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The Historical Setting of Ancient Greece



 


 


The tapestry
of Ancient Greece, with its vivid hues of cultural, political, and intellectual
vigor, provides a vibrant backdrop against which the life and works of Sappho
unfolded. Spanning from the late eighth to the early sixth centuries BCE, this
epoch known as the Archaic period was marked by profound societal
transformations that laid the foundation for Greece’s subsequent Classical age
— an era that would, in many respects, define Western civilization.
Understanding this historical setting is pivotal to appreciating the nuances
and resonances within Sappho's poetry.


 


Ancient Greece
during Sappho's time was not a singular political entity but rather a
collection of city-states, each with its own form of governance, economy, and
social structures. Among these, the polis, or city-state, emerged as the
fundamental political unit. These poleis (plural of polis) were fiercely
independent, bound only by shared language, religious beliefs, and cultural
practices. Foremost among them were Athens, with its nascent democratic ideals;
Sparta, known for its militaristic discipline; and the island of Lesbos,
Sappho's home, celebrated for its intellectual and artistic pursuits.


 


Economically,
the Archaic period witnessed significant expansion thanks to advancements in
agriculture, trade, and colonization. Olive oil, wine, and pottery were
exported across the Mediterranean, establishing Greece as a formidable hub of
commerce. This economic prosperity fueled cultural and intellectual growth as
well, fostering an environment where poets, musicians, and artisans thrived.
Sappho, herself a beacon of artistic brilliance, emerged from this milieu, her
lyric poetry threading the social fabric of her culture with themes of love,
beauty, and personal reflection.


 


Politically,
the era saw the establishment and evolution of varied government structures —
from the oligarchies of Corinth to the nascent democracy of Athens. This was
also an age of political frictions and alliances, most notably the Persian
invasions which loomed towards the close of the Archaic period, setting the
stage for the epic conflicts of the following century. The shifting power
dynamics influenced not only the sociopolitical landscape but also the
constituents of artistic expression. While Sappho's poetry seems predominantly
personal, the political undertones of her environment subtly color her work,
imbuing it with complex layers of meaning.


 


Religion and
mythology held a central place in everyday Greek life. The polytheistic and
intricate belief system was steeped in traditions that governed public and
private life. Deities such as Aphrodite, the goddess of love and beauty, often
played a pivotal role in Sappho’s lyrical compositions. Her invocations to
Aphrodite reveal the intimate connection Greeks felt toward their deities,
seeing them as pivotal forces in human emotion and experience. More than mere
literary devices, these divine references in Sappho’s work echoed the spiritual
cadence of her society.


 


The education
in the Archaic period was primarily the province of the aristocracy, and much
of it centered around the cultivation of the mind and body. Gymnasiums were
establishments not just for physical training but also for philosophical and
poetic discourse. Music and poetry were integral to education, instilling in
young Greeks an appreciation for harmony both musical and social. Sappho,
acclaimed for her didactic role with young women, reflects this educational
paradigm. She supposedly led a thiasos, an informal female collective, focused
on cultural and intellectual edification, evident in her mentorship and the
themes circulating in her poems.


 


Women's roles
in Archaic Greece were complex and often contradictory. Generally relegated to
domestic spheres, women managed households and were marital linchpins for
family alliances. Yet, in rare spaces like the island of Lesbos, women like
Sappho could partake in artistic and intellectual pursuits, albeit within the
gender constraints of the era. Sappho's work thus not only reflects personal
introspection but also serves as cultural commentary on gender dynamics within
her time.


 


In conclusion,
the historical setting of Ancient Greece offered a fertile ground for the
flowering of arts and philosophy, and it was from this rich cultural soil that
Sappho's talents emerged. Her unique voice captured the spirit of her age — a
time when Greece was defining its cultural, political, and social identity. Her
enduring influence underscores the inseparable relationship between her
creative output and the historical context that nurtured it, highlighting the
intricate weave of personal expression within the collective tapestry of human
history.


 











The Island of Lesbos: Cultural and Social
Dynamics



 


 


The island of
Lesbos, situated in the northeastern Aegean Sea, emerges as a beacon of
cultural richness and intellectual vigor in the tapestry of ancient Greece.
Home to the illustrious poetess Sappho, its geographic and social landscape
played a crucial role in shaping her life and work, offering a multifaceted
context where art, intellect, and daily life intertwined seamlessly. Known in
antiquity not just for its physical beauty but also for its prosperous cities
and dynamic political life, Lesbos was a vibrant center of Greek civilization
that influenced Sappho's poetic voice.


 


In the late
7th century BCE, Lesbos was characterized by a flourishing society where
diverse cultural influences converged. Its capital, Mytilene, was one of the
wealthiest and most powerful cities of the time, engaging in trade and cultural
exchange throughout the Mediterranean. This cosmopolitan nature fostered a
spirit of openness and innovation, setting the stage for Lesbos to become a hub
of intellectual and artistic pursuits.


 


Lesbos’
strategic position facilitated not only commercial exchanges but also cultural
interactions, importing ideas from across the Greek world and beyond. This
openness is reflected in the island’s remarkable contributions to various
fields, such as philosophy and music, as well as the syncretism evident in its
art and architecture. The presence of renowned philosophers such as Pittacus,
one of the Seven Sages of Greece, further emphasizes the intellectual ferment
of the island during this period.


 


Culturally,
Lesbos offered a unique landscape that diverged from the more rigid societal
norms of other Greek city-states. Within its aristocratic circles, Sappho found
herself amidst an environment that nurtured artistic expression and potentially
granted women relatively greater agency and educational opportunities compared
to the rest of Greece. This environment may have facilitated Sappho’s own
educational pursuits and provided the resources needed for her to cultivate her
lyrical craft.


 


The social
structure of Lesbos was intrinsically linked to its politics, which were marked
by occasional upheaval and the dynamic interactions between its various
city-states. It was a time of tyrannies and shifting allegiances, which shaped
the socioeconomic conditions under which the islanders, including Sappho’s
family, lived. This political backdrop is crucial in understanding the personal
and artistic alliances Sappho formed and dissolved throughout her life. As is
suggested by the maxim that 'poetry and politics were deeply intertwined' in
ancient Greece, understanding the Lesbos of Sappho's time requires a grasp of
its socio-political complexity.


 


An essential
aspect of Lesbos’ culture was its musical tradition, which significantly
impacted Sappho’s work. The island was renowned for its musical advancements,
with its citizens taking pride in their sophisticated lyric poetry and
innovative instrumental music. Musicians and poets on Lesbos developed unique
styles that combined local traditions with influences from Asia Minor and the
broader Hellenic world, catalyzing a distinctive sonic and poetic culture. This
milieu undoubtedly shaped Sappho’s artistic development, enhancing her gift for
composing melodies and lyrical verse that resonated through the ages.


 


Sappho herself
was an integral part of this vibrant cultural scene, and her poetry reflects
the intricate interplay of personal emotion and public life. Her work presents
a tapestry of personal longing and communal life, illustrating the dual
influence of her intimate surroundings and the broader society. The cultural
dynamics of Lesbos thus provided the fertile ground from which her poetic voice
could blossom, influencing her themes of love, beauty, and nature.


 


In conclusion,
the island of Lesbos during Sappho's time was a microcosm of cultural and
social dynamism, offering a varied and rich context that was instrumental in
her poetic legacy. Its unique combination of political activity, artistic
innovation, and intellectual vigor created the conditions necessary for Sappho
to emerge as one of the most prominent and influential figures of Greek
antiquity. Understanding Lesbos’ role is essential to grasping the depth and
breadth of Sappho's work, as it presents a portrait not only of her individual
genius but also of the vibrant world that nurtured and inspired her enduring
contributions to literature and art.


 











Literary Traditions in Archaic Greece



 


 


In the
exploration of ancient Greek literature, the Archaic period, spanning roughly
from the 8th to the early 5th centuries BCE, stands out as a formative era that
laid the groundwork for Western literary tradition. This period, rich in
cultural and intellectual advancements, was characterized by the emergence of
distinctive literary genres and the codification of a poetic language that
would resonate through millennia. Understanding the literary traditions of
Archaic Greece is essential to contextualize Sappho's poetic accomplishments
and her enduring influence.


 


The Archaic
period was marked by a newfound sense of identity and expression in Greek
society. This era saw the rise of the polis,
the city-state which became the epicenter of Greek political life, and through
it, the articulation of communal values and narratives. Epic poetry,
exemplified by Homer's Iliad and Odyssey, dominated the early part of
this period. These epic tales, composed in dactylic hexameter, depicted the
grand deeds of heroic figures and were integral to the oral tradition, aiming
to preserve cultural heritage and foster a shared identity among the Greeks.


 


The transition
from epic to lyric poetry was a hallmark of Archaic literary evolution. Unlike
epic poetry's grandeur and heroic themes, lyric poetry was intimate and
personal, reflecting individual emotions and experiences. This shift gave rise
to poets like Archilochus, Alcaeus, and Sappho, whose works exhibited diverse
themes ranging from politics to love, and personal reflections to mythological
allusions.


 


Lyric poetry
was often performed to the accompaniment of a lyre, bringing a new musical
dimension to poetic expression. This musical integration highlighted the
performative aspect of poetry, enabling it to be experienced communally. It is
within this vibrant cultural framework that Sappho, hailed as the "Tenth
Muse" by Plato, crafted her poems, elevating personal and emotional
discourse to an art form that resonated deeply with her audience.


 


Moreover, the
dialectical diversity within Greece during the Archaic period also contributed
to the richness of its literary tradition. Poets from different regions
utilized their native dialects to shape their compositions, thus infusing their
works with distinct regional characteristics. Sappho, for instance, wrote in
the Aeolic dialect, which imbued her poetry with a lyrical quality that set it
apart from her contemporaries, conferring upon it an unparalleled charm and
musicality.


 


In analyzing
the literary traditions of Archaic Greece, it is important to acknowledge the
socio-political context that influenced poetic production. The period was
marked by continuous interaction and conflict between emerging city-states,
which fostered narratives of identity and belonging. It was also an era of
colonization, which facilitated cultural exchange and brought a wide range of
influences into Greek society.


 


Sappho's
contribution to the lyric tradition cannot be overstated. Her poetry, though
fragmentary, offers insights into the subjective experience of love, desire,
and beauty, contrasting sharply with the heroic and martial themes of her epic
predecessors. Yet, despite focusing on the personal, her works engaged with
broader cultural themes, making her an integral part of the Greek lyrical
canon.


 


The Archaic
period thus constituted a dynamic literary landscape, nurturing the emergence
of lyric poetry, which reflected personal insights and emotions within a
communal context. Sappho’s work exemplifies this duality—personal expression
embedded within a collective cultural framework—thereby solidifying her legacy
as a transformative figure in Greek literature. Her poetry paved the way for
future generations of poets and continues to echo in modern artistic
expressions, enduring as a testament to the vibrant literary traditions of
Archaic Greece.


 











Sappho’s Personal Background and Early Life



 


 


Sappho, often
heralded as the Tenth Muse, is one of the most enigmatic figures in the annals
of ancient Greek literature. Her legacy, primarily preserved in fragments,
offers glimpses into the life and times of a poetess whose personal background
and upbringing remain shrouded in mystery. This section aims to unravel the
intricate tapestry of her early life and familial influences, drawing from
historical records, literary analysis, and archaeological findings.


 


Born around
620 BCE on the island of Lesbos, Sappho's world was one of rich cultural and
intellectual exchange. Lesbos, located in the northeastern Aegean Sea, was
known for its prosperity and as a hub for the arts and philosophy. Although
specific details about her family are sparse, tradition holds that Sappho
hailed from an aristocratic family, a social standing that would have afforded
her educational privileges uncommon for women of her time. It is from these
roots, steeped in wealth and connectedness, that Sappho's poetic genius first
began to blossom.


 


“Like the sweet apple which blushes on the highest branch, the highest
branch forgotten by the harvesters. Not forgotten, out of reach.”
These lines, attributed to Sappho in ancient texts, metaphorically reflect her
own life's positioning within the societal hierarchy—a figure revered yet not
fully attainable in understanding.


 


The prevailing
milieu of Lesbos during Sappho’s youth was one of political turmoil and
transformation. This shaped the environment in which she was raised. Her
father, possibly bearing the name Skamandronymos, is often linked to the
political elite of Lesbos, suggesting that Sappho's household was politically
savvy and culturally engaged. Some ancient sources suggest that Sappho had
several siblings—most notably, a brother named Charaxos, who embarked on
trading ventures that connected him to broader Mediterranean markets, offering
possible insights or influences that seeped into Sappho's works.


 


Despite her
privileged upbringing, Sappho's life was not free from adversity. Transient
political unrest possibly led to a temporary exile, as referenced by poet
Alcaeus of Mytilene, indicating a period spent in Sicily. Such experiences,
whether directly formative or indirectly influential, presented Sappho with a
vast palette of emotional experiences from which her poetry could draw.


 


While the
broader contours of Sappho's biography remain speculative, a clearer picture
emerges when examining the female circles she cultivated. She was the center of
a thiasos—a circle or community of women that focused on the arts, worship, and
education, contrasting with the predominantly male spaces of intellectual and
artistic pursuit in Greece. In this setting, Sappho was both mentor and muse,
her lyrical expressions deeply intertwined with themes of love, companionship,
and the feminine experience.


 


One cannot
discuss Sappho's upbringing without considering the socio-cultural constraints
and possibilities of her gender. While Greek society traditionally relegated
women to the domestic sphere, Sappho's status allowed her access to an
educational sphere that enabled the mastery of the lyre and the composition of
verse. Her erudition and social demeanor were thus cultivated in such a
nurturing environment, one that celebrated female intellectuality within its
societal bounds.


 


Moreover,
there is robust scholarly debate about whether her personal life influenced her
poetry's content. Some theorists argue that the deeply emotive and oftentimes
personal nature of her lyrical work provides autobiographical insights,
depicting intimate relationships that might reflect personal experiences.
Others caution against a strictly literal interpretation, suggesting Classical
literary conventions and the challenges of attributing first-person narratives
directly to biographical fact.


 


In
synthesizing what little is known of her origins, Sappho emerges as a figure
positioned uniquely at the crossroads of personal lineage and cultural milieu.
Her early life on the island of Lesbos, amidst its dynamic social and
educational contexts, laid the groundwork for her transformative contributions
to the Western literary canon. While much of Sappho's biography remains a
puzzle, her poetic voice continues to resonate through the ages, inviting
ongoing exploration and admiration.


 


With the
brevity of these fragmented details, the profound impact of Sappho's personal
background transcends the limits of historical record, inviting us to wonder
and speculate, to listen intently to the echoes left behind by her lyrical
voice.


 











The Role of Women in Ancient Greek Society



 


 


In uncovering
the historical roots and cultural environment of Sappho's lifetime, it becomes
imperative to examine the broader societal framework—particularly the role and
status of women in Ancient Greek society. Understanding this context not only
provides insight into Sappho's unique position and potential motivations but
also illuminates the societal constraints and cultural expectations that would
have influenced her work.


 


Generally
speaking, women in ancient Greece were largely confined to domestic roles and
were expected to manage the household, bear children, and uphold family honor.
The pervasive patriarchal structure limited women’s participation in public
life significantly. According to Léon W. Sampson in "Family and Social
Life in Ancient Greece," women were typically excluded from political
decision-making and most public affairs, their roles instead being restricted
to the oikos, or household.


 


Nevertheless,
the position and rights of women varied considerably between different Greek
city-states. For example, Spartan women enjoyed greater freedoms and autonomy
compared to their Athenian counterparts. Spartan women could own property and
were educated to a degree, as sport and physical fitness were encouraged,
ultimately serving Spartan society's militaristic goals, according to Sarah B.
Pomeroy in "Spartan Women."


 


In contrast,
the limitations on Athenian women were more pronounced. Athenian women were
largely excluded from educational opportunities and lived under the
guardianship of a male relative. Athenian marriage customs, as elucidated by
Cynthia B. Patterson in "The Family in Greek History," revolved
around alliances and social ties between families rather than love, emphasizing
the utilitarian role women played in perpetuating family legacies. The famed
female characters in Athenian drama, such as Medea and Antigone, often
reflected societal tensions concerning women's position but had limited
correlation to the real freedoms experienced by contemporary Athenian women.


 


Considering
the unique setting of the island of Lesbos, Sappho’s homeland, there is
evidence to suggest that women on this island may have exercised relatively
more autonomy than in other regions. According to Jane McIntosh Snyder in
"The Woman and the Lyre: Women Writers in Classical Greece and Rome,"
Lesbos had a rich cultural milieu where music, poetry, and intellectual
pursuits were valued, offering a conducive environment in which Sappho could
thrive creatively.


 


The role of
women in religious contexts also presented one of the few socially acceptable
avenues for public visibility and influence. Women could serve as priestesses
or partake in religious festivals and rituals. As Barbara Goff details in
"Citizen Bacchae: Women's Ritual Practice in Ancient Greece," these
religious roles allowed women a semblance of power and societal participation,
where they could exert influence and partake in the cultural and spiritual life
of the community.


 


Despite such
religious roles, ordinary women in Greece remained largely disenfranchised.
Social norms dictated strict divisions between genders, and intellectual
contributions by women were disregarded or actively suppressed. The rarity of
female poets like Sappho suggests a gender-based disparity in literacy and
access to intellectual circles, with Sappho herself being a notable exception
in a predominantly male literary tradition.


 


Sappho’s
poetry thus represents a critical cultural artifact, challenging the prevailing
gender norms. Her expressions of female desire, kinship, and personal grief
subverted traditional narratives by prioritizing the female voice and
perspective. The very existence of her works draws attention to a fissure in
the patriarchal context—a brief glimpse of feminine intellectual and emotional
life that has endured across centuries.


 


In
contextualizing Sappho within the framework of Ancient Greek society, it
becomes clear that she lived in a time and place straddled between restrictive
societal norms and exceptional opportunities for cultural participation. Her
legacy as a pioneering female poet is intrinsically linked to this complex
societal backdrop, where her voice stood out as both subversive and
enlightening, offering a rare and poignant perspective of womanhood in
antiquity.


 











The Influence of Lesbian Love Poetry



 


 


The influence
of Sappho's poetry, particularly her expressions of affection and love towards
women, is a profound and intriguing aspect of her legacy. Sappho lived in a
period where the articulation of female homoerotic love was not widely
documented, thus making her work not only unique but revolutionary. Her poetry
provides an invaluable glimpse into the emotional and social lives of women in
ancient Greece. It disrupts the predominantly male narratives and offers a
diverse representation of relationships and desires.


 


In ancient
Greece, the locus of cultural and artistic prowess was largely dominated by
men, yet Sappho emerges as a luminous exception. Her work is celebrated for its
tender portrayal of love and deeply personal expressions of desire, focusing
frequently on female beauty and intimate relationships between women. The term
"Lesbian" itself is rooted in her influence, derived from the island
of Lesbos where she spent much of her life. This etymological tribute
underscores the cultural impact Sappho has had in shaping understandings and
perceptions of female homosexual desire.


 


Sappho's
poetry is characterized by its lyricism and emotional depth, often utilizing
the first-person voice to establish a sense of immediacy and intimacy. Her
fragmented verses frequently depict longing, admiration, and desire, as
observed in one of the surviving fragments: "He seems to me equal to the
gods that man / who ever he is who opposite you / sits and listens close / to
your sweet speaking." (Fragment 31, as translated by Mary Barnard). This
passage not only reflects the intensity of emotion Sappho felt but also the
power of female beauty and voice, celebrated within a cultural framework that
did not traditionally prioritize such themes.


 


Moreover,
Sappho's work is significant for having carved a space within the literary
canon for the depiction of women's intimate experiences, highlighting a form of
love that transcends the heteronormative narratives prevalent in much of
ancient literature. Her poetic style, while remaining within the lyric
tradition, innovates through personal expression and the everyday emotional
experiences of women, some of which were not widely recognized or recorded in
written form in her contemporaries’ works.


 


The influence
of Sappho’s lesbian love poetry extends beyond antiquity, having inspired
countless generations of writers, artists, and musicians. From the Roman poet
Catullus, who mimicked her style in his own writing, to modern interpretations
by poets like H.D. (Hilda Doolittle) and Anne Carson, whose translations and
reinterpretations bring Sappho's epigrammatic intensity to new audiences, her
work continues to be a touchstone for artistic exploration of love's nuances.


 


However, it is
crucial to contextualize Sappho’s poetry within the socio-cultural framework of
her time. Although not explicitly condemned, sexual relationships among women
were not typically celebrated in ancient Greek literature as male homosexual
relationships sometimes were. This nuance in societal norms gives her work an
additional layer of complexity and, perhaps, subversiveness. Through her
verses, Sappho articulates a vision of intimacy and love that challenges the
established order and offers a counter-narrative to patriarchal structures.


 


In summation,
the influence of Sappho's lesbian love poetry is both profound and
wide-reaching. Her ability to capture the essence of intimate affection and
desire from the perspective of a woman in a predominantly patriarchal society
encourages us to rethink the constructs of love and expression. By examining
her influence, we gain a richer understanding of the diversity of human
relationships and the timeless nature of her poetic genius, which resonates
through millennia as a testament to love's enduring and universal appeal.


 











The Fragmentary Nature of Sappho’s Work



 


 


In the vast
panorama of ancient Greek literature, the name of Sappho shines brightly, yet
the luminescence of her literary genius is filtered through the veil of time.
Her work, primarily composed in the 6th century BCE, endures today only in
tantalizing fragments. This fragmentary nature of Sappho's corpus is a product
of both ancient literary practices and the ravages of history, which have
conspired to obscure her oeuvre even as they illuminate its brilliance.


 


Sappho was
celebrated in antiquity for her lyrical compositions, deeply personal and
evocative, often sung to the accompaniment of a lyre. Unlike her male
counterparts, whose works have survived more intact, Sappho's songs reached us
largely in piecewise form. The survival of ancient texts in general depended on
a multitude of factors, ranging from geographic and political influences to the
whims of human preservation and destruction over millennia.


 


One
significant aspect of the fragmentation of Sappho's works can be attributed to
the transmission methods of ancient literature. Sappho's poems were primarily
conveyed orally and through papyrus scrolls. Over time, these scrolls
deteriorated, and the oral tradition waned. The Byzantine scholar and Patriarch
Photius commented on this process in Bibliotheca,
noting that "the lyric songs of Sappho, when read, conveyed the music of
Aphrodite’s lyre—and then, in that ethereal embrace, almost vanished entirely."


 


Moreover, the
cultural and political shift towards Christianity in the Roman Empire played a
role in the marginalization of pagan literature, which included the works of
Sappho. Manuscripts not actively copied by monastic scribes often disappeared
as resources were allocated to Christian texts. The Christian moral disapproval
of pagan and potentially licentious themes led to an active disinterest, and at
times deliberate suppression, of works that did not align with Christian
doctrine. The 3rd-century Bishop Gregory of Nazianzus allegedly directed the
burning of non-Christian texts to cleanse libraries from pagan influences,
which possibly included works of Sappho, contributing to their scarcity today.


 


However,
despite these obstacles, Sappho's work continued to be influential, suggesting
that she was held in high regard. Medieval Arabic scholars such as the
9th-century Abu Nasr Muhammad al-Farabi realized the importance of the Greek
lyric tradition, even though it was often filtered through the lens of
philosophical texts rather than poetry anthologies. Though the Romans, like
Pliny the Elder, cited her as one of the greatest lyric poets, specifics about
her oeuvre from Roman collaborators are elusive, further adding to the
fragmentation.


 


Ironically, it
is the work of more modern archaeologists and scholars that has brought
fragments of Sappho's art to light. The discovery of papyrus fragments in the
sands of Egypt, such as those found at Oxyrhynchus, provides invaluable
insights into the poetic landscape of ancient Greece. These fragments have
added texture to the silhouette of Sappho's repertoire, though the form often
remains elusive: whole poems rarely appear intact, surrounded instead by the
gaps where missing words tantalize the imagination.


 


It is through
the painstaking labor of textual reconstruction that scholars, such as M.L.
West and Edgar Lobel, have sought to piece together the essence of Sappho's
work. Their efforts enable us to glimpse the ingenuity and artistry of her
expressions and add a vital chapter to the rich corpus of classical
scholarship. As Gregory Nagy emphasizes in Pindar's
Homer, "the fragmentary nature of Sappho’s work invites each
generation to reconstruct her presence, to project their own images of what
might have been, and to listen for the echoes of Sappho’s fading lyre through
the corridors of time."


 


Thus, the
fragmentation of Sappho’s work, though lamentable, does not diminish its
significance nor her legacy. It presents both a challenge and an opportunity
for continued exploration and appreciation of one of history's most enigmatic
poets. The remnants of her verses compel us to reconstruct, imagine, and
celebrate a voice that, despite the ages, still whispers its legacy across the
aeons.
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