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Poetry and the Démos: State
Regulation of a Civic Possession

SUMMARY

This article argues that poetry - the Homeric epics and
the works of the tragedians - enjoyed an importance to
the democratic government of Athens equal to that of the
city’s laws. Like laws, poetry was powerful. Like the law,
too, poetry was regulated and, at times, manipulated ac-
cording to the political needs of the city and its rulers.

POETRY IN THE COURTROOM

The pervasive civic importance of poetry in Athenian
democracy during the fifth and fourth centuries BCE has
been obvious since ancient times. The figure Demades in
Plutarch calls the theoric fund, which paid for the entrance
fee into dramatic festivals for all citizens, the “glue of the
democracy” (wg &\eye Anuddng, kOAav ovopdlwv ta
Oewpuca tiig dnpoxpartiag) (Plut. Platonic Questions 1011b).
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In Aeschines’s oration Against Timarchus, Aeschines asks
his jury to apply wisdom from the poetry of Euripides in
their judgment of the case before them:

Ykéyaohe 0¢, @ ABnvaiol, Tag yvpag g drogaivetat
6 montig."Hon 6¢ moAN®V mpaypdtwv @not yeyevijoOat
KPLTRG, Womep vOv Velg SikaoTtal, Kal Tag kpioelg ovk
EK TOV HapTUPLOV, AAN €K T@V EmtndevudTwy Kal TV
OHAL@V @not moteioBat... o0k kvnoev anoervaocBat Tot-
obtov eivat olomep fdetar Euvdv. Ovkodv Sikalov Kal
nept Tipdpyov Tolg avtoig dudg Evpunidn xprioacOat
AOYLOHOTG.

Consider, O Athenians, the sentiments that the poet ex-
presses. He says that in the past he has been the arbiter
of many disputes, just as you jurors are now, and he says
that he makes his decisions not based on the testimony
of witnesses, but on the habits and company of the de-
fendant... he did not shrink from claiming that a man’s
character is none other than that of those with whom
he likes to associate. Therefore it is right for you also to
use the same logic as Euripides in the case of Timarchus.
(Aeschines, Against Timarchus 153)

In fact throughout his prosecution Aeschines provides
carefully selected citations of Homer and the tragedians
to support his claim that Timarchus has led the kind of
life which, according to Athenian law, precludes him from
speaking in the democratic assembly. Moreover, whenever
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Aeschines cites poetry, he uses the same wording as when
he cites a law or an affidavit: he calls on the grammateus
to read out specific passages, and then he comments upon
them. Compare the following two passages:

Avayvooetat obdv DUV TOOTOVG TOVG VOUOUG O
ypappatetvg, v eidijte 6Tt O vouoBétng fynoato ToOv
KAA®G Tpagévta maida avOpa yevopevov YproLHov
g¢oecOal Tf) mMOAer 6tav § 1) @volg Tod dvBpdmov 0OV
novnpav dpxnv A4Pn tig madeiag, €k TOV KaAK®dG
telpappévov maidwv napaminoiovg fynoato moAitag
goeobal Twwdpyxw tovtwi. Aéye avToig TOLG VOHOULG
TOUTOVG.

The grammateus therefore will read out (dvayvwoetar)
the laws for you, so that you may know that the lawgiver
believed that the child who was brought up well would
be a good citizen. But whenever human nature receives
a depraved beginning to its education straightaway from
childhood, he believed that the citizens that resulted
from such badly brought up children would be like
this man Timarchus. Read (Aéye) for them these laws.
(Against Timarchus 11)

“Tva 8¢ kal Ot Tod pETpOL TAG yvdpaG dkovonTe TOD
o Tov, dvayvwoeTat DUV O YPAHUATEDG T €M1 TA TEPL
TovTtwv & ‘Ounpog memnoinke. Aéye mpdTOV TA TEPL THG
“Extopog Tipwpiag.
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In order that you may hear the sentiments of the poet in
verse, the grammateus will read out (dvayvwoetai) for
you the epic verses, which Homer has composed con-
cerning these things. Read (Aéye) first the verses about
the revenge against Hector. (Against Timarchus 147)

Aeschines’ use of Homer and Euripides as evidence in
a court case shows the student of the Athenian démos
a great deal about the important role that poetry played
in the democracy. Like written laws that guaranteed
constitutional rights for all citizens, the poetry of Homer
and tragedy was the common intellectual and moral
property of the démos, and a standard by which behavior
could be assessed. The law court with its jury of citizens
was a place in which the behavior of individuals was
constantly being evaluated in relation to the values of the
polis as a whole.

It is essential for any student of the Athenian démos to
understand the authority of poetry in the civic discourse of
Athens. The authority of poetry, moreover, is not restricted
to tragedy (as we have seen) nor to disputes in the courts.
Carolyn Higbie has shown the way in which Homer and
the Iliadic “past” could be cited as authoritative evidence
in all sorts of disputes, including Athenian claims to the
island of Salamis and an incident that Herodotus relates
in which the Athenians and Spartans make their claims
to command of the Greek navy and army against the
Persians before Gelon of Syracuse.! Higbie points out that
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in Aristotle’s Rhetoric the philosopher cites poets from
the past as one of two types of witnesses, the ancient and

the recent (oi ué¢v malatot oi 8¢ mpdogatol),
and he notes the ancient as the more secure.
He does this within in a passage in which
he himself cites Sophocles’ Antigone on
the concept of unwritten laws.> Aeschines
cites Homer in conjunction with tragedy
throughout his orations, as do other orators.

GUARDING PoEeTIC TEXTS

But the formula by which Aeschines calls
upon the grammateus to read aloud a seg-
ment of poetry raises for me many questions.
What text does the grammateus read when
he is called upon to do so? Is it one provided
by Aeschines? What kind of state texts, if
any, existed for Homer and the tragedians?
I would like to explore the question of state
regulation of dramatic texts in the context of

1. C. Higbie, “The Bones of a Hero,

The Ashes of a Politician: Athens,
Salamis, and the Usable Past.” Classical
Antiquity 16 (1997): 279-308. Athenian
claims to Salamis based on Homer’s
Iliad : Aristotle, Plutarch Solon 10.2-3,
Strabo, Diogenes Laertius. Command
of the Greek army and navy against the
Persians: Herodotus 7.159-161.

2. Aristot. Rh. 1375a-b: xai mepl pév

TOV VoY 00 Twg Stwpicbw- mept 8¢
HAPTUPWY, LAPTLPEG eloty SttTol, of pév
nakatol ot 8¢ tpdogatot, kai TOHTWV

ol p&v petéxovteg 100 Ktvdvvov oi &’
¢KTOG. Aéyw 8¢ malatodg pev Tovg Te
o Tas Kat §owv AN wv yvwpipwvy
elolv kpioeig pavepai, olov ABnvaiot
Opfpw paptoupt EXpHoavTto mept
Salapivog...

“Witnesses are of two kinds, ancient
and recent; of the latter some share the
risk of the trial, others are outside it. By
ancient I mean the poets and men of
repute whose judgements are known to
all; for instance, the Athenians, in the
matter of Salamis, appealed to Homer
as a witness” (Aristotle, Rhetoric 1375b).

the definition of poetry that I have given above - that is
the common intellectual and moral property of the démos.
To what extent, and more importantly, why did the Athe-
nian democracy regulate that possession? Plutarch’s Lives
of the Ten Orators (Plut. Mor. 841F) mentions a Lycurgan
law that called for official state copies of the tragedies of
Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides to be placed in the

Metroon:
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TOV 84, ... xaAkdg eikovag avabeival TOV mont@®v, Alo-
xVAov ZogokAéovg Evpimidov, kal tag tpaywdiog adtdv
&V KOWV@D YpaYaUEVOLG GUAATTELY Kal TOV TG TOAEwS
YPAUUATEN TIOAPAVAYLVWOOKELY TOIG DTTOKPLVOHUEVOLG:

[Next he proposed] that bronze statues of the poets Ae-
schylus, Sophocles, and Euripides be set up, and that
written copies of their tragedies be guarded in the public
treasury and that the grammateus of the polis read them
out publicly (mapavayivwokewv) to the actors. (Plutarch
Lives of the Ten Orators 841F)

Itis generally believed that this was done to protect the texts
from actors’ or other kinds of interpolation which was cor-
rupting the textual tradition of the plays and likewise their
subsequent performance, and the verb mapavayvwokerv
has another meaning that may be relevant here, which is
“to collate” or “to compare”. That the texts would need to
be protected from insertions is an interesting one to which
I will return.

For the moment I am interested in the word guAdttewv
(“to guard” or “to protect”) which Plutarch tells us was the
purpose of the law. This word has a military connotation
which is intriguing, but it also turns the tragedies of Aes-
chylus, Sophocles, and Euripides into a ktéma (a “posses-
sion”) of the sort Thucydides hoped his history would be
(Thuc. 1.22). This is a possession that the Athenian démos
wants to keep and store away in the Metroon in its func-
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tion as a treasury, in order to regulate and control how
that possession is used. The Metroon is also of course the
Athenian archive, a place where laws are kept. The gram-
mateus in fact, that same figure who as we have seen reads
out the laws and afhidavits and citations of poetry to the
jury, according to the law of Lycurgus will read out the
plays to the actors so that they can learn their parts. It is
not clear whether the actors were even allowed to make
copies for themselves (and again the meaning of the verb
Tapavaylvookely comes in to play here).

POETRY AND THE TYRANTS

I would like to suggest that this kind of regulation of poetry

by the Athenian democracy is reminiscent . .. oo

of the control over poetry once asserted by “Epic, Praise, and the Posession
.. . . . of Poetry” (Pindar’s Homer

the Peisistratid tyranny. Gregory Nagy, in his (sakimore, 19000), p. 155.

1990 book Pindar’s Homer, has shown how the

possession of poetry was a primary sign of the tyrant’s

wealth, power, and prestige.3

A striking passage that he cites is Herodotus 5.90.2:

[Hdt. 5.90.2] éktrjoato 6¢ 6 KAeopévng ék tiig AOnvaiwv
4KpPOTIOALOG TOVG X PNOHOVG, TOVG EKTNVTO HEV TIPOTEPOV
oi ITeowotpatidat, éEelavvopevor 8¢ ENmov €v 1@ ipd,
KatalelpBévtag 6¢ 0 Kheopévng dvélafe.

Kleomenes had taken possession of these oracular utter-
ances, taking them from the acropolis of the Athenians.
Previously, the Peisistratidae had possession of them,
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but, when they were driven out of Athens, they left them

in the temple. It was there that Kleomenes
found them and took them. (translation by
G. Nagy)

Nagy demonstrates with this passage that
the oracular poetry was literally private
property possessed by the tyrants of Ath-
ens.4 Nagy connects the negative image in
Herodotus of the Peisistratids as hoarders
of poetry with the positive image that the
Peisistratids tried to convey of themselves
as owners but at the same time sharers of
poetry through public performance. In the
pseudo-Platonic dialogue Hipparchus we
see such a positive portrayal of Hipparchus
in connection with the introduction of epic
performances at the Panathenaia, the con-
veying of the poet Anacreon to Athens from
Teos, Hipparchus’ patronage of Simonides
of Keos, and the display of poetry on Herm
statues which Hipparchus had set up in the
countryside.> But as Nagy writes on this
passage: “as long as private interests control
the public medium, there is the ever-present
danger of a premeditated selective control

4. The possession of poetry by the
Peisistratids is very much related

to establishment of the Homeric

texts although this is not my focus
today. See G. Nagy, Pindar’s Homer
174: “This possession of Musaeus

by the Peisistratidae is parallel to
their possession of Homer: there is a
report that Onomakritos, along with
three others, was commissioned in
the reign of Peisistratos to supervise
the ‘arranging’ of the Homeric poems,
which were before the scattered
about (diethékan houtdsi sporadeén
ousas to prin,Anecdota Graeca 1.6 ed.
Cramer).” See also Cicero De oratore
3.137. For a parallel myth concerning
the reassembly of the Homeric poems
by Lycurgus, lawgiver of Sparta, see
Plutarch Life of Lycurgus 4.4.

5. The pseudo-Platonic dialogue
Hipparchus 228-229: oA{ty pév
£u® Te kal 0@, ITetototpdTov 8¢ Vel
100 ¢k PNaiddv, Inndpxw, 66 TOV
[Tewolotpdtov maidwv Ry npeoPutatog
Kal 60QdTAToG, 8¢ dAAa Te TOANG Kai
kahd Epya copiag anedei&ato, kal
o Oprpov €mn mpOTOG EKOLOEV eig
TV YRV TavTnvi, kai vdykace Tovg
paywdovg IMavabnvaiotg ¢§ Yoyewg
gpeknc adta Suéval, domep vov £t
0ide motodoty, kai ¢’ Avakpéovta
tov Tov mevtnkévtopov oteilag
EKOLOEV €l TV TTOALY, Zipwvidnv
8¢ tov Kelov del mept adTov elyev,
peydAotg oot kai dwpoig meibwv-
Ttadta § émoiet Bovdopevog mardedeLy
Tovg moA{tag, iv’ wg Pertiotwv vtwv
avT@V dpxot, ovk oidpevog Setv ovSevi
continues...

over the content of poetry, leading to stealthy distortions

or perversions of the poetic truth.”
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It is interesting that the control of poetry by tyrants

threatens a perversion of truth, while regu-
lation of dramatic texts by the démos serves
to protect the texts from insertions or altera-
tions and even performance by others. There
is no guarantee of course that the Athenian
state copies of these texts were not already
quite corrupted. We know very little about
the publication and circulation of books
within the lifetime and in the century after
the deaths of Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Eu-
ripides, but it must have been sporadic and
completely unregulated. We have no idea on
what exemplar the Athenian state texts were
to be based in the Lycurgan law. I think we
can see that the démos in its attempt to pro-
tect the texts assumes the role that the tyrant
once played in its selective control of poetry.

POETRY & THE DEMOS

I see state regulation of poetry as one of
many points of contact with the Peisistratid
tyranny in which the démos itself becomes
a kind of “tyrant.” The Tholos, for example,
which housed the Prytaneis - those groups
of 50 representatives from each of the ten

copiag pBovely, dte OV kKaldg Te
KayaBog. émedn 8¢ avTd oi mepi TO
4oTv TOV TOALT@VY Temaudevpévol
foav kal éBadpaov adtoOV Ml cogiq,
¢mPovledwy ad TodG €V TG dypoig
nadedoat Eotnoev avtoig Eppag
KATA TaG 00006 ¢V Héow Tod &oTeog
Kal T@V Spwv ékdotwy, KameLTa Tig
cogiag Tiig adToD, fjv T nabev kai fjv
avtog EEndpev, éxhetdpevog & fnyeito
gopwTata eivat, Tadta adTdS EvTeivag
€ig ¢éAeyelov abTOD TOpaTa Kai
émbelypata tiig cogiag Eméypayev, iva
TPOTOV eV T v AeA@OTG Ypdppata
& 0o TadTa pun Bavpalotev ol
TOATTaL avToD, TO Te Yv@OL cavTodv Kai
70 undév dyav kai téAa & TotadTa,
AANG taTnmdipyov pripata pdAlov
co@a flyolvTo, émelta mapldvreg dvw
Kal KATw Kal vaylyvookovTeg Kal
yedpa Aappdavovteg adtod Tiig copiag
QOLTOEV €K TOV AypdV Kal €Ml Td
Aowra maudevOnaodpevol. é0tov ¢ §vo
TOTYPAHATE: €V (EV TOIG €T APLOTEPA
o0 Eppod éxdotov émyéypantat Aéywv
O0‘Epufc 611 év péow Tod doteog kal T0D
Snpov €otnkey, év 8¢ Toig émi Sefua -

pvijpa 68’ Tnmdpyov- oteixe Sikata
PpoOvVOVY

enoiv. €011 8¢ TOV MompdTwy Kai
dANa év dANotg Eppaic moAAd kai kaka
émyeypappéva- €0t 8¢ Of) kai TodTo €Tl
Tfj Ztetplakii 08@, év @ Aéyel —

pvijpa 68’ Tnmdpyov- ui ilov
¢Eamdra.

£y ovv ot épot dvta gilov ov
Snmov ToApdny &v Eamatay kai
£xelvw To10VTE OVTL ATLOTELY, 00 Kal
anoBavovtog tpia £Tn éTvpavvevbnoav
ABnvatot V10 T0D 4deAPOD avTOD

continues...

tribes who held the “prytany” or presidency of the Council
of 500 in rotation and were fed in the Tholos at public
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expense — was built on the spot where a building which

is thought to have been the home of the
Peisistratids once stood.® Like many of the
archaic tyrants, the Peisistratids undertook
a public works program in which work
was done on the Acropolis, the temple of
Dionysus was built, the colossal temple
of Olympian Zeus was laid out, and in
which the Agora began to take on a more
monumental form.” The comparison with
the fifth-century democratic building
program is clear.

Of course a more obvious point of contact
between the démos and the Peisistratids for
my purposes is in the origins of tragedy
itself. It is likely that one of the first acts of
the new democracy was the organization of
the City Dionysia as a tragic festival (though
proto-tragic choruses of some kmd were
performed under the Peisistratids).8 At this
critical time (that is ca 500 BCE) comes the
first stone theater of Dionysus at the foot of
the Acropolis. The organization of the great
Athenian dramatic festival at the birth of
the democracy is an assertion of power by
way of the control of poetry, not unlike the

‘Tnmiov, kal TdvTOV &v TOV TaAadv
fjkovoag Tt TadTa pévov T £TN TVPAVVIG
£yéveto £v ABrvaug, Tov 8’ dAlov

Xpovov éyyog Tt €lwv ABnvaiot domep

¢mi Kpovov Bacidevovtog. AMéyetat 8¢

OO TOV XapleaTépwv avOpwmwy Kal

6 Bavartog avtod yevéoBat ov St & oi
noAlot @rOnoav, St v Tiig AdeA@ig
atiptav g kavngopiag - émel TodTO

ye ebnbeg — &M TOV pgv Apuoddiov
yeyovévar taidikd tod Aptotoyeitovog kai
nenadedobat O’ exeivov, uéya 8’ eppdvet
dpa kal 6 Aplotoyeitwyv €mi 1@ Tadedoat
&vBpwTov, kal &vTaywvioTiv fyeito elvat
ovInmapyov. év ékeivw 8¢ @ Xpovw adTOV
TOV Appddiov Tuyxdvety ¢p@VTA TIvog

TOV VEWV T Kol KaA@V Kal yevvaiwy tdv
ToTe — Kai Aéyovat Todvopa avtod, £ym 8¢
oV pépvnuat — TOV 00V veaviokov TodTov
Téwg pev Bavpdley tov te Appddiov kal
Tov Aplotoyeitova @G 00@ovg, Emetta
ovyyevopevov 1@ Tnmapxw katagpovijoat
¢keivwy, kal Tovg meptakyfoavtag TavTn Ti
atwpia obtwg dmokteivat ToVInmapyov.

6. T. Leslie Shear, Jr., “Tyrants and Buildings
in Archaic Athens.” Athens Comes of Age
from Solon to Salamis. Princeton, 1978, p.4. J.
M. Camp, The Athenian Agora: Excavations
in the Heart of Classical Athens (London,
1986), pp- 39-40.

7. Shear, Jr., pp. 8-11 and Camp, pp. 39-40.

8. P. Cartledge, “Deep Plays”: theatre as
process in Greek civic life.” The Cambridge
Companion to Greek Tragedy. ed. P. E.
Easterling. Cambridge, 1997. See also
Vernant in J-P. Vernant and P. Vidal-
Naquet, Myth and Tragedy in Ancient
Greece. trans. Janet Lloyd. New York, 1990.

reorganization of the Panathenaia by the Peisistratids.
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More than a century and a half later after the battle
of Chaeronea Athens was once again in a position in
which it needed to assert control. Lycurgus, a prominent
statesman with either enormous personal influence or else
acting in some official capacity undertook at this time a
building program. Among other projects the docks and
harbors and various things in connection with the navy
were increased and improved, and the theater of Dionysus
was rebuilt. Lycurgus was also at this time in charge of
festivals and processions, and in this context presumably
he proposed the law concerning the dramatists. I stress
the navy and the theater in conjunction as the means by
which Athens, under the direction of Lycurgus, attempted
to rebuild and reassert the authority of the polis after
Chaeronea. Just as for the tyrants of archaic Greece, the
possession and control of poetry and its performance was
a crucial (though ultimately unsuccessful) demonstration
of wealth, power, and prestige for the Athenian démos in
the years following 338.

To conclude I would like to return to the parallels I raised
in the beginning between citations of laws and poetry by
orators as evidence in the law courts. Aeschines and other
proponents of democracy name written laws to which all
citizens are bound, that is isonomia, as the cornerstone of
any democratic government. The Persian Otanes points
out in Herodotus 3.82 that tyranny and oligarchy have
the power to cast aside law, disregard it or distort it (tfj
£€eott dvevBuvy motéerv T PodAetal .. vOpaLd TE KivEeL
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ndtpla). In a democracy, laws are the common property of
all citizens:

dowkodvtar &’ al pev Tvpavvideg kai OAryapyiat
1Ol TPOTOLG TOV £@eotnkdTwy, ai 8¢ moheg al
dnuokpatodpeval ToiG VOUOLG TOiG KeIPEVOLS ... DIV O
101G TNV lonVv kai €vvopov moltteiav €xovol Tovg mapd
TovG Vopovg 1| Aéyovtag 1] PePuwkotag évtedbev yap
ioxvoete, 6tav evvopiode ...

Autocracies and oligarchies are administered according
to the tempers of their lords, but democratic states
according to established laws. And be assured, fellow
citizens, that in a democracy it is the laws that guard the
person of the citizen and the constitution of the state...
but you, who have a government based upon equality and
law, must guard against those whose words violate the
laws or whose lives have defied them; for then only will
you be strong, when you cherish the laws (evvouno0e)...
(Aeschines Against Timarchus 4-5)

I would point out to the student of the Athenian democracy
that poetry, like the laws, had power, and for that reason
it had to be regulated - that is protected and guarded
against those who would violate it.

But I also think that if we focus too closely on the
importance of the state copies for the establishment of the
text we are missing the point somewhat. The law (in the
only source in which we have it) does not specify from what
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exemplar the state copies are to be made. We will probably
never know if the law did in fact specify such a thing. What
we do know of the law is that the texts were to be placed
in the Metroon, and statues of Aeschylus, Sophocles and
Euripides were to be placed in the theater. This suggests
two things: 1) that the law had an honorific purpose, and
not necessarily textual one. And 2) that the poetry of these
three great tragedians was being symbolically elevated
to the status of law in the civic discourse, as we so often
find in the law courts and public speeches in the fourth
century.

Casey Dué

[Foranother study of the use of Homeric and other poetryin
the Athenian public arena, see also Andrew Ford, “Reading
Homer from the Rostrum: Poems and Laws in Aeschines’
Against Timarchus” (in Performance Culture and Athenian
Democracy, ed. Simon Goldhill and Robin Osborne, 1999;
as well as S. Perlman, “Quotations from Poetry in Attic
Orators of the Fourth Century BCe” [American Journal
of Philology 85 (1964): 155-172]). Ford adduces many of
the same key passages that I have examined here, but
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his argument differs from mine. Whereas Ford stresses
the individual motives of public speakers in seeking
to display their education and sophistication in their
citations of Homeric and other poetry for their ad hoc
legal or political argumentation, I argue for the inherent
traditional authority of such poetic traditions, from the
archaic period onward, in civic discourse. — D]
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