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‘In a few years’ time, there will be audiences for these films who won’t have any memory or knowledge of which were made first and, hence, no preconceptions; they’ll simply be watching them in the order that the story demands – from number one through to number six. It was a joy for us to go back and to tell a completely different story while, at the same time, having a lot of fun weaving in characters, story threads and set-ups that ultimately pay off in The Lord of the Rings – something we could never have done if we had made The Hobbit first’




HOBBIT-FORMING
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‘IT’S A UNIVERSAL STORY,’ IS HOW PETER JACKSON DESCRIBES J.R.R. TOLKIEN’S THE HOBBIT. ‘IT’S THE STORY OF A DISPOSSESSED PEOPLE, ENDURING MANY HARDSHIPS IN THEIR ATTEMPT TO RECLAIM THEIR HOMELAND AND OF THE GREED AND MADNESS THAT OVERTAKES SOMEBODY WHO WANTS SOMETHING ALMOST TOO MUCH. AND, IN THE CHARACTER OF BILBO, IT IS THE STORY OF AN INNOCENT WHO IS FUNDAMENTALLY CHANGED BY THE EXPERIENCE OF GOING ON THIS TOTALLY UNEXPECTED JOURNEY.’



It is also, of course, a precursor to Tolkien’s later epic tale, as Peter explains: ‘Something of the essence and ingredients of The Lord of the Rings is there in The Hobbit, but it is just mixed in a slightly different way. It’s a little more humorous and you could say the characters are a bit more colourful, but it’s a strong story with its own epic quality: it has spectacle – amazing landscapes and visual splendour – and there’s no shortage of action, adventure and excitement.’
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Director Peter Jackson and Martin Freeman discuss Bilbo’s next scene in Erebor.



Having already successfully explored Tolkien’s world in the Rings trilogy presented Peter Jackson and his colleagues with a challenge: ‘We wanted The Hobbit to be the same filmmakers going back into Middle-earth, shooting a movie in much the same style, but the story and characters are different so that inevitably gives it a different flavour. It is more naïve and lacks the same cataclysmic struggle between good and evil that is the central theme of the later book. Nevertheless, it has a strong narrative and many of the events are establishing the fact that forces are at work that will later play a major role in The Lord of the Rings.’

The clearest link between the two works is the Ring, which Bilbo finds in Gollum’s cave under the Misty Mountains and which gives him the power of invisibility, enabling him to aid the Dwarves when they find themselves in various difficult situations. Only later did the author come to realize that Gollum’s ‘precious’ was nothing less than the One Ring of Power made, lost and sought for by the Dark Lord, Sauron.

‘It is only when you read The Lord of the Rings,’ says Peter, ‘that you realize the extent to which Bilbo’s adventures in The Hobbit have changed him as a character. The Ring slowly becomes a great burden for him. Not only that, but he never really settles back into hobbit life and – as far as his fellow hobbits are concerned – he is treated with a degree of suspicion because he carries the stigma of having gone off and had wild adventures in foreign parts and, they all suppose, is now living in a hobbit hole crammed with pots of gold.’


‘It is only when you read The Lord of the Rings that you realize the extent to which Bilbo’s adventures in The Hobbit have changed him as a character’

Discussing Tolkien’s literary style in The Hobbit, Peter says: ‘I find it fascinating that at the time Tolkien wrote The Hobbit he was inventing a bedtime story for his children and had no knowledge of the events that were to befall in The Lord of the Rings. However, the simple tale was in fact just a relatively innocent prologue to an epic saga with a darker tone.’
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Where Tolkien had sketched the characters of the Dwarves, the filmmakers would need to create fully developed characters who the audience could care for as the story progressed.



The nature of the book as a children’s entertainment full of episodic incidents presented the filmmakers with a further dilemma, as Peter explains: ‘Tolkien wrote The Hobbit at a breathless pace and was more concerned with getting to the next exciting event than with stopping to develop the characters. When you attempt to turn that material into a movie, made in a style worthy of being a companion to The Lord of the Rings, a sequence that may have taken only a page or two in the book can easily become ten minutes of film footage.’

And that process of giving the characters greater depth whilst still being faithful to the original narrative proved interesting for the team: ‘You discover that the story absorbs those elaborations rather like a sponge absorbs water! It has an ability to grow and yet still be The Hobbit everyone knows and loves.’
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Many significant features in the film trilogy, such as the appearance of the human settlement of Lake-town, would adhere closely to Tolkien’s original conception as written and illustrated by him.



This goes some way towards answering one of the most frequently made comments with regard to The Hobbit trilogy: ‘It’s interesting,’ says Peter; ‘people say, “Well, it’s a relatively slight novel so how come it’s three movies?” What you have to understand is we’re not just adapting the original Hobbit novel. Once The Lord of the Rings was written and published, Tolkien realized that the sequel revealed various inconsistencies or blanks in The Hobbit. So he always intended to revise what was now a prequel in order to tie up those loose ends.’

Indeed, in 1951, fourteen years after first publication, Tolkien made a few changes for a second edition including rewriting the ‘Riddles in the Dark’ chapter in order to give the ‘true’ version of how Bilbo came by Gollum’s magic Ring. Originally Gollum had wagered his precious possession on the outcome of the riddle contest, but Tolkien now had Bilbo, instead, find it by chance. However, many other questions remained unanswered, such as where does Gandalf go when he abandons Bilbo and the Dwarves on the edge of Mirkwood, and the true nature of the mysterious ‘Necromancer’.
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Bilbo’s theft of the cup would be the catalyst to drive the story on in both the book and the films.




In 1960, Tolkien tackled the problem again, as Peter explains: ‘He was intending to re-write The Hobbit to link up to the events in The Lord of the Rings as well as to give the story a more “adult” tone, but, after only a few chapters, Tolkien abandoned the attempt and it was never finished. However, much of the material he never got round to writing can be found in a set of Appendices that were published at the end of The Lord of the Rings.’

These Appendices provided the structure for the Jackson Hobbit and contributed to the growth of what were originally two films into a trilogy. ‘In adapting The Hobbit,’ says Peter, ‘we wanted to have it talk directly to The Lord of the Rings, ‘so, using Tolkien’s notes as our blueprint, we created a more expanded version of the story that you read in the novel itself and to some degree we’re doing what Tolkien wanted to do but never did.’

A result of the trilogy being filmed across an extended period of time has given the films an unexpected synchronicity with the experience of the characters in the story: ‘A typical movie,’ observes Peter, ‘would shoot for three or four months, but our filming took place across more than a year which, interestingly, is the same period of time that it takes Bilbo to travel ‘There and Back Again’. So, as it turned out, the making of the movie was almost like walking step-by-step, stride-by-stride with our company of characters as they fulfilled their quest.’
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While the set dressers finish adding detail to the set, Peter prepares for the next part of the shoot outside the Front Gate of Erebor.





DIRECT ACTION: THOUGHTS ON PJ AS DIRECTOR
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TALK TO ANY CAST MEMBER ON THE HOBBIT AND YOU BEGIN TO BUILD A PICTURE OF WHAT IT’S LIKE TO BE AN ACTOR IN A PETER JACKSON FILM. ASK JED BROPHY, WHO PLAYS NORI, AND HIS REPLY IS UNEQUIVOCAL: ‘HE IS A GENIUS WHO HAS THE GENIUS TO SURROUND HIMSELF WITH GENIUSES, SO YOU’RE NOT JUST WORKING WITH HIM, BUT WITH PEOPLE WHO ARE THE BEST IN THE WORLD AT WHAT THEY DO.’



More specifically, Jed focuses on Peter’s unique understanding of story and character: ‘He not only comprehends how the different races and creatures interact, he also really understands the climactic beats of the story and how to push actors towards those beats. He quite simply knows every character’s emotional arc better than any other director with whom I’ve worked. He can tell you exactly where your emotion should be in any scene at any moment because he’s got it all in his head.’

Ian McKellen, now in his sixth movie as Gandalf, also marvels at the director’s seemingly effortless ability to keep on top of so many aspects of his filmmaking: ‘I am amazed at the rate Peter works: five or six days a week and, if you’re directing a movie, then you’re there from the minute the day starts right through to the end and beyond, because there are decisions that are having to be made regardless of whether it’s lunch hour or the end of the day. And yet, you never see a moment when Peter doesn’t have the energy needed for whatever a situation may require. He spends a lot of every day sitting and waiting. But the mind is always whirring.’

‘He is carrying so much around in his head,’ says Graham McTavish, playing Dwalin. ‘I asked him, once, how he did it. We were working on the second film at the time and he said, “Oh, I’ve always been good at carrying films in my head. Having said that, I don’t have the Battle of the Five Armies in my head just yet, but I do have the next four, five, six weeks.” Extraordinary. And he still manages to be the king of enthusiasm. Considering just how much is on that man’s plate it’s remarkable that he is always so enthusiastic, cheerful, funny and sensitive to what other people are feeling. Not only that, but, regardless of the fact that he is directing a film with a budget of many hundreds of millions of dollars, he’ll still find time for a joke because he recognizes how important it is to make the people in front of the camera feel relaxed.’

Agreeing, Gloin’s Peter Hambleton notes: ‘The working atmosphere is very focused, disciplined and rigorous but the opportunity to laugh is vitally important because it releases tensions, and out of the right sort of relaxation some of the best acting often comes.’

‘Pete’s a big kid,’ is how Evangeline Lilly puts it. ‘He knows how to keep things light. Not only that, but his background in gore and horror means that he loves all the blood and guts and stunts.’ That said, the actress playing Tauriel also recognizes the Jackson determination to pursue excellence: ‘He’s fearless and won’t rest until things are perfect; so, as an actor, you are always protected and never worry that you’ll end up with “egg on your face”. Being able to trust my director while, at the same time, being able to “play” and have fun are important to me, which is why working with Peter is such a treat.’

That sense of reliance on Peter’s judgement is something that Ian McKellen also values: ‘I never feel as if there’s too much at stake when I’m with Peter. I can trust him. He’ll know when he’s got from me what he needs to make a scene work, so that leaves me free to just get on with doing my best.’

Not that the director is shy in offering directions, as Thorin’s Richard Armitage reveals: ‘Peter gives you subtly nuanced guidance, which isn’t necessarily what you would have originally thought but which fills you with confidence that you’re in safe hands. There have been many times when I’ve felt as if I was on very shaky ground and really didn’t know what I was doing. But Peter knows this film and Thorin’s character better than I do, and so, because of my confidence in him, I do something I’ve never done before with a director, I just hand it all over to Peter and let myself be guided.’

A tireless search for different ways of playing a scene is a Jackson trademark: ‘Very often,’ says Peter Hambleton, ‘he will tweak a moment so that it is, maybe, a little bit kookier, darker or more ambiguous. He has an ability to find another colour or flavour in any particular moment, to see how we can mine it a bit deeper with a view to having many more choices at his fingertips when he’s at the editing stage. To me that’s why he is a great director: despite the pressures of time and money that are always at his shoulder, he can still have the nerve and the courage to go for an even sweeter take in terms of drama, humour or emotion.’

For Adam Brown in the role of Ori, the aspect of the Jackson directing method that was most appreciated was his willingness to allow actors the freedom to try an approach of their own: ‘He is so easy and approachable that you can go up to him and say how you feel about this or that and he’s always ready to listen and talk about it. Depending on the scene, he will happily leave a lot up to the cast to decide where our characters are going. He has a great way of letting us think that we’re discovering something for ourselves although, of course, he’s already thought through all of the options a hundred times before we’ve even started, but he always lets us get there in our own way as actors.’
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Peter surveys the debris outside the Front Gate with Martin Freeman, while Ken Stott reviews Balin’s next lines.



Bifur’s William Kircher pursues this idea: ‘It’s no fun working with a director who doesn’t know what he wants. And the thing about Peter Jackson is he really knows what he wants and yet he still welcomes your input. You go to him as a director with thoughts about your character – “What if I were to do this… or, maybe, that…?” and if it fits with his vision, he’ll say, “Great! Let’s do that!” But even if it doesn’t fit with how he sees things, he won’t say, “No,”: he’s more likely to say, “Yes, we can try that, and maybe we can try it this way as well.…” So, behind the freedom to explore there is still a very clear understanding of where it should be going.’

‘Working with Peter,’ says John Callen as Oin, ‘is an interesting process. He appears to be a very unassuming director who never yells and screams and who understands the value of what everybody else is contributing to the film. But that doesn’t mean that he doesn’t push for high standards. He most certainly does. And if there are things that aren’t quite meeting his vision of what these films should be, then he will pursue them until that vision can be achieved.’
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The director shares a special moment with William Kircher, Graham McTavish, Peter Hambleton & Stephen Hunter.



‘And if he pushes you,’ puts in Jed Brophy, ‘you don’t get to just do a couple of takes and hope it will be alright, Peter will keep shooting until he gets the magic in that shot that he’s looking for which, as an actor, is exactly what you want – to be challenged. Every day is a challenge working with Peter: you get pushed to the very limits of what you can do as an actor and I think there’s nothing better than that because that is how you get better at what you do.’

‘Peter loves pushing everyone to the maximum,’ says Stephen Hunter, playing Bombur, ‘in order to get what he wants. He is really focused on getting the very, very best in each shot, no matter how many takes we do. Sometimes that’s hard, but he always manages to do it in a way that makes you want to be working even harder and harder!’

‘Communication,’ says Peter Hambleton, ‘is one of the really strong aspects of what Peter brings to the filmmaking process. His communication is incredibly clear and precise and he explains everything in a way that gives you a sense of where you are in the story. A good actor needs context, “Why am I being encouraged to play this moment this way? How does it connect to everything else?” Having answers to those questions gives you a much better chance of delivering the results that everyone’s after.’

For Aidan Turner, one of the pleasures of being in The Hobbit has been the ‘organic’ way in which the script developed: ‘When we began filming I could honestly say that I didn’t know what would be happening to Kili: what scenes would be written or how I was going to play them. Sometimes filming can be a bit frightening when everything is set in stone because you have to keep your finger on that pulse in case you make choices about how you play a scene that later clash and can’t be changed. But now I’m a big fan of leaving things open to a certain degree, and then just letting them unfold.’

Sometimes the words of the script are not just open for interpretation but accessible for rewriting as Ryan Gage discovered in playing Alfrid: ‘Peter will often say, “Oh, you know, say something like this or that…” and leave it up to you. He likes to keep it as free as possible. In one respect, it’s all tightly scripted, but at the same time – if he gets an idea or you get an idea – it can also be un-tightly scripted!’

Such an approach can take some getting used to, as John Bell, playing Bard’s son, Bain, discovered: ‘The most challenging thing I’ve found is having to take Peter’s ideas and make them reality because he’s got so many and he fires so many at you. You can easily be taken aback by it, but he is just trying to get you to come up with ways of playing a scene. You can feel like you’re dry, like you’ve given all that you can give, but he’ll offer you that wee boost and then something will happen. You’ll think, “Wait, I can try it this way,” and – boom! – suddenly it all works together.’

John Callen reflects on the fact that Peter Jackson wasn’t initially going to direct The Hobbit: ‘He created The Lord of the Rings, gave us a physical representation of that book and those characters in a way that’s obviously unique. So it seems only right and fair for the world of film-lovers that he came back to do The Hobbit. And I think it was fortuitous for us, to say the very least, that he did.’

‘Middle-earth is Peter Jackson,’ adds Jed Brophy, ‘and without Peter Jackson there would be no Middle-earth! He has created the fabric and the texture of the cinematic Middle-earth and I couldn’t imagine anyone else directing The Hobbit.’

‘It’s great to see him at work,’ says Ken Stott, playing Balin, ‘because he has such energy for it. And his enthusiasm rubs off and makes long days short. What a fantastic position Peter is in – almost like a deity in charge of this world, which is his Middle-earth.’

Or, as Ryan Gage puts it with a laugh: ‘He’s in his playground, really. He’s got this amazing sandpit to play in and we’re all his little toys! But, of course, in a great collaborative way!’

The last word should perhaps go to Beorn’s Mikael Persbrandt: ‘Peter Jackson,’ he says with candour, ‘is a director who has a universe of his own. I’ve met a few, and when you do there’s not much to talk about. You’re invited into this world of theirs and you just have to saddle-up and go along for the ride…’
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Action Jackson: Peter discusses Bard and Bain’s big scene with Luke Evans and John Bell.
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presenting Evangeline Lilly with her leaving gifts, Tauriel’s matched knives and her personal seat-name.
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reviewing footage on the Dale set with Stephen Hunter, Mark Hadlow, Adam Brown, Dean O’Gorman, Graham McTavish & Aidan Turner.
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rehearsing Thranduil’s lines with Lee Pace.
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pointing Martin Freeman in the right direction.




GANDALF – THE CONSTANT PRESENCE
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GANDALF IS UNIQUE! NOT SIMPLY BECAUSE HE IS A WIZARD, BUT BECAUSE – WHETHER GREY OR WHITE – HE IS THE ONLY CHARACTER TO APPEAR IN ALL SIX FILMS THAT MAKE UP THE DOUBLE TRILOGY OF THE HOBBIT AND THE LORD OF THE RINGS.



‘In many ways,’ says Philippa Boyens, ‘he is our navigator. He has the ability to understand both the detail and the larger picture. He is the alarm that is sounded: locating where the jeopardy lies and revealing the true forces that the rest of the world is up against.’

Not that his character – at least as Gandalf the Grey – is without conflicts and contradictions, although that, as Philippa points out, is part of his appeal: ‘He’s still very much of this world and susceptible to the mistakes that any of us might make. But through it all he is a guardian of Middle-earth who is always acting on behalf of others rather than himself.’

Although resembling a man – and appearing nothing more than an elderly wandering conjuror and firework-maker – Gandalf is a powerful Wizard and one of the Maiar, a group of spirits-in-human-form sent into Middle-earth to help oppose the might of Sauron. Known by the Elves as ‘Istari’ – or ‘Wise Ones’ – these Wizards were five in number and included Radagast and Saruman who, until his corruption by Sauron, was the head of their order. Tolkien tells us that Gandalf was the last to arrive in Middle-earth and, being old and grey and leaning on a staff, was assumed by some to be of little consequence. In truth, as is seen in his film portrayal, his aged, vagabond appearance concealed someone of great wisdom and strength.

‘This odd appearance,’ says concept artist, John Howe, ‘is his disguise; appearing as the old, bent man in tattered travelling clothes is just the way in which he hides his power. Because of his image we accept that Gandalf has seen it all: the worst and the best, the pettiest and the grandest. He really is the Grey Pilgrim, the Wanderer, the one who can’t rest, because, somewhere, something important is always occurring. And so he becomes our guide, making sure that we, too, get a chance to go with him and see what is happening.’

Along with the consistency of Gandalf’s presence across six films is that of the man who has come to embody the personality of the character, Sir Ian McKellen.
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During six films spent working together, Ian McKellen formed a close bond with Peter Jackson based on trust and mutual respect.
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Gandalf closely examines a priceless artefact.
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The unmistakable silhouette that will forever be associated with the Wizard.
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The actor is presented with a portrait of himself as Gandalf the Grey to commemorate his final day on set.



‘When a great actor inhabits a role,’ says Philippa, ‘they become that character, so that when you go back and read the book again you cannot imagine Gandalf as looking like anyone other than Ian; and, when you think of the films, you simply can’t visualize anybody else ever having played the role.’

Alan Lee, who as an illustrator has created his own depictions of the character, agrees: ‘Tolkien’s description of Gandalf is rather vague and unformed, but now, when I open the pages of the book and I start to read a line or two of one of Gandalf’s speeches, it is Ian McKellen’s voice and face that appear in my head and I’m pleased about that, because he’s just made such a wonderful job of creating this character that he now really is Gandalf.’

It is a sense of satisfaction which Philippa Boyens shares: ‘It’s not a bad day for a screenwriter to have Ian McKellen say your lines, because you can guarantee that whatever you thought they were going to sound like, they will be ten times better coming out of his mouth! And whatever you might have thought you had imbued them with, he will find something else – some other little nugget of understanding – that, in turn, inspires you.’

And, for Alan Lee, the McKellen portrayal of Gandalf is one destined to endure: ‘From now on, people will always make the association between character and actor and it is a performance that is going to stand the test of time. And that’s to the benefit of the character himself because – without losing anything of Gandalf’s supernatural element – Ian has brought real humanity to the part: irritable, impatient and bad-tempered and, at other times, kind, warm and sentimental.’

Summing up Ian’s personality – much of which is now part of an iconic image recognized all over the world – Philippa says: ‘He is young in spirit and yet, at the same time, incredibly wise. He is full of curiosity: every day is fresh for him, every moment is interesting, every line of every script is an adventure.’
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Ian McKellen listens attentively while Peter shares his thoughts on Gandalf’s next scene.






FIRST STOP: BREE




The moment Peter Jackson steps out of a doorway onto a dark, rainy street chewing on a carrot in the opening shot of The Desolation of Smaug, fans of The Lord of the Rings trilogy knew exactly where they were – the village of Bree, which sits on the road between the Shire and Rivendell.

Here it was in The Fellowship of the Ring that Frodo, Sam, Merry and Pippin, on the run from the Black Riders, stopped for the night and, at the local inn, The Prancing Pony, they met Strider who would become their companion on the journey to Rivendell.

In revisiting Bree for the second instalment of The Hobbit trilogy, the filmmakers drew on J.R.R. Tolkien’s Appendices to The Lord of the Rings, which mention a chance meeting there between Gandalf and Thorin. At this meeting their conversation touches upon the exile of the Dwarves from Erebor and the ever-present danger of Smaug the Dragon.

‘We started in Bree,’ says Philippa Boyens, ‘for a number of reasons: not only was it a fateful meeting that gave us a chance to remind audiences what the Quest is about, but also because it reveals Gandalf’s trepidation about what is happening in Middle-earth. He never assumes that the world is at peace. This is sixty years before the events of The Lord of the Rings, and whilst there is no great reason for immediate disquiet, Gandalf has a growing sense of unease, a sense of things taking place unseen that he does not know about.’


Among the anxieties weighing on the Wizard’s mind is the Dragon, as Philippa explains: ‘Gandalf understands that if there was to be an attack on the Free Peoples of Middle-earth it would come from the East or down from the North. But, more than that, and perhaps his greatest misgiving is, what would happen if Smaug were to be suborned and unleashed by an enemy? Imagine great armies of the Orcs setting forth, marching out to war, with a Dragon at their head. Absolutely devastating: game over!’


[image: img]



First readers of The Hobbit, back in 1937, would have been unaware of how this potential danger had helped initiate the Dwarves’ attempt to recover their ancient homeland but it gave the filmmakers an opportunity to add another dimension to their story, albeit with one small amendment: ‘In the book,’ says Philippa, ‘the meeting between Gandalf and Thorin is a chance encounter, but we needed the scene to be more dynamic, Gandalf to be more proactive. Sensing that now is the time to act, we had him hunt down and seek out Thorin. In so doing, however, he unwittingly forces the enemy to act.’
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