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THE ENDURING
ENCHANTMENT OF
"I KNOW AN OLD
LADY WHO
SWALLOWED A
FLY"

There are few songs in
the  English-speaking
world that capture the
imagination of children
q u i t e  l i k e  t h e
c u m u l a t i v e ,
increasingly  absurd
tale of the old lady with
a  peculiar  appetite.
The  "I  Know  An  Old
Lady Who Swallowed A
Fly" lyrics have been a

staple  of  nurseries,
preschools,  and family
r o a d  t r i p s  f o r
genera t ions .  The
song’s charm lies in its
simplicity, its rhythmic
repetit ion,  and  its
del ightfu l ly  gross
premise.  Why  would
she  swallow  a  fly?  The
song  never  gives  a
satisfactory  answer,
and  that  is  precisely
the  point.  This  article
explores  the  history,
t h e  f u l l  t e x t ,  t h e
cultural  impact,  and
t h e  e d u c a t i o n a l
benefits  of  this
be loved ,  s l i gh t l y
bizarre,  folk  song.
Whether  you  are  a
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p a r e n t  t r y i n g  t o
r e m e m b e r  e v e r y
animal in sequence,  a
teacher  looking  for  a
fun classroom activity,
or simply curious about
the  or ig ins  of  th is
classic  rhyme,  you
have come to the right
place.

THE HISTORY AND
ORIGINS OF THE
CLASSIC RHYME

The origins of "I Know
A n  O l d  L a d y  W h o
Swallowed  A  Fly"  are
somewhat  murky,
which  is  common  for
traditional  folk  songs.
While  it  feels  like  an
ancient nursery rhyme
passed  down  through
centuries,  the  version
w e  k n o w  t o d a y  i s
actually  a  relatively
modern  American  folk
song.  The  ear l iest
known  publication  of
the  lyr ics  i s  o f ten
traced  back  to  the
1940s,  although  the

c o n c e p t  o f  a
cumulative tale—where
events build upon one
another—is ancient.
The  song  was  first
popularized  in  a  book
form by Rose Bonne in
t h e  1 9 5 0 s ,  w i t h
illustrations  by  the
legendary  Alan  Mills.
However,  it  was  the
recording by Burl Ives,
a famous folk singer of
the  mid-20th  century,
that  truly  cemented
t h e  s o n g  i n  t h e
A m e r i c a n
consciousness.  Burl
Ives’  warm,  folksy
rendition brought the "I
Know An Old Lady Who
Swallowed A Fly" lyrics
to life, making it a hit
across  radio  stations
and households.  Since
then ,  i t  has  been
covered  by  countless
art is ts ,  f rom  Pete
Seeger to Johnny Cash,
each adding their own
unique  sp in  whi le
preserving  the  core,
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wi ld ly  esca la t ing
narrative.
The song belongs to a
category  known  as
"cumulative  songs"  or
"chain  songs,"  similar
to "The Twelve Days of
Christmas"  or  "There
Was  an  Old  Woman
Who Lived in a Shoe."
The  structure  requires
t h e  s i n g e r  t o
remember all  previous
verses before adding a
new  one,  creating  a
b u i l t - i n  m e m o r y
challenge that  is  both
fun and educational for
children.

THE COMPLETE
AND ORIGINAL "I
KNOW AN OLD
LADY WHO
SWALLOWED A
FLY" LYRICS

Before we dive into the
analysis, let us look at
the full, traditional text
of the song. These are
the  " I  Know  An  Old

Lady Who Swallowed A
Fly" lyrics as most of us
remember  them.  The
consistent repetition of
the  open ing  l ines
b u i l d s  a  s e n s e  o f
r h y t h m  a n d
anticipation.
Verse 1:
I know an old lady who
swallowed a fly.
I  don't  know why she
swallowed  a  fly  -
perhaps  she'll  die.
Verse 2:
I know an old lady who
swallowed a spider,
That  wr iggled  and
jiggled  and  tickled
inside  her.
She  swallowed  the
spider to catch the fly.
I  don't  know why she
swallowed  a  fly  -
perhaps  she'll  die.
Verse 3:
I know an old lady who
swallowed a bird.
H o w  a b s u r d !  S h e
swallowed  a  bird.
She swallowed the bird
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to catch the spider,
She  swallowed  the
spider to catch the fly.
I  don't  know why she
swallowed  a  fly  -
perhaps  she'll  die.
Verse 4:
I know 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,
She  swallowed  the
spider to catch the fly.
I  don't  know why she
swallowed  a  fly  -
perhaps  she'll  die.
Verse 5:
I know an old lady who
swallowed a dog.
W h a t  a  h o g !  S h e
swallowed  a  dog.
She swallowed the dog
to catch the cat,
She swallowed the cat
to catch the bird,
She swallowed the bird
to catch the spider,
She  swallowed  the

spider to catch the fly.
I  don't  know why she
swallowed  a  fly  -
perhaps  she'll  die.
Verse 6:
I know an old lady who
swallowed a cow.
I  don't  know how she
swallowed a cow!
She swallowed the cow
to catch the dog,
She swallowed the dog
to catch the cat,
She swallowed the cat
to catch the bird,
She swallowed the bird
to catch the spider,
She  swallowed  the
spider to catch the fly.
I  don't  know why she
swallowed  a  fly  -
perhaps  she'll  die.
Verse 7:
I know an old lady who
swallowed a horse.
She died, of course!
The  twist  ending—the
sudden  death  of  the
old  lady—is  a  stark,
humorous  conclusion
that  o f ten  shocks
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children  into  laughter.
I t  i s  t he  u l t ima te
p u n c h l i n e  t o  a n
otherwise  absurdly
escalating  joke.

THE MEANING AND
APPEAL OF THE
ABSURD
NARRATIVE

Why do the "I Know An
O l d  L a d y  W h o
Swallowed A Fly" lyrics
resonate  so  deeply
with  chi ldren?  The
appeal is multi-faceted.
Firstly,  there  is  the
sheer  ludicrousness  of
the premise.  The idea
of  swallowing  a  fly,  a
spider, a bird, a cat, a
dog,  a  cow,  and  finally
a horse is so physically
i m p o s s i b l e  a n d
logically  flawed  that  it
enters  the  realm  of
pure  fantasy.  Children
l o v e  n o n s e n s e ,
especial ly  when  i t
violates the rules of the
real world.

Secondly,  the  song
structure  provides  a
sense  of  control  and
mastery.  As  a  child
learns  the  sequence,
they can anticipate the
next animal and join in
t h e  c h o r u s .  T h e
r e p e t i t i o n  i s
comforting, not boring.
T h e  s o n g  i n v i t e s
participation,  which  is
a  powerful  tool  for
engagement.  The  line
"I don't know why she
swallowed  a  fly"  is  a
b r i l l i an t  p i ece  o f
wr i t ing .  I t  admits
ignorance ,  wh ich
disarms  the  listener
and makes the rhyme
feel  less  like a  lesson
and more like a shared,
puzzling joke.
F i na l l y ,  t he  song
touches on the concept
of consequences, albeit
in  a  humorous  way.
Each solution (eating a
spider  to  catch the fly)
c r e a t e s  a  b i g g e r
problem (now there is
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a  spider  inside  her).
This  escalation  is  a
classic comedic device.
The final, sudden death
is a darkly comic way
of saying, "You cannot
solve  problems  by
making  them  bigger."
I t  i s  a  l e s s o n  i n
absurdity, not morality.

CULTURAL IMPACT,
PARODIES, AND
MODERN
ADAPTATIONS

The  "I  Know  An  Old
Lady Who Swallowed A
F l y "  l y r i c s  h a v e
permeated  popular
culture far beyond the
nursery. The song has
been  referenced  in
countless  television
shows ,  f rom  "The
Simpsons"  to  "Family
Guy,"  often  used  as
shorthand  for  a  bad
d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g
process  that  logically
escalates  to  disaster.
The phrase "I know an
old lady who swallowed

a  fly"  has  even  been
used as a metaphor in
b u s i n e s s  a n d
psychology to describe
a  situation  where  a
small,  manageable
problem  is  "solved"
with a fix that is worse
than the original issue.
There  are  numerous
book  adaptations  of
the  rhyme,  each  with
different  illustrations
that range from cute to
macabre. The book by
Simms  Taback  won  a
Caldecott Honor for its
v i b r a n t ,  d i e - c u t
illustrations  that  show
the animals inside the
old  lady's  stomach.
T h i s  v i s u a l
representation  adds
another layer of fun for
c h i l d r e n  w h o  a r e
simultaneously grossed
out and fascinated.
Musically, the song has
been  adapted  into
count less  genres.
There are heavy metal
versions,  bluegrass



I Know An Old Lady Who Swallowed A Fly
Lyrics 7

7

vers ions,  and  pop
v e r s i o n s .  T h e
cumulative  nature  of
the  lyrics  makes  it  a
perfect  vehicle  for
comedy  bands  and
children's  musicians
alike.  The  structure  is
so  robust  that  it  can
survive  any  stylistic
interpretation.

EDUCATIONAL
VALUE AND
DEVELOPMENTAL
BENEFITS

Whi le  p r imar i l y  a
s o u r c e  o f
entertainment,  the  "I
Know An Old Lady Who
Swallowed A Fly" lyrics
offer  substantial
educational  value.  For
e a r l y  c h i l d h o o d
educators, this song is
a goldmine.

Memory

and
Sequenci
ng
The cumulative nature
of  the  song  requires
children to remember a
specific  sequence  of
e v e n t s .  T h i s  i s
excellent  practice  for
developing  working
memory and the ability
to recall information in
a  specific  order.
Recit ing  the  lyr ics
helps  bui ld  neural
pathways  associated
with sequencing, which
is  a  foundational  skill
f o r  r e a d i n g
comprehension  and
mathematics.

Language
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and
Vocabular

y
The song introduces a
variety of animals and
descriptive  words.
Words  like  "absurd,"
"imagine,"  "hog,"  and
"wriggled"  expand  a
child's vocabulary. The
repetitive phrasing also
helps with syntax and
sentence  structure.
Children  learn  that
l a n g u a g e  c a n  b e
playful and rhythmic.

Phonologi
cal
Awarenes

s
The rhyme and rhythm
of the song are perfect
f o r  d e v e l o p i n g
p h o n o l o g i c a l
awareness,  which  is
the ability to hear and
manipulate the sounds
in  spoken  language.
The consistent rhyming
scheme  (fly/die,
spider/ ins ide  her,
bird/absurd)  helps
children identify sound
patterns.

Cause
and
Effect
Although silly, the song
presents a clear chain
of  cause  and  effect:
she  swal lowed  the
spider because she had
a  fly;  she  swallowed
the  bird  because  she
had  a  sp ider .  Th is
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linear logic, even in an
absurd  context,  helps
children  understand
t h e  c o n c e p t  o f
consequence  and
problem-solving (or,  in
this  case,  problem-
making).

Social
and
Emotional
Learning
The song can be used
to  discuss  feelings.
Why does the old lady
make these choices? Is
she  hungry?  Is  she
panicking?  The  final
l ine,  "She  died,  of
course , "  can  be  a
g e n t l e  w a y  t o
introduce  the  concept
of  mortality in a safe,
fictional, and humorous
context ,  a l lowing
c h i l d r e n  t o  a s k

questions without fear.

HOW TO USE THE
LYRICS IN A
CLASSROOM OR AT
HOME

The  "I  Know  An  Old
Lady Who Swallowed A
F l y "  l y r i c s  a r e
incredibly  versatile  for
interactive  learning.
H e r e  a r e  a  f e w
practical  ideas  for
parents and teachers:

Puppet Play:
Use simple finger
puppets or paper
cutouts
representing
each animal. As
the song
progresses,
children can
"feed" the old
lady the animals,
reinforcing the
sequence
visually and
kinesthetically.
Art Projects:
Have children
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draw or color the
old lady and cut
a hole in her
stomach. Then,
they can draw
the animals and
place them
inside the hole as
they sing. This
creates a
physical
representation of
the narrative.
Movement
Activity: Assign
each animal a
specific
movement. Fly
buzzing, spider
wriggling, bird
flapping, cat
stretching, dog
panting, cow
mooing, and
horse galloping.
Children act out
the motion for
each animal as it
is mentioned.
Creative
Writing
Extension: For

older children,
ask them to write
a new verse.
What would
happen if she
swallowed a fish?
Or an elephant?
This encourages
creative thinking
while adhering to
the song's
format.

VARIATIONS OF
THE SONG
AROUND THE
WORLD

Like all folk songs, the
"I  Know  An  Old  Lady
Who Swallowed A Fly"
lyrics  have  regional
variations.  In  some
versions,  the  old  lady
swa l l ows  a  snake
instead of a cow or a
fox  instead  of  a  dog.
The  specific  animals
used sometimes reflect
l o c a l  f a u n a  m o r e
r e l e v a n t  t o  t h e
audience.
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Interest ingly ,  the
e n d i n g  i s  a l m o s t
universally  the  same:
she  swallows  a  horse
and  dies.  However,
s o m e  s a n i t i z e d
versions for very young
children  change  the
ending to "She's full, of
course!" or "She burps,
of course!" to avoid the
finality  of  death.  While
well-intentioned,  many
purists  argue that  the
shock  of  the  original
ending  is  essential  to
the song's dark humor
and its effectiveness as
a cautionary tale about
gluttony  and  poor
decision-making.

WHY THIS SONG
REMAINS A STAPLE
OF CHILDHOOD

In an age of high-tech
animation  and  digital

entertainment,  the
simplicity  of  the  "I
Know An Old Lady Who
Swallowed A Fly" lyrics
endures.  It  does  not
requ i re  a  sc reen ,
b a t t e r i e s ,  o r  a n
internet  connection.  It
requires only a voice, a
memory, and a willing
listener. The song is a
shared  experience.  A
parent  singing  it  to  a
child, a teacher leading
a class, or a group of
children chanting it on
a  b u s — t h e s e  a r e
m o m e n t s  o f
connection.
The song also respects
the  intel l igence  of
children.  It  does  not
talk  down to  them.  It
presents  a  ridiculous
situation  and  trusts
them to find the humor
in


