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Introduction


It makes me very happy to see these two plays side by side.


Comment Is Free started life at Old Vic New Voices in June 2015, in a staged reading directed by Kate Hewitt and produced by Martha Rose Wilson. In the audience was Becky Ripley, an incredibly talented young radio producer who saw the potential for the play to work as an audio drama. Working closely with Becky I rewrote the text with radio in mind, and the play was broadcast on BBC Radio 4 in October 2016.


If you can find a version of the original radio production lurking somewhere on the internet it’s worth having a listen, not least to imagine the long, long hours Becky must have spent in the editing room. Understanding that the feeling of the play’s ‘noise’ is as crucial as its content, she spliced together a hundred different crowdsourced voices who delivered a mixture of written and improvised lines based on the text. The effect was noisy and disorientating in exactly the right way. Anyone thinking about performing this play on stage should feel free to do the same if they so wish – so long as the beats of the story are hit, it’s more important that the noise feels exciting, realistic and terrifying than particularly faithful to the text.


Start Swimming was made incredibly quickly in the spring of 2017 with director Ola Ince and Young Vic Taking Part. Tasked with responding to Paul Mason’s performance and book Why It’s Kicking Off Everywhere (which documented the successes and failures of the various protests and revolutions of 2011), Ola and I worked with a group of twelve young people from Lambeth and Southwark to create a new piece that would transfer from the Young Vic to the Edinburgh Fringe. Our aim was to make something that would articulate how our cast felt about growing up marginalised in a major city during a time of incredible political upheaval.


We decided early on to make something that wasn’t specific to any one voice or story in the room, but instead communicated their widely shared feelings of frustration, confusion, anger and powerlessness. This led to the text’s bare, repetitive structure, which in rehearsals (thanks to Ola’s input) was blended with a binary yes/no that would often reset proceedings when the wrong answer was given.


In Ola’s original production – which staged the text in a sort of hellish gameshow, with the cast elevated on light-up boxes that would choose participants at random – the yes’s (Y) were marked by the ding of a bell, the no’s (X) by a buzzer which gave an electric shock to our committed actors. The effect was exhausting to watch in the best possible way, and the cast were some of the most inspiring, talented people I’ve had the pleasure to work with. Each of them took the offer given to them by the play’s blankness and ran with it, stamping their own authority and identity over every word.


I’m excited to discover how those same Ys and Xs might be interpreted differently in the future, and how a new company’s voices and experiences might change the meaning of Start Swimming in ways I can’t imagine.


These two very different texts started life on the same street in London. Their first drafts were written about two years apart – two years in which it felt, and still feels, that the whole world turned upside down. Both attempted to capture a snapshot of this turbulent period. And both represent records of the first time I worked with brand new collaborators in a brand new way.


I hope you find them interesting.


James Fritz
October 2017




COMMENT IS FREE




Acknowledgements


With thanks to Alex Ferris and all at Old Vic New Voices, and Kate Hewitt, Martha Rose Wilson and the wonderful cast of our reading.


And Becky. Here’s to making lots more noise together.


J.F.




This version of Comment Is Free was first broadcast on BBC Radio 4 on 5 October, 2016, with the following cast:
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	Rachael Stirling
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	Tobias Menzies







	EMMA WATKINS


	Alice Kirk







	POLICE OFFICER


	Alison Belbin







	EDITOR


	Jolyon Jenkins







	Director, Producer & Dramaturg


	Becky Ripley








The news was read by Neil Nunes, Susan Rae, Zeb Soanes and Ritula Shah, with Jonathan Dimbleby hosting Any Questions.


‘The Noise’ was voiced by Natasha Cowley, Luke MacGregor, Clare Perkins and Gavi Singh Chera, alongside hundreds of crowdsourced contributors from across the country.




Note on Text


This is a text featuring hundreds of voices.


It should feel noisy – things should overlap, and not everything needs to be heard.


A line with no full stop at the end indicates an unfinished thought.


A dash at the end of a line indicates an interruption.




The journalist and political commentator


Alistair Cooper today sparked controversy –


Alistair Cooper/Alistair Cooper said/I hate


Alistair Cooper/I hate Alistair Cooper so much.


What’s he said now?


Awful views. Awful man.


God I hate Alistair Cooper.


ALISTAIR Hello, you’ve reached Alistair Cooper. I’m not available right now but please leave me a message and I’ll get back to you.


HILARY Alistair it’s me. Can you pick something up on your way home, I’m going late at work again sorry love you bye.


Alistair Cooper and wife


Alistair Cooper, wife alongside him


Alistair Cooper’s wife Hilary sports gorgeous halterneck dress as she attends


Alistair Cooper’s wife Hilary looks stylish alongside her husband as he collects


Not hard to see why she married him is it?


She doesn’t need his money, she’s posher than he is.


She’s a QC apparently.


If she was my barrister I’d question her judgement.


Alistair Cooper pictured with his wife Hilary and their two-year-old daughter Agnes.


That poor child.


Imagine having Alistair Cooper as a father.


Oh god he’s spawned.


People like him shouldn’t be allowed kids.


ALISTAIR Hello, you’ve reached Alistair Cooper. I’m not available right now but please leave me a message and I’ll get back to you.


HILARY Hiya it’s me just to remind you Agnes has her vaccination appointment but I’m having lunch with my brother so can’t take her. Love you bye.


Alistair Cooper today sparked outrage with fresh comments on


Comments on immigration


After referring to union leader Ken McNeil as a cockroach


Cooper, appearing on The Daily Politics argued that


Have you seen this?


Have you seen what Cooper’s said this time?


JONATHAN DIMBLEBY


Hello and welcome to Any Questions from the Radio Theatre in Broadcasting House, London. On our panel this week is political commentator Alistair Cooper


Not him again.


How can the BBC give a platform to a moron like him.


He’s a carbuncle on the backside of civilised society and he needs to be removed permanently.


Everybody hates you Alistair Cooper so just hurry up and die.


JONATHAN DIMBLEBY


Alistair Cooper – Your response?


Alistair Cooper’s latest comments have sparked outrage on social media with ‘ShutUpAlistair’ trending for a large part of the day.
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