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The Impact of Intertextuality, Textual
Layering, and Performance Studies:
Does the Text have any Integrity Left?

JOHN PERLICH*

This essay explores the influence of modern interpretation and postmodern performance
philosophies on intercollegiate forensic competition. The author of this essay contends that
contemporary forensic competition is engaged in a paradigmatic revolution regarding literary
performance. The implications of the current paradigmatic shift and future directions for the
activity are discussed.

Within the last decade, with reference to the disciplines of acting,
interpretation, and the performance of text, the field of com-
munication studies has witnessed a sharp decline in the use of the
term “oral interpretation,” and a dramatic increase in the use of the
term “performance studies” (Pelias & VanOosting, 1987). Such
renaming calls to mind recent debates leading to the “ferment in the
field” of communication studies (Ferment and Fragmentation in the
Field, 1983). This ferment in the speech communication domain is a
reaction to and extension of Kuhn's (1970) challenge that all mature
disciplines must embrace one paradigm of thought and inquiry. Does
the inability of communication scholars-more specifically members of
the forensics community-to settle on a term that aptly describes what
our students do when they perform a text indicate, as Kuhn (1970)
might argue, immaturity within our practice? Does the change in ter-
minology demonstrate an evolutionary development, a philosophical
shift, or the birth of new practice and theories in performance? At the
very least, “such double naming calls into question the nature and
scope of a discipline in transition” (Pelias & VanOosting, 1987, p.
219).

The purpose of this paper is to make sense of recent shifts in inter-
pretation/performance theory, philosophy, and practice as they per-
tain to competitive forensic speaking at the intercollegiate level.
While the thesis of this paper is quite narrow, the issues mentioned
within this essay have far-reaching implications for all levels of foren-
sic competition, performers, and the communication studies disci-

* JOHN PERLICH is an Assistant Professor of Communication Studies in the
Department of Communication Arts, Economics, and Business at Hastings College in
Hastings, NE. A version of this paper was presented in November, 1998, at the
National Communication Association Convention in New York, NY.



2 Intertextuality

pline in general. While I believe, like Pelias and VanOosting (1987),
that performance is a paradigmatic term with specific implications for
the future direction of intercollegiate forensics, I also recognize that
performance is essentially a contested concept (Strine, Long, &
Hopkins, 1990). As a contested term, performance “is bound up in
disagreement about what it is, and . . . disagreement over its essence
is itself part of that essence” (Strine, Long, & Hopkins, 1990, p. 183).
Thus, I recognize that others will not only disagree with the argu-
ments within this essay, but that such disagreement is unavoidable
and healthful. For, I contend, the goal of scholarly inquiry should not
be to silence opposing parties but to nurture dialogue in an effort to
gain a sharper image of all positions and, therefore, a greater under-
standing of what we do (Strine, Long, & Hopkins, 1990).

Unfortunately, many coaches, competitors, and scholars practice
intercollegiate forensics pedagogy with seemingly little concern for a
greater understanding of what it is that we do. Kirch and Zeidler
(1998, p. 12) for example, argue that contemporary practice in indi-
vidual events forensics competition represents a “New Elocutionism.”
My argument is that the birth of neo-Elocutionism in intercollegiate
forensics derives from the same atheoretical practice that gave
Elocutionism a negative connotation in the early twentieth century
(Lee & Gura, 1997). In other words, intercollegiate forensics tends to
emphasize style and practice with little thought regarding the philo-
sophical and theoretical assumptions that justify or refute perfor-
mance choices.

The question posed in the opening of this paper, “Does the text
have any integrity left?” is purposely evocative and accusatory. For
those who approach forensic competition from a modern philosophy,
the educator’s fundamental goal is to help students realize the ideals
of oral interpretation. Those who use the term “performance studies”
approach the forensic competition from postmodern philosophies.
Perhaps in no area is the debate between these two camps more obvi-
ously manifest than in the notion of authorial integrity, control, and
intent. In an attempt to sort out the arguments between the two par-
adigms, this essay examines three areas. First, what are the philo-
sophical and paradigmatic tenets of oral interpretation and perfor-
mance studies?; second, what is meant by the conflicting terms
“work” and “text”?; and finally, what are the future directions of the
field if coaches and competitors begin to embrace the performance
paradigm?

Oral Interpretation vs. Performance Studies

Space prevents me from fully detailing the historical and philo-
sophical circumstances that accompanied the birth of both oral inter-
pretation and performance studies. In essence, during the early years
of this century, oral interpretation was characterized by a narrow body
of both theory and practice (Taft-Kaufman, 1985). From its earliest
years, oral interpretation was viewed by its practitioners as a unique
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school of thought-distinct from acting and, in later years, perfor-
mance. However, recent shifts in philosophy have made the field of
performance studies as broad in scope as the early years of oral inter-
pretation were narrow. While current typologies usually place the
subject of oral interpretation within the rubric of performance stud-
ies-in some cases treating the two as synonymous (Pelias &
VanOosting, 1987)-the two areas differ in several fundamental
assumptions.

The conversation between scholars of oral interpretation and per-
formance studies involves more than new terminology. In fact, “the
case presumes that the field . . . is changing and that the newer term
‘performance studies’ represents more than a renaming, more even
than the ordinary evolution of an academic field” (Pelias &
VanOosting, 1987, p. 219). Pelias and VanOosting go on to explain:

Performance studies asserts a theoretical orientation
framed squarely within the discipline of human communi-
cation and enriched by such fields as anthropology, theatre,
folklore, and popular culture. Within speech communica-
tion, performance studies [pulls from] the interpretation of
literature and focuses on the performative and aesthetic
nature of human discourse. It is based in art, carries epis-
temological claims, posits methodological procedures, and
calls for new pedagogical approaches (p. 219).

Consequently, while the work of performance theorists derives
from oral interpretation, it also relies upon a number of different
fields and areas for its epistemic foundation. Performance studies
draws from oral interpretation-it is not the renaming of oral interpre-
tation. Indeed, the two disciplines are quite different.

“Work” vs. “Text”

Fundamental to the debate between scholars of oral interpretation
and performance studies is the distinct usage of the terms “work” and
“text.” During the late 1950’s and early 1960’s, the emphasis in oral
interpretation as a form of literary study was clearly on maintaining
the integrity of an author’s work (Taft-Kaufman, 1985). By the end of
the sixties, oral interpretation had established itself as a field in which
“the principle model of scholarship was [work]-centered . . . focused
on the study of the writings of particular authors and literary genres”
(Strine, Long, & Hopkins, 1990, p. 182). The emphasis on authorial
works in the field of oral interpretation can be traced back to the ear-
liest years of this century, when the goal of speech teachers was to
clearly delineate oral interpretation from its “closest competitor,” act-
ing (Taft-Kaufman, 1985, p. 158). Clark (1915) was one of the first
champions of this cause. In achieving the desired rift between the
two fields, Clark (1915) attempted to “distance interpretation from
the negative image of elocution by downplaying the entire concept of
delivery” (Taft-Kaufman, 1985, p. 158). This drive for disciplinary
uniqueness witnessed in the early twentieth-century seemed to create
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an ongoing air of academic xenophobia which may, to this day, be
preventing many traditional oral interpretation theorists from joining
in the rich pedagogical dialogue that is currently defining the future
of the field.

Among others, Lee and Gura (1997, p. 4) have articulated the work-
centered orientation of oral interpretation:

The writer of the literary selection is a creative artist
who orders ideas, words, sounds, and rhythms into a par-
ticular form. The interpreter brings personal experience
and insight to bear on the printed symbols the author has
given, and assumes the responsibility of recreating this
written [work].

Assumed within their definition of the oral interpretation process
are several assumptions, including (1) the schism between author and
performer, (2) the primary goal of preserving the canonical work. The
work-centered emphasis of oral interpretation is most clearly demon-
strated in the following definition: Interpretation is the art of com-
municating to an audience a work of literary art in its entirety (Lee &
Gura, 1997). The roots of the work-centered emphasis of traditional
oral interpretation scholars can be traced back nearly a century.
However, as academic institutions urge scholars to engage in dialogue,
strive for interdisciplinary links, and work toward one curriculum, the
usefulness of these roots may be subject to increasing scrutiny (Wollff,
1992).

While the roots of the oral interpretation discipline are grounded
in modernist philosophy and theory, recent postmodernist emphasis
on “the nature of texts and their complex interrelationships” has
challenged all of the human sciences, “including the field of oral
interpretation” (Strine, Long, & Hopkins, 1990, p. 184). Specifically,
performance studies takes as its root orientation “a noncanonical atti-
tude toward texts” (Pelias & VanOosting, 1987, p. 221). Scholars who
subscribe to postmodern philosophy and the field of performance
question “the privilege of academic authority by including all mem-
bers of a speech community as potential artists, all utterances as
potentially aesthetic, all events as potentially theatrical, and all audi-
ences as potentially active participants” (Pelias & VanOosting, 1987,
p. 221). Given these conditions, text is seen not just as a literary
work, but as the conjunction of performer, text, and audience, with-
in a context. Essentially, while traditional oral interpretation scholars
embrace the notion that art and reality differ significantly, postmod-
ern performance theorists subscribe to the belief that the genres, lines,
and boundaries which separate realities are neither clear nor sacred
(Taft-Kaufman, 1985, p. 160).

Performance theorists take a liberal and occasionally unorthodox
position toward what constitutes text (Pelias & VanOosting, 1987, p.
222). One of the earliest performance scholars to suggest that com-
munication researchers shift from the traditional conceptualization of
“work” to “text” was Campbell (1971), who rejected the notion that
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performance should be limited to the study of authorial works, stat-
ing, “Far from limiting dramatic discourse to literature, I wish to con-
sider it as a dimension of language in which we create and recreate
ourselves in relation to the ‘real’ world around us and in which we use
those imaginative or artistic events (originated by ourselves or others)
to become new beings or personae” (Campbell, 1971, p. 269). Thus,
performance studies envisions speech acts for interpretation that go
beyond the traditional proscenium or arena.

Perhaps the greatest implication of the debate between usage of the
operative words work or text centers upon the purpose of the per-
former/interpreter. As Pelias and VanOosting (1987, p. 223) point
out, performers ask “not only what happens artistically in the event,”
which they contend is the goal of an interpreter, “but also what polit-
ical or psychosocial changes may occur as a result.” The goal of the
performer is critical inquiry, emancipation, and change, not recita-
tion, memorization, and presentation. Rather than focusing upon
one authorial voice, performers place equal emphasis on a number of
voices during performance, and upon the interaction between these
voices-a concept known as intertextuality or textual layering. These
voices are located within the self, other, and the larger cultural milieu.
Intertextuality is “less a name for a work’s relation to particular prior
texts than a designation of its participation in the discursive space of
culture: the relationship between a text and the various languages or
signifying practices of a culture and its relation to those texts which
articulate for it the possibilities of that culture” (Strine, Long, &
Hopkins, 1990, p. 194). Thus, as Pelias and VanOosting (1987, p. 224)
note, “performance studies allows for broader conceptions of the the-
atrical event, just as it embraces a wider catalogue of performance
texts.”

Metaphorically (and to some extent reductionistically) speaking,
the debate between traditional oral interpretation and postmodern
performance theory is similar to the goals, process, and performances
of a classical symphony (oral interpretation) versus a jazz improvisa-
tion (performance). Like the orchestra performing a symphony, Taft-
Kaufman (1985, p. 163) argues that the goal of oral interpreters is
“jmitation,” or the faithful recreation of the composet’s vision. Jazz
improvisation, however, relies upon a composition for foundation,
yet incorporates the nuances of the individual performer, encourages
audience interaction with the musician, and in many instances, tex-
tually layers in bits of other pieces composed and/or performed by the
musician. The line between works, performers, creators, and audience
blur during a jazz improvisation; during a classical symphony, these

.same lines are nurtured and preserved.

Future Directions

In previous sections of this paper I have attempted to provide a suc-
cinct yet comprehensive survey of the debate between those who
embrace modernist notions of literary study through oral interpreta-
tion and scholars of the postmodern performance paradigm. To what
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extent does the discourse between scholars of oral interpretation and
performance impact the intercollegiate forensics circuit? The answer
to this question must be decided by those who coach and compete in
forensics, embrace notions of authorial intent and canon, and advo-
cate performance studies as a method of actualizing change in the
new millennium. At present, the rules for both the American
Forensics Association and the National Forensics Association situate
our identity as firmly encamped within the school of thought most
reflected by the traditional scholar of oral interpretation. While post-
modern performance theorists argue that philosophical shifts have
lead to generic instability, the national intercollegiate forensics orga-
nizations fervently embrace formalized genre within the definition of
competitive events. Further, by defining forensic performance as
“interpretation,” the default operating assumption is a work-based
style of performance that de-emphasizes the role of performer, audi-
ence, and interaction with a larger cultural milieu. Finally, texts that
go beyond the traditional proscenium or arena are both implicitly
and explicitly discouraged for performance by intercollegiate forensic
competitors.

Regardless of how steeped in oral interpretation tradition intercol-
legiate forensic performance may seem, the competitive community
has been, albeit without formal recognition, taking steps towards
endorsing a performance paradigm. In no event is this more evident
than in the category of program oral interpretation (POI). While the
rules of this event do not explicitly call for methods of intertextuali-
ty and textual layering in performance, the mixing of authorial, per-
former, and generic voices has indeed become the norm. It is this
trend, in fact, that raises the question, “Does the text have any
integrity left?” As previously stated, performance studies practition-
ers are encouraged to “transcend the restrictions of canonical author-
ity” (Pelias & VanOosting, 1987, p. 222). Within the performance
paradigm, no longer is the performer’s goal “communicating to an
audience a work of literary art in its entirety” (Lee & Gura, 1997, p. 3).
The role of author/creator may be questioned, rejected, challenged,
and redefined by some performers. As Pelias and VanOosting (1987,
p. 220) suggest, “recent literary theories have advanced arguments
authorizing the reader in the construction of textual meaning.” In
light of this idea, what is the relationship between work and per-
former? Is the job of the forensic performer to present a literary work
in its entirety, or does the literary work take on a new meaning in the
creation of the performers personae? Is the duty of the performer to
preserve or challenge authorial intent? The contrasting notions of
representation versus reappropriation are at the heart of the oral inter-
pretation/performance studies debate.

Several avenues are appropriate for the future development of
forensic speaking that extend upon the idea of text versus work.
Strine, Long, and Hopkins (1990) offer a taxonomy for critic
researchers to use when creating performance. This taxonomy might,
with slight modification, offer new genres (or more appropriately,
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pseudo-genres) for forensic performance. The eight modified criteria
used in the construction and evaluation of performances within a
new paradigm could include aesthetic, content, jouissance, cultural
memory, ritual, criticism, political action, and psychological probe.

Aesthetics: Texts that are designed to be aesthetic offer entertain-
ment as an end in itself (Strine, Long, & Hopkins, 1990, p. 186). Such
opportunities resemble “musical concerts that offer terminal values
(Beardsley, 1980; Strine, Long, & Hopkins, 1990, p. 186; Taft-
Kaufman, 1983). Stand-up comedy, humorous cuttings, and improvi-
sation all can offer performers the chance to experiment with notions
of aesthetics.

Content: The primary question asked by performers interested in
content is, “What ideas are mobilized in the performance?” (Strine,
Long, & Hopkins, 1990, p. 184). Performances of this type are situat-
ed as a site of intellectual inquiry. An example of this type of perfor-
mance is discussed by Strine, Long, & Hopkins (1990), who explain
how performers have combined personal narrative, interviews with
the author, and literary texts to provide inquiries into an author’s life
and work.

Jouissance: Those who have read Burkean poetry know that the
great philosopher placed much importance in the notion of play. The
idea of play or game playing is captured for the performance artist by
the French term, “jouissance.” Riddles, picture-poems, and devices
that break with convention “are all texts that invite performers to
play, to engage in gaming” (Strine, Long, & Hopkins, 1990, p. 186).
Play, or jouissance, invites the performer and audience to take part in
perspective taking, to shake things up simply for the benefit of seeing
things from a fresh perspective. This, in itself, can be one important
goal of performance.

Cultural memory: Just as performances might encourage entertain-
ment, intellectual inquiry, and play, so might they be designed to
share in cultural memory. Examples of texts designed to explore cul-
tural memory include such nontraditional artifacts as oral histories,
narratives, quilts, and songs (Strine, Long, & Hopkins, 1990, p. 187).
~ Audiences and performers of such texts find themselves “experiencing

a past they may have lived or known only through stories” (Strine,
Long, & Hopkins, 1990, p. 187).

Ritual: Ethnographic researchers have argued for more than a
decade that participatory rituals are a site of performance
(Conquergood, 1986; Fine, 1984; Myerhoff, 1984; Speer, 1985).
Rituals are stories that people tell themselves about themselves
(Geertz, 1971, p. 5). Performance of any family ritual, for example,
reveals dense layers of meaning about who we are, what it means to
be a member of our culture, and the values held sacred within the
two.

Criticism: Events that criticize are designed to make an argument.
Such performances have as a primary goal “the shaping and sharpen-
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ing of attitudes to the point of at least incipient action” (Strine, Long,
& Hopkins, 1990, p. 188). These performances are designed to
achieve attitudinal change.

Political action: Some performances go a step beyond attitudinal
change and become “sites of political action” (Strine, Long, &
Hopkins, 1990, p. 188). These performances attempt to help actuate
behavioral change in society. Such performances might, for example,
be “based on taped interviews and personal narratives of troubled or
oppressed groups” (Strine, Long, & Hopkins, 1990, p. 188).
Performances of this type have caused legislative bodies to enact laws
to address dramatized problems (Hartman & Alho, 1979).

Psychological probe: Zahner-Roloff (1986, p. 19) calls this type of
performance “the curing of psyche by the making and sounding of
image.” Therapy in this sense is derived through composing poems
and reading poems to others. Healing and therapy are achieved for
performer, audience, and author.

Of the eight categories within Strine, Long, and Hopkins’ (1990)
typology, some more than others lend themselves to useful adapta-
tion within intercollegiate forensics competition. Some, in fact, are
already being incorporated. By extrapolating Strine, Long, and
Hopkins’ (1990) typology, possible avenues for future exploration
within the field of performance include several opportunities. These
recommendations include the use of nontraditional texts and open-
ness toward alternate genres of literature; performance as therapy;
and (perhaps the most contested and ethically charged suggestion)
play.

The use of nontraditional texts: Because performance scholars
question the distinct boundary between author, performer, and text,
as well as challenge the notion that certain types of text are to be
“privileged,” our gradual (implied) acceptance of postmodern perfor-
mance suggests that the forensic community must become receptive
toward nontraditional texts'. Personal narratives are but one example
of performable texts in the performance studies paradigm. If the
forensics community continues to shift toward performance studies
as the dominant paradigm, the acceptance of personal original texts
seems not only logical, but also likely?. Such an occurrence is filled
with ethical, logistical, and philosophical implications. Further, the
very integrity of existing texts is called to question within a perfor-
mance paradigm. Intertextuality implies the blending of narrative
voices within the performance. At what point does performer voice
end and author voice begin? Is the distinction between author and
performer real or artificial and to what extent should the distinctness

1 For example, the use of intertextuality and textual layering in Program Oral
Interpretation.

2For an excellent discussion of narrative as performance see Stern, C. & Henderson, B.
(1993). The Personal Narrative and the Performance of Ethnography. Performance:
Texts and contexts. New York, NY: Longman.
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of voice be preserved? Such issues remain to be answered as forensic
pedagogy continues to explore the performance paradigm.

Performance as therapy: For the last decade, the idea that perfor-
mance is a potential site for catharsis and personal cleansing has been
well-documented (Stern & Henderson, 1993). While the potential for
therapy performance exists in forensic competition, it is not recom-
mended. The fact that forensics judges are trained in speech acts, not
as therapists, is enough to warrant extreme caution when moving
toward this type of performance shift. Still, when handled carefully
between coach and student, the potential for constructing a perfor-
mance selection that allows a student to constructively work through
personal issues may have advantages. However, the future of this type
of performance is not encouraging in forensic pedagogy.
Nonetheless, therapy performance is one example of the possibilities
that performance study has begun to explore.

Play: The greatest potential ethical dilemma is presented to foren-
sics educators when pondering the idea of play or epistemological
jouissance in performance. In the most basic sense, a performance
studies paradigm encourages performers to challenge existing canon
and genre, reject the privileging of certain texts, and explore new
modes of relation between author, text, and audience. Like criticism
and political action, play encourages performers to challenge author-
ity, question rules, and explore alternative methods of performance.
Consequently, the notion of textual integrity may be moot within a
performance paradigm. If there is no separation between
author/reader/text, then it is inevitable that the reader and author’s
voices will merge to become one new voice. For the performance
scholar, the separation of either voice is both undesirable and impos-
sible. It is in the merging of texts (both author and reader as distinct
“texts”) that new possibilities emerge. Consequently, performance
may become a site of resistance. A place where old canon and law
might be challenged, questioned, and interrogated in the act of per-
formance. Such resistance, argues Foucault (1980), is a natural state
of being, stifled by social forces that encourage conformity.

One example of jouissance, or experimenting with the original
authorial intent of a traditional literary work, can be witnessed in the
off-Broadway production of “R & J”; an all-male adaptation of the
Shakespearean classic, “Romeo and Juliet.” In an interview with
Shteir (1998), director Joe Calarco describes his adaptation of
Shakespeare’s play as an exploration of the strain between homosex-
_ual and heterosexual cultures. Calarco states, “To help maintain that
tension, even reading ‘Romeo and Juliet’ becomes a dangerous act in
“R&J” (Shteir, 1998, p. 2). Shteir (1998, p. 2) describes the reappro-
priation of Shakespeare’s drama:

When, shortly after the play begins, the young men
dare to venture out of the Orwellian school, they soar into
a Bacchanalian world, becoming the play’s characters and
experiencing moments of forbidden love. [Calarco] also
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added two Shakespeare sonnets and an erotic wedding
scene. “Shakespeare never lets you see the lovers getting
married,” he said-increasing the play’s emotional tension.
“This is no sweet romance,” Mr. Calarco said. “The lovers
are nuts; they’re insane. When Romeo says,’Come death,
and welcome, Juliet wills it so,” that’s insane.” The ceremo-
ny shows two young men getting married and Kissing pas-
sionately. Is there a homoerotic subtext?

Calarco’s intent was to emphasize the tensions between heterosex-
ual and homosexual cultures through his adaptation of the play-an
intent that most certainly transcended Shakespeare’s goal when writ-
ing the drama. For the modern oral interpreter, such reappropriation
of a literary work to express one’s standpoint might be considered
taboo, yet this performance undoubtedly provided a unique mode of
expression for the director, performers, and many in the audience.

Regardless of the direction performance theorists, forensics coach-
es, and student competitors wish the activity to take, resistance to
change is likely. Yet, such resistance may tell us much about what we
are already implicitly doing. “Students’ choices of texts-and of per-
formance styles, as well-may be telling us far more than we recognize
about affirmations as well as denials of values” that we, as individu-
als, consciously or unconsciously hold or reject (Strine, Long, &
Hopkins, 1990, p. 193). In my own classes, for example, it is not sur-
prising that Eurocentric males (and, for that matter, those who have
internalized that gaze) subscribe to schools of thought designed to
preserve authority and canon, rather than embrace postmodern
notions of text and jouissance that may require them to reject it.

In this essay I briefly explored the philosophical positions of mod-
ern oral interpretation and postmodern performance studies, delin-
eated the distinction between “work” and “text,” and ultimately
explored some implications for our gradual shift toward performance
theory in intercollegiate forensics. While our discipline continues to
experience growing pains as a result of Kuhn's (1970) challenge it
seems clear that the implicit epistemic and paradigmatic shift within
current forensics practice is not without consequence. Many of the
questions posed in this essay remain unanswered, yet the answers will
come with time as intercollegiate forensics continues along its current
trajectory. I hope that this essay will aid the reader in contributing to
the ongoing dialogue resulting from the shifts already evident in cur-
rent forensics practice and pedagogy.
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