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Neuronal heterogeneity and stereotyped
connectivity in the auditory afferent system
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Spiral ganglion (SG) neurons of the cochlea convey all auditory inputs to the brain, yet the

cellular and molecular complexity necessary to decode the various acoustic features in the SG

has remained unresolved. Using single-cell RNA sequencing, we identify four types of SG

neurons, including three novel subclasses of type I neurons and the type II neurons, and

provide a comprehensive genetic framework that define their potential synaptic commu-

nication patterns. The connectivity patterns of the three subclasses of type I neurons with

inner hair cells and their electrophysiological profiles suggest that they represent the

intensity-coding properties of auditory afferents. Moreover, neuron type specification is

already established at birth, indicating a neuronal diversification process independent of

neuronal activity. Thus, this work provides a transcriptional catalog of neuron types in the

cochlea, which serves as a valuable resource for dissecting cell-type-specific functions of

dedicated afferents in auditory perception and in hearing disorders.
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The perception of sound is essential to receive information
from our environment, and to communicate and interact
socially. Hair cells (HCs) in the cochlea transduce sound

and convey its signal to the central nervous system via chemical
synapses on the spiral ganglion (SG) neurons dendrites1,2. The
central afferents of these SG neurons converge to form the
auditory nerve, which connects to the cochlear nuclei in the
brainstem. The auditory nerve is the sole supply route of auditory
information from HCs to the brain, and contained processed
information about sound frequency, intensity, timbre, and pitch
which are all necessary for perceptual sound detections, dis-
criminations, and recognitions centrally3–5. However, the cellular
basis of the processing and routing of these auditory qualities at
the periphery are still poorly understood.

Processing of the sound signal in the auditory nerve has been
hypothesized to originate in the diversity of biophysical prop-
erties of type I SG neuron fibers (95% of auditory afferents). For
instance, frequency specific stimulus activation of specific
groups of afferents has been shown to reflect the contribution of
different SG fibers with distinct temporal discharge pat-
terns3,6,7. Another example of auditory fibers diversity is the
intensity driven activation of selective auditory afferents5,8,9,
where at least two populations of auditory fibers can be dis-
tinguished on the basis of their threshold activity: the low
threshold (LT) fibers and the high threshold (HT) fibers.
Additionally, HT fibers have wide range of sensitivity to sound
levels which has been suggested to encode the enormous range

of intensities in the auditory system5,8. Thus, since cochlear
transduction depends on an interaction between mechanical
processes but also the electrical properties of auditory afferents,
we need to understand how these, which are foundational for
the auditory experience, contribute more specifically to decode
the various features of the incoming sound and how their
dysfunction may lead to neural hearing impairments.

To further unravel the mechanisms of sound processing in the
peripheral auditory system, we used single-cell RNA sequencing
(scRNAseq) combined with genetic labeling to fully uncover the
molecular types of SG neurons. We identified four types of
neurons, including three novel subclasses of type I neurons and
the type II neurons, along with numerous new marker genes and
provided a comprehensive genetic framework that may shape
their synaptic communication patterns. Second, using newly
identified markers, we characterized the differential projection
patterns of the distinct subclasses of type I neurons to the inner
hair cells (IHCs), the actual sensory receptors, and recorded their
electrophysiological properties. Finally, a similar analysis on
developing SG neurons provided evidence of their perinatal
diversification, before the onset of hearing, as well as distinctive
expression patterns of key signaling pathway components pre-
dictive of this functional diversification. More generally, our study
unveils a large molecular heterogeneity in the cochlear afferent
system that delineates previously uncharacterized neuron types,
which likely represent discrete ascending channels that convey
distinct auditory information. In addition, it also constitutes a
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Fig. 1 Identification and validation of four neuronal types in adult SG. a Genetic tracing of SG neurons (β3Tub+/RFP+) on P21 sections from PVcre;R26TOM

mice. b Sketch depicting dissection of SG from the organ of Corti and their dissociation. c Fluorescence-side scatter plot of dissociated single cells showing
isolation of Tom+ SG neurons through FAC sorting. d Heat map showing single-cell expression of the top 20 differentially expressed genes in the four
types of SG neurons, from combined data of P17, P21, and P33 neurons (SGNs, SG neurons). Dendritic tree shows the similarity between neuronal types. e
tSNE plot showing four distinct types of SG neurons. f Violin plots showing the expression of marker genes in log-transformed scale among the four
different populations of SG neurons. g In vivo validation of the identified SG neuron types by immunohistochemical and fluorescent in situ hybridization
using identified marker genes in P21 cochlea. Type II neurons were identified by peripherin (Peri), Plk5, TH, and Cacna1g specifically. Ia neurons were
identified by Calb1, Pou4f1, Runx1, and calretinin (CR). Ib neurons were identified by Lypd1, Runx1, and Pou4f1 and Ic neurons, by Rxrg, Pcdh20, and CR
expression. Note that co-localization on sections could never be observed for markers expressed in different populations of neurons in the scRNAseq data.
h Schematic representation of neuronal types with their key markers and their average soma size (in µm2) at P21. i Proportion of SG neurons types along
the tonotopic gradient (from base to apex) quantified by Runx1, Peri, and CR expression at P21 (n= 3 animals; Data are represented as mean ± SEM). Scale
bars: 20 μm (a,g)
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toolbox to develop genetic approaches to examine the function of
the different SG neuron types in hearing.

Results
scRNAseq identifies new neuron types in the cochlea. The
majority of SG neurons are type I neurons; they are myelinated,
contact the inner hair cells (IHCs) and are the principal carrier of
the auditory signal. The other minority population (5%) of neu-
rons are called type II neurons; they are unmyelinated and
innervate the outer hair cells (OHCs), which modulate the output
of the organ of Corti1. The few in vitro studies on their function
indicate they could report cochlear trauma10,11.

To identify neuron types in adult SG neurons, a total of 487
tdTomato positive (TOM+) cells from PVCre;R26TOM cochlea of
postnatal stage 17 (P17), P21, and P33 were processed for single-
cell transcriptome analysis (Fig. 1a–c). Note that all SG neurons
express parvalbumin (PV) and are TOM+ after recombination
(Fig. 1a). The cell expression data were clustered using R package
SEURAT and visualized using bi-dimensional t-distributed
stochastic neighbor embedding (t-SNE), showing four distinct
neuronal types (Fig. 1d–e). The type II neurons represented the
smallest cluster and were identified by their expression of the
known markers Prph12 (peripherin) and Th13 (Fig. 1e–f). We
confirmed the type I identity of the three other clusters (thereafter
named Ia, Ib, and Ic types) by their high expression of the
transcription factor Prox114 and lack of Prph (Fig. 1e, Supple-
mentary Fig. 1a). Importantly, our initial clustering showed that
these neuron type identities were conserved at P17, P21, and P33
(Supplementary Fig. 1b).

We next explored this data set to identify novel markers of
the four types of SG neurons (Fig. 1f, Supplementary Fig 1c;

Supplementary Data 1, 2). All type I neurons (Ia, Ib, and Ic)
were characterized by the expression of Slc17a6 (VGlut1),
Trpm2, Epha4, and abundant levels of Prox1, and the type II
population, by its expression of Prph, Npy (neuropeptide Y),
Th, Piezo2, and high levels of Cux2. The different subclasses of
type I neurons could be further distinguished based on unique
and combinatorial molecular profiles. Type Ia expressed Runx1,
Ttn (Titin), Calb1 and 2 (calretinin, CR), and low levels of
Pou4f1 (Brn3a). Type Ib was characterized by the expression of
Grm8 (mGluR8), Kcnc2 (Kv3.2), Lypd1, Runx1, and abundant
levels of Pou4f1. Finally, type Ic expressed Trim54 (MuRF3),
Rxrg and high levels of Calb2. We next confirmed in vivo the
existence of the four types of SG neurons by validating the
expression of genes enriched in specific cell types using
combinatorial labeling with new markers and transgenic mouse
lines (Fig. 1g). In addition, we analyzed the soma size of each
neuronal type (Fig. 1h) and calculated the percentage of each
type along the baso-apical axis of the cochlea, which
physiologically reflects the tonotopic gradient necessary for
encoding frequency specificity within the auditory nerve8,15.
Using different combinations of newly identified specific
markers, the proportion of the four neuron types was found
to be relatively constant throughout the length of the cochlea:
7% for type II, 26% for type Ia, 24% for type Ib, and 43% for
type Ic (Fig. 1i, Supplementary Fig. 1d-f). Also, we could not
observe any specific spatial patterning within the SG of any of
the type I neurons subclasses (Supplementary Fig. 1f-g).

Together, these results demonstrate the existence and validate
markers of four types of SG neurons. We investigate below the
transcriptional basis that contributes to define their distinct
neuronal identity.
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Fig. 2 Comparative analysis of SG neurons transcriptomes. a, b Gene set enrichment analysis of types I (a) and type II neurons (b) visualized by network.
Each node represents a GO term, edges are drawn when there are shared genes between two GO terms. c Gene ontology analysis of the type I and type II
group. The graph shows most significant terms reflecting neuronal features. d Heatmaps showing expression of genes associated with energy metabolism
in each subclass of SG neurons. e–g Differential expression of transcription factors (e), cell-adhesion molecules including Cadherin, Semaphorin, and Ephrin
family (f) and of cytoskeleton-related genes among the four subclasses of SG neurons (g) (see also Supplementary Fig. 2)
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Comparative analysis of SG neurons. To get insights into the
major differences between the four types of SG neurons, we first
conducted gene set enrichment analysis (GSEA) of the two most
distinct populations, i.e., type I and type II neurons. While highly
enriched gene ontology (GO) terms were associated with neu-
ronal cell functions, such as “neurotransmission”, “ion transport”,
and “axogenesis”, the most enriched category in the type I group
was “metabolism” (Fig. 2a, c, d), likely reflecting the large energy
demand of the myelinated type I neurons to ensure their high
sensitivity and temporal fidelity16,17. Also, this analysis identified
an enrichment of genes among the unmyelinated type II neurons
involved in “response to stress” and “pain” mechanisms (Fig. 2b),
which is consistent with their activation by cochlear damage11.

To further complete the characterization of the four types of
SG neurons, we carried out a comparative analysis of their
differential expression of transcription factors, adhesion, and
cytoskeleton molecules. While numerous genes were specifically
expressed in type II neurons, a strict ON/OFF division amongst
the three subclasses of type I neurons was rarely observed
(Fig. 2e–g, Supplementary Fig. 2), likely reflecting the importance
of a combinatorial basis of the code specifying a cell type.

Neurotransmission-related machinery in SG neurons. We next
analyzed in more detail gene families implicated in generic neu-
ronal transmission, including voltage-gated ion channels
(VGICs), synaptic vesicle complex, neurotransmitter (NT)
receptors and transporters, and calcium-binding proteins, as they
all participate in the classification of neuron types by regulating
their electrophysiological profile (Fig. 3a–c). SG neurons respond

mainly to glutamate released by HCs16,18. Interestingly, the
relative expression of ionotropic glutamate receptors (iGluR)—
AMPA (Gria), Kainate (Grik), and N-methyl-D-aspartate
(NMDA) (Grin) receptors—and of metabotropic glutamate
receptors (mGluRs, Grm) was particularly heterogeneous between
the type I and type II neurons. Only type I neurons were found to
express mGluRs (Grm7 in all three type I, and Grm8 only in type
Ib) which are mostly pre-synaptic and decrease neurotransmitter
release at the central synapse19 (Fig. 3a–f, Supplementary Figs. 3
and 4a,b). Also, while type I neurons exhibited a homogeneous
pattern of iGluR expression, Gria3 and Grin1 were expressed at
much lower levels in type II neurons than in all other types,
whereas type II neurons instead specifically expressed Grik3,
Grin2c, and 3a. Grik4 and 5 were detected in all subtypes, albeit at
very low levels. These results suggest that type II neurons use both
AMPA and Kainate receptors, while type I neurons rely mainly
on AMPA receptors, as previously shown16,18. Moreover, the
distinct composition of NMDARs subunits suggests cell-type-
dependent activation of different sets of NMDARs-interacting
molecules20. Thus, together with the morphological differences of
the OHC-type II afferent synapse, the different expression of
iGluR by type II neurons could participate in vivo in establishing
their distinct synaptic responses; the frequency of synaptic events
and the size of synaptic potentials are considerably smaller in type
II afferent dendrites compared to type I afferents10,21.

The electrophysiological properties of neurons are shaped by
the expression of several families of VGICs, which include the
sodium (Nav), potassium (Kv), calcium (Cav) channels, and the
hyperpolarization-activated cyclic nucleotide-gated (HCN)
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channels22. VGICs exhibited extensive differential expression
profiles amongst the different types of SG neurons, sharply
distinguishing type II from type I neurons (Fig. 3a–f). Although
Cav, Nav, and HCN channels families showed modest differences
amongst the different subclasses of type I neurons, Kv channels
differed substantially in these neuron types. Activation of Kv

channels shapes the pattern of neuronal firing and excitability
and drives the rate of adaptation to sustained stimuli23. Their
differential expression could participate in the expected distinct

physiological characteristics of the different subclasses of type I
neurons5,8,24 (Fig. 3d–f and Supplementary Fig. 4a and b).

The excitability of auditory afferents is also regulated by the
lateral and medial olivocochlear (LOC and MOC) efferents which
innervate respectively the type I and type II peripheral endings
underneath the HCs and modulate their sensitivity1,2,25. Note
that the MOC efferents make also direct synaptic contacts with
OHCs. The MOC system is cholinergic and GABAergic while the
LOC system can be divided into at least cholinergic and
dopaminergic components and also contain serotonin, GABA
and many neuropeptides, including enkephalins, dynorphins, and
calcitonin gene-related peptide (CGRP)25,26. Surprisingly, the
receptors for these peptides were absent from all SG neurons, as
were dopamine receptors, with the exception of Drd5 that was
expressed in type II neurons, and Drd1a in type Ib neurons, albeit
both at low levels (Supplementary Fig. 4c). The ionotropic
GABAA receptor subunit Gabrb3 and metabotropic receptor
Gabbr1/2 (GABAB1/2) were uniformly expressed amongst SG
neurons. In contrast, nicotinic acetylcholine receptors (nAChRs,
which are ionotropic) were differentially expressed: Chrnb2 in all
SG neurons, Chrna7 in type II and Chrna4 in type Ic, all at low
levels in general. Interestingly, only the type II neurons expressed
serotonin receptors (mostly Htr2c and 7) (Fig. 3b; Supplementary
Fig. 4c). Thus, with regards to the very low abundance of
receptors for acetylcholine (Ach), dopamine, and opioids, these
results suggest that the prevalent negative feedback control of SG
afferents activity is GABAergic, through both ionotropic and
metabotropic receptors. In parallel, a serotonergic positive
feedback could also modulate the type II neurons (Fig. 3d–f).

One of the ways by which the strength of activation of a
synapse can be modulated is by regulating neurochemical delivery
by pre-synaptic terminal through actions on exocytosis27. During
this process, the cooperation between Synaptotagmins (Syt),
complexins (Cplx), N-ethylmaleimide sensitive factor (Nsf), the
SNAREs proteins synaptobrevin 1 (Vamp1), syntaxin (Stx), and
SNAP-25 (Snap25), as well as Munc18-1 (Stxbp1) and Rab3a
(Rab3a) is essential for synaptic targeting and membrane
fusion27. Their enrichment within the type I neurons group
supports a fast exocytosis at the auditory nerve endings (Fig. 3b,
Supplementary Fig. 4c). In line with this, the enrichment of
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Slc17a7 (VGLUT1) in type I afferents enables efficient recovery of
synaptic vesicles during prolonged stimulation28 (Fig. 3b, Sup-
plementary Fig. 4c). In addition, by regulating calcium avail-
ability, which triggers the fusion step27, the differential expression
of calcium-binding proteins could also participate in the distinct
firing dynamics of SG neurons29 (Fig. 3c).

Altogether, our data provide core molecular features of SG
neuron types whose differential expression may underlie their
input–output communication properties.

Electrophysiological profiles of type I neurons. We next asked
whether the three distinct subclasses of type I SG neurons also
exhibit unique electrophysiological properties. Whole-cell
recordings were made from isolated SG neurons after dissocia-
tion to capture their key electrophysiological properties at the
soma level. Analysis of current-clamp recordings revealed a high
degree of diversity amongst the 133 recorded neurons in terms of
action potential firing patterns and intrinsic passive and active
properties. Two main groups could be easily distinguished based
on their accommodation rate to step current injections: unitary
spike accommodating/phasic cells (UA, n= 107 cells, 80% of
neurons) and multiple spikes accommodating cells (MA, n= 26
cells, 20% of neurons, also characterized by a sustained firing over
200 ms long current steps) (Supplementary Fig. 5a), as shown at
earlier stages24. UA cells were not able to fire more than a single
action potential in response to a prolonged depolarizing step,
while MA fired multiple action potentials with frequencies that
increased by incrementing current intensity (Supplementary
Fig. 5a). Post hoc immunostaining on 50 cells revealed that all Ia
and Ic neurons (28 TOM+/CR+ neurons in a PVCre;R26TOM

context) corresponded to UA type (Fig. 4a, b, e–g, Supplementary
Fig. 5b), while the Ib population (22 TOM+/CR− neurons) was
equally comprising either UA (11 cells) or MA type (11 cells)
(Fig. 4c, d, e–g) raising the possibility that the Ib type could be

further subdivided. Moreover, neurons with an MA profile
showed high variability in the number of spikes they fired with
prolonged depolarization current (Fig. 4h).

To further describe the two SG neuron populations, we
performed a more detailed analysis of their action potential
properties. Only the Ib neurons with a MA profile differed
significantly in most analyzed parameters (Fig. 4i–j, Supplemen-
tary Fig. 5c). In general, UA cells exhibited higher depolarization
threshold compared to MA cells, their resting membrane
potential was more hyperpolarized and they required stronger
current injections to discharge action potentials. MA cells fired in
response to smaller current injections, responded slowly and with
a longer latency and had wider action potentials. Also, a slow
after-hyperpolarization (AHP) was more prominent among MA
cells. Other distinctive features of MA cells were their
pronounced rectification of the current–voltage (I–V) relation-
ship, larger Ih-mediated sag, shorter membrane time constant,
and a high variability in their maximal frequency discharge,
reaching up to 106 Hz (mean= 51 Hz).

To correlate the physiological data of SG neurons to their
molecular profile, we found that Kcnc2 (Kv3.2) exhibited a
contrasted expression profile in type Ib neurons, identifying two
populations, which reinforces the possibility of a subdivision of
type Ib in two subtypes (Supplementary Fig. 5d). One did not
express Kcnc2 while the other expressed variable levels of Kcnc2.
Kv3.2 has been shown to play an important role for sustaining
repetitive firing23,30. Thus, these two populations could refer to
the UA and MA types of Ib neurons, respectively. In line with
this, type Ia and Ic neurons, which are UA type, did not express
Kcnc2 (Supplementary Fig. 5d). To the best of our analysis, Kcnc2
was the only candidate gene in our neurotransmission-related
gene data set to show this contrasted expression in type Ib
neurons. In view of the importance of Kv3 channels in the
regulation of the firing properties of neurons31, it will be
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interesting to assess in vitro and in vivo the role of Kv3.2 in the
physiology of type Ib neurons and in hearing.

Although our data obtained on dissociated neurons do not
reflect the actual biophysical properties of the post-synaptic SG
neurons during synaptic transmission of inputs from IHCs, they
do demonstrate a high heterogeneity of electrophysiological
properties among SG neuron types. These neuron types could
conceivably correspond to the auditory units with distinct
thresholds to sound stimulation in vivo5,8.

Spatial segregation of type I afferent terminals. Multiple type I
afferents (10–20 in mice) receive input from one IHC32—in

comparison, a single type II neuron receives input from a dozen
of outer HCs (OHCs)1. Remarkably, the position of these type I
afferent terminals around the IHC circumference determines
the fibers’ threshold sensitivity8,33,34. Fibers with high thresh-
olds (HT afferents) to acoustic stimuli have been shown to
contact the modiolar side (facing the modiolus) of the IHC
while those with lower acoustic thresholds (LT afferents), their
opposite, pillar side (facing the pillar cells)8,9,34,35 (see scheme
in Fig. 5a). Differences in threshold sensitivity are important for
expanding the dynamic range of the cochlea, and would provide
a means for discriminating sounds in a background noise5,34.
They also strongly suggest the existence of distinct ascending
circuits and, consistent with this, specialized neuron types. To
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test whether the molecular differences we identified between SG
neuron types could underlie the cellular basis of this functional
diversity, we first made use of the high expression of Pou4f1
(Brn3a) in type Ib neurons to selectively trace their nerve
endings below IHCs using Brn3aCreERT2;R26TOM mice and
limiting tamoxifen exposure (a single injection at P21) (Fig. 5b).
Indeed, a single injection of tamoxifen in P21 Brn3aCreERT2;
R26TOM mice lead to a sparse labeling of mostly type Ib neurons
at P30 (94% of RFP+ type I neurons are Ib neurons, with 25%
efficiency within the Ib population). Combined with
CR immunostaining to label the projections of type Ia and Ic
neurons, this sparse labeling strategy revealed on cross-sections
and in cochlea whole mount that TOM+ Ib fibers consistently
innervated the modiolar side of IHC, while CR+ Ia and Ic
fibers, the pillar side (Fig. 5c, Supplementary Fig. 6a-c).
Importantly, both CR and TOM positive fibers did not co-
localize with synaptotagmin positive pre-synaptic nerve end-
ings underneath the IHCs, excluding the possibility that
these fibers were efferents (Supplementary Fig. 6b-c-e).
A quantitative analysis of CR+ (only in Ia/Ic neurons) vs PV+

(in all neurons) fibers underneath the IHCs in cochlea whole
mount of WT mice further confirmed the specific projection of
Ib neurons to the modiolar and of the Ia/Ic neurons to the pillar
(Ia/Ic) side of the IHCs (Fig. 5d–f, Supplementary Fig. 6d-e).
Strikingly, the segregation of type I afferent projections was
already defined in the osseus spiral lamina region, where per-
ipheral axons of all SG neurons merge and project towards
the sensory epithelium (Fig. 5g). Thus, Ib fibers were system-
atically positioned on the scala vestibuli (SV) side of the
nerve bundle, while the Ia and Ic fibers, on the scala tympani
(ST) side. Altogether, these data demonstrate that genetically
distinct subclasses of type I SG neurons are associated with
specific peripheral projection profiles with IHCs that correlate
well with the distinction between LT and HT afferents8,34

(Fig. 5h).

Neuronal diversity in the cochlea is established at birth. In
mice, pups are born deaf and become responsive to sound sti-
mulation after P1036. Before the onset of hearing, neuronal
activity in the SG is triggered by IHCs spontaneous activity37,
which begins at about P4 and affects the maturation of the IHC-
afferent synapses and certainly of different other cell types in the
cochlea37–39. We therefore investigated the timing of establish-
ment of SG neurons diversity, with respect to this critical
maturation period. Unbiased clustering of 478 SG neurons from
P3 cochlea mice revealed again four distinct types of SG neurons,
in proportion similar (P > 0.05) to those observed in adult mice
(Fig. 6a, Supplementary Fig. 7a-b). As in adult SG, the expression
of transcription factors such as Pou4f1 and Runx1 was specific to
the Ia and Ib types. The type Ic and II neurons were characterized
respectively by a specific, transient expression of Cxcl14 and Etv4
(PEA3) (Fig. 6b, c; Supplementary Fig. 7c), distinguishing the two
types from adult stages. Interestingly, both Epha4 and Prph,
described previously as early postnatal type I and type II neuron
markers respectively13,40, were more widely expressed, with
EphA4 found in all neuron types, and Prph, in both type II and Ic
neurons (Fig. 6b, Supplementary Fig. 7c-f; Supplementary Data 3,
4). Moreover, the four neuron types could be already identified at
P0 (Supplementary Fig. 7g), suggesting that the molecular path-
ways that specify the generation of the four SG neuron types
precede and are independent of the postnatal maturation of the
organ of Corti and of spontaneous or stimulus-driven activity.

Through GSEA of P3 SG neuron types, we observed that
“neurogenesis” and “morphogenesis/neuronal projection” were
among GO terms with the highest representation in type II
neurons (Fig. 6d). By contrast, the most enriched term in type I
neurons concerned genes associated with metabolism, as was
described earlier for the adult type I group (Fig. 6d). In line with
this, a correlation analysis of adult and P3 SG neuron types
revealed high similarity between the two stages (Fig. 6e–g). This
was particularly visible for gene families related to
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neurotransmission (Fig. 6h, Supplementary Fig. 8), in which only
a few number of genes showed different expression between P3
and adult stages. These results strengthen the idea that functional
diversification of SG neuron types displayed prior to experience
includes mature and distinct synaptic communication signatures
that persist in adult neurons.

Cell-to-cell communication machinery in P3 SG neurons. We
next compared transcriptional differences amongst neonatal SG
neuron types, focusing on gene sets commonly involved in neu-
rodevelopmental processes, such as “axon guidance”, “adhesion”,
and “signaling molecules”. These most likely participate to the
establishment of their innervation pattern and to the specificity of
their synaptic connections with HCs (Fig. 7a), efferents and
central targets. As expected, the different types of SG neurons
exhibited various combinations of gene expression (Fig. 7b–d,
Supplementary Fig. 9). For instance, several genes of the Eph-
Ephrin families (Ephb1/3, Epha8, Efna1/5, Efnb1) were particu-
larly enriched in type II neurons, likely participating in the
intricate growth of their projections within the OHCs area
(Fig. 7a, b). Interestingly, several members of the cadherin, proto-
cadherin and contactin cell surface molecules, which are critical
in the control of synaptic partner specificity, displayed very dis-
tinct expression profiles across the four populations of neurons41

(Fig. 7b). In the cadherin family for instance, Cdh7 and 8 were
enriched in type Ib, Cdh9 in types Ia and Ic and Cdh4 and 13, in
type II neurons. For those categories of molecules, their relative
levels of expression in different neighboring cells can generate
discrete, local synaptic connection patterns. Thus, their interac-
tions between synaptic partners could participate in the correct
matching of each afferent types with particular cellular domains
of HCs and efferent endings during development42–44.

We also found that whereas all SG neurons expressed the
machinery necessary for the activation of the TGFB signaling,
many inhibitory modulators of this pathway (Smad6, Smad7,
Nog, Nbl1, Smad9, Smurf2) were particularly enriched in the type
II neurons, arguing for a specific role of this signaling only in type
I neurons (Fig. 7d, e). More generally, each of the major signaling
pathways manifested differential expression amongst SG neuron
types, highlighting their potential contribution to the character-
istic connection patterns and physiological properties of each cell
type.

Altogether, our results provide an extensive set of differentially
expressed genes among neonatal SG neurons that will help future
investigations of the molecular programs that control the
diversification and connection patterns of SG neuron types.

Discussion
Despite evidence supporting physiological diversity of primary
auditory neurons, their molecular identification and thus the
study of their individual function in the neuronal encoding of the
distinct properties of sounds has remained unresolved. Using
unbiased single-cell RNA profiling, morphological, and physio-
logical analyses, we provide evidence for molecularly distinct
types of auditory neurons in the cochlea as well as an extensive
resource for future studies in hearing research.

Our results identified four distinct types of adult SG neurons,
including three novel subclasses of type I neurons (Ia, Ib, and Ic
neurons) and the type II neurons, which can be distinguished
based on unique and combinatorial molecular profiles. These four
types of SG neurons exist at birth, which strongly suggests that
initial neuronal diversification in the cochlea is established by
molecular processes independent of neuronal activity or sensory
experience.

We found that a comprehensive analysis of the combinatorial
expression of genes involved in neuronal transmission reveals a
specific molecular profile of each neuron type that underlies their
unique transcriptional signature of input/output communication.
These particular profiles agree with well-studied physiological
properties of SG neurons, such as their metabolic status, pre-
ference for AMPA-mediated or kainate-mediated synaptic
transmission or their expression of various VGICs or receptors to
efferent-derived neurotransmitters and neuromodulators2,16,18,25.
They further extend the molecular characterization of SG neurons
but also, more important, they provide an extensive cell to cell
phenotype that can be used to predict or confirm physiological
features.

For instance, the transcriptome of type II neurons suggests that
they would be part of a particular response to a local stress
(Fig. 2b), which is consistent with their activation by ATP and
closure of Kv7 potassium channels induced by damage of the
organ of Corti10,11. Interestingly, our data show that amongst Kv7
channels and purinergic receptors (P1, P2X, and P2Y receptors),
only Kcnq2 (Kv7.2) and P2rx4 (P2X4) and to a lesser extent,
P2rx7 (P2X7), which both code for ATP-gated ion channels (P2X
receptors), are expressed in adult type II neurons (Supplementary
Data 1). On the other hand, P2Y receptors, which are metabo-
tropic and can be activated by ATP or UTP, have been shown to
be upregulated in all SG neurons following noise trauma45. P2Y
receptors activation can regulate the excitability of neurons via
the inhibition of the M-current, which is mediated by members of
the Kv7 channels and reduces neuronal excitability46–49. Thus,
this suggests a two-step activation mechanism of type II neurons
following noxious noise exposure: a first through glutamate (via
AMPA/Kainate receptors) and ATP (via P2X receptors) released
from OHCs and the damaged organ of Corti, respectively, and a
second (likely delayed) by inactivating Kv7.2-mediated M-current
and thus sensitizing type II neurons through a specific UTP–P2Y
metabotropic pathway. Interestingly, we also discovered that
while serotonin is expressed in both the lateral and medial
efferent systems50, only the type II neurons express receptors for
serotonin (Htr2c and 7, coupled to Gq/G11 and Gs, respectively),
suggesting a third mode of type II neurons excitation or sensiti-
zation by serotonin receptor activation (Supplementary Fig. 10).

The diversity of type I SG neurons has been described for
decades, with cells showing distinct connection pattern and firing
properties5,8,9,24,33,34,51. So far however, the cellular and mole-
cular mechanisms proposed to underlie these differences involved
variation in ribbon size at the IHC-afferent synapse, pre-synaptic
specialization at the IHC active zone or the patterns of lateral
efferents innervating the post-synaptic bouton of auditory affer-
ents34,52,53. Although these mechanisms could exert significant
roles on the sensitivity differences among auditory afferents, our
data demonstrate the existence of three genetically distinct sub-
classes of type I neurons that could reflect specific coding of the
vast range of intensity levels the auditory system processes5. Their
molecular profile, connection and electrophysiological patterns
strongly suggest that the Ia and Ic populations represent the LT
auditory afferents while the Ib type, the HT afferents. Several
observations support this hypothesis. First, peripheral projections
of Ib and of both the Ia and Ic afferents travel separately to
innervate the modiolar and the pillar sides of IHCs, respectively, a
segregation previously associated with the different threshold
sensitivities of the auditory afferents1,2,8,33,34. Second, the Ib
neurons display a wide range of accommodation and spiking
rates, which has been previously described and could provide a
cellular substrate to encoding various stimulus intensities24.
Third, Kcnc2 (Kv3.2), whose expression and function characterize
neurons capable of sustained or repetitive firing23,30, is uniquely
and variably expressed in the Ib population and might thus
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contribute to the molecular setting that controls the various firing
patterns of Ib neurons. Finally, the proportion of Ib neurons
increases in the cochlea of the rat (Supplementary Fig. 11) which,
as the cat and macaque monkey, shows finer sensitivity in
detecting intensity changes compared to mouse54. This could
suggest that the more HT SG neurons, the finer sensitivity to
intensity changes. Together, our results are thus consistent with
the general idea of distinct specialized populations of SG neurons
that would provide a neuronal substrate to process sound
intensity information5,8,33,34,51. Moreover, they suggest that,
similarly to what has been shown in the visual system55, within a
particular neuronal population (i.e., Ib neurons), the continuum
of variable biophysical properties of neurons could in fact be
genetically determined so that specific groups of few neurons
would be tuned to a particular range of intensities. This also
supports future work aimed at validating in vivo the physiological
role of Ib neurons in sound intensity coding and at resolving
whether the Ia and Ic populations represent two functionally
distinct populations or reflect certain local environment.

Overt hearing loss and self-perceived hearing handicap, which
includes speech-in-noise recognition disabilities, tinnitus, and
hyperacusis are often associated with degeneration or dysfunction
of auditory afferents. Moreover, recent work showed that HT SG
neurons are more vulnerable to loud sound56,57, and suggested
that a progressive HT neuropathy might represent an important
contributor to the hearing handicap observed with ageing58,
highlighting a selective vulnerability of HT SG neurons. Our
comprehensive transcriptomic characterization of the four types
of SG neurons will thus facilitate comparative analysis of
homologous cell types with other species, but also linking gene
expression to cellular function and auditory perception as well as
their alteration with hearing disorders. In this context, future
studies will be needed to also identify the dedicated output
neurons and associated ascending circuits needed to process
centrally the peripheral information encoded by each individual
SG neuron type.

Methods
Mouse strains. Wild-type C57BL/6 mice were used unless specified otherwise.
Rosa26TOM (Ai14, Stock No: 007914, C57Bl/6 background), PVCre (Stock No:
017320, C57Bl/6 background), mice were ordered from The Jackson Laboratory.
EphA4GFP (Stock No: 011107-UCD, mixed Swiss Webster and C57bl/6 back-
ground) was ordered from MMRRC. Brn3aCreERT2 (mixed 129Sv and C57BL/6
background, from CCTEC, Cornell) mice was described elsewhere59. Animals were
group-housed, with food and water ad libitum, under 12-h light–dark cycle con-
ditions. All animal work was performed in accordance with the national guidelines
and approved by the local ethics committee of Stockholm, Stockholms Norra
djurförsöksetiska nämnd. Animals were killed when reaching a score of 0.3 on
Karolinska Institute’s extended health assessment list. Animals used for this study
were of either sex for postnatal experiments, and males from P17 onwards.

Tamoxifen-induced sparse labeling. Tamoxifen induction of Brn3aCreERT2;
Rosa26tdTOM mice was performed by single intraperitoneal injection of 2 mg per
25 g.bw into P21 mice. Mice were harvested at P30, and efficiency of recombination
was analyzed using immunostaining for RFP and calretinin (Ia and Ic neurons) and
in situ hybridization for Lypd1 (Ib neurons) on spiral ganglion sections. The degree
of recombination in spiral ganglion neurons was very low and variable between
animals and litters. Only animals showing a recombination efficiency of about 25%
within the Ib population of cochlear neurons were considered for analysis. In these
animals, ~94% of RFP+ recombined type I neurons were Ib neurons, confirming
the specificity of our sparse labeling strategy for the Ib afferents.

Single-cell isolation. Spiral ganglia were dissected and collected in Leibovit’z L-15
medium (Life technologies) on ice. Then the spiral ganglia (SG) were incubated in
papain–DNAse solution (1.5 ml of papain at 1 mgml−1, 0.5 ml of DNAse at 0.1%)
for 35 min (for P3 samples) or 25 min (for Adult samples) at 37 °C, shaking at 700
RPM. After spinning down the samples at 400 RCF for 10 min, the supernatant was
removed and replaced by Dulbecco’s modified Eagle’s medium (DMEM) F-12 (Life
technologies). SG were physically triturated using three different sizes of pipettes
previously coated with 0.2% bovine serum albumin until the solution

homogenized. The cell suspension was then filtered through 70 μm cell strainer
(BD Biosciences) to remove clusters of cells.

Fluorescence-activated cell sorting. Single Tomato or GFP positive cells were
sorted by FAC sorting into individual wells of 384-well plates containing lysis
buffer. Plates containing single cells were frozen immediately on dry ice and stored
at −80 °C. We used six animals (12 cochleae) per experiment.

Cell culture. After centrifugation of the single cells, pellets were reconstituted in 1
ml of culture media [Neurobasal-A, supplemented with 2% B27 (v/v), L-glutamine
0.5 mM, penicillin 100 Uml−1; Invitrogen] complemented with 10 ng µl−1 of
BDNF and NT3 (Sigma-Aldrich) and 10% of fetal bovine serum. Cells were plated
on square glass coverslips previously coated with poly-D-lysine and laminin
(Nordic Biosite). SG neurons were cultured for 48 h to allow the detachment of
Schwann cells from neuronal cells and the culture media were changed every 24 h.

Single-cell RNA sequencing. Smart-Seq2 protocol was performed on single isolated
cells by Eukaryotic Single Cell Genomics Facility at SciLifeLab, Stockholm. The
protocol was described previously60,61. A total of 487 adult SG neurons were isolated
from PVcre,R26TOM mice and for P3 stage, a total of 478 SG neurons were isolated:
359 from PVcre,R26TOM mice (P3, sample A), and 119 SG neurons, from EphA4GFP

mice (where GFP expression is labelling all SG neuron types without distinction at P3,
see Supplementary Fig. 7) (P3, sample B). RNAseq data from sample A and B were
indistinguishable and were therefore merged to increase the sample size.

Electrophysiological recordings. Recordings were made from neuronal somata at
room temperature. Neurons were obtained from P21 to P25 PVCre;R26TOM mice.
The bath solution was composed of (in mM): 125 NaCl, 25 glucose, 25 NaHCO3,
2.5 KCl, 2 CaCl2, 1.25 NaH2PO4, 1 MgCl2 and saturated with 95% oxygen and 5%
CO2. Cells were visualized using IR-DIC microscope (Olympus, TYO, Japan) and
digital camera. Tomato-expressing PV+ cells were identified by switching from
infrared to epi-fluorescence mode using a LED source and LED control module
(Mightex BioLED, CA, USA). Patch pipettes with resistances of 6–10MΩ were
pulled with Flamming/Brown micropipette puller P-1000 (Sutter Instruments Co,
Novato, CA) and filled with intracellular solution containing (in mM): 130 K-
gluconate, 5 KCl, 10 HEPES, 10 Na2-Phosphocreatine, 4 ATP-Mg, 0.3 GTP-Na and
with pH adjusted with KOH to 7.3 and osmolarity: 288 mOsm l−1. Liquid junction
potential was not corrected for. Recordings were performed with pipette capaci-
tance and access resistance compensated throughout the experiment. Acceptable
current-clamp recordings had to meet the following criteria: low noise level, stable
membrane potential, and overshooting APs (magnitudes of ≥60 mV from baseline)
and access resistance below 20MΩ. If any of these parameters changed during an
experiment, the remaining data were not further analyzed. Recordings were
amplified using multiclamp 700B amplifiers (Molecular Devices, CA, USA), filtered
at 2 KHz, digitized (10–20 KHz) using ITC-18 (HEKA Elektronik, Instrutech, NY,
USA), and acquired and analyzed with Igor Pro (Wavemetrics, OR, USA). Remote
control SM7 system (Luigs Neumann, Germany) was used to control manipulator,
read, and save XYZ coordinates of recorder cells in the dish for later identification.

Stimulation protocols. >The intrinsic electrical properties were determined by a
series of hyperpolarizing and depolarizing somatic current injection protocols,
during whole-cell patch-clamp recordings, designed to capture their key active and
passive electrical properties. All recordings were carried out in current-clamp mode
and because dependency of the accommodation rate on the holding membrane
potential was not observed at this post hearing stage, all cells were recorded at −70
mV. Several parameters were obtained from recorded cells: resting membrane
potential was measured at the onset of whole-cell recording. IV (the
current–voltage relationship) was extracted by a series of subthreshold current
injections with addition scaling factor multiplying steps accordingly to resistance
and rheobase to obtain optimal resolution for each cell. Input resistance for steady
state was calculated as the slope of the regression line fit to steady-state membrane
potential responses to −5 pA current injection from rest. Voltage threshold for
evoking action potential (AP) was measured as the value of the membrane
potential at which its first derivative (dV/dt) crossed 10 mV s−1 in response to step
depolarization from resting potential and rheobase was the minimal depolarizing
current to reach threshold and elicit an action potential. Membrane time constant
was determined by fitting the decay phases of hyperpolarizing pulses to an expo-
nential function. AP max: maximal number of AP elicited in response to 200 ms
lasting suprathreshold step current reaching three times stronger current than
rheobase. Inter-spike interval (ISI): measured as the difference in time between the
onsets of the first two APs. Parameters assessed included also action potential
waveform AP duration: average time for the first AP from onset to the same voltage
during offset. AP onset: defined as the time near the voltage inflection when the
voltage changes more than 0.5 mV within 50 µs. AP latency: time from the
threshold to peak of the AP. AP duration half-width: average time for the first AP
from half amplitude to the same voltage during offset. Sag, the response to a
hyperpolarizing current step: was measured as the difference between exponentially
extrapolated voltage and steady-state voltage and analyzed to reveal the existence of
hyperpolarization-dependent inward currents. Slow after-hyperpolarisation (s-
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AHP): measured following rapid discharge. Fast AHP: amplitude from first AP
onset to minimum voltage. Rectification index for steady state (or peak) IV: change
in input resistance at steady-state (or peak) voltage.

Immunohistochemistry and in situ hybridization. All data are from P21 mice,
unless specified. Cochleae were fixed in 4% paraformaldehyde, O/N (for in situ
hybridization) or 2 h (for immunohistochemistry) at 4 °C. After fixation, cochleae
older than P10 were incubated in decalcification cocktail (fresh 5% EDTA, 0.4%
paraformaldehyde in PBS) O/N at 4 °C. Cochleae were then incubated in 30%
sucrose O/N at 4 °C. Finally, half of the sucrose solution was replaced by optimal
cutting temperature (OCT) compound for ON, rolling at 4 °C. Specimens were
then mounted in OCT and sectioned at 14 µm. RNA in situ hybridization
experiments were performed using RNAscope®, an RNA in situ hybridization
technique described previously62. Paired double-Z oligonucleotide probes were
designed against target RNA using custom software. The RNAscope® Reagent Kit
(Advanced Cell Diagnostics, Newark, CA) was used according to the manu-
facturer’s instructions (kit version 1). Frozen fixed tissue sections were prepared
according to manufacturer’s recommendations. Each sample was quality controlled
for RNA integrity with a probe specific to the housekeeping gene Ppib. Negative
control background staining was evaluated using a probe specific to the bacterial
DapB gene. The probes used in this study are summarized in Supplementary
Table 2. For immunohistochemistry, sections were permeabilized, blocked and
incubated O/N at 4 °C with 0.5% Triton X-100, 10% normal donkey serum (Fischer
Scientific) and the appropriate concentration of primary antibodies in PBS, fol-
lowed by three rinses in PBS and labeling with AlexaFluor-conjugated secondary
antibodies (1:500, Invitrogen) in 0.5% Triton X-100, 10% normal donkey serum in
PBS for 2 h at room temperature. Sections were then washed three times in PBS
and mounted with fluorescent mounting medium (Dako). For Runx1 staining,
cryostat sections were permeabilized with 1.5% Triton X-100 for 2 h, followed by
three washes with PBS and incubated with primary antibody in 0.3% Triton X-100/
3% normal serum in PBS for 72 h at 4 °C, three washes in PBS and incubated with
primary antibody in 0.3% Triton X-100/3% normal serum in PBS for 3 h at room
temperature and then overnight at 4 °C.

Quantification of the neuronal fibers. Whole mount cochlea were stained by
using calretinin (CR) to target Ia/c fibers and parvalbumin (PV) for all type I fibers
underneath the IHCs. For each cochlea, three areas with seven IHCs per area from
mid-basal levels were imaged (Z-stacks through the organ of Corti) and analyzed.
The organ of Corti was 3D reconstructed, and the baso-apical orientation of the
IHCs was assessed by using the stereocilia of the apical region of the IHCs as
landmarks. The IHC side facing the OHCs was considered as the pillar side, and
the IHC side facing the SG neurons, the modiolar side. Each Z-stack section was
analyzed using ImageJ, first by defining the area of interest (below the IHCs).
Automated selection of the immunostained area for either PV or CR positive fibers
was done using “analyze particle” in ImageJ and measured.

All sections were imaged using a Zeiss LSM 700 confocal microscope.
Antibodies used, together with their concentration, source and catalog number are
summarized in Supplementary Table 1.

Statistical analysis of imaging data. Statistical analysis was performed using
GraphPad Prism. For neuronal counting and soma area quantifications in cochlea
sections, we used ImageJ software. ABout 6–8 randomly selected sections per
animal (for basal, medial and apical region) from at least three different animals
were used for quantification. The results are shown as mean ± SEM. as indicated in
figure legends. The statistical test performed is reported in the figure legend. t-tests
were two-sided. Legend for significance: *P ≤ 0.05, **P ≤ 0.01, ***P ≤ 0.001. No
animals or data points were excluded from the analyses. No statistical methods
were used to pre-determine sample size but our sample size are similar to those
generally employed in the field. Randomization was used whenever possible.

Single-cell RNAseq data analysis. P3 and adult data were analyzed with the same
pipeline, though with minor differences in the parameter settings. Here we describe
the analysis of adult data specifically. The raw data of single-cell RNA sequencing
were processed with standard pipeline by Eukaryotic Single Cell Genomics Facility at
SciLifeLab, Stockholm. Most of the downstream analysis was done using R software
package Seurat v2.0 (https://github.com/satijalab/seurat; http://satijalab.org/seurat/).

Considering the distribution of genes identified in every cell, we selected cells
with at least 5000 (P17 and P21 data) or 6000 (P33 data) unique genes detected for
downstream analysis. This step removed empty wells and low-quality cells, leaving
316, 137, 34 cells for P17, P21, and P33 data, respectively. Genes expressed in less
than three cells were also removed from analysis. To be able to integrate different
data sets, we used a global normalization strategy incorporated in SEURAT
package to make the data comparable between different cells and between different
SMART-seq2 runs. The gene expression measurements within each cell were scaled
by a constant factor 10,000, then natural-log transformed. This generated a new
gene expression matrix yi;j¼ logðxi;jZj

� 10; 000Þ, where xi,j is the count of gene i in
cell j and Zi,j is the total counts of all genes in cell j.

We calculated the dispersion (ratio of variation to mean) of genes and selected
those highly variable genes from each data set. The variable genes were used for

alignment of different data sets. We also regressed out the cell–cell variation in
gene expression driven by “percent.mito (the percentage of mitochondrial gene
content)” using ScaleData function.

To reveal the shared sources of biological variation in order to identify common
subpopulations across different stages, we used the integration tool for single-cell
RNAseq data sets provided by Seurat package version2.0. This tool has shown better
performance over other benchmarking alignment and batch correction tools, e.g.,
limma, ComBat63. It comprises Canonical Correlation Analysis (CCA) which is a
method of inferring relationship from two matrices. Given two groups of cells X=
(X1, X2,…, Xm) and Y= (Y1, Y2,…, Yn), and if there were correlations among them,
the analysis would determine a set of canonical variates (CVs, referred to as CCs in
Seurat package), storing linear combinations of Xi and Yj which have maximal
correlation with each other. Then CCs could be used for downstream analysis,
including t-distributed stochastic neighbor embedding (t-SNE) and subtype
clustering. We started with aligning P17 and P21 data together. Using a union of most
variable genes from both data sets as the input for CCA, we selected the first ten CCs
to approximate all CCs which project both data sets into the maximally correlated
subspace. Then we added P33 data into the union of P17 and P21 data, repeated the
CCA and selected the first nine CCs to align the CCA subspaces. As such, all cells
from different stages were integrated together.

In order to obtain an overview of heterogeneity in the integrated adult data, we
ran function RunTSNE using the first 9 CCs to visualize cells in the two-
dimensional space and used function FindClusters (resolution= 1) to identify
clusters of cells.

To identify differentially expressed genes in each cluster, we used likelihood-
ratio test64 implemented in function FindMarkers. The parameters “min.pct= 0.1”
and “thresh.use= 0.1” are chosen to select genes expressed in more than 10% of
cells and with average expression level over 0.1 (normalized data) in the given
cluster. The genes were ranked by P-value from low to high, with lower P-value
indicating more differentially expressed genes.

Gene Set Enrichment Analysis visualized by network. Top 500 of type I SG
neurons or type II SG neurons specific genes were used as input for GSEA using
Cytoscape65 and its plugin Bingo66. The most up-to-date gene ontology file “go-basic.
obo” and gene association file “gene_association.mgi” were downloaded directly from
Gene Ontology Consortium website instead of using Bingo’s default ontologies or
associations. The following evidence codes were discarded from analysis: IEA
(inferred from electronic annotation), ISS (inferred from sequence similarity).

Significant GO terms (P-value < 0.05, corrected using Benjamini & Hochberg
False Discovery Rate (FDR) correction) were used as input for Cytoscape’s plugin
EnrichmentMap to generate a network where mutually overlapping gene sets
cluster together. Following parameters were used: P-value cutoff 0.001, FDR Q-
value cutoff 0.05, similarity cutoff with Jaccard coefficient 0.25.

Genes which were differentially expressed in at least one but not all SG neuron
types were pooled together (Supplementary files). We retrieved the genes annotated
with specific GO terms (Supplementary Table 3) and showed expression of them in
different SG neuron types by heat map.

Comparison between P3 and adult. The average gene expression of SG neuron
types at P3 and adult were used to compute Pearson’s correlation coefficient.
Differentially expressed genes between P3 and adult were identified using Wil-
coxon rank sum test. P-value and log fold change of genes were used to compute
the volcano plots. We have compared the volcano plots obtained using the P-values
with those using the multiplicity adjusted P-values and found no difference in the
results (genes differentially expressed between P3 and adult in the
neurotransmission-related category of genes). The P-value for all volcano plots are
shown in the Fig. 6 to keep the consistency between all neuronal subclasses, since
the type II subclass has only seven cells in our data set, and multiplicity adjusted P-
values cannot be applied for this group.

Data availability
The accession number for the data used in this article is GEO: GSE117055 . Expression
profile of any genes among SG neuron types can be visualized at: http://ki.se/en/neuro/
lallemend-laboratory. Data that support the findings of this study are also available from
the corresponding author upon request. The authors declare that all data supporting the
findings of this study are available within the manuscript or its Supplementary Files or
are available from the corresponding author upon reasonable request.

Received: 23 January 2018 Accepted: 31 July 2018

References
1. Nayagam, B. A., Muniak, M. A. & Ryugo, D. K. The spiral ganglion:

connecting the peripheral and central auditory systems. Hear. Res. 278, 2–20
(2011).

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | DOI: 10.1038/s41467-018-06033-3 ARTICLE

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS |  (2018) 9:3691 | DOI: 10.1038/s41467-018-06033-3 | www.nature.com/naturecommunications 11

https://github.com/satijalab/seurat
http://satijalab.org/seurat/
http://ki.se/en/neuro/lallemend-laboratory
http://ki.se/en/neuro/lallemend-laboratory
www.nature.com/naturecommunications
www.nature.com/naturecommunications


2. Reijntjes, D. O. J. & Pyott, S. J. The afferent signaling complex: regulation of
type I spiral ganglion neuron responses in the auditory periphery. Hear. Res.
336, 1–16 (2016).

3. Cedolin, L. & Delgutte, B. Spatiotemporal representation of the pitch of
harmonic complex tones in the auditory nerve. J. Neurosci. 30, 12712–12724
(2010).

4. Winter, I. M., Robertson, D. & Yates, G. K. Diversity of characteristic
frequency rate-intensity functions in guinea pig auditory nerve fibres. Hear.
Res. 45, 191–202 (1990).

5. Viemeister, N. F. Auditory intensity discrimination at high frequencies in the
presence of noise. Science 221, 1206–1208 (1983).

6. Kale, S., Micheyl, C. & Heinz, M. G. Implications of within-fiber temporal
coding for perceptual studies of F0 discrimination and discrimination of
harmonic and inharmonic tone complexes. J. Assoc. Res. Otolaryngol. 15,
465–482 (2014).

7. Liu, Q. & Davis, R. L. Regional specification of threshold sensitivity and
response time in CBA/CaJ mouse spiral ganglion neurons. J. Neurophysiol. 98,
2215–2222 (2007).

8. Liberman, M. C. Single-neuron labeling in the cat auditory nerve. Science 216,
1239–1241 (1982).

9. Taberner, A. M. & Liberman, M. C. Response properties of single auditory
nerve fibers in the mouse. J. Neurophysiol. 93, 557–569 (2005).

10. Weisz, C., Glowatzki, E. & Fuchs, P. The postsynaptic function of type II
cochlear afferents. Nature 461, 1126–1129 (2009).

11. Liu, C., Glowatzki, E. & Fuchs, P. A. Unmyelinated type II afferent neurons
report cochlear damage. Proc. Natl Acad. Sci. USA 112, 14723–14727 (2015).

12. Vyas, P., Wu, J. S., Zimmerman, A., Fuchs, P. & Glowatzki, E. Tyrosine
hydroxylase expression in type II cochlear afferents in mice. J. Assoc. Res.
Otolaryngol. 18, 139–151 (2017).

13. Lallemend, F. et al. New insights into peripherin expression in cochlear
neurons. Neuroscience 150, 212–222 (2007).

14. Nishimura, K., Noda, T. & Dabdoub, A. Dynamic expression of Sox2, Gata3,
and Prox1 during primary auditory neuron development in the mammalian
cochlea. PLoS ONE 12, e0170568 (2017).

15. Meyer, A. C. & Moser, T. Structure and function of cochlear afferent
innervation. Curr. Opin. Otolaryngol. Head. Neck. Surg. 18, 441–446 (2010).

16. Glowatzki, E. & Fuchs, P. A. Transmitter release at the hair cell ribbon
synapse. Nat. Neurosci. 5, 147–154 (2002).

17. Rutherford, M. A., Chapochnikov, N. M. & Moser, T. Spike encoding of
neurotransmitter release timing by spiral ganglion neurons of the cochlea. J.
Neurosci. 32, 4773–4789 (2012).

18. Ruel, J., Bobbin, R. P., Vidal, D., Pujol, R. & Puel, J. L. The selective AMPA
receptor antagonist GYKI 53784 blocks action potential generation and
excitotoxicity in the guinea pig cochlea. Neuropharmacology 39, 1959–1973
(2000).

19. Pinheiro, P. S. & Mulle, C. Presynaptic glutamate receptors: physiological
functions and mechanisms of action. Nat. Rev. Neurosci. 9, 423–436 (2008).

20. Paoletti, P., Bellone, C. & Zhou, Q. NMDA receptor subunit diversity: impact
on receptor properties, synaptic plasticity and disease. Nat. Rev. Neurosci. 14,
383–400 (2013).

21. Weisz, C. J., Lehar, M., Hiel, H., Glowatzki, E. & Fuchs, P. A. Synaptic transfer
from outer hair cells to type II afferent fibers in the rat cochlea. J. Neurosci. 32,
9528–9536 (2012).

22. Lai, H. C. & Jan, L. Y. The distribution and targeting of neuronal voltage-gated
ion channels. Nat. Rev. Neurosci. 7, 548–562 (2006).

23. Rudy, B. & McBain, C. J. Kv3 channels: voltage-gated K+ channels
designed for high-frequency repetitive firing. Trends Neurosci. 24, 517–526
(2001).

24. Crozier, R. A. & Davis, R. L. Unmasking of spiral ganglion neuron firing
dynamics by membrane potential and neurotrophin-3. J. Neurosci. 34,
9688–9702 (2014).

25. Nouvian, R., Eybalin, M. & Puel, J. L. Cochlear efferents in developing adult
and pathological conditions. Cell Tissue Res. 361, 301–309 (2015).

26. Bartolome, M. V. & Gil-Loyzaga, P. Serotonergic innervation of the inner ear:
is it involved in the general physiological control of the auditory receptor? Int.
Tinnitus J. 11, 119–125 (2005).

27. Rizo, J. & Xu, J. The synaptic vesicle release machinery. Annu Rev. Biophys.
44, 339–367 (2015).

28. Voglmaier, S. M. et al. Distinct endocytic pathways control the rate and extent
of synaptic vesicle protein recycling. Neuron 51, 71–84 (2006).

29. Burnashev, N. & Rozov, A. Presynaptic Ca2+ dynamics, Ca2+ buffers and
synaptic efficacy. Cell Calcium 37, 489–495 (2005).

30. Hess, D. & El Manira, A. Characterization of a high-voltage-activated IA
current with a role in spike timing and locomotor pattern generation. Proc.
Natl Acad. Sci. USA 98, 5276–5281 (2001).

31. Kaczmarek, L. K. & Zhang, Y. Kv3 channels: enablers of rapid firing,
neurotransmitter release, and neuronal endurance. Physiol. Rev. 97,
1431–1468 (2017).

32. Francis, H. W., Rivas, A., Lehar, M. & Ryugo, D. K. Two types of afferent
terminals innervate cochlear inner hair cells in C57BL/6J mice. Brain Res.
1016, 182–194 (2004).

33. Liberman, M. C. Efferent synapses in the inner hair cell area of the cat cochlea:
an electron microscopic study of serial sections. Hear. Res. 3, 189–204 (1980).

34. Liberman, L. D., Wang, H. & Liberman, M. C. Opposing gradients of ribbon
size and AMPA receptor expression underlie sensitivity differences among
cochlear-nerve/hair-cell synapses. J. Neurosci. 31, 801–808 (2011).

35. Liberman, M. C. Central projections of auditory-nerve fibers of differing
spontaneous rate. I. Anteroventral cochlear nucleus. J. Comp. Neurol. 313,
240–258 (1991).

36. Mikaelian, D., Alford, B. R. & Ruben, R. J. Cochlear potentials and 8 nerve
action potentials in normal and genetically deaf mice. Ann. Otol. Rhinol.
Laryngol. 74, 146–157 (1965).

37. Tritsch, N. X. & Bergles, D. E. Developmental regulation of spontaneous
activity in the Mammalian cochlea. J. Neurosci. 30, 1539–1550 (2010).

38. Brandt, A., Striessnig, J. & Moser, T. CaV1.3 channels are essential for
development and presynaptic activity of cochlear inner hair cells. J. Neurosci.
23, 10832–10840 (2003).

39. Wang, H. C. & Bergles, D. E. Spontaneous activity in the developing auditory
system. Cell Tissue Res. 361, 65–75 (2015).

40. Defourny, J. et al. Ephrin-A5/EphA4 signalling controls specific afferent
targeting to cochlear hair cells. Nat. Commun. 4, 1438 (2013).

41. Yogev, S. & Shen, K. Cellular and molecular mechanisms of synaptic
specificity. Annu. Rev. Cell. Dev. Biol. 30, 417–437 (2014).

42. Simonneau, L., Gallego, M. & Pujol, R. Comparative expression patterns of T-,
N-, E-cadherins, beta-catenin, and polysialic acid neural cell adhesion
molecule in rat cochlea during development: implications for the nature of
Kolliker’s organ. J. Comp. Neurol. 459, 113–126 (2003).

43. Whitlon, D. S. E-cadherin in the mature and developing organ of Corti of the
mouse. J. Neurocytol. 22, 1030–1038 (1993).

44. Whitlon, D. S., Zhang, X., Pecelunas, K. & Greiner, M. A. A temporospatial
map of adhesive molecules in the organ of Corti of the mouse cochlea. J.
Neurocytol. 28, 955–968 (1999).

45. O’Keeffe, M. G., Thorne, P. R., Housley, G. D., Robson, S. C. & Vlajkovic, S.
M. Distribution of NTPDase5 and NTPDase6 and the regulation of P2Y
receptor signalling in the rat cochlea. Purinergic Signal 6, 249–261 (2010).

46. Zaika, O., Tolstykh, G. P., Jaffe, D. B. & Shapiro, M. S. Inositol triphosphate-
mediated Ca2+ signals direct purinergic P2Y receptor regulation of neuronal
ion channels. J. Neurosci. 27, 8914–8926 (2007).

47. Wang, H. S. et al. KCNQ2 and KCNQ3 potassium channel subunits:
molecular correlates of the M-channel. Science 282, 1890–1893 (1998).

48. Jentsch, T. J. Neuronal KCNQ potassium channels: physiology and role in
disease. Nat. Rev. Neurosci. 1, 21–30 (2000).

49. Marrion, N. V. Control of M-current. Annu. Rev. Physiol. 59, 483–504 (1997).
50. Gil-Loyzaga, P., Bartolome, V., Vicente-Torres, A. & Carricondo, F.

Serotonergic innervation of the organ of Corti. Acta Otolaryngol. 120,
128–132 (2000).

51. Liberman, M. C. Auditory-nerve response from cats raised in a low-noise
chamber. J. Acoust. Soc. Am. 63, 442–455 (1978).

52. Meyer, A. C. et al. Tuning of synapse number, structure and function in the
cochlea. Nat. Neurosci. 12, 444–453 (2009).

53. Glowatzki, E., Grant, L. & Fuchs, P. Hair cell afferent synapses. Curr. Opin.
Neurobiol. 18, 389–395 (2008).

54. Fay, R. R. Comparative psychoacoustics. Hear. Res. 34, 295–305 (1988).
55. Milner, E. S. & Do, M. T. H. A population representation of absolute light

intensity in the mammalian retina. Cell 171, 865–876 e816 (2017).
56. Furman, A. C., Kujawa, S. G. & Liberman, M. C. Noise-induced cochlear

neuropathy is selective for fibers with low spontaneous rates. J. Neurophysiol.
110, 577–586 (2013).

57. Liberman, M. C. Noise-induced and age-related hearing loss: new perspectives
and potential therapies. F1000Res. 6, 927 (2017).

58. Schmiedt, R. A., Mills, J. H. & Boettcher, F. A. Age-related loss of activity of
auditory-nerve fibers. J. Neurophysiol. 76, 2799–2803 (1996).

59. O’Donovan, K. J. et al. B-RAF kinase drives developmental axon growth and
promotes axon regeneration in the injured mature CNS. J. Exp. Med. 211,
801–814 (2014).

60. Picelli, S. et al. Full-length RNA-seq from single cells using Smart-seq2. Nat.
Protoc. 9, 171–181 (2014).

61. Picelli, S. et al. Smart-seq2 for sensitive full-length transcriptome profiling in
single cells. Nat. Methods 10, 1096–1098 (2013).

62. Wang, F. et al. RNAscope: a novel in situ RNA analysis platform for formalin-
fixed, paraffin-embedded tissues. J. Mol. Diagn. 14, 22–29 (2012).

63. Mayer, C. et al. Developmental diversification of cortical inhibitory
interneurons. Preprint at https://www.biorxiv.org/content/early/2017/09/13/
105312 (2017).

64. McDavid, A. et al. Data exploration, quality control and testing in single-cell
qPCR-based gene expression experiments. Bioinformatics 29, 461–467 (2013).

ARTICLE NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | DOI: 10.1038/s41467-018-06033-3

12 NATURE COMMUNICATIONS |  (2018) 9:3691 | DOI: 10.1038/s41467-018-06033-3 | www.nature.com/naturecommunications

https://www.biorxiv.org/content/early/2017/09/13/105312
https://www.biorxiv.org/content/early/2017/09/13/105312
www.nature.com/naturecommunications


65. Shannon, P. et al. Cytoscape: a software environment for integrated models of
biomolecular interaction networks. Genome Res. 13, 2498–2504 (2003).

66. Maere, S., Heymans, K. & Kuiper, M. BiNGO: a Cytoscape plugin to assess
overrepresentation of gene ontology categories in biological networks.
Bioinformatics 21, 3448–3449 (2005).

Acknowledgements
We thank Dr. Jian Zhong (Cornell University, New York, NY) for providing Brn3a-
CreERT2 mice, Dr. Eric E. Turner (Seattle Children’s Research Institute, Seattle, WA) for
providing antibody against Brn3a, and the Eukaryotic Single Cell Genomics facility and
Jaromir Mikes at SciLifeLab for their assistance for RNA sequencing and fluorescence-
activated cell sorting. We are also very grateful to Dr. Anna Montell Magnusson and Dr.
Abdel El Manira (Karolinska Institute, Stockholm) for their valuable comments and
proofreading of the manuscript; and Dr. Yongtao Xue-Franzén for her technical assis-
tance. This work was supported by grants from: the Swedish Medical Research Council,
the Knut and Alice Wallenbergs Foundation (Wallenberg Academy Fellow), the Swedish
Brain Foundation, Karolinska Institutet (KID funding and Faculty Funded Career
Position) (F.L. and G.S.); Ragnar Söderberg Foundation (Ragnar Söderberg Fellow in
Medicine), StratNeuro and a Ming Wai Lau research grant (F.L.); Tysta Skolan Foun-
dation (F.L. and S.H.); and an ERC starting grant (G.S.).

Author contributions
F.L. and S.H. designed and supervised the study. C.P. dissected and dissociated SG neurons
and performed most experiments, prepared the figures, and wrote figure legends. H.W. and
A.S. performed single-cell analysis; H.W. prepared these figures and wrote methods section.
C.P and H.W. made illustrations. A.T. performed in vitro recordings; G.S. supervised this
work and analyzed data with A.T. P.F. and Y.W. performed immunostaining experiments
and microscopy analysis. F.H. and K.Y. processed and provided mouse tissues for analysis.
F.L. wrote the paper, with input from all other authors.

Additional information
Supplementary Information accompanies this paper at https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-
018-06033-3.

Competing interests: The authors declare no competing interests.

Reprints and permission information is available online at http://npg.nature.com/
reprintsandpermissions/

Publisher's note: Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing,

adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give
appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative
Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party
material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless
indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in the
article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by statutory
regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from
the copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/.

© The Author(s) 2018

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | DOI: 10.1038/s41467-018-06033-3 ARTICLE

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS |  (2018) 9:3691 | DOI: 10.1038/s41467-018-06033-3 | www.nature.com/naturecommunications 13

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-018-06033-3
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-018-06033-3
http://npg.nature.com/reprintsandpermissions/
http://npg.nature.com/reprintsandpermissions/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
www.nature.com/naturecommunications
www.nature.com/naturecommunications

	Neuronal heterogeneity and stereotyped connectivity in the auditory afferent system
	Results
	scRNAseq identifies new neuron types in the cochlea
	Comparative analysis of SG neurons
	Neurotransmission-related machinery in SG neurons
	Electrophysiological profiles of type I neurons
	Spatial segregation of type I afferent terminals
	Neuronal diversity in the cochlea is established at birth
	Cell-to-cell communication machinery in P3 SG neurons

	Discussion
	Methods
	Mouse strains
	Tamoxifen-induced sparse labeling
	Single-cell isolation
	Fluorescence-activated cell sorting
	Cell culture
	Single-cell RNA sequencing
	Electrophysiological recordings
	Stimulation protocols
	Immunohistochemistry and in�situ hybridization
	Quantification of the neuronal fibers
	Statistical analysis of imaging data
	Single-cell RNAseq data analysis
	Gene Set Enrichment Analysis visualized by network
	Comparison between P3 and adult

	References
	References
	Acknowledgements
	Author contributions
	Competing interests
	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS




