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The vertebrate sensory nervous system enables fine detection of varied
external information. While these senses are popularly categorized into
five modalities (taste, smell, hearing, sight, and touch), the sense of touch
actually consists of the perception of multiple discrete types of stimuli,
including temperature, position, and pressure. Correspondingly,
electrophysiologists have long realized that recognition of touch is
executed by neurons of restricted specificity, such that painful (or
noxious) stimuli can activate neurons of a different class than
nonnoxious pressure Scott 1992, Hensel 1981. The molecular
characterization of sensory neurons has advanced remarkably in recent
years, perhaps most notably with the identification of genes that encode
receptor families for smell and taste ]_igandsl Adler et al. EDU[},IA)(EI 1995.

And yet, a great deal remains unknown about the molecular pathways

that lead to the diversity of neurons that sense “touch” and that enable
these neurons to translate mechanical or thermal stimuli into action

potentials.
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