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THE ENDURING
APPEAL OF THE
OLD LADY WHO
SWALLOWED A FLY
SONG

Few children's  rhymes
are  as  simultaneously
absurd and captivating
as The Old Lady Who
Swal lowed  A  Fly
Song. For generations,
this cumulative nursery
rhyme  has  delighted
y o u n g  l i s t e n e r s ,
puzzled  parents,  and
inspired  countless
a d a p t a t i o n s .  I t s
ridiculous  premise—an

e l d e r l y  w o m a n
ingesting  a  series  of
i n c r e a s i n g l y
i m p r o b a b l e
animals—has  become
a cornerstone of early
c h i l d h o o d
entertainment.  But
what  is  it  about  this
particular  song  that
h a s  a l l o w e d  i t  t o
endure  fo r  over  a
c e n t u r y ?
Understanding  the
history,  structure,  and
cultural  footprint  of
The  Old  Lady  Who
Swal lowed  A  Fly
Song reveals far more
than  a  simple  si l ly
rhyme;  it  uncovers  a
piece  of  folklore  that
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speaks  to  the  very
nature  of  storytelling,
memory,  and  human
curiosity.

The
Mysteriou
s Origins
of a
Beloved
Rhyme
Trac ing  the  exact
origins  of  The  Old
Lady Who Swallowed
A  F l y  S o n g  i s  a
cha l leng ing  task .
Unlike  many  nursery
rhymes  that  can  be
pinned  to  a  specific
author  or  historical
e v e n t ,  t h i s  s o n g
a p p e a r s  t o  h a v e
emerged from the rich
tapestry  of  American

folk  tradit ion.  The
earliest  known printed
version  dates  back  to
the 1940s, published in
a  c o l l e c t i o n  b y
folklorist  Alan  Mills.
H o w e v e r ,  o r a l
traditions  suggest  the
song  was  sung  well
before that, possibly as
early as the late 19th
or early 20th century.
Some  researchers
b e l i e v e  t h e  s o n g
evolved  from  earlier
cumulative tales found
in  European  folklore.
T h e  s t r u c t u r e  o f
a c c u m u l a t i n g
events—where  each
new  line  builds  upon
the previous one—is a
storytelling device that
dates  back  centuries.
Yet,  the  specific,
absurd progression of a
fly,  a  spider,  a  bird,  a
cat, a dog, a cow, and
finally  a  horse  is
uniquely  American  in
its  humor.  The  song
w a s  p o p u l a r i z e d
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further  by  the  folk
singer Burl Ives in the
1950s,  and  later  by
children's  entertainers
l i ke  Pe te  Seeger .
Today, The Old Lady
Who  Swallowed  A
Fly Song is a staple in
p r e s c h o o l s ,
kindergartens,  and
fam i l y  r oad  t r i p s
around  the  wor ld ,
t r a n s l a t e d  i n t o
numerous  languages
while retaining its core,
nonsensical charm.

Dissectin
g the
Lyrics: A
Mastercla
ss in

Cumulati
ve
Structure
At  its  heart,  The Old
Lady Who Swallowed
A Fly Song  follows a
precise  and  powerful
narrative formula.  The
song  begins  with  a
sma l l ,  seeming ly
manageable  event:

"There was an
old lady who
swallowed a fly."
"I don't know
why she
swallowed a
fly—perhaps
she'll die."

This  opening  couplet
establishes the central
mystery.  Why  would
anyone  swallow  a  fly?
The  absurdity  of  the
premise  immediately
captures  a  chi ld 's
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attention.  From  there,
the  pattern  repeats
with  increasing  scale:

The Spider1.
("She swallowed
the spider to
catch the fly.")
The Bird ("She2.
swallowed the
bird to catch the
spider.")
The Cat ("She3.
swallowed the
cat to catch the
bird.")
The Dog ("She4.
swallowed the
dog to catch the
cat.")
The Cow ("She5.
swallowed the
cow to catch the
dog.")
The Horse ("She6.
swallowed the
horse... she died,
of course.")

This  structure,  known
a s  a  c h a i n  o r
cumulative  rhyme,
s e r v e s  s e v e r a l

important  functions.  It
builds  anticipation,
reinforces  memory
through repetition, and
creates  a  comedic
sense  of  escalation.
The  listener  is  invited
to predict what comes
next,  and  the  sheer
ridiculousness  of  each
new  animal  increases
the  delight.  The  final
l ine,  "she  d ied,  of
course,"  provides  a
da rk l y  humorous
c o n c l u s i o n  t h a t
children  often  find
hilarious  rather  than
frightening,  as  the
absurdity  has  been
built up to such a peak
that  the  death  feels
like the punchline to a
joke. The genius of The
O l d  L a d y  W h o
Swal lowed  A  Fly
Song  l i e s  i n  t h i s
perfect  marriage  of
pattern  and  surprise.
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Musical
Character
istics:
Why the
Song
Sticks in
Your

Head
T h e  m e l o d y
accompanying  The
O l d  L a d y  W h o
Swal lowed  A  Fly
S o n g  i s  j u s t  a s
i m p o r t a n t  a s  t h e
words.  Typically  sung
in  a  simple,  folk-style
tune, the song uses a
repetit ive  melodic
phrase  that  changes
slightly with each new
verse. The tune is often

described as  "bouncy"
or  " jaunty,"  which
contrasts  humorously
with  the  increasingly
dire situation of the old
lady.
Musically,  the  song
relies  on  a  call-and-
response  dynamic.  A
leader  sings  the  new
line  ("She  swallowed
the  dog  to  catch  the
cat"), and the group or
listener  echoes  back
the  accumulated  list.
This interactive quality
makes the song highly
engaging  for  group
settings.  The  tempo
often speeds up as the
l i s t  grows  longer ,
creating  a  sense  of
frantic  energy  that
mirrors  the  old  lady's
predicament.  The  final
verse,  announcing her
death,  typically  slows
down  dramatically,
d e l i v e r i n g  t h e
punchline with comedic
timing.  This  musical
journey—from  curious
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and  slow  to  fast  and
chaotic,  then  abruptly
stopping—is  a  key
reason  why  The  Old
Lady Who Swallowed
A Fly Song remains so
effective  at  holding  a
child's  attention.

Education
al and
Cognitive
Benefits
for
Children
B e y o n d  i t s
entertainment  value,
The  Old  Lady  Who
Swal lowed  A  Fly
Song  is  a  powerful
educational  tool.  Early
childhood  educators
frequently  use  this
s o n g  t o  d e v e l o p

several  key  skil ls:

Memory and
Sequencing:
The cumulative
nature of the
lyrics forces
children to
remember and
repeat a growing
list of items in
the correct order.
This strengthens
short-term
memory and
introduces the
concept of
sequencing, a
foundational skill
for reading and
mathematics.
Language
Development:
The song
introduces
children to new
vocabulary words
(spider, bird,
cow, horse) in a
fun, repetitive
context. The
rhyming scheme
(fly/die,
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spider/inside her)
also helps
children
recognize
phonetic
patterns.
Cognitive
Logic: On a
simple level, the
song teaches
cause and effect.
The old lady has
a problem (the
fly), and she
attempts to solve
it by introducing
a new problem
(the spider). This
chain of illogical
logic is a
humorous way to
introduce
problem-solving
concepts.
Auditory
Processing:
Listening
carefully to recall
the correct order
of animals
sharpens
auditory

discrimination
and listening
skills.

Furthermore,  the song
provides  a  safe  space
for children to explore
t h e  c o n c e p t  o f
mortality. The death of
t h e  o l d  l a d y  i s
presented  in  such  an
over-the-top,  si l ly
context  that  it  allows
children to confront the
idea  of  death  without
fear,  understanding  it
a s  a  n a r r a t i v e
conclusion rather than
a  tragedy.  The  song's
abi l i ty  to  combine
learning  with  laughter
makes it an invaluable
resource  in  ea r l y
childhood education.

Cultural
Adaptatio



8

8 The Old Lady Who Swallowed A Fly
Song

2024-02-19

ns and
Modern
Interpreta

tions
The legacy of The Old
Lady Who Swallowed
A  Fly  Song  extends
far beyond the nursery.
Its  structure has been
parodied, adapted, and
r e i m a g i n e d  i n
c o u n t l e s s  w a y s .
Perhaps  the  most
f a m o u s  m o d e r n
adapta t ion  i s  the
children's  book  series
by  Lucille  Colandro,
beginning  with  There
Was an Old Lady Who
Swallowed  a  Fly  and
expanding  to  include
seasonal variations like
There Was an Old Lady
Who Swallowed  a  Bat
(Halloween),  There
Was an Old Lady Who

S w a l l o w e d  a  B e l l
(Christmas), and many
others.  These  books
retain  the  cumulative
rhyme  scheme  but
swap  the  animals  for
t h e m e d  o b j e c t s ,
introducing the original
s o n g  t o  n e w
generations.
Television shows have
also  embraced  the
song.  Ep isodes  o f
Barney  &  Fr iends ,
Arthur,  and  even  The
S i m p s o n s  h a v e
referenced or parodied
The  Old  Lady  Who
Swal lowed  A  Fly
S o n g .  T h e s e
adaptat ions  often
highlight  the  song's
inherent  absurdity  or
use  it  as  a  cultural
touchstone  that  even
very  young  viewers
recognize.  The  song
has also been recorded
b y  n u m e r o u s
musicians,  from  folk
l e g e n d s  t o
c o n t e m p o r a r y
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children's artists,  each
bringing  their  own
stylistic  flair  while
preserving  the  core
s t r u c t u r e .  T h i s
constant  reinvention
ensures that  the song
remains  relevant  in  a
rapidly changing media
landscape.

Psycholo
gical and
Literary
Analysis:
Why We
Love
Absurdity
F r o m  a  l i t e r a r y
perspective,  The  Old
Lady Who Swallowed
A Fly Song is a classic
e x a m p l e  o f  a

"cumulative  tale,"  a
narrative  form  where
events build upon each
other. This structure is
f o u n d  i n  f o l k l o r e
worldwide,  from  "The
House That Jack Built"
to  "The  Gingerbread
Man."  Psychologically,
these  tales  appeal  to
our  innate  desire  for
order  and  pattern
r e c o g n i t i o n .  T h e
repetition  provides
c o m f o r t  a n d
predictability, while the
escalation  provides
e x c i t e m e n t  a n d
novelty.
The  absurdity  of  the
premise  is  not  a  flaw
but a feature. Children,
in particular, are drawn
t o  n o n s e n s e  a n d
il logical  scenarios
b e c a u s e  t h e y
challenge  the  rigid
ru les  o f  the  adu l t
world.  The  old  lady's
actions are so blatantly
foolish that they allow
c h i l d r e n  t o  f e e l
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s u p e r i o r  i n  t h e i r
understanding.  They
know that swallowing a
fly  is  bad,  and  they
know that swallowing a
horse is fatal. The song
validates  their  own
developing  logic  by
highlighting  the  old
lady's  lack  of  it.  This
element  of  "knowing
better" gives children a
sense  of  mastery  and
confidence.  The  song,
therefore, is not just a
s i l ly  rhyme;  i t  is  a
sophisticated  piece  of
social  and  cognitive
play.

Common
Variation
s and
Lyrical

Differenc
es
W h i l e  t h e  c o r e
structure  of  The  Old
Lady Who Swallowed
A  Fly  Song  remains
cons is tent ,  many
regional  and  familial
variations  exist.  Some
versions  replace  the
spider with a "bug" or
"worm."  Others  add
additional  animals,
such as a goat or a pig,
between  the  cow and
the horse. The final line
also varies. While "she
died, of course" is the
most  common  ending
in  American  versions,
some  British  versions
use  "she's  died,  of
course" or simply "and
then she died."
There are also "clean"
v e r s i o n s  u s e d  i n
schools that avoid the
death  entirely,  ending
with  "she  swallowed
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the horse—she's full, of
course!"  However,
t h e s e  s a n i t i z e d
versions  are  generally
less  popular,  as  the
final  death  is
considered by many to
be  the  necessary,
humorous climax of the
escalating  absurdity.
The existence of these
v a r i a t i o n s
demonstrates  the
living, breathing nature
of The Old Lady Who
Swal lowed  A  Fly
Song.  It  is  not  a  fixed
text but a folk tradition
that evolves with each
telling, adapting to the
sensibi l i t ies  of  i ts
a u d i e n c e  w h i l e
retaining  its  essential
character.

The Song
as a

Gateway
to
Folklore
For many children, The
O l d  L a d y  W h o
Swal lowed  A  Fly
Song  serves  as  an
introduction  to  the
wider world of folklore
and  cumulative  tales.
After  enjoying  this
song,  chi ldren  are
often eager to explore
other chain stories like
"The  House  That  Jack
Built" or "I Know an Old
Lady Who Swallowed a
Pie."  This  exposure to
traditional  narrative
structures  seeds  an
a p p r e c i a t i o n  f o r
storytelling,  rhythm,
and language that can
last a lifetime.
Parents and educators
can use the song as a
s p r i n g b o a r d  f o r
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creative  activities.
C h i l d r e n  c a n  b e
encouraged  to  create
their  own  versions,
substituting  animals
with  foods,  colors,  or
household  objects.
Drawing  the  old  lady
and  her  expanding
stomach  is  a  popular
art  project.  Acting out
the song with props or
puppets helps develop
gross motor skills  and
social cooperation. The
possibilities are limited
only  by  imagination,
which  is  precisely  the
point. The song invites
p a r t i c i p a t i o n ,
c r e a t i v i t y ,  a n d
engagement.

Conclusio
n: The
Timeless

Power of
a Silly
Song
In  a  world  of  flashy
digital  entertainment
and complex children's
media, it is remarkable
t h a t  a  s i m p l e ,
repetitive  folk  song
continues  to  thrive.
Yet,  The  Old  Lady
Who  Swallowed  A
Fly  Song  does  more
t h a n  s u r v i v e — i t
flourishes.  Its
c o m b i n a t i o n  o f
rhythmic  repetition,
absurd  humor,  and
cumulative  challenge
creates  an  experience
t h a t  i s  b o t h
i n t e l l e c t u a l l y
s t i m u l a t i n g  a n d
emotionally  satisfying.
It  teaches  memory,
logic,  and  language
while  making  children
laugh  out  l oud .  I t
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introduces concepts of
consequence  and
mortality  in  a  safe,
playful  context.
The  old  lady  herself,
d e s p i t e  h e r  p o o r
decision-making,  has
become  an  i con ic
figure  in  children's
culture. She represents
a  k ind  of  innocent
foolishness that we can
all  laugh at  and learn
from.  Whether  sung
around  a  campfire,
read  from  a  picture

book,  or  played  on  a
streaming service, The
O l d  L a d y  W h o
Swal lowed  A  Fly
S o n g  r e m a i n s  a
testament to the power
of  oral  tradition.  It
reminds  us  that  the
best  stories  are  not
a l w a y s  t h e  m o s t
sophisticated,  but  the
ones that  stick  in  our
heads and our hearts,
pass ing  f rom  one
generation to the next
with  a  smi le  and  a
laugh.


