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The Octopus’s Elbow

Chris Damdar 

Published: September 2006

If you ever invite an octopus home for dinner make sure it keeps its elbows off the table. That’s right, the octopus has elbows. Well, temporary elbowlike joints to be more exact.
Octopuses’ elbows are made of muscle, the same muscle the runs all the way up and down its arms like a tight rope. Unlike human arms, there’s no bone.
Dr. Binyamin Hochner of Hebrew University in Israel, and his colleagues, found that when an octopus spies a tasty crab or crayfish, it extends its arm and stiffens the rope of muscle inside. After grabbing the prey, an elbow forms in the middle of the arm, where the muscle stays soft and flexible. On either side of this elbow, which can rotate, the muscle remains stiff. This anatomical feat gives the octopus a bendable arm very much like the one you use to eat soup or spaghetti.

But why would an octopus – whose arms can bend more ways than you can count – need elbows? Imagine that your arms were as bendable as tentacles. Dinnertime would take forever as your arms flopped around trying to get food in your mouth. By making the arm bend in the same spot, elbows make sure food goes straight from the plate (or seafloor) to the mouth, cutting down the time it takes to chow down.
An octopus can also form wrists and shoulders too, giving it arms that rival our own. Where a joint is created depends on where the octopus grasps an object. Now that’s a really “hand”- y feature! 
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