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Memory, Commemoration & Identity in 
an Ancient City: The Case of Aphrodisias

Angelos Chaniotis

Abstract: The ancient Greek city of Aphrodisias in Asia Minor presents abundant source material–in-
scriptions and images–for the study of memory and identity from the late second century BCE to the sev-
enth century CE. These sources permit the study of overlapping civic, social, and religious identities, the 
expression of changing identities through name changes, the significance of memories of war and foun-
dation legends for the transmission of collective and cultural memory, the agency of elite benefactors and 
intellectuals, the role played by inscriptions in the construction and transmission of memory, and the ad-
aptation of identity to changing contexts, including emerging contacts with Rome, competition with other 
cities, an elevated position as provincial capital, and the spread of Christianity. In late antiquity–when 
the importance of religious conflicts increased–personal names, religious symbols, and acclamations be-
came an important medium for the expression of the identity of competing religious groups.

New impulses in the study of Greek and Roman 
history come from various sources: the discovery 
of new and important documents in the forms of 
inscriptions and papyri; the dialogue with other his
torical disciplines and with the social sciences; and 
both new theoretical models and modern experi
ences and challenges. In the last six decades, new 
epigraphic finds have significantly changed our un
derstanding of ancient religion. Papyri, such as the 
Qumran texts and the Judas evangelium, have revo
lutionized the study of early Christianity. Quanti
tative methods in the social sciences have contrib
uted to the study of ancient demography, and the 
study of ancient democracy has profited from input 
from the political sciences, anthropology, and so
ciology. Performance theories and theories on ritu
als have inspired new research of the political cul
ture of Greece and Rome. The feminist movement 
gave new directions to the study of gender and soci
ety; dialogues with the neurosciences, psychology, 
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and modern history have generated vivid 
interest in the study of emotions and so
cial memory in classical antiquity. 

The study of some of the subjects men
tioned above, including religion, memory,  
demography, and democracy, has a long 
tradition in ancient history; but in recent 
years, research has been exploring new her
meneutic paths. Subjects such as gender  
and sexuality were novelties in the 1970s 
and 1980s, but now belong to the thematic 
canon of ancient history. Other subjects, 
such as theatricality, performativity, and 
emotion, have only been introduced into 
the field in the last decades. Identity, the 
subject discussed in this essay, belongs to 
the latter category. It has emerged as an 
important research object in the last de
cades in part through dialogue with the so
cial sciences, and partially because of the  
significance of identity in communities 
facing the challenges of globalization and 
multiculturalism.

Around 360 ce, a fortification wall was 
completed at Aphrodisias. Old material 
was recycled for its construction: parts of 
older buildings, blocks of funerary mon
uments, and statue bases, many of them 
inscribed. Most of the texts honor mem
bers of the elite, mentioning their services 
to the city, the offices they had occupied, 
the honors bestowed upon them, and the 
a chieve ments of their ancestors. A post
humous honorific inscription for a wom
an, from the first or second century ce, is 
a good example: 

The council and the people buried and hon-
ored Apphia, the daughter of Menestheus, 
son of Eumachos, wife of Hermias Glykon, 
son of Hermias, who belonged to one of the 
first and most prominent families, one of 
those who together built the city, a woman  
who also herself excelled in prudence and 
modesty, lived a life worthy of her ancestors 
and her husband, and was honored many 
times through decrees.1

At the time of their original use, these 
monuments were truly memorials. But 
a semiotician should forbear saying that 
the Aphrodisians fortified their city with 
stones preserving memory. The inscribed 
stones were used as building blocks be
cause they had become irrelevant and ob
solete as memorials; the families who 
would have cared for the memory of the 
ancestors had gone extinct, or had left the 
city, or were indifferent to such memory. 

Aphrodisias is not the only city in the 
Roman East that recycled old monuments 
and carefully selected what was to be pre
served in order to reshape its public mem
ory and identity. It is an ideal case study 
because of the abundance of artifacts, in
scriptions, and other sources from the late 
second century bce to the seventh century 
ce. These sources allow for a study of trans
formations of identity, their agents, and 
their historical contexts, over the course  
of a millennium. This study addresses sub
jects that have been at the forefront of con
temporary ancient studies.2

We can define identity as the response 
to the question who are you? or to whom do  
you belong? When Herakleides, a traveler  
from the third century bce, visited Plataia,  
the place of the Greeks’ decisive victory  
over the Persians in 478 bce, he described 
its citizens as having “nothing to say except 
that they are colonists of the Athenians and 
that the battle between the Greeks and the 
Persians took place in their territory.”3 This 
was the Plataians’ answer to the question 
who are you? Such an answer involves a his
torical narrative, real or imaginary–“we 
are colonists of the Athenians,” or “the Per
sians were defeated in our land”–and an 
association or affinity with another group 
(“we are Athenians”). What defines iden
tity is the context in which the question is 
asked: Who wants to know? What consequenc-
es will the answer have? The context of com
munication leads to different–sometimes 
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overlapping, sometimes contradictory–
expressions of identity. 

The elementary identity of a member 
of an ancient community was his civ
ic identity, the identity of a man as a citi
zen of Athens or Ephesos, for instance. In 
Aphrodisias, even this simple civic iden
tity evolved: when the city first acquired 
the status of an independent polis circa 
188 bce; when it joined the neighboring 
community of Plarasa in a sympolity, like
ly around the midsecond century bce; 
when the city absorbed all neighboring 
communities under the name Aphrodisias 
in the late first century bce; when it could 
proudly declare that it was “the most glo
rious city of the most distinguished People 
of the Aphrodisians, allies of the Romans, 
friends of the emperor, free and autono
mous”; and when it became the provin
cial capital, “mothercity of Karia.”4 

Civic identity was occasionally overlaid 
by other forms of consciousness, solidari
ty, and loyalty. Since the earliest times, the 
Greeks held the feeling of belonging to a 
group broader than that of their civic com
munity. The three most widespread forms 
of such identity were the culturally defined 
Hellenic identity, based on language, cus
tom, and common cultural memory; the 
regional identity, as in the case of the Cre
tans; and kinship with another group of 
cities, as illustrated by the Dorians, or with 
settlements claiming to have had the same 
founder. 

Within the community, civic identity  
could be overlaid, and at times under
mined, by social identity, loyalty to a politi
cal group, or adherence to a religion that re
quired initiation or the acceptance of a set 
of principles. Social identity, in turn, was 
shaped through participation in various  
types of communal organization and per
formance. In Hellenistic/Roman Greece 
and Asia Minor, such organizations in
cluded civic subdivisions, important for 

the celebration of festivals; the gymna
sium, an exclusive place of athletic train
ing where bonds of friendship were made; 
the council of elders; age classes for boys 
and girls; the clubs, including profession
al and cult associations; and (in late antiq
uity) the circus factions.5 In certain his
torical periods, especially in late antiqui
ty, religious identity could become more  
important than any other form of allegi 
ance.6

Various media were drawn upon for 
the expression of identity. They includ
ed ethnic, civic, or geographical designa
tions (such as “Greek,” “Aphrodisian,” 
or “Karian”), personal names, commem
orative anni versaries, peculiar rituals and 
cults, symbols, attire, comportment, lin
guistic choice, and even culinary prefer
ences. Which identity was displayed and 
how it was expressed depended on the 
con text of its manifestation: a festival, a 
commemorative anniversary, a meeting 
of the assembly, a religious celebration, 
an internal conflict, an external threat, or 
perhaps a diplomatic mission. 

Regarding memory, we should take care 
to distinguish between things remembered  
because they have been collectively ex
perienced, also known as collective memo-
ry,  and things transmitted orally, in writ
ing, or through rituals and monuments, 
known as cultural memory.7 Inscriptions 
were the most important media for the 
construction and transmission of collec
tive and cultural memory in Aphrodisias,  
and in most cities during the Hellenistic 
and imperial periods.8 Public inscriptions 
referring to the past are based on an exist
ing version of the past, which is selective 
and constructed. How the act of inscription  
changes the character of a text is illustrated 
by a letter Octavian sent to Samos around 
31 bce. When the letter was inscribed in 
Aphrodisias more than two hundred and 
fifty years after its composition, it was no 
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longer an administrative document, but 
part of historical commem oration: 

Imperator Caesar Augustus, son of Divus 
Julius, wrote to the Samians underneath 
their petition: you yourselves can see that 
I have given the privilege of freedom to no 
people except the Aphrodisians, who took 
my side in the war and were captured by 
storm because of their devotion to us. For 
it is not right to give the favor of the great-
est privilege of all at random and without 
cause. . . . I am not willing to give the most 
highly prized privileges to anyone without 
good cause.9

The recipients of Octavian’s handwrit
ten response certainly did not inscribe it 
on stone; successful petitions were re
corded in inscriptions, not failures. The 
Aphrodisians, who probably received a 
co py through a citizen in Octavian’s ser
vice, se lected it as part of a dossier of doc
uments evidencing the relations between 
Aphro disias and Rome, and the privileg
es awarded to their city: freedom, auton
omy, exemption from taxes, and the invi
olability of Aphrodite’s sanctuary. This 
dossier was inscribed on a wall of the the
ater around 230 ce.10 (See Figure 1.) The 
com  pilers of the dossier also intervened 
in the do cument’s content; they omit
ted the peti tion and only published the 
response. And since Octavian was better 
known as Augustus, a name he received a 
few years after he had sent the response in 
27 bce, they also added that name. When 
the document was inscribed, the sacrific
es of Aphrodisias were no longer collec
tive memory; they had become cultural 
memory, an abstract symbol of heroism 
and loyalty.

Such inscriptions construct and con
trol memory. They present a curated ver
sion of the past intended to become the 
authoritative version of past history. The 
places they were displayed were places of 
commemoration.

No matter how identity is defined, a  
name constitutes its most elementary ex
pression. Before it was renamed around 
200 bce, the city of Aphrodisias must have 
been named Nineuda. The artificial name 
Aphrodisias, “the city of Aphro dite,” high
lighted the cult of an Anatolian war god
dess the Greeks associated with their Aph
rodite. Then, in the second century bce, 
Aphrodisias joined Plarasa in a sympolity, 
forming one community whose official 
name was “the people of Plarasa and Aph
rodisias”; but before the end of the first 
century bce, Plarasa disappears from the 
record. And, finally, by the midseventh 
century ce, Aphrodisias was renamed 
Stauro polis (“the City of the Cross”). These  
changes of name reflect changes in the 
very way this community wanted to pre
sent itself to citizens and foreigners. 

Another important element of identi
ty is the commemoration of a group’s or
igins. By the early second century ce, dif
ferent traditions about Aphrodisias’s ori
gins coexisted. The foundation (see Figure 
2) was attributed to the mythical hero Bel
lerophon, who was believed to have built 
it long before the Trojan War; this tradi
tion made Aphrodisias one of the oldest 
cities in Asia. At the same time, the city’s 
foundation was attributed to Ninos, the 
spouse of the legendary queen Semiramis,  
a long time after the Trojan War; this ex
plained Aphrodisias’s early name, Ninoe 
(a variant of Nineuda). More plausibly, 
some elite families claimed that their an
cestors founded Aphrodisias in the sec
ond century bce.11 A city having multiple 
founders is not unparalleled in history. 
Just as Aeneas and Romulus could coexist  
as founders of Rome, so, too, could the his
torical founders of Aphrodisias coexist 
with the legendary ones; this added pres
tige to the descendants of the families that 
founded the city.

These different versions of the city’s ori
gins reflect both a complex history and ad
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Figure 1 
Public Documents Evidencing the History of Aphrodisias  
Inscribed on a Wall of the Theater, circa 230 ce

 Source: Photo by the author.

Figure 2 
Relief Panel in the Civil Basilica of Aphrodisias

This panel features Bellerophon, the mythological founder of the city, together with Apollo and his  
horse Pegasus. It dates from the late first century ce. Source: New York University, Institute of Fine Arts,  
Aphrodisias Archive. Photo: Mehmet Ali Döğenci.
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aptations of identity to changing contexts. 
Aphrodisias was a city with a population 
of diverse origins.12 The indigenous inhab
itants must have been speakers of Karian, 
an extinct Anatolian language. A new pop
ulation arrived when the successors of Al
exander the Great settled soldiers serving  
in their armies: primarily Greeks, a few 
Iranians, and most likely a number of Jews.  
And to these military settlers, we can attri 
bute the initiative to have their city rec
ognized as an independent citystate, pro
bably after 188 bce. In a world dominat
ed by Greek culture and political institu
tions, the public image of Aphrodisias was 
Greek. In the inscriptions of the late Hel
lenistic and imperial periods, the indige
nous population is almost invisible, ex
cept for a few personal and place names. 
Not a single Jewish name is attested in 
one of the hundreds of surviving epitaphs 
earlier than the fourth century ce; only 
a single grave monument decorated with 
a menorah was found in a necropolis at 
Gök Tepesi.13 The Jews either lived in the 
countryside, distancing them from the in
scriptions and cemeteries of the bet ter
preserved urban center, or, upon death, 
were buried in a stillunexcavated ceme
tery or interned without a clear indication 
of their religious identity. 

The Aphrodisians participated in the 
“assembly of the Greeks” of Asia, and their 
Greekness is explicitly mentioned in a let
ter sent by Hadrian in 119 ce.14 Built in the 
midfirst century ce to serve the imperial 
cult, the Sebasteion displayed one hundred 
and ninety relief panels with cult scenes, 
engaging with themes connected with 
Greek and Roman mythology: Bellero
phon and Pegasus, Orestes at Delphi, Achil
les and Penthesilea, centaurs, the deeds  
of Herakles, Aeneas’s flight from Ilion, 
Rom ulus and Remus, and allegorical rep
resentations of the first Roman emperors. 
This iconographical program displayed 
Greek education, stressed the significance  

of Hellenic culture, and connected the Ro
man emperors with Greek mythology.15 

Although Aphrodisias had a predom
inantly Hellenic identity, the survival of 
local culture can still be observed in re
ligious practices. The public dedications 
were addressed to Aphrodite, but when 
simple people sought divine protection, 
they did not address their prayers and 
vows to the public patron of the city; rath
er, they addressed their prayers to local 
gods, whose epithets derive from Karian 
place names: Nineuda, Spaloxa, Plyara, 
(Zeus of Nineuda, Zeus of Spaloxa, and 
“the Virgin of Plyara,” respectively).16 
NonGreek heroes also featured among 
the mythical founders, and the local his
torian Apollonios referred to early Aph
rodisias as a city of Leleges, a nonGreek 
population. In late antiquity, long after 
the last speaker of Karian had died, the 
Aphrodisians labeled themselves as Kar
ians, because their city was the capital of 
the province of Karia. In the Roman East, 
a Hellenic identity could easily coexist 
with a regional “barbarian” one. Which 
identity was displayed through the use of 
mythological themes depended on Aph
rodisias’s relations to others: to Rome as 
an ally, to other Greek cities as a peer, or 
to Karian cities as their metropolis.17

Among the stories that ancient commu
nities commemorated, two were more im
portant than others: foundation legends 
and wars–preferably victorious ones. A 
defeat was commemorated when it could 
be connected with a sacrifice that served 
either as an exemplum or as a new begin
ning: Aeneas’s flight from Troy, for in
stance, represented in the Sebasteion tem
ple complex, alluded to the destruction of 
one great city and the foundation of an
other. Although Aphrodisias is primarily 
known for its urban development and its 
statuary, built in a period of undisturbed 
peace, war memories were also an impor
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tant element of memory and identity. The 
citizens were descendants of military set
tlers; military training was part of civic 
identity until the third century ce. Their 
privileges were justified by their sacrific
es during war. Aphrodisias was a loyal ally 
of the Romans in the wars against Mithri
dates VI in 88 bce; the city fought against 
the renegade general Labienus around 40 
bce; and it supported Octavian (Augus
tus) in the last civil wars of the Roman Re
public. For centuries, war was the most 
important component of local commemo
ration. Thus, the Aphrodisian declaration  
to a Roman proconsul in 88 bce was, cen
turies later, inscribed as a reminder of 
their selfsacrifice:

Our entire people, together with the women 
and the children and all the property, is will-
ing to risk everything for Quintus and for 
the Roman interests, for we do not wish to 
live without the leadership of the Romans.

The dramatic situations the Aphrodi
sians faced, along with their loyalties and 
their sufferings, were evidenced by docu
ments inscribed on a wall of the city’s the
ater in the early third century ce (see again 
Figure 1). Surprisingly, the one theme that 
we would expect to find in this documen
tation–kinship–is absent. Aphrodite was  
the mother of Aeneas; consequently, her  
city should be regarded as a kin of the Ro
mans. In a period in which many commu
nities stressed kinship, based on myths, 
the Aphrodisian leaders chose a different 
strategy, recalling war exploits and the 
foundation of the city by their ancestors.19 
And they had good reasons to do so. Aphro
disias was not the only city of Karia with an 
important sanctuary of Aphrodite; many  
other places could have claimed kin ship 
with the Romans. In a competitive envi
ronment, the city needed a distinctive 
achievement. More important, the Roman  
authorities, who were interested in prag
matic arguments, were the primary ad

dressees of their diplomacy. The Athe
nians had allegedly learned this lesson in 
87 bce, when Sulla besieged their city and 
their envoys confronted him with stories 
of their past military glory:

When they made no proposals which could 
save the city, but proudly talked about The-
seus and Eumolpos and the Persian Wars, 
Sulla said to them: “Go away, blessed men, 
and take these speeches with you; for I was 
not sent to Athens by the Romans to fulfill 
love of knowledge, but to subdue rebels.”20

The consideration of Roman attitudes and 
priorities affected the Aphrodisian identi
ty promoted by the city’s elite. 

Changes in name and memories of a 
city’s origins, such as those sketched above,  
are evidence for a conscious and continu
ous reshaping of identity. In some cases, 
we may identify the agents of these chang
es as members of the elite. One of them 
was Apollonios, high priest of the impe
rial cult and author of a local history.21  
Another was the poet Longianus, honored  
for the recital, in 127 ce, of his poems in 
Halikarnassos, a “relative” city of Aph
rodisias. The foundation of both cities by  
Bellerophon may have been a subject of 
his poems.22 But magistrates and benefac
tors also shaped memory: when they ini
tiated or funded the construction of build 
ings decorated with mythological imag
es, when they published old documents 
describing Aphrodisias’s relations with 
Rome, when they built statues and au
thored inscriptions that expressed target
ed values, and when they engaged in the 
commemoration of their own families.23

One of the first images that the classi
cal visitor of the Sebasteion saw–after 
descending from the podium of the tem
ple of the emperors–was that of Aeneas’s 
flight from Troy. The family that funded 
the building selected this image because  
it highlighted the relation between the  
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city of Aphrodite and the son of Aphro 
dite, the founder of Rome. Many members 
of the elite were named Aeneas for precise
ly this reason.24 The memory promoted 
by the elite also concerned recent histori
cal personalities. Kallikrates, for instance,  
in the midfirst century ce, restored the 
statue of an ancestor who had excelled 
in the wars of the late first century bce; 
he inscribed a copy of a decree praising 
him as a warrior and benefactor; and he 
restored a statue of Nike that linked his 
family with Octavian.25 

Representations of myth and history 
presuppose “agency”: of authors, of pro
moters, and of interpreters. As they all 
competed with alternative reconstruc
tions of the past, they were subject to ad
justments and reinterpretations. In some 
cases, we know why a theme was cho
sen. Aeneas’s flight from Ilion, for exam
ple, reminded viewers that the founder 
of Rome–and of Rome’s ruling dynas
ty–was the son of the local civic goddess. 
The mythological representations in the 
Sebasteion evoked the world of Greek 
culture and religion, into which the Ro
man emperors were to be incorporat
ed; further, they reconciled imperial rule  
with Greek culture. The reliefs that dec
orated the civil basilica included images 
alluding to local foundation legends. As 
noted before, Semiramis and husband Ni
nos recalled the earlier tradition of Ninoe. 
Gordios was the mythical founder of Gor
diou Teichos, a neighboring community 
incorporated in Aphrodisias; Bellerophon 
was the founder of cities in Karia and Lykia 
(see again Figure 2). Mythological reliefs 
from the Agora Gate, dating from the late 
second century ce, represented battles be
tween Greeks and barbarians, and prob
ably glorified recent imperial victories 
against the “new barbarians,”  the Parthi
ans.26 In the past, fights between Greeks  
and symbolic representatives of barbarity 
and chaos (such as Amazons and centaurs)  

had been depicted in a similar way to com
memorate victories over the Persians and 
the Gauls.

A dedication by “the demos” was paid 
for by public funds; consequently, these 
works were subject to approval by the as
sembly. What we see today is the outcome 
of successful proposals. We simply do not 
know how many times a mythological 
theme may have been rejected as inappro
priate, but such discussions did take place. 
The actions of the elite depended on nego
tiations with the Roman emperors, the cit
izens whose support had to be won in the 
assembly, competitors among their peers, 
and rivals in Asia Minor. The surface of 
concord and homogeneity conceals ten
sions and conflicts. 

Although issues of identity may have 
been debated, there is no indication that 
such debates undermined the city’s co
hesion. This changed dramatically in late 
antiquity, when the importance of reli
gious identity increased over other forms 
of selfrepresentation. Only then–in re
sponse to the aggressive spread of Christi
anity–did the strong community of Jews 
in Aphrodisias express their own sepa
rate identity by using biblical names and 
incorporating Jewish religious symbols 
into public buildings.27

A small Christian community must have  
existed at Aphrodisias as early as the third 
century. Enjoying the support of the em
perors, but divided as a result of dogmat 
ic conflicts, Christianity advanced in Aph 
rodisias as it did in the rest of Asia Minor, 
but not without resistance. A strong Jew
ish community existed in late antiquity,  
as well, confidently displaying its religious  
symbols in public buildings. Even anti 
pagan legislation failed to stop pagan rit
ual practice; the resistance of the last Hel
lenists lasted until 529 ce, when Justinian 
ordered the conversion of all inhabitants 
of the Empire. 
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Figure 3 
Representation of Double Axes on the Pavement of the Tetrapylon

These symbols of the Karian Zeus can be found on the gate to the sanctuary of Aphrodite, dating from late  
antiquity. Source: Photo by the author.

Figure 4 
A Partly Erased Representation of a Menorah and Shofar on a  
Column of the Sebasteion, Aphrodisias

Source: Photo by the author.



145 (2) Spring 2016 97

Angelos  
Chaniotis

The pagan name Aphrodisias, in the fourth line, was erased by the Christians. Source: Photo by the author. 

Figure 5 
A Public Document on a Wall of the Theater

Christians, Jews, and a strong group of 
philosophically educated followers of the 
polytheistic religions all competed in Aph
rodisias for the support of citizens who 
were asking the same questions: Is there a 
god? And how can we attain a better afterlife? 
Before imperial legislation awarded vic
tory to Christianity, a long period of reli
gious dialogue and mutual influence–but 
also of violent conflict–dominated life 
in Aphrodisias.28 Inscriptions and graffiti 
reflect this religious atmosphere, and the 
predominant role religious identity played 
in the city. While the Christians engraved 
their religious symbols (the cross, fish) 
and acclamations, the pagans engraved 
theirs, such as the double axe (see Figure 
3). Representations of menoroth in the Se
basteion indicated that shops in respec
tive areas were owned by Jews (see Figure 
4). Around 480 ce, an honorary epigram 

for Pytheas, a prominent statesman, be
gan with the words “City of the Paphian 
goddess and of Pytheas,” provocatively 
reminding the reader that his fatherland 
was still the city of Aphrodite. At the same 
time, a flourishing group of philosophers, 
under the leadership of Asklepiodotos, de
fied antipagan legislation. Even in the last 
years of the fifth century ce, pagans per
formed sacrifices anticipating the resto
ration of the old cults. 

In the context of a religious competition,  
the construction of identities becomes the  
predominant concern of religious groups. 
Rituals, liturgical texts, names, symbols, and  
the use of specific religious terms served  
as the means by which specific identities  
were constructed and expressed. In a deeply  
divided community, personal names were 
instrumentalized in order to express re
ligious identities. Two Jewish donor in
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