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Douglas L. Arnold Changes observed in multiple sclerosis
using magnetic resonance imaging 
reflect a focal pathology distributed 
along axonal pathways

Introduction

Axonal degeneration is now considered to be a central
pathological feature of multiple sclerosis. The course of
progressive forms of multiple sclerosis, which show a
steady irreversible progression of disability in the ab-
sence of relapses, is suggestive of a degenerative disor-
der. Evidence for axonal loss has been obtained directly,
by counting transected axons in lesions of autopsy spec-
imens [7, 32] and also indirectly from imaging studies
which have shown a decreased density of the neuronal
marker compound, N-acetylaspartate (NAA) [1, 2], as
well as the development of brain atrophy [13].

A degenerative pathology has sometimes been in-
ferred from the fact that the low NAA observed by mag-
netic resonance spectroscopy (MRS) is found not only in
lesions [15] but also in normal-appearing white matter
[2, 8] and the fact that brain atrophy has been reported
to occur early in the evolution of MS and in patients with
low white matter lesion volumes [3]. These observations
have led to speculation that diffuse axonal damage
throughout the nervous system may result from a patho-
logical process that is independent of the focal inflam-

matory lesions. However, it does not necessarily follow
that the two processes are etiologically independent. In-
deed,we argue here that MS lesions are a prerequisite for
subsequent axonal loss, which may occur directly or in-
directly as a consequence of inflammatory demyelina-
tion.

Inflammatory demyelination causes 
neuro-axonal injury

There are several mechanisms whereby neuro-axonal
injury in multiple sclerosis may occur as a result of focal
inflammatory demyelination. In the acute lesion, axons
are transected during the inflammatory process by im-
mune cells and the release of toxic substances such as
perforin or nitric oxide [16]. Once an axon has been
transected axonal transport to the distal portion of the
axon is lost and the axon will undergo Wallerian degen-
eration. This provides a mechanism for axonal degener-
ation in areas remote in space and time from the initial
lesion. Wallerian degeneration in human brain is much
slower than in rodent models and can progress for years
after lesion appearance [26]. Disruption of the axon can
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disease of the central nervous sys-
tem. The fact that patients with
multiple sclerosis can develop a
secondary progressive phase of
their disease which is resistant to
anti-inflammatory therapies, to-
gether with the fact that brain atro-
phy can develop in patients with a
relatively low volume of white mat-
ter lesions, has led to suggestions
that multiple sclerosis may be a de-
generative disease. However, pri-
mary degenerative disorders are

not usually associated with recur-
rent episodes of inflammatory de-
myelination. Support for neurode-
generation in MS being associated
with focal lesions comes from
topographical mapping of the spa-
tial relationship of axonal injury
and tissue loss to lesions using ad-
vanced image analysis methods.
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also cause retrograde degeneration of the proximal part
of the axon and apoptosis of the cell body. This is a po-
tential mechanism for neuronal pathology in grey mat-
ter. Furthermore, disruption of synapses also can lead to
loss of mutual trophic support between neurons and re-
sult in secondary trans-synaptic degeneration within
neuronal networks.

Even if axons running through lesions are initially
spared, they may become vulnerable to premature de-
generation as a delayed consequence of segmental de-
myelination. Oligodendrocytes provide trophic support
for the axons that they surround as well as signals that
are essential for the normal organization of nodal and
paranodal structures. Insertion of new sodium channels
in demyelinated axonal segments can result in cationic
overload and increased susceptibility to degeneration
[12, 31, 33]. This vulnerability continues long after the
initial inflammatory event has finished and also can
contribute to a temporal dissociation between lesion
formation and axonal loss (Fig. 1)

Atrophy in white matter can be spatially related
to white matter lesions

As discussed above, there is still controversy about
whether axonal degeneration in MS is due to a diffuse
primary axonopathy or a selective secondary degenera-
tion of axons which pass through lesions.

The relation of axonal loss to white matter lesions can
be tested in white matter tracts with a clear topographi-
cal organization such as the corpus callosum.De Stefano
et al. [5] demonstrated that axonal injury in periventric-
ular lesions is reflected across the corpus callosum.
Evangelou et al. [6] examined the correlation between
lesion load in the white matter within different areas of
the cerebral hemispheres and axonal loss in the corre-
sponding segment of the corpus callosum. Strong asso-
ciations were identified between regional lesion load

and both the axonal density (r = –0.673, p = 0.001) and
the total estimated number of axons crossing the corre-
sponding projection area in the corpus callosum (r = –0.
656, p = 0.001) (Fig. 2). The authors proposed that Wal-
lerian degeneration of axons transected in the demyeli-
nating lesions contributed substantially to the extensive,
diffuse loss of axons in the corpus callosum, thus illus-
trating the relevance for multiple sclerosis of remote
consequences of lesions in functionally connected re-
gions of the brain.

Another white matter tract where extensive atrophy
remote from primary lesion sites has been observed is
the corticospinal tract. In the cervical spinal cord, where
essentially all the corticospinal axons pass, around 65 %
of neurons in the lateral columns are lost [9, 14].

Magnetic resonance imaging can be used to visualize
Wallerian degeneration directly in patients with multi-
ple sclerosis. Transcallosal bands observable as diffuse

Fig. 1 Mechanisms of axonal damage in multiple
sclerosis. Left panel Mechanisms of acute damage. A
Axonal transection occurs within the inflammatory
lesions due to the action of immune cells. B Antero-
grade Wallerian degeneration of the distal part of the
axon follows. C Retrograde degeneration leads to loss
of the neuronal cell body by apoptosis. Right panel
Mechanisms of delayed degeneration. A Fragility of
axons in regions where demyelination has occurred
due to loss of trophic support. B Loss of axonal in-
tegrity. C Retrograde and anterograde degeneration
of the neurone. D Neuron replaced by glial scar tissue.
Reproduced by kind permission of Pr. B. Trapp, The
Cleveland Clinic Foundation

Fig. 2 Relationship between lesion volume in different volumes of the cerebral
hemispheres and axonal density in the corresponding sections of the corpus callo-
sum. Regression analysis yielded a correlation coefficient, r of –0.673 (p = 0.001)
[6]
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hyperintense areas on T2-weighted images running
across the entire structure are observed in patients with
poor prognostic risk [25]. These bands appear early in
the disease process and develop as the disease pro-
gresses over many years. Based on these principles, a
technique has recently been developed to detect neu-
ronal fiber tracts at risk for degeneration in the corpus
callosum in patients with early disease. This involves us-
ing streamtube diffusion tractography to delineate ax-
onal pathways that are interrupted by lesions [28].
Streamtube diffusion tractography illustrates well how
lesions can affect volumes many times greater than their
own.

Global brain atrophy can be temporally related 
to inflammatory lesions

If neurodegeneration results from focal inflammation,
then one might expect a correlation between the two.
This has not always been obvious, particularly in clini-
cal trials of relatively short duration. This has led some
authors to suggest that MRI-visible inflammation is not
a factor in whole brain atrophy [24] and that a more
global pathological process must be responsible. How-
ever, the relationship between the two can be obscured
by the temporal dissociation between inflammatory le-
sions and atrophy.

Wallerian degeneration of axons starts soon after ini-
tial axonal transection and continues for much longer in
the human central nervous system than in rodents. Ser-
ial MRI studies measuring the cross-sectional area of
the optic nerve after a single episode of acute optic neu-
ritis [10, 11] show that the optic nerve continues to atro-
phy for months and years after the acute inflammatory
event, with a significant correlation between optic nerve
area and time since the event (r = –0.59; p = 0.012). A
similar observation was made in the corticospinal tract,
where the axonal degeneration developed gradually
over a period of one year following the initial inflam-
matory event located in the white matter of the superior
aspect of the corona radiata [27].

Other studies have found a relation between con-
trast-enhanced lesion (CEL) frequency [20] and brain
atrophy, particularly when a delay between the two was
factored into the analysis [19] (Fig. 3). A relation be-
tween T2 lesions and brain atrophy has also been
demonstrated over the long term [21].

Long-term clinical studies with immunomodulatory
treatments provide an opportunity to evaluate the im-
pact of changes in CEL activity on the rate of brain atro-
phy. This has been evaluated in a long-term study of in-
terferon β–1b in 25 patients with relapsing-remitting
multiple sclerosis [18]. The mean duration of treatment
was four years (range 2.5–9.9). The rate of accumulation
of CEL was compared with the rate of cerebral atrophy

on monthly MRI scans. Certain patients treated with in-
terferon β–1b responded with a pronounced if not total
suppression of CEL activity whereas others did not.
Brain volume changes were higher in the non-respon-
ders than in the responders. For example, in a patient
who continued to accumulate CEL (200 cm3 over 39
months) the decrease in brain volume was 6 % over this
period. In contrast, in a patient in whom CEL activity
was extinguished following interferon β–1b treatment,
the brain fraction volume decreased by only 1 %. There
was a clear association between the extent of lesion ac-
cumulation and subsequent brain atrophy.

The importance of the temporal dissociation be-
tween lesion activity and cerebral atrophy may explain
why certain clinical trials of immunomodulatory treat-
ments show effects on the rate of brain atrophy (when
this is the case) only in the latter part of the treatment
period. For example, in a trial of interferon β–1a, a re-
duction in brain atrophy was only seen in the second
year of treatment, in spite of a significant immediate re-
duction in CEL activity on starting treatment [22]. Sim-
ilarly, in the European/Canadian MRI study of glati-
ramer acetate, brain atrophy was only slowed during the
second half of the study [30].

Central white matter atrophy involving long tracts
is proportionally greater as MS progresses

Advances in MRI technology [17] allow the question of
where in the brain atrophy is occurring to be addressed.
For example, atrophy can either arise from loss of
periventricular tissue and subsequent ventricular en-
largement or by thinning of the cortical grey matter
leading to peripheral atrophy.

The SIENA technique (Structural Image Evaluation

Fig. 3 Correlation between percentage brain volume change (PBVC over a period
of 18 months and volume of newly active lesions during the first six months in 62
CIS patients with an abnormal baseline MRI scan [19]
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Using Normalization of Atrophy) [29] is an automated
method to determine longitudinal edges in MRI images
and thus detect changes in boundaries in serial scans.
Chen et al. [4] modified this technique to compare the
relative importance of periventricular and peripheral
atrophy in patients with relapsing-remitting and sec-
ondary-progressive multiple sclerosis. In the relapsing-
remitting form, the rate of atrophy was similar in the
periventricular and peripheral regions (Fig. 4). In con-
trast, in the secondary progressive form, the rate of
periventricular atrophy was significantly higher than
the rate of peripheral atrophy (9.17 % compared to
1.3 %; p = 0.0001).These findings suggest a progressively
greater importance of atrophy of long tracts as MS pro-
gresses.

Lesional and peri-lesional tissue 
are focally atrophic

It is evident from neuropathological studies [7, 32] that
axons are transected within the plaques, and in the peri-
lesional tissue surrounding lesions. With appropriate
image processing techniques, these regions also can be

shown to undergo substantial local atrophy.We have cal-
culated the local deformations over approximately one
year in a pair of images from a patient with secondary
progressive MS (unpublished observations). It is note-
worthy that some voxels within lesions have lost more
than 20 % of their volume (average 6 %) and voxels in
perilesional tissue have lost proportionally more of their
volume than voxels in more remote NAWM. This focal
volume loss in lesions and surrounding normal-appear-
ing brain tissue cannot be appreciated by simple visual
inspection of the images without calculating the local
deformations and is easily under-appreciated.

Cortical atrophy remains an enigma

The presence of cortical grey matter atrophy in MS also
has been used to suggest that there must be a primary
degenerative process producing atrophy in MS, regard-
less of what might be happening in the white matter le-
sions. Sailer et al. [23] have reported a general decrease
in the thickness of the cortex which was to some extent
related to T1- and T2-lesion white matter load.They also
found cortical atrophy to be heterogeneous, with the
presence of foci of tissue loss in different areas of the
cortex, suggesting that there may be important intracor-
tical differences in pathology. These studies point to the
importance of cortical pathology, but do not necessarily
support a primary neurodegenerative process as it has
become clear [5] that substantial focal cortical lesional
pathology may exist and be invisible on conventional
MRI.

Conclusions

The primary pathology in multiple sclerosis is associ-
ated with focal white matter lesions due to an inflam-
matory attack on myelin/oligodendrocytes. This also
can cause local injury to axons and pathology in other
parts of the nervous system remote from the lesions in
space and dissociated from them in time. This sec-
ondary pathology may best be explained by antero-
grade, retrograde or trans-synaptic degeneration of ax-
ons and neuronal cell bodies lying along projection
pathways from foci of initial injury within the lesions.
Together, axonal transection within lesions and associ-
ated Wallerian and transynaptic degeneration may be
able to explain much, if not all,of the atrophy that occurs
in MS.

Fig. 4 Periventricular (pVA) and peripheral (PA) atrophy rates in patients with re-
lapsing-remitting or secondary progressive multiple sclerosis

V/25_V/29_Arnold_Suppl_V_JON  18.10.2005  08:28 Uhr  Seite 28



V/29

1. Arnold DL, Matthews PM, Francis G,
Antel J (1990) Proton magnetic reso-
nance spectroscopy of human brain in
vivo in the evaluation of multiple scle-
rosis: assessment of the load of dis-
ease. Magn Reson Med 14:154–159

2. Arnold DL, Matthews PM, Francis GS,
O’Connor J, Antel JP (1992) Proton
magnetic resonance spectroscopic
imaging for metabolic characteriza-
tion of demyelinating plaques. Ann
Neurol 31:235–241

3. Chard DT, Griffin CM, Parker GJ,
Kapoor R, Thompson AJ, Miller DH
(2002) Brain atrophy in clinically early
relapsing-remitting multiple sclerosis.
Brain 125:327–337

4. Chen JT, Matthews PM, Arnold DL,
Zhang Y, Smith SM (2001) Regional
brain atrophy in multiple sclerosis: in-
creasing sensitivity to differences in
relapsing-remitting and secondary-
progressive disease [abstract]. Proc Int
Soc Magn Res Med 9:265

5. De Stefano N, Narayanan S, Matthews
PM, Francis GS, Antel JP, Arnold DL
(1999) In vivo evidence for axonal dys-
function remote from focal cerebral
demyelination of the type seen in mul-
tiple sclerosis. Brain 122:1933–1939

6. Evangelou N, Konz D, Esiri MM, Smith
S, Palace J, Matthews PM (2000) Re-
gional axonal loss in the corpus callo-
sum correlates with cerebral white
matter lesion volume and distribution
in multiple sclerosis. Brain 123:
1845–1849

7. Ferguson B, Matyszak MK, Esiri MM,
Perry VH (1997) Axonal damage in
acute multiple sclerosis lesions. Brain
120:393–399

8. Fu L, Matthews PM, De Stefano N, et al.
(1998) Imaging axonal damage of nor-
mal-appearing white matter in multi-
ple sclerosis. Brain 121:103–113

9. Ganter P, Prince C, Esiri MM (1999)
Spinal cord axonal loss in multiple
sclerosis: a post-mortem study. Neuro-
pathol Appl Neurobiol 25:459–467

10. Hickman SJ, Brex PA, Brierley CM, Sil-
ver NC, Barker GJ, Scolding NJ, Comp-
ston DA, Moseley IF, Plant GT, Miller
DH (2001) Detection of optic nerve at-
rophy following a single episode of
unilateral optic neuritis by MRI using
a fat-saturated short-echo fast FLAIR
sequence. Neuroradiology 43:123–128

11. Hickman SJ, Toosy AT, Jones SJ, Alt-
mann DR, Miszkiel KA, MacManus
DG, Barker GJ, Plant GT, Thompson AJ,
Miller DH (2004) A serial MRI study
following optic nerve mean area in
acute optic neuritis. Brain 127:
2498–2505

12. Kapoor R, Davies M, Blaker PA, Hall
SM, Smith KJ (2003) Blockers of
sodium and calcium entry protect ax-
ons from nitric oxide-mediated degen-
eration. Ann Neurol 53:174–180

13. Losseff NA, Wang L, Lai HM, Yoo DS,
Gawne-Cain ML, McDonald WI, Miller
DH, Thompson AJ (1996) Progressive
cerebral atrophy in multiple sclerosis.
A serial MRI study. Brain 119:
2009–2019

14. Lovas G, Szilagyi N, Majtenyi K,
Palkovits M, Komoly S (2000) Axonal
changes in chronic demyelinated cer-
vical spinal cord plaques. Brain 123:
308–317

15. Matthews PM, Francis G, Antel J,
Arnold DL (1991) Proton magnetic
resonance spectroscopy for metabolic
characterization of plaques in multiple
sclerosis. Neurology 41:1251–1256

16. Medana I, Martinic MA, Wekerle H,
et al. (2001) Transection of major his-
tocompatibility complex class I-in-
duced neuritis by cytotoxic T lympho-
cytes. Am J Pathol 159:809–815

17. Miller DH, Barkhof F, Frank JA, Parker
GJ, Thompson AJ (2002) Measurement
of atrophy in multiple sclerosis: patho-
logical basis,methodological aspects
and clinical relevance. Brain 125:
1676–1695

18. Morgen K, Crawford AL, Stone RD,
Martin R, Richert ND, Frank JA, Mc-
Farland HF (2005) Contrast-enhanced
MRI lesions during treatment with in-
terferonbeta-1b predict increase in T1
black hole volume in patients with re-
lapsing-remitting multiple sclerosis.
Mult Scler 11:146–148

19. Paolillo A, Piattella MC, Pantano P, Di
Legge S, Caramia F, Russo P, Lenzi GL,
Pozzilli C (2004) The relationship be-
tween inflammation and atrophy in
clinically isolated syndromes sugges-
tive of multiple sclerosis. A monthly
MRI study after triple-dose gadolin-
ium-DTPAJ Neurol 251:432–439

20. Richert N, Howard T, Frank JA, Stone
RD, Ostuni J, Bash CN, Ohayon J, Mc-
Farland HF (2005) Synchronous pat-
terns of cerebral atrophy and inflam-
matory lesions in multiple sclerosis:
evidence from a 3-year longitudinal
study. Neurology 65(Suppl 1):A259

21. Rudick RA, Fisher E, Lee J-C, Simon J
(2005) Significance of T2 Lesions in
Relapsing Remitting MS: A 13-Year
Longitudinal Study. Neurology
65(Suppl 1):A128

22. Rudick RA, Fisher E, Lee JC, Simon J,
Jacobs L (1999) Use of the brain
parenchymal fraction to measure
whole brain atrophy in relapsing-re-
mitting MS. Multiple Sclerosis Collab-
orative Research Group. Neurology 53:
1698–1704

23. Sailer M, Fischl B, Salat D, Tempel-
mann C, Schonfeld MA, Busa E, Bo-
dammer N, Heinze HJ, Dale A (2003)
Focal thinning of the cerebral cortex in
multiple sclerosis. Brain 126:
1734–1744

24. Saindane AM, Ge Y, Udupa JK, Babb JS,
Mannon LJ, Grossman RI (2000) The
effect of gadolinium-enhancing lesions
on whole brain atrophy in relapsing-
remitting MS. Neurology 55:61–65

25. Simon JH, Jacobs L, Kinkel RP (2001)
Transcallosal bands: a sign of neuronal
tract degeneration in early MS? Neu-
rology 57:1888–1890

26. Simon JH, Kinkel RP, Jacobs L, Bub L,
Simonian N (2000) A Wallerian degen-
eration pattern in patients at risk for
MS. Neurology 54:1155–1160

27. Simon JH, McDonald WI (2000) As-
sessment of optic nerve damage in
multiple sclerosis using magnetic reso-
nance imaging. J Neurol Sci 172(Suppl
1):S23–S26

28. Simon JH, Miller DH, Zhang S, Brown
M, Corboy JR, Bennett JL, Laidlaw DH
(2005) Visualization of fibers at risk
for neuronal tract injury in early MS
by streamtube diffusion tractography
at 3 Tesla. Neurology 65(Suppl 1):A259

29. Smith SM, De Stefano N, Jenkinson M,
Matthews PM (2001) Normalized accu-
rate measurement of longitudinal
brain change. J Comput Assist Tomogr
25:466–475

30. Sormani MP, Rovaris M, Valsasina P,
Wolinsky JS, Comi G, Filippi M (2004)
Measurement error of two different
techniques for brain atrophy assess-
ment in multiple sclerosis. Neurology
62:1432–1434

31. Stys PK (2005) General mechanisms of
axonal damage and its prevention. J
Neurol Sci 233:3–13

32. Trapp BD, Peterson J, Ransohoff RM,
Rudick R, Mork S, Bo L (1998) Axonal
transection in the lesions of multiple
sclerosis. N Engl J Med 338:278–285

33. Waxman SG, Craner MJ, Black JA
(2004) Na + channel expression along
axons in multiple sclerosis and its
models. Trends Pharmacol Sci 25:
584–591

References

V/25_V/29_Arnold_Suppl_V_JON  18.10.2005  08:28 Uhr  Seite 29


