. Although we did not measure CA1–MEC synchronization 
directly, previous studies have shown high gamma power to be a reliable indicator of enhanced coor-
dination between these regions (Colgin et al., 2009; Yamamoto et al., 2014). Therefore, we hypoth-
esize that trough-triggered stimulation resulted in optogenetic stimulation occurring during phases of 
theta in which CA1–MEC coordination was high, thereby providing CA1 with access to information 
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Figure 4. Electrophysiological changes induced by theta-triggered stimulation. (A) Mean power spectra for baseline, peak-triggered stimulation, and 
trough-triggered stimulation trials, while mice were in the retrieval segment heading toward the reward arm (left) or the encoding segment prior to 
entering the trial start location at the end of the sample arm (right) (N = 4 electrodes from four mice used for triggering online feedback). Theta, low 
gamma, and high gamma frequency bands are highlighted. (B) Average light-evoked LFP response from N = 3 hippocampal electrodes for peak and 
trough-triggered stimulation trials (purple and teal traces, respectively), for both encoding and retrieval epochs (mean ± SEM). Gray traces indicate  
the average theta waveforms for baseline trials, aligned to the time a stimulus would have occurred, but for which no actual light pulse was present.  
(C) Locations of trigger electrodes (yellow) and passive recording electrodes (white) for four mice used in this experiment. The location of each lesion is 
indicated by red circles superimposed over histological sections (DAPI stain, grayscale image of blue channel). Next to each of the images is a histogram 
of peak and trough stimulation phases, relative to the peak of high gamma power on that electrode for baseline (no stimulation) trials (indicated by 0°). 
High gamma power (a signature of synchronization between hippocampus and medial entorhinal cortex (Colgin et al., 2009), provides an absolute 
indication of theta phase, against which the time of our optogenetic stimulation can be compared. In all electrodes (except for the one trigger electrode 
in cortex, where high gamma was not measured), trough stimulation occurs after the peak of high gamma power, while peak stimulation occurs before 
the peak of high gamma.
DOI: 10.7554/eLife.03061.006
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about the current state of the world (Hasselmo et al., 2002; Hasselmo and Eichenbaum, 2005; 
Colgin et al., 2009; Colgin and Moser, 2010). Peak stimulation, on the other hand, targeted stimula-
tion to phases in which CA1 and CA3 are most active (Mizuseki et al., 2009), during which information 
from the hippocampus can drive downstream structures.

Impact of closed-loop inhibition on behavior depends on both theta 
phase and task segment
The effects of closed-loop optogenetic feedback on behavior depended on both the phase of theta 
used to trigger stimulation and the region of the track in which the stimulation occurred. On indi-
vidual trials, 10 ms light pulses were triggered on either the peak or trough of theta (Figure 5A, phase 
relative to theta at the hippocampal fissure). When stimulation occurred in the retrieval segment, 
performance did not differ between baseline and peak-triggered stimulation for 4/4 mice (mean of 
57.3 ± 10.0% correct for baseline vs 57.8 ± 10.5% correct for peak, individual results in Table 1). For 
trough-triggered stimulation, however, performance improved significantly in 4/4 mice (71.0 ± 8.2% 
correct for trough; significance determined by the p.d.f. of the binomial distribution, with baseline 
accuracy for each mouse used as the ‘chance’ level). The opposite effects were observed for stimula-
tion in the encoding segment. In this condition, performance during trials with trough-triggered 
stimulation did not differ from baseline in 3/4 mice (mean of 59.1 ± 2.4% correct for baseline vs 
58.7 ± 10.5% correct for trough; 1 mouse had significantly impaired performance in the trough-
stimulation condition). For peak-triggered stimulation, performance improved significantly in 3/4 mice 
(mean of 69.6 ± 14.7% correct; 1 mouse showed no difference from baseline).

On average, trough-triggered stimulation resulted in a 13.7% improvement in accuracy for the 
retrieval condition, while peak-triggered stimulation resulted in a 10.5% improvement in accuracy for 
the encoding condition (Figure 5B). The effects were consistent across individual mice, with trough-
triggered stimulation improving performance more for the retrieval segment than the encoding 
segment in 4/4 mice, and peak-triggered stimulation improving performance more for the encod-
ing segment than the retrieval segment for 3/4 mice (Figure 5C). Such effects represent a double-
dissociation, as phase-specific optogenetically recruited inhibition reversed its behavioral impact 
depending on the region of stimulation.

To estimate the probability that these results could have occurred by chance, we had to consider all 
outcomes in which a double dissociation was present. Our initial hypothesis was only that the effects 
of stimulation would depend on both task phase and theta phase, not that performance would be 
specifically impaired or improved. We used a bootstrap procedure with 10,000 repetitions to deter-
mine the probability that any of the possible double dissociations shown in Figure 5D could have 
occurred by chance. We randomized the labels for all trials (baseline, peak-triggered, and trough-
triggered) and looked for the presence of significant changes relative to baseline in any of the condi-
tions in the 2 × 2 square. If 3/4 mice showed the same behavior (enhancement, impairment, or no 
change), we considered that a ‘consistent’ quadrant. The probability that the same effects would be 
seen along any diagonal was 0.0013. The probability that the same effects were seen along both 
diagonals (what we observed in the actual data) was 0.0001.

To better understand the source of these behavioral effects, we analyzed the types of mistakes 
made by the mice, and how activating inhibition at the appropriate phase serves to correct them. It is 
clear that the outcome of the previous trial has a strong effect on decision-making: mice are much 
more likely to make a correct choice if they are cued to switch arms after failing to receive reward 
(82 ± 14% correct) or return to the same arm after receiving reward (72 ± 18% correct; mean response 
across encoding and retrieval conditions, baseline trials only). They are less likely to switch arms after 
a correct decision (32 ± 9% correct) or to return to the same arm after an incorrect choice (40 ± 21% 
correct). Thus, mice exhibit a bias toward a ‘win-stay, lose–switch’ strategy. They favor returning to 
arms in which they just received reward, or switching to the opposite arm if there was no reward on 
the previous trial (Figure 5E).

Adding optogenetic stimulation on certain trials allows mice to overcome this inherent bias. The 
strongest effects were seen for trials in which mice were cued to enter the opposite reward arm after 
making a correct choice. On average, trough-triggered stimulation in the retrieval segment improved 
performance on these trials by 19.5 ± 7.3%, with improvement seen in 4/4 mice (versus 5.1 ± 14.7% 
for peak-triggered stimulation). Peak-triggered stimulation in the encoding segment improved perfor-
mance on these trials by 25.0 ± 10.3%, again with improvement in 4/4 mice (versus 8.7 ± 14.6% for 
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Figure 5. Behavioral modulation depends on both theta phase and task segment. (A) Illustration of the two manipulations performed in this experiment. 
On any given ‘non-baseline’ trial, stimulation was triggered by the peak (purple phase) or trough (teal phase) of the 4–12 Hz theta rhythm. The resulting 
light pulses recruited inhibition for ∼25 ms, or approximately 1/5 of the 125 ms theta cycle. (B) Accuracy relative to baseline for four mice in four 
conditions: optogenetic stimulation triggered at the peak (purple) or trough (teal) of theta, in either the retrieval (left) or encoding (right) segments of the 
track. Mean ± SEM, with results for each mouse overlaid. Individual results in the gray regions are significantly different from baseline (p<0.05, p.d.f. of 
binomial distribution with probability equal to baseline accuracy). (C) Same data as in b, but represented on the same axes. Note that peak-triggered 
stimulation in the encoding segment consistently improves performance more than the same type of stimulation in the retrieval segment (points above 
diagonal line). The opposite effects are seen for trough-triggered stimulation. (D) Schematic of all possible ‘double-dissociation’ scenarios used for 
establishing bootstrap significance levels of the actual result. (E) Performance on baseline (no stimulation) trials for four different trial types: (1) mice are 
cued to switch arms after a correct choice (correct/switch), (2) mice are cued to return to the same arm after a correct choice (correct/stay), (3) mice are 
cued to switch arms after an incorrect choice (incorrect/switch), and (4) mice are cued to return to the same arm after an incorrect choice. Trials are 
grouped by retrieval stimulation or encoding stimulation conditions. For both conditions, changing trial type has a significant effect on performance: 
retrieval stimulation, χ2 = 8.4, p=0.038; encoding stimulation, χ2 = 8.1, p=0.044; Friedman test (nonparametric, repeated-measures ANOVA). (F) Change 
in performance with the addition of closed-loop optogenetic stimulation for the four trial types in E.
DOI: 10.7554/eLife.03061.007
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trough-triggered stimulation). The effects of phase-specific stimulation on other types of errors were 
less pronounced, but there was no evidence for reduced performance by the ‘optimal’ stimulation 
phase for any trial type (Figure 5F).

Discussion
These results provide new evidence for a hypothesis that was previously supported by correlational 
studies and computational models: processes related to encoding new information and retrieving 
stored information occur preferentially at different phases of the theta oscillation (Hasselmo et al., 
2002; Hasselmo, 2005; Colgin et al., 2009; Colgin and Moser, 2010). We have shown that inter-
ventions targeting the falling or rising phases of theta have different effects depending on the behav-
ioral context. When environmental cues to reward location are available (as in the encoding segment 
of the task), triggering hippocampal inhibition on the peak of theta enhanced navigational accuracy. 
When behavioral guidance must be based on internal signals alone (as in the retrieval segment of 
the task), triggering hippocampal inhibition on the trough of theta increased the probability of a 
correct choice.

What is the neural basis these effects? Our favored explanation is that phase-specific inhibition 
serves to reduce the response to task-irrelevant inputs. Figure 6, which was inspired by a similar dia-
gram in Hasselmo et al. (2002), illustrates the mechanism by which this could occur. On average, the 
influence of CA3 and entorhinal cortex inputs to CA1 changes as a function of theta phase (Hasselmo 
et al., 2002). Under baseline conditions, the relative influence of CA3 and EC is ‘balanced’. With the 
addition of closed-loop optogenetic feedback, excess inhibition reduces spike activity either during 
EC-dominant or CA3-dominant periods of the theta cycle. Although the parvalbumin-positive interneu-
rons recruited by this manipulation are typically active during the CA3-dominant phases of theta 
(Lasztóczi and Klausberger, 2014), causal control allows us to activate them synchronously at arbi-
trary times during the theta cycle. Under the proposed mechanism, inhibiting CA1 during EC-dominant 
cycles in the retrieval segment improves task performance by increasing the relative influence of CA3. 
Conversely, inhibiting CA1 during CA3-dominant cycles in the encoding segment improves task per-
formance by increasing the relative influence of EC or by suppressing retrieval of interfering cross-trial 
information. In both cases, enhanced navigational accuracy could result from suppression of task-
irrelevant information, rather than the enhancement of task-relevant information.

Our data supports the presence of strong local inhibition in CA1 at specific phases of theta 
(Figures 2F and 3D). The duration of this inhibition (∼25 ms) is equivalent to approximately 1/5 of a 
125 ms (8 Hz) theta cycle, long enough to impact encoding or retrieval functions, but precise enough 
to avoid disrupting the entire cycle. This suggests a simple, CA1-specific mechanism could be suffi-
cient to explain our behavioral results. According to our proposed mechanism, suppression of inputs 
carrying information about the current state of the world improves performance in the retrieval 

Table 1. Results for individual mice

Retrieval Encoding

Baseline Peak Trough Baseline Peak Trough

Mouse 1 0.55 0.49 0.71 0.58 0.48 0.43

p=0.09 P=0.02 p=0.07 P=0.02

Mouse 2 0.52 0.57 0.64 0.60 0.75 0.66

p=0.09 P=0.02 P=0.01 p=0.06

Mouse 3 0.50 0.53 0.67 0.62 0.73 0.64

p=0.10 P=0.01 P=0.03 p=0.11

Mouse 4 0.72 0.73 0.82 0.56 0.82 0.62

p=0.12 P=0.04 P=0.0001 p=0.08

Probability of a correct response for four mice under six conditions: baseline (no stimulation), peak-triggered 
stimulation, and trough-triggered stimulation in both the retrieval and encoding segments. p-values computed 
from the p.d.f. of the binomial distribution with chance levels equal to the baseline performance for that mouse. 
Significant changes (p<0.05) are highlighted in bold.
DOI: 10.7554/eLife.03061.008
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Figure 6. Proposed mechanism. This diagram illustrates how the relative influence of CA3 vs entorhinal cortex (EC) 
inputs to CA1 could explain the experimental results. At the top, a sine wave indicates the phase of theta. Below, 
the purple and green histograms show the fluctuating influence of CA3 and EC on CA1 on each cycle. Levels 
represent averages; on individual cycles, one or the other may dominate (Colgin et al., 2009). When optogenetic 
inhibition is triggered on the trough of theta (T), it tends to reduce firing rates in CA1 during periods of high EC 
influence. This tips the balance in favor of CA3, thereby improving performance during periods of retrieval (R). 
When optogenetic inhibition is triggered on the peak of theta (P), it tends to reduce firing rates in CA1 during 
period of high CA3 influence. This tips the balance in favor of EC, thereby improving performance during periods 
of encoding (E). On the whole, our closed-loop manipulation may improve performance by reducing the influence 
task-irrelevant inputs as a function of both theta phase and maze region.
DOI: 10.7554/eLife.03061.009

segment, whereas suppression of inputs carrying information about past states improves performance 
in the encoding segment.

Although a local mechanism can provide the simplest explanation of our results, we cannot rule 
out a mechanism that involves changes in inter-regional coupling strength without simultaneous 
recordings from the relevant downstream areas. The navigation task used in this study must engage a 
wide network of brain regions, including those that receive monosynaptic projections from CA1. 
Besides projections back to the entorhinal cortex, the major cortical output of dorsal CA1 is retros-
plenial cortex (Cenquizca and Swanson, 2007). Retrosplenial cortex is known to be important for 
spatial working memory (Vann and Aggleton, 2004; Keene and Bucci, 2009; Vann et al., 2009), and 
changes in coupling between hippocampus and this region could affect performance on the pre-
sent task. There is also a projection from CA1 to prefrontal cortex, although this originates prima-
rily from the ventral regions (Swanson, 1981; Cenquizca and Swanson, 2007). It is possible that 
our optogenetic manipulation is affecting prefrontal-dependent decision-making via ventral CA1 
(Colgin, 2011; Schmidt et al., 2013; O'Neill et al., 2013), subicular projections (Jay and Witter, 
1991), or multisynaptic pathways. Our manipulation could also be exerting long-range effects 
through the actions of projecting interneurons, a small fraction of which are parvalbumin-positive 
(Jinno, 2009).

Coupling strength between CA1 and medial prefrontal cortex is known to depend on task phase 
(Jones and Wilson, 2005), and it is therefore possible that phase-specific inhibition of CA1 could have 
a differential impact on CA1–mPFC synchrony during the encoding and retrieval segments. However, 
if a change in inter-regional coupling strength is at play, we might expect the impact of our optoge-
netic manipulation to be most pronounced during the retrieval segment, when cortical regions involved 
in behavioral guidance are likely to access the hippocampal representation of space. In this case, it is 
not clear that phase-specific stimulation of the hippocampus in the encoding segment should also 
affect performance. Although our observation of a double-dissociation suggests that the main mech-
anism is local to the hippocampus, disruption of CA1–mPFC coupling during the encoding segment 
could minimize cross-trial interference, also leading to enhanced performance.

The influence of alternative behavioral strategies must also be considered. Mice could employ mul-
tiple strategies for completing the task, such as an egocentric, hippocampus-independent strategy 
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based on turn direction or an allocentric, hippocampal-dependent strategy based on an internal map 
(Packard et al., 1989; Floresco et al., 1997). It is possible that inhibiting the hippocampus biases the 
mouse toward an egocentric strategy, which happens to improve performance. If this were the case, 
again, we would not expect to see such a striking double-dissociation effect in our results. We would 
instead predict that the same phase of stimulation would enhance performance in both the encoding 
and retrieval segments. Further evidence against a ‘strategy switching’ mechanism could come from 
an experiment in which inhibition was activated at the optimal phase for both the encoding and re-
trieval segments on individual trials. If stimulation is merely invoking a change in strategy, we would 
not expect to see additive effects; that is, stimulation in the encoding phase would be sufficient to 
reach peak performance. However, if combined encoding and retrieval stimulation improved perfor-
mance more than one or the other in isolation, it would suggest that specific effects on encoding and 
retrieval operations are at play.

The analysis of types of errors in Figure 5E makes it clear that encoding and retrieval are contin-
uous processes. They are not necessarily confined to the ‘encoding’ and ‘retrieval’ segments specific 
to this task. The mice are actually performing at least two tasks concurrently, one which involves entry 
into the cued reward arm (the trained task) and one which involves acting based on the outcome of 
the previous trial (an untrained task). Could optogenetic stimulation merely serve to ‘reset’ the system, 
reducing interference between trials? We consider this possibility unlikely, due to the fact that the 
effects of stimulation at different phases depended on the track segment in which it occurred. This 
double-dissociation indicates that stimulation at the appropriate phase allowed mice to more accu-
rately update and retrieve knowledge of the upcoming reward location, rather than simply suppress 
the influence of the previous trial. In addition, optogenetic stimulation did not impair performance for 
‘easy’ trials, in which the cued reward location was consistent with animals' tendency toward a ‘win–
stay, lose–switch’ strategy (Figure 5F). If stimulation brought mice back to a naïve ‘baseline’ state, we 
would expect them to make more errors when inhibition is recruited on these trials. Overall, this anal-
ysis highlights the fact that encoding and retrieval cannot be considered discrete states that depend 
on the task at hand, and are instead occurring continuously as animals explore their environment.

Our results indicate that optogenetic inhibition of CA1 serves to improve performance across all 
mice tested. Our initial hypothesis was that the effects of stimulation would depend on both the task 
segment and phase, but we were unsure if they would be beneficial or punitive. Given that we are 
recruiting inhibition, and thereby suppressing CA1 output, one might expect the behavioral impact 
on a hippocampal-dependent task to be negative. Recruiting inhibition during the ‘retrieval’ phase 
should impair performance in the retrieval segment, whereas recruiting inhibition during the ‘encod-
ing’ phase should impair performance during the encoding segment. The fact that we instead 
observed only enhanced performance (rather than enhancement for one phase of stimulation and 
impairment for the other) may be explained by a floor effect. Baseline performance was modest at 
the start of testing (Figure 1A, Table 1), which makes it unlikely that we could observe a significant 
impairment, even if it did exist. Mice were strongly influenced by the outcome of the previous trial 
(Figure 5E), which explains why their accuracy on the trained task is only slightly (but significantly) 
above chance. Our phase-specific optogenetic intervention helps them overcome this bias, espe-
cially in the case of trials in which they are required to switch arms after receiving reward (Figure 5F). 
However, even for trials in which the reward location was consistent with animals' intrinsic biases, 
stimulation did not interfere with performance. It is possible that higher light intensities, alternate 
fiber placements, or a different target phase could have created the conditions necessary to nega-
tively impact behavior.

Revealing a convincing mechanistic explanation for the behavioral effects seen in this study will 
require further investigation. The present results justify more extensive inquiry along these lines by 
providing evidence that processes related to encoding new information and retrieving stored informa-
tion are most active at different phases of theta. This hypothesis was originally based on a computa-
tional model (Hasselmo et al., 2002), which was later supported by correlative evidence (Manns et al., 
2007; Colgin et al., 2009; Douchamps et al., 2013; Newman et al., 2013). We advance this line 
of investigation through the use of a closed-loop optogenetic intervention that allowed us to interact 
with the hippocampus at specific phases of theta on a trial-by-trial basis. As the tools for closed-loop 
control become more accessible, experiments that couple precise stimulation to internal state varia-
bles have the potential to enhance our understanding of a wide range of topics related to the study of 
neural systems.
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Materials and methods
Animals
All mice were male parvalbumin-Cre (PV-Cre) heterozygotes, derived from PV-Cre BAC transgenics 
back-crossed into a C57BL/6J line (Jackson Laboratory strain B6; 129P2-Pvalbtm1(cre)Arbr). Mice 
were 8–12 weeks old at the start of training (mean age = 10.8 ± 1.5 weeks) and 10–15 weeks old at 
the time of surgery (mean age = 13.5 ± 2.1 weeks). Animals were individually housed and maintained 
on a 12-hr light/dark cycle (lights on at 7:00 AM). All experimental procedures and animal care proto-
cols were approved by the Massachusetts Institute of Technology Institutional Animal Care and Use 
Committees and were in accordance with NIH guidelines.

Task structure
The task was adapted from that used in a previous study (Jones and Wilson, 2005). The track consisted 
of two T-mazes placed end-to-end to form an ‘H’ shape, with movable gates at both choice points. When 
running toward the sample arms, the location of the gate forced the mouse in one direction or the other. 
No reward was delivered in the sample arm, but mice were required to reach the end of it in order to 
initiate a new trial. When running in the opposite direction, mice could choose between one of two ‘free 
choice’ arms. Reward was only delivered if the mouse entered the free choice arm closest to the most 
recent sample arm it had visited. Rewards consisted of one 14 mg sugar pellet (Bio-Serv, Flemington, NJ; 
product #F05684), and were always preceded by a 2 kHz tone lasting 250 ms, triggered by entry into 
the reward zone.

The track was made from laser-cut acrylic, with transparent walls and a black floor. Distal cues were 
provided by three large black curtains with high-contrast patterns in the center and the experimenter's 
body, which remained in a consistent location across days. IR sensors were used to monitor entry and 
exit from different regions of the track. An Arduino sent information about IR beam breaks to a com-
puter running custom software written in Processing (https://github.com/jsiegle/t-maze). The experi-
menter manually moved the ‘forced choice’ gates at the start of each trial according to a sequence 
generated randomly by the behavior computer. If mice were biased toward one reward arm, the 
probability of reward appearing in the opposite arm increased according to the following equation: 
P(reward in left arm) = P(mouse chose right arm during last 12 trials).

Behavioral training
Prior to the start of training, mice were restricted to 2–3 g of dry food per day, with unlimited access 
to water. Training began with 4–6 days of habituation, during which mice freely explored the track 
while receiving reward in both the choice and sample arms. Next, a period of ‘forced choice’ training 
began, in which a gate always forced the mice in the correct direction at each choice point. After 
5–6 days of forced choice training, a ‘free choice’ condition was added, in which mice were allowed  
to make incorrect decisions. Subsequent sessions typically consisted of 10–15 min of forced choice 
training, followed by 15–20 min of free choice training. Mice received free choice training for 0–10 days 
before surgery, and 14–26 days prior to the start of behavioral testing.

AAV vectors
We used AAV-5 viral vectors containing double-floxed, inverted, open-reading-frame ChR2 (H134R 
variant) coupled to EYFP and driven by the EF1α promoter.

Fiber optic–electrode implants
Implants were constructed according to the procedure described in Voigts et al. (2013). Design 
files can be found on GitHub (https://github.com/open-ephys/flexdrive), and assembly instruc-
tions are hosted on the Open Ephys wiki (https://open-ephys.atlassian.net/wiki/display/OEW/
flexDrive). The base of the drive consisted of two stainless steel cannulae with their centers  
3.6 mm apart. Each cannula held four electrodes spaced in a ring around a central fiber optic cable 
(240 micron core diameter, 0.51 NA, Edmund Optics, Barrington, NJ; part #02-531). The fiber 
optic cables protruded 0.9 mm past the end of each cannula. Electrodes were made from 12.5 μm 
polyimide-coated nichrome wire (Kanthal, Hallstahammar, Sweden), twisted and heated to  
form tetrodes (Nguyen et al., 2009). Individual electrodes were gold plated to an impedance of 
200–400 kΩ.
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Surgical procedure
Mice were anesthetized with isofluorane gas anesthesia (0.75–1.25% in 1 l/min oxygen) and secured in 
a stereotaxic apparatus. The scalp was shaved, wiped with hair removal cream, and cleaned with io-
dine solution and alcohol. Following IP injection of Buprenex (0.1 mg/kg, as an analgesic), the skull was 
exposed with an incision along the midline. After the skull was cleaned, six steel watch screws were 
implanted in the skull, one of which served as ground.

Next, a ∼1.5 mm-diameter craniotomy was drilled over left hippocampus (2.0 mm posterior  
to bregma and 1.8 mm lateral to the midline) and the dura was removed. Virus was delivered 
through a glass micropipette attached to a Quintessential Stereotaxic Injector (Stoelting, Wood 
Dale, IL). The glass micropipette was lowered through the center of the craniotomy to a depth of  
1.2 mm below the cortical surface. A bolus of 1 μl of virus (see details above) was injected at a rate 
of 0.05 μl/min. After the injection, the pipette was held in place for 10 min at the injection depth 
before being fully retracted from the brain. The same procedure was then repeated for the opposite 
hemisphere.

The fiber optic–electrode implant (see details above) was aligned with the two craniotomies, and 
lowered until the cannulae were flush with the cortical surface. This placed the two fiber optic cables 
just above the CA1 region of hippocampus (depth of ∼0.9 mm). Once the implant was stable, a small 
ring of black dental acrylic was placed around its base. A drop of surgical lubricant (Surgilube, Fougera 
Pharmaceuticals, Melville, NY) prevented dental acrylic from contacting the cortical surface. Adhesive 
luting cement (C&B Metabond, Parkell, Edgewood, NY) was used to further affix the implant to the 
skull. Once the cement was dry, the scalp incision was closed with VetBond (3M, Saint Paul, MN), and 
mice were removed from isoflurane.

Following 2–4 days of recovery, electrodes were lowered to their final location over the course of 
2–3 weeks. Once stimulation began, electrodes were not adjusted.

Electrophysiology
On testing days, the track was wiped with an anti-static liquid (Staticide, ACL, Chicago, IL) and cleared 
of all debris. Electrophysiological data was recorded with the Open Ephys platform (http://open-
ephys.org), an open-source data acquisition system based on Intan amplifier chips (http://www.intan-
tech.com). Tetrode signals were referenced to ground, filtered between 1 and 7500 Hz, multiplexed, 
and digitized at 30 kHz on the headstage (design files available at https://github.com/open-ephys/
headstage/tree/master/1x32_Omnetics_Standard). Digital signals were transmitted over a 12-wire 
cable counter-balanced with a system of pulleys and weights. Mouse location was determined via IR 
gates at behaviorally relevant points along the track and an overhead camera monitoring a red LED 
mounted on the headstage.

Stimulation protocol
Online feedback was delivered using the Open Ephys GUI (full source code available at https://github.
com/open-ephys/GUI). The trigger channel was filtered between 4 and 12 Hz (2nd-order Butterworth) 
and sent to a ‘Phase Detector’ module. When the mouse entered the stimulation segment (either one 
of two sample arms for ‘encoding’ sessions or the central arm on forward and reverse trajectories for 
‘retrieval’ sessions), the Phase Detector emitted trigger events when the signal reached a local max-
imum (‘peak’) or local minimum (‘trough’). Trials of each type (‘peak’, ‘trough’, or ‘blank’) were ran-
domly interleaved with equal probability. Stimulation was triggered via a USB connection to a Pulse 
Pal (https://sites.google.com/site/pulsepalwiki/), and consisted of 10 ms light pulses from a Plexon 
PlexBright LED (465 nm, ∼50 mW/mm2).

Histology
At the end of training, electrodes sites were lesioned with 15 μA of current for 10 s. Mice were tran-
scardially perfused with 100 mM PBS followed by 4% formaldehyde in PBS. Brains were post-fixed for 
at least 18 hr at 4°C. 60 μm sections were mounted on glass slides with Vectashield (Vector Laboratories, 
Burlingame, CA), coverslipped, and imaged with an upright fluorescent microscope. Viral expression 
was confirmed by observing EYFP expression beneath the fiber optic lesions in CA1 of all animals. 
Expression spread ∼2 mm along the length of the dorsal hippocampus, primarily in CA1, but also in 
the lateral portion of CA3. Labeling was strongest in the hippocampal cell layer, where parvalbumin-
positive cells have the densest projections. There was also expression in overlying cortex. No 
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expression was observed in the dentate gyrus. In all animals, the lesion corresponding to the electrode 
used to trigger stimulation was identified.

Data analysis
All data analysis was performed using custom Matlab scripts (https://github.com/open-ephys/analysis-
tools). Spike activity was extracted offline by thresholding the 300–6000 Hz bandpassed signal. Units 
were clustered with Simple Clust software (https://github.com/moorelab/simpleclust), based on peak 
heights and regression coefficients for individual waveforms. Spikes were aligned to light pulses using 
event timestamps, or to the phase of LFP theta.

To determine the actual phase of theta without the phase shift associated with online filtering, we fil-
tered the wideband, full-sample-rate data offline using the Matlab ‘filtfilt’ function (2nd-order Butterworth, 
4–12 Hz bandpass). We used the angle of the Hilbert-transformed signal to compute the phase in 
degrees (−180°–180°, peak at 0°). Spectral analysis was performing using the Chronux toolbox (http://
www.chronux.org), using multitaper methods (time–bandwidth product = 2, number of tapers = 3).

Behavioral analysis was limited to the first 150 trials performed in each condition (encoding stimu-
lation vs retrieval stimulation). Trials were grouped by stimulation type (blank, peak-triggered, or trough-
triggered) and the responses (0 = correct choice, 1 = incorrect choice) were averaged. p-values for 
individual mice were computed using the probability density function of the binomial distribution, with 
N = the number of trials of a given type and p = baseline accuracy. The probability that a double-
dissociation would occur by chance was computing using a bootstrap method with randomized trial 
labels (10,000 iterations).

Acknowledgements
We thank K Kim and R LeCoultre for their help running experiments. We are grateful for G Hale,  
J Sanders, J Voigts, D Meletis, M Carlén, and R Harrison for technical assistance. We thank members 
of the Wilson Lab for their comments on the figures and manuscript. This study was supported by a 
grant from the NIH to M Wilson and NDSEG and NRSA fellowships to J Siegle.

Additional information

Funding

Funder Grant reference number Author

National Institutes of Health  National Research Service 
Award, 1F31MH098508

Joshua H Siegle

NDSEG Fellowship Program Joshua H Siegle

National Institutes of Health  1-RO1-GM104948-02 Matthew A Wilson

The funders had no role in study design, data collection and interpretation, or the  
decision to submit the work for publication.

Author contributions
JHS, Conception and design, Acquisition of data, Analysis and interpretation of data, Drafting or 
revising the article; MAW, Conception and design, Analysis and interpretation of data, Drafting or 
revising the article

Ethics
Animal experimentation: This study was performed in strict accordance with the recommendations in 
the Guide for the Care and Use of Laboratory Animals of the National Institutes of Health. All of the 
animals were handled according to approved institutional animal care and use committee (IACUC) pro-
tocols of MIT. The protocol was approved by the MIT Committee on Animal Care (#0511-044-14). All 
surgery was performed under isoflurane anesthesia, and every effort was made to minimize suffering.

References
Bartos M, Vida I, Jonas P. 2007. Synaptic mechanisms of synchronized gamma oscillations in inhibitory interneu-

ron networks. Nature Reviews Neuroscience 8:45–56. doi: 10.1038/nrn2044.

http://dx.doi.org/10.7554/eLife.03061
https://github.com/open-ephys/analysis-tools
https://github.com/open-ephys/analysis-tools
https://github.com/moorelab/simpleclust
http://www.chronux.org
http://www.chronux.org
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nrn2044


Neuroscience

Siegle and Wilson. eLife 2014;3:e03061. DOI: 10.7554/eLife.03061 17 of 18

Research article

Belluscio MA, Mizuseki K, Schmidt R, Kempter R, Buzsáki G. 2012. Cross-frequency phase–phase coupling 
between theta and gamma oscillations in the hippocampus. The Journal of Neuroscience 32:423–435.  
doi: 10.1523/JNEUROSCI.4122-11.2012.

Brankack J, Stewart M, Fox SE. 1993. Current source density analysis of the hippocampal theta rhythm: associ-
ated sustained potentials and candidate synaptic generators. Brain Research 615:310–327. doi: 10.1016/ 
0006-8993(93)90043-M.

Buzsáki G. 2002. Theta oscillations in the hippocampus. Neuron 33:325–340. doi: 10.1016/S0896-6273(02)00586-X.
Buzsáki G, Leung LW, Vanderwolf CH. 1983. Cellular bases of hippocampal EEG in the behaving rat. Brain 

Research 287:139–171. doi: 10.1016/0165-0173(83)90037-1.
Cenquizca LA, Swanson LW. 2007. Spatial organization of direct hippocampal field CA1 axonal projections to the 

rest of the cerebral cortex. Brain Research Reviews 56:1–26. doi: 10.1016/j.brainresrev.2007.05.002.
Colgin LL. 2011. Oscillations and hippocampal-prefrontal synchrony. Current Opinion in Neurobiology 21: 

467–474. doi: 10.1016/j.conb.2011.04.006.
Colgin LL. 2013. Mechanisms and functions of theta rhythms. Annual Review of Neuroscience 36:295–312.  

doi: 10.1146/annurev-neuro-062012-170330.
Colgin LL, Denninger T, Fyhn M, Hafting T, Bonnevie T, Jensen O, Moser MB, Moser EI. 2009. Frequency of gamma 

oscillations routes flow of information in the hippocampus. Nature 462:353–357. doi: 10.1038/nature08573.
Colgin LL, Moser EI. 2010. Gamma oscillations in the hippocampus. Physiology 25:319–329. doi: 10.1152/

physiol.00021.2010.
Douchamps V, Jeewajee A, Blundell P, Burgess N, Lever C. 2013. Evidence for encoding versus retrieval 

scheduling in the hippocampus by theta phase and acetylcholine. The Journal of Neuroscience 33:8689–8704. 
doi: 10.1523/JNEUROSCI.4483-12.2013.

Fetz EE. 1969. Operant conditioning of cortical unit activity. Science 163:955–958. doi: 10.1126/
science.163.3870.955.

Floresco SB, Seamans JK, Phillips AG. 1997. Selective roles for hippocampal, prefrontal cortical, and ventral 
striatal circuits in radial-arm maze tasks with or without a delay. The Journal of Neuroscience 17:1880–1890.

Hasselmo ME. 2005. What is the function of hippocampal theta rhythm?–Linking behavioral data to phasic 
properties of field potential and unit recording data. Hippocampus 15:936–949. doi: 10.1002/hipo.20116.

Hasselmo ME, Bodelón C, Wyble BP. 2002. A proposed function for hippocampal theta rhythm: separate phases 
of encoding and retrieval enhance reversal of prior learning. Neural Computation 14:793–817. doi: 10.1162/ 
089976602317318965.

Hasselmo ME, Eichenbaum H. 2005. Hippocampal mechanisms for the context-dependent retrieval of episodes. 
Neural Networks 18:1172–1190. doi: 10.1016/j.neunet.2005.08.007.

Hyman JM, Wyble BP, Goyal V, Rossi CA, Hasselmo ME. 2003. Stimulation in hippocampal region CA1 in 
behaving rats yields long-term potentiation when delivered to the peak of theta and long-term depression 
when delivered to the trough. The Journal of Neuroscience 23:11725–11731.

Jay TM, Witter MP. 1991. Distribution of hippocampal CA1 and subicular efferents in the prefrontal cortex of the 
rat studied by means of anterograde transport of Phaseolus vulgaris-leucoagglutinin. The Journal of 
Comparative Neurology 313:574–586. doi: 10.1002/cne.903130404.

Jinno S. 2009. Structural organization of long-range GABAergic projection system of the hippocampus. Front 
Neuroanatomy 3:13. doi: 10.3389/neuro.05.013.2009.

Jones MW, Wilson MA. 2005. Theta rhythms coordinate hippocampal-prefrontal interactions in a spatial memory 
task. PLOS Biology 3:e402. doi: 10.1371/journal.pbio.0030402.

Kamondi A, Acsády L, Wang XJ, Buzsáki G. 1998. Theta oscillations in somata and dendrites of hippocampal 
pyramidal cells in vivo: activity-dependent phase-precession of action potentials. Hippocampus 8:244–261. 
doi: 10.1002/(SICI)1098-1063(1998)8:3'lt;244::AID-HIPO7'gt;3.0.CO;2-J.

Keene CS, Bucci DJ. 2009. Damage to the retrosplenial cortex produces specific impairments in spatial working 
memory. Neurobiology of Learning and Memory 91:408–414. doi: 10.1016/j.nlm.2008.10.009.

Klausberger T, Márton LF, Baude A, Roberts JD, Magill PJ, Somogyi P. 2004. Spike timing of dendrite-targeting 
bistratified cells during hippocampal network oscillations in vivo. Nature Neuroscience 7:41–47. doi: 10.1038/
nn1159.

Klausberger T, Magill PJ, Márton LF, Roberts JD, Cobden PM, Buzsáki G, Somogyi P. 2003. Brain-state- and 
cell-type-specific firing of hippocampal interneurons in vivo. Nature 421:844–848. doi: 10.1038/nature01374.

Klausberger T, Marton LF, O'Neill J, Huck JH, Dalezios Y, Fuentealba P, Suen WY, Papp E, Kaneko T, Watanabe M, 
Csicsvari J, Somogyi P. 2005. Complementary roles of cholecystokinin- and parvalbumin-expressing GABAergic 
neurons in hippocampal network oscillations. The Journal of Neuroscience 25:9782–9793. doi: 10.1523/
JNEUROSCI.3269-05.2005.

Kunec S, Hasselmo ME, Kopell N. 2005. Encoding and retrieval in the CA3 region of the hippocampus: a model 
of theta-phase separation. Journal of Neurophysiology 94:70–82. doi: 10.1152/jn.00731.2004.

Kwag J, Paulsen O. 2009. The timing of external input controls the sign of plasticity at local synapses. Nature 
Neuroscience 12:1219–1221. doi: 10.1038/nn.2388.

Lasztóczi B, Klausberger T. 2014. Layer-specific GABAergic control of distinct gamma oscillations in the CA1 
hippocampus. Neuron 81:1126–1139. doi: 10.1016/j.neuron.2014.01.021.

Lever C, Burton S, Jeewajee A, Wills TJ, Cacucci F, Burgess N, O'Keefe J. 2010. Environmental novelty elicits a 
later theta phase of firing in CA1 but not subiculum. Hippocampus 20:229–234. doi: 10.1002/hipo.20671.

Manns JR, Zilli EA, Ong KC, Hasselmo ME, Eichenbaum H. 2007. Hippocampal CA1 spiking during encoding and 
retrieval: relation to theta phase. Neurobiology of Learning and Memory 87:9–20. doi: 10.1016/j.nlm.2006.05.007.

http://dx.doi.org/10.7554/eLife.03061
http://dx.doi.org/10.1523/JNEUROSCI.4122-11.2012
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0006-8993(93)90043-M
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0006-8993(93)90043-M
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0896-6273(02)00586-X
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0165-0173(83)90037-1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.brainresrev.2007.05.002
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.conb.2011.04.006
http://dx.doi.org/10.1146/annurev-neuro-062012-170330
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nature08573
http://dx.doi.org/10.1152/physiol.00021.2010
http://dx.doi.org/10.1152/physiol.00021.2010
http://dx.doi.org/10.1523/JNEUROSCI.4483-12.2013
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.163.3870.955
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.163.3870.955
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/hipo.20116
http://dx.doi.org/10.1162/089976602317318965
http://dx.doi.org/10.1162/089976602317318965
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.neunet.2005.08.007
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/cne.903130404
http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/neuro.05.013.2009
http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pbio.0030402
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1098-1063(1998)8:3'lt;244::AID-HIPO7'gt;3.0.CO;2-J
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.nlm.2008.10.009
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nn1159
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nn1159
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nature01374
http://dx.doi.org/10.1523/JNEUROSCI.3269-05.2005
http://dx.doi.org/10.1523/JNEUROSCI.3269-05.2005
http://dx.doi.org/10.1152/jn.00731.2004
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nn.2388
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.neuron.2014.01.021
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/hipo.20671
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.nlm.2006.05.007


Neuroscience

Siegle and Wilson. eLife 2014;3:e03061. DOI: 10.7554/eLife.03061 18 of 18

Research article

Mehta MR, Lee AK, Wilson MA. 2002. Role of experience and oscillations in transforming a rate code into a 
temporal code. Nature 417:741–746. doi: 10.1038/nature00807.

Mehta MR, Quirk MC, Wilson MA. 2000. Experience-dependent asymmetric shape of hippocampal receptive 
fields. Neuron 25:707–715. doi: 10.1016/S0896-6273(00)81072-7.

Mizuseki K, Sirota A, Pastalkova E, Buzsáki G. 2009. Theta oscillations provide temporal windows for local circuit 
computation in the entorhinal-hippocampal loop. Neuron 64:267–280. doi: 10.1016/j.neuron.2009.08.037.

Nagel G, Szellas T, Huhn W, Kateriya S, Adeishvili N, Berthold P, Ollig D, Hegemann P, Bamberg E. 2003. 
Channelrhodopsin-2, a directly light-gated cation-selective membrane channel. Proceedings of the National 
Academy of Sciences of the United States of America 100:13940–13945. doi: 10.1073/pnas.1936192100.

Newman EL, Gillet SN, Climer JR, Hasselmo ME. 2013. Cholinergic blockade reduces theta-gamma phase 
amplitude coupling and speed modulation of theta frequency consistent with behavioral effects on encoding. 
The Journal of Neuroscience 33:19635–19646. doi: 10.1523/JNEUROSCI.2586-13.2013.

Newman JP, Zeller-Townson R, Fong MF, Arcot Desai S, Gross RE, Potter SM. 2012. Closed-loop, multichannel 
experimentation using the open-source NeuroRighter electrophysiology platform. Frontiers in Neural Circuits 
6:98. doi: 10.3389/fncir.2012.00098.

Ngo HV, Martinetz T, Born J, Mölle M. 2013. Auditory closed-loop stimulation of the sleep slow oscillation 
enhances memory. Neuron 78:545–553. doi: 10.1016/j.neuron.2013.03.006.

Nguyen DP, Layton SP, Hale G, Gomperts SN, Davidson TJ, Kloosterman F, Wilson MA. 2009. Micro-drive array 
for chronic in vivo recording: tetrode assembly. Journal of Visualized Experiments 1098. doi: 10.3791/1098.

O'Keefe J, Recce ML. 1993. Phase relationship between hippocampal place units and the EEG theta rhythm. 
Hippocampus 3:317–330. doi: 10.1002/hipo.450030307.

O'Neill PK, Gordon JA, Sigurdsson T. 2013. Theta oscillations in the medial prefrontal cortex are modulated by 
spatial working memory and synchronize with the hippocampus through its ventral subregion. The Journal of 
Neuroscience 33:14211–14224. doi: 10.1523/JNEUROSCI.2378-13.2013.

Packard MG, Hirsh R, White NM. 1989. Differential effects of fornix and caudate nucleus lesions on two radial 
maze tasks: evidence for multiple memory systems. The Journal of Neuroscience 9:1465–1472.

Pawelzik H, Hughes DI, Thomson AM. 2002. Physiological and morphological diversity of immunocytochemically 
defined parvalbumin- and cholecystokinin-positive interneurones in CA1 of the adult rat hippocampus. The 
Journal of Comparative Neurology 443:346–367. doi: 10.1002/cne.10118.

Paz JT, Davidson TJ, Frechette ES, Delord B, Parada I, Peng K, Deisseroth K, Huguenard JR. 2013. Closed-loop 
optogenetic control of thalamus as a tool for interrupting seizures after cortical injury. Nature Neuroscience 
16:64–70. doi: 10.1038/nn.3269.

Rolston JD, Gross RE, Potter SM. 2010. Closed-loop, open-source electrophysiology. Frontiers in neuroscience 
4:31. doi: 10.3389/fnins.2010.00031.

Royer S, Zemelman BV, Losonczy A, Kim J, Chance F, Magee JC, Buzsáki G. 2012. Control of timing, rate and 
bursts of hippocampal place cells by dendritic and somatic inhibition. Nature Neuroscience 15:769–775.  
doi: 10.1038/nn.3077.

Schmidt B, Hinman JR, Jacobson TK, Szkudlarek E, Argraves M, Escabí MA, Markus EJ. 2013. Dissociation 
between dorsal and ventral hippocampal theta oscillations during decision-making. The Journal of 
Neuroscience 33:6212–6224. doi: 10.1523/JNEUROSCI.2915-12.2013.

Schmidt M, Lipson H. 2009. Distilling free-form natural laws from experimental data. Science 324:81–85.  
doi: 10.1126/science.1165893.

Sigurdsson T, Stark KL, Karayiorgou M, Gogos JA, Gordon JA. 2010. Impaired hippocampal-prefrontal synchrony 
in a genetic mouse model of schizophrenia. Nature 464:763–767. doi: 10.1038/nature08855.

Stark E, Eichler R, Roux L, Fujisawa S, Rotstein H, Buzsáki G. 2013. Inhibition-induced theta resonance in cortical 
circuits. Neuron 80:1263–1276. doi: 10.1016/j.neuron.2013.09.033.

Swanson LW. 1981. A direct projection from Ammon's horn to prefrontal cortex in the rat. Brain Research 
217:150–154. doi: 10.1016/0006-8993(81)90192-X.

Vanderwolf CH. 1969. Hippocampal electrical activity and voluntary movement in the rat. Electroencephalography 
and Clinical Neurophysiology 26:407–418. doi: 10.1016/0013-4694(69)90092-3.

Vann SD, Aggleton JP. 2004. Testing the importance of the retrosplenial guidance system: effects of different 
sized retrosplenial cortex lesions on heading direction and spatial working memory. Behavioural Brain Research 
155:97–108. doi: 10.1016/j.bbr.2004.04.005.

Vann SD, Aggleton JP, Maguire EA. 2009. What does the retrosplenial cortex do? Nature Reviews Neuroscience 
10:792–802. doi: 10.1038/nrn2733.

Voigts J, Siegle JH, Pritchett DL, Moore CI. 2013. The flexDrive: An ultra-light implant for optical control and 
highly parallel chronic recording of neuronal ensembles in freely moving mice. Front Sys Neurosci 7.  
doi: 10.3389/fnsys.2013.00008.

Wallach A. 2013. The response clamp: functional characterization of neural systems using closed-loop control. 
Frontiers in Neural Circuits 7:5. doi: 10.3389/fncir.2013.00005.

Yamamoto J, Suh J, Takeuchi D, Tonegawa S. 2014. Successful execution of working memory linked to synchro-
nized high-frequency gamma oscillations. Cell 157:845–857. doi: 10.1016/j.cell.2014.04.009.

http://dx.doi.org/10.7554/eLife.03061
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nature00807
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0896-6273(00)81072-7
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.neuron.2009.08.037
http://dx.doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1936192100
http://dx.doi.org/10.1523/JNEUROSCI.2586-13.2013
http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fncir.2012.00098
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.neuron.2013.03.006
http://dx.doi.org/10.3791/1098
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/hipo.450030307
http://dx.doi.org/10.1523/JNEUROSCI.2378-13.2013
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/cne.10118
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nn.3269
http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fnins.2010.00031
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nn.3077
http://dx.doi.org/10.1523/JNEUROSCI.2915-12.2013
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.1165893
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nature08855
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.neuron.2013.09.033
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0006-8993(81)90192-X
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0013-4694(69)90092-3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bbr.2004.04.005
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nrn2733
http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fnsys.2013.00008
http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fncir.2013.00005
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.cell.2014.04.009

