PLASTIC

SURGERY 101

by Luke Elijah

Three of Singapore’s top plastic
surgeons take time off from
their busy schedules to discuss
their craft

We often hear the terms plastic, reconstructive, cosmetic
and aesthetic surgery being used interchangeably. Some
of these terms are mutually exclusive, while others are
not. Let us get the facts straightened out.

Plastic surgery is the overall umbrella terminology that
encompasses the two subdivisions, namely reconstructive
surgery and cosmetic surgery. Reconstructive surgery
involves treating and correcting birth deformities, burns
and disfigurements caused by accidents. It also includes
cranio-facial, micro-vascular, cleft lip and palate surgeries.
On the other hand, cosmetic surgery primarily deals with
the improvement of physical attributes that a person is
unsatisfied with. Full-fledged plastic surgeons prefer the
term aesthetic surgery as opposed to cosmetic surgery,
because it projects the image of properly trained and
highly skilled specialists that are accredited by a
professional medical body.

Is Plastic Surgery an Art?
Plastic surgery is the marriage of art, science, medicine
and technology. Plastic surgeons can be compared to

artisans. They mould and create beautiful facial features
and body parts with their hands and God given abilities.
Like all great sculptors and fine artists, plastic surgeons
have to possess a broad understanding and keen
appreciation of the human anatomy.

“There is definitely a strong artistic element involved. A
good plastic surgeon has an innate eye for the aesthetic,”
says Dr Martin Huang. Echoing his sentiments, Dr Woffles
Wau explains that in all artistic disciplines, there are good
and bad technicians. One can learn the technical basics,
but that does not guarantee that he or she would
eventually become a good surgeon. Creativity of artistic
expressions cannot be taught, as it is intuitive. Plastic
surgeons have to rely on their artistic instincts to create
visually appealing work for their patients. Dr Leslie Kuek
sums it up by adding, “Plastic surgery is about using science
to create art. My work comes from the soul.”

Aesthetics and the Golden Ratio
For nearly two millennia, an irrational number has been
widely applied in the fields of art and design. When
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expressed as a ratio, it is known as the “golden ratio” or
phi, and is calculated to be 1:1.618 .

The golden ratio can be utilised to form triangles, rectangles,
pentagons and decagons and they can be found in some
of the world’s most famous works of art and architecture.
Many geniuses such as Leonardo Da Vinci, Mozart and
Salvador Dali have been known to consciously and
unconsciously put the golden ratio into practice. It can also
be found in plants seashells and even human DNA!

Does the golden ratio 1:1.618 have any practical relevance
or application in the arena of cosmetic surgery?

Dr. Stephen Marquardt, a retired plastic surgeon in
California, seems to think so. He has created a beauty mask
using a golden ratio based arrangement of 40 golden
decagons of six different sizes. These decagons have been
carefully aligned with the various features of the human
face. According to Dr Marquardt, his patented templates
are the most beautiful shape a human face could possibly
have. He also claims that the most beautiful faces are the
ones that are most easily recognised as being human.
“Beauty is really just humanness,” he has been known to
say. After practising plastic surgery for the past twenty-
seven years, Dr Marquardt currently conducts research on
human attractiveness and lectures to university students,
as well as professionals within the beauty industry.

The three Singaporean surgeons that | spoke to however,
do not seem to think the golden ratio matters a lot to a
person’s beauty. Dr Wu felt that at best, the golden ratio
is a scientific and mathematical principal that happens to
be an interesting concept. “We do not walk around
measuring people’s faces with a ruler. So what practical
use is mathematical precision?” quips Dr Wu. On a similar
note, Dr Kuek, felt that if we were to base our quest for
good looks on the golden ratio, we might all end up
looking like identical clones. That would not be desirable,
would it?

Beauty and Symmetry

Human beings are highly visual creatures. We use our sense
of sight as our primary means of recognition and judgement.
Visual asymmetry is often translated as imperfection or an
abnormality. As such, nobody wants to look like Quasi
Modo. Dr Huang pauses to reflect on the subject before
affirming, “Symmetry is an important element of beauty.
A lot of my work is focused on creating symmetry to the
human eye.”

Many studies and tests have been conducted to ascertain
if there is indeed a correlation between facial attractiveness
and symmetry. Instinctively, newborn babies and infants
tend to gravitate towards symmetrically beautiful faces.
When asked to comment on the topic, Dr Wu responds,
“Although perfection is seen in symmetry, beauty is not
necessarily symmetrical. Generally speaking however, the
less symmetrical a face, the less attractive it would be.”

Symmetry can be defined as an orderly corresponding
arrangement of various parts of a body that produces a
well-proportionate and balanced form. Having said that,
a lot of asymmetry exists in beautiful artworks, sculptures,
clothing and architecture. Dr Kuek does not view beauty
to be necessarily symmetrical. He elaborates, “Anything
that is too perfect is not real. In nature, there is always a
certain degree of imperfection.”

The Man vs The Boy

Which has more mass appeal? The youthful pretty boy
with the “Peter Pan” complex or the macho square-jawed
“Marlboro man” stud? | directed the question at the
three doctors.

“Both types of looks can be appealing, but | reckon that
the masculine look is preferable to the boyish look,”
comments Dr Huang. Choosing to sit on the fence, Dr Kuek
says, “l appreciate both types. | have to as it is part of my
job.” Hoping to get a less generic answer, | turned to Dr
Wu for his perspective. “I used to think that the boyish









