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Drooping of the upper eyelid and narrowing of the palpebral
fissure associated with peripheral facial nerve palsy

Shingo Ohkawa

Department of Environmental Health and Safety, Division of
Psychiatry and Neurology, Kobe University Graduate School of Medicine

ABSTRACT

Widened palpebral fissure on the affected side has been regarded as one of the hallmarks
of peripheral facial nerve palsy. Contrary to this textbook description, however, peripheral
facial nerve palsy often causes narrowing of the palpebral fissure on the affected side, which
probably results from drooping of the upper eyelid because of weakness of the frontal
muscle. This narrowing showed a varying degree of drooping of the eyebrow. There were
patients with a svere degree of narrowing. This indicates that the frontal muscle which has
been considered as an accessory muscle, occasionally plays a very important part in eyelid
elevation. We suspect that this is closely related to the skin condition of the upper face.
Some elderly people have excessively loose skin of the upper eyelid or forehead,resulting
in “masked” palpebral narrowing. In such a situation, occurrence of frontal muscle weakness
can produce severe palpebral narrowing. With the patient looking straight ahead, the change
of palpebral narrowing was evaluated when the eyebrow on the affected side was lifted
manually by the examiner (eyebrow lifting test). In all of the peripheral facial nerve palsy
group palpebral narrowing disappeared when the eyebrow on the affected side was lifted
slightly,whereas in all of the levator palsy group palpebral narrowing remained unchanged,
even when the eyebrow was lifted to its maximal extent. The “eyebrow lifting test” is simple
but very helpful in differentiating between two types of palpebral narrowing due to weakness

of the frontal muscle and levator palpebrae superioris.

Key words: peripheral facial nerve palsy, weakness of the frontal muscle, drooping of the

upper eyelid, narrowing of the palpebral fissure, “eyebrow lifting test”
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