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Introduction


The belief that such a guide is sorely needed has been the motivating force in the writing of this book. At the time of writing, the only sources of help available in print to anyone wishing to study the play are the brief synopses in Eileen Hutchins’s, Introduction to the Mystery Plays of Rudolf Steiner. These are very perceptively written, but it is strange that when one studies a Shakespeare play, there is a plethora of possible aids—the study guides such as Coles Notes, Methuen’s Study-Aids, York Notes and several other such publications; if one then wishes to further investigate, the critics themselves such as, A.C. Bradley, Northrop Frye etc. can be consulted.


The Mystery Dramas of Rudolf Steiner—plays of considerable length and complexity—seem to plead for such help to be available to those who wish to investigate their bountiful contents. The Portal of Initiation, is so rich in content that Steiner said:


Everything you find in my book, Knowledge of the Higher Worlds and its Attainment … combined with what was said in Occult Science can be found, after all, in a much more forceful, true to life, and substantial form in the Rosicrucian Mystery.1


Surely a guide was needed!


This book certainly is just a guide. The task of writing it was undertaken with great trepidation. Steiner was rightly scathing about commentaries on works of art:


Abstract thoughts deaden artistic phantasy. Becoming more and more logical, one takes to writing commentaries on works of art. This is a terrible product of a materialistic age: scholars write commentaries, learned descriptions of the art of Leonardo, Raphael, Michelangelo, are coffins in which genuine artistic feeling, living art, lie buried. If one picks up a Faust or Hamlet commentary, it is like touching a corpse. Abstract thoughts have murdered the work of art.2


Steiner, however, loved the work of the art writer, Herman Grimm and perhaps even more pertinently assisted Harry Collison with his superb, A Commentary on Rudolf Steiner’s Four Mystery Plays. Steiner obviously realized that such a book was needed.


The present book is designed as simply a stimulus for the reader to add to, agree or disagree with and to contradict if necessary. The way of thinking of anthroposophy, and of the drama, demands flexibility. I hope I have succeeded in being tentative enough. The guide can be read straight through or used for reference. Each section has a certain autonomy.


The understanding of Steiner’s methodology as a dramatist is crucial to an appreciation and love of the plays. Why is the first scene of The Portal of Initiation so long? Why are many speeches so lengthy? Why are our usual expectations of a drama—that it will have us sitting on the edge of our seats anxious about the fate of the hero; it will make us laugh, or cry—why are such expectations not met?


Hopefully the exploration of these questions will facilitate a greater appreciation and enjoyment of the drama. Above all, I hope it helps readers to work with this extraordinary play. The rich mixture of Goethe’s alchemical fable, ‘The Green Snake and the Beautiful Lily’ and the spiritual development of the individual characters ensures the uniqueness of The Portal of Initiation. It has an aesthetic charm, unique and resonant.


The initial chapters, prior to the investigations of the scenes and characters, set out to afford an overview of the origins of the drama and the methodology employed in its creation. ‘The Birth of the Portal—A Modern Mystery Drama’, sketches the origins and influences. It does not attempt to be comprehensive—one could write a whole book with such a title; however, it is helpful to see that the drama, despite its radicalism, is firmly rooted in fertile ground. ‘A Portal to a Different Kind of Drama’, examines Steiner’s methods as a playwright. Hopefully some of the reservations the reader may have about a play which ignores so many of the normative ground rules of theatrical productions can be assuaged. Was Steiner a teacher, using the play as a teaching vehicle—a kind of visual aid? Or was he a highly competent dramatist?


There then follows a section on the scenes and a synopsis of each, focusing not simply on the plot, but also on the dramatic qualities of Steiner’s work. Both are inextricably linked, and sometimes the latter is easier to misunderstand or overlook than the former. The characters and their contributions to the drama are the next stop on our journey. They form a rich and varied gathering! The collectivity of rustics, sophisticates, hierophants and spiritual entities provide a pageant to ponder. The unity of the alchemical fable and its spiritual dimensions with the very modern characters and their faults, foibles and arid soul-centred dilemmas gives The Portal its flavour—a unique flavour. We are afforded the distresses and quandaries of Johannes, Maria, Capesius and Strader and transported to the other worldly realms of The Spirit of the Elements and the ‘Maya Temple’.


I am very pleased to include Tom Raines’s clear and perspicaciously observed essay on Goethe’s tale, ‘The Green Snake and the Beautiful Lily’. Although the play need not be studied with reference to Goethe’s alchemical allegory, very much is gained in so doing. I have referred throughout to the ‘equivalent’ characters in the tale and the correspondence between the play and the tale should not present the reader with too many pitfalls.


My hope is that this guide will help to facilitate work on this wonder-filled and wonderful play and that it will be helpful to the individual reader and to study groups. The play must not be simply a part of the anthroposophical calendar. It is worthy of lifelong study; one can happily return to it year after year. The depths are never plumbed; the streams of wonder never run dry. Steiner often emphasized this need. The drama belongs to the tradition of Mystery Dramas from the ancient Mystery Centres as vehicles for advancement along the spiritual path. To cultivate a love for the drama and the alchemical fable of Goethe is to harvest a bountiful yield for soul and spirit.






A Portal to a Different Kind of Drama




‘We should be aware that


this Rosicrucian Mystery contains


many of our spiritual scientific teachings


that perhaps only in future years


will be discerned.’


Rudolf Steiner1





Easy they are not; infinitely rewarding they are! The Mystery Dramas of Rudolf Steiner were the most radical productions ever to be staged. They remain challenging for audiences today. Dramas that can be watched an infinite number of times with no law of diminishing returns setting in; these Mystery Dramas impel us to return not only to performances, but to many a serious perusal of the text.


Our normal theatre-going habits are constantly challenged by the dramas. The expectation of a pleasing two or three hours at the theatre, followed by drinks or a pleasant meal, is out of sync with a performance lasting six or seven hours. There is little outright laughter, still less are tears brought to our eyes. We do not sit on the edge of our seats worrying what will happen next. It is probably for these reasons that Steiner was reluctantly impelled to express surprise and disappointment at the reticence of his pupils:


In various places since the performance of the drama in Munich, I have stated the fact that many, many things of an esoteric nature would not need to be described, that lectures would be unnecessary on my part, if only everything that lies in the Rosicrucian Mystery could work directly on your souls, my dear friends, and on the souls of others too. I would have to use the enormous number of words necessary in my lectures and speak for days, for weeks, even for years, in order to describe what has been said and what could be said in the single drama.2


One can, perhaps, sympathize with those anthroposophical pioneers of 1910, who were being thus berated. Were they previously informed that their customary habits of theatre attendance were under attack? Whilst we might, if seeing a Shakespeare play which is unfamiliar to us, or some other production that promises complexity, engage in some research beforehand to ensure we do not ‘lose the plot’, we do not expect to work on the play having once seen it. This we would only do if we were studying it for an exam.


‘In various places’, indicates Steiner’s determination to change such habits. He was clearly surprised and taken aback at the lack of endeavour after the viewing of the play. Partial success has certainly ensued. Thousands have happily imbibed the bountiful fruits of wisdom in the drama. To overcome our normal expectations of a play is, however, no easy matter. Why is the seemingly interminable first scene so full of conversation and so lacking in action? Why are the speeches often so long? Why could the play itself not be wound up in the seventh scene, allowing us time for dinner and drinks? Was Steiner a wonderful teacher who just used the play as a teaching vehicle?


The answers to these questions lie in the aims and content of the drama itself. When one thoroughly examines The Portal of Initiation, Steiner is revealed as a highly competent dramatist. The norms of drama are often stood on their head—always deliberately, always with clarity of purpose. The first scene needs to be of such length not simply to introduce the multiplicity of engaging characters but to convincingly induce the turmoil in the soul of Johannes which leads into the following iconic Rock Spring Scene. The play focuses on the development of the characters, particularly Johannes Thomasius and requires the extra time so to do.


The Word


The word is truly the vehicle of the Mystery Drama. The desire that our cinema-going, television-watching and theatre-attending habits have cultivated for actions rather than words, has to be put on hold. This primacy of the word, utterly necessary in a contemporary spiritual drama—is the force endowing the Mystery Drama with its unique character. The whole structure of the play is word-focused. Fairy stories, prayers, mantras, argumentative dialogues, passages of sublime lyricism are interwoven in a tapestry of poetic resonance.




The Structure of the Play


The play commences with prose. The Prelude has to be prosaic. We are in the cosy, domestic interior of Sophia’s room. The children sing and the first lines,


The light of the sun is flooding


the realms of space;3


echo throughout the drama—the motif of the light works through from Johannes’s darkness in the second scene to the beautiful mantras of Benedictus, the light of Devachan in scene seven and on into the Sun Temple. The dialogue of the argument between Sophia and Estella, the only character openly hostile to anthroposophy, is deliberately earthy.


From this prosaic basement we are able to move through the gears as the language becomes increasingly heightened. The first scene, although consisting of conversation is afforded the gravitas of a poetic structure. The speakers are all spiritual seekers and we witness the vision of the etheric Christ. The argument of the Prelude is mirrored in the discussion between Capesius and Strader with Maria, The Other Maria, Philia, Astrid and Luna. The Rock Spring Scene, which follows, takes us directly into the poetic realm, with its rhythmic repetitions and its language of raging dragons. We ascend into the astral realm and the fairy tale in scenes four, five and six, culminating in our further ascent into Devachan and the lyricism of the conversation of Maria and her soul forces—Philia, Astrid and Luna.


We then have to be brought back right down to the earth. Once again it has to be Sophia’s room, references to the children and an argument with her good friend. The process repeats in the second half of the play—the mirror argument in scene eight, another Rock Spring Scene and the climax in the harmony of the Sun Temple. There is a certain necessary asymmetry within the symmetry, to avoid dullness, but the structure is finely graduated—nothing is extraneous; everything contributes.


Dialogues


The Socratic style of argumentative dialogue in the Prelude, and later in the Interlude, sets the tone for discussions which occur throughout the play. These may take the form of characters openly engaging in dialectics, as in scenes one and eight, where sceptical views are pitted against those of a spiritual scientific persuasion. The interplay of opposites is, however, varied. Sometimes differing outlooks are shown side by side, rather than through argument. The juxtaposition of the Aristotelian, Strader and the Platonist, Capesius affords an overview to the audience—neither is wholly right or wrong. A similar juxtaposition allows us to engage with the different pull of each of the adversarial powers in scenes four, ten and eleven, when Lucifer and Ahriman are on stage.


Prayers and Mantras


The language of prayer and mantra must resonate. Strength and gravitas are ever present in Steiner’s mantras and verses. There is variety too as the singing of the children in the Prelude chimes with the simple prayer Benedictus gives Maria’s child. The beautiful mantric sequence of Benedictus, followed by the Spirit Voice concluding scene three, features again in the reformulation at the end of scene seven. Steiner’s suggestion that this should be studied in German is followed through in Appendix 2. The point here is that as well as affording variety and contrast in the language a deepening of the mood is delicately brought about.


Thunder and Lightning


A radical use of the word occurs in scene four, in which the prosaic, destructive outpourings of Capesius and Strader cause thunder and lightning in the astral world. This highly effective piece of drama is a vivid graphic illustration of the results of academic arrogance and its effect on the spiritual and natural world.


The Soul Forces and the Devachan Scene


The allocation of the realms of the soul, which are normally intertwined in every individual, to three separate characters on stage is far from simply being an ingenious teaching device of a didactic playwright. It certainly imprints in our souls and our memories a vivid clarification of the characteristics of the sentient soul, the mind or intellectual soul and the consciousness soul. As Steiner says:


Separated from each other, they show themselves clearly: Philia as she places herself in the cosmos; Astrid as she relates herself to the elements; Luna as she directs herself into free deed and self-knowledge.4


The speeches were received by Steiner directly from the spiritual world. The beauty of this part of the seventh scene is that of words which enchant the characters and the audience. Philia, Astrid and Luna are alive as individual characters—yes, with Maria they form an egoity—but the language is that of sisterhood. They are almost as a coven of white witches—practitioners of white magic, who will inspire Johannes, but who enchant and inspire us too.


It is as a beautiful ritual that the alchemical, caressing power of this interaction commands our attention. Maria commences in the manner of an invocation:


You my sisters, at this hour


be once again my helpers,


as you have often been before


that I may make world-ether


resound within itself.5


She then explains and instructs as to how they must help Johannes. Each responds with two affirmations, ‘I will … I will … ’ and concludes, ‘that you, beloved sister … may … ’.The pattern is then repeated with Maria poetically enumerating and describing their tasks, incorporating the elemental powers of the undines, sylphs and fire beings.


The order of responses is then repeated in a charming, ritual fashion with Philia entreating, ‘the spirits of the worlds’, Astrid guiding, ‘streams of love’, and Luna beseeching, ‘both strength and courage’.6


The entry of Johannes is needed to guide us back down from the heights of such lyricism. We might wish to stay in this sublime poetic realm, but duty must call us back towards the narrative. As already mentioned the second half of the play has a similar poetic structure—rising from the basement of the Interlude to the Sun Temple, but the seventh scene is a climax of lyrical reverie.




The Play and the Fairy Tale


The Uniqueness of the Portal


The Portal of Initiation is unique even amongst Steiner’s Mystery Dramas. Steiner himself described a kind of demarcation line by saying that the first two dramas were written through him and the final two were written by him. The latter do not refer to other sources, whereas The Portal of Initiation strongly references Goethe’s tale, and The Soul’s Probation relates to the legend of the Knights Templar at Burg Lockenhaus. Whilst in both instances those sources are skilfully and ingeniously interwoven with the play, the latter play utilizes the legend mainly in the retrospect of scenes six to nine. The harmonizing of the tale and the development of the individual characters affords The Portal of Initiation its uniquely enchanting atmosphere—its alchemical genius.


Rudolf Steiner affirmed that genuine fairy tales and traditional folk stories were a source of spiritual wisdom, emanating from the time of human connectivity with higher forces (the ancient clairvoyance). The wish to feature Goethe’s fairy tale on a modern stage provided the original impulse for what became The Portal of Initiation. The attempt to do this was unsuccessful. Modernity demanded a more ‘lifelike’ production with ‘real’ characters, and so the creative process of the metamorphosis of the tale into the drama had to be accomplished. This hard edge of contemporary life, with its doubts and hardships combining with the charm of the fairy-tale elements affords The Portal of Initiation its wholly individual flavour.


This imagery of charm, utterly devoid of sentimentality, allows for a heightened, elevated use of language. This again is tempered with the requirements of contemporary society. Felicia’s tale in scene six is a simple story—pared down with few adjectives or descriptive phrases. It is followed by the mockery of Gairman—the Spirit of the Earth Brain brings us back to earth!


For the fairy tale to become a vehicle in itself for the wisdom and artistry of the fairy-tale teller, Frau Balde, was ingenious and appropriate. The play focuses on harsh realities of contemporary life—Estella’s play, The Uprooted with its parallels to the drama tells of ‘a man of promise’ who became ‘a desolate ruin of one’, and ended in ‘utter despair’7—the point where the spiritual development of Johannes begins. The fairy-tale imagery of nature spirits, supernatural landscapes and other worldly beings forms an effective dramatic counterpoint to the dryness and despair of those characters suffering the aridity of modernity.


Felix and Felicia are retained in the other dramas and are a foil for the urbane professor and doctor. The charm and wit they carry is a godsend to a dramatist. There is no room, however, for others such as The Spirit of the Elements and The Other Maria. It is The Portal of Initiation which Steiner styled as The Rosicrucian Play which has this Goethean magic (and Goethean science!).


The play interestingly contrasts with the tale. As we have seen, it is the word rather than the action which forms the pivotal force of the play. The tale focuses on action. Every sentence moves the storyline along. All is plot. As an alchemical fable it has to feature a series of symbolic actions. This too adds to the potency, the richness of meaning, of the play.


Spiritual Realism


Rudolf Steiner insisted that the characters in the drama were based on real human beings. Genuine art, according to Steiner, is the attempt to bring to a level of perfection the images that are to be found in nature and in ordinary life. The artist does not start with an idea. Didacticism in art is to be avoided—as one can gauge from Estella’s remarks about ‘puppet-like types indulging in symbolical events’.8


The need for art which is based initially upon the image allows for the spiritual forces at work within the artist to carry the work into uncharted territory. Steiner wrote as the plays themselves were being rehearsed. Such a level of spontaneity ensured a creative buzz of energy and full-hearted involvement of the participants in the creative process. Those involved expressed surprise at the end result, saying it was very different to what they had expected.


Individual Development and Personal Relationships


Seeing a play is a shared, communal experience. To read a lecture is, of necessity, more abstract in nature—we engage with the written word rather than a human being, although study groups can, of course mitigate this. Steiner keenly felt the need to supplement his lectures and writings with participation in other art forms. Of the drama, he stressed its ability to explore the spiritual development of a single individual—in this case, Johannes Thomasius—whereas Knowledge of the Higher Worlds is, of necessity, a general guide for everyone and thus inevitably more abstract in character:


Should one actually describe the path of development as seen in the spiritual world, one can do it only by shaping the development of a single human being, by altering for the individual what is necessarily true. The book, Knowledge of the Higher Worlds, contains, to a certain extent, the beginning of the secrets of all human development. The Rosicrucian Mystery contains the secrets of the individual, Johannes Thomasius.9


It is indeed this personal quality which gives the drama its resonance. If, for example, one reads in a lecture that in the astral world people can appear aged differently to how they are in the physical world, such an idea, such an intellectual construct, may quickly disappear, making a swift exit from one’s consciousness. Why not? We do not live in the astral world; we live in the physical world. To muse pleasantly over such a notion whilst reading the book—perhaps even to discuss it in a study group—may easily result in its disappearance when we go out into the street and have the traffic to worry about.


The very sight of two characters on a stage who have visibly changed age—as happens to Capesius and Strader in scene four, etches such an image deeply into the inner recesses of our minds and souls. It is arresting. It is far more likely to stay with us.


Another related aspect to this matter of the personal quality of drama is its ability to focus on personal relationships. One will search high and low in any of the basic anthroposophical books for an examination of such matters. In Steiner’s time such intimate interactions were not publicly discussed in the way they, perhaps rather incessantly, are now. The character of the romantic, Romantic artist, Johannes Thomasius, allows Steiner more latitude in this domain.


The intimacies of Johannes throughout the dramas—especially the first and the third—alert us to the wiles of Lucifer, the Lord of Desire. They reflect much that pertains to contemporary life. The relationships of all the characters afford us greater understanding of the workings of reincarnation and karma. The strange effect of the fairy stories of Felicia Balde upon the learned scholar Capesius indicates the presence of a karmic bond between these two totally dissimilar characters.


Similarly Theodora’s revelations affect Strader. This, the first play to seriously examine the question of previous incarnations, allows us to enter into this subject in a fully human way. Lectures are, of course, necessary and helpful, but characters on a stage can convey aspects of the topic unavailable to the spoken or written word alone.


The rich input on this subject accounts partly for the length of the drama. The fairy-tale plot could easily have been wrapped up in the first seven scenes. The individuality of the characters is, however, allowed to blossom in the second half of the play. The metamorphosis of the Maya Temple of scene five into the Sun Temple of scene eleven is, in fact, aided by the development of the characters and the felt need for them to help and support one another. This must be established as their karma requires.


The repeated words of Benedictus in scene three:


There forms itself


within this circle


a knot out of the threads


which karma spins in world becoming.10


are integral to the plot of this play and a fundamental theme running through the four dramas. They run as a harmonious counterpoint to the fairy-tale plot. The awakening of humanity to an understanding of reincarnation and karma was a central task in the mission of Rudolf Steiner. The concerns of the fairy tale—building the bridge uniting the spiritual and physical worlds—needed to be augmented with reference to reincarnation and karma. Johannes and Maria are shown to be united when Theodora reveals their previous Hibernian incarnation. Such revelations are necessary in our own time and were later supplemented by Steiner’s lecture series on ‘Karmic Relationships’.


The Light


In so many ways the motif of ‘the light’ plays into this drama—one can say that it is a drama of the word and a drama of the light. It seems fitting to end this chapter where the play itself ends—with Theodora’s declaration to Strader:


‘I have now conquered for myself


the power to reach the light.’


My friend trust in yourself!


For you yourself will speak these words


when once your time shall be fulfilled.11


The final words of the drama bring us full circle from the very first two lines in which the children in Sophia’s room are singing:


The light of the sun is flooding


the realms of space.12


This motif of ‘light’ constantly interweaves throughout the play. The dark depths of scene two, the horror of scene three, the thunder of scene four and the dangers of scene ten are always mitigated by the light of wisdom. In the shape of Benedictus it is never far away and the motif continues with the prayer he gives Maria’s child:


The heavenly powers of light are carrying me


into the spirit’s house.13


The light-filled wisdom of Benedictus grants us the wonderful mantra of scene three:


Light’s weaving essence radiates


through far-flung spaces


to fill the world with life.14


Which changes in scene seven:


Light’s weaving essence radiates


from man to man


to fill the world with truth.15




The darkness of scene two changes for Johannes in scene nine:


There lives in me the light,


there speaks around me brightness,


there germinates in me the light of soul,


there works in me world radiance.16


The final scene in the Sun Temple sees the light truly flooding in. References to light abound.


A cryptic contrast emanates from Felix:


It was men’s very folly that from dark depths


has shown me to the light


and let me find my way into the temple.17


The Maria forces are united. The Beautiful Lily, who harmed those she sought to help through the blinding force of righteous light, needed the warmth of love from The Other Maria.


The Other Maria declares:


My feeling shall in future


not rob the light of love of its effect.18


As Johannes is the central character, one can conclude with Luna’s joyous declaration to him:


You may then dare to live yourself as Self


when light can shine within your soul.19


and in a superb culmination uniting the development of the individual and the ending of the Tale, we see that Johannes also requires the sacrifice of The Other Maria:


The sacrifice you bring the temple


shall here be re-enacted in my soul.


In me the warmth of love shall sacrifice


itself unto the light of love.20






The Birth of the Portal—A Modern Mystery Drama




‘This Play must not be placed in the same


category as those of Shakespeare or the


“Faust” of Goethe.


It is a fresh development in Art.’


Harry Collison.1





A familiar shibboleth of spiritual seekers is the love of terms of enticement such as: mystery, esoteric, secret, hidden, occult and veiled. The joy of uncovering something unknown to others has indeed primordial appeal. When we hear the term, ‘Mystery Drama’, it is easy and tempting to envisage a theatrical production with some esoteric content to excite the palate. Theatrical producers, fairground managers, writers of pulp-fiction page turners have all happily employed that term, ‘mystery’.


The use of the term for Steiner’s Mystery Dramas stems from far richer and more profound origins—those of the ancient Mystery Schools whose purpose was the spiritual development of the neophyte and resulting enrichment of society. Those of Ancient Greece bestowed upon us the genre of tragedy.2 As Clifford Leech remarks:


For the Greeks, tragedy was a rite in honour of the presiding god, Dionysus, whose priests were present in reserved seats, like canons in a cathedral.3


The Greek tragedies were purposed to bring about a process of purgation, which Aristotle referred to as ‘catharsis’. During the play the emotions of pity and fear are aroused in the audience—pity for the turmoil and suffering of the hero and fear for his fate. The end of the play, with the death of the hero, leading to the cleansing of the malaise in the society brought about by the hero’s weakness or indiscretion (his tragic flaw) purges the audience of these emotions. A contemporary Mystery Drama involves, instead, a process of cognition—but one which must also etch into the souls of the audience. Like the tragedies of the Greeks it engages all aspects of the psyche—not simply the intellect; still less that of emotional pathos.




The Greek plays honoured the god Dionysus. In a Dionysian rite, three tragedies would be followed by a satyr play (a semi-romantic drama of gods and heroes), to calm and reassure the audience. To achieve an effect of similar proportions but appropriate to a contemporary audience, plays of considerable length are required. In Steiner’s dramas the calming effect occurs throughout the play. At the end of each scene we have to be able to calmly assess the situation.


Whilst it is not necessary for a guide to Steiner’s The Portal of Initiation, to go deeply into theatrical history, it is helpful for us to understand that the play, paradoxically, is part of a genre that dates back to time immemorial, yet it is also a radical innovation, opening a portal into possibilities previously undreamt of. As Collison says, ‘It is a fresh development in art.’4


The point of connectivity with the Greek tragedies is the effect on the souls of the audience. One can trace a path through from Greece and Rome to the Elizabethans and especially the tragedies of Shakespeare. He explored every aspect of that genre with heroes ranging from the purity of Romeo and Juliet, and Hamlet to the dastardly villainy of Richard the Third. His last four plays moved away from tragedy and ended happily. Did he have a subconscious wish to write a contemporary Mystery Drama? If so—it would have been impossible. The word ‘heresy’ was on everyone’s lips at that time. The Tempest, in all its genius, was as far as he could allow himself to venture into esoteric realms.
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