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THE ENDURING
CHARM OF THE
WORDS TO OLD
LADY WHO
SWALLOWED A FLY

F e w  p i e c e s  o f
children's folklore have
c a p t u r e d  t h e
imagination  quite  like
the cumulative nursery
r h y m e  a b o u t  t h e
elderly  woman  with  a
bafflingly  large
a p p e t i t e .  F o r
generations,  children
and  adults  alike  have
been both amused and
bewi ldered  by  the
escalating  series  of

meals  consumed  by
the  protagonist.  The
Words  To  Old  Lady
Who  Swallowed  A
Fly  represent  more
than just  a silly  song;
they  are  a  cultural
touchstone,  a  tool  for
l a n g u a g e
development,  and  a
fascinating example of
nonsense  literature.
This  art icle  delves
deep  into  the  lyrics,
the  history,  and  the
lasting  legacy  of  this
peculiar tale, exploring
why  it  continues  to
r e s o n a t e  i n
p l a y g r o u n d s  a n d
classrooms around the
world.
The  rhyme  is  famous
for  i ts  cumulat ive
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structure,  where  each
new verse builds upon
the last, repeating the
entire  sequence  of
events.  This  repetition
is a key element of its
appeal,  creating  a
predictable  rhythm
that  children  find  both
c o m f o r t i n g  a n d
hilarious. However, the
story  itself  is  pure
absurdity.  Why  would
an old lady swallow a
fly?  And  why,  instead
of  seeking  sensible
medical help, does she
proceed  to  swallow  a
spider,  a  bird,  a  cat,
a n d  a  s e r i e s  o f
increasingly  large
animals?  The  illogical
nature of the narrative
i s  p rec i se ly  what
m a k e s  i t  s o
memorable.  It  invites
laughter,  questions,
a n d  e n d l e s s
s p e c u l a t i o n .
Understanding  the
Words  To  Old  Lady
Who  Swallowed  A

Fly is to understand a
unique  piece  of  oral
tradition that has been
passed down, adapted,
and cherished for well
over a century.

The
Original
Words To
Old Lady
Who
Swallowe
d A Fly
Before we explore the
history and meaning, it
is  essential  to  look at
the  core  text.  While
variations  exist,  the
m o s t  c o m m o n l y
accepted version of the
Words  To  Old  Lady
Who  Swallowed  A
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Fly  goes  as  follows:

There was an
old lady who
swallowed a
fly.
I don't know why
she swallowed a
fly - perhaps
she'll die!
There was an
old lady who
swallowed a
spider.
That wriggled
and wiggled and
tiggled inside
her.
She swallowed
the spider to
catch the fly.
I don't know why
she swallowed a
fly - perhaps
she'll die!
There was an
old lady who
swallowed a
bird.
How absurd! She
swallowed a bird!
She swallowed
the bird to catch

the spider,
That wriggled
and wiggled and
tiggled inside
her.
She swallowed
the spider to
catch the fly.
I don't know why
she swallowed a
fly - perhaps
she'll die!
There was an
old lady who
swallowed a
cat.
Imagine that!
She swallowed a
cat!
She swallowed
the cat to catch
the bird,
She swallowed
the bird to catch
the spider...
(continues the
cumulative
pattern)
There was an
old lady who
swallowed a
dog.
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What a hog! She
swallowed a dog!
There was an
old lady who
swallowed a
cow.
I don't know how
she swallowed a
cow!
There was an
old lady who
swallowed a
horse.
She died, of
course!

The  final  line  provides
a  d a r k l y  c o m i c
conclusion.  After  a
sequence of impossibly
silly events, the rhyme
ends with death, which
o n l y  a d d s  t o  i t s
memorabi l i ty.  The
bluntness of "She died,
of  course!"  is  a  stark
contrast to the playful
absurdity of the earlier
verses,  creat ing  a
powerful  narrative
punchline.  The  entire
structure relies on the
cumulative  recall  of

each  previous  animal
a n d  i t s  p u r p o s e ,
making the Words To
O l d  L a d y  W h o
Swallowed  A  Fly  a
wonderful  memory
challenge.

The
Historical
Roots of
the
Rhyme
The exact origins of the
Words  To  Old  Lady
Who  Swallowed  A
Fly  are  murky,  as  is
the  case  with  most
traditional folk songs. It
is  believed  to  have
o r ig ina ted  i n  the
United  States  in  the
late 19th or early 20th
century.  One  of  the
earliest  known printed
versions appeared in a
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1947  compilation  of
folk  songs,  but  the
rhyme  is  certainly
o l d e r .  I t  s h a r e s
structural  similarities
with  other  cumulative
tales,  such  as  "The
House That Jack Built"
or the "Old Woman and
the  Pedlar."  These
types  of  stories  are
ancient and appear in
m a n y  c u l t u r e s ,
suggesting  a  deep
human  enjoyment  of
pattern, repetition, and
escalating  narrative
tension.
T h e  s o n g  w a s
popular ized  in  the
mid-20th  century  by
folk  singers  like  Burl
I v e s  a n d  l a t e r  b y
children's entertainers.
The  simple,  almost
conversational  melody
made  it  easy  to  sing
and  remember.  Over
time,  the  Words  To
O l d  L a d y  W h o
Swal lowed  A  Fly
became  a  staple  of

camp  songs,  school
recitals, and family car
r ides.  I t  is  a  pr ime
example  of  how  oral
tradition  can  preserve
a story for generations,
with  each  retell ing
adding a slight nuance
or variation.

Why the
Words To
Old Lady
Who
Swallowe
d A Fly
Are So
Effective
The  genius  of  th is
nursery rhyme lies not
in  its  plot,  but  in  its
s t r u c t u r e  a n d
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language.  The  Words
To  Old  Lady  Who
Swal lowed  A  Fly
uti l ize  several  key
l i n g u i s t i c  a n d
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
techniques  that  make
t h e m  i n c r e d i b l y
effective  for  young
audiences.
C u m u l a t i v e
S t r u c t u r e :  T h e
r e p e t i t i o n  i s  t h e
cornerstone.  As  each
n e w  a n i m a l  i s
introduced, the child is
required  to  remember
the  entire  previous
s e q u e n c e .  T h i s
reinforces memory and
sequencing  skills.  The
l i s t ene r  ac t i ve l y
participates  in  the
story  by  recalling  the
chain of events.
Rhyme and Rhythm:
The  rhyme scheme is
simple and consistent.
The  use  of  rhyming
couplets (e.g., "spider"
and "inside her", "bird"
and  "absurd")  creates

a  musical  quality  that
is  easy  to  follow  and
p r e d i c t .  T h i s
p r e d i c t a b i l i t y  i s
comforting  for  young
children.
A b s u r d i t y  a n d
Humor:  The  sheer
ridiculousness  of  the
premise  is  a  major
d raw.  The  idea  o f
swallowing  a  fly,  and
t h e n  s o l v i n g  t h e
problem by swallowing
a  spider,  is  logically
flawed  in  a  way  that
children  find  hilarious.
T h i s  a b s u r d i t y
encourages  creative
thinking and a  playful
approach to language.
Vocabulary Building:
The  Words  To  Old
Lady Who Swallowed
A  F l y  i n t r o d u c e
specific  animal  names
and  act ion  verbs .
Words  like  "wriggled,"
"wiggled,"  "absurd,"
and  "imagine  that"
e x p a n d  a  c h i l d ' s
vocabulary in a natural
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and engaging context.

Education
al
Applicatio
ns of the
Rhyme
Teachers  and  parents
have  long  recognized
the  educational  value
h idden  wi th in  the
silliness.  The  Words
To  Old  Lady  Who
Swallowed A Fly  are
frequently  used  in
e a r l y  c h i l d h o o d
education for a variety
of purposes.

Memory and
Sequencing: As
mentioned, the
cumulative
nature is perfect
for practicing
recall. Children

can use props,
pictures, or hand
gestures to track
the sequence of
animals.
Phonological
Awareness: The
strong rhymes
help children
identify word
families and
sound patterns.
This is a crucial
pre-reading skill.
Cause and
Effect: While the
logic is flawed,
the rhyme still
demonstrates a
clear cause-and-
effect chain,
albeit an absurd
one. "She
swallowed the
spider to catch
the fly." This
basic narrative
structure is an
important
concept for
young learners.
Creative
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Writing: Older
children can be
inspired to write
their own
cumulative
stories or create
new verses for
the rhyme. What
would happen if
the old lady
swallowed a car?
A computer? A
dinosaur? The
possibilities are
endless, and
they all stem
from the original
Words To Old
Lady Who
Swallowed A
Fly.
Art and Drama:
The visual nature
of the story lends
itself perfectly to
drawing, puppet
shows, and
dramatic play.
Children can
create their own
old lady puppet
and act out the

feeding frenzy.

Different
Versions
and
Cultural
Adaptatio
ns
Like all folk songs, the
Words  To  Old  Lady
Who  Swallowed  A
Fly  have  numerous
var ia t i ons .  Some
versions  use  different
animals  to  suit  local
wildl i fe  or  cultural
p re fe rences .  Fo r
e x a m p l e ,  s o m e
recordings  swap  the
"cat" for a "fox" or the
"dog" for  a "pig."  The
specific  adjectives
used  to  describe  the
animals  also  change.
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T h e  s p i d e r  i s
sometimes  described
a s  " w r i g g l e d  a n d
tickled"  instead  of
" w r i g g l e d  a n d
w i g g l e d . "  S o m e
versions  soften  the
ending, having the old
lady  "burp"  or  simply
feel  "sick"  instead  of
dying.
T h e  m o s t  f a m o u s
adaptat ion  o f  the
Words  To  Old  Lady
Who  Swallowed  A
Fly  i s  the  popular
chi ldren's  book  by
Simms  Taback,  which
won a Caldecott Honor.
Taback's  version  uses
v i b r a n t ,  d i e - c u t
illustrations that reveal
the animals inside the
old  lady's  stomach.
T h i s  v i s u a l
representation added a
new dimension  to  the
story ,  making  i t  a
favorite for  read-aloud
sessions. Other authors
have  created  spin-offs,
such as "There Was an

O l d  L a d y  W h o
Swallowed  a  Bell"  (a
Christmas  version)  or
"There  Was  an  Old
Lady Who Swallowed a
Shell" (a beach-themed
version). These modern
adaptations  prove  the
enduring appeal of the
original  structure  and
pattern.

The
Psycholo
gical and
Philosoph
ical Allure
Beyond its educational
and  entertainment
value,  the  Words  To
O l d  L a d y  W h o
Swal lowed  A  Fly
t o u c h e s  o n  s o m e
deeper  themes.  The
m o s t  o b v i o u s  i s
mortality.  The  ending
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i s  s t a r k  a n d
unambiguous:  "She
died, of course." This is
a  r a r e  a n d  d i r e c t
confrontation  with
death  in  a  children's
rhyme.  However,  the
death is presented not
as  tragic,  but  as  the
logical  (and  darkly
humorous)  conclusion
t o  a  r i d i c u l o u s
situation.  It  allows
children to engage with
the concept of death in
a  safe,  abstract,  and
non-threatening way.
T h e  r h y m e  a l s o
explores the concept of
consequences.  Every
action  (swallowing  an
animal) has a reaction
(swallowing  another
animal  to  fix  the
problem),  and the final
consequence is  death.
T h i s  i s  a  h i g h l y
simplified  but  potent
lesson about the chain
r e a c t i o n  o f  p o o r
d e c i s i o n s .  T h e
narrator's  persistent

refrain,  "I  don't  know
why she swallowed the
fly,"  highlights  a  sense
of  bewilderment  at
h u m a n  f o l l y .  T h e
Words  To  Old  Lady
Who  Swallowed  A
Fly  can  therefore  be
read  as  a  cautionary
tale  wrapped  in  the
guise of a silly song.

The Role
of
Illustratio
ns in
Modern
Versions
The  success  of  the
modern  book  versions
has  heavily  relied  on
the  illustrations.  The
Words  To  Old  Lady
Who  Swallowed  A
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Fly  are  inherently
visual.  The  idea  of
seeing  the  animals
inside  the  old  lady's
stomach is a source of
endless fascination for
c h i l d r e n .  T h e
illustrations  by  Simms
Taback,  in  particular,
are  famous  for  their
folk-art  style  and  the
cut-away  views  that
show the accumulating
menager ie.  These
visuals  help  children
grasp  the  cumulative
nature of the story and
provide  a  concrete
re fe rence  fo r  the
abstract  concept  of
"swal lowing."  The
il lustrations  turn  a
p u r e l y  a u d i t o r y
exper ience  in to  a
visual feast, cementing
the rhyme in a child's
memory  with  vivid
imagery.

How to
Use the
Rhyme in
Daily Life
F o r  p a r e n t s  a n d
educators  looking  to
incorporate the Words
To  Old  Lady  Who
Swallowed A Fly into
their  daily  routine,
there are many simple
and fun approaches.

Sing it with1.
actions: Assign
hand gestures
for each animal.
Flutter fingers for
the fly, wiggle
fingers for the
spider, flap arms
for the bird, and
so on. This
kinesthetic
learning
reinforces the
sequence.
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Create a story2.
basket: Collect
small toys or
printed pictures
of each animal.
As you sing, let
the child place
the
corresponding
animal into a
container
(representing the
old lady's
stomach).
Pause and3.
recall: As you
sing the
cumulative part,
pause
deliberately to
let the child fill in
the next animal.
This builds
confidence and
participation.
Discuss the4.
story: Ask open-
ended questions.
"Why do you

think she
swallowed the
fly?" "What
would you do if
you swallowed a
fly?" "Do you
think the spider
really wanted to
catch the fly?"
These
discussions
enhance
comprehension
and critical
thinking.
Draw your own5.
version: After
reading a book,
give the child a
blank sheet of
paper and let
them draw the
old lady with all
the animals
inside. This
integrates art,
comprehension,
and fine motor
skills.


