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Abstract. Biological and artificial spiking neural networks process in-
formation by changing their states in response to the temporal patterns
of input and of the activity of the network itself. Here we analyse very
small networks, evolved to recognize three signals in a specific pattern
(ABC) in a continuous temporal stream of signals (...CABCACB...). This
task can be accomplished by networks with just four neurons (three in-
terneurons and one output). We show that evolving the networks in the
presence of noise and variation of the intervals of silence between sig-
nals biases the solutions towards networks that can maintain their states
(a form of memory), while the majority of networks evolved without
variable intervals between signals cannot do so. We demonstrate that in
most networks, the evolutionary process leads to the presence of super-
fluous connections that can be pruned without affecting the ability of the
networks to perform the task and, if the unpruned network can main-
tain memory, so does the pruned network. We then analyse how these
small networks can perform their tasks, using a paradigm of finite state
transducers. This analysis shows that self-excitatory loops (autapses) in
these networks are crucial for both the recognition of the pattern and for
memory maintenance.

Keywords: temporal pattern recognition, spiking neural networks, ex-
loops, self-loops, artificial evolution, minimal cognition, complex net-
works, genetic algorithm, finite state transducer

1 Introduction

The current understanding of information processing in biological brains pos-
tulates that this processing is accomplished thanks to constant transitions of
biological networks from one pattern of spiking activity to another [1, 3, 5, 11,
12, 15, 23]. Temporal input patterns in all sensory modalities, including smell
[25], sight [34], and hearing [14], influence these patterns of activity; and the
patterns of neural activity determine the animal behaviour. One of the central
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problems in neuroscience is how biological neural circuits can accomplish such
temporal processing. Answering this question may help in designing bio-inspired
artificial cognitive systems. Of special interest is how this processing, which also
involves the maintenance of the spiking activity (a form of memory), while de-
pending on the precise timing of spikes, can be accomplished in the presence of
noise [8, 10]; and indeed may necessitate noise [6, 13, 29, 37].

In this work, we analyse very small spiking neural networks (SNNs) evolved
to perform a simple temporal pattern recognition task. We have shown previ-
ously that without noise, two interneurons are sufficient for this task, but such
networks are fragile to even the slightest variation of the timing of inputs [39].
In contrast, networks with three interneurons can be evolved to recognize pat-
terns consisting of three stimuli in the presence of noise, and they are robust to
a change of neuronal parameters or duration of intervals of silence between the
stimuli [38, 40]. In this work, we use the same model of noise (on the membrane
voltage) as previously; while its level is biologically realistic, and so including
it adds to the biological plausibility of our model, our primary concern is to
aid in the evolution of networks that can maintain their states (a form of mem-
ory) even as the intervals between stimuli are hugely increased when testing the
evolved network. One of the original contributions of this paper is that evolving
the networks both in the presence of noise and the variation of intervals between
stimuli biases the networks towards those that can maintain their states.

We observe that a variety of network topologies resulting from an artificial
evolutionary process can perform the same computational task [38–40]. This is
also the case for biological networks [18, 22]. By using artificial evolution, we
are able to find the commonalities between the networks that can accomplish
simple, but not trivial, computational tasks.

The recognition of temporal pattern requires temporal storage of the stim-
ulus or delays [16, 30–33]. Since our networks are very small, delays caused by
synaptic delays are minimal. The main contribution of this paper is that the
crucial connections that maintain the network state and memory in the pres-
ence of variable silent intervals are self-excitatory loops (autapses), which sheds
new light on the importance of these connections that are commonly found in
biological neural systems [26, 36]. Furthermore, persistent spiking activity in re-
sponse to short sensory input is common in all areas of brain [17] which perhaps
is responsible for keeping short-term memory in accumulating tasks [27].

2 Methods

Each network in our model is encoded in a linear genome, and consists of three
inputs, three interneurons, and one output neuron [38–40]. Inputs are not al-
lowed to connect to the output neuron directly and only interneurons can have
self-loops. A fully connected network with this structure can have up to 21 con-
nections (up to nine connections from inputs to interneurons, six connections
between the interneurons, three self-loops, and three connections from the in-
terneurons to the output neuron).
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Each input is dedicated to one signal (stimulus type), denoted as A, B and
C. The interneurons and output neuron are modelled using Euler integration
with 1 ms steps of the differential equations for adaptive exponential integrate
and fire neurons [20]; we use the same parameter values as in [38–40]; these
values result in tonic spiking in response to constant input current. Since this
study focuses on the effect of network connectivity, the neuronal parameters are
kept constant (allowing them to evolve would hugely increase the search space
of the artificial evolutionary process). To simulate noisy synaptic background
at a biologically realistic level [2, 7, 9, 21], we add a random value taken from a
normal distribution with standard deviation 2 mV and mean 0 to the membrane
potential of each neuron at every 1 ms simulation step. When a neuron receives a
spike the excitatory gE or inhibitory gI conductance is updated by the connection
weight multiplied by the respective conductance gain. The value of the excitatory
and inhibitory gain is 7 nS.

The task of the networks is to recognize three signals in a particular or-
der (ABC) in a continuous random sequence (...BCACACCABCACBAC...), in
which all signals appear with equal probability, and thus the correct patterns
take up about 10% of time. To generate a variety of solutions, we use a genetic
algorithm with a population of 300 individuals, with 100 independent runs for
each of the two settings: in the first setting signals are followed by a constant
interval of silence (16 ms), in the second setting the intervals vary, with a uni-
form distribution between 16 and 32 ms (in previous work, [38, 40], we used noise
on the membrane potential, but did not vary the interval of silences). In both
settings the length of a each signal is 6 ms. We use the same genetic operators
as in [40]; they can result in changes of weights, deletion and addition of edges
(synapses) and the nodes (neurons) in the network (through deletion and dupli-
cation, respectively, of consecutive elements in the linear genomes; however, the
maximum size of the network was limited as described above).

Each individual in the population in each generation is evaluated on six se-
quences. Four out of these six sequences are generated randomly with equiprob-
able occurrence of three signals A, B and C; the remaining two sequences con-
sist of four concatenated patterns in random order: ABC and three patterns
that are hard to distinguish from this target (ABA, ABB, and BBC). The fit-
ness function [38, 40] rewards networks in which the output neuron spiked (at
least once) in the correct intervals, and did not spike in the incorrect intervals:
ffitness = 1−R+4P , where R, reward (P , penalty) is the fraction of correct (in-
correct) intervals in which output spiked. P is multiplied by 4 in this formulation
because its denominator is much larger than the numerator for the networks that
have correct performance or are close to it (when the input sequence is random,
90% of intervals are incorrect). The correct intervals are those that start at the
onset of the last signal (C) of the correct pattern (ABC) and end with the end
of the silence that follows. Similarly, incorrect intervals start at the onset of each
signal that is not C in ABC. Both correct and incorrect intervals last either 22
ms or, in the setting with variable silence intervals, 22-38 ms.
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The false discovery rate (FDR) of the network is defined as the number of
incorrect intervals in which output spiked divided by the sum of both incorrect
and correct intervals in which the output spiked. The true positive rate (TPR)
of the network is the same as R. We define a champion in a run as a perfect
recognizer if its TPR is above 0.99 and FDR below 0.01 for the settings (constant
or variable interval of silence between the signals) under which a champion was
evolved.

In order to simplify the network analysis, we use pruning of superfluous edges
in the network. Our pruning algorithm removes excessive connections in two
steps in a loop: (i) a random connection is removed for testing; (ii) if TPR<0.95
or FDR>0.05, the connection is reinstated and labelled as vital; the loop is
terminated when all the connections are labelled as vital.

3 Results and Discussion

Out of 100 independent runs in the presence of noise on membrane potential but
with constant interval of silence between the signals, 15 ended with champions
that were perfect recognizers; when in addition to noise the intervals of silence
varied during evolution, the yield was 12%.

Even though our artificial evolutionary process allows for deletion of nodes
(neurons) in the network, none of the perfect recognizers had less than three
interneurons. In addition, even though pruning can result in a disconnection of
a node, no network ended up with less than three interneurons after pruning.
Perfect recognizers evolved only with noise had slightly more (19.20 on aver-
age; Table 1) edges than the perfect recognizers evolved also with variation of
silences (18.83). This difference persisted after pruning (14.26 and 13.08 edges,
respectively). None of these differences were statistically significant.

We tested both the evolved and pruned networks on a random sequence with
100,000 signals and 100 ms intervals of silence between signals. Our results (Ta-
ble 1) show, firstly, that evolving the networks with both noise and variation of
silences resulted in more perfect recognizers that can keep memory (11 out of
12) than for evolving only with noise (4 out of 15). Secondly, all these 11+4=15
perfect recognizers kept memory also after pruning, demonstrating that the re-
moved connections are unnecessary not only for recognizing the pattern but also
for keeping memory.

Interestingly, while the perfect recognizers that kept memory had fewer self-
excitatory loops after pruning (all had 2; Table 1) than the champions which did
not keep memory (which on average had 2.42), the sum of weights of the self-
excitatory loops was significantly higher in recognizers that kept memory (mean
sum 14.6 vs. 12.3; p=0.002, one-sided Wilcoxon test). This suggests that the
memory is maintained in these networks through self-excitation; we will explore
this issue further below by analysing the mechanisms by which some networks
keep memory while other fail to do so.

Based on the TPR and FDR with 100 ms intervals of silence (Table 1), we
can divide the 27 perfect recognizers into four groups: (i) 15 memory-keepers
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Table 1. The number of edges and self-excitatory loops in perfect recognizers evolved
with noise and constant (top, 15 champions) or variable (bottom, 12 champions) si-
lences, and their robustness to the increase of silences to 100 ms

Champions evolved in the presence of constant (16 ms) silence intervals

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14

evolved edges 19 21 20 19 18 19 19 18 21 16 20 20 19 20 19
edges after pruning 10 14 15 13 11 14 16 15 16 16 17 16 15 13 13

self ex-loops 1 3 2 3 2 2 2 2 3 3 3 2 2 2 2
100 ms TPR 0.02 0.98 0.98 0.97 0.96 0.95 0.99 0.55 0.99 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.96 0.99 0.96
100 ms FDR 0.99 0.37 0.01 0.12 0.56 0.01 0.03 0.90 0.20 1.00 1.00 0.99 0.58 0.01 0.56

Champions evolved in the presence of noise and variable (16-32 ms) intervals of silence

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

evolved edges 19 21 20 19 20 18 16 20 18 19 18 18
edges after pruning 13 12 14 14 14 13 11 13 15 12 13 13

self ex-loops 2 2 2 2 3 2 2 2 2 2 2 2
100ms TPR 0.99 0.99 0.99 0.98 0.90 0.98 0.99 0.98 0.99 0.97 0.98 0.99
100ms FDR 0.04 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.40 0.04 0.01 0.01 0.04 0.01 0.02 0.01

S hA hAB hABC

B/0, C/0 A/0

A/0

C/0

B/0

A/0

C/1

A/0B/0

B/0, C/0

Fig. 1. Finite state transducer for recognizing ABC. The symbols above each arrow
correspond to the input (A, B, C) and output (0: no spiking, 1: spiking of the output
neuron).

(TPR remains high, and FDR low; evolved only with noise: number 2, 5, 6, 13;
evolved with both noise and variation of silences: all except number 4), (ii) over-
recognizers (TPR stays high, but FDR increases; evolved only with noise: 1, 3,
4, 8, 12, 14; evolved with both: number 4), (iii) wrong-recognizers (low TPR,
high FDR; evolved only with noise: number 0, 7, 10, 11), (iv) mute networks
(champion 9 evolved only with noise), for which long intervals of silence between
signals result in only noise driven activity (negligible) of the output neuron. To
illustrate what allows for both recognition and memory, we first analyse one
memory-keeper evolved with both noise and variation of silences (champion 6;
Fig. 2), one over-recognizer (champion 4; Fig. 3), one wrong-recognizer (cham-
pion 7; Fig. 4), and the mute network (champion 9; Fig. 5). The champions 4, 7
and 9 fail when silences are 50 ms long for the same reasons they fail with 100
ms silences; we use 50 ms in the figures to keep them compact. While the ac-
tivities of the pruned networks that fail are slightly different from the activities
of the evolved networks, they fail for the same reasons; we will present only the
analysis of the pruned networks for simplicity.
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Fig. 2. Champion 6 evolved with both noise and variation of silences. The activity of
the pruned network (a) is shown for short (16 ms; b), and long (50 ms; c) silences,
which indicates that this champion is a memory-keeper.

In order to analyse the transitions of the network, we will use the paradigm
we proposed previously, based on mapping the network states onto the states of
a finite state transducer (FST) [38–40]. A FST, a formal computational model
[28], is frequently used for analysing computations on time series performed in an
online manner (that is, constantly producing an output for a continuous input).
The minimal FST for recognizing a pattern with three symbols has four states
(Fig. 1).

In the case of our memory-keeper (Fig. 2), the activity of input A, because of
its excitatory connection to N1, makes N1 spike; this spiking continues thanks
to the excitatory self-loop, while N0, N2, and output remain silent. Thus, we
can denote the state hA (for ’had A’, Fig. 1) as LHL, where L (H) means low
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(high) activity for interneurons in the order (N0, N1, N2). The state hAB (when
the network receives B after A, for ’had AB’) can be denoted as LLL, and
the state hABC (’had ABC’) as LHH. The only difference between the start
state (S) and hABC is the intermittent activity of the output. Thus, the state
of the network while waiting for the last signal in the pattern (state hAB) is
maintained passively (all interneurons are silent), while the other states, hA and
hABC/S, are maintained by the self-excitatory loops on N1 and N2. In hA,
only N1 is continuously active; in hABC/S, both N0 and N1 are. The inhibitory
connection from N1 to the output ensures that receiving a signal C will cause
the output to spike (after N0 spikes) only when N1—and N2, which activates
N1—are silent. The inhibitory connection from input B to N1 is necessary for N1
to cease its activity in hAB, but this does not happen when N2 is active (so when
network is in the state hABC or S, it goes to S after receiving B). The inhibitory
connection from N1 to N2 is necessary for the transition from hABC/S to hA
(higher frequency of N1 shuts down N2). Finally, the weak excitatory connection
from B to N2 is necessary to ensure that when N2 is silent (hAB), receiving a
B would not silence both N1 and N2; indeed, when this connection is removed,
the output wrongly spikes after receiving ABBC, ABBBC, etc. (the network
recognizes the regular expression AB+C, not just ABC).

While we only describe one memory-keeper here, in all such networks anal-
ysed so far, the state hAB is represented by LLL (and thus the networks will
spike when they are initiated with no activity and receive just a C), and the
networks maintain two states stably: hA and hABC/S (which differ only by
the short-term activity of the output, triggered by the transition from hAB to
hABC). Since the over-recognizer we have chosen for analysis (Fig. 3) shares its
topology with the memory-keeper (Fig. 2), both recognize ABC correctly in the
same fashion when the silence intervals are short—when the network receives A,
it goes to the state LHL, when B follows, to LLL, and when C follows, to LHH.
However, when the silences are long, the activity of N2 in LHH dies out (because
the N2 self-excitatory loop is weak), and the network goes to LHL—the same as
hA. When B is received in this state, all activity ceases (state LLL). If the next
signal is C, the output neuron spikes, wrongly. This leads to a high FDR—the
network recognizes the pattern BC when the intervals are long.

The analysis of the network activity of the wrong-recognizer (Fig. 4) reveals
that the recognition when the intervals of silence are short depends on transitions
from one unstable state to another. We can see that when the intervals are long,
the S state (HHH) is stable, and maintained by the strong self-excitatory loop
on N1. When A is received, N0 speeds up, and inhibits N1 (the networks goes
to the state HLH). If the silence continues, the network goes to the state LLH
(N0 does not have any self-loop), and then LLL (the self-loop of N2 is too weak
to maintain its activity for long). If C is received at this point, N1 spikes, and
without inhibition from N2, the output spikes, leading to the recognition of AC.
When the intervals are short, the network transitions along the same trajectory
when it recognizes ABC, but much quicker—when it is still in the state HLH
after receiving A, the arrival of a B pushes it to LLH, which can relax to LLL
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Fig. 3. Champion 4 evolved with noise and constant silences. The activity of the pruned
network (a) is shown for short (16 ms; b), and long (50 ms; c) silences, for which this
champion behaves as an over-recognizer.

in time to release the output from the inhibition from N2 when the spike of N1,
induced by receiving a C, arrives. Any Bs that do not follow an A after a short
interval of silence, and any Cs, cause the network to go the stable state HHH.

Finally, in champion 9 evolved with constant short intervals of silence, the
recognition of ABC crucially depends on the network being in a particular un-
stable state when the network receives a C after having received the pattern
AB—to activate the output, N2 (active after C is received) needs to spike fast;
and for N2 to spike fast, N2 needs to receive also the activation of N1. How-
ever, N1 cannot spike too frequently because it inhibits the output. In addition,
N0 (which also inhibits the output) needs to be inactive. This particular state
can only be achieved if the network first reaches the state HLL (which is sta-
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Fig. 4. Champion 7 evolved with noise and constant silences. The activity of the pruned
network (a) is shown for short (16 ms; b), and long (50 ms; c) silences, for which this
champion behaves as a wrong-recognizer.

ble thanks to the self-excitatory loop on N0). With short silences, this state is
reached after receiving an A. When the silence is long, the right conditions for
the output to spike never occur—even though there are times when N1 spikes
slowly with N0 inactive, N2 never spikes frequently enough at that time to drive
the output to spike. Moreover, even though N1 also has a self-excitatory loop, its
activity cannot be sustained for long when N0 (which inhibits N1) is active, and
because N1 activates N2, which in turn activates N0, N1 can only spike slowly.

Our experimental setup did not impose the Dale’s rule [4] on the evolved
networks. This is because our preliminary experiments showed that imposing
the rule would require permitting more (roughly double) interneurons during
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Fig. 5. Champion 9 evolved with noise and constant silences. The activity of the pruned
network (a) is shown for short (16 ms; b), and long (50 ms; c) silences, for which this
champion behaves as a mute network.

evolution, increasing the search space. All of the networks we analysed had at
least one interneuron which had both excitatory and inhibitory connections to
other neurons in the network, even after pruning the superfluous connections.
However, once a network is evolved, it is straightforward to transform it to a
network that conforms to the Dale’s rule. This can be done by splitting a neuron
that violates the rule into two new neurons, one excitatory and one inhibitory
(Fig. 6). Pruning superfluous connections from the network leads to fewer neu-
rons for which such splitting is necessary. Both new neurons receive the same
inputs (with the same weights) as the original neuron. The weights of the out-
going connections are also maintained. If an excitatory self-loop is present, it
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is maintained with the same weight for the new excitatory neuron, and a new
excitatory connection with the same weight is created from the new excitatory
to the new inhibitory neuron (an analogous operation can be made for an in-
hibitory self-loop, should one exist). The formation of this new connection could,
in principle, affect the functionality of the network, as it creates an additional
synaptic delay. However, the networks evolved with noise can be expected to be
robust to such a perturbation. On the other hand, creating two noisy neurons
instead of one creates, in principle, a more noisy network. The performance of
the networks analysed in this paper was not affected by the transformation de-
tailed here. This applies, in particular, to champion 6, the memory-keeper, who
has only one neuron (N1) that violates the rule (Fig. 2, 6).

Fig. 6. Splitting a neuron that violates the Dale’s rule in order to create the network
that conforms to the rule. The single interneuron, N1, that violates the rule in champion
6 (Fig. 2), with two inhibitory outputs and one excitatory self-loop (a), can be split
into two new neurons, one excitatory and one inhibitory (b).

4 Conclusions and Future Work

Our analysis of very small networks evolved to recognize simple temporal pat-
ters reveals that many connections in these networks can be removed without
impairing the performance of the network. Such pruning allows for a much easier
understanding of the mechanisms in which the networks accomplish this mini-
mally cognitive task.

For the networks analysed in this paper, these mechanisms depend crucially
on the presence of strong self-excitatory loops, necessary for both the pattern
recognition and maintenance of network state—a form of memory. Our results
indicate that to recognize a pattern consisting of three symbols with state main-
tenance, the networks need to consist of at least three interneurons (with one
output), and need to have two self-excitatory loops with the weights sufficient
to maintain the network states. Our analysis of the activity of the networks that
keep memory, by mapping the network states on the states of an FST, shows
that all the perfect recognizers that maintain the states of the network represent
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the state before the arrival of the final symbol by inactivity of the network (a
state that does not need to be maintained actively). In all these networks, the
accepting state differs from the start state only by the intermittent activity of
the output (triggered on the transition to this state from the state of inactivity).
This state is maintained actively, and so is the state reached after receiving the
first symbol in the pattern.

Our analysis of the networks that fail to maintain the memory correctly
reveals the following preliminary insights. With long intervals of silence between
the signals, over-recognition happens when the network does not maintain the
start state or the state after the correct pattern is recognized (which may be the
same), but instead over the long interval of silence transitions to the same state
as the one reached after receiving the first symbol in the pattern. With long
silences, such networks continue to recognize the correct pattern but start to
recognize wrong patterns. On the other hand, the networks that cannot maintain
the other states with long silences can either stop recognizing the correct pattern
while recognizing wrong ones, or become completely mute.

We show that the perfect recognizers that keep memory function essentially
follow the paradigm of an FST. Previous work on creating finite state machines
based on recurrent spiking neural networks [19, 24, 35] considered large multilayer
networks. Here we show, essentially, a method to obtain very small networks
that work a finite automata using artificial evolution. In future work, we plan
to investigate the limits of the length of the temporal patterns for which prefect
recognizers that keep memory can be evolved, and how many self-excitatory
loops are necessary in such recognizers, for both shorter and longer patterns.

In the work reported here and previously [38–40], we have allowed only for
the topology to change. In principle, the neuronal parameters could also be
evolved, but this would hugely increase the search space. However, other spiking
behaviours (for example, bursting) of the neurons in the network could perhaps
lead to different classes of solutions. We plan to explore this issue in our future
work using two approaches: (i) allowing a discrete change of the behaviour of
each neuron in the network during evolution (for example, from tonic spiking
to bursting, a change of the values of several parameters in one step), (ii) by
exploring if the solutions change when all the neurons in the network have the
same behaviour (different than used here). We could also modify our model of
artificial evolution to allow for a more efficient search for the solutions; a different
evolutionary model might possibly also lead to different classes of solutions.

Furthermore, we plan to revisit the question of robustness of the evolved
networks to changes of parameters and synaptic weights. We also plan to inves-
tigate if other models of noise (such as an Ornstein-Uhlenbeck process, commonly
used in computational neuroscience), variation of silences or neuronal parame-
ters during evolution will influence the types of solutions, their evolvability and
robustness.
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