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The Big Picture: Skeletal System 

Make no bones about it. The skeletal system is very important as it provides the framework for 

the body.  Think of your body as a building. The nerves are the wiring, the plumbing is the urinary 

system, the windows are the eyes and that makes bones the framework. I am not going to discuss what the 

exit doors represent. If we had no bones, we would look vastly different than we currently do, and 

definitely a lot shorter in stature. So what do bones actually do? 

Bones offer support and definition for your physique. While we are talking about bones and 

physique, I want to dispel the rumor that people can be big-boned
1
. While bones come in different 

lengths, thicknesses and configurations, you never see a fat skeleton, so stop using that excuse if you are 

overweight and just put the fork down, please. Dinosaurs are big boned
2
. Some people can certainly have 

bigger frames than others can, but stating that you are big-boned as a shield for obesity may actually 

indicate increased cranial bone density.
3
 I for one, am not falling for it. 

By far, the best way to study the skeleton is to go about 4-6 weeks without eating and you will get 

a great idea of where your bones are and what they look like. Otherwise, you can look at photos of Tori 

Spelling, Mary-Kate Olsen or Ashley Olsen, who routinely get mistaken for Halloween decorations. 

The first bones we will discuss are bones that form a basic frame called an axial skeleton that 

consists of your skull, spine and rib cage. Your skull consists of twenty-two bones, most of which are 

joined together and look like one big skull-shaped bone, if you ask me. I can clearly make out the 

                                                           
1
 This may be indicative of older generations in a similar manner that my father was surprised that his two children 

had asthma when neither he nor my mother were inflicted with this condition. Years later, we discovered that my 
father had been on prednisone tablets for a long time because he had “breathing difficulties.” Ta-may-toh, ta-mah-
toe… 
2
 Quoted from George Carlin. 

3
 Why is being bone-headed or thick in the head considered an insult? Aren’t we all bone-headed? Isn’t bone 

density a positive condition? 



Theriault 2 

 

mandible as a separate bone, but beyond that, the names are all Greek to me. Wait, what we call the skull 

is actually called the cranium, which is a Greek word for skull, which is what I wanted to call it in the 

first place. Those zany Greeks. 

The skull bones are called the parietals
4
, the temporals, the frontal, the occipital (which should 

have been named the backal), sphenoid, ethnoid, hemorrhoid, lacrimals, nasals, palatines, zygomatics
5
, 

maxilla, mandible, inferior nasal conchae, the vomer, the vomit, mandible and hyoid and the byoid
6
.  

As a fan of the original Star Trek series, I learned about the occipital bone in the episode titled 

That Which Survives
7
.  I will need to set the scene a bit. There is a planet that is an anomaly (as usual), 

and Captain Kirk, Dr. McCoy
8
, Lt. Sulu and Sr. Geologist D'Amato have to investigate leaving Mr. Spock 

with the conn
9
. They transport down to the planet, and we all know that we will never see Sr. Geologist 

D'Amato again, because the series had no budget and was using actual salt shakers
10

 for futuristic medical 

devices. Of course, D‟Amato snuffs it by 13:55, but they do not show it. 

Anyways, after they beam down to the planet, the Enterprise is rocked by a special effect that is 

quite clearly only the camera being shaken and they all fall down like children at the end of Ring around 

the Rosie. Mr. Spock stands and rubs the back of his head and at 2:40 into the episode, this brilliant 

exchange occurs between Lt. Uhura and Mr. Spock:  

Uhura: Mr. Spock! Are you all right? 

Mr. Spock: Yes. I believe no permanent damage was done. 

Uhura: What happened? 

Mr. Spock: The occipital area of my head seems to have impacted with the arm of the chair. 

Uhura: "No, Mr. Spock. I meant what happened to us?" 

                                                           
4
 The urban dictionary states that parietal means “a stupid system banning a person from the opposite sex's 

dorm.” Think I am kidding? Look it up. 
5
 Fun fact: The zygomatic was named by Ronco, the makers of the Veg-o-matic, the Chop-O-Matic and the Dial-O-

Matic. 
6
 There may be a few extra bones in there. Maybe they have not fused yet? 

7
 Season 3, Episode 17. Original air date was January 24, 1969 so I was either an intellectual 6-year-old who found 

this funny, or I caught the series later after it was syndicated. I suspect the latter. 
8
 Dr. McCoy was nicknamed “Bones” which ties perfectly into the skeletal system. 

9
“Conn” means to conduct or direct the steering of (as a ship). 

10
 In reality, McCoy's "sensor probe" was a prop contrived from a salt shaker by a TV crew making do on the tight 

budget of a fledgling series. Absolutely factual.  
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It goes to show you that you can learn something from such a series that brought us the modern 

design of cell phones 40 years before they were a reality. Incidentally, D‟Amato died of something called 

cellular disruption, which is also common with today‟s cell phone signals -especially Nextel. 

Next, after the head bones are uhhm …er. Hold on. (With the hip bone connected to the back 

bone, and the back bone connected to the neck bone, and the neck bone connected to the head bone…) 

Ah, the neck bones. The first seven vertebrae are the cervical vertebrae. They are nowhere near the cervix 

either. I learned about the cervix in “health class,” which was really a fancy name for sexual education, 

but our parents would have had a conniption if they knew we were being taught about bumping uglies in 

the 6
th
 grade. Since I had the maturity of a five-year-old (and proudly, I still do), I was busy snickering at 

words like hymen and menses, so my parents had no worries, as I learned nothing. Later in life, I realized 

that the word menses, and the intellectual group Mensa sounded similar, but in actuality, had little in 

common. I found that mensa is Latin for “table,” so how smart can they be? 

Speaking of „table,
11
‟ the very first bone at the top of the spinal column – the C1 vertebra – is a 

flat table-shaped bone referred to as the Atlas. This is because like the titan Atlas
12

 of Greek mythology, it 

is holding up something big and round with billions of creatures living on it, (but a bottle of Rid should 

take care of that for most of us). 

The C2 vertebra is called the Axis, because this bone allows you to rotate your head around like 

Linda Blair in the Exorcist while spewing vomit. The other five cervical vertebrae have no special names 

so we will refer to them as C3, C4, C5, C6 and C7. In line after these are twelve individual vertebrae, 

which compose the Thoracic vertebrae. These vertebrae are notable because of the spinous process which 

stick up like the bony plates of a stegosaurus. Welcome to Thoracic Park
13

.  

The ribs are connected to the thoracic vertebra. Humans have twelve sets of ribs. The first seven 

are called true ribs because they connect to the sternum directly. Then there three sets of false ribs, which 

are actually real ribs, but they latch onto the seventh rib like remoras holding onto a shark, and do not 

connect to the sternum directly. Finally, there are two sets of  floating ribs which are helium filled and can 

                                                           
11

 Brilliant segue to transition from an inane subject like menses to the first cervical vertebrae.   
12

 I expect that if there was really a Titan holding up the Earth, that New Jersey would be right next to his armpit. 
13

 Trademark 2010 Rick Theriault, All Rights Reserved. 
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often be found near the ceiling after a particularly memorable evening. All of these ribs are delicious with 

James River barbeque sauce
14

. 

Next are the lumbar vertebrae
15

, which are the vertebrae that are damaged most often in 

automobiles. Not in accidents as one might suspect, but by those hard lumpy things that they call lumbar 

support that never, ever line up with your actual spine and have settings that range from “too hard” to 

“Seriously? This is even harder.” There are five of these vertebrae. In between each of the vertebrae 

mentioned so far are cushiony discs made of cartilage called intervertebral discs. Slipped discs are a 

common malady sufferered when people going through their mid-life crises try simultaneously putting 

their left hands on blue and their right hands on green while playing Twister
16

.  

As we near the end (and we are literally approaching the „rear-end‟) we reach the sacrum. The 

main function of the sacrum is to provide attachment for the hipbones and protect the pelvic organs. Next, 

is a group of five bones that have fused together as one, and is perhaps the most fun of all the bones in the 

entire human body to say in public, without having to apologize for afterwards. Ladies and gentlemen, 

may I present – the coccyx. The coccyx has absolutely no function whatsoever other than break when you 

fall on it and to cause at least four people in each Biology class to snicker at the mere mention of it. Some 

of them try to cough and cover the snicker, but everyone knows the cause of the coughs. 

Wow, the end of page 4 and I have not discussed any of the appendicular skeleton yet. Let us 

immediately get into the appendicular skeleton without goofing around. First, we have the shoulder 

girdle, which consists of the scapulas and the clavicles
17

. These form the basis of the shoulders. 

Connected to each shoulder is a humerus, and I will not stoop to making jokes about this bone because it 

is not funny. The humerus extends to the elbows and connects to the radius and the ulna. These bones end 

at the wrists (or carpals), then extend to the hand bones which are metacarpals, and end with the fingers, 

or phalanges, which is, by far, the silliest name of all the bones. 

                                                           
14

 Mmmmm.  
15

 Called “lumbar” because they are made of wood, which in Latin is lumber. 
16

 Milton Bradley. This is especially difficult if your left foot is on yellow while your right foot is on red. 
17

 I played the clavicle for two years in high school, before I learned that it was not a woodwind instrument. Boy 
was my face red. 
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While we were poking around the sacrum earlier, I almost mentioned the pelvis, but figured I 

would wait. It is time. The pelvis is made up of three major sections: the ilium, which provides support 

for love handles, the pubis, and the ischium. The ischium is pronounced “itchy-um” and is the main 

reason many people scratch that particular area. A male pelvis and a female pelvis are differentiated by a 

few main characteristics. One is that the female pelvis has a larger opening for the baby to pass through
18

. 

The other is that the pubic arch in females is more rounded where the male arch is pointier. 

The hips have sockets that connect with the ball of the femur (thigh bones). Next is the tibia and 

fibula. Oh, at the junction of the tibia/fibula and the femur is the patella, which is the small hunk of bone 

that we affectionately refer to as the kneecap
19

 when are lying on the ground in agony, yet laughing for 

some reason, after smashing it while not quite clearing that post and rail fence we were jumping over.  

As we wind down, we reach the ankles or the tarsals. The bones of the feet are called the 

metatarsals and finally the toes are referred to as phalanges. A sharp reader will notice that this is the 

same name given to the fingers, so somebody obviously was getting lazy. Those are the major bones and 

this entire essay is pretty much an exercise in futility since we have already taken the test that shows what 

we know about the bones. Hey, two points are two points though.  

So what else do bones do? Bones also provide something to break when you fall off the bed. 

What kind of childhood would you have had if you were not snapping bones like pretzels during your 

youth? It is interesting to note that men break more bones than women, due to the incredibly stupid things 

that we do – usually while under the influence of some combination of testosterone and alcohol. I am 

certain that if you were to Google “testosterone and alcohol” you would be rewarded with a medley of 

videos of men performing stunts that make Evel Knievel look like a Nancy-boy.  

In addition to their primary job of break and jutting out through the skin, bones also protect the 

body organs from damage. Unfortunately, bones also can fracture and poke holes in the very organs that 

they are supposed to protect, so that does not always work. Nevertheless, they try and we have to give 

them credit for that. Your skull protects your brain. Your ribs protect your heart and lungs and God 

                                                           
18

 At least that is what they tell us. 
19

 The construction of the human skeleton shows that the arms and legs have similar bones, but I always wonder 
why we do not have an elbow cap to mirror the kneecap. It just would have made sense. 
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knows what else is in there. Your spine protects the spinal cord. Your pelvis protects your bladder and 

your you-know-what. 

Bones are also responsible for creating blood cells. Inside of the long bones in our bodies, there is 

a cavity that is filled with a tissue called bone marrow. In this tissue, new blood cells are produced, and 

damaged blood cells are repaired. Red bone marrow produces red blood cells, white blood cells and other 

blood elements
20

. Yellow bone marrow stores fat which the body consumes as a last resort in cases of 

extreme starvation
21

. It also turns into red marrow in emergencies such as blood loss or anemia. In 

addition, bones have growth plates that dictate how long the long bones will get. 

Bones allow for movement. The bones use leverage to help the body move in different directions 

and in different ways. The bones by themselves can't move without the muscles that are connected to 

them so you do not have to worry about skeletons chasing you through cemeteries as that is no longer as 

common as it used to be a few hundred years ago. 

Finally, for bones to be strong, we need vitamins and minerals. One of the most important 

minerals that the body needs is calcium. Calcium is a major part of bone, and this is where the body stores 

its calcium. It is very important to make sure you take in enough calcium each day. Take some right now, 

for God‟s sake! If you don't get enough calcium, your body will take the calcium it needs to regulate 

blood pH, from your bones. The less calcium the bones have, the weaker they will become. The joke will 

be on you as your body folds underneath you like a cheap card table.  

My Mom had to have a hip replacement after she fell down during an intricate move where she 

was spinning like a top and my father gracefully held his arm out …and missed her. This happened while 

dancing to Glenn Miller‟s In The Mood
22

. She may have been in the mood during the dance, but the nice 

sharp crack of a femur on a hard wooden floor instantly extinguished any amorous feelings. I believe my 

father was not put off by it in the least and kept trying all the way to the hospital, though. 

                                                           
20

 How patriotic would it have been if we were to have blue cells as well? Well, technically we kind of do, but they 
are actually red blood cells that turn purplish, I think. 
21

 Am I the only one who finds it odd that the very features that are associated with being thin (bones, as in “skin 
and bones”) are also in charge of storing fat to prevent you from looking like a skeleton? This is obviously our 
wacky bodies equivalent to “do as I say, not as I do.”  
22

 True story, just like the central line causing the collapsed lung in my Big Picture: The Respiratory System. 


