—< CHARLES OLSON »

(1910-1970)

A poet, theorist, and educator with broad influence, Charles Olson was
born in Worcester, Massachusetts. His father, a Swedish immigrant, worked
as a postman. His Irish American mother, a devout Catholic, was protective
of her only son, and Olson grew up in a supportive and indulgent house-
hold. As a senior at the Classical High School, he won third prize in

a national oratorical contest. His award was a ten-week trip to Europe,
which gave the young Olson the opportunity to meet the Irish poet William
Butler Yeats. In 1928 he matriculated at Wesleyan University, where he re-
ceived his B.A. in 1932 and his M.A. in 1933. After two years teaching at
Clark University in Worcester, Olson began graduate studies at Harvard.
At 6’8 he cut an impressive figure, and he was described as both scholarly
and absentminded. Although he never completed his doctorate in American
studies, the dissertation he had researched on Herman Melville would
eventually become his first prose book—Call Me Ishmael (1947), a critique
of American culture.

In 1941 Olson joined the American Civil Liberties Union in New York
and became increasingly active in Democratic Party politics. He even-
tually went to work for the Roosevelt administration as Assistant Chief of
the Foreign Language Division of the Federal Office of War Information.
He held that post until 1944, when he quit in a dispute over censorship
of his press releases. Discouraged by government protocol and determined
to make his mark as a poet, Olson moved to Florida and continued his
work on Melville and other projects. In 1948 he joined the faculty of Black
Mountain College in rural North Carolina, an experimental school that
was becoming well known for its arts curriculum. Other faculty members
included the choreographer Merce Cunningham, painters Franz Kline and
Josef Albers, and at various times the poets Robert Duncan and Robert
Creeley. The latter two were invited to teach during Olson’s tenure as
rector of the college, from 1951 until its close in 1956. Creeley founded
the Black Mountain Review, and a school of poetry emerged, the Black
Mountain Poets, including Olson, Creeley, Duncan, Edward Dorn,
and Joel Oppenheimer.
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In his 1949 poem, “The Kingfishers,” Olson declared, “What does not
change / is the will to change,” and much of his teaching was a reaction
against a perceived status quo in American letters. This was the time in
which the academic school of New Criticism was at its height. Olson and
other Black Mountain Poets reacted against the stringent advocacy of tradi-
tional or “closed” forms in poetry. Olson’s famous essay “Projective Verse,”

‘published as a pamphlet in 1950, became a manifesto for the movement. It

began as an attempt to explain his own poetic practice in “The Kingfishers,”
in which he had made use of Aztec religious motifs in opposition to Euro-
pean literary inheritance. Olson, who would eventually call rhyme “the
dross of verse,” sought a reconception of poetry’s formal principles. In “Pro-
jective Verse” he argued that “the line comes (I swear it) from the breath.”
These breath units were new measures placed on the “open field” of the
page. While stressing oral presentation and breath, Olson saved particular
praise for the typewriter as a tool of composition: “It can, for a poet, indi-
cate exactly the breath, the pauses, the suspensions even of syllables, the jux-
tapositions even of parts of phrases, which he intends.” Olson’s prosodic
method was conceived as a new musical form of composition, not to be con-
fused with free verse, although this distinction is admittedly hard to see. He
also rejected narrative as a way of organizing verse. The Mayan Letters
(1953), a collection of his correspondence edited by Creeley, further explores
Olson’s fascination with cultural alternatives.

Olson’s common-law marriage to Constance Wilcock lasted from 1941
to 1956. In 1957, with his new common-law partner, Betty Kaiser, Olson
moved to Gloucester, Massachusetts, to devote himself to his poetry.

From 1963 to 1965 he taught literature at the State University of New
York at Buffalo, and during that time Kaiser was killed in an automobile
accident. The trauma of this event contributed to Olson’s continued dif-
ficulties with alcohol. In late 1969 he was diagnosed with liver cancer,
and he died after a brief illness.

As a poet Olson is best known for The Maximus Poewms, a sequence he
began in the 1940s which was finally published in near-complete form only
after his death. Loosely modeled on Pound’s Cantos, though some critics
call them a deliberate alternative to Pound, The Maximus Poems was con-
ceived as “a poem of a person and a place,” spoken by an ancient Phoenician
wanderer and writer whose perceptions parallel Olson’s own. Discursive,
didactic, full of historical, mythological, and scientific references, the se-
quence accrued in separate volumes in 1953, 1968, and 1974. The entire
work, edited by George F. Butterick, appeared in 1983 and won the author
a posthumous Los Angeles Times Book Award. The Collected Poems of
Charles Olson appeared in 1987. A number of poets have built upon
Olson’s literary legacy, including Denise Levertov, Robert Duncan, Robert
Creeley, and Jack Foley.

Olson’s most famous essay, his manifesto of “Projectivist” or “Open
Field” poetry, has continued to challenge traditional notions of poetic form
since its first publication as a pamphlet in 1950. “FORM IS NEVER
MORE THAN AN EXTENSION OF CONTENT,” Olson asserted, bor-
rowing a key concept from Creeley. The “problem” he attempted to solve



concerned what choices could be made by “the poet who departs from
closed form.” William Carlos Williams thought highly of the essay and re-
lated it to his own ideas about relative measure or the “variable foot” as
something other than free verse. Few statements of modern poetics have
proved so influential or controversial as Olson’s theory of open form.

[PASEESY S,

PROJECTIVE VERSE

(projectile {percussive
Us.

The NoON-Projective

(prospective

(or what a French critic calls “closed” verse, that verse
which print bred and which is pretty much what we have
had, in English & American, and have still got, despite
the work of Pound & Williams:

it led Keats, already a hundred years ago, to see it
(Wordsworth’s, Milton’s) in the light of “the Egotistical
Sublime”; and it persists, at this latter day, as what you
might call the private-soul-at-any-public-wall)

Verse now, 1950, if it is to go ahead, if it is to be of essential use, must, [ take
it, catch up and put into itself certain laws and possibilities of the breath, of the
breathing of the man who writes as well as of his listenings. (The revolution of the
ear, 1910, the trochee’s heave, asks it of the younger poets.)

I want to do two things: first, try to show what projective or OPEN verse is,
what it involves, in its act of composition, how, in distinction from the non-
projective, it is accomplished; and 11, suggest a few ideas about what stance to-
ward reality brings such verse into being, what that stance does, both to the poet
and to his reader. (The stance involves, for example, a change beyond, and larger
than, the technical, and may, the way things look, lead to new poetics and to new
concepts from which some sort of drama, say, or of epic, perhaps, may emerge.)

First, some simplicities that a man learns, if he works in OPEN, or what can
also be called COMPOSITION BY FIELD, as opposed to inherited line, stanza, over-all
form, what is the “old” base of the non-projective.

(1) the kinetics of the thing. A poem is energy transferred from where the poet
got it (he will have some several causations), by way of the poem itself to, all the
way over to, the reader. Okay. Then the poem itself must, at all points, be a high
energy-construct and, at all points, an energy-discharge. So: how is the poet to ac-
complish same energy, how is he, what is the process by which a poet gets in, at

Originally published in pamphlet, Poetry New York (New York, 1950). Collected in Selected Writings, ed.
Robert Creeley (New York: New Directions, 1966).

all points energy at least the equivalent of the energy which propelled him in the
first place, yet an energy which is peculiar to verse alone and which will be, obvi-
ously, also different from the energy which the reader, because he is a third term,
will take away?

This is the problem which any poet who departs from closed form is specially
confronted by. And it involves a whole series of new recognitions. From the mo-
ment he ventures into FIELD COMPOSITION—puts himself in the open—he can go
by no track other than the one the poem under hand declares, for itself. Thus he
has to behave, and be, instant by instant, aware of some several forces just now be-
ginning to be examined. (It is much more, for example, this push, than simply such
a one as Pound put, so wisely, to get us started: “the musical phrase,” go by i,
boys, rather than by, the metronome.) .

(2) is the principle, the law which presides conspicuously over such composi-
tion, and, when obeyed, is the reason why a projective poem can come into being, It
is this: FORM 1S NEVER MORE THAN AN EXTENSION OF CONTENT. (Or so it got
phrased by one, R. Creeley, and it makes absolute sense to me, with this possible
corollary, that right form, in any given poem, is the only and exclusively possible ex-
tension of content under hand.) There it is, brothers, sitting there, for USE.

Now (3} the process of the thing, how the principle can be made so to shape
the energies that the form is accomplished. And I think it can be boiled down to one
statement (first pounded into my head by Edward Dahlberg): ONE PERCEPTION
MUST IMMEDIATELY AND DIRECTLY LEAD TO A FURTHER PERCEPTION. It means
exactly what it says, is a matter of, at all points (even, [ should say, of our manage-
ment of daily reality as of the daily work) get on with it, keep moving, keep in,
speed, the nerves, their speed, the perceptions, theirs, the acts, the split second acts,
the whole business, keep it moving as fast as you can, citizen. And if you also set up
as a poet, USE USE USE the process at all points, in any given poem always, always
one perception must must must MOVE, INSTANTER, ON ANOTHER!

So there we are, fast, there’s the dogma. And its excuse, its usableness, in prac-
tice. Which gets us, it ought to get us, inside the machinery, now, 1950, of how
projective verse is made.

If [ hammer, if I recall in, and keep calling in, the breath, the breathing as dis-
tinguished from the hearing, it is for cause, it is to insist upon a part that breath
plays in verse which has not (due, I think, to the smothering of the power of the
line by too set a concept of foot) has not been sufficiently observed or practiced,
but which has to be if verse is to advance to its proper force and place in the day,
now, and ahead. I take it that PROJECTIVE VERSE teaches, is, this lesson, that that
verse will only do in which a poet manages to register both the acquisitions of his
ear and the pressures of his breath.

Let’s start from the smallest particle of all, the syllable. It is the king and pin
of versification, what rules and holds together the lines, the larger forms, of a
poem. I would suggest that verse here and in England dropped this secret from the
late Elizabethans to Ezra Pound, lost it, in the sweetness of meter and rime, in a
honey-head. (The syllable is one way to distinguish the original success of blank
verse, and its falling off, with Milton.)

It is by their syllables that words juxtapose in beauty, by these particles of
sound as clearly as by the sense of the words which they compose. In any given in-
stance, because there is a choice of words, the choice, if a man is in there, will be,



spontaneously, the obedience of his ear to the syllables. The fineness, and the prac-
tice, lie here, at the minimum and source of speech.

O western wynd, when wilt thou blow
And the small rain down shall rain

O Christ that my love were in my arms
And I in my bed again

It would do no harm, as an act of correction to both prose and verse as now
written, if both rime and meter, and, in the quantity words, both sense and sound,
were less in the forefront of the mind than the syllable, if the syllable, that fine
creature, were more allowed to lead the harmony on. With this warning, to those
who would try: to step back here to this place of the elements and minims of lan-
guage, is to engage speech where it is least careless—and least logical. Listening
for the syllables must be so constant and so scrupulous, the exaction must be so
complete, that the assurance of the ear is purchased at the highest—40 hours a
day-—price. For from the root out, from all over the place, the syllable comes, the
figures of, the dance:

“Is” comes from the Aryan root, as, to breathe. The English “not”
equals the Sanscrit na, which may come from the root #a, to be lost, to
perish. “Be” is from bhu, to grow.

I say the syllable, king, and that it is spontaneous, this way: the ear, the car
which has collected, which has listened, the ear, which is so close to the mind that it
is the mind’s, that it has the mind’s speed . . .

it is close, another way: the mind is brother to this sister and is, because it is so
close, is the drying force, the incest, the sharpener . . .

it is from the union of the mind and the ear that the syllable is born.

But the syllable is only the first child of the incest of verse (always, that Egyptian
thing, it produces twins!). The other child is the LINE. And together, these two, the
syllable and the line, they make a poem, they make thar thing, the—what shall we
call it, the Boss of all, the “Single Intelligence.” And the line comes (I swear it) from
the breath, from the breathing of the man who writes, at the moment that he writes,
and thus is, it is here that, the daily work, the WORK, gets in, for only he, the man
who writes, can declare, at every moment, the line its metric and its ending—where
its breathing, shall come to, termination.

The trouble with most work, to my taking, since the breaking away from tradi-
tional lines and stanzas, and from such wholes as, say, Chaucer’s Troilus or S’s Lear,
is: contemporary workers go lazy RIGHT HERE WHERE THE LINE IS BORN.

Let me put it baldly. The two halves are:

the HEAD, by way of the EAR, to the SYLLABLE
the HEART, by way of the BREATH, to the LINE

And the joker? that it is in the 1st half of the proposition that, in composing, one
lets-it-rip; and that it is in the 2nd half, surprise, it is the LINE that’s the baby that
gets, as the poem is getting made, the attention, the control, that it is right here, in
the line, that the shaping takes place, each moment of the going.

I am dogmatic, that the head shows in the syllable. The dance of the intellect
is there, among them, prose or verse. Consider the best minds you know in this

here business: where does the head show;, is it not, precise, here, in the swift cur-
rents of the syllable? Can’t you tell a brain when you see what it does, just there?
It is true, what the master says he picked up from Confusion: all the thots men are
capable of can be entered on the back of a postage stamp. So, is it not the PLAY of
a mind we are after, is not that that shows whether a mind is there at all?

And the threshing floor for the dance? Is it anything bur the LINE? And when
the line has, is, a deadness, it is not a heart which has gone lazy, is it not, sud-
denly, slow things, similes, say, adjectives, or such, that we are bored by?

For there is a whole flock of rhetorical devices which have now to be brought
under a new bead, now that we sight with the line. Simile is only one bird who
comes down, too easily. The descriptive functions generally have to be watched,
every second, in projective verse, because of their easiness, and thus their drain on
the energy which composition by field allows into a poem. Any slackness takes off
attention, that crucial thing, from the job in hand, from the push of the line under
hand at the moment, under the reader’s eye, in his moment. Observation of any
kind is, like argument in prose, properly previous to the act of the poem, and, if
allowed in, must be so juxtaposed, apposed, set in, that it does not, for an instant,
sap the going energy of the content toward its form.

It comes to this, this whole aspect of the newer problems. (We now enter, ac-
tually, the large area of the whole poem, into the FIELD, if you like, where all the
syllables and all the lines must be managed in their relations to each other.) It is a
matter, finally, of OBJECTS, what they are, what they are inside a poem, how they
got there, and, once there, how they are to be used. This is something | want to
get to in another way in Part II, but, for the moment, let me indicate this, that
every element in an open poem (the syllable, the line, as well as the image, the
sound, the sense) must be taken up as participants in the kinetic of the poem just
as solidly as we are accustomed to take what we call the objects of reality; and
that these elements are to be seen as creating the tensions of a poem just as totally
as do those other objects create what we know as the world.

The objects which occur at every given moment of composition (of recognition,
we can call it) are, can be, must be treated exactly as they do occur therein and not
by any ideas or preconceptions from outside the poem, must be handled as a series
of objects in field in such a way that a series of tensions (which they also are) are
made to hold, and to hold exactly inside the content and the context of the poem
which has forced itself, through the poet and them, into being.

Because breath allows all the speech-force of language back in (speech is the
“solid” of verse, is the secret of a poem’s energy), because, now, a poem has, by
speech, solidity, everything in it can now be treated as solids, objects, things; and,
though insisting upon the absolute difference of the reality of verse from that other
dispersed and distributed thing, yet each of these elements of a poem can be allowed
to have the play of their separate energies and can be allowed, once the poem is well
composed, to keep, as those other objects do, their proper confusions.

Which brings us up, immediately, bang, against tenses, in fact against syntax, in
fact against grammar generally, that is, as we have inherited it. Do not tenses, must
they not also be kicked around anew, in order that time, that other governing ab-
solute may be kept, as must the space-tensions of a poem, immediate, contemporary
to the acting-on-you of the poem? I would argue that here, too, the LAW OF THE
LINE, which projective verse creates, must be hewn to, obeyed, and that the conven-
tions which logic has forced on syntax must be broken open as quietly as must the



too set feet of the old line. But an analysis of how far a new poet can stretch the
very conventions on which communication by language rests, is too big for these
notes, which are meant, I hope it is obvious, merely to ger things started.

Let me just throw in this. It is my impression that all parts of speech suddenly,
in composition by field, are fresh for both sound and percussive use, spring up like
unknown, unnamed vegetables in the patch, when you work it, come spring. Now
take Hart Crane. What strikes me in him is the singleness of the push to the nomi-
native, his push along that one arc of freshness, the attempt to get back to word
as handle. (If logos is word as thought, what is word as noun, as, pass me that, as
Newman Shea used to ask, at the galley table, put a jib on the blood, will ya.) But
there is a loss in Crane of what Fenollosa is so right about, in syntax, the sentence
as first act of nature, as lightning, as passage of force from subject to object, quick,
in the case, from Hart to me, in every case, from me to you, the VERB, between
two nouns. Does not Hart miss the advantages, by such an isolated push, miss the
point of the whole front of syllable, line, field, and what happened to all language,
and to the poem, as a resulr?

I return you now to London, to beginnings, to the syllable, for the pleasures
of it, to intermit;

If music be the food of love, play on,

give me excess of it, that, surfeiting,

the appetite may sicken, and so die.

That strain again. It had a dying fall,

0, it came over my ear like the sweet sound
that breathes upon a bank of violets,
stealing and giving odour.

What we have suffered from, is manuscript, press, the removal of verse from its pro-
ducer and its reproducer, the voice, a removal by one, by two removes from its place
of origin and its destination. For the breath has a double meaning which latin had
not yet lost.

The irony is, from the machine has come one gain not yet sufficiently observed
or used, but which leads directly on toward projective verse and its consequences,
It is the advantage of the typewriter that, due to its rigidity and its space precisions,
it can, for a poet, indicate exactly the breath, the pauses, the suspensions even of
syllables, the juxtapositions even of parts of phrases, which he intends. For the first
time the poet has the stave and the bar a musician has had. For the first time he
can, without the convention of rime and meter, record the listening he has done to
his own speech and by that one act indicate how he would want any reader, silently
or otherwise, to voice his work.

It is time we picked the fruits of the experiments of Cummings, Pound,
Williams, each of whom has, after his way, already used the machine as a scoring
to his composing, as a script to its vocalization. It is now only a matter of the recog-
nition of the conventions of composition by field for us to bring into being an open
verse as formal as the closed, with all its traditional advantages.

If a contemporary poet leaves a space as long as the phrase before it, he means
that space to be held, by the breath, an equal length of time. If he suspends a word
or syllable at the end of a line (this was most Cummings’ addition) he means that
time to pass that it takes the eye—that hair of time suspended—to pick up the next

line. If he wishes a pause so light it hardly separates the words, yet does not want a
comma—which is an interruption of the meaning rather than the sounding of the
line—follow him when he uses a symbol the typewriter has ready to hand:

What does not change / is the will to change

Observe him, when he takes advantage of the machine’s multiple margins, to
juxtapose:

Sd he:
to dream takes no effort
to think is easy
to act is more difficult
but for a man to act after he has taken thought, this!
is the most difficult thing of all

Each of these lines is a progressing of both the meaning and the breathing forward,
and then a backing up, without a progress or any kind of movement outside the
unit of time local to the idea.

There is more to be said in order that this convention be recognized, especially
in order that the revolution out of which it came may be so forwarded that work
will get published to offset the reaction now afoot to return verse to inherited forms
of cadence and rime. But what I want to emphasize here, by this emphasis on the
typewriter as the personal and instantaneous recorder of the poets’ work, is the al-
ready projective nature of verse as the sons of Pound and Williams are practicing it.
Already they are composing as though verse was to have the reading its writing in-
volved, as though not the eye but the ear was to be its measurer, as though the inter-
vals of its composition could be so carefully put down as to be precisely the intervals
of its registration. For the ear, which once had the burden of memory to quicken it
(rime & regular cadence were its aids and have merely lived on in print after the
oral necessities were ended) can now again, that the poet has his means, be the
threshold of projective verse,

Which gets us to what I promised, the degree to which the projective involves
a stance toward reality outside a poem as well as a new stance towards the reality
of a poem itself. It is a matter of content, the content of Homer or of Euripides or of
Seami as distinct from that which I might call the more “literary” masters. From the
moment the projective purpose of the act of verse is recognized, the content does—
it will—change. If the beginning and the end is breath, voice in its largest sense, then
the material of verse shifts. It has to. It starts with the composer. The dimension of
his line itself changes, not to speak of the change in his conceiving, of the matter he
will turn to, of the scale in which he imagines that matter’s use. 1 myself would pose
the difference by a physical image. It is no accident that Pound and Williams both
were involved variously in a movement which got called “objectivism.” But that
word was then used in some sort of a necessary quarrel, I rake it, with “subjec-
tivism.” It is now too late to be bothered with the latter. It has excellently done itself
to death, even though we are all caught in its dying. What seems to me a more valid
formulation for present use is “objectism,” a word to be taken to stand for the kind



of relation of man to experience which a poet might state as the necessity of a line
or a work to be as wood is, to be as clean as wood is as it issues from the hand of
nature, to be as shaped as wood can be when a man has had his hand to it. Objec-
tism is the getting rid of the lyrical interference of the individual as ego, of the “sub-
ject” and his soul, that peculiar presumption by which western man has interposed
himself between what he is as a creature of nature (with certain instructions to carry
out) and those other creations of nature which we may, with no derogation, call ob-
jects. For a man is himself an object, whatever he may take to be his advantages, the
more likely to recognize himself as such the greater his advantages, particularly at
that moment that he achieves an humilitas sufficient ro make him of use.

It comes to this: the use of a man, by himself and thus by others, lies in how he
conceives his relation to nature, that force to which he owes his somewhat small
existence. If he sprawl, he shall find little to sing but himself, and shall sing, nature
has such paradoxical ways, by way of artificial forms outside himself. But if he
stays inside himself, if he is contained within his nature as he is participant in the
larger force, he will be able to listen, and his hearing through himself will give him
secrets objects share. And by an inverse law his shapes will make their own way. It
is in this sense that the projective act, which is the artist’s act in the larger field of
objects, leads to dimensions larger than the man. For a man’s problem, the mo-
ment he takes speech up in all its fullness, is to give his work his seriousness, a seri-
ousness sufficient to cause the thing he makes to try to take its place alongside the
things of nature. This is not easy. Nature works from reverence, even in her de-
structions {species go down with a crash). Burt breath is man’s special qualification
as animal. Sound is a dimension he has extended. Language is one of his proudest
acts. And when a poet rests in these as they are in himself (in his physiology, if you
like, but the life in him, for all that) then he, if he chooses to speak from these roots,
works in that area where nature has given him size, projective size.

It is projective size that the play, The Trojan Women, possesses, for it is able to

stand, is it not, as its people do, beside the Aegean—and neither Andromache or
the sea suffer diminution. In a less “heroic” bur equally “natural” dimension Seami
causes the Fisherman and the Angel to stand clear in Hagoromo. And Homer, who
is such an unexamined cliché that I do not think I need to press home in what scale
Nausicaa’s girls wash their clothes.

Such works, I should argue—and I use them simply because their equivalents
are yet to be done—could not issue from men who conceived verse without the full
relevance of human voice, without reference to where lines come from, in the indi-
vidual who writes. Nor do I think it accident that, at this end point of the argument,
I should use, for examples, two dramatists and an epic poet. For I would hazard the
guess that, if projective verse is practiced long enough, is driven ahead hard enough
along the course I think it dictates, verse again can carry much larger material than
it has carried in our language since the Elizabethans. But it can’t be jumped. We are
only at its beginnings, and if I think that the Cantos make more “dramatic” sense
than do the plays of M. Eliot, it is not because I think they have solved the problem
but because the methodology of the verse in them points a way by which, one day,
the problem of larger content and of larger forms may be solved. Eliot is, in fact, a
proof of a present danger, of “too easy” a going on the practice of verse as 1t has
been, rather than as it must be, practiced. There is no question, for example, that
Eliot’s line, from “Prufrock”™ on down, has speech-force, is “dramatic,” is, in fact,

—_—

one of the most notable lines since Dryden. I suppose it stemmed immediately to
him from Browning, as did so many of Pound’s early things. In any case Eliot’s line
has obvious relations backward to the Elizabethans, especially to the soliloquy. Yet
O. M. Eliot is not projective. It could even be argued (and I say this carefully, as I
have said all things about the non-projective, having considered how each of us must
save himself after his own fashion and how much, for that matter, each of us owes to
the non-projective, and will continue to owe, as both go alongside each other) but it
could be argued that it is because Eliot has stayed inside the non-projective that he
fails as a dramatist—that his root is the mind alone, and a scholastic mind at that
(no high intelletto despite his apparent clarities)—and that, in his listenings he has
stayed there where the ear and the mind are, has only gone from his fine ear outward
rather than, as [ say a projective poet will, down through the workings of his own
throat to that place where breath comes from, where breath has its beginnings, where
drama has to come from, where, the coincidence is, all act springs.
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