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THE ENDURING CHARM OF THE
OLD WOMAN WHO SWALLOWED
A FLY

Few  nursery  rhymes  capture  the
imagination—and  the  absurdity—of
childhood quite  like  The Old Woman
W h o  S w a l l o w e d  A  F l y .  F o r
generations,  this  whimsical  cumulative
tale has been sung,  giggled over,  and
pondered by both children and adults. At
first  glance,  it  appears  to  be  a  simple,
silly  story  about  a  woman  with  an
insatiable  appetite  for  increasingly
improbable  creatures.  Yet  beneath  its
humorous surface lies a rich tapestry of
linguistic play, cumulative structure, and
even  subtle  moral  or  cautionary
undertones.  This  article  explores  the
origins,  structure,  cultural  impact,  and
enduring appeal of this beloved rhyme,
answering why we still love to sing about
an old woman who swallowed a fly—and
then a spider, a bird, a cat, and so on.
Understanding  the  rhyme's  popularity
requires looking at its historical roots, its
pedagogical  value  for  early  childhood
development,  and  its  surprising
presence in modern media. Whether you
remember it from your own childhood or
are introducing it to a new generation,
The Old Woman Who Swallowed A
Fly  remains  a  staple  of  spoken-word
folklore,  a  testament  to  how  simple
repetition can create lasting joy.

Origins and
History of the
Rhyme
While many nursery rhymes have clear
historical counterparts—such as "Ring a
Ring o'  Roses" tied to the plague—the
exact origins of The Old Woman Who
Swallowed  A  Fly  are  more  obscure.
The  earliest  known  printed  version
appears in the late 19th century, often
attributed  to  the  American  children's
song  collector  Sarah  Josepha  Hale,
though  variations  existed  in  oral
tradition  much  earlier.  The  song  is
sometimes titled "I  Know an Old  Lady
Who  Swallowed  a  Fly,"  with  the  word
"lady" replacing "old woman" in certain
renditions.
Folklore  scholars  suggest  the  rhyme
belongs  to  the  genre  of  "cumulative
tales,"  where each new verse adds to
previous  ones,  creating  a  chain  of
events—a format also seen in songs like
"The  House  That  Jack  Built."  This
structure aids memory and participation,
making it  ideal  for  group singing.  The
rhyme's  popularity  surged  in  the  20th
century, especially after being recorded
by artists like Burl Ives and Peter, Paul
and Mary, who introduced it to a wide
audience. Today, it remains a staple in
preschools,  libraries,  and  family  sing-
alongs  around  the  English-speaking
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world.

The Structure
and Appeal of
Cumulative
Verse
The genius  of  The Old Woman Who
Swallowed A Fly lies in its cumulative
pattern.  Each  verse  introduces  a  new
animal, then repeats all previous ones in
reverse order. For example:

There was an old woman who
swallowed a fly.
I don't know why she swallowed a
fly – perhaps she'll die.
There was an old woman who
swallowed a spider, that wriggled
and jiggled and tickled inside her.
She swallowed the spider to catch
the fly.
I don't know why she swallowed
the fly – perhaps she'll die.

And so on, escalating from a bird to a
cat,  a  dog,  a  cow,  and  finally  a
horse—with the obvious fatal conclusion.
This repetition not only delights children
who  anticipate  the  next  improbable
animal  but  also  reinforces  language
patterns, sequencing, and memory skills.
The  rhyme  employs  vivid  imagery
(wriggled  and  jiggled)  and  musicality,
making it  easy to  chant.  Psychologists
have noted that cumulative songs help
children develop narrative skills and an
understanding of cause-and-effect, albeit
in a silly context.

The Moral or
Cautionary
Message
While the rhyme is primarily humorous,
many adults read it as a cautionary tale
about  greed,  poor  judgment,  or  the
dangers  of  making  bad  choices  under
pressure. The old woman swallows each
animal to solve the problem caused by
the previous one—a classic escalation of
error.  The  climax,  "She  swallowed the
horse...  she's  dead,  of  course,"  offers  a
blunt, almost comedic end that teaches
a  d a r k  l e s s o n :  a c t i o n s  h a v e
consequences. Some versions soften the
ending with "she's dead, of course," but
a  few  alternate  versions  have  her
surviving,  though  the  traditional
rendering  remains  fatal.
In the context of childhood, this rhyme
provides  a  safe  way  to  explore  the
concept  of  death  and  consequence
without  real  trauma.  The  death  is  so
absurd—swallowing  a  horse—that  it
becomes  r id iculous  rather  than
frightening.  Parents and educators can
use  it  as  a  starting  point  to  discuss
decision-making,  problem-solving,  or
even nutrition (i.e., not eating things you
shouldn't).  The line "I  don't  know why
she  swallowed  the  fly"  also  invites
curiosity and critical thinking: why would
anyone  do  that?  That  question  is  left
unanswered,  allowing  children  to
imagine  their  own  reasons.

Lyrical Variations
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and Cultural
Adaptations
As with many oral  traditions,  The Old
Woman  Who  Swallowed  A  Fly  has
numerous variations. Some replace the
spider with a "frog," or the bird with a
"duck."  The  animal  order  sometimes
changes, and the final animal might be a
"bear"  instead  of  a  horse.  In  some
versions,  the  old  woman  never  learns
her  lesson  and  continues  swallowing,
though the horse usually signals the end.
Modern  parodies  and  spin-offs  exist,
such as "There Was an Old Lady Who
Swallowed a Bat" (Halloween theme) or
"There Was an Old Lady Who Swallowed
a  Bell"  (Christmas).  These  adaptations
keep the rhyme fresh for new contexts
and seasons.
Publishers  have  produced  countless
picture  books  illustrating  the  rhyme,
often with humorous details showing the
yellow bird fluttering inside her stomach
or the cow mooing through her throat.
The  simple,  repetitive  text  provides  a
perfect canvas for illustrators to expand
the story visually.  The rhyme has also
been set to music in many styles, from
folk  to  jazz,  appearing  in  children's
albums and educational multimedia. Its
enduring versatility speaks to its strong
foundational framework.

Educational
Benefits for
Young Learners
Educators  frequently  use  The  Old
Woman  Who  Swallowed  A  Fly  to

teach a variety of early childhood skills:

Sequencing and Order: Children1.
learn to recall the order of animals,
an early math and literacy skill.
Teachers often use flannel boards
or cards for children to arrange the
animals in sequence.
Vocabulary Expansion: Words2.
like "wriggled," "jiggled," "tickled,"
and the names of animals
(including less common ones like
"fly" and "spider" as distinct
vocabulary) enrich language.
Phonological Awareness: The3.
rhyme's consistent rhythm and
rhyme scheme help children hear
and manipulate sounds, a building
block for reading.
Memory and Recall: Cumulative4.
repetition strengthens memory.
Children enjoy challenging
themselves to recite the entire
chain without missing a beat.
Cognitive Flexibility: The5.
absurdity encourages flexible
thinking—why would anyone
swallow a fly? This prompts
creative reasoning and
hypothetical thinking.

Furthermore, the song can be adapted
into  a  classroom activity:  children  act
out each animal being swallowed, which
adds  movement  and  kinesthetic
learning.  The  combination  of  auditory,
visual, and physical engagement makes
it a comprehensive learning tool.

Commercial and
Media Presence
Beyond the classroom, The Old Woman
Who Swallowed A Fly has permeated
popular culture. It has been referenced
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in  television  shows  such  as  "The
Simpsons," "Family Guy," and "Sesame
Street." In episode titles and skits, the
rhyme is used as a shorthand for absurd
escalation. Children's book authors have
written  entire  series  based  on  the
concept (e.g., "There Was an Old Lady
Who  Swal lowed  a  Fly"  by  Luci l le
Colandro, illustrated by Jared Lee, which
includes  holiday-themed  versions).
Animated  adaptations  on  YouTube
garner millions of views, attracting both
nostalgic  adults  and  new  young
audiences.
The  phrase  "I  don't  know  why  she
swallowed the fly" has become a cultural
idiom  for  unfathomable  actions—often
used humorously when someone makes
a  questionable  choice.  This  linguistic
endurance shows how deeply the rhyme
is  embedded  in  English-speaking
consciousness.

Why We Still
Love It:
Psychological
and Sociological
Perspectives
From  a  developmental  psychology
viewpoint,  children are naturally drawn
to  patterns  and  repet i t ion.  The
predictable  yet  escalating  events
prov ide  a  sense  o f  cont ro l  and
satisfaction. The rhyme also taps into a
fascination with the grotesque—children
often enjoy mild grossness (swallowing
insects  and  animals)  which  feels
titillating but safe. The eventual death is
handled  with  such  finality  and  humor

that  it  becomes  a  joke  rather  than  a
trauma.
Sociologically,  the  rhyme  serves  as  a
bonding  ritual  between  generations.
Grandparents teach it to grandchildren;
parents sing it to babies. It is part of the
shared  cultural  literacy  that  connects
people  across  families,  regions,  and
even  countries.  The  experience  of
laughing  together  over  a  nonsensical
story  creates  positive  emotional
memories.
Even in an era of digital media and slick
educational  apps,  this  simple  rhyme
persists  because  it  does  not  require
screens,  batteries,  or  subscriptions.  It
needs  only  a  voice  and  a  wi l l ing
audience.  That  accessibility  makes  it
timeless.

CONCLUSION: THE LEGACY OF A
SILLY SONG

The Old Woman Who Swallowed A
Fly  is  far  more  than  a  mere  nursery
rhyme.  It  is  a  l inguistic  puzzle,  a
mnemonic  device,  a  cautionary  tale
disguised  as  comedy,  and  a  unifying
piece  of  oral  tradition.  Its  cumulative
structure teaches order and memory; its
absurdity  brings  laughter;  and  its
outcome  provides  a  gentle,  humorous
lesson  about  consequences.  Whether
recited in a classroom, sung on a long
car ride, or illustrated in a beloved book,
the old woman continues to swallow her
way  into  the  hearts  of  children  and
adults alike.
In  a  wor ld  o f  rap id ly  chang ing
entertainment,  this  rhyme stands as a
testament  to  the  power  of  simple,
repetitive  storytelling.  Next  time  you
hear someone ask, "Why did she swallow
that  fly?"  you  can  smile,  knowing  that
the real magic lies in the fact that we
don't need a reason—only a song and a
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shared giggle. The old woman may have
died,  but  her  legacy  lives  on,  one

wriggling,  jiggling,  tickling  verse  at  a
time.


