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Dimsdale-Zucker and Nicholas (2018) provide a summary and discussion of our recent 

manuscript which explored the neural representation of places, people and objects in imagined 

events (Robin, Buchsbaum & Moscovitch, 2018). We found that locations were represented 

more widely than people and objects in a set of neural regions associated with event memory 

and imagination, and that multi-voxel pattern classification of events based on location was 

more accurate than classification based on people and objects. We interpreted these results to 

support the theory that spatial context plays a prominent role in the mental construction of 

events, providing a foundation for episodic memory and imagination (Robin & Moscovitch, 2017; 

Robin et al., 2018; Robin, 2018). Dimsdale-Zucker and Nicholas propose an alternate 

interpretation of the findings, stating that the regions that we found to be associated with spatial 

context may represent context more generally and that spatial context does not have a primary 

role in memory for events. The authors suggest that in events in which different types of context 

are emphasized, such as time of day or mental state, these would be preferentially represented 

by a similar set of posterior-medial neural regions (e.g. parahippocampal cortex, retrosplenial 

cortex, posterior cingulate cortex, precuneus). 

Testing these different interpretations will lead to a better understanding of the role of context in 

episodic memory and the function of the posterior-medial network (or PM network, see 

Ranganath & Ritchey, 2012). We note, however, that unlike the tasks mentioned by Dimsdale-

Zucker and Nicholas, in which participants would be biased to process one or another type of 

contextual information over another, our task placed no special emphasis on location, and 

locations were rated as equally familiar and imageable as the person cues used in the study; 

nor did changes in location result in larger variation in vividness ratings of events as compared 

to changes in people and objects. Despite this absence of bias, classification by spatial location 

was superior to classification by people and objects, leading to our conclusion that spatial 

context plays a more prominent role in the neural representation of events. As Dimsdale-Zucker 

and Nicholas state, it is possible that spatial context is “particularly effective at encapsulating 

events”, which is precisely our point. In a naturalistic context with no special instructions, if 

spatial context is preferentially used to bind events and represented more prominently in areas 

of the brain associated with event memory and imagination, we take this as evidence that it 

plays a primary role in episodic memory, at least under naturalistic circumstances. Whether 

temporal or mental contexts may be represented similarly, and as strongly, as spatial context, 

as Dimsdale-Zucker and Nicholas suggest, is an empirical question for future study, ideally in an 

experiment that does not guide participants to emphasize one form of context over another. 

Dimsdale-Zucker and Nicholas also discuss the non-spatial forms of cognition associated with 

the posterior-medial regions discussed in the study, and state that these are often confounded 

with spatial processing, making it difficult to interpret if our results are based on spatial 

processing or other factors. We do not dispute that posterior-medial regions are involved in 

diverse forms of cognition, and never claimed that they uniquely represent spatial context. 



Indeed, our results showed that these regions were also involved in classification of unique 

events (based on unique combinations of person, place and object cues) and in classification of 

events based on person cues, providing evidence that they represent features beyond spatial 

context. That said, all of the events in the study involved imagination, self-representation, 

binding of cues, and vividness ratings did not systematically vary based on changes to location 

or other features, so we do not think that these factors could underlie the superior location 

classification. What aspects of spatial context are represented by the posterior-medial regions in 

the study remains an open question. Familiar locations evoke visual-spatial representations but 

also are rich in episodic and semantic associations. Thus, it is unclear whether it is the visual or 

spatial aspects in particular that are represented in the posterior-medial regions, or if familiar 

locations are particularly potent cues for other associations in memory that facilitate 

classification. Even if non-spatial features associated with familiar locations partly underlie the 

posterior-medial representations, the fact that these are more strongly evoked by locations as 

compared to people or objects nonetheless supports the notion that spatial representations play 

a privileged role in episodic memory. 
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