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Essay Nr. 234:  On the Philosophical Roots of German Music Education 
Even before the revolutionary results we have all come to know from clinical research in the hemispheres of the brain, research which has earned a Nobel Prize in Medicine, contemplative persons for many centuries have understood that man has two sides, a rational side and an experiential side.  This understanding was at the root of the division of music in the early universities into two branches, the speculative (theory) and the practical (performance).  The early universities took the position that only the first could be taught, and therefore performance to this very day has not quite been accepted in the university environment as something important.
By the Baroque in Germany, this division between theory and performance had evolved into the question: should music be judged by the rules or by the ear.  A particularly relevant introduction to this debate in Germany is found in Das Neu-Eroffnete Orchestre, the first important book by the most comprehensive observer of German musical life during the Baroque, Johann Mattheson (1681 -- 1764).  This book begins with a startling chapter title, “The Fall of Music and its Cause.”  It was his view in 1713 that “
through misuse and ignorance the noble art of music, contrary to its very purpose, causes, alas!, more ill-humor than pleasure among many....
  
The first reason Mattheson gives for this decline must be seen in context with his belief expressed in later writings, that the true essence of music was something very close to Nature.  But, the rational side of man, the product of traditional education (then as now), is compelled to think that the Truth of a thing can be evident only if it can be expressed in rational thought.  The academic world therefore tends to turn music, which by nature is associated with the non-rational, into a series of concepts understandable by only the rational part of our brain.  The student, and unfortunately especially the layman, is therefore led to believe that he knows nothing of music unless he knows the conceptual form of it.  Mattheson expressed it in this way:

For they are persuaded that this beautiful and perfect creation, which a beneficent God has given us men for our pleasure, and likewise as a model of the eternal, harmonious Splendor, depends solely upon deep learning and laborious knowledge.  To prove this, they dispense their philosophical rules and scholarly vagaries, not only with great authority, but likewise with such obscurity that one has a rightful aversion for the stuff, and would rather remain in permanent ignorance than to go through such horrenda.
 

But Mattheson, having been a performer, knew that rational concepts cannot well describe the experience of music.  Thus he advises the pursuit of performance, after the necessary foundation, as a means of finding a “healthy idea of music, purified of all unnecessary school-dust.”
Mattheson himself could not entirely escape the Germanic need to conceptualize music, as can be seen in his attempt to explain melody through the rules of rhetoric.
  And so another reason he gives for the decline of music, not quite the reverse of the first one, was that there are too many composers who just write lots of notes without knowing what they are doing.  His third cause for the decline of music is also educationally oriented: the ancient guild system, through which music was learned as a trade rather than as an art.

Two additional negative circumstances, Mattheson finds, the artist must simply accept as being the way things are.  These are the ignorance and poor taste of the general public and the fact that good musicians are not well paid.

In the Foreword to his Der vollkommene Capellmeister,
 Mattheson continues his somewhat pessimistic view of the relationship of music and society.   He finds many noble and educated persons who know nothing about music, either because they lack the time to study it or fail to understand the “dignity and great benefit” which derives from music.  On the other hand, most of those who practice music are rarely scholarly.  They merely take pleasure from music, turning it into,

a menial trade, an item to market, a means to obtain food, indeed even into a society of flagellants, and nothing more. 

At the same time, he finds some who merely collect beautiful musical instruments (and are called “true connoisseurs”) and others who think music exists merely to please and to pass the time.  All of the above, he says, are on the wrong path.

Another important writer of the German Baroque, Johann David Heinichen (1683 – 1729) was also aware that German composers had to come to grips with this philosophical choice.  Heinichen was thinking of this when he wrote,

One need not even think of Musica didactica, poetica, modulatoria and other Capita suprema & subalterna common to music to realize that music has boundaries as wide as all the other sciences, arts, and advanced studies.  Music is just as theoretica & practica as theology and jurisprudence; music is as thetic & polemica as other advanced disciplines, this being particularly evident in our century as one tries hard to separate oneself both in music, theory and practical music from many principles and preconceived opinions of the past.
 

It is our personal view that the main reason that so much beautiful music came to life during the German Baroque was because those composers had the courage to follow their hearts and write what they felt, rather than feeling duty bound to ancient rules of composition, the heritage of which, of course, lay in ancient Church dogma.  As we have mentioned above, the old division of speculative versus practical music had become by the German Baroque a debate over whether composition should be controlled by rules or the ear.  No one attacked the old theory based philosophy with more fervor than Heinichen himself.
If a composer, who is more concerned with sensitivity, good taste, and brilliance in music than with paper nonsense, writes with reason one little note contrary to their antiquated, platonic rules, they want to turn him over to the Inquisition to discover whether or not he can be classed among composers.  Only it is remarkable how such musical pedants, though they involve themselves so willingly in harmful, authoritative prejudices, do not notice, however, that already in our time not only native but also the most famous foreign composers have begun to neglect the unnecessary eccentricities in composition and to seek a freer way in music by refining many of the old rules....

If we examine more closely the motives causing famous composers to deviate frequently from the artificial accuracies of pure theorists, then in my judgment they might be: first, they are ashamed in general of pedantry and forced school book rules....  Second, they have sound practical judgment and know when and where to depart with good reason from theoretical rules.  Third, they will not be slaves to the many poorly founded rules from the past, but they would rather agree with the rule, founded on reason itself, though otherwise juristic: Cessante ratione prohibition is, cessat ipsa prohibitio -- whenever the cause for the prohibition on which a rule is based becomes null and void, the prohibition of the given rule itself becomes null and void.  And this judicious practice is ten times more difficult than the frequently prescribed, dry theory.  Indeed, for this very reason the unskilled theorists remain so willingly with their dull, antiquated rules, because their judgment is inadequate to allow deviation from them with reason....

All arts and sciences have rules and must be learned through rules, if we do not wish to remain simple naturalists, ie., half-ignorant.  But we must not err excessively on the side of rules; furthermore, we should not accept so crudely the equivocal word: Rule, as if we would serve as high sounding rule makers, prescribing laws even to Nature, according to which she must limit herself to auctoritate nostra.  No! All of our useful rules must be derived from Nature; and we must investigate on all levels the will, preference, and character of this mistress and learn from her cum submissione.
 

Heinichen returns to the subject of “the old rules,” the older polyphonic style, again with even more vigor.  There are some church composers, he finds, who “have learned something besides counterpoint” and have good taste whose music delights the ear.  However, those who continue to compose only in the old polyphonic style,

those who are not endowed with good taste and who stick to a common repertory of notes are pursued by the natural punishment, resembling the original sin: their music is not liked by a single living soul.  It would be better, therefore, to burn immediately their all too artificial compositions before they cool down, and to scatter the ashes into their eyes.  Then at least one of the senses would gain something from it, for otherwise neither the eye nor the ear profits from such a paper art.
   

He concludes, somewhat sarcastically, that he has known some old theater composers, who due to old age had lost all their “creative fire and invention.”  These men, he notes became for the first time good church composers.

In a more general sense, Heinichen writes that the essential abilities needed for successful composition include natural aptitude and diligence, as well, of course, as knowledge of the basic conceptual information on writing music.  However, as he quotes Andreas Werkmeister, rules alone do not suffice.

If one has no musical aptitude 1,000 rules could be illustrated with 10,000 examples and still the purpose would not be achieved.
 

In one of Heinichen’s most valuable passages, one which demonstrates brilliant deductions regarding the physiology of music aesthetics, he addresses the fundamental distinction between Baroque music and earlier music.  The old music, he says, was for the eye (Reason and conceptual understanding), but modern music is for the ear.
The old musicians side more with Reason, but the new with the Ear; and since both parties do not agree on the first fundamental, it is evident that the conclusions and consequences made from two contrary fundamental principles should breed just as many controversies of inferior rank and thousands of diametrically opposed hypotheses.  Musicians of the past, we know, chose two judges in music: Reason and the Ear.  The choice would be correct since both are indispensable to music; yet, because of the use of these two concomitants, the present cannot reconcile itself with the past, and in this the past is blamed for two errors.  First, it wrongly classed the two judges and placed the Ear, the sovereign of music, below the rank of Reason or would divide its commanding authority with the latter.  Whereupon the blameless Ear must immediately cede half of its monarchical domain.  In addition, unfortunately, the composers of the past poorly explained the word ratio.  In those innocent times (in which one knew nothing of present day good taste and brilliance in music, and every simple harmony seemed beautiful), they thought Reason could be put to no better use than the creation of supposedly learned and speculative artificialities of note writing.  Therefore, they began on the one hand to measure out theoretically innocent notes according to mathematical scales and with the help of the proportioned yardstick, and on the other hand, to place these notes in musical practice on the staves (almost as if they were on a rack) and to pull and stretch them (or in the language of counterpoint, to augment them), to turn them upside down, to repeat and to change their positions, until finally from the latter resulted a practice with an overwhelming number of unnecessary instances of contrapuntal eye-music and from the former resulted a theory with amassed metaphysical contemplations of emotion and reason.  Thus, one no longer had cause to ask if music sounded well or pleased the listener, but rather if it looked good on paper.  In this way, the Visual perceptibly gained the most in music and used the authority of the imprudent Reason only to cover its own lust for power.  Consequently, the suppressed Ear was tyrannized so long that finally it hid behind table and chairs to await from the distance the condescending, merciful glance of its usurpatores regni (ratio & visus).  This grave injustice to the musical sovereign, the Ear, has been reprehended more by present-day musicians than by those of the past.  They have begun vigorously to understand the many absurd and preposterous principles of the past and to form completely new ideas about the noble art of music unlike those of the learned ignoramuses.  Above all, they return to the oppressed Ear the sovereignty of its realm; they displace Reason from its judicial duties and give it [Reason] to the Ear, not as Domino or co-regent, but as an intelligent minister and counselor with the absolute mandate to warn its master (the occasionally deceived Ear, if indeed “deceived” can be spoken of) of every false step; but otherwise, Reason differs in opinion, it must serve the Ear with the complete obedience and employ all of its skill, not for the visual appearance on paper, but to give the Ear the satisfaction of an absolute ruler.  Really!  What has the visual to do with music?  Could anything more absurd be stated?  The art of painting is for the eye, music, however, for the ear.  Similarly, food is for the sense of taste and flowers for the sense of smell.  Would it not be ridiculous to say the dinner was especially good because it smelled good, even though it was disagreeable to the taste and stomach?  It is just as absurd if one should say along with pedants: this is outstanding music because it looks so fine (I mean pedantic) on paper, even though it does not please the ear, for which music is solely made....  As we must now admit unanimously that our Finis musices is to stir the affections and to delight the ear, the true Objectum musices, it follows that we must establish all our musical rules according to the Ear.
 

In another place, Heinichen, in 1711, returns to this philosophical tension between the rules and the ear and now approaches the problem from the perspective of Taste.  This passage is particularly interesting in his contrast with the musical practice of Germany with other European countries, in particular France and Italy.  The reader might enjoy deducing which countries he is referring to.
Experience teaches that...paper music receives more credit in one nation than in another.  One nation is industrious in all endeavors; another laughs over useless school work and tends to believe skeptically that the “Northerners” work like a team of draft horses.  One nation believes art is only that which is difficult to compose; another nation, however, seeks a lighter style and correctly states that it is difficult to compose light music....  One nation seeks its greatest art in nothing but intricate musical “tiff-taff” and elaborate artificialities of note writing.  The other nation applies itself more to good taste, and in this way it takes away the former’s universal applause; the paper artists, on the contrary, with all their witchcraft remain in obscurity and, in addition, are proclaimed barbarians, even though they could imitate the other nations blindfolded if they applied themselves more to good taste and brilliance of music than to fruitless artificialities.  An eminent foreign composer once gave his frank opinion...regarding the differences in music of two nations.  

Our nation, he said,...is more inclined to dolcezza in music, so much so that it must take care not to fall into a kind of indolence.  Most “Northerners,” on the other hand, are almost too inclined to liveliness in music, so that they fall too easily into barbarisms.  If they would take pains over adapting our tendresse and would mix it together with their usual vivacite, then a third style would result that could not fail to please the whole world.  

I will not repeat the comments I made at that time, but will say only that this discourse first brought to my mind the thought that a felicitous melange of Italian and French taste would affect the ear most forcefully and must succeed over all other tastes of the world....  Nevertheless, the Germans have the reputation abroad that if they would apply themselves industriously they could usually surpass other nations in learning.  From this principle I hope that some day our composers will try in general...to surpass other nations in matters of musical taste as well as they have succeeded long ago in artful counterpoint and theoretical accuracies.

And in yet another place, Heinichen now equates personal experience with good taste.  His attempt here appears to have been to explain that experience is the basis of the rules.
If experience is necessary in any art or science, it is certainly necessary in music.  In this Scientia practica, first of all, we must gain experience...either at home, provided opportunities are sufficient, or through traveling.  But what is it that one believes one must seek in the experience?  I will give a single word...Gout.  Through diligence, talent, and experience, a composer must achieve above all else an exquisite sense of good taste in music....  The definition of Gout, Gusto or guter Geschmack is unnecessary for the experienced musician; and it is as difficult to describe in its essentials as the true essence of the soul.  One could say that good taste was in itself the soul of music, which so to speak it doubly enlivens and brings pleasure to the senses.  The Proprium 4ti modi of a composer with good taste is contained solely in the skill with which he makes his music pleasing to and beloved by the general, educated public, or which in the same way pleases our ear by experienced artifices and moves the senses....  In general, this can be brought about through a good well-cultivated, and natural invention or through the beautiful expression of words.  In particular, through an ever dominating cantabile, through suitable and affecting accompaniments, through a change of harmonies recommended for the sake of the ears, and through other methods gained from experience and frequently looking poor on paper, which in our times we only label with the obscure name of “rules of experience....”  An exceptional sense of good taste is so to say the musical Lapis philisophorum and the principal key to musical mysteries through which human souls are unlocked and moved and by which the senses are won over....  For even the natural gift or talent endowed with most invention resembles only crude gold and silver dross that must be purified first by the fire of experience before it can be shaped into a solid mass -- I mean into a finely cultivated and steadfast sense of good taste.
 

As troubling to the free thinking Baroque Germans as the old tradition of thinking of music being based on rules rather than on the ear was, an ancient dogma of the Roman Church was even more strongly attacked, and rightly so.  This was the 6th century invention by the Church, created for the purpose of justifying the inclusion music in the curriculum of Church schools, that music was a branch of mathematics.   In his Neu-Eroffnete Orchestre Mattheson attacks this old notion of mathematics-based theory in music by going directly to the elements upon which the older theorists had based their reasoning, in particular the nature of the intervals.  In his discussion of whether the interval of the fourth should regarded as a consonance or dissonance, Mattheson concludes it is not a matter of mathematics, but rather a matter of the ear, that is how the fourth is used.  The reader should particularly notice, as a hallmark of the Baroque’s movement away from music based on concepts to music based on feeling, that Mattheson specifies here that music communicates with “the inner soul.”
Numbers in music do not govern but merely instruct.  The Hearing is the only channel through which their force is communicated to the inner soul of the attentive listener....  The true aim of music is not its appeal to the eye, nor yet altogether to the so-called “Reason,” but only to the Hearing, which communicates pleasure, as it is experienced, to the Soul and the “Reason.”  Hence, if the testimony of the ear is followed, it will be discovered that in its relation to the surrounding sounds and harmony, the fourth will be either consonant or dissonant.
 

Such views, which would seem obvious to most modern readers, were nevertheless a direct attack on the old mathematics-based theories of music and resulted in letters and books attacking Mattheson for his views.  Johann Buttstedt, an organist in Erfurt, attacked Mattheson in a book, Ut, Mi, Sol, Re, Fa, La, Tota Musica et harmonia Aeterna...entgegen gesetzt Dem neu-eroffneten Orchestre...., in which he contends that since German music is now practiced only by craftsmen [Spielmanns-Wesen] the current musicians are not even educated in the older rules.

How many musicians will one find today who have real knowledge?  Most of them do not even know how many styles and modes there are and what music is suitable for ecclesiastical or motet styles.  The knowledge of such styles is almost entirely lost....  Why?  [Modern music] is hard to understand and not well paid for.  And so, instead of correct knowledge mere Galanterie suffices, just as the finery of ladies once consisted of pearls and golden chains but now of mere ribbons and laces....

To defend himself, Mattheson published a new book, Das Beschutzte Orchestre, in which he appealed to a number of distinguished German musicians to join in the debate over mathematics versus feelings.  One who responded was the most old-fashioned of all, Fux, author of the monument to the former style, Gradus ad Parnassum.  He was particularly angered by an attack, in this latest book by Mattheson, on the medieval theorist, Guido d’Arezzo, to whom Fux believed all subsequent music was indebted.

I am not at all a blind worshiper of superstitious antiquity; but until something better has been invented, I shall venerate in every way what through so many centuries the noblest masters have held to be good and proper.
 

Some distinguished musicians, however, came to the defense of Mattheson.  Handel wrote Mattheson at this time, taking a very practical approach to the debate.

The question seems to me to reduce itself to this: whether one should prefer an easy & most perfect Method to another that is accompanied by great difficulties capable not only of disgusting pupils with Music, but also making them waste much precious time that could better be employed in plunging deeper into this art & in the cultivation of one’ s genius?
 

Johann Heinichen, in language much stronger than Mattheson’s, ridiculed the old-fashioned theorists as having wasted their entire life in pursuit of rudera antiquitatis.

All will be sheer Greek to those steeped in prejudices when nowadays they hear that a moving music composed for the ears requires even more subtle and skillful rules -- to say nothing of lengthy practice -- than the heavily oppressive music composed for the eyes which the cantors of even the tiniest towns maltreat on innocent paper according to all the venerable rules of counterpoint....  And we Germans alone are such fools as to jog on in the old groove and, absurdly and ridiculously, to make the appearance of the composition on paper, rather than the hearing of it, the aim of music.
 

Johann Kuhnau also was strong in his support of Mattheson.

As regards the great controversy that the gentleman of Erfurt has brought upon you, I do not believe that, save for him, anyone will disapprove of your Orchestre.  This is especially true of your point of view in matters of the solmisation and the old ecclesiastical modes; for you wrote your Orchestre for a galant-homme who, being no professional musician, has not the least interest in amusing himself with innumerable old freaks which are usually outmoded at best and worth -- virtually nothing.
 
In his Der vollkommene Capellmeister of 1739 Mattheson returns to this question.
   Here he begins with the basic point that mathematics is an aid to music, as it is to most disciplines.  However, “they are wrong who believe or want to teach others that mathematics is the heart and soul of music” or that it is responsible for changes in emotion in the music.  He begins his argument with the concept of proportions in general, which he finds in natural, moral, rhetorical and mathematical relationships.  For the first three of these, natural, moral and rhetorical relationships, Mattheson maintains no precise mathematical measure is possible.  One cannot, for example measure the distance from the earth to the sun precisely because the flames leaping out from the sun render no fixed edge.  His comment regarding precision in language is quite perceptive.  Everyone would agree, he supposes, that “life” is a positive, happy word.  But if one says “life is denied,” the meaning is changed.  Thus, “the heart’s emotion no longer has its basis in mere sounds and words.”  

Turning to music, he proposes two rhetorical questions:

1.
If someone wants to be a sound musician, must he not attain 



this through mathematics?

2.
Cannot one become an admirable composer and musician 



without thorough knowledge of the arts of measuring?

Now if someone says yes to the first question, and no to the second, then he contradicts ancient and modern experience, indeed, his own eyes, ears, hands, the combined senses of all mankind, and shuts the only door through which his intelligence gives him what he has.  Whereas if he answers no to the first question and yes to the second, then mathematics cannot possibly be the heart and soul of music.

From this he concludes mathematics can measure, but not determine the essence of a thing.  “Everything that goes on in music is based on mathematical relationships of intervals just about as much as seamanship is based on anchors and cables.”
However one defines the mathematical relationships of sounds and their quantities, no real connection with the passions of the soul can ever be drawn from this alone.

Mathematics is only the “science, theory and scholarship” of music.  To introduce what exists beyond this he quotes Andreas Papius.

The mere cognition of the ratio of a step, a half step, a comma, the consonances, etc., will bring the name virtuoso or artistic prince to no one, but rather the minute examination according to the laws of nature of the various works which are produced by great artists: from this we can understand the composer’s soul, in regard to how and to what extent, in his particular work, one thing more than another masters the human mind and emotions, which is the highest pinnacle of the discipline of music.
Again, his point here is that mathematics can measure the elements of music, but not how these elements are used.  It is the latter, not the former, which concern feelings in music.

A perfect understanding of the human emotions, which certainly are not to be measured by the mathematical yardstick, is of much greater importance to melody and its composition than the understanding of tones....  This is certain: it is not so much good proportion, but rather the apt usage of the intervals and keys, which establishes the beautiful, moving and natural quality in melody and harmony.  Sounds, in themselves, are neither good nor bad; but they become good and bad according to the way in which they are used.  No measuring or calculating art teaches this.

How then does one describe the role mathematics plays in music, together with its other elements?  Mattheson offers following metaphor:

The human mind is the paper.  Mathematics is the pen.  Sounds are the ink; but Nature must be the writer.  Why have a silver trumpet if a competent trumpeter is not available?

Mattheson points out that sculptors know and can measure the proportions of the human body, but “heart and soul...and beauty is not on this account to be found in such mathematical measuring; but only in that force which God put in Nature.”  Similarly, in painting, when “mathematics ceases entirely, true beauty really first begins.”  And so with music,

A composer can succeed quite well without special mathematical skills.  Many who virtually climbed to the pinnacle of music can hardly name or interpret all parts of mathematics; not to mention anything more....  However, the best mathematician, as such, if he were to want to compose something, could not possibly achieve this with mere logic.

Let it be said once in fact for all: Good mathematical proportions cannot constitute everything: this is an old, stubborn misconception.

The point, he says, is this: “music draws its water from the spring of Nature; and not from the puddles of arithmetic.”  The composer expresses something understood from Nature.  Only then can this be mathematically expressed, but not the other way around.  When Mattheson speaks here of Nature, he is also thinking of God.

Mathematics is a human skill; nature, however, is a divine force....  Now the goal of music is to praise God in the highest, with word and deed, through singing and playing.  All other arts besides theology and its daughter, music, are only mute priests.  They do not move hearts and minds nearly so strongly, nor in so many ways....

Music is above, not in opposition to mathematics.

In conclusion, Mattheson cannot resist taking a shot at those remaining exponents of the old mathematics-based polyphony.

I have occupied myself with music, practical as well as theoretical, with great earnestness and ardor for over half a century already: I have also met many very learned Mathematici in this not insubstantial time who thought they made new musical wonders out of their old, logical writings; but they have, God knows! always failed miserably.  On the other hand, I have quite certainly and very often experienced that not a single famous actor, musician, nor composer, not only in my time but as far as I can remember having read or heard about, has been able to construct even a simple melody which was of any value on the feeble foundations of mathematics or geometry....  What will happen in the future is yet to be seen.

In another place, Mattheson makes this point again.

The entire art of harmonic calculating and measuring, even if we also were to include algebra, cannot alone produce a single skilled Capellmeister; whereas our very best composers have scarcely ever taken a ruler in hand for the sake of their beautiful work.
 

We should add here that in his book, Ehrenpforte (Hamburg, 1740), Mattheson mentions a contemporary composer who argued for making “music a scientific or scholarly pursuit” and associated himself with Bach in this regard.   Mattheson quickly adds that Bach certainly did not teach this man “the supposed mathematical basis of composition.”  “This,” Mattheson testifies, “I can guarantee.”
 
Ironically, while all this criticism of every form of the “older rules” was taking place, there were some who were exploring the idea of creating an entire new species of rules expressing what we now call the Doctrine of Affections.  After several centuries of the efforts of humanism to reintroduce feeling into music, an obvious question followed.  How, exactly, does music create the communication of emotion (with a notational system which has no symbols for emotions)?   There were some who wanted to discover new rules upon which a composer could draw in seeking to write music which expressed a specific emotion.  But (thank God!) the better German composers, having freed themselves from the old Church rules, were in no mood to worry about new ones.  As Heinichen observed, no one was interested,
What a bottomless ocean we still have before us merely in the expression of words and the affections in music.  And how delighted is the ear, if we perceive in a refined church composition or other music how a skilled virtuoso has attempted here and there to move the feelings of an audience through his galanterie and other devices that express the text, and in this way to find successfully the true purpose of music.  Nevertheless, no one wants to search deeper into this beautiful musical Rhetorica and to invent good rules.  What could one not write about musical taste, invention, accompaniment, and their nature, differences, and effects?  But no one wants to investigate the matters aiming at this lofty practice or to give even the slightest introduction to it.
 

It was these philosophical debates which set the stage for German music education, which was and is today performance oriented.  
America has gone the opposite direction, seeking to conceptualize music education.  The failure of this philosophy is clear to any objective observer.
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