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Thje Ites ta m entt .1 
Dr. G.ebbels 

Eric Rentschler 

Big brother or brave new world? 

S iegfried Kracauer's From Caligari to Hit- 
ler presented the films of the Weimar 

Republic as previews of coming Nazi 
attractions. About National Socialist fea- 

tures themselves, however, Kracauer had very little 
to say.1 If German films prefigured Hitler, how they 
actually figured once Hitler rose to power is a 
contested matter. The Third Reich's productions, 
administered byJoseph Goebbels' Ministry of Pub- 
lic Enlightenment and Propaganda, remain today 
at once widely reviled and yet undeniably reson- 
ant.2 'Never before and in no other country', Wim 
Wenders wrote in 1977, 'have images and lan- 

guage been abused so unscrupulously as here, 
never before and nowhere else have they been 
debased so deeply as vehicles to transmit lies'.3 In 

many minds, Nazi cinema is an infamous and 

abject entity: its most memorable achievement is 
the systematic abuse of film's formative powers in 
the name of mass manipulation, state terror and 
world-wide destruction. 

Despite its adversaries, Nazi cinema has had 
and continues to have many apologists and ad- 
mirers. Outraged voices may have demonised this 

corpus of film in the hopes of exorcising Goebbels' 

legacy, but their interventions have in decisive 

ways gone unheeded.4 Nazi features are anything 
but universally proscribed or detested; they are still 
shown today in many places. Most of the era's 
films exist and remain in circulation. Films of the 
Third Reich have played an integral role on Ger- 
man television, for example, on the Second Chan- 
nel (ZDF) and particularly on the Bavarian regional 
station (BR). In 1980, Nazi films comprised 8.7 

per cent of all features aired on West German 
stations, a total of 1 13 titles. By 1989 the number 
had risen to 169.5 Invariably, these selections are 

cheerfully introduced as fond memories or old 
standards; announcers rarely say anything about 
these films' historical provenance. 

Film sociologist Gerd Albrecht's positivistic 
compendium, Nationalsozialistische Politik, docu- 
ments just how prominently generic productions 
figured in the Third Reich; they constituted 941 of 
its 1094 feature films, including 295 melodramas 
and biopics, 123 detective films and adventure 
epics.6 Almost half of all features - to be precise: 
523 - were comedies and musicals (what the 
Nazis termed 'heitere', i.e. 'cheerful' films), light 
fare directed by ever-active industry pros like Erich 
Waschneck, E. W. Emo, Carl Boese, Hans Deppe, 
Georg Jacoby and Hans H. Zerlett, peopled with 
widely revered stars like Hans Albers, Marika 
Rokk, Heinz Ruhmann and Ilse Werner, as well as 
character actors such as Paul Kemp, Fita Benkhoff, 
Theo Lingen, Grete Weiser, Paul H6rbiger and 
Hans Moser. Such works seem to demonstrate that 
the Nazi regime created space for innocent diver- 
sions; they reflect, claim revisionist historians, a 
public sphere not completely subjugated by state 
institutions. Many of these films receive recognition 
as noteworthy achievements, as grand hallmarks 
of German cinema, in some cases even as bearers 
of oppositional energies. Were these illusions in- 
deed harmless or were they malevolent or were 
they perhaps both at the same time? Were they 
sometimes subversive or as ideological critics in- 
sist, always affirmative? 
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Seeking answers to these questions, one turns 
to sweeping panoramas and comprehensive sur- 
veys, all of which leave much territory uncharted. 
The standard accounts of the subject range in tone 
from dismissive to indulgent and in any case, they 
seem more concerned with thematic structures than 
with formal shapes.7 Previous books on cinema in 
the Third Reich have little to say about Nazi film 
aesthetics, about the look and texture of these 
features, about the properties which made some 
of them so resonant and well-regarded.8 Oddly, 
historians typically concentrate on the making and 
partaking of films during the Third Reich, acting as 
if its productions no longer existed. Crucial ques- 
tions receive only partial answers or go unasked 
altogether. In what ways did the German dream 
factory of the 1 930s and 1 940s appropriate and 
consciously recycle Hollywood fantasies? What is 
the place of Nazi cinema in German film history 
as well as film history at large? What lessons does 
film under Goebbels impart regarding the use and 
abuse of the mass media, and are those lessons 
perhaps timely? 

Until recently, it has been customary to de- 
scribe cinema in the Third Reich as a function of a 
'1 984' rather than a 'Brave New World'. This was 
particularly easy to do as long as commentators 
could equate the Ministry of Propaganda with a 
Ministry of Fear. Goebbels, it was claimed, relied 
on 'doublethink' and institutionalised cynical rea- 
son, manipulating the flow of information, lording 
over all sectors of the public sphere and infiltrating 
the private realm. Nazi Germany, in this under- 
standing, resembled Orwell's dystopia: a regime 
in which there was no free space, a society where 
ultimately even one's dreams were monitored, an 
order that allowed no alterity. Big Brother repre- 
sented a collective projection, the political con- 
struction of a party that demanded total and 
unquestioned allegiance. 

Examining the era's mass culture more care- 
fully, however, one does not encounter only the 
duty-bound, no-nonsense and angst-ridden society 
of lore. Photographs from the period (both official 
images and private snapshots) often displayed the 
cheerful faces and animated physiques of an invi- 
gorated German populace. This buoyant condition 
was, to be sure, not enjoyed by everyone. Contin- 
gencies of birth, political convictions or sexual 

preferences resulted in many people being denied 
membership in the Aryan nation. For those margi- 
nalised by National Socialism, life and being were 
an altogether different experience. These individ- 
uals were ostracised and persecuted; they were 
forced to leave Germany or to lead a shadow 
existence; many of them were incarcerated, tor- 
tured and executed. This racial state disciplined 
bodies in a variety of ways; under its auspices, 
euthanasia, sterilisation and genocide coexisted 
with a vast array of creature comforts and material 
compensations. Fear and loathing were crucial 
parts of the system, but National Socialism could 
not - and did not - rule by terror alone. 

Hitler's Germany, similar to Huxley's Brave 
New World, was also an exercise in emotional 
engineering, a political order that openly prof- 
fered tourism, consumerism and recreation as dia- 
lectical complements to law order and restriction. 
Fascism had a sinister visage, but it also had a 
pleasing countenance -and cinema embodied the 
agreeable facade in its most scintillating incarna- 
tion. Very few Nazi features simply rant and rave; 
most of them appear to have nothing to do with 
politics. The distinction between political and un- 
political films is in fact one that the Nazi adminis- 
trators implemented and which postwar 
commentators have continued to employ. The Nazi 
film industry wanted its cinema to appear both 
national and international, open and regulated, 
modern and eternal. Film under Goebbels was to 
become a Volkskunst that would foster an im- 
agined community, a Volksgemeinschaft. A popu- 
lar medium and a vehicle of mass culture, film 
preserved old forms of identity while offering a 
new (and powerful) vehicle of consensus-building. 

As we scrutinise Nazi films more than fifty 
years since the end of World War II, we need to 
take pause and re-evaluate conventional wisdom. 
We cannot reduce all Nazi films to hate pamph- 
lets, party hagiography or mindless escapism. This 
cinema, in fact, is neither singular nor aberrant; its 
conscious reliance on classical Hollywood conven- 
tions has virtually gone unnoticed as has the re- 
course of so many productions and so much of 
Nazi mass culture to American techniques and 
popular genres.9 Much of its fatal appeal derived 
from a modern populace's desires for a better life. 
The utopian energies tapped by the feature films 
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Fig. 1. The hero receives his Nazi uniform in Hans Steinhoff's Hitlerjunge Quex (UFA, 1933). 'Fascism 
had a sinister visage, but it also had a pleasing countenance... 

of the Third Reich in a crucial manner resembled, 
indeed consciously emulated, American dreams. 
In this endeavour, I would like to offer some 
propositions about Nazi Germany's society of 
spectacle and ponder its relationship to the media- 
driven culture which surrounds us and the world of 
mass-produced images in which we live.10 

The dream of a dominant cinema 

Feature films in the Third Reich were principally the 
function of a genre cinema, which in turn was part 
of an elaborate mass culture. This cinema sported 
titles, figures and materials well-known to Weimar 
film which would persist in the postwar era.11 
Indeed, until the early 1 960s and the revolt of the 
Oberhausen activists, most West German films did 
not take leave of yesterday; they continued as the 
endeavours of directors, scriptwriters and casts 
who had worked under Goebbels.12 Films in the 

Nazi epoch employed well-known stars, ready- 
made formats, standardised productions and stu- 
dio economies. Goebbels sought to create a 
popular domestic cinema which would be not only 
profitable and entertaining, but also ideologically 
effective and politically useful, both a stabilising 
force and an animating energy. The Minister of 
Propaganda announced his grand designs forth- 
rightly: he wanted German cinema to be the 
dominant cinema. Speaking in 1940, he de- 
clared: 'We must give film a task and a mission in 
order that we may use it to conquer the world. Only 
then will we also overcome American film. It will 
not be easily overcome. But it can be overcome'.13 

After the beginning of World War II, Nazi 
film became an extremely popular and lucrative 
entity, enjoying large audiences and enthusiastic 
followings. 'The financial success of our films is 
altogether amazing', Goebbels noted soon after 
German troops invaded Poland. 'We are becom- 
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ing real war profiteers'.14 In October 1940, he 
wrote, 'I shall not relax until the entire European 
film industry belongs to us'.15 Goebbels and the 

Ministry of Propaganda waged an all-out war 
against Hollywood, seeking to win over domestic 
viewers, overwhelm foreign competitors and con- 

quer international markets. In his diary entry of 19 

May 1942, Goebbels reiterated his resolve: 'We 
must take a similar course in our film policy as 

pursued by the Americans on the North American 
and South American continents. We must become 
the dominant film power in Europe. Films produced 
by other states should be allowed to have only 
local and limited character'.16 

Under Goebbels' administration, cinema be- 
came centralised and consolidated; by 1942, four 
state-owned studios (Bavaria, UFA, Terra, Tobis) 
dominated the scene. In an attempt to control the 
articulation of fictional worlds, only a small pro- 
portion of films was shot outdoors or on location. 
Directors functioned above all as facilitators, not 
as distinctive auteurs. Film was to be artful and 
accessible, not intellectual or esoteric. Features of 
the Third Reich favoured carefully crafted artificial 
realms and showed a predilection for studio 
spaces, costume design and script logic. Films 
made under the Nazi regime amounted to an 
other-directed cinema, administered by a state 
apparatus which determined every aspect of pro- 
duction from a script treatment to a film's final 
shape, from its release and exhibition to its circu- 
lation in the public sphere. 

In contrast to its Weimar counterpart, Nazi 
cinema denigrated the film of the fantastic as well 
as filmic realism. The one remained too open to 
irrational forces; the rightful place of the fantastic 
was to be an everyday of bright uniforms, hypnotic 
rituals and dazzling spectacles. The Weimar le- 
gacy of workers' films was likewise forsaken and 
left behind. Nazi cinema shunned the extremes of 
Weimar's 'haunted screen' (Das Cabinet des Dr. 
Caligari/The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari [1920], Nos- 
feratu [1922], Metropolis [1927]) and its socialist 
realism (Mutter Krausens Fahrt ins Glick/Mother 
Krause's Trip to Happiness [1929] and Kuhle 
Wampe [1932]), assuming a middle ground of 
historical period pieces, costume dramas, musical 
revues, light comedies, melodramas and petty 
bourgeois fantasies. The film culture of the Third 

Reich allowed at best a limited space for experi- 
ments. Trade papers and film journals spoke only 
rarely about avant-garde initiatives. Modernism 

persisted in Nazi cinema, to be sure, not in fea- 
tures, but rather in short subjects and non-fiction 
films (for instance, in the documentaries of Leni 
Riefenstahl, Willy Zielke and Walter Ruttmann). 

Film narratives of the Nazi era generally 
privileged space over time, composition over edi- 

ting, design over movement, sets over human 
shapes. Compared to Hollywood movies, most 
features of the Third Reich appeared slow and 
static. They were more prone to panoramas and 
tableaus than to close-ups, decidedly sparing in 
their physical displays (very little nudity, few stunts 
and action scenes). Nazi film theorists stressed the 
importance of kinetic images as well as galvanis- 
ing soundtracks.17 Music worked together with 
visuals to make the spectator lose touch with con- 
ceptual logic and discursive frameworks, pulling 
'listener and viewer from act to act, from im- 

pression to impression ever more overwhelm- 
ingly'.18 The ideal film would spirit people away 
from the real world and grant viewers access to a 
pleasant, compelling and convincing alternative 

space. 
Only a minority of Nazi features displayed 

what one might speak of as overt propaganda. 
There were two waves of films with manifestly 
strident overtones: the 'movement films' of 1933 
and the anti-Semitic, anti-British and anti-Soviet 
productions of 1939-42. But to grasp how Nazi 
films captivated spectators and promulgated pol- 
itical meanings, one must comprehend the way in 
which films interacted with and resonated within 
larger social constellations. Ideology more often 
than not came sugar-coated, in gripping, engag- 
ing and pleasant packages of entertainment which 
coexisted with other emanations of everyday cul- 
ture. Films were not isolated experiences in the 
dark; they circulated within a vast complex of 
orchestrated and high-tech efforts to control 
thought and meaning. The Third Reich constituted 
the first full-blown media dictatorship, a political 
order that sought to occupy and administer all 
sectors of perceptual possibility, to dominate the 
human subject's every waking and sleeping mo- 
ment. 

From its quality features to its run-of-the-mill 

The testament of Dr. Goebbels 319 



320 Eric Rentschler 

Fig. 2. Hans Zerlett's Es Leuchten die Sterne (Tobis, 1938) on the cover of Illustrieter 
Film-Kurier no. 2777. 

products, Nazi film reflected the workings of the 
classical cinema with its deference to character 
motivation, the codes of realism, the strictures of 
dramatic development and closure. It was a 
cinema dedicated to illusionism. 'The task that I 

have posed for myself as a director', claimed Veit 
Harlan, 'consists to a great part in making specta- 
tors forget that they are sitting in cinemas'.19 
Goebbels saw himself as a German David O. 
Selznick and sought to create a film world every 
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bit as alluring as Hollywood. Nazi films to a great 
degree seemed unexceptional and resembled 

Anglo-European features of the era. They were 

steeped in Old World values and fond of tradi- 
tional formulas; their favourite sites were urban 
localities, bourgeois interiors and lower middle- 
class settings. Government film administrators as 
well as studio executives eschewed films that put 
National Socialism directly on display. In so 

doing, they carefully fostered the impression that 
cinema was a world apart from party agendas and 
state priorities. 

Films of the Third Reich often allowed viewers 
vacations from the present in fanciful spheres so 
that they could forget politics and civic responsi- 
bilities. With its utopian spaces sponsored by 
Goebbels's Ministry of Propaganda, Nazi cinema 
not only created illusions but often showed illusion- 
ists at work and, on occasion, self-reflected about 
the power of illusions (Capriccio (1938), Der 
Florentiner Hut/The Florentine Hat (1939), Munch- 
hausen (1943)). Many films thematised the fasci- 
nation of aesthetic illusion (Viktor Tourjansky's 
1941 film, Illusion, offers a programmmatic title), 
concentrating on mesmerisers and performers as 
well as offering glimpses behind the scenes at film 
studios (Es leuchten die Sterne/The Stars Are Shin- 

ing (1938), Die gute Sieben/The Good Seventh 
Wife (1940)) or revealing tricks of magic (Truxa, 
1937). Nazi film illusions coexisted with govern- 
ment oppression, political terror and after 1939, 
a world war and the Holocaust. Screen illusions 
cushioned people against grim realities, offering 
the solace of worlds which were in order and 
seemed to allow unencumbered movement, safe 
havens and playgrounds where one could dream 
freely. Nazi escapism, however, offered only the 
illusion of escape from the Nazi status quo. 

Despite the postwar claims of filmmakers and 
revisionist critics, one finds very few examples of 
open resistance to the party and state in this era's 
productions. Such films either did not find their 
way into production or were banned after initial 
showings. Nonetheless, not all meaning could be 
controlled and various films lent themselves to 
alternative appropriations.20 To a large degree, 
such responses did not really run counter to official 
designs. Goebbels and his coworkers allowed 
films on occasion to transgress borders, exploring 

seemingly resistant potential and apparent excep- 
tions to the rule, even subversive contents and 

oppositional positions, all the better to discipline 
distraction. 

Postmodernity's secret sharers 

Nazi illusions continue to exercise a decided hold 
on postwar imaginations, both in how people view 
Nazi images and in what they make of National 
Socialism. The fantasy productions of the epoch 
are still very much with us today - in matinee 

screenings, television showings, festival programs, 
video catalogues and university curricula. They 
offer testimony from the Third Reich which would 
seem to suggest a less oppressive everyday. Many 
of them abide as classics and evergreens, objects 
of revery and nostalgia; they circulate widely and 
remain problematic. Goebbels's tools of political 
affirmation have undergone transformation to 
become national monuments and vehicles of sub- 
version. Nazi films such as Glickskinder (Lucky 
Kids, 1936), la Habanera (1937) and Minch- 
hausen as well as memories of UFA's grandeur fuel 
fond German dreams; they energise reassuring 
fantasies of how, even in a cinema watched over 

by Hitler and his minions, the better part of the 
nation resisted the Third Reich. Many critics and 
observers persist today in holding on to National 
Socialism's prime illusions, namely that the imagin- 
ary worlds and fantasy scenarios created under a 
state-administered film industry had little to do with 
that state's operations. 

Young German Film and its extension, New 
German Cinema, once turned against the Nazi 
legacy and 'its demagogic treatment of images'.21 
The New German directors declared war on their 
elders, seeking to liberate German film history 
from a fatal heritage of abuse. Over the years, 
though, as the history of the Third Reich was 
integrated into a larger German history, a rappro- 
chement between New German Cinema and Nazi 
cinema became increasingly apparent. Hans Jir- 
gen Syberberg recycled UFA stars, Werner Her- 
zog sought to revive Arnold Fanck's mountain 
films, Helma Sanders-Brahms celebrated Leni 
Riefenstahl's Tiefland (Lowlands, 1954), Edgar 
Reitz affectionately cited Carl Froelich's Heimat of 
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Fig. 3. Zarah Leander centre stage in Die Grosse Liebe (UFA, 1942). World War II as a movie of the 
week. 

1938 in his own Heimat of 1984 and a recent 
Wim Wenders feature (In weiter Ferne, so 
nah!/Far Away and Yet So Close, 1993) poig- 
nantly exonerated the Nazi collaborator Heinz 
Ruhmann. Niklaus Schilling insisted on maintain- 
ing a sense of German tradition which incorpor- 
ated films made during the Third Reich. 'Without 
them', Schilling asserted, 'we ignore an important 
part of our film tradition'.22 In Reitz's Die Nacht 
der Regisseure (The Night of the Directors, 1995), 
Leni Riefenstahl takes her place amidst contempor- 
ary Germany's most prominent directors. Even 
filmmakers - and critics - whose look back in 

anger spawned a New German Cinema have 

increasingly come to gaze on the sights and 
sounds of the Third Reich with a kinder and gentler 
regard. 

Watching Jud SR3 (Jew Suss, 1940) today is 

unlikely to turn anyone into an anti-Semite, people 
often claim, so why should it be banned along with 
several dozen other feature films from the Third 
Reich? No official list of these proscribed titles 
(Vorbehaltsfilme) exists; such a list could only dem- 
onstrate that the German government considers the 
populace of its democracy in crucial ways politi- 
cally immature.23 Right-wing radicals and neo-fas- 
cist groups still partake of Nazi films and there is 
a substantial German black market for banned war 
movies, newsreels and Hitler documentaries.24 
One wonders how these films now resonate in a 
climate of violence towards foreigners, in a nation 
casting about for a new collective self-under- 
standing. 

Surely the continuing and largely unques- 
tioned presence of entertainment films from the 
Nazi era in the German public sphere shapes 
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popular feelings about that past. Comedies with 
Heinz Rihmann and Hans Moser hardly threaten 
to undermine civic values, but they do influence 
how people look back at the Third Reich. Films of 
the Nazi era are easy to enlist in campaigns to 
normalise and neutralise the Nazi legacy. 'We are 
what we remember', says the narrator of Don 
DeLillo's Americana. 'The past is here, inside this 
black clock, more devious than night or fog, deter- 
mining how we see and what we touch at this 
irreplaceable instant in time'.25 Films can preserve 
memory and function as vehicles of history. They 
can also serve as a means of forgetting, a medium 
to stylise, distort or erase the past. 

Cinema under the aegis of Goebbels blended 
sensory plenitude and sensual deprivation.26 Film 
images defined the good and the beautiful while 
vitiating the capacity for spontaneity and the 
desire for experience. Perhaps the most striking 
thing about life in National Socialism was its 
vicarious quality. A vanguard site, Nazi mass 
culture reformed the living in the shape of the 
mediated; the everyday was defined by mechan- 
ically reproduced sights and sounds, by simula- 
tions and special effects meant to generate strong 
emotions while systematically militating against 
the capacity to think in terms of continuities. Nazi 
cinema exploited the limitations of human imagin- 
ation, seeking to obliterate first-person conscious- 
ness and to replace it with a universal third 
person.27 Even as a leisure being, this other- 
directed creature was to remain a loyal state 
servant, a modern golem cast in the shape of 
mass-produced images. The Nazis used the 
cinema as the fictional Cagliostro of Minchhausen 
employed magic; they granted Germans their 
dreams, but at a usurious interest. 

The Nazis recognised well that political ef- 
fects could never derive from political expressions 
alone. Entertainment, spectacle and diversion lent 
themselves remarkably to instrumental endeav- 
ours. Hitler and Goebbels were consummate nar- 
cissists enamoured of their media images, the Third 
Reich a grand production, the world war a conti- 
nuing movie of the week. Standardised mass cul- 
ture, Goebbels realised, was the secret formula for 
successful mass manipulation. Mass culture also 
became a crucial precondition for mass murder. 
The media enabled Germans to withstand awful 

truths and ignore hideous presentiments, serving 
as a shield and a blindfold, audio-visual instru- 
ments that ensured uplifting fictions no matter how 
bitter the realities. Nazi feature films - both as 
entities that circulated in German cinemas during 
the Third Reich and as entities that still enjoy much 
public attention today - teach us above all one 
thing: entertainment can be far more than innocent 
pleasure. 

Nazi media culture demonstrated just how 
potent and destructive the powers of fascination 
and fantasy can be, especially when systemati- 
cally appropriated by a modern state and strategi- 
cally implemented by advanced technology. A 
nation faced with material hardship and a spiritual 
void hailed Hitler's promises of a better life while 
shunning enlightened rhetoric. The Fijhrer's order 
propped up spirits with artificial means and strived 
to hyperstylise the subjects of a new Germany. 
Simulations supplanted direct experience and illu- 
sions superseded reality. In this endeavour, the 
Third Reich granted a preview of postmodern 
attractions. Abusing the utopian possibilities of 
mass-produced representations, the Ministry of 
Propaganda also exhibited their dystopic poten- 
tial. The National Socialist state's production of 
death and devastation would not have been 
possible without Goebbels's dream machinery. 

The unprecedented historical example of the 
Nazi media dictatorship lingers as a very 
disturbing prospect, especially now, as sophisti- 
cated and pervasive technologies for the trans- 
mission and manipulation of audio-visual materials 
increasingly define who we are and how we exist. 
We refer to Hitler and Goebbels as madmen and 
demons, consigning them to the shadows. No 
matter how studiously we cloak these figures in 
darkness, however, they are clearly more than just 
ghouls or phantoms. Indeed, one might speak of 
Nazi Germany's irrepressible image-makers as 
postmodernity's secret sharers, as grasping entre- 
preneurs who profited from the industrialised 
means of enchantment, as master showmen who 
staged extravagant spectacles as the ultimate 
political manifestations. These real-life Mabuses 
have enacted the worst nightmares of any com- 
munity whose social viability and collective ident- 
ity depend on the media and mass culture. More 
than fifty years since the demise of National So- 
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cialism, the testament of Dr. Goebbels continues 
to haunt us.o 
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