Swimmy

based on the children’s book by Leo Lionni

Karim Al-Zand (b. 1970)

Program Note:

Swimmy is scored for narrator and a quartet of piano, clarinet, violin and cello. It is based on the 1963 picture book of the same name by children’s author Leo Lionni. As a child I knew Lionni’s book and its poignant story, and now my own children have come to know it as well. It’s the story of a little fish who discovers the beauty of the ocean around him and manages to confront his adversaries through ingenuity and resourcefulness. Like many of Lionni’s books for children, Swimmy can be appreciated on several levels, something that has made it interesting to return to as an adult. My setting tries to complement Lionni’s elegant and colorful artwork with music that supports but doesn’t overwhelm the story’s simple narrative. The clarinet is the most prominent of the instruments and its quick-moving lines represent, in a way, the main character, Swimmy. Lionni’s story is a parable really, a tale which illustrates the power of cooperation and of collective effort.

ABOUT LEO LIONNI:

(by Annie Lionni)

Leo Lionni was born in Amsterdam on May 5, 1910. His first recognized successes were in the world of commercial art. He worked as an Art Director for N.W. Ayer in Philadelphia and for Time Life, Inc., in New York before taking on his own clients. 

Lionni began writing and illustrating children’s books in 1959. Little Blue and Little Yellow, his first book, was created as entertainment for his grandchildren on a train trip. Leo wrote and illustrated more than 40 highly acclaimed children's books. Leo thought about his relationship to the rest of the world. He was the hero in each of his books. He was Swimmy, Cornelius, Tico, Matthew, and most certainly Frederick. 

Lionni received the 1984 American Institute of Graphic Arts Gold Medal and was a four-time Caldecott Honor Winner—for Inch by Inch, Frederick, Swimmy, and Alexander and the Wind-Up Mouse.

Leo loved music. I never saw him look at a piece of sheet music, but he could play anything he heard. He used to play the accordion when I was little. My grandmother and I would move the furniture back, roll up the rugs, and dance to his polkas. A few years later, he taught me to clap in rhythm for him as he learned to play flamenco guitar. He picked up sitar lessons in India and, finally, when he was in the advanced stages of Parkinson’s disease, when one foot in front of another seemed too complicated, he played all his old favorites at my piano with ease and unmitigated joy.

Leo Lionni died on October 11, 1999 at his home in Tuscany, Italy, at the age of 89.

—Annie Lionni
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