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Is it possible to define the ideal lips?
È possibile definire le labbra ideali?
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SUMMARY

The lips are an essential component of the symmetry and aesthetics of the face. Cosmetic surgery to modify the lips has recently gained in 
popularity, but the results are in some cases disasterous. In this review, we describe the features of the ideal lips for an individual’s face. 
The features of the ideal lips with respect to facial anatomy, important anatomical landmarks of the face, the facial proportions of the lips 
and ethnic and sexual differences are described. The projection and relative sizes of the upper and lower lips are as significant to lip aesthet-
ics as the proportion of the lips to the rest of the facial structure. Robust, pouty lips are considered to be sexually attractive by both males 
and females. Horizontal thirds and the golden ratio describe the proportions that contribute to the beauty and attractiveness of the lips. In 
young Caucasians, the ideal ratio of the vertical height of the upper lip to that of the lower lip is 1:1.6. Blacks, genetically, have a greater 
lip volume. The shape and volume of a person’s lips are of great importance in the perception of beauty by humans. The appearance of the 
lips in part determines the attractiveness of a person’s face. In females, fuller lips in relation to facial width as well as greater vermilion 
height are considered to be attractive. 

KEY WORDS: Lip • Ideal lip • Horizontal thirds • Golden ratio • da Vinci’s classic proportions

RIASSUNTO 

Le labbra sono una componente essenziale per la simmetria e l’estetica del viso. La chirurgia estetica delle labbra ha recentemento otte-
nuto grande popolarità, tuttavia i risultati in alcuni casi sono disastrosi. In questo lavoro di revisione, noi descriviamo le caratteristiche 
delle labbra ideali, quindi vengono elencate le caratteristiche delle labbra ideali nel rispetto dell’anatomia del viso, i punti di riferimento 
anatomici del viso, le giuste proporzioni delle labbra e le differenze in base al sesso e all’etnia. Le proiezioni e le relative misure del labbro 
superiore e inferiore sono importanti non solo per l’estetica delle labbra in sé, ma anche per le proporzioni del viso. Le labbra carnose 
sono considerate sensuali sia dal genere maschile sia da quello femminile. Le linee orizzontali (con le quali si può dividere un volto) e la 
“golden ratio” descrivono le proporzioni che contribuiscono alla bellezza e all’attratività delle labbra. Nei giovani caucasici, il rapporto 
ideale tra l’altezza del labbro superiore e quella del labbro inferiore è di 1:1,6. Gli individui di razza nera hanno, geneticamente, delle 
labbra molto grandi. La forma e il volume delle labbra di una persona sono di notevole importanza per la percezione di bellezza da parte 
degli altri individui. Le labbra pertanto sono determinanti per l’attrattività di una persona. Nelle donne, le labbra carnose, in relazione 
alla larghezza del viso, così come l’altezza del vermiglio, sono considerate attraenti.

PAROLE CHIAVE: Labbra • Labbra ideali • Proprzioni orizzontali • Golden ratio • Proporzioni classihe di da Vinci
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Introduction
Beauty is defined as “a state of harmony – a balance of fa-
cial proportions – a balanced relationship among skeletal 
structures, teeth, and soft tissue” 1 or as the relative meas-
ure of balance and harmony 2. Aesthetics is “the study of 
beauty and to a lesser extent, its opposite, the ugly” 3. The 
main factor defining an individual’s attractiveness is his or 
her face 4. An attractive appearance has a strong influence 
on that person’s everyday life 5. Beautiful people are con-

sidered friendlier, more intelligent, more interesting and 
more socially competent 6-9.
The lips are an essential component of the symmetry and 
aesthetics of the face (Fig. 1). Anthropometric studies 
have shown that wider and fuller lips in relation to fa-
cial width as well as greater vermilion height contribute 
to defining female attractiveness 10. Gonzalez-Ulloa 11 de-
scribed the changes of the lip with aging, including a less 
exposed vermilion and a relative loss of vermilion bulk.
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The projection and relative sizes of the upper and lower 
lips are as significant to lip aesthetics as the proportion of 
the lips to the other facial structures. Additional important 
dimensions include the relative vertical length of the upper 
“red” lip to the length of the philtrum, or upper “white” lip. 
This is clearly demonstrated in the lips of the elderly, which 
are characterised by relative phitral excess and an atrophic 
upper red lip. On anterior view, the height of the upper red 
lip should be less than that of the lower red lip, and the up-
per lip should project approximately 2 mm over the lower 
lip on profile 12.
In virtually all females since the beginning of recorded his-
tory, full lips have been associated with youth, beauty and 
voluptuousness. Robust, pouty lips are considered to be 
sexually attractive by both males and females 13. Recently, 
cosmetic surgery to modify the lips has gained in popular-
ity, with the goal of increasing facial attractiveness, but the 
results are in some cases disasterous. In this review, we con-
sider the features of the ideal lips for an individual’s face.

Anatomy of the lips

Muscles of the lips
The orbicularis oris acts as a sphincter around the mouth. 
Its fibers interlace with those of all the other facial mus-
cles that act on the mouth. The buccal and marginal man-
dibular branches of the facial nerve provide the motor 
supply to the orbicularis oris, whose actions include purs-
ing, dilation and closure of the lips 14.
The depressor anguli oris arises from the periosteum of 
the mandible, along the oblique line lateral to the depres-
sor labii inferioris. Its fibers converge on the modiolus, to-
gether with fibers of the orbicularis oris, risorius and, in 
some individuals, levator anguli oris muscles. The marginal 
mandibular branch of the facial nerve supplies the depres-
sor anguli oris, which depresses the corners of the mouth 
on contraction 14. 
The depressor labii inferioris arises from the oblique line 
of the mandible in front of the mental foramen, where it is 
coverd by fibers of the depressor anguli oris. It passes up-
ward and medially to insert into the skin and mucosa of the 
lower lip and into fibers of the orbicularis oris 14.
The mentalis arises from the incisive fossa of the mandible 
and descends to insert into the dermis of the chin. Con-
traction elevates and protrudes the lower lip and creates 
the characteristic “peach-pit” dimpling of the skin over the 
chin. The motor supply arises from the marginal mandibu-
lar nerve 14.
The levator labii lies deep to the orbicularis oculi at its ori-
gin from the maxilla, just above the infraorbital foramen. 

It passes downward to insert into the upper lip and orbicu-
laris oris. A smaller slip of medially located muscle, the 
levator labii superioris alaeque nasi, originates from the 
frontal process of the maxilla and inserts into the nasal car-
tilage and upper lip. Both of these muscles are supplied by 
branches of the zygomatic and buccal branches of the facial 
nerve. Their function is to elevate the upper lip 14. 
The levator anguli oris arises deeply from the canine fossa 
of the maxilla, below the infraorbital foramen, and inserts 
into the upper lip. It is innervated on its superficial aspect 
by the zygomatic and buccal branches of the facial nerve. 
This muscle elevates the corners of the mouth 15.
The risorius is often underdeveloped. This muscle arises 
from a thickening of the platysma muscle over the lateral 
cheek, the parotidomasseteric fascia, or both. It inserts into 
the corners of the mouth and pulls them laterally 14 (Fig. 2).

Important anatomical landmarks of the lips
The upper lip extends from the base of the nose superiorly 
to the nasolabial folds laterally and to the free edge of the 
vermilion border inferiorly. The lower lip extends from 
the superior free vermilion edge superiorly to the com-
missures laterally and to the mandible inferiorly. Around 

Fig. 1. The lips.

Fig. 2. Muscles of the lips (Adapted from Prendergast, 2013 14). 
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the circumferential vermilion-skin border, a fine line of 
pale skin accentuates the colour difference between the 
vermilion and normal skin. Along the upper vermilion-
skin border, two paramedian elevations of the vermilion 
form Cupid’s bow. Two raised vertical columns of tissue 
form a midline depression called the philtrum, which is 
located between the paramedian elevations of the ver-
milion and the columella above (Fig. 3). The labiomental 
crease passes horizontally in an inverted U-shape across 
the lower lip, which intraorally corresponds to the depth 
of the gingivolabial sulcus 15.

Facial proportions for the lips

Horizontal thirds
The face is divided into horizontal thirds. The upper third 
extends from the hairline to the glabella, the middle third 
from the glabella to the subnasale and the lower third from 
the subnasale to the menton. These facial thirds are rarely 
equal in size. In Caucasians, the middle third is often small-
er than the upper third and the middle and upper thirds are 
smaller than the lower third 16. In East Asians, the middle 
third of the face is often larger than the upper third and 
equal to the lower third, and the upper third is smaller than 
the lower third 17. The lower third is also divided into thirds; 
these define the upper lip, lower lip and chin (Fig. 4) 18. 

The golden ratio
Beauty and facial attractiveness are easily identified but 
difficult to quantify. Despite its subjective nature, we can 
attempt to define, measure and explain the captivating 
phenomenon of beauty by describing it numerically and 
geometrically 19. The golden ratio, denoted by the symbol 
Φ (phi), is an irrational number of the order 1.618033988. 
It is obtained when a line a  +  b is sectioned such that 
a + b/a = a/b (Fig. 5) 18. Although Indian mathematicians 
studied the golden ratio over 2,000 years ago, it first ap-
peared in written documentation in Euclid’s elements in 
~ 300 B.C. 20. The golden ratio, also known as the divine 
proportion, is considered by many to be the key to the 
mystery of aesthetics, attraction and human beauty 21. The 
width of the mouth is Φ times the width of the nose. The 
distance between the lateral canthi is Φ times the width of 
the mouth. The height of the face from the pupils to the 
chin is Φ times the height from the hairline to the pupils. 
The volume and, therefore, the vertical height of the ver-
milion of the upper and lower lips should ideally fit within 
the golden ratio (divine proportion), that is, yielding the 
value of Φ, 1:1.618. This is first seen with da Vinci’s clas-
sic proportions of the lips relative to the rest of the face. 

These basic artistic principles, first practiced hundreds of 
years ago, still apply today 13.
On frontal view, the ideal upper lip: lower lip ratio is 1:1.6. 
The vertical height of the upper lip should be less than that 
of the lower lip. Females will often request augmentation 
of the upper lip alone, without considering the balance be-
tween the upper and lower lips. Thus, it is incumbent upon 
the physician to educate the patient regarding the ideal ratio. 
“Sausage” or “duck” lips do not merely occur from over-
correction, but also from a poor understanding of the deli-
cate contours of the normal lip anatomy. On lateral view, if 
a straight line is drawn from the subnasion to the pogonion, 
the upper lip should project 3.5 mm anterior to the line and 
the lower lip 2.2 mm; the upper lip should project slightly 
more than the lower lip again about 1.6:1 (Fig. 6) 13. An exag-
geration of these proportions or the wrong ratio can lead to 
a “duck-like” or “trout-pout” appearance. Under no circum-
stances should the lips enter the room before the individual.
The proportions of the lower thirds as applied by da Vinci 
further help to position the gnathion. A vertical reduction in 
chin height will help to achieve lip competence and correct 
the facial index. In contrast to the facial index, the lower 
third rules may be violated in females. The chin may be 
reduced more than indicated by the ideal proportion of 70% 
or even the 66% indicated by the classical canon 22.
Marquardt devised a mathematical model that used Φ as 
the central measurement to map out facial proportions and 
aesthetically “ideal” shapes and sizes  23. Despite general 
enthusiasm for the thesis that Φ is the Holy Grail in defin-
ing the beauty and harmony of the human form, Holland 24 
reminds us that several studies have not found a relation-
ship between facial attractiveness and the golden ratio.

Historical overview of beauty and facial 
proportions
Long before scientists first attempted to appraise beauty, 
artists in the 4th century B.C. attempted to formulate rules 
for the ideally proportioned face. Greek artists were the first 
to execute their works according to these rules. For exam-
ple, Aphrodite’s head and body exhibit ideal proportions 
based on the concept of the golden section 25, an allegedly 
ideal ratio between the lengths of two lines of 0.6180 26.
The Romans later postulated their own rules, but following 
the Greek example. Thus, the Roman architect Vitruvius 
devised a famous threefold partition of the face, a con-
cept adhered to even today in orthodontics and in oral and 
maxillofacial surgery During the Renaissance, renowned 
painters (da Vinci, Dürer, della Francesca) proposed rules 
for establishing ideal proportions to achieve optimum aes-
thetics and harmony. These rules, later adopted also by 
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Fig. 3. Important anatomical landmarks of the lips.

orthodontists and surgeons, were generally based on aver-
age values 27.

Ethnic differences in the lips

In youthful Caucasians, the ideal ratio of the vertical height 
of the upper lip to that of the lower lip is 1:1.6 28. The fun-
damental proportions of the lips change as a person ages, 
with lengthening of the cutaneous portion of the upper lip 
and volume loss and thinning of the upper lip vermilion. 
Gravity, osteoporosis, dental changes, maxillomandibular 
bony resorption and further soft-tissue volume loss at the 
oral commissures cause the commissures to turn down-
ward in a perpetual frown. While aging Caucasian males 
and females have similar hard and soft-tissue volume loss, 
with thinning of the vermilion and cutaneous portions of 
the lips, males generally do not develop rhytides of the 
upper and lower lips. This is because their skin is thicker, 
with more subcutaneous fat surrounding the terminal hair 
follicles (as opposed to the fine vellus hairs in females) 13. 
Certain ethnic groups, especially Blacks, genetically have 
greater lip volume. Because the increased melanin in their 
skin is protective throughout their lifetimes, the skin of 
Blacks is less prone to solar elastosis. Consequently, they 
rarely develop radial rhytides in the lips and their vermil-
ion tends to retain its volume even subsequent to aging 13. 
Hwang K and Hwang SH reported that the ratio of ver-
milion size to mouth width was greater according to the 
Japanese than to the Korean ideals of beauty in the late 
18th and early 19th centuries 29.

Fig. 4. Horizontal facial thirds. The upper third extends from the hairline to 
the glabella, the middle third from the glabella to the subnasale and the lower 
third from the subnasale to the menton. The lower third is also divided into 
thirds: the upper third extends from the subnasale to the stomion, the middle 
third from the stomion to the labiomental crease and the lower third from the 
labiomental crease to the menton. These thirds define the upper lip, lower lip 
and the chin (adapted from Prendergast, 2012 18).
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Gender differences in the lips
Anic-Milosevic et al.  30 compared the proportions of the 
lower facial third segments in males and females. The chin 
accounted for the largest segment and the lower lip height 
the smallest in both sexes. Although the vermilion heights 
of the upper and lower lips did not differ between males 
and females, upper and lower lip heights were larger in 
males. In both sexes, the height of the upper vermilion was 
smaller than that of the lower vermilion. The height of the 
vermilion of the upper lip relative to the upper lip itself was 
significantly greater in females than in males. The width 
of the lips should be about 40% of the width of the lower 
face and generally equal to the distance between the medial 
limbi. The width-to-height ratio of the face is typically 3:4, 
with an oval-shaped face being the aesthetic ideal.
Hier et al. 31 reported that females prefer fuller lips to a great-
er degree than do males. Czarnecki et al. 32 created androgy-

nous facial silhouettes and asked 545 professionals to evalu-
ate the profiles constructed with various lips, chin and nose 
relations. The authors found that a slightly convex profile 
was desirable for females and a straighter profile for males.
The index of the lower facial thirds was unchanged for 2500 
years, without differences between males and females. How-
ever, in the average contemporary ideal, the female face is 
shorter than the male face, although the interpupillary dis-
tances are similar. The harmonious male face is longer than 
its counterpart during antiquity. The ideal lower facial height 
in contemporary idealised females and males is 45% and 
48% of the total facial height, respectively. During antiquity, 
it was 50% for both. The ideal ratio chin height/total lower 
facial height is 70% on average, with no differences between 
the sexes, whereas it was 66% in the classical canon. In the 
lower face, the Vitruvian thirds should be adjusted so as to 
yield a proportion corresponding to 30% upper lip and 70% 
lower lip-chin. The contemporary ideal ratios are suitable for 
use in orthofacial planning 22. 
According to Baudouin and Tiberghien  33, full lips con-
tribute to the attractiveness of a female face, together with 
large eyes, prominent cheekbones, thin eyebrows and a 
small nose and chin. The centre of the face thus consists 
of baby-like features, while the periphery implies sexual 
maturity. In the opinion of those authors, males find this 
type of female face particularly alluring.
Michiels and Sather 34 attempted to describe the essentials 
of facial beauty in Caucasian females. They concluded 
that the chin, upper lip and nose were particularly impor-
tant factors in the perception of attractiveness. 

Conclusions
The lips are of great importance for the perception of 
beauty by humans. The appearance of the lips in part de-
termines the attractiveness of a person’s face. Fuller lips 
in relation to facial width and greater vermilion height are 
perceived as attractive in females. Horizontal thirds and 
the golden ratio provide the proportions for beauty and 
attractiveness, also of the lips. The golden ratio has been 
used since da Vinci’s time and has been applied to de-
scribe the classic proportions of the lips relative to the rest 
of the face. In youthful Caucasians, the ideal ratio of the 
vertical height of the upper lip to that of the lower lip is 
1:1.6. Blacks genetically have greater lip volume.
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Fig. 5. The golden proportion. A line (a  +  b) is sectioned such that 
(a + b)/a = a/b = 1.618033988*.

Fig. 6. In lateral view, an analysis according to the golden ratio.
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