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LABORATORY #4: The Postcranial Skeleton 
 
Today’s lab will have you comparing the postcranial skeletons of a diverse group of vertebrates. Our focus is 
on the cat (Felis catus) skeleton. However, you are provided with many other vertebrates, and you should 
spend time looking around the room at the skeletons and attempting to identify the bones within.  
 
The postcranial skeleton of tetrapods is dominated by the endoskeleton. In the cat, the only postcranial 
dermal element is the clavicle of the pectoral (shoulder girdle). The rest of the appendicular skeleton and the 
entirety of the axial skeleton is endoskeletal. Rather than using the taxon-by-taxon approach of last week, 
focus on the vertebral column and appendicular skeleton individually and examine each from a comparative 
perspective. As in the skull lab, you’ll discover that the terms you learn for the cat may be applied more 
broadly throughout vertebrates. 
 
Before sketching, spend time with the specimens! The more you can learn, the less you’ll need to write up.  
 
The easiest way to proceed may be to check off (circle, highlight, etc.) the following bones in the figure labels 
of the lab manual. This way your attention won’t be divided among the handout, the figures, and the actual 
specimens. 
 
1. Axial skeleton of Felis catus (vertebral column and associated structures): Identify the following, using 
figure 5-7 in the lab manual: 

atlas: transverse process, centrum, alar foramen 
axis: transverse foramen (for passage of vertebral artery, vertebral vein, nerves), dens 
cervical vertebra: neural arch, spinous process (neural spine), vertebral canal, transverse process, centrum 
thoracic vertebra: cranial zygapophysis (prezygapophysis), caudal zygapophysis (postzygapophysis), 

diapophysis, rib facet on centrum, spinous process (neural spine) 
lumbar vertebra: pleurapophysis, cranial zygapophysis (prezygapophysis), caudal zygapophysis 

(postzygapophysis) 
sacral vertebra: spinous process (neural spine) 
caudal vertebra 

 
• In your lab notebook, jot down some ways in which you can distinguish among cervical, thoracic, lumbar, 
sacral and caudal vertebrae. To be sure that you’re choosing good features, ask for help. 
 
• Have a look at the cat ribs. Identify the capitulum and tuberculum and where each articulates against the 
vertebral column. Use figure 5-8 as a guide. 
 
• Read the paragraphs in the lab manual on Ribs and Sternum (page 89; pages 108-109 in the Eighth Edition). In 
the complete skeletal mount of the cat, identify vertebrosternal, vertebrocostal, and vertebral ribs. Identify the 
manubrium, xiphisternum, and body of the sternum. 
 
• Use figure 6-2 (figure 6-4 in the Eighth Edition) to identify the elements of the fish pectoral (shoulder) girdle. 
All but the scapula and coracoid are dermal skeletal bones: posttemporal, supracleithrum, postcleithrum, and 
cleithrum. The clavicle of Amia calva is a separate element and is not included in the lab specimen. A shift from 
a pectoral girdle dominated by the dermal skeleton to one dominated by the endoskeleton occurs across the 
vertebrate transition to terrestriality. 
 
• Observe the gastralia (ventral ribs) in the alligator skeleton. These are not true ribs and do not even belong 
to the endoskeleton. These are dermal bones that provide support to the abdomen. 
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2. Appendicular skeleton of Felis catus:  
 
FORELIMB 

Identify the following, using figure 6-11 in the lab manual (figure 6-14 in the Eighth Edition): 
pectoral girdle: supraspinous fossa, infraspinous fossa, scapular spine, metacromion, coracoid process, 

acromion, glenoid cavity 
 
Identify the following, using figure 6-12 in the lab manual (figure 6-14 in the Eighth Edition): 
humerus: greater tubercle, head, lesser tubercle, olecranon fossa, supracondylar foramen, medial 

epicondyle, capitulum, trochlea, deltopectoral crest, lateral epicondyle 
 
Identify the following, using figure 6-13 in the lab manual (figure 6-15 in the Eighth Edition):
radius: head, radial tuberosity, ulnar articular facet, medial styloid process 
ulna: olecranon, trochlear notch, coronoid process, radial notch, lateral styloid process 
 
Identify the following, using figure 6-14B in the lab manual (figure 6-11B in the Eighth Edition):
carpus: scaphoid, lunate, triquetrum, centrale, trapezium, trapezoid, capitate, hamate, pisiform 
 

HINDLIMB 
Identify the following, using figure 6-16 in the lab manual (figure 6-17 in the Eighth Edition): 
pelvic girdle: ilium, obturator foramen, pubis, ischium, acetabulum, pelvic symphysis 
 
Identify the following, using figure 6-17 in the lab manual: 
femur: head, greater trochanter, lesser trochanter, medial epicondyle, lateral epicondyle, condyles for tibia, 

articular facet for patella  
 
Identify the following, using figure 6-18 in the lab manual:
tibia: tibial tuberosity, tibial crest, medial malleolus 
fibula: head, lateral malleolus 
 
Identify the following, using figure 6-19B in the lab manual (figure 6-11D in the Eighth Edition):
tarsus: astragalus, calcaneus, navicular, medial cuneiform, intermediate cuneiform, lateral cuneiform, cuboid 
 

• For each of the long bones (humerus, radius, ulna, femur, tibia, and fibula), look at the orientation of the 
bone in the complete skeletal mounts. What features can you use on a single bone to determine the medial, 
lateral, cranial, and caudal sides? You’ll need to be able to orient these bones in this way in order to recognize 
right-side bones from the left-side bones.  
 
 


