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TRANSCRIPT

Yarn Nomenclature

Now that we know the kinds of fibres that we want to work with in our weaving, let’s look at the yarns that are 
designed for weavers. Knitters categorize yarns into sizes like laceweight, fingering weight, sport weight, dk 
weight, worsted weight, and bulky weight. These descriptions don’t say anything about the structure of the yarn, 
only the size. When you look at yarns made for weavers, you’ll see the yarn described with a fraction. So think 
about 2/8 wool, 2/18 wool, 2/20 silk, 8/4 cotton, 8/2 cotton, 16 over two cotton. 

What do all those fractions mean? One of the numbers of the fraction represents how many plies of single yarn 
there are. The other number describes the size of the single-ply yarn. So for example, eight over two cotton means 
that there are two plies of size eight cotton, and 8/4 cotton means that there are four plies of size eight cotton. 
Looking at the math a little bit, it would follow that if you have ten yards of 8/2 cotton, it would weigh half as much 
as ten yards of 8/4 cotton because there are only half the number of plies for the same weight of yarn. 

So where did all these numbers come from? They originate from a standardized yarn count for each different 
type of fibre. So, a standard one pound skein of single-ply cotton has 840 yards in a pound. A standard one pound 
skein of single-ply linen has 300 yards in a pound. And a standard one pound skein of single-ply worsted wool has 
560 yards in a pound. So then eight over two cotton means 840, which is the count, times eight, which is the size, 
divided by two, which is the number of plies, and you get 3,360 yards per pound of eight over two cotton. 

Similarly if you do the same math, eight over four cotton means 840, which is the count, times eight, which is the 
size, divided by four, the number of plies, and you get 1,680 yards per pound. That’s half the number of yards as 
the 8/2 cotton. And then so it goes that 16 over two cotton means that, 840 which is the count, times 16, the size, 
divided by two, the number of plies, and you get 6,720 yards per pound of 16 over two cotton. As a rough guide, just 
remember that the higher the size number, the finer the plies. But theoretically, 4/4 cotton and 8/8 cotton, and 16/16 
cotton would have the same yardage but they would have different numbers of plies. 

Are you confused yet? To make things even more confusing, cotton and linen are generally written with the size 
first, followed by the number of plies. But wool is written with the number of plies first, followed by the size. So with 
2/18 wool it means, 560 which is the count, times 18, which is the size, divided by two, the number of plies, gives 
you 5,040 yards per pound. 

Now, one more layer of confusion for you. What I’ve just talked about is related to imperial measurements, it’s a 
standard yarn count expressed in pounds, or yards per pound. Now if you look at spinning mills from around the 
world, you’ll also run into another kind of yard count that is expressed like Nm two over 60, or Nm two over 120. 
In this case, the Nm stands for normal metric which is based on 1,000 meters of yarn per kilogram. So again, the 
number two in this case represents the number of plies in the yarn. Then the 60 represents the number of hanks of 
1,000 meter lengths of single ply yarn that would altogether weigh one kilogram. Again, the higher the size number 
the finer the ply. So Nm two over 120 yarn would be half the diameter and twice the yardage of a Nm two over 60 
yarn. 
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To give you more context, when we order our sock yarns from the spinning mills they are generally Nm three over 
nine, so that means there are three plies of a size nine yarn. So, nine skeins of 1,000 meter singles would weigh one 
kilogram. Our dk weight yarn at SweetGeorgia is Nm three over six wool and our worsted weight yarn is Nm four 
over six wool. So both yarns are spun from the same single ply yarn size but one yarn has three plies and the other 
yarn has four plies. I know that yarn counts are confusing because they originate from historical textile traditions 
in different regions. 

So there’s no single, universal way of describing yarn but hopefully if you understand these conventions and how 
they work, you’ll have a better understanding when you evaluate weaving yarns.


