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I present this book—first breeze in the tempest
of my life—to that noble spirit who walks
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Introduction

Kahlil Gibran is a wonderful figure—a genius—a man of contradictions.  For starters, he’s an internationally revered Arabic mystic who lived  most of his forty-seven years in Boston and Manhattan.  (He was born in 1883 in Bisharri, a poor Christian village nestled among the historic and holy cedar covered hills of northern Lebanon—cited in the Bible as the Cedars of Lebanon.)  A spiritual man raised as a Catholic, Gibran nonetheless believed all religions holy.  Despite abandonment by his father, Gibran regularly sent the man money and heartening letters. Another contradiction:  he’s cited as the best-selling poet of the 20th century, but Gibran toiled most of his life as a painter.  Furthermore, even when writing prose, he uses the language of a poet.  The most vexing contradiction is that despite lukewarm critical reception, Gibran’s soulful writings have stirred the hearts and passions of millions of people throughout the world.  Indeed people recite his words when making marriage vows and to mark other highly emotional rites of passage. His words were spoken by young President John Kennedy in his 1961 inaugural speech.

One final contradiction in Gibran’s life lurks in this magical volume Tears And Laughter. In his prose poem “A Poet’s Death Is His Life,” he writes of his distaste for a city “of [the] living rich.”  Indeed this Manhattan resident ardently rhapsodizes about the beauty of nature as compared to the oppressive and ugly greed of city dwellers. In this volume, he also writes the parable “Before The Throne Of Beauty” about the beauty of the rolling hills and woods of Lebanon.  In this parable the narrator encounters a Nymph of the Jungle who soothes his mind about his life in the rapacious city. He repeats her words to himself: “Beauty is that which attracts your soul,/ And that which loves to give and not receive.”

The Prophet (his uplifting work that is celebrated as the best-selling book of poetry of the 20th century) is prose poetry and consists of twenty-six inspirational chapters teaching that the reader is far far greater than he or she knows, and all is well.

Tears And Laughter is a similarly vital book of his writings.  Most of its twenty-six poems and parables written in poetic language appeared in an Arabic newspaper when Gibran was very young—a precociously wise, displaced teenager living in poverty with his siblings and his beloved mother Kamila. They had immigrated to a Syrian-Lebanese community in Boston’s south end.  The young man writes about spirituality and morality attempting to penetrate the pure natures of tragedy, joy and even death. The rich, exotic pieces that constitute Tears And Laughter also extol artistic expression.

Indeed he values artists far above other people—particularly the rich, greedy and powerful, an important theme in this tender volume Tears And Laughter.

In the parable Laughter And Tears, Gibran writes: “Money! The source of insincere love; the spring of false light and fortune; the well of poisoned water; the desperation of old age!”

In his prose poem “The Poet,” he calls the poet “a link between this and the coming world who people ignore in this life, but who is recognized only after he bids the earthly/ World farewell and returns to his arbor in heaven.”  He concludes that the poet will one day rule everyone’s hearts, and thus his kingdom has no ending.

This young man could have been speaking nearly a hundred years ago of his own immortal legacy.

Amazingly enough some thirty years after his death Kahlil Gibran was rediscovered and worshipped in the 1960s and 1970s by people of all ages and persuasions, including  millions of young counter-culture romantics such as David Bowie and John Lennon—who quoted Gibran in his song “Julia.”

For President John Kennedy’s inaugural speech in 1961, speechwriter Theodore Sorenson adroitly deleted the earnest poesy about nature from Gibran’s original lines:

Are you a politician asking what your country can do for you or are you a zealous one asking what you can do for your country? If you are the first, then you are a parasite; if the second, then you are an oasis in the desert.

Gibran’s idealistic and passionate words appeared in his 1925 essay first published in Arabic when the artist was forty-two.

Sorenson also borrowed the title of the same Gibran essay “The New Frontier” as the name of President Kennedy’s administration to inspire Americans to support and love President Kennedy. The phrase would be a rallying cry for the young president’s utopian ambitions and programs to banish the ills of poverty and to travel into outer space.

Kennedy’s words about the New Frontier touched millions. Although uncredited, Gibran would have had reason to be proud. The new president—the idealistic son of the sort of rich greedy man Gibran railed against in Tears And Laughter—promised his fellow Americans:

[W]e stand today on the edge of a New Frontier—the frontier of the 1960s, the frontier of unknown opportunities and perils, the frontier of unfilled hopes and unfilled threats. … Beyond that frontier are uncharted areas of science and space, unsolved problems of peace and war, unconquered problems of ignorance and prejudice, unanswered questions of poverty and surplus.

Kahlil Gibran knew tragedy at an early age. In this transcendent collection Tears And Laughter, he writes about it with the wisdom and passion of a far older person. Thus, when he was eight his idyllic world was destroyed. He’d been living with his parents and siblings in the lush green cedar-covered mountains of northern Lebanon. A local priest, impressed by the poverty-stricken little boy’s mind and sensibility, was teaching him the Bible and language. He was too poor to attend a school.

Gibran’s first tragedy was caused by his rough, dissolute father.  After the father lost his job at a pharmacy, he became a criminal enforcer for a local emir in an attempt to support his family and pay his gambling debts.  When he was jailed for embezzling, the family became homeless. Gibran’s mother Kamila Gibran, however, was a woman of strong character who came from a prestigious religious family.  She saved the day.  She gathered her children and left for the United States. Her husband never followed his family.

In Tears And Laughter Gibran is perhaps alluding to his lost father in a parable called “The Criminal.”His message is that poor people are made bad by the greed and selfishness of rich people. In the parable a good “young man of strong body weakened by hunger” stretches his hand to all who passed, begging and repeating his sad song of this defeat in life. He’s suffering from hunger and from humiliation.  Weeping bitterly while hunger eats his insides, he tells God:

I went to the rich man and asked for employment, but he turned away because of my shabbiness; I knocked at the school door, but was forbidden solace because I was empty-handed; I sought any occupation that would give me bread, but all to no avail.

The criminal becomes “robber, killer and destroyer of souls” crushing all who oppose him. The criminal’s “riches and false position” cause the emir to appoint him deputy in the city. Stealing is then legalized and “oppression supported by authority.”  Gibran concludes that “humanity’s selfishness make[s] criminals of the humble…killers of the sons of peace.”

Even as a young man, Gibran seems to have had the intense presence of movie star Omar Sharif.  (Photographs of the two men in mid-life show a marked similarity.) In Boston, the child found upper class patrons and supporters. He was encouraged to draw and write at a settlement house. He was sent back to Beirut, Lebanon, for high school and then to Paris to study art. When he returned to Boston at age 19, tragedy stalked him again. His sister, half brother, and mother died. That the young man survived to write this life–affirming volume is tribute to his spiritual strength and artistic genius.

At the end of his parable, “Laughter And Tears,” Gibran joyfully proclaims that looking at slumbering nature he finds spiritual love:

something no power could command, influence acquire, or riches purchase. Nor could it be effaced by the tears of time or deadened by sorrow. [Love] gathers strength with patience, grows despite obstacles, warms in winter, flourishes in spring, casts a breeze in summer, and bears fruit in autumn.

I would like to have known Kahlil Gibran. To read Tears And Laughteris to encounter a noble human being.

 

Susan Braudy

New York, New York 2011


SUSAN BRAUDY is an author and journalist.  She did graduate study in philosophy at the University of Pennsylvania, and was an adjunct professor at Brooklyn College.  She blogs for The Huffington Post and has written for The New York Times, The Atlantic Monthly, Newsweek, Vanity Fair, Ms. Magazine, New York Magazine and Yale University’s The New Journal.  She has also been a vice president of Warner Brothers.

Susan Braudy is the author of five books; her most recent, Family Circle, The Boudins and the Aristocracy of the Left, was nominated for a Pulitzer Prize.  She has also written Between Marriage and Divorce, A Woman’s Diary; This Crazy Thing Called Love, a non-fiction account of the Woodward Family; and the novels Who Killed Sal Mineo? and What The Movies Made Me Do.

Ms. Braudy lives with Joe Weintraub in New York City.


Timeline

1883

Gibran is born on January 6th to a poor Maronite family in Besharri, a town in what is now northern Lebanon near the famed “Cedars of Lebanon.” At the time, Lebanon was a Turkish province under Ottoman rule.

1885

Birth of sister Marianna.

1887

Birth of sister Sultana.

1895

Gibran’s father is jailed on charges of graft and his family is left homeless; Gibran, mother Kamila, half-brother Butros, and two sisters emigrate to Boston in the US, leaving his father behind. Kamila makes a living as a peddlar until Butros opens a small shop and supports the family while Kahlil goes to school.

1896

Gibran shows talent in drawing classes. Meets Boston art photographer Fred Holland Day, who has a significant artistic impact on Gibran.

1897

Gibran returns to Lebanon to continue his Arabic-language education; attends Madrasat-al-Hikmah high school in Beirut, including classes in religion, ethics, Arabic and French languages and literature.

1902

Gibran returns to Boston. He loses his sister Sultana and brother Butros to tuberculosis, and his mother Kamila to cancer in the same year.

1904 

Holds a picture exhibit at Fred Holland Day’s studio. Meets Mary Haskell, an American school head mistress who begins to support Gibran financially and with his writing in English: she will spend hours with Gibran going over his wording, correcting his mistakes and suggesting new ideas to his writings; their friendship will endure for Gibran’s lifetime.

1905

Gibran publishes in Arabic a small pamphlet on “Music” and begins to publish his prose poems in the al-Muhajir (“The Emigrant”) newspaper.

1906

Publishes Spirit Brides in New York in Arabic. This collection of three short stories reflects his fascination with the Bible, the mystical, the injustice of religious persecution and the nature of love. Begins to get the attention of expatriate Arab intellectuals.

1908

Publishes a second book of short stories, Spirits Rebellious. Goes to Paris to study art through the generosity of Mary Haskell; is influenced by the Symbolist movement.

1910

Returns to Boston. Publishes a book of prose poems, Beyond the Imagination, in Cairo.

1911

Rents a small studio apartment in New York. Begins his manuscript for The Madmanin English. Meets and draws Yeats.

1912

Settles in New York City. His novel, Broken Wings, dedicated to Mary Haskell, is published in New York in Arabic. Meets and draws Abdu’l-Baha, then leader of the Baha’i faith.

1913

Meets and draws Carl Jung.

1914

A Tear and a Smile, a collection of prose poems, is published in Arabic in New York.  Exhibit of Gibran’s paintings takes place at Montross Gallery in New York.

1916

Publishes several prose poems in English in the new literary journal, “Seven Arts.”

1917

Exhibit of his work by M. Knoedler & Co., New York.

1918

Turning point in Gibran’s literary career comes with the publication of The Madman in English. He becomes more outspoken in his political views: on the makeup of the emerging countries Lebanon, Palestine and Syria,  Gibran calls on politicians to adopt the positive aspects of the Western culture--even as he was introducing Western culture to the mysticism of the East.

1920

Founding of the Arab literary group “Pen League” in New York. Gibran publishes The Forerunner, a collection of parables and sayings, his second book in English.

1923

Publishes his magnum opus, The Prophet, in New York to instant success and fame; the title has never been out of print since. Mary Haskell moves to Georgia and marries.

1926

Publishes Sand and Foam in New York. Gibran begins to contribute articles to the quarterly journal “The New Orient,” which took an international approach encouraging the East and West to meet.

1928

Publication of Jesus, Son of Man, which presents portraits of Jesus through the eyes of His contemporaries.

1931

The Earth Gods, a long prose poem, is published in March. Gibran dies on April 10th at a New York hospital. His body is sent back to Lebanon, where his coffin is carried in a long celebratory procession from Beirut to Besharri. The Mar Sarkis monastery in Besharri was purchased according to Gibran’s wishes and he was eventually moved to his final resting-place there. His belongings, the books he read, and some of his works and illustrations were later shipped to provide a local collection in the monastery, which turned into the Gibran Museum.


Gibran Quotes

Generosity is giving more than you can, and pride is taking less than you need.

Are you a politician asking what your country can do for you or a zealous one asking what you can do for your country?

Half of what I say is meaningless, but I say it so that the other half may reach you.

I love you when you bow in your mosque, kneel in your temple, pray in your church. For you and I are sons of one religion, and it is the spirit.

An eye for an eye, and the whole world would be blind.

And ever has it been known that love knows not its own depth until the hour of separation.

I prefer to be a dreamer among the humblest, with visions to be realized, than lord among those without dreams and desires.

Beauty is eternity gazing at itself in a mirror.

If indeed you must be candid, be candid beautifully.

If you love somebody, let them go, for if they return, they were always yours. And if they don’t, they never were.

The teacher who is indeed wise does not bid you to enter the house of his wisdom but rather leads you to the threshold of your mind.

There are those who give with joy, and that joy is their reward.

To be able to look back upon one’s life in satisfaction, is to live twice.

Art is a step from what is obvious and well-known toward what is arcane and concealed.

To belittle, you have to be little.

If you reveal your secrets to the wind, you should not blame the wind for revealing them to the trees.

Trust in dreams, for in them is hidden the gate to eternity.

We are all prisoners but some of us are in cells with windows and some without.

Truth is a deep kindness that teaches us to be content in our everyday life and share with the people the same happiness.

Work is love made visible. And if you cannot work with love but only with distaste, it is better that you should leave your work and sit at the gate of the temple and take alms of those who work with joy.

A man’s true wealth is the good he does in the world.

You may forget with whom you laughed, but you will never forget with whom you wept.

In one drop of water are found all the secrets of all the oceans; in one aspect of you are found all the aspects of existence.

In the sweetness of friendship let there be laughter, and sharing of pleasures. For in the dew of little things the

heart finds its morning is refreshed.

All that spirits desire, spirits attain.

Faith is an oasis in the heart which will never be reached by the caravan of thinking.

Much of your pain is the bitter potion by which the physician within you heals your sick self.

One’s own religion is after all a matter between oneself and one’s Maker, and no one else’s.

Perplexity is the beginning of knowledge.

Out of suffering have emerged the strongest souls; the most massive characters are seared with scars.

Rebellion without truth is like spring in a bleak, arid desert.

For if you bake bread with indifference, you bake a bitter bread that feeds but half man’s hunger.

Exaggeration is truth that has lost its temper.

Love that is washed by tears will remain eternally pure and faithful.

Faith is a knowledge within the heart, beyond the reach of proof.

Let there be no purpose in friendship save the deepening of the spirit.

Life is indeed darkness save when there is urge, and all urge is blind save when there is knowledge, and all knowledge is vain save when there is work, and all work is empty save when there is love.

Life without liberty is like a body without spirit.

Most people who ask for advice from others have already resolved to act as it pleases them.

Love possesses not nor would it be possessed; For love is sufficient unto love. And think not you can direct the course of love; if it finds you worthy, it directs your course. Love has no other desire but to fulfill itself.

Many a doctrine is like a window pane. We see truth through it but it divides us from truth.

Remembrance is a form of meeting.

Say not, “I have found the truth,” but rather, “I have found a truth.”

Progress lies not in enhancing what is, but in advancing toward what will be.

Seek ye counsel of the aged for their eyes have looked on the faces of the years and their ears have hardened to the voices of Life. Even if their counsel is displeasing to you, pay heed to them.

The obvious is that which is never seen until someone expresses it simply.

Your children are not your children. They are the sons and daughters of Life’s longing for itself. They come through you but not from you. And though they are with you, yet they belong not to you. You may give them your love but not your thoughts. For they have their own thoughts.


Editor’s Preface

KAHLIL GIBRAN might well have been an ancient, for the delicacy of his mind, the observations of his inner eyes, and the broad wisdom of his every parable. To ponder his profound approach to the complexities of life and then realize his recency to this world presents a momentary incongruity. It is soon lost, however, for Gibran is of all ages.

The advanced thought expressed in his ricli, perceptive manner of thinking aloud slowly is characteristic of the mystics of the East, who devoted themselves to intensity of thought development. His mental meandering pursues a course that enables him to set forth the most intricate and deep-set ideas and problems in the simplest of language and understanding, and this quality, sought by so many and possessed by so few, paradoxically places Gibran many years into the future.

It is actually astounding that this, “the first breeze in the tempest of his life,” with its obvious historical influence, tremendous philosophical significance, metaphysical probings, and ripe appreciation of life was written when he was scarcely twenty years old. He forces a sharp insistence to recall Plato and Goethe, whose classic works emerged in youth. As has been observed through later of his books, already published and widely read, this early brilliance was largely sustained throughout his tear-enriched life.

Principal among the additions to this new and enlarged edition is the strangely gripping story, The Bride’s Bed, actually an eye-witness account of the incident related. Its theme is not new to the multitude of readers and students of Gibran, for the vicious inequality of man and woman had long been the object of his angriest literary attacks. One of the world’s most fervent and outspoken champions of the cause of human rights, Gibran had waged a long and bitter struggle to strengthen the recognition of youth’s freedom of action in love, and to abolish from the social structure of the Middle East some of the ancient marriage customs prevailing. Particularly strong was his condemnation of the tradition of pre-arranged marriages of children by their parents, in complete disregard of the wishes and reactions of those so betrothed. It is a matter of common knowledge that these “transactions” often took place when the children concerned were scarcely old enough to walk, much less realize the enormous significance of the steps then being planned irrevocably for them. The ill-fated Lyla in this story, with courageous, anguished heroism, broke in unrestrained fury from this custom, bringing upon herself—fully anticipated—consequences so tragic, so far-reaching as to establish beyond question the widespread, deep-rooted nature of this practice in all of its personal, social, political, and ironically enough, even religious ramifications. Examine, for instance, the words of the priest addressed to the throng gathered about the lifeless bodies of the bride and the man she had really loved:

Cursed are the hands that touch these blood-spattered carcasses that are soaked with sin. And cursed are the eyes that shed tears of sorrow upon these two evil souls. Let the corpse of the son of Sodom and that of the daughter of Gomorrah remain lying in this diseased spot until the beasts devour their flesh and the wind scatters their bones. Go back to your homes and flee from the pollution of these sinners! Disperse now, before the flames of hell sting you, and he who remains here shall be cursed and excommunicated from the church and shall never again enter the temple and join the Christians in offering prayers to God!

It is a story of truth, of bravery, of all humanity’s interest, going to the very core of individual liberty, and it is recognized conclusively by authorities the world over that Gibran, through the knife-edged attacks of this story and others, was largely responsible for many of the social, political and religious reforms finally undertaken by the rulers of the East.
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While it may appear, then, that we have in Kahlil Gibran a man who vacillates from the delicate to the strong, from the delightful to the frightening, from the lacy sweetness to the bitter condemnation, this chilling, magnetic mental roving is essentially the heart of his greatness, for his Psalm-like, exquisite poetry, catapulting swiftly to the unleashed vituperation of a Dante or Voltaire is the style that millions of readers in dozens of languages acknowledge as the most fascinating in all literary history. Any endeavor to categorize these writings, or to establish a source of influence, can result only in utter despair, for they are as strange and unorthodox as they are beautiful. As experts at the University of Oklahoma phrased it, Gibran could write timeless truths in a way that makes the reader feel he is taking a walk in a quiet wood, or bathing in a cool stream; it soothes the spirit. But he could also write with a scorch like fire.

These diametric opposites in the substance of his words presented no apparent difficulty to this master of simple, effective conveyance of thought, for, indicative of literary artistry, the flowing beauty of his lyrics does not palliate the strength of his indictments; nor does his execrating bitterness invade the gorgeous quality of his poetry, which has an appeal comparable to that of rich music.

His warnings are neither crusades nor preachments, yet every thought is conveyed completely, clearly, dynamically. He muses over the beautiful, not the ugly, and all of his criticisms are imbued with a gentle melancholy, subordinated finally to his magnificent descriptive powers, abounding with fine, metaphorical terseness.

Recent world developments have heightened interest in Arabic literature to a surprising degree, and English-speaking peoples today are making deep, exploratory studies of these venerable writings, as yet unspoiled by Western influence.

The Arabs, despite centuries of internal political turbulence and external interference, have retained and improved their strong aesthetic and imaginative spirit. While the Western world has been looking at life and seeking practical solutions to its problems through religion and science, the various peoples comprising Arabia have preferred to indulge primarily in poetic and philosophical thinking. Under a cultural climate determined by the indigenous doctrines of Mohammed and those following him, the Arab writers have captured intact the spirit of their people, portraying the filial piety of the home, and the blind fidelity of all to their rulers, right or wrong. Never having suffered under religious bias nor adhered to scientific theories, Arabic writers have felt a freedom of expression of which the Western literati may well be envious. They set their own unconventional pattern, and no amount of outside pressure or criticism has been able to divert them from it. In the present pursuit of greater learning in Arabic writings, no author of the East offers greater reward than does Kahlil Gibran, for he stands alone on the summit of all that is fine in Sufi literature.

Reference has been made to Gibran’s youth at the time of these writings, and this factor cannot be regarded lightly, for it renders all the more remarkable his ripe and mature grasp on a subject that has baffled and intrigued philosophers and thinkers from the beginning—the destiny of man, and the tremendous why of his being. Likewise, his unquestioned mastery of the art of symbolism and simile, sparkling in profusion throughout Tears and Laughter, is a tribute to his astounding stature in literary accomplishment, for this is an achievement that few, at any age, have been able to attain. His sympathetic approach to the prospect of death is also a creature of the mind belonging to the aged, but a knowledge of Gibran’s love for tears, as set forth in his foreword to this book, as well as his deep, sincere affection for fellow sufferers, offer philosophically pleasant contemplations of death. Many instances of real knowledge of maturity and stability in marriage, despite his years, come forth in the stories and poems that comprise this volume. In The Life of Love, a poem likening the four seasons of the year to the comparable periods of married life, the aging couple exchanges reminiscences in winter time, the husband affectionately sighing:



Feed the lamp with oil and let it not dim, and
 
Place it by you, so I can read with tears what
 
Your life with me has written upon your face.
 
Bring Autumn’s wine. Let us drink and sing the
 
Song of remembrance to Spring’s carefree sowing,
 
And Summer’s watchful tending, and Autumn’s
 
Reward in harvest.

Come close to me, oh beloved of my soul; the
 
Fire is cooling and fleeing under the ashes.
 
Embrace me, for I feel loneliness; the lamp is
 
Dim, and the wine which we pressed is closing
 
Our eyes. Let us look upon each other before
 
They are shut.

Surprisingly, the mysticism that characterizes much of Gibran’s writing is found not in his poetry, where it would be granted a great latitude of expression through the very nature of poetic freedom, but in his prose stories exclusively. This feature of his works is not a deterrent to reader interest, for his depth establishes itself at a level of complete lucidity to all who endeavor to find it, and his frequent voyages into the field of mysticism supplement with spiritual argument the precepts of his earthly discourses. His blending of oriental and occidental philosophy is occasionally disconcerting to the Western mind. One invariably has the feeling that the emotions expressed so plainly were too large for words, and were wrenched from him reluctantly through his soul’s compulsion. One cannot fail to recognize in him the strong expression of a passionate urge to improve the lot of suffering, exploited humanity, an impulse that fired his mind and heart from childhood. It is a message, moreover, that emanates from painful, soul-searing knowledge of man’s inhumanity to man, drawn from a poignant memory of what his eyes had seen and his ears had heard in his close observance of the perpetual human tragedy. He conveys his sense of sorrow for the cruel waste of youth and beauty and talent and sensitivity implicit in the neglect and degradation of the millions throughout the East.

But far more than local evils and the abuse of power by Eastern regimes is woven into the living fabric of Gibran’s verbal tapestry. With the moving intensity that characterizes truly significant utterance, his earliest—like his latest—writings project timeless, universal truths. And these are often presented in the captivating literary form of the parable, peculiarly a heritage of the ancient Aramaic tradition.

His sentiments herein give new force to his other great works, for all possess the power and effectiveness of his one enormous theme. They stress the generally understood, yet completely ignored fact that but few things in life have real importance. Again and again this Lebanese Savant reminds us that if human relationships are wrong, no other factors of life can really matter. For what power, or wealth, or prestige can compensate for the silent agony of the heart’s bereavement? In what fashion can existence on earth be fulfilled when love departs or friendship withers? The bonds of a common brotherhood without demarcation, no less than personal and family ties, must be strengthened if, individually and collectively, we are to meet competently the challenge of progress—or even of survival itself.

Gibran drives these teachings forcefully to the heart, and they persist in agitating the heart to complete accord. Like Beethoven’s deathless music, of which the composer said, “From the heart it has sprung, and to the heart it shall penetrate,” these writings, through their own rich sincerity, reach the deepest recesses of our emotional and spiritual awareness.

MARTIN L. WOLF

New York City
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