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What joint in your body is most
important in allowing you to re-

late effectively to patients?
From time to

time I pose this
question to med-
ical students and
residents. It’s an
unfair question;
indeed, it’s some-
thing of a riddle,
as it requires a
read-my-mind ap-
proach to the cor-
rect answer. But
riddles can be a
good way to regain the attention of fa-
tigued or simply bored house staff.
Rounds are long; attention is short.
Some house staff attempt to answer; oth-
ers meet my gaze with blank stares and
smiles as they stall for time, waiting to
see if any more information is forthcom-
ing. A few nod to signify that they have
understood the question, and I nod vig-
orously at this clue that they might be
willing to hazard a guess — thus giving a
hint about the correct answer: the at-
lanto-occipital joint.

Although, in its title, it bears the
name of one of the two bones of this
joint, Grant’s Atlas of Anatomy contains
no clear depiction of the entire atlanto-
occipital joint. Figure 5-37 shows the
superior articulating facets of the atlas,
the “convex-up” surfaces on which the
base of the skull, and the metaphysical
world, rest. Figure 7-32 reveals the op-
posing “convex-down” surfaces of the
occipital condyles in situ, delicately
resting on the atlas. The articulating
surfaces of the occiput are rockered,
much like a hobby horse, and they
work in exactly the same way. This de-
sign allows the head to effortlessly nod
back and forth through a somewhat
limited arc, without requiring move-
ment of the rest of the cervical spine.
It’s not hard to nod. Indeed, given the
propensity of medical students and res-
idents to nod off when they are tired,

relaxation alone is clearly enough to ef-
fect this simple motion.

Phenomenologically, a nod consists
of much more than a small
movement of the head at the
atlanto-occipital joint; it is a
statement of affirmation sig-
nalling understanding, com-
prehension, willingness and,
even more important, a de-
sire to hear more. Nodding
says, “I hear you and under-
stand you and affirm the le-
gitimacy of your problems as
you perceive them, and,
please, do continue to tell me

all about them.”
Thus the simple act
of nodding allows the
patient to become
better known to the
doctor, a necessary
part of the therapeu-
tic relationship. And
it contributes to the
establishment of
trust, for we are in-
clined to trust those
who understand us.
Do we not feel safest
with those who have
demonstrated a will-
ingness, ability and
desire to hear and
understand?

The temporo-
mandibular joint is,
of course, a reason-
able second guess,
but excessive reliance
on this joint by a
clinician can easily
result in patients
hearing more than
they understand,
knowing more than
they wish, and, worst
of all, being given lit-
tle opportunity to be
understood. Indeed,
excessive reliance on

this joint results in the patient nodding
in affirmation as his or her understand-
ing of the physician is increased.

The regular use of the atlanto-occip-
ital joint does not suffer from these
shortcomings; indeed, I would argue
that it is difficult to overuse it in caring
for patients.

Do you find yourself nodding in af-
firmation?

Room for a view

Atlas nodded

Stephen Workman
Assistant Professor
Department of Medicine
Dalhousie University
Halifax, NS

F
re

d 
S

eb
as

tia
n

Tobacco, Tobacco 
Sing sweetly for Tobacco,
Tobacco is like love,
O love it 
For you see I will prove it. 

Love maketh leane the fatte mens tumor,
So doth Tobacco, 
Love still dries uppe the wanton humor,
So doth Tobacco,
Love makes men sayle from shore to shore,
So doth Tobacco,
Tis fond love often makes men poor
So doth Tobacco,
Love makes men scorne all Coward feares,
So doth Tobacco,
Love often sets men by the eares,
So doth Tobacco. 

Tobaccoe, Tobaccoe
sing sweetely for Tobaccoe,
Tobaccoe is like Love,
O love it,
For you see I have provde it. 

Anonymous lyrics, set to music by Tobias Hume
in 1605

Illness and metaphor

Tobacco is like love


