superficial and deep muscles of the
head and neck

superficial and deep muscles of the head and neck play a crucial role in various
essential functions such as facial expression, mastication, head movement, and support of
the cervical spine. Understanding these muscles is fundamental for professionals in
anatomy, medicine, physiotherapy, and related fields. This article provides a
comprehensive overview of the anatomy, classification, and function of the superficial and
deep muscular layers of the head and neck. It explores the individual muscles, their origins,
insertions, innervations, and biomechanical roles. Additionally, distinctions between the
superficial muscles responsible mainly for movement and expression, and the deep
muscles that stabilize and facilitate intricate movements, are highlighted. The detailed
examination further extends to clinical relevance, including common disorders affecting
these muscle groups. The following sections will guide readers through the anatomy and
physiology of these critical muscle groups with clarity and precision.
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Overview of Superficial Muscles of the Head and
Neck

The superficial muscles of the head and neck primarily consist of muscles involved in facial
expression, mastication, and some movements of the scalp and neck. These muscles are
generally located just beneath the skin and are more visible compared to deeper muscular
layers. Their unique arrangement allows for a wide range of voluntary and involuntary
movements critical to communication and basic survival functions.

Muscles of Facial Expression

Facial expression muscles are thin, flat muscles that originate from the bones of the skull
and insert into the skin. They enable various facial movements such as smiling, frowning,
blinking, and other expressions. Key muscles include the orbicularis oculi, orbicularis oris,
zygomaticus major and minor, frontalis, and buccinator. These muscles are innervated by
the facial nerve (cranial nerve VII).



Muscles of Mastication

The muscles of mastication are essential for chewing and manipulating food. They are
located superficially but are more robust compared to facial expression muscles. The
primary muscles include the masseter, temporalis, medial pterygoid, and lateral pterygoid.
These muscles facilitate jaw elevation, depression, protrusion, and lateral movements. The
mandibular branch of the trigeminal nerve (cranial nerve V3) provides their motor
innervation.

Superficial Neck Muscles

In the neck region, the superficial muscles include the platysma and the
sternocleidomastoid. The platysma is a thin, broad muscle that extends from the lower jaw
down to the clavicle and upper chest, contributing to facial expression and neck skin
tension. The sternocleidomastoid is a prominent, thick muscle responsible for head rotation
and flexion. It extends from the sternum and clavicle to the mastoid process of the
temporal bone and is innervated by the accessory nerve (cranial nerve XI).
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Deep Muscles of the Head

The deep muscles of the head lie beneath the superficial layers and are primarily involved
in finer movements, stabilization, and support of cranial structures. These muscles are
smaller and often more complex, contributing to the intricate control of jaw movements,
swallowing, and maintaining posture of the head.

Muscles of the Soft Palate

The muscles of the soft palate are deep muscles that aid in swallowing and speech. They
include the tensor veli palatini, levator veli palatini, musculus uvulae, palatoglossus, and
palatopharyngeus. These muscles work together to elevate or tense the soft palate,
preventing food from entering the nasal cavity during swallowing.



Muscles of the Pharynx

The pharyngeal muscles, such as the superior, middle, and inferior pharyngeal constrictors,
are deep muscles involved in swallowing and speech. They contract sequentially to propel
food from the oropharynx to the esophagus. Innervation is primarily via the vagus nerve
(cranial nerve X).

Muscles of Mastication - Deep Components

While some muscles of mastication are superficial, the pterygoid muscles (medial and
lateral) are considered deeper muscles of the head. The medial pterygoid assists in jaw
elevation and side-to-side grinding, whereas the lateral pterygoid mainly facilitates jaw
protrusion and opening. These muscles provide fine control over mandibular movements
essential for effective mastication.

Deep Muscles of the Neck

The deep muscles of the neck are essential for supporting the cervical spine, allowing head
and neck movement, and protecting vital neurovascular structures. These muscles are
layered beneath the superficial neck muscles and are grouped into several important
categories.

Prevertebral Muscles

The prevertebral muscles lie anterior to the vertebral column and include the longus colli
and longus capitis. These muscles are responsible for flexion of the neck and head and
contribute to spinal stability. They also assist in slight rotation and lateral flexion of the
cervical spine.

Suboccipital Muscles

The suboccipital muscles are a small group of deep muscles located at the base of the skull.
They include the rectus capitis posterior major and minor, obliquus capitis superior, and
obliquus capitis inferior. These muscles control fine head movements such as extension,
rotation, and lateral flexion of the atlas and axis vertebrae. They are innervated by the
suboccipital nerve (posterior ramus of C1).

Scalene Muscles

The scalene muscles (anterior, middle, and posterior) are located laterally in the neck and
function to elevate the first and second ribs during respiration. They also contribute to
lateral flexion and rotation of the neck. These muscles are deep and play a role in both
respiratory mechanics and cervical spine mobility.
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Functional Significance and Innervation

The superficial and deep muscles of the head and neck work synergistically to perform
complex motor functions including facial expression, mastication, speech, swallowing, and
head movement. Innervation of these muscles involves multiple cranial nerves and spinal
nerves, ensuring precise control and coordination.

Innervation Patterns

The main nerves involved include the facial nerve (cranial nerve VII) for muscles of facial
expression, the mandibular branch of the trigeminal nerve (cranial nerve V3) for muscles of
mastication, the accessory nerve (cranial nerve Xl) for the sternocleidomastoid and
trapezius, and the vagus nerve (cranial nerve X) for pharyngeal muscles. Deep neck
muscles also receive innervation from cervical spinal nerves.

Biomechanical Functions

The muscles of the head and neck facilitate multiple movements:

Facial expression and communication

Chewing and manipulating food

Swallowing and speech articulation

Head rotation, flexion, extension, and lateral bending

Respiratory assistance via scalene muscles

Clinical Considerations Related to Head and Neck



Muscles

Disorders affecting the superficial and deep muscles of the head and neck can significantly
impact quality of life. Conditions such as muscle strain, temporomandibular joint
dysfunction, torticollis, and nerve palsies often involve these muscle groups.

Common Muscle Disorders

Tension headaches often result from overactivity or spasm in the superficial muscles such
as the sternocleidomastoid or trapezius. Temporomandibular joint disorders (TMJ) involve
dysfunction of the muscles of mastication, leading to pain and limited jaw movement.
Cervical dystonia or spasmodic torticollis is a neurological condition causing involuntary
contractions of neck muscles, resulting in abnormal head posture.

Rehabilitation and Treatment

Treatment approaches may include physical therapy, muscle relaxants, botulinum toxin
injections, and surgical interventions depending on the underlying cause. Understanding
the anatomy and function of these muscles is essential for accurate diagnosis and effective
management.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main superficial muscles of the head and
neck?

The main superficial muscles of the head and neck include the platysma,
sternocleidomastoid, and the muscles of facial expression such as the frontalis, orbicularis
oculi, and orbicularis oris.

How do deep muscles of the neck differ from superficial
muscles in function?

Deep muscles of the neck primarily support the cervical spine, assist in head and neck
posture, and facilitate fine movements, while superficial muscles mainly control gross
movements like head rotation, flexion, and facial expressions.

Which muscles are involved in mastication and are
considered deep muscles of the head?

The muscles involved in mastication considered deep muscles of the head include the
masseter, temporalis, medial pterygoid, and lateral pterygoid muscles.



What role does the sternocleidomastoid muscle play in
head and neck movement?

The sternocleidomastoid muscle, a superficial neck muscle, helps in rotating the head to
the opposite side and flexing the neck, as well as assisting in forced inspiration by elevating
the sternum.

Can injury to deep neck muscles affect breathing or
swallowing?

Yes, injury or dysfunction of deep neck muscles, such as the suprahyoid and infrahyoid
muscles, can impair swallowing and breathing since these muscles help stabilize and move
the hyoid bone and larynx during these functions.

Additional Resources

1. Gray's Anatomy: The Anatomical Basis of Clinical Practice

This comprehensive textbook is a definitive resource for understanding human anatomy,
including detailed sections on the superficial and deep muscles of the head and neck. It
provides clear illustrations and thorough descriptions that are essential for medical
students and professionals. The book integrates clinical relevance with anatomical
knowledge, making it a valuable reference for both learning and practice.

2. Clinical Anatomy of the Head and Neck by Snell

Snell’s book offers an in-depth exploration of the anatomy of the head and neck, focusing
on both superficial and deep muscular structures. It is particularly useful for clinical
students as it connects anatomical details with practical medical applications. The text is
well-illustrated and includes clinical cases that enhance understanding.

3. Anatomy of the Human Head and Neck by Fehrenbach and Herring

This book provides a detailed look at the musculoskeletal anatomy of the head and neck,
emphasizing both superficial and deep muscles. It is designed to support dental and
medical students with clear diagrams and clinical correlations. The authors focus on
functional anatomy, aiding in understanding movement and muscle interaction.

4. Head and Neck Anatomy for Dental Medicine by Eric W. Baker

Focused on the anatomical structures relevant to dental professionals, this book covers
superficial and deep muscles of the head and neck with precision. It includes detailed
images and explanations that facilitate learning and application in dental practice. The book
also addresses common clinical issues related to these muscles.

5. Atlas of Human Head and Neck Anatomy by Peter Abrahams

This atlas offers high-quality, detailed illustrations of the head and neck musculature,
highlighting both superficial and deep layers. The visual approach helps students and
clinicians grasp complex anatomical relationships quickly. Accompanied by concise text, it
serves as a practical guide for anatomy study and clinical reference.

6. Essential Clinical Anatomy by Keith L. Moore, Anne M. R. Agur, and Arthur F. Dalley



A concise yet comprehensive resource, this book covers the key aspects of head and neck
muscles, balancing superficial and deep structures. It is widely used for its clear
explanations and effective use of images to enhance retention. The clinical focus helps
readers apply anatomical knowledge in healthcare settings.

7. Muscles: Testing and Function with Posture and Pain by Florence Peterson Kendall

While this book broadly covers muscle function and testing, it includes important sections
on the head and neck muscles, both superficial and deep. It provides practical guidance on
muscle assessment and rehabilitation, making it invaluable for physical therapists and
clinicians working with muscular disorders. The emphasis on posture and pain offers a
functional perspective.

8. Head and Neck Surgery: Otolaryngology by Byron J. Bailey et al.

This surgical textbook comprehensively addresses the anatomy of head and neck muscles,
detailing both superficial and deep layers relevant to otolaryngology. It combines
anatomical knowledge with surgical techniques, making it essential for surgeons and
residents. The book includes detailed illustrations and clinical insights on muscle-related
pathologies.

9. Functional Anatomy of the Head and Neck by James L. Hiatt and Leslie A. Gartner
Focusing on the functional aspects of muscular anatomy, this book explores the superficial
and deep muscles of the head and neck with an emphasis on their roles in movement and
expression. It is suited for students and professionals interested in biomechanical and
clinical perspectives. The text integrates anatomy with physiology, offering a well-rounded
understanding.
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