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Introduction:

 To Readers, Young and Old

I grew up with poems.

All of us did, whether we realize it or not. Poetry is in our bloodstream: nursery rhymes, schoolyard chants, song lyrics, limericks, jingles, rap. But not many of us think of ourselves as poetry lovers. The very question “Do you love poetry?” makes most of us nervous. It shouldn’t. Poetry is a part of us. The purpose of this book is to remind people, young and old, of that simple fact.

The fifty poets I’ve chosen for the book are vastly different from one another. Indeed, they have only two things in common: they wrote in English and their work survives them. They lived on different continents, in different eras, their work is old and new, romantic and savage, comic and gloomy, orderly and chaotic, long and short. The poems are presented alphabetically, by their authors’ last names. If you read them in sequence, you’ll travel a crazy, unpredictable journey, lurching back and forth through the centuries. My brief comments reflect what the poems have meant to me, but they speak far more resonantly for themselves.

Oh, yes. The poets have one other thing in common. I love them all.

I can trace my love of poetry back to my childhood, and to my grandmother, Ina B. Lithgow. Grammy was born late in the nineteenth century and grew up on the island of Nantucket. Hers was one of the last generations to make the memorization and recitation of poems an integral part of a child’s education. In her late eighties she could still remember all the words to countless epic poems, such as Longfellow’s “The Wreck of the Hesperus.” My brother, my sisters, and I would sit at her feet and beg her to recite. Her dark brown eyes would twinkle, she would tilt her head back, fold her hands in her lap, and begin to speak in a gentle, even voice. She would recite for as long as forty minutes. Incredibly, I never remember her missing a syllable.

One of our favorites was “The Deacon’s Masterpiece or, the Wonderful One-hoss Shay,” by Oliver Wendell Holmes. It is a saga about a deluxe horse-drawn buggy, made of the finest leather, wood, and brass, built to last. Not a thing goes wrong with it until the exact day, hour, minute, and second that it turns one hundred years old. All at once and without warning, the wonderful one-hoss shay flies into a million pieces. I can still hear my Grammy’s voice reciting the last stanza:

What do you think the parson found,

When he got up and stared around?

The poor old chaise in a heap or mound,

As if it had been to the mill and ground!

You see, of course, if you’re not a dunce,

How it went to pieces all at once,—

All at once, and nothing first,—

Just as bubbles do when they burst.

End of the wonderful one-hoss shay.

Logic is logic. That’s all I say.

Oh, how I loved the story, the rhymes, the meter, that accent, and that voice! And, although I can’t say for sure, my seven-year-old brain must have had some inkling of the metaphorical power of the moment. Here was my elderly grandmother performing mental feats that I would never be capable of. I must have been aware that I would lose her soon, but surely I did not imagine her razor-sharp mind ever failing her—not until the very end. Perhaps it was my first poetic insight: my Grammy was the wonderful one-hoss shay!

Then there was my dad. Grammy must have passed on her poetry- loving genes to my father, for he devoted half of his professional life to producing Shakespeare’s plays in a succession of theater festivals in Ohio. As a result, my own childhood was awash in Elizabethan verse. And although my dad poured most of his energy into rehearsals and performances, we usually had him to ourselves at bedtime. He would read aloud to us from either the funny papers, from a fat collection of stories called Tellers of Tales, from Kipling’s Jungle Book, or, best of all, from a series of bright orange volumes for kids called Childcraft.

One of the Childcraft books was a collection of poems. It mostly featured loopy verse by doggerel poets such as Edward Lear and Lewis Carroll. None of the poems was especially complex or challenging, but we would request them over and over again. I can still rattle off several lines from memory:

Once there was an elephant

Who tried to use the telephant;

No no, I mean an elephone

Who tried to use the telephone. . . .

Or my favorite:

I never saw a purple cow,

I never hope to see one;

But I can tell you anyhow:

I’d rather see than be one.

I remember my father’s exact inflections, his husky smell, the scratchy wool of our burnt orange couch. My father was a genial man, but slightly abstracted. He lived his life with his head halfway in the clouds. But when my sibs and I cuddled up to him and listened to those poems, we were never closer.

Those bedtime hours primed me for all the poetry I encountered later on, in high school and college English classes. Nonsense verses gave way to the metaphysical poets, the cavalier poets, the Romantic poets. Instead of telephants and purple cows, I discovered Donne, Herrick, Coleridge, Poe. I embraced these poets with a swoony, youthful exuberance. I felt as if they were speaking directly to me from centuries past. I remember declaiming Walt Whitman to my first girlfriend, pronouncing Marvell’s “To His Coy Mistress” the perfect poem, memorizing Keats’s ode “To Autumn” on a golden fall day in New England. As a student actor, I appeared in plays by T. S. Eliot, Dylan Thomas, and William Butler Yeats, drunk with the power of their words.

None of this made me an authority on poetry, nor even much of a scholar. But it made me a poetry lover, a lifelong seeker of poetic experience, whether reading, reciting, or listening to great poems.

I once witnessed firsthand just how intense the experience of poetry can be. The story bears repeating, because it partly inspired this book.

Ten years ago, a married couple asked me to host a benefit for a nonprofit organization they had founded in a town eighty miles from my home. The request came at a time when I was busy and overextended, so I hesitated. But when my wife told me that these people were good friends of hers, I accepted their invitation. A few days later, the couple called again, asking me to recite some poems during the benefit. They said they would choose them for me. Once again I dutifully agreed. When the evening arrived, I quickly skimmed the poems they had chosen before setting off with my wife.

The fund-raiser was for an organization that fostered creative approaches to educating autistic children. Every single person at the event was the parent of at least one autistic child. The couple themselves had had three, one of whom had died young. Considering these poignant facts, the atmosphere at the banquet was amazingly lighthearted and festive. Everyone was cheerful and energized, none more so than my two new friends.

After dinner, I launched into my recitation. The couple had selected a dozen poems. As I read them, I began to realize why each poem had been chosen. Each had something to say about the plight of the parents in the audience and the struggles of their children. The first few were familiar poems by the likes of Emily Dickinson, W. H. Auden, and Robert Frost. Gradually the poems began to cut closer to the bone. Late in the sequence there were two written by the mother of an autistic boy. The final one was by a twenty-two-year-old woman, writing with heartbreaking clarity about her own autism. By the time I finished, everyone in the hall was in tears, myself included.

I had never performed for an audience like that. These people came from all walks of life. The only thing they had in common was the sad fact of their children’s condition. Until this occasion, very few of them had had any experience of poetry. And yet, as I read aloud to them, I could sense a kind of electricity in the air. Every word of these poems was intensely meaningful to them, speaking to their deepest feelings. That night they felt connected to twelve poets whom they had never met nor perhaps even heard of. And as they never had before, they felt connected to one another. That connection was startling, exhilarating, and comforting to them.

Poetry can do that.

All the poets in this volume (including every name mentioned in this introduction) have made that kind of connection with their readers over time. Turn these pages, read these words, and see if you make the connection too. For those of you who already know the following poems, my hope is that they strike you as familiar strains of music, experienced in a fresh, vivid way. If the poems are new to you, grab on to them, wrestle with them, fall in love with them, make them a part of you, and grow up with them.




Matthew Arnold

The Serious Poet

(1822–1888)
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Among the Victorian poets of England, Matthew Arnold was not as famous as Tennyson and Robert Browning. Unlike them, he did not have the luxury of being able to devote himself full-time to writing. Arnold, the son of a clergyman and private-school head- master, worked for a living his entire life. A ten-year appointment at Oxford University as a poetry professor, combined with his job as a government school inspector, meant he had to squeeze in his poetry on his own time. He wrote most of his poems before he was forty years old, when family life and work were less demanding. After that, he concentrated on writing essays about culture, religion, and literature, and his prose was better received than his poetry, at least during his lifetime. Some say it was his literary criticism that elevated criticism to an art form in its own right. Here is Arnold on poetry: “I think it will be found that grand style arises in poetry, when a noble nature, poetically gifted, treats with simplicity or with severity a serious subject.”

To Arnold, no matter how beautiful its language or imagery, if a poem lacked an important subject, he found it unworthy of his attention. Serious and austere himself, he chose lofty subjects for his own poems—faith or the absence of faith, how to live in a meaningful way, politics, the individual in relation to society. He believed his work would endure because it reflected the period’s big themes. “For the creation of a masterwork of literature two powers must concur,” wrote Arnold, “the power of the man and the power of the moment, and the man is not enough without the moment.” Arnold’s moment in history happened to be one of great change and flux. You could say all his poetry was about coming to terms with the Victorian age of industrialism and the weakening of religion.


Favorite Poems

“Shakespeare”  [image: art]  “The Scholar-Gipsy”  [image: art]  “To Marguerite” 

“Thyrsis”  [image: art]  “The Forsaken Merman”



Dover Beach

The sea is calm to-night.

The tide is full, the moon lies fair

Upon the straits;—on the French coast, the light

Gleams and is gone; the cliffs of England stand,

Glimmering and vast, out in the tranquil bay.

Come to the window, sweet is the night-air!

Only, from the long line of spray

Where the sea meets the moon-blanch’d land,

Listen! you hear the grating roar

Of pebbles which the waves draw back, and fling,

At their return, up the high strand,

Begin, and cease, and then again begin,

With tremulous cadence slow, and bring

The eternal note of sadness in.

Sophocles long ago

Heard it on the Aegean, and it brought

Into his mind the turbid ebb and flow

Of human misery; we

Find also in the sound a thought,

Hearing it by this distant northern sea.

The Sea of Faith

Was once, too, at the full, and round earth’s shore

Lay like the folds of a bright girdle furled.

But now I only hear

Its melancholy, long, withdrawing roar,

Retreating, to the breath

Of the night-wind, down the vast edges drear

And naked shingles of the world.

Ah, love, let us be true

To one another! for the world, which seems

To lie before us like a land of dreams,

So various, so beautiful, so new,

Hath really neither joy, nor love, nor light,

Nor certitude, nor peace, nor help for pain;

And we are here as on a darkling plain

Swept with confused alarms of struggle and flight,

Where ignorant armies clash by night.

There’s just no way around it, this is a downbeat poem. I hear in it a desperate, yearning gloom, a sense of despair about the Victorian world and a personal crisis of faith. But despite the poet’s melancholy, the poem is quite beautiful in its specificity. Arnold reveals his feelings very directly and openly. As the American novelist Henry James said, Arnold’s poetry appeals to those who “like their pleasures rare” and who like to hear the poet “taking breath.” The “breath” of the sea, its ebb and flow, in and out, reverberates throughout the lines, creating a kind of wavelike music. There is some hope in beauty—“a land of dreams / So various, so beautiful, so new”—and the potential to regain happiness and faith if his beloved can hang in there with him. For Arnold, this was the answer to emotional and spiritual isolation. For me, reading an exquisite, powerful poem such as “Dover Beach” is an antidote to a moody moment.


Read contemporary poet Anthony Hecht’s
 “The Dover Bitch” for a wonderful modern take on the
 emotional landscape of “Dover Beach.”






W. H. Auden

The High / Low Poet

(1907–1973)
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W. H. Auden was the furthest thing from the sensitive poet holed up in a garret. He was a writer who lived enthusiastically in the midst of his time, and wove pop culture, current events, and everyday speech into his poems. He was also decidedly not a snob. Auden loved to mix the highbrow and the lowbrow: he worshiped opera as much as he enjoyed cheap cabarets. He also had a prankish sense of humor; sometimes he included private symbols that only a few close friends could discover and decipher, and he intended some of his poems to be sung to the tune of popular songs. It certainly changes the meaning to learn that the poem “James Honeyman” (about the scientist inventor of poison gas) was meant to be sung to the tune of “Stagolee,” or that “Victor” (about a religious murderer) was set to the tune of “Frankie and Johnny.” Auden was playful, but he was also very aware of what he was doing: shocking the stodgy and jauntily blasphemizing somber subjects.

Auden was offensive and devout, intellectual and silly, disillusioned and hopeful. He was a cranky, egotistical, precocious young man who churned out hundreds of poems, and he was also a playful old fellow who was crazy about Broadway shows and Gershwin tunes. Auden could write dense essays using a term like “consupponible” without bothering to define it, but he also wrote about manners for Mademoiselle and famous last words for Harper’s Bazaar. He loved nursery rhymes, folk verse, and doggerel. He believed that “Sing a song of sixpence, a pocket full of rye” was pretty nearly “pure poetry.”


“Why do you want to write poetry?” If the young man answers, “I have important things I want to say,” then he is not a poet. If he answers, “I like hanging around words listening to what they say,” then maybe he is going to be a poet.

—W. H. Auden



Along with contemporaries Stephen Spender, Christopher Isherwood, and Louis MacNeice, Auden wrote dazzling poems and won great fame. His Age of Anxiety, a long poem that takes place in a New York City bar, won him the 1948 Pulitzer Prize and provided an apt name for his time. Auden often wrote about journeys or quests, and his personal life provided him with plenty of material: he traveled to Germany, Iceland, and China, served in the Spanish civil war, and moved to the United States, where he became an American citizen. I’ve always thought it interesting how T. S. Eliot brought his Americanness to England and Auden brought his Englishness to America, each to such different effect.

Musée des Beaux Arts

About suffering they were never wrong,

The Old Masters; how well they understood

Its human position; how it takes place

While someone else is eating or opening a window or just walking dully along;

How, when the aged are reverently, passionately waiting

For the miraculous birth, there always must be

Children who did not specially want it to happen, skating

On a pond at the edge of the wood:

They never forgot

That even the dreadful martyrdom must run its course

Anyhow in a corner, some untidy spot

Where the dogs go on with their doggy life and the torturer’s horse

Scratches its innocent behind on a tree.

In Breughel’s Icarus, for instance: how everything turns away

Quite leisurely from the disaster; the ploughman may

Have heard the splash, the forsaken cry,

But for him it was not an important failure; the sun shone

As it had to on the white legs disappearing into the green

Water; and the expensive delicate ship that must have seen

Something amazing, a boy falling out of the sky,

had somewhere to get to and sailed calmly on.

The “musée” in the title is the Museum of Fine Arts in Brussels, which Auden visited in 1938 and viewed the painting Fall of Icarus, by Pieter Brueghel. Icarus, a character from Greek mythology, was trapped in Crete with his father, Daedalus, who made wings for both of them and fastened them onto their shoulders with wax. He explained to his son that if they flew too close to the sea, the water would soak their wings, and if they flew too high, the sun would melt the wax. Like many a stubborn young man ignoring his father’s warnings, Icarus soared too close to the sun, the wax that held the wings to his body melted, and he crashed into the sea.


Favorite Poems

“As I walked out one evening”  [image: art]  “The Unknown Citizen” 

“Funeral Blues”  [image: art]  “September 1, 1939” 

“In Memory of W. B. Yeats”



The many artists who have painted the fall of Icarus—“an important failure”—usually show Icarus front and center. But to Brueghel, the significant point of view is the ploughman’s. The only sign of Icarus is a splash in the bright harbor water, and a pair of legs disappearing. The ploughman, painted in the foreground, is perfectly indifferent and never looks up from his work, while beautiful ships sail serenely on. Auden is struck by the apathy of people toward suffering. His poem juxtaposes miraculous, fantastical events with commonplace, everyday ones: the ordinariness of plowing alongside the enormity of disaster. Gigantic catastrophes happen on a minute scale, and everyone goes on with their animal lives. And yet Auden continued to believe in the hope at the heart of human existence, saying, “We must love one another or die.”




John Berryman

The Alter Ego

(1914–1972)
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Chaos was a large and natural part of Berryman’s own life,” explained the poet Robert Dana, who was once John Berryman’s student. It was also very much a part of his poetry. Although he had a formal education in poetry from Columbia and Cambridge universities, as he matured he broke away from classical forms to the point of inventing his own form, a deceptively loose, seemingly random association of words and phrases that thrilled and mystified readers and fellow poets alike. In truth, there was nothing at all random about his work; having lost his father at a young age, he spent his lifetime carefully honing a style that expressed his sense of tragic disorder. His poems weren’t all tragedy and sadness, though. He had a sharp sense of humor and a vast literary knowledge that made even his darkest poems twinkle with color and light.

Berryman’s most distinguished work was 77 Dream Songs, which reflected the perfection of his original poetic form and set tongues wagging in poetry circles ever since. What’s to wag about? To start with, the length. Berryman described 77 Dream Songs as one long poem, in the vein of Walt Whitman’s “Song of Myself.” So while at first there seems to the reader to be seventy-seven individual poems, it quickly becomes clear that these overlap and lean in on each other in ways not easily understood. Not that the poems themselves are easy to understand either. No less a poet than Robert Lowell admitted to being perplexed by their “disorder and oddness.” But Lowell and most everyone else couldn’t resist the buoyant, “racy jabber” that propelled the poems, nor the irresistible characters of Henry and Mr Bones, who are the protagonists (and the poet’s presumed alter egos) of 77 Dream Songs.


The artist is extremely lucky who is presented with the worst possible ordeal which will not actually kill him. At that point, he is in business.

—John Berryman



John Berryman enjoyed the public debate over his style and meaning. While he denied that the character Henry was himself, he seemed to cheerfully encourage the scholarly and popular chatter on the subject. He was a poet through and through—he idolized Yeats, rigorously taught and challenged a generation of poets that followed him, and matter-of-factly gave himself over to the truth of being a poet: “Well, being a poet is a funny kind of jazz. It doesn’t get you anything. It doesn’t get you any money, or not much, and it doesn’t get you any prestige, or not much. It’s just something that you do.”

Dream Song 76: Henry’s Confession

Nothin very bad happen to me lately.

How you explain that? —I explain that, Mr Bones,

terms o’ your bafflin odd sobriety.

Sober as a man can get, no girls, no telephones,

what could happen bad to Mr Bones?

—If life is a handkerchief sandwich,

in a modesty of death I join my father

who dared so long ago to leave me.

A bullet on a concrete stoop

close by a smothering southern sea

spreadeagled on an island, by my knee.

—You is from hunger, Mr Bones,

I offers you this handkerchief, now set

your left foot by my right foot,

shoulder to shoulder, all that jazz,

arm in arm, by the beautiful sea,

hum a little, Mr Bones.

—I saw nobody coming, so I went instead.

From the start of this poem, you find yourself in the riddle of the relationship between Henry and Mr Bones. You want to know more about them—who are they and how do they know each other? You want to understand the dynamic between them, which seems to be a sad Mr Bones and a comforting Henry. And what awful thing happened to Mr Bones that calls for Henry’s consoling words?

Well, it helps to know that Henry and Mr Bones are one and the same. Throughout 77 Dream Songs, Henry often talks to himself in the voice of Mr Bones, who is a kind of sorrowful, minstrel-show twist on himself. So Henry is telling his own story here, of the harsh loss of his father, and of the one-foot-in-front-of-the-other sense of purpose required to keep on going. This poem paints such a vivid narrative picture—it’s packed with story, but the story just suggests itself, never making clear its context. While you read, your brain is trying hard to place this story in a familiar context, but it’s almost impossible to do. That’s a neat trick, the poet smudging the edges just enough that you can’t bring the whole of it into focus, and you’re forced to look at the details instead. A bullet on a concrete stoop. A smothering southern sea. Spreadeagled on an island. Those are bleak impressions—no wonder Mr Bones (or Henry—or Berryman!) needs a reassuring hug.


Favorite Poems

“Dream Song 1”  [image: art]  “Dream Song 29” 

“Dream Song 263”   [image: art] “Homage to Mistress Bradstreet” 

“The Ball Poem”



I like the rhythm of conversation between Henry and Mr Bones in Berryman’s poems. The last stanza in “Henry’s Confession” is like a song, and you can’t help but be uplifted yourself. “Hum a little, Mr Bones”—what a sweet bit of encouragement that is. And, tell me, where can I get a handkerchief sandwich?




Elizabeth Bishop

The Poet’s Poet

(1911–1979)
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I had never heard of Elizabeth Bishop until thirty years ago when a poet friend said she was his favorite twentieth-century poet. Despite winning the Pulitzer Prize and many other literary awards, Bishop never achieved the fame of some of her more high-profile peers. During her lifetime, however, she was highly respected and well-known by other poets such as Marianne Moore, Robert Lowell, and John Ashbery, who said Bishop was “a writer’s writer’s writer.” They appreciated her exquisitely precise descriptions of the natural world, whether a single fish, a cold spring, or the seascape, and how geography affects, forms, and reflects human beings. “All my life,” wrote Bishop, “I have lived and behaved very much like the sandpiper—just running down the edges of different countries and continents, ‘looking for something.’”

Bishop’s perpetual travel was in large part forced on her by circumstance. After her father’s death, before she was even a year old, her mother became mentally unstable. Bishop was sent to live with one set of grandparents in Nova Scotia, then another set in Worcester, Massachusetts, until she finally settled with an aunt in South Boston for the remainder of her childhood. She never saw her mother again. Little wonder many of her poems are filled with loss, displacement, and isolation.


Favorite Poems

“Sestina”  [image: art]  “In the Waiting Room”  [image: art]  “The Armadillo” 

“One Art”  [image: art]  “At the Fishhouses”



Yet she also has a wonderfully dry, subtle sense of humor, which weaves throughout her small body of work. Bishop was a perfectionist who loved to challenge herself by writing in strict forms such as sestinas and villanelles. She was a master of creating the most vivid, true miniature worlds within a single poem: a dentist’s waiting room, washing hair in a basin. “I’m not interested in big-scale work as such,” she once told Robert Lowell. “Something needn’t be large to be good.”

Filling Station

Oh, but it is dirty!

—this little filling station,

oil-soaked, oil-permeated

to a disturbing, over-all

black translucency.

Be careful with that match!

Father wears a dirty,

oil-soaked monkey suit

that cuts him under the arms,

and several quick and saucy

and greasy sons assist him

(it’s a family filling station),

all quite thoroughly dirty.

Do they live in the station?

It has a cement porch

behind the pumps, and on it

a set of crushed and grease-

impregnated wickerwork;

on the wicker sofa

a dirty dog, quite comfy.

Some comic books provide

the only note of color—

of certain color. They lie

upon a big dim doily

draping a taboret

(part of the set), beside

a big hirsute begonia.

Why the extraneous plant?

Why the taboret?

Why, oh why, the doily?

(Embroidered in daisy stitch

with marguerites, I think,

and heavy with gray crochet.)

Somebody embroidered the doily.

Somebody waters the plant,

or oils it, maybe. Somebody

arranges the rows of cans

so that they softly say:

ESSO—SO—SO—SO

to high-strung automobiles.

Somebody loves us all.

What a fantastic, vivid description Bishop has written! It’s like the verbal equivalent of an Edward Hopper painting. You feel as if you are right inside the poem, the filling station, because she makes it so immediate and clear. I can sense the poet coming upon the scene, like a still life, stopping to absorb the details, the flecks of color in this commonplace setting—the kind of beauty that is often invisible to us because we move through these ordinary moments unaware, not paying attention, not noticing the way Bishop does. As Randall Jarrell, the most important poetry critic in America at the time, pointed out, “All her poems have written underneath, I have seen it.”

I feel her surprise at discovering the individual effort and attempt at some kind of loveliness in such an unlikely place, amongst all the filth. She uses words so deliciously to help us appreciate the station’s small touches—“taboret,” “doily,” “hirsute begonia.” But then there is an echo of loneliness, of longing, just below the surface. The last line is almost like a prayer or a plea, and reminds me of the last line in another Bishop poem, “The Bight,” which was the epitaph she chose for herself: “All the untidy activity continues, / awful but cheerful.”



	



William Blake

The Mystical Visionary

(1757–1827)
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William Blake first saw visions of God and angels as a child, which set him off as an odd bird throughout his life. He went to art school when he was ten; at twelve, he began to write poetry, and at fourteen he was apprenticed to an engraver. A homeschooled youngster who would later study at the Royal Academy, Blake never became a part of the artist and literati “in crowd”—he had more in common with fellow nonconformists such as Thomas Paine and Mary Wollstonecraft than with literary peers such as Coleridge. Blake worked throughout his life as an engraver, illustrator, and printmaker in order to support himself and his wife, whom he taught to read and write and make prints. As an engraver, he had the skills and tools to print his own poetry, and as an artist, he was inspired to invent a visual style for his work that became his signature—something similar to the illuminated manuscripts created by monks centuries earlier. He also illustrated or finished many pieces by his own hand in watercolors.
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