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The dramatic appeal of a face, especially caught in a smile or
laugh, lies in the interplay between the lips, teeth, and peri-
odontium.Any deviation from the ideal form alters perceived
attractiveness, particularly if the change involves an overexuber-
ant gingival display. Indeed, a well-known survey discovered
that laypeople found a show of 3 mm to 4 mm of gingiva above
the dental margin upon smiling to be less esthetic than 0 mm.1,2

Symmetry, specific anatomic positions, and harmonious pro-
portions matter.

THE IDEAL ARCHITECTURE
What is normal? There are no unwavering guidelines, but in
general, the dental profession establishes the following rela-
tionships and dimensions as standard, based on observational
studies and expert opinion.

Lip Line
The position of the lip at rest and upon smiling determines the
amount of dental and periodontal display. Highly inconsistent
labial movement from rest to full smile averages 7 mm to 8
mm, though it ranges from 2 mm to 12 mm.3 As studied by
Tjan and colleagues in dental and hygiene students, three smile
line classifications exist, based on the location of the upper lip
relative to the upper anterior teeth (Table 1).4

The analysis appraised only patients up to age 30.With time,
the lips become less everted and less elastic. In other words, the
lip line changes.Older patients show less of the maxillary teeth and
more of the mandibular. Fifteen-year-old subjects reveal 10 mm
of maxillary central incisal length during smiling and 5 mm at

rest.5 Vig and Brundo confirmed age-correlated changes and
discovered that women tended to exhibit twice as much maxil-
lary incisor length compared to men (Table 2).6 Notice that with
time, the total level of tooth exposure at rest drops from 5 mm
at age 15 years to 3 mm starting at age 40.

Tooth Morphology
Teeth fall into one of three shapes: square, ovoid, and triangu-
lar.7 The widest of all, a square tooth, possesses the longest prox-
imal contact and leaves the least room in the interdental area,
which creates short, blunt papilla.The triangular tooth, in con-
trast, presents the shortest contact area and widest interdental
space, allowing for a tapered and long papilla. Papillary mor-
phology mimics that of the underlying interproximal bone.

The maxillary central incisors are key to symmetry; if they
match, the observer is able to accept small irregularities in adja-
cent teeth. Contralateral teeth should be equivalent in length
and width on either side of the midline. In theory, the length of
the maxillary central incisors should exceed that of the lateral in-
cisors but equal that of the canines.8 The cusp tips of maxillary
centrals and canines also must be at the same level.The incisal
edge of the lateral incisor is 1 mm coronal to the canine tip.

As useful to the practitioner is the width-to-length ratio of
the anterior teeth.The restoration of proper crown proportions
is a major part of esthetic dentistry.These ratios remain more or
less constant from person to person; knowledge of one meas-
urement may be used to predict the other.The width-to-length
ratio of maxillary central incisors is 0.8 mm and those of other
anterior teeth lies between 0.7 and 0.8 mm.9 The width and
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Table 1: Smile Line Classification

CLASSIFICATION DEFINITION PREVALENCE GENDER BIAS

High
Total cervicoincisal length of the maxillary anterior teeth and a
contiguous band of gingival exposed.

11% Female

Average
75% to 100% cervicoincisal length of maxillary anterior teeth 
and interproximal gingival exposed.

69%

Low
< 75% cervicoincisal length of maxillary anterior teeth 
exposed.

20% Male

             


