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Abstract: The asymmetry of the cerebral sulcal morphology is particularly obvious in higher
primates. The sulcal asymmetry in macaque monkeys, a genus of the Old World monkeys,
in our previous studies and others is summarized, and its evolutionary significance is speculated.
Cynomolgus macaques displayed fetal sulcation and gyration symmetrically, and the sulcal asymmetry
appeared after adolescence. Population-level rightward asymmetry was revealed in the length
of arcuate sulcus (ars) and the surface area of superior temporal sulcus (sts) in adult macaques.
When compared to other nonhuman primates, the superior postcentral sulcus (spcs) was left-lateralized
in chimpanzees, opposite of the direction of asymmetry in the ars, anatomically-identical to the spcs,
in macaques. This may be associated with handedness: either right-handedness in chimpanzees or
left-handedness/ambidexterity in macaques. The rightward asymmetry in the sts surface area was
seen in macaques, and it was similar to humans. However, no left/right side differences were identified
in the sts morphology among great apes, which suggests the evolutionary discontinuity of the sts
asymmetry. The diversity of the cortical lateralization among primate species suggests that the sulcal
asymmetry reflects the species-related specialization of the cortical morphology and function, which is
facilitated by evolutionary expansion in higher primates.
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1. Introduction

Brain lateralization has been reported in many species including vertebrates and invertebrates [1].
The gyrencephalic surface morphology is a distinctive feature of the cerebral cortex seen in some
mammalian species including humans [2], nonhuman primates [3–5], carnivores [3,6–9], artiodactyla [3,10]
and cetaceans [11,12]. The cerebral sulcal morphology in primates is largely influenced by genetic factors
that manifest during the second-trimester equivalent [13,14], and is modified under the influences
of developmental and environmental factors during the third-trimester equivalent to form adult
features [15,16]. In particular, the cortical expansion, known as one of the developmental factors,
is closely correlated with gyrification across primate species [17,18] and is involved in species-related
patterns of sexual dimorphism and/or individual variability of the sulcal morphology [19,20].

Cerebral sulci are highly lateralized in humans. Leftward sulcal asymmetry reported in the central
sulcus (cs) is associated with handedness [21,22]. Additionally, leftward sulcal asymmetry in
the paracingulate sulcus has been linked with cognition [23,24], while rightward sulcal asymmetry
in the superior temporal sulcus (sts) is relevant to fMRI-defined right-lateralized voice selective
responses [25,26]. Cortical lateralization, along with sulcal asymmetry, has been classically considered
to be a unique characteristic in humans [27]. However, sulcal asymmetry has been observed in
nonhuman primates such as great apes [28,29] and macaque monkeys [29]. This report summarizes
the results of our studies and other findings regarding the laterality of sulcal infolding in the cerebral
cortices of macaque monkeys—a genus of the Old World monkeys. The pattern of sulcal asymmetry in
macaques to other primates was compared to speculate on the evolutionary significance of the sulcal
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asymmetry in primates. The sulcal asymmetry of the macaque brain and its related characteristics are
summarized in Figure 1 in comparison to other primate species.
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Figure 1. The evolution of sulcal asymmetry and its related asymmetrical characteristics among primate
species. The sulcal asymmetry, its related asymmetrical characteristics, and influencing factors for
sulcal asymmetry are summarized in reference to previous reports [4,5,13,20,28–47]. An asterisk (*)
indicates that the cs symmetry is inconsistent in the Old World monkeys. The presence or absence
and the direction of cs asymmetry vary depending on the species. ars, arcuate sulcus; cs, central
sulcus; ptp, planum temporale; sf, Sylvian fissure; spcs, superior prefrontal sulcus; sts, superior
temporal sulcus.

2. Asymmetrical Development of Cerebral Sulci

Sulcal morphology is influenced by genetic, developmental, and environmental factors [15,30].
In humans, the cs and sts emerge earlier on the right side compared to the left side during fetal
development [2,31], which suggests a large influence of genetic factors on the asymmetric sulcal
emergence. On the other hand, the sulcal length and depth were variable after birth in the baboon,
a genus of the Old World monkeys [13]. Furthermore, sulcal infolding in multimodal association
cortices was highly correlated with cortical expansion in cynomolgus macaques [16]. These findings
suggest the possibility that the sulcal morphology in the Old World monkeys is modified after birth
under the influences of developmental and environmental factors. Cynomolgus macaques experienced
fetal sulcation and gyration symmetrically [4,32] and showed the sex-related appearance of sulcal
asymmetry after adolescence [20,33]. Thus, sulcal asymmetry in the Old World monkeys may be
largely attributed to environmental and developmental factors rather than genetic factors.

Although the New World monkeys are secondarily lissencephalic with reductions in body
and brain sizes compared to their gyrencephalic ancestors [48], several primary sulci are sustained [5].
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The cs, sts, and the parietooccipital sulcus emerged in adult common marmosets as small indentations,
separately, on the left and right sides [5]. The incidence of each sulcus emerging was not biased between
the left and light cerebral hemispheres [5], thus suggesting the individual variability of the emergence
of asymmetric sulci. Therefore, the shift of nongenetic factor-related sulcal asymmetry from individual
to population-level variabilities may appear before the split between the New World monkeys and Old
World monkeys. Furthermore, the genetic factor-related sulcal asymmetry may occur after the split
between the Old World monkeys and humans.

3. Sulcal Asymmetry in Macaques

The sulcal length asymmetry in macaques has been reported for more than three decades [49–53].
However, these studies failed to obtain consistent results. One possible reason for these discrepancies
is that several of these studies used mixed-sex and/or -species samples for measurements of the sulcal
lengths. After separating male and female cynomolgus macaques, we measured the sulcal lengths
of left and right cerebral hemispheres and found the right-lateralization of the arcuate sulcus (ars)
length in males, but not in females [20], following puberty [33]. The AQ values of eight representative
primary sulci in our previous report [20] were analyzed using a one-sample t-test to determine
significant-population level asymmetry of the sulcal lengths in cynomolgus macaques. A significant
right-bias of AQ values (0.053 ± 0.069) was only identified after examining the ars length in adult
males (p < 0.05). A sulcal map of the left and right cerebral hemispheres in cynomolgus macaques
is shown in Figure 2. The ars in macaques is infolded in the lateral frontal cortex and identified
as the early-emerging sulcal groups, which emerged in cynomolgus macaques between embryonic
days 70 to 120 of the 160 day-long gestational period [4,32]. The cs, sts, and cingulate sulcus also
appeared during this time [4,32]. However, the ars morphology in the Old World monkeys was greatly
influenced by environmental factors rather than genetic factors, unlike the morphologies of other
early-emerging sulci [13].Symmetry 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 4 of 9 
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Figure 2. Eternal surface and sulcal map of the left and right cerebral cortex in cynomolgus macaques.
(a) Photograph of the right hemisphere. (b) Photograph of the left hemisphere. (c) Sulcal map of
the right hemisphere. (d) Sulcal map of the left hemisphere. ars, arcuate sulcus; cs, central sulcus; ios,
inferior occipital sulcus; ips, intraparietal sulcus; lu, lunate sulcus; ots, occipitotemporal sulcus; ps,
principal sulcus; sf, Sylvian fissure; sts, superior temporal sulcus.
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One major limitation of our previous study (Imai et al. (2011) [20]) is the use of the “cotton thread”
to measure the sulcal length. This method involves placing the cotton thread directly onto the cerebral
surface to measure the lengths of each sulcus. However, this method cannot be used to obtain other
information besides the sulcal length, e.g., the sulcal depths and surface areas. The sulcal depth,
rather than the sulcal length, is known to be a susceptible mediator for evaluating the contributions
of environmental factors [13]. Bogart et al. (2012) [29] conducted an MRI-based morphometrical
analysis of primary sulci of macaques. This study used combined data from mixed-sex samples of two
macaque species (rhesus and bonnet macaques), because no significant main effects or interactions
were identified between either sex or species. Significant population-level asymmetries were obtained
by the right-side bias in the sts surface area, but not in depths of any primary sulci. On the other
hand, a significant individual asymmetry was revealed by the right-lateralization of the ars depth in
macaques [29].

The ars in macaques is infolded in the lateral frontal cortex and putatively has cortical
connections to premotor areas associated with arm and laryngeal representations, frontal eye fields,
and somatomotor/orofacial areas [54]. Although the cerebral cortex continuously expanded after
the completion of primary sulcogyrogenesis in cynomolgus macaques [18] and other primates [5,55],
the progression of ars infolding correlated with the cortical expansion [16]. This phenomenon was similar
to the late-emerging sulcal groups infolded in multimodal association cortices among cynomolgus
macaques [16]. Therefore, the right-lateralization of the ars length and depth may be attributed to
factors such as androgens, which are predominantly expressed in postpubertal males. This hypothesis
is supported by a previous study showing the right-lateralization of androgen receptor levels in
the frontal lobe in male rhesus monkeys, but not in female monkeys [56].

The sts is another sulcus that exhibits significant population-level asymmetries among macaques.
A significant rightward asymmetry was revealed in the sts surface area [29]. Asymmetric pattern of
the sts length may vary regionally among Old World monkeys, which consisted of three species including
rhesus macaques: significantly right-lateralized at the lateral portion, but not at the medial and insular
portions of the sts [57]. Intriguingly, the rightward sts asymmetry has not been observed in other
families of nonhuman primates such as great apes (including chimpanzees) and New World monkeys
(including capuchins and squirrels) [57]. In humans, the sts depth exhibited a significant rightward
asymmetry that was relevant to fMRI-defined, right-lateralized voice-selective responses [25,26].
Asymmetric aspects of the sts morphology may be comparable between the Old World monkeys
and humans. However, no left/right side differences were identified in the sts morphology among
great apes, which suggests the evolutionary discontinuity of the sts asymmetry.

4. Comparison to Other Nonhuman Primates

Hopkins and colleagues reported sulcal asymmetry in great apes. They used MRI data from
captive chimpanzees (Pan troglodytes) of both sexes to analyze the sulcal asymmetry due to the lack
of sex differences in either the sulcal surface area or sulcal depth. The sulcal surface areas and/or
sulcal depth were significantly left-lateralized in the fronto-orbital sulcus, superior precentral sulcus
(spcs), sf, intraparietal sulcus, inferior postcentral sulcus, and the lunate sulcus [29]. The spcs in
chimpanzees comprises part of the anterior border of the premotor cortex, and it is anatomically
identical to the ars in macaques [34]. Interestingly, the surface areas and depth of the spcs were
left-lateralized in chimpanzees—opposite to the direction of the symmetries in ars length and depth in
macaques (right-lateralized) [29]. The precentral corticospinal system was associated with handedness
in chimpanzees as well as humans [58]. Population-level right-handedness (preference for the right
hand) was observed in both wild and captive chimpanzees [35,36,59]. However, the direction of
hand use preference in macaques depended on species; while left-handedness predominated in rhesus
macaques, ambidexterity predominated in cynomolgus macaques [37].

More than two-thirds of capuchins, which belong to the New World monkeys, showed a preference
for left-hand use. The right-lateralized cs depth was obtained in left-handed, but not right-handed
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capuchins [38,39]. Among baboons, which belong to the genus Papio in the Old World monkeys,
right-handed and left-handed individuals were equally prevalent. Additionally, the cs depth was
lateralized contralaterally to the handedness in baboons [40]. On the other hand, the length and/or
surface area of the cs were lateralized contralaterally to the handedness in humans [21,22]. Although
handedness may be associated with the lateralization of cerebral sulci demarcating the precentral
gyrus, the direction of preferred hands and the affected sides of sulci vary depending on the primate
species. The sulcal asymmetry in the precentral cortex may shift from rightward to leftward after
the split between the Old World monkeys and great apes, which may be relevant to the acquisition of
the right-handedness.

The asymmetry of the sf has reportedly been positively associated with the asymmetry of
the planum temporale (ptp) [28]. The ptp, cytoarchitecturally homologous to Brodmann’s area 22,
was left-lateralized in the surface area and gray matter volume, particularly among right-handed
chimpanzees and humans [41]. A positive association between the sf and ptp asymmetries was also
revealed in chimpanzees via the population-level leftward asymmetry of the sf depth and surface
area [29]. In the Old World monkeys, the ptp volume was left-lateralized in cynomolgus macaques [42]
and baboons [43], but not in rhesus macaques, bonnet macaques, and vervet monkeys [44]. However,
there were no obvious asymmetries in the sf length in cynomolgus macaques [20] nor the sf depth
and surface area in the mixed brain samples from rhesus and bonnet macaques [29]. On the other hand,
the handedness, which altered the ptp asymmetry in chimpanzees and humans [41,45], was inconsistent
among macaques [37]. While the ptp may have started to lateralize leftward during the evolution
of Catarrhini (the common ancestor of the Old World monkeys, great apes, and humans), the sf
asymmetry may reflect the enhancement of the ptp left-lateralization by acquiring right-handedness
after the evolution of Hominoidea.

5. Possible Mediators for Evaluating Sulcal Asymmetry

One significant strategy for evaluating the sulcal asymmetry is the use of the gyrification index (GI).
The GI, which was originally designed by Zilles et al. (1988) [46], is the most commonly used quantitative
parameter for evaluating the cortical convolution and better understanding the interspecies differences,
ontogeny, sexual dimorphism, and pathological statuses of neurodevelopmental and neurological
disorders, as well a linkage with the functional development of particular cortical regions [34]. The GI
is defined by the ratio of cortical contours including and excluding sulcal grooves on coronal slices
of the cerebrum. Generally, the GI is calculated as the mean value of all coronal slices throughout
the cerebral hemisphere. This value is referred to as the “global-GI” in this manuscript. The global-GI is
close to 1 in lissencephalic mammals such as rats (1.02) and mice (1.01), while the marked highest value
is found in the Pacific pilot whale (5.55). Meanwhile, the global-GI is ~2.56 in humans and between
1.78 and 1.81 in macaques [34]. On the other hand, the sulcal-GI is defined by the ratio of the cortical
contours including specific primary sulcus to that excluding other sulcal grooves [9]. The sulcal-GI
reflects the length, depth, width, and surface areas of specific sulci as well as the local expansion of
particular cortical regions. For example, the sulcal-GI is lower when the sulcal width increases, even if
no changes are observed in the sulcal length, depth, and surface area [9]. Furthermore, late-emerging
sulcal groups infolded in multimodal association cortices showed significant correlations between
sulcal-GIs and cortical volumes in cynomolgus macaques [16]. Further studies will be needed to
evaluate the sulcal asymmetry using the sulcal-GI to obtain new insights into the brain lateralization of
various species of mammals, including primates.

6. Conclusions

The gyrification of the cortical regions was associated with evolutionary expansion [16] and was
higher in humans (global-GI = 2.56) and great apes (global-GI = 2.17–2.31) compared to the Old
World monkeys (global GI = 1.64–2.27) [34]. Although the global-GI was correlated with larger
brain size within the primate order [18,34,55], the increasing gyrification occurred regionally rather
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than throughout the entire brain. Particularly, the sulcal infolding has progressed in multimodal
association cortices [16]. Therefore, the sulcal asymmetry may reflect the species-related specification
of the cortical morphology and function, allowed by the evolutionary expansion in higher primates.
On the other hand, morphological and functional lateralization was observed in other brain regions.
Several studies have reported on the cerebellar asymmetry in mammalian species such as humans [47],
chimpanzees [38], capuchins [38], ferrets [60–62], and dogs [63]. Cerebellar asymmetry is known
to involve the large-scale fiber connections, which have a contralateral linkage to the cerebellar
hemispheres with the cerebral association cortices [64]. An association between the sulcal asymmetry
and the lateralization of other brain regions such as the cerebellum will provide new insights into
the evolution of the mammalian brain regarding species-related specialization of the brain morphology
and function.
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