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“The Monstrous Wilderness of Mr. Faulkner’s Imagination:” Stark Young and the Popular Struggle for Southern Identity.

Sarah E. Gardner, Mercer University

Stark Young, former Nashville Agrarian and drama critic for The New Republic, rarely left matters to chance. A month before his novel of the Civil War, So Red the Rose (1934) was scheduled to be released, he began poking around to find out who was assigned to review it for The New York Times Book Review. He enlisted Norma Brickell, whose husband was the literary editor at the New York Evening Post and thus well placed the book reviewing world, to snoop around for him. Hoping that she had read the page proofs, he opened his letter by flattering her: “nobody would see quicker than you,” he wrote, that So Red the Rose was unlike other novels of the war. “People who do a lot of reviews,” he feared, would not be able to discern the “qualities” that distinguished his novel from the others that had flooded the literary market in the mid-1930s. “I have therefore made some notes,” he confessed to Norma, “which might be passed along” to the Times reviewer.  He appealed to her friendship, and to her familiarity with the effort he put into the writing, explaining “how anxious I am that it should not get mere perfunctory reviewing.”  He closed his letter by encouraging Norma “to do anything that your imagination suggests.”
  

Stark Young’s anxiety did not stem from a crisis of self-confidence. He certainly did not doubt his artistic skill. Letters to his literary agent, Leah Salisbury, to fellow artists, critics, and friends, reveal Young promoting his “considerable talents” and comparing himself favorably to many of the South’s most well-known interpreters, including William Faulkner, Erskine Caldwell, and, by the end of the 1930s, Margaret Mitchell. He frequently reminded Malcolm Cowley, literary editor at The New Republic, of the anthologizing of his drama criticism and the steady stream of invitations to lecture at the nation’s premier universities, which stood as testimony to his mastery of his craft.
  Clearly, then, something more than an author’s neuroses was at play in Young’s letter to Norma Brickell.   

Unlike many of his fellow writers, Young had an intimate understanding of the politics of book reviewing.  As a member of The New Republic’s editorial staff, he participated in production meetings at which reviews were assigned. His own efforts to steer reviews toward those who shared his conservative political outlook in these meetings were often defeated or ignored, much to his consternation. In one case, Young maneuvered to write the review for Virginia novelist Ellen Glasgow’s latest work, The Sheltered Life (1932). Because Young did not typically review novels, he wrote Glasgow, asking her to lay out what she had hoped to achieve in her book. “This would make the review more useful,” he explained, “and it does seem we are good enough friends not to go mincing around about such matters.” The sooner his review appeared, he continued, “the more use to the book, which is what I’d like to be.” When Young returned from a short vacation, however, he learned that Cowley had assigned the review to Clifton Fadiman instead, whose review Young found less than satisfactory. He maintained that Fadiman “wrote that silly review without [. . .] ever reading the book.
  Ellen Glasgow, for her part, was incensed that a “Communist” had reviewed her novel. She asked one of her editors at Doubleday, Doran and Company, to intercede on her behalf with Henry Hazlitt, who was then the literary editor at The Nation, for fear that “the book there might get into the hands of some young communist who judges every book by whether the author is ‘well bred’ or not; and regards every ‘ill-bred’ author as ‘superior.’”
 As this example suggests, both Glasgow and Young regarded the role of the reviewer as critical in shaping public opinion and feared the ramifications of what they deemed an uninformed and irresponsible review.

Young found this and similar episodes disheartening. He wrote hundreds of letters to compatriots, dashed off angry memos to Malcolm Cowley, and devised plots to influence the magazine’s editorial position.
 Given this context, then, his letter to Norma Brickell seems less an act of defensive posturing than a response to a growing hostility among the New York literati to Young’s intellectual position – and indeed, to the Agrarian wing of the Southern Renaissance. 

Young’s, Glasgow’s, and similarly “conservative” novels stood at the center “culture wars” fought over the contested literary terrain of the American South. By the time Young was drafting his novel, stories of Scottsboro, the plight of southern tenant farmers, Huey Long’s demagoguery, and a host of other southern “problems” filled the pages of the intellectual weeklies, and thus sharpened focus on the region. Young appreciated the crucial role book reviews played in forming intellectual discourse, as evinced by his letter to Norma Brickell. He also suspected that his novel would become cannon fodder for the literary critics who were battling it out in the pages of the journals of opinion. After all, Michael Gold’s evisceration of Thornton Wilder’s “genteel” fiction, the first salvo in this literary debate, had appeared in The New Republic. Outraged that Wilder had been awarded the Pulitzer Prize for The Bridge of San Luis Rey (1927), a novel set in 18th-century Peru, Gold demanded a literature that exposed the social ills confronting America. “Where are the cotton mills and the murder of Ella May and her songs,” he pleaded.
 Young knew that So Red the Rose would hardly satisfy the Michael Golds of the world. He feared that by receiving derogatory or, worse, dismissive reviews from the critics, his contemplation on Southern identity would be discounted or ignored. His fellow Agrarians shared his fear.  As Allen Tate lamented, the Southern author “must write [. . . ] as the most advanced school of opinion in New York directs him to write.”
  Fadiman’s review of Ellen Glasgow’s The Sheltered Life demonstrated, to Young and Glasgow at least, the penalty for failing to follow New York’s lead. 
Young clearly understood that his critics regarded him as clinging to a dying school of plantation romance. He could hardly disagree. A year before the So Red the Rose’s publication he declared his intentions: “I want it to be a monument in the South of a certain quality of society that was there, in the planting class.” “Stroke by stroke,” he later assessed, “what love has gone into this book!” Recalling the moment when he told his editor at Scribner’s the novel’s projected title, Young proudly claimed: “Max Perkins had something like tears in his eyes about it.” The title alone had, Young believed, elicited the proper emotive response from Perkins. Perhaps more important, Perkins confided to Young: “I think things are getting much more propitious to such writing as yours.” Readers were turning away from the “hard-boiled literature” of the realists, Perkins surmised, and toward writing with “light and shadows both, and not only the extreme of either one.” Perkins’ assurances notwithstanding, Young wondered about the novel’s marketability.  “Pray for it,” he wrote one of his correspondents. “I want it to be a large, rich and beautiful canvas.”
 

And a large canvas it was. The novel tells the story of the Bedfords and the McGehees, two Natchez planting families, during the Civil War era. Highlighting the novel’s sentimentality, one scholar has recently noted, So Red the Rose “is more an act of piety than a fiction about the antebellum South. Love more than craft lay behind its composition.”
 As Young readily admitted, he was less interested in telling a story of Civil War battles than he was in explaining the worldview of the Southern aristocracy. Whiggish in their political orientation, tempered and moderate in their behavior, loving and supportive of family members, hospitable to all visitors, and kindly and generous to their “servants,” the Bedfords and McGehees represented the “highest type” of Southern character. The Civil War, however, destroyed the world that produced them and forced the slaveholding South to be remade in the North’s image. Surveying the wreckage of a ruined civilization, Hugh McGehee contemplated the enormity of his loss: “Democracy, a good theory, a great human right, which works out none too well; slavery, a bad theory, a great human wrong, which works out none too badly. I endorsed democracy, I condemned slavery; and here I am with my house burned down and my colored people free, deceived with false promises, mixed up and robbed.” As Hugh saw it, the South’s civilization had “rested on physical harmony and manner of life in which the nerves were not harassed; and it arose from the natural springs of feeling, where interest, pressure, and competition have not got in the way.”
 That civilization died at Appomattox.

Young did not disguise his sympathies. He confessed to Allen Tate: “Subtly under this whole book is an insinuating deadly crack at the North.” Importantly, however, he denied any desire to return to the past.  During one of his frequent disputes with Malcolm Cowley, Young assured his fellow editor: “So to my feelings about the Deep South or Old South, you can believe this: I’m not such a fool as to wish to go back to that state nor so banal a theorist as to dream of going back – literally or creatively – to anything.” 
 But, even if Young did not advocate a return to the South’s slaveholding past, he did invite his readers to question the new industrial order, with its own inequalities and prejudices, which replaced it. 

Fortunately for Young, So Red the Rose sold well. It entered its second printing just two days after the novel’s initial publication. Within a month, it had sold more than 40,000 copies; by the spring of 1935 it had sold more than 95,000. “That is considered phenomenal in the market now,” Young explained to one of his correspondents. Publishers’ Weekly, “the only authentic record in [the] country” listed it among its weekly national bestsellers all through the late summer and fall of 1934 and among its monthly bestsellers through March 1935.  Not surprisingly, it sold well in Atlanta and New Orleans, but Publishers’ Weekly also listed it as a “fiction leader” in Boston, Chicago, New York, Philadelphia, San Francisco, and Washington D.C. According to the trade journal, So Red the Rose trailed only Hervey Allen’s blockbuster Anthony Adverse and Caroline Miller’s Pulitzer Prize-winning Lamb in His Bosom as the best-selling novel of 1934. Scribner’s marketed the novel aggressively, placing full-page ads in the nation’s leading publications throughout the second half of 1934. During the Christmas season, it placed “huge advertisements” on New York City buses that declared “SO RED THE ROSE, the bestselling novel in America today.” A week after Publishers’ Weekly declared So Red the Rose as one of the top sellers of 1934, Scribner’s directed an ad to booksellers: “Remember – while you are reading all of these announcements of Spring books that the best-selling full-length novel of 1934 [. . .] is one of your Sales certainties” for 1935.  “A novel with the solid sort of appeal that will keep it alive twenty years from now,” the ad boasted. “A bookstore item of permanent value.”
 

Young welcomed the novel’s popular reception and encouraged his friends to share in his literary triumph. “I know you and Caroline have been more than delighted to see how well ‘So Red the Rose’ has gotten on,” he wrote Allen Tate. Unsurprisingly, he also reveled in shadenfreude, glibly noting “I fancy the boys at the NR are quite delighted, don’t you think so?”  Remarking on the attention the novel received from reviewers, Young counted “more than 150 review clippings” thus far.
  

Of course, aggressive marketing alone did not catapult So Red the Rose to the top of the bestseller list, as Dorothea Lawrence Mann pointed out in the Boston Evening Transcript. The novel sold, according to many reviewers, because Young told a compelling story. “The remarkable point of Stark Young’s achievement,” according to Mann, “is that he does not satirize or glorify a romantic tradition.” Rather, Young depicted “real people living a gracious life.”  Although that life had been destroyed by the fortunes of war, Young “pictures a class of people still responsible, still caring what is made of their community.” Similarly, Robert Cantwell, whose review appeared in New Outlook, found persuasive the novel’s “thesis that the South had constructed [. . .] a civilization intellectually and emotionally more appealing than any that Americans have any hope of attaining.” The plantation culture presented by Young, Cantwell believed, “is certainly worth dying for.” Moved by the bravery of the Confederate soldiers and by the “whole population’s” willingness to sacrifice, Cantwell “was surprised [. . . ] to remember [. . .] the South lost the War.”  It seems impossible, he surmised. Cantwell’s comments might seem surprising, given his own leftist writings and his championing of proletarian literature, including Grace Lumpkin’s 1932 novel of Gastonia, To Make My Bread. But, in both Mann’s and Cantwell’s estimation, Young’s novel, which championed community, family, responsibility, and sacrifice, resonated with readers living in depression-era America.
 
Other critics who praised Young explicitly tied So Red the Rose to the debates about Southern literature that raged during the 1930s. Fellow agrarian John Donald Wade, for example, sarcastically noted in his review essay titled, “Two Souths,” that in Young’s novel, “no central character suffers either plague, famine, rape, sudden death, or, [. . . ], one single Freudian complex.” In other words, Young’s novel did not conform to the mode of the Southern Grotesque. Rather, So Red the Rose concerns “noble figures moving against an heroic background.”  Young’s novel, said Wade, reminds readers: 

It is not what we are or do or have that marks us, but what we wish to be and to do and to have; it is not logic that determines courses, but the subtle, imponderable falling out of things; it is not the energetic disposition to examine carefully and judge conscientiously that guarantees worth and distinction to many of us – most of us, simply, have not the brains enough for judgment; it is not that, then, but the disposition to act – unreasonably and blindly, if we must – within a code, after a highly conceived pattern that it would be blasphemy to question.

 Unlike the purveyors of the grotesque, who merely shock and titillate, Wade suggests, Young asks abiding questions of human concern.  

Writing in the Chicago Daily Tribune, Fanny Butcher remarked that no other region of the country had “so much and such balderdash” written about it as the Old South. Frustrated readers fled from “the sloppy sentimental and turned with a natural eagerness to the realer horrors of southern life” as depicted by William Faulkner and Thomas Wolfe. But along came So Red the Rose, “a novel which has everything that the gagging school of pre-Faulkner days wrote about, done, miraculously in the period, but giving a sense of reality as vivid as any of the moderns.” In Stark Young’s deft hands, Natchez, Mississippi, becomes “a state of mind” as much “as Boston ever was.”
 According to Butcher, Young managed to write a novel reminiscent of the “plantation school” of Southern fiction that rang true to modernist readers recently drawn to the Southern Grotesque. 
Both J. Donald Adams, the literary editor of The New York Times Book Review and whom Stark Young so desperately hoped to influence, and Ellen Glasgow used the occasion of their front page reviews to praise Young’s novel and lambast those critics who dismissed it. Adams boldly pronounced: “no American who wishes to know of his country’s past [. . .] can afford to let [it] go unread.” He declared Young’s treatment of the planters’ civilization and of its destruction by the war “superlative.” The novel’s detractors as “incapable of either loving or understanding” the Old South, he declared. That they will surely “sneer” at So Red the Rose is of no concern. Young’s attention to “grace in living, a love of beauty, a recognition of loyalties, a maintenance of standards,” distinguished his work from those penned critics who merely wished to point out the Old South’s “flaws.” Adams sensed that So Red the Rose emanated from a deep passion.  “And such books, after all, are the only books that really” matter.

Similarly, Ellen Glasgow derided those critics who objected to So Red the Rose because it does not “survey the past from the flat proletarian angle.” Southern planters “had a point of view,” she noted.  In a jab pointed directly at William Faulkner, Glasgow snidely claimed that those planters “merit at least a share of the attention we pay to the sodden futilitarians and corncob cavaliers of the literary South.” Glasgow declared So Red the Rose the “most completely realized” novel of the South during the Civil War that had yet been written. More important, however, she believed the novel transcended time and place. “Beneath the regional spirit and atmosphere,” she claimed, “there is an integrity of structure which identifies these people with human beings in every age in every part of the world.” Young, according to Glasgow, writes of an agrarian society “that was doomed by its virtues as well as by its faults to destruction.” Readers might wonder why “these happy planters” did not retreat into isolationism and simply allow the North “speed by to nowhere on the wings of the dynamo.” But, as Glasgow pointed out, southern planters could not remain silent as their civilization came under attack. Perhaps they failed to understand that “slavery, in name at least, had become an anachronism and that romance and gallantry were lost causes.” Young’s novel suggests, however, that perhaps the planters understood everything “and chose deliberately to go down to defeat as champions of the lost.” Their willingness to “sacrifice life itself for a way of living,” recommends them to readers, Glasgow believed. “In a time of general disintegration, when stupidity, cruelty, vulgarity and mere empty violence are all glorified in our fiction,” So Red the Rose reminds readers “that a novel must have a sprit as well as a body, that literature is more than a vocation, it is an affair of the heart.”

Glasgow claimed to have detested reviewing. She constantly turned down requests from editors, citing that reviewing distracted her from her novel writing. Nevertheless, she angled to review So Red the Rose, asking Irita Van Doren, literary editor at the New York Herald-Tribune, to promise her the front page of the Sunday book section. After the review appeared, Glasgow confessed that she found it “rather fine.” Its publication did not warm her to reviewing, however. “My review of So Red the Rose has brought me endless bother,” she told Van Doren. “Every publisher (to say nothing of the writers) in the country appears to be animated by a desire to have me review a book. And I hate doing it above all things.”  Glasgow reviewed Young’s novel because of their long-standing friendship and, perhaps equally important, because she welcomed the space to fulminate against the purveyors of the Southern Gothic. As she told Donald Adams after she had read a draft of So Red the Rose, Young’s novel “will penetrate far deeper than any fiction of the Raw-Head-and-Bloody-Bones school. After all,” she noted, “the Gothic tale may have its superficial place, but it is not indigenous to the soil.”
 
Not surprisingly, Herschel Brickell also praised the novel. Writing in The North American Review, Brickell professed So Red the Rose the best novel of the literary season.  Young had, according to Brickell, told of “civilization that was based largely upon the very intelligent action on the part of New Englanders of making money out of slavery and letting the South hold the bag with the slaves in it.” Echoing Max Perkins’ assessment of the reading public’s desires, Brickell attributed the novel’s brisk sales to a reading audience grown “fed up with novels of the proletariat, with hard-boiled novels, and with novels, in general, about unattractive people.” Make no mistake, he told his readers. Young had not written “merely another costume drama.” Young was not a sentimentalist or a romantic, Brickell asserted. Although Young peppered his novel with the “details of a distinctly romantic and picturesque way of life,” he also wrote of “the philosophy of a way of life.”  Brickell agreed with Adams, believing So Red the Rose came from “profound feeling” and “an evidently powerful artistic conscience.”  Like Butcher, Brickell concluded that the novel succeeds precisely because Young had rendered a romantic and sentimental period realistically.

Not everyone applauded the work, however. Oxford’s Phil Stone, mentor of William Faulkner, thought the effusive praise by critics like Adams, Brickell, and Glasgow misplaced. Stone scribbled the following comments in his copy of So Red the Rose and copied them in a letter to Young: 

I know it is deserving of respect as anything carefully and lovingly done.  It is full of a fine delicate feeling beautifully and delicately and accurately expressed but it lacks the vitality of movement as does the mind of Mr. Stark itself. It is full of fine writing but as a whole it does not move and is rather tedious except at the last. It is a pity that such a sweet mind, so full of delicate nuances and quickly responsive to them should not be able to rid itself of that self-conscious fear of vulgarity. It does not rush and plunge and soar enough to be truly great, and there is no overwhelming rush of life. [. . .] It is not sufficient justification to say that it is a quiet book and had to be pitched in a quiet key. The critics have overrated this book.

Young confessed to Stone that he was “somewhat overwhelmed” by the correspondence his novel had inspired.  “Luckily, not everyone thinks quite the same of me or of the book as you do,” he quipped, “else I should still be in Oxford.”

Others concurred with Stone. Many critics disparaged the novel’s sentimental romanticism and considered it a mere redux of the moonlight and magnolia plantation novel. Mary McCarthy, writing in The Nation, described Young’s account of the Bedfords and the McGehee’s as “one long, slow caress.” If Young imagined that he had written a “dispassionate” account of these folks, she intimated, he failed miserably. So Red the Rose “is not truly a history or a novel,” McCarthy wrote, but a poem of glorification.” Initially, McCarthy was struck by Young’s novel. “For a moment,” she confessed, “one thinks that Stark Young has been given miraculous penetration, that he will recreate a dead word in true and living terms. But,” she lamented, “it is soon evident that he is not interested in truth, but in romance.” The novel is ultimately “long, luscious, and finally cloying.” She admitted that Young “is a master at creating this lush, unreal atmosphere, and one cannot of course blame him for romancing if that is his special desire.”
 But, this final concession does not obviate the general tenor of her review. So Red the Rose offered readers nothing more than a rehashing of a Thomas Nelson Page tale of the South’s days “befo’e the war.”

Clifton Fadiman, writing in The New Yorker, was hardly as generous. Fadiman disagreed with Ellen Glasgow’s contention that planters, whose position had been discredited by Confederate defeat, had a point of view that deserves consideration. Fadiman simply found Young’s characters irrelevant.  “What, at this late date,” Fadiman wondered, “Mr. Young should wish to pay a four-hundred-and-thirty-one-page Southern compliment to the group of vanished Mississippi planters is puzzling.”  Young did not write battle scenes, Fadiman explained. Rather, the novelist “has endeavored merely to record what he considers a valid way of life, a planter culture, rooted as he readily admits, in slave labor, but flowering, as he thinks, into chivalry, honor, the finer uses of leisure, and the production of independent characters. Enjoyment of his book,” Fadiman continued, “depends pretty much on whether you like these Natchez ladies and gentlemen.”  Unfortunately for Young, “it’s not too easy [. . .] after several doses of Faulkner, Caldwell, Stribling, and Wolfe” to care much about the fate of the characters that populate Portobello and Montrose plantations.  “If you have the black blood of the abolitionists in your veins,” Fadiman surmised, “you had better stick to Wendell Phillips.”
 Young disingenuously dismissed Fadiman’s criticisms, declaring that Fadiman “had no position with New York readers at all,” and noting that “what he says will be actually what New York readers might be disposed to think already.”
 This comment notwithstanding, the evidence overwhelmingly points to Young’s anxiety about his novel’s critical reception

George Stevens, whose review appeared in The Saturday Review of Literature, disagreed with both McCarthy and Fadiman.  Young “avoids the romantic picture [. . .] of the Old South,” Stevens claimed, “and his choice of the most admirable of the plantation owners as his characters is perfectly legitimate artistically.” In Stevens’ estimation, however, the novel nevertheless failed because it offered a “conventional” portrait of the Old South. Although Young’s choice to write about the planter class was defensible, his characters were not compelling. Young’s “picture” of the South, Stevens asserted, “gives the impression of having been built up out of a mass of family documents and reminiscences, rather than directly imagined; and it is not peopled with interesting individuals.” And, if Young avoided romanticizing this Old South, he certainly relied on melodrama. “There is more than a hint of “Birth of a Nation,” Stevens noted, in Young’s handling of certain scenes.  Although Stevens did not find So Red the Rose nostalgic, he nevertheless imagined that So Red the Rose would appeal to those “who suffer from an Oedipus complex about the South.”
 Young surmised that his novel would have received a more favorable notice in The Saturday Review had Amy Loveman, the magazine’s editor, not promised the review to Stevens. Young imagined that Loveman, after seeing Stevens’ negative review, “would feel quite bad about it.”
  

Not surprisingly, Young found those reviewers who accused So Red the Rose of nostalgia maddening. Lewis Gannett’s unfavorable review in the New York Herald-Tribune prompted Young to annotate and send his copy of the review to Herschel Brickell.  Gannett found much to dislike in Young’s book, and Young found much to dislike in Gannett’s review.  Like Phil Stone, Gannett did not understand those who heaped unqualified praise on So Red the Rose. Tate and Glasgow might have found much to admire, but as a descendant of “cold New England stock,” Gannett “found the scent of the cape jasmines, the camellias, the sweet-olives and the ten-acre rose-beds a bit heavy.” Like Stevens, Gannett concluded that the world in Young’s novel was not an artistic creation but a historical one. Quoting a passage from the novel, Gannet wrote: “‘A Natchez child is born into a perfect academy of memories.’ Mr. Young must have been born into some such academy; you feel as you read that these must be precious family memories and local stories woven into a novel.  Could he have invented the McGehee and the Bedford households,” Gannett wondered. Like Stevens, then, Gannett suspected that Young wrote a family history disguised as fiction. Young countered both of these comments, but found Gannett’s concluding statements most offensive.  “Moving as the book often is, sensitive as are Mr. Young’s perceptions of the smells and sounds as well as the sights and emotions of this South,” Gannett confessed, “‘So Red the Rose’ left me less, not more, sympathetic to the romantic little coterie which he so nostalgically sentimentalizes.”
 

As with Stone and Fadiman, Young became exasperated that Gannett misread his novel and credited to him ideas he did not hold. And, once again, he challenged the assumption that he pined for the Southern past. Young explained to Brickell: “I wouldn’t live – born as I am and what I am – in such a society.”
  Young’s response is not surprising given the context in which he wrote. Young believed his participation in the Agrarian symposium, I’ll Take My Stand, and the protracted disputes with his fellow editors opened him up to attack. He therefore wrote in defiance. For Young, each review, each letter, each essay carried with it more than a pronouncement about his novel. In an unpublished defense of his novel and of his vision of the South, initially intended for the pages of The New Republic, Young declared “the subject matter of my book [. . .] important.”  Moreover, he maintained, “Everyone agrees that any book’s author worth his salt feels a conscience and a loyalty toward his material – the country, the society, the characters, and all life within which these are seen.  In my opinion,” he continued, “this conscience and loyalty apply, within various limits, to the criticism of his book.”
 That his vision was unfashionable, Young argued, should not prevent So Red the Rose from receiving a fair hearing. Open-mindedness would be impossible, Young surmised, if editors perfunctorily assigned his novel for review to the usual suspects. The novel’s commercial success did not mitigate the importance Young placed on the novel’s critical reception. His efforts to influence his novels’ reviewers indicate the degree to which “the idea” of the South was contested in the 1930s and hints at the cultural importance of book reviews as a site of negotiation.
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