BOX 29.3

PYRAMIDS IN THE BRAIN

Inspection of the ventral surface of the medulla reveals a structure that looks like a small pyramid. This medullary pyramid turns out to be the collected bundle of corticospinal axons. The corticospinal tract therefore is often referred to as the pyramidal tract. Axons of noncorticospinal descending pathways do not pass through the medullary pyramid and therefore can be described collectively as extrapyramidal pathways. At one time these pathways were thought to receive their major controlling inputs from the basal ganglia. Human neurologic disorders that result from dysfunction of the basal ganglia thus came to be known as “extrapyramidal syndromes.” This term is misleading, however. More recent work has shown that many of the brainstem nuclei giving rise to extrapyramidal pathways receive cortical input and that much of the output of the basal ganglia is directed via the thalamus back to cortical motor areas. Many manifestations of extrapyramidal syndromes may therefore be played out through cortical motor areas, even via the pyramidal tract. Indeed, surgical lesions of the pyramidal tract once were used to ameliorate some extrapyramidal syndromes.
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