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The exhibition It’s Only the End of the World[footnoteRef:1] brings together artists who have been active on the local contemporary scene in recent years, whose practices and works, through specific shared characteristics, point to a distinct current of artistic research. The works by Marija Avramović and Sam Twidale, Pavle Banović and Jelena Nikolić, Lidija Delić, Iva Kuzmanović, as well as Tamara Spalajković, Jakub Daněk and Daniel Rajmon, presented in this exhibition, are linked by an interest in speculating about worlds that establish a discontinuity with the world of our empirical experience and/or in examining potential scenarios of the near or distant future. These explorations differ in their focal points, and are carried out through diverse media frameworks and artistic approaches. By considering them as distinct examples of artistic positions formed within this current of interest, the exhibition examines the motivations of artists to explore alternative realities. By analyzing their properties and implications, the exhibition simultaneously addresses the relationship that these realities establish with the real world, that is, the potential of the works to provoke reflection on the present moment by shifting into worlds (of the future) that distance themselves from empirical reality.  [1:  The title of the exhibition It's Only the End of the World is taken from Xavier Dolan's film with the same title (It’s Only the End of the World/Juste la fin du monde, 2016), based on the play by Jean-Luc Lagarce. ] 

Although the artists presented in this exhibition operate in the domain of fiction, it is not just any kind of fiction. The worlds and futures which are the subject of their speculation are grounded in a fiction that represents a break with the empirical world, yet it cannot be ruled out as potentially realizable within it one day – an aspect that distinguishes science fiction from pure fantasy.[footnoteRef:2] In this sense, they are located between the imaginary and the empirical, the cognitive/scientific and the estranged, between what is familiar to us from everyday experience and what is alien to us. The worlds constructed by Marija Avramović and Sam Twidale, Pavle Banović and Jelena Nikolić, Lidija Delić, Iva Kuzmanović, as well as Tamara Spalajković, Jakub Daněk and Daniel Rajmon, at times appear to be the world we know in reality, but are in some other world, or else at first glance seem like some other, but actually they are the world that surrounds us. Some of these worlds are radically different from the world of our immediate experience, yet they still contain elements in which we can recognize traces of it. Bearing all this in mind, science fiction emerges as a potent framework for understanding these works, and it need not be understood solely as a genre, but also as a type of practice, a set of sensibilities, a field, a space of metaphor, and above all as a research methodology.[footnoteRef:3] The concept particularly useful for understanding the dialectical relations within which narratives and environments that can be characterized as science-fictional are formed is that of ‛cognitive estrangement’, developed by the theorist Darko Suvin, who positioned it as a defining component of science fiction.[footnoteRef:4] Building on the concept of defamiliarization (ostranenie) from Russian formalist theory and Brecht’s alienation effect (Verfremdungseffect), Suvin defined ‛cognitive estrangement’ as a framework in which something is simultaneously recognizable yet defamiliarized, in such a way that enables us to view what is taken as familiar, normative and as a natural, inevitable given in our reality through the lens of a world based on different premises – from a detached point of view. According to Suvin, the distance thereby established from the world of reality is cognitive and creative. It does not have only the potential of reflection, but rather possesses critical, transformative and generative potential.[footnoteRef:5] In this sense, science fiction as a field of contemporary art constitutes a framework within which it is possible to engage with some of the most pressing issues of our time in the realms of politics, economics, social relations and subjectivity, such as the omnipresence of technology, climate change, human relations with non-human beings and entities, and the dead ends of dominant systems of functioning – both through the articulation of emotional responses to these phenomena, or through their re-examination and the imagining of alternative forms.[footnoteRef:6] Concepts that build on science fiction, in this vein, and are also relevant to understanding the works of the artists presented in this exhibition, include ‛worldbuilding’ – the process of creating alternative realities with their own distinctive environments, systems, structures, agents and rules – which in contemporary art most characteristically appears in practices based on the aesthetics and technology of video games[footnoteRef:7], although it is not necessarily limited to them, and also the concept of ‛speculation’ together with ‛speculative fiction’, understood here in the sense of imagining fictional alternative or future narratives[footnoteRef:8]. [2:  For more on science fiction as a field of contemporary art, see: Dan Byrne-Smith (ed.), Science Fiction, Whitechapel Gallery, London; the MIT press, Cambridge 2020.]  [3:  Dan Byrne-Smith, “Introduction”, in: Dan Byrne-Smith (ed.), op. cit., 12.]  [4:  More in: Darko Suvin, “Estrangement and Cognition, 1979”, in: Dan Byrne-Smith (ed.), op. cit., 36.]  [5:  Darko Suvin, op. cit., 36-39; Sherryl Vint, “Cognitive Estrangement, 2014”, in: Dan Byrne-Smith (ed.), op. cit., 40-42.]  [6:  More in: Dan Byrne-Smith, “Introduction”, op. cit., 12-19.]  [7:  More on this topic in: Jasmin Klumpp, Tabea Marschall, Sirin Simsek et al. (eds.), Worldbuilding: Gaming and Art in the Digital Age, Hatje Cantz, Julia Stoschek Foundation, Berlin 2024.]  [8:  Steven Shaviro, “Defining Speculation: Speculative Fiction, Speculative Philosophy and Speculative Finance”, 2019, in: Marina Vishmidt (ed.), Speculation, Whitechapel Gallery, London; The MIT Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts 2022.] 

Within the overall body of works presented in the exhibition, the work The Last Day by Pavle Banović and Jelena Nikolić somewhat stands out for its connection to contemporary everyday life. While the other works function as windows into other worlds from the present, The Last Day is based on the premise, “what if we knew the exact day the world would end”, and takes the form of a months-long correspondence between the artists, printed out and neatly organized by day into folders and boxes. In this way, not only is the present moment viewed from the perspective of anticipating the “last day”, but the temporal twist is also reflected in the position of the audience, who situate themselves in some point of the future from which they read this correspondence. Thus, they are able to reconstruct contemporary everyday life, which they actively participate in outside the gallery space, from an archival point of view, based on selective documentary material and through the hypothetical situation of temporal distance separating them from that life. Through this autofictional, immediate, informal and spontaneous dialogue, very often also intimate, trivial, witty and ironic, Pavle Banović and Jelena Nikolić construct a free associative chain on the theme of the apocalypse, composed of various types of verbal and visual material. The correspondence, which in any other circumstances would not be publicly accessible, is inevitably shaped by the generational tone and the close relationship between the two artists, and at the same time, their sophisticated and raw language points to the form, aesthetics and typology of images and texts characteristic of exchanges in the sphere of Internet – messages and short notes, low-resolution photographs captured with phone cameras, memes, GIFs and more – similar to the type of image that Hito Steyerl theorized in the visual field as the ‛poor image’ [footnoteRef:9], and that Nathan Jurgenson described as ‛the social photo’ [footnoteRef:10]. As a possible portrait or case study of contemporary everyday life, this correspondence first identifies the various ways in which the notions of the end of the world, apocalypse and finality appear as references in daily life and what personal and general meanings they assume, at the same time opening up a space for reflecting on a range of themes of contemporaneity, such as the pressures imposed by it, mortality, loss and disappearance, memory, transience, personal and collective dysfunctionality, as well as survival within it, while providing room for imagining its alternatives.  [9:  Hito Steyerl, “In Defense of the Poor Image”, e-flux journal #10, November 2009. https://www.e-flux.com/journal/10/61362/in-defense-of-the-poor-image]  [10:  Nathan Jurgenson, The Social Photo: On Photography and Social Media, Verso Books, New York 2019.] 

In contrast to the work of Pavle Banović and Jelena Nikolić, which unambiguously refers to the contemporary moment viewed from the perspective of a hypothetical end of the world in the future, the paintings by Lidija Delić and the video work by Tamara Spalajković, Jakub Daněk and Daniel Rajmon are distinguished by a blurred boundary between reality and a dystopian future. At first glance, the scenes in Lidija Delić’s paintings Observing the Plants and Growth appear as a post-apocalyptic vision of future life on planet Earth and beyond it – within isolated capsules of limited capacity, that function as artificial substitutes for now uninhabitable natural ecosystems, in which uniformly dressed human figures, devoid of differentiated individual characteristics, live as shadows. However, the environment actually depicted is the sensory garden inside the Ford Foundation building in New York, which the artist had the opportunity to visit, and the ambivalence that characterizes the scenes in her paintings is the clearest example of ‛cognitive estrangement’ understood in the sense of defamiliarizing the familiar. At the same time, although at first glance these scenes appear as notes of everyday life, such as spending leisure time, small rituals and resting in a peaceful, harmonious and safe environment, they can also be experienced as unsettling, uncanny or claustrophobic. The space which can be viewed as an example of encounter and coexistence, of an ideal interweaving of nature and humanity and its creations, is in fact a drastic example of a cultivated form of nature – arranged so as to be presented and offered to humans, while the manner in which humans come into contact with it and experience it is equally regulated. The artificial environment of a glass, vacuum-sealed, organized and guarded garden in the mid of the Manhattan’s hyper-urban fabric can be understood as a metaphor for the symbolic place that nature (which in this case is not nature itself but its elements arranged within a framework in which it suits humans to perceive it) occupies in the Anthropocene – if it does not serve as raw material, which the artist deals with in other works (A Long Time), then it is reduced to its controlled and adapted, pseudo-natural substitute that serves humans as a temporary refuge from the pressures of everyday life or from an intense external environment, in the way that its dystopian counterpart represents a simulation of a natural ecosystem and functions as a refuge from Earth’s own environment, where the survival of life has become impossible. In this regard, the “growth” that Lidija Delić records in these scenes is also paradoxal, as it represents the flourishing of vegetation that is restrained by the frameworks imposed on it by the Anthropocene.
The meaning of the sensory garden can also be interpreted in correlation with the virtual garden as one of the symbolic points of the world depicted in Net Worth, jointly realized by Tamara Spalajković, Jakub Daněk and Daniel Rajmon. Executed in a docu-fictional style, Net Worth is a film set in the near future in which people across almost the entire planet have artificial intelligence-based brain implants (Synapse Pro) that enable them to be constantly connected to the digital sphere, and operate through personalized algorithms calibrated according to market and consumerist logic. As in the works of Lidija Delić, the boundaries between the real and the imaginary are here also indeterminate, since Planýrka, the site where the film’s narrative unfolds, is a hill that actually exists in the city of Brno, in the Czech Republic. Nearly the same size of the city centre, it is distinctive for the complex history of the city’s attempts to urbanize it and use it as construction land, despite the fact that it is a landslide-prone terrain and therefore unsuitable for building of any kind.[footnoteRef:11] Planýrka is also a location of pronounced ecological significance, given that its meadow, forest and swamp are home to over 360 species of plants and animals, some of which are endangered, and it is also known as a gathering place and refuge for various marginalized social groups. The work Net Worth takes this layering of meanings and functions of Planýrka as its starting point, and is conceived as a speculative portrait of the location, seen from the viewpoint of different symbolic figures associated with it, such as an investor, a real estate agent, Rubi – a worker in the quality control sector of a company producing chips, and a promoter in a shopping mall. Through following the activities of these characters and their interactions, as well as their relationship with Planýrka, the work problematizes a range of issues – the increasing degree of integration of technology into every sphere of life, including the human body itself, and various aspects of its abuse. The speculative portrait of Planýrka sketches a dystopian reality in which personal interests and profits are pursued at the expense of the common good, social and health policy, safety, and mutual compassion and solidarity. It is a picture of everyday reality defined by exploitation, precariat, economic inequality and the loss of autonomy and self-awareness of individuals, whose lives are subjected to the supervision and control of global corporations, in which human lives are (covered-up) collateral damage, with no protection afforded within that system. However, the way Net Worth directs attention towards nature, that is, non-human beings and entities, undermines an exclusively anthropocentric focus and aligns with the strategy also evident in Lidija Delić’s paintings. The narrative of the work by Tamara Spalajković, Jakub Daněk and Daniel Rajmon, whose protagonists are seemingly human actors, is interspersed with sequences focusing on the natural environment of Planýrka’s wetland, meadow and forest, so that the non-human world is brought to the foreground as an additional actor, continuously present and also suffering the consequences of the perception of the terrain it inhabits solely in terms of its economic or utilitarian value, yet it is always marginalized within the anthropocentric narrative. With a similar gesture of shifting the focus to the non-human world and its survival under conditions and in environments in which its needs are never considered in a way that would make them equal to humans, Lidija Delić redirects attention from the human figures spending time in the idyllic environment of the sensory garden to the tree canopies and vegetation overshadowed by the glass architectural structure in which they are enclosed. The absurd dimension of the human relationship to non-human beings and entities is additionally highlighted by two elements in Net Worth: the virtual garden, which consumers in the shopping mall can maintain during a paid session, and the greenwashing movement of disguising oneself as a pigeon, which allows the actors in Planýrka’s alternative universe to temporarily disconnect completely from the digital sphere to which they are linked via the chip. [11:  The most characteristic outcome of these attempts is a shopping mall, whose construction in the early 2000s is remembered for having proceeded without a building permit.] 

The questions of the dominance of the anthropo- and capitalocentric perception of the world, and of the related dialectical division between the human and the non-human world that presupposes human primacy over other non-human beings and entities, while objectifying, subordinating and exploiting the non-human world in accordance with human or economic system needs, raised by the works of Lidija Delić and Tamara Spalajković, Jakub Daněk and Daniel Rajmon are further taken up by the works of Iva Kuzmanović, as well as Marija Avramović and Sam Twidale. Their approaches to these problems, highlighted as some of the systemic anthropogenic causes of climate change and destruction of the environment that endangers it to the extent that the survival of life on Earth is called into question[footnoteRef:12], can be understood as post-humanist deconstructions of the very system of thought underlying these problems, articulated through depictions of worlds that are radically different from the one we know. Iva Kuzmanović’s work Untitled, from the series Journey through the No Way Out, shows a fragment of the topography of a terrain with a barren, fluorescent pink, purple and blue morphology that suggests a distant and unfamiliar landscape, beyond everyday experience. A fine haze and the sharp configuration of the terrain render this landscape simultaneously sublime, and potentially hostile, inaccessible and dangerous. This entirely artificial and fictional landscape, modelled on piles of sand shaped by the artist, can be understood as an utterly devastated and desolate surface of planet Earth, where all biological life has been destroyed as a result of some process or event of apocalyptic proportions. At the same time, it can be interpreted as the space of another planet that humanity intends to colonize after sustaining life on Earth has become impossible. The depicted landscape remains ambivalent in terms of identification, both because of its characteristics and because of the angle and distance from which it is observed, which can be experienced simultaneously as approaching/withdrawing and as observing and mapping. The meaning of this landscape is further enriched through its correlation with a series of works that includes the drawing-installation The Temple at Delphi, alongside which Iva Kuzmanović explored Apollo Belvedere as a motif. The phosphorescent presence of the remains of a Greek temple – once considered the so-called navel of the world – which the artist adopts, as well as Apollo Belvedere, as a symbol of Western European civilization, and of the humanist and Enlightenment tradition that established a restrictive construct and standard of the “human”, forming the basis for the exclusion, discrimination and overpowering of those who do not fit the prescribed norm, including the non-human sphere[footnoteRef:13] – indicates that the depicted landscape and the presumed end of the world are not just any terrain, nor the end of just any world, that is, the world in its generalized sense. The smouldering phosphorescent projection of the temple fragments carries an ironic, rather than a lamenting tone, whether the post-apocalyptic landscape is understood as a destroyed earthly world or as a cartography of a world in which humanity has found its new habitat. In the former case, as a remnant of human intervention – in its Western-centric and humanist understanding – on a now destroyed planet, what remains is only the symbol of a civilization and culture that assumed its primacy over others with whom it once shared the world. In the latter case, it becomes a symbol of the persistence of certain destructive practices and mindsets that stem from the same worldview, such as colonization, the treatment of the planet as replaceable and expendable, and the reliance on the possibility of finding a new one on which a segment of humanity will be able to adapt a habitat to its own needs, in a manner suggested by Lidia Delić’s images.  [12:  On these issues in the context of contemporary art, see, for example: T. J. Demos, Against the Anthropocene: Visual Culture and Environment Today, Sternberg Press, London 2017; The Routledge Companion to Contemporary Art, Visual Culture, and Climate Change, T. J. Demos, Emily Eliza Scott & Subhankar Banerjee (eds.), Routledge, New York and London 2021; Maja Fowkes & Reuben Fowkes, Art and Climate Change, Thames & Hudson, London 2022.]  [13:  More about the posthumanist deconstruction of the “human” in: Rozi Brajdoti, Posthumano [Rosi Braidotti, The Posthuman], Faculty of Media and Communications, Belgrade 2016.] 

If Iva Kuzmanović’s images of a potential future can be understood as a critical examination of the implications and limitations of the humanist definition of the human and the consequences of its relationship to the environment and to the non-human, the work Supreme by Marija Avramović and Sam Twidale (Xenoangel) functions as a constructive space for reflection on how it can be overcome. Using the form of video games and techniques such as live simulation, 3D animation and reactive sound design, Marija Avramović and Sam Twidale shape a world conceived as a self-sufficient, internally coherent universe with its own authentic modes of operation, configurations and visual properties. It is a symbiotic ecosystem composed of various organic and inorganic elements that occasionally evoke forms and morphology associated with the natural world we know, yet it is essentially imaginary and artificial in the same way as Iva Kuzmanović’s dystopian landscapes. This ecosystem lies on the World Beast, and is inhabited by various non-human critters that interact with each other while simultaneously communicating with their World through an animistic neural network system. The critters move across its back, go around it and explore it, strive to align themselves with its environment and seek out artefacts containing information about its past that can help them better understand it in the present.[footnoteRef:14] In this respect, the work of Marija Avramović and Sam Twidale also implies the end of the world, but not through the idea of ultimate destruction and total annihilation after which nothing remains, but through the idea of the succession of worlds, where the end of the world refers to the end of a civilization, value system, language, order, mode of operation, culture and worldview, that is, the end of the future that this world projects for itself. [footnoteRef:15] In this sense, while Iva Kuzmanović – through her understanding of post-apocalyptic landscapes as failed utopias rather than dystopias – as well as Pavle Banović and Jelena Nikolić, address these ideas from the perspective of a world that senses, experiences and undergoes its own end and raises questions about the legacy it leaves behind, Marija Avramović and Sam Twidale approach them from the viewpoint of a new world emerging from the remains of the previous one, whose traces it bears and which is only beginning to discover itself. By questioning the perception of a universe centred on humans, their needs and their experiences, Supreme offers a framework for rethinking a subject, not as isolated and defined through separation and hierarchization, but as experienced within its expanded and horizontal relational field of interactions, mutual interpenetration, connectedness and continuum with other subjects, both within themselves and in the broader environment, and at the same time with the world they jointly inhabit.[footnoteRef:16] Hence, the world constructed by Marija Avramović and Sam Twidale is entirely hybrid, complex, intricate and fluid. All of its constituent elements are interwoven, flowing into one another and influencing one another. Communication among these critters, as well as between the critters and the World Beast, takes place through sound – the critters listen to the song of the World Beast, and then seek ways to attune themselves to it, synchronize and harmonize through polyphony and varying resonances, whereby the goal is not so much in reaching the final harmony, as in the very process of attunement. Their worldview is shaped by a set of myths, one of which is slow thinking – translated into human experience as a mode of thought that does not operate within the tempo or duration of human life, but rather according to the pace of other beings and entities of the non-human world, for example, the movement of tectonic plates. The observer explores this world through a vertiginous immersion and from all angles, via a fluid and dynamic succession of viewpoints, ranging from those that allow us to grasp it as a whole to those that enable us to perceive that world down to its finest details. Rather than an anticipation and concretization of a future that will exist as such, the world that Marija Avramović and Sam Twidale open up to us is more of a metaphor, a sketch or a hypothesis, a space of empathy and adaptation, and a proposal for thinking about different kind of subjectivity. For this very reason, it remains indeterminate and open to interpretation what kind of world the World Beast is and what it might encompass – a world with no connection to ours or a world of Earth’s distant future? A world on the scale of our own, or a world that is a microorganism? Our world in metaphorical form, or our bodies themselves? [14:  The texts of the artefacts are the result of collaboration of Marija Avramović and Sam Twidale with several authors and artists, on the work of Supreme, and on the theme of symbiosis and interdependence. The full texts are available at: https://xenoangel.com/supreme_artefacts/ ]  [15:  Marija Avramović and Sam Twidale rely on the concept of the end of the world by philosopher Federico Campagna in this regard. More in: “Prophetic Culture: Experiencing the End of the World. A conversation with Federico Campagna”, by Andrea Bellini, Flash Art, 335, 31 August 2021. https://flash---art.com/article/prophetic-culture/ ]  [16:  On the idea of posthumanist subjectivity defined through relationality, monism, the nature–culture continuum, anti-individualism, and anti-anthropocentrism, see more in: Rosi Braidotti, op. cit.] 


Alternative realities, some of which may potentially be our futures, are primarily imagined by Marija Avramović and Sam Twidale, Lidija Delić, Iva Kuzmanović, as well as Tamara Spalajković, Jakub Daněk and Daniel Rajmon, as dystopias or as worlds that await and move towards some form of apocalypse, or that emerge as a result of its consequences. Even when they take the form of a symbiotic utopia, such as the one constructed by Marija Avramović and Sam Twidale, the starting point for their creation lies in some of the urgent problems of the present which have been shown to certainly lead, if left unresolved, toward some kind of apocalyptic and catastrophic scenarios for the future of the world. In this regard, the works brought together in this exhibition draw our attention to these problems and open up space for reflecting on their causes and consequences, their systemic and structural interconnectedness and interdependence, as well as their potential solutions. They are a mirror of the current issues and anxieties that occupy us, but they also open up a space for reflecting on our relationship towards them and the place they occupy in our everyday lives and, in that regard, it is noteworthy that all of the works in the exhibition talk about dystopia, destruction, collapse or the end of the world through a characteristic language devoid of drama. On the one hand, although Lidija Delić’s work can be understood as a dystopian situation that emerges after a process or event leading to the collapse of the planetary ecosystem, and the work of Tamara Spalajković, Jakub Daněk and Daniel Rajmon as a near future characterized by a process of deterioration whose inevitable progression toward a negative, even apocalyptic direction is not difficult to imagine, what is the more important question is how we feel when we realize that the dystopias these artists present are, in fact, already our world or that, apart from the fact that we (still) do not have chips in our heads, they do not differ significantly from contemporary everyday life. On the other hand, although the works of Lidija Delić, Iva Kuzmanović, as well as Marija Avramović and Sam Twidale point to potential future scenarios that result in a post-apocalyptic dystopia or a utopia of symbiosis and interconnectedness influenced by humanity’s actions in the present, the question is whether we will rather experience them as distant and essentially abstract than as something that awakens in us a sense of responsibility and urgency regarding the ways in which, at this moment, we can prevent or help them to be realized. Finally, although in their correspondence Pavle Banović and Jelena Nikolić anticipate an indeterminate end of the world in its sense of definitiveness, the end of everything and erasure, the anxiety provoked in them by everyday life leads them to dilemmas, has the end of the world already begun? Has the end of the world already happened? Would we even believe it if we were told it was going to happen? All the works brought together in the exhibition prompt the question of whether the end of the world should be understood as finality and a dramatic rupture, or we are now living the consequences of certain ends of worlds and apocalypses that have already occurred, that is, some form of a prolonged ending that we have simply not conceptualized in those terms.[footnoteRef:17] What kind of end of the world would, in that case, be sufficient or necessary for us to perceive it as such, if the various kinds of endings, destructions and forms of decay that we have experienced, witnessed or know from history, have not been enough? At the same time, the work of Pavle Banović and Jelena Nikolić is a reflection of the most common relationship we have towards scenarios of the future or ideas of the end of the world that the other works talk about – if they are constantly present in our consciousness and often form a reference around which our perception of reality is shaped, at the same time they drown in everyday life that overwhelms us and takes away our energy for questions that do not concern immediate survival in it. In that sense, The Last Day delineates a liminal space of frustration – the awareness of the unsustainability of the existing state, sufficient to prompt us to ask whether the apocalypse is something we are already living, coupled with a simultaneous passivity, helplessness and lack of drama in the face of it, whereby we tend to absorb various personal, social or global traumas into our experience, accept different compromises and contribute to the maintenance of the status quo – while remaining incapable of fully grasping hyperobjects (Morton) such as climate change – rather than allowing that state of unsustainability, the consequences of which directly affect our lives every day, to provoke panic that might encourage a more decisive and radical reaction. For why would we panic – it’s only the end of the world.  [17:  On this idea of the end of the world, see: Timothy Morton, Hyperobjects: Philosophy and Ecology After the End of the World, University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis 2013, 7.] 
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