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Mpressive Threadz Studio 
 

Sewing School 
  

Grains / Grainlines and Naps in Woven Fabrics 
 
Most fabrics are woven, which are created by running a thread back and forth, under and over a series 

of parallel threads held tightly in place.  A selvage is formed on each side of the fabric.   

Grain (also call grainline) refers to the way the threads are running in a woven fabric. There are three 

basic grains (grainlines) to know. 

 

Selvage: 

 The finished edge of the woven fabric that doesn’t fray 

or unravel.   

 Usually it’s narrow and more tightly woven than the 

rest of the fabric. 

 

Lengthwise grain:  

 The threads running down the length of the fabric, 

parallel to the selvage. 

 Has almost no stretch or give. 

 

Crosswise grain: 

 The threads running across the width of the fabric, 

perpendicular to the selvage. 

 Has a little stretch or give. 

 

Bias grain: 

 A “line” running on a slant over the lengthwise and 

crosswise grains, diagonal to the selvage. 

 Has stretch or give 

o True bias: the line is at a 45  to the lengthwise 

and crosswise grains, and the selvage.  The 

true bias has the most stretch or give. 

 

How to use the grainlines: 

 Most garments are cut with the lengthwise grain running down the body, perpendicular to the 

floor.  Since the lengthwise grain has almost no stretch or give, the garment won’t droop.  The 

crosswise grain will run around the body, giving the garment a little give. 

 If the garment is cut with the crosswise grain running down the body, perpendicular to the floor, 

the garment may droop a little.  The lengthwise grain will run around the body and the garment 

will have no give in the fabric.  All the give must come from adding ease (looseness) into the 

garment’s design. 
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 When you want a woven fabric to stretch and mold around the body like a knit, you would cut 

the garment on the bias grain, since the bias grain has stretch or give. The lengthwise and 

crosswise grains will be slanted to the floor.   

o You have to be more careful when cutting and sewing pieces cut on the bias because it’s 

easy to stretch the pieces too much. The garment will droop the most on the true bias. 

 

Placing a pattern piece on the grain: 

Place the pattern piece on the fabric and position it so that the measurement from the pattern’s 

grainline to the selvage on one end equals the measurement on the other end of the pattern’s grainline 

to the selvage.  The pattern’s grainline will be parallel to the selvage. 

 

With Nap: 

 The pile of a fabric, causing it to look different shades at different angles when you are looking 

at the fabric.  

 Corduroy, suede, velvet, velour and fake fur fabrics have a nap.  Some satin fabrics also have a 

“nap” because of the shine in the fabrics. 

 When you run your hand over a nap fabric, it will feel “smooth” in one direction and “rough” in 

the other direction. 

 All the pattern pieces need to be placed on the fabric so the nap is running up or down the body 

in the same direction to avoid seams that look different (lighter) on one side of the seam. 

 

Without Nap: 

 The fabric does not have a pile and will look the same shade from any angle.  

 When you run your hand over a without nap fabric, it will feel the same in any direction. 

 The pattern pieces can be placed on the fabric in any direction because the seams will look the 

same shade on either side of the seam. 

 


