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The Meaning of* to See” :

An Essay on Swimmy
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And now, with a slightly mysterious cover, low key in color and composition, here
was Swimmy, my first real fable, which in no time became the role model for most of
the books that were to follow. It contains all the principles that have guided my
feelings, my hands, and my mind through my long career as a children’s book author.
(231)
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For the first time in all my work, I found myself confronting a tangible audience.
Along with the fan mail came invitations from schools, and these awakened in me a
need and a desire to understand my audience. I became ever more conscious of the
problems children face and the importance of the messages we send to them. It is often
said0J and I think somewhat too easily[] that to write for children you must be the
child, but the opposite is true. In writing for children you must step away and look at
the child from the perspective of an adult. (234)
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A happy school of little fish lived in a corner of the sea somewhere.
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They were all red. Only one of them was as black as a mussel shell.

He swam faster than his brothers and sisters. His name was Swimmy. (1-2)
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One bad day a tuna fish, swift, fierce and very hungry, came darting

through the waves. In one gulp he swallowed all the little red fish.

Only Swimmy escaped. (3-4)
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He swam away in the deep wet world. He was scared, lonely and very sad. (5-6)
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But the sea was full of wonderful creatures, and as he swam from marvel

to marvel Swimmy was happy again.

0000 00oooooooooooooooooo oooooogoooogg
goooooooooooooooo0ooO0b0 0doggooooooobooooo

He saw a medusa made of rainbow jelly  (7-8)
oooooooooooooooooo

a lobster, who walked about like a water-moving machine  (9-10)
000ooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo

strange fish, pulled by an invisible thread = (11-12)
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a forest of seaweeds growing from sugar-candy rocks  (13-14)
gooooooooooooooooobooboDbooo

an eel whose tail was almost too far away to remember  (15-16)
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and sea anemones, who looked like pink palm trees swaying in the wind. (17-18)
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Then, hidden in the dark shade of rocks and weeds, he saw a school of

little fish, just like his own.

“ Let's go and swim and play SEE things!” he said happily.

“ We can't,” said the little red fish.” The big fish will eat us all.”

“ But you can’t just lie there,” said Swimmy.” We must THINK of something.” (19-

20)
goooooooooobbboboOooooooooooooobooooboDbDbbobooo
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Swimmy thought and thought and thought.

Then suddenly he said,” I have it!”

“ We are going to swim all together like the biggest fish in the sea!” (21-22)
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He taught them to swim close together, each in his own place, (23-24)
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and when they had learned to swim like one giant fish, he said, I'll be the eye.”

(25-26)
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And so they swam in the cool morning water and in the midday sun and

chased the big fish away. (27-28)(s)
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Probably one of the most important events of 1963 was the arrival of the first
copy of Swimmy, my fourth children’s book. When I began unwrapping the
package, my hands were so shaky that Nora took the package and scissors I was
brandishing, and in no time at all produced what in a single glance I recognized as my
best book to date. I placed it with my three others, side by side against the wall,
dragged the armchair to the center of the studio, and sat down. (231)
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Swimmy was the book that for the first time led me to consider the making of books
as, if not my main activity, one that was no less important than my painting and my
newly discovered sculpture.  The ethics of art not only as a pleasurable but as a
useful activity was clearly the moving force in the book. The central moment is not so
much Swimmy'’s idea of a large fish composed out of lots of tiny fish but his decision,
forcefully stated, that“ I will be the eye.” Anyone who knew of my search for the
social justification for making Art, for becoming or being an artist, would immediately
have grasped what motivated Swimmy, the first embodiment of my alter ego, to tell his
scared little friends to swim together like one big fish.“ Each in his own place,”
Swimmy says, suddenly conscious of the ethical implications of his own place in the
crowd. He had seen the image of the large fish in his mind. That was the gift he had
received: to see. (232)
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