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The article explores the transformation of Ukrainian documentary cinema during the late 1980 s to early 1990 s — an
essential period marked by the collapse of Soviet ideological control and the rise of national consciousness. It focuses on the
emergence of author documentary filmmaking as a response to newly accessible, previously suppressed subjects, including
political repression, the Holodomor, Chornobyl, Ukrainian dissidence, and distorted historical narratives. A central feature of
this transformation was the application of kino-pravda (film-truth) — a technique pioneered by Dziga Vertov — where
subjective observation, minimal mediation, and immersion in real events replaced traditional propagandistic cliché. Films
such as Steps of Democracy, July Thunderstorms, and Chornobyl: Chronicle of Difficult Weeks illustrate how Ukrainian
filmmakers adopted these methods to reconstruct public memory and challenge official narratives. The article underscores the
importance of documentary cinema not only as a medium of filming historical events but also as a powerful cultural
instrument in constructing national identity. Through its capacity to interpret collective trauma, articulate suppressed voices,
and reflect the evolving societal values of an emerging independent Ukraine, documentary film became a powerful tool for
national self-definition. Future research should further examine the role of documentary cinema in constructing Ukrainian
post-Soviet national narratives and its long-term influence on cultural memory and identity formation.

Key words: audiovisual culture, national identity, film and television art, Ukrainian cinema, documentary film,
genre transformations.

Relevance of the Study and Problem Statement. Contemporary Ukrainian cinema is known in the
world, as a «representative» of young talented directors who work in extraordinary dramatic situations and
create competitive films that represent the struggle of Ukrainians for the right of self-identification. What
role do documentary filmmakers play in this struggle?

The earliest triumphs of documentary cinema in Ukraine are associated with the films of Dzyga Vertov,
who is traditionally considered to be one of the first documentary filmmakers and theorists of «cinema truth» [3].
His films, including. The Movie Eye (1924, cinematographer M. Kaufman), Man with a Movie Camera (1929,
cinematographer M. Kaufman), Symphony of Donbas (Enthusiasm) (1930, cinematographer B. Zeitlin) are still
regarded as the significant works in realm of world documentary cinema. In 2014, the British Film Institute
published a film rating in which «Man with a Camera» was recognized as the greatest documentary of all time.

In 1924, Dziga Vertov shot an experimental silent film titled The Movie Eye, which he described as
the first film created without the involvement of actors or traditional artists [1]. Despite receiving an award at
the World Exhibition in Paris, the film was met with sharp criticism in the Soviet Union, where it was
condemned for allegedly wasting film stock. The editing was deemed excessively abrupt and the camera
angles unusually unconventional. Vertov’s attempt to create a film without titles, aspiring toward a universal
cinematic language composed solely of images, was denounced as formalist [13; 98]. During the Second
World War, Vertov directed films about the Soviet people’s struggle against Nazism. However, in the
postwar period, he became a target of political persecution against the so-called «rootless cosmopolitansy.

However, within the totalitarian Soviet regime, Dziga Vertov’s concept of «cinema truth» was not only
lacked prospects for further development but also fundamentally contradicted to the system of propagandistic
myth-making. The filmmaker’s subjective view was incompatible with the discourse of Soviet collectivism,
where the only permissible «eye» was that of the Communist Party. Ukrainian documentary filmmakers were
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limited to working within the frames of the popular science genre. The Kyivnauchfilm studio achieved the
significant results in this field. One of its most prominent directors was Fedor Sobolev (1931-1984), a Kharkiv-
born documentary filmmaker who became a «father» of the so-called «Kyiv School of Scientific Cinemay.

Since the latter half of the 1980 s, Ukrainian documentary cinema has entered a new phase of
development, when every decade was marked with distinct characteristics. Ukrainian documentaries were
expected to pursue «cinematic truth» to the audience, uncovering and illuminating the historical «blank
spots» that emerged as a result of decades of total censorship.

An analysis of the theoretical approaches to various aspects of documentary filmmaking reveals a
divergence in perspectives between Ukrainian and international (primarily English-language) researchers.
These differences are particularly evident in how documentary film is conceptualized as a distinct cinematic
form. For Ukrainian scholars, the classification of types and genres serves as a foundational framework for
the study of documentary cinema. In contrast, genre distinctions hold less significance in contemporary
Western film studies, where the boundaries between fiction and non-fiction films are increasingly fluid in
both theory and practice. Western scholars tend to focus on issues such as effectiveness in addressing harsh
social problems within commercial and economic frameworks, while Ukrainian scholars focus on the
documentary’s dialogue with society [see: 2]. A similar divergence is evident in approaches to the theme of
identity in documentary film. While Western theorists often approach this subject through the lenses of
philosophy and cultural sociology, Ukrainian researchers prioritize identity as a central analytic category. In
their view, the value of a documentary film is closely tied to the extent to which it can represent questions of
identity. Notable Ukrainian scholars who explore documentary cinema from this perspective include
O. Kuzmenko [8], L. Novikova [11], S. Marchenko [9], M. Mischenko [10], Y. Pavlichenko [12].

An important dimension of Ukrainian film analysis is the exploration of space in cinema. Researchers
investigate this issue from various perspectives. Notably, D. Konovalov — both a scholar and a documentary
filmmaker — analyzes different types of space within the framework of the contemporary auteur documentary
[7]. Scholars from Kharkiv, M. Demydenko and N. Markhaichuk, focus on the visual representation of
historical space in Ukrainian cinema, primarily using feature films as case studies, while drawing significant
parallels with documentary films [4].

Ukrainian documentary cinema of the late 1980s and early 1990s can be regarded as a significant subject of
scholar research, as it reflects the key socio-political transformations of the transitional period in Ukraine, such as the
re-evaluation of crimes committed by the Stalinist regime against the Ukrainian people, the ecological and
humanitarian catastrophe of the Chornobyl disaster, the era of perestroika, the collapse of the Soviet Union, the
revival of national identity, and the formation of an independent Ukrainian state. Equally important and compelling
for researchers is the gradual shift from Soviet propaganda to the documentary film as a form of auteur expression.

Research Aim and Objectives of the article is to analyze the transformations in Ukrainian documentary
cinema during the late 1980 s and early 1990 s through the lens of identity-related issues.

Presentation of research material. To comprehend the profound changes that took place in Ukrainian
documentary filmmaking beginning in the mid — 1980 s, it is essential to briefly reconsider the state of Soviet
documentary cinema during the last two decades of the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic. The
development of television and the expansion of film production — both of which were actively employed by
Soviet ideologues — contributed to a documentary filmmaking boom. At the center of this process were the
Kyiv Studio of Chronicle and Documentary Films and the Kyiv Studio of Popular Science Films. In addition
to these central institutions, various regional and even departmental studios (affiliated with ministries or
major industrial enterprises) also produced documentary films [14; 128-129].

Accordingly, the stream of such documentaries was enormous. However, the vast majority of these films —
centered on themes of the «leading role of the Communist Party» and «outstanding industrial achievementsy —
cannot meet serious critique from the point of cinematic art. The quality of these films was notably poor, based on
an obligatory set of ideological cliché, required by Soviet propaganda. At the same time, there existed a small
group of documentary filmmakers who produced films of professional quality. This is evidenced by the consistent
success of Ukrainian documentary filmmakers at international film festivals specializing in the genre [14; 129].

Documentary films that addressed topics subject to minimal censorship — such as popular science, sports,
nature, or the arts — often found success beyond the borders of the Ukrainian SSR. The Soviet approach to
Ukrainian culture was deliberately reductionist, promoting a so-called «sharovary-style» representation that
emphasized folkloric and traditional elements while suppressing its deeper historical and cultural ambiguity.

Documentary filmmaking in the 1980 s was the prolific sector of the Soviet Ukrainian film industry, which
primarily functioned within an agitational and propagandistic framework. In this context, documentary film served
as an ideological tool for constructing a submissive image of Ukrainian culture and Ukrainian national identity.

Nevertheless, documentary cinema of this period revealed several crucial issues of Ukrainian national
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self-identification. Documentary filmmakers tried to explore and analyze national roots and the historical
distinctiveness of Ukrainian culture, in spite of the fact that all documentary films were state-sponsored.
There was no possibility for auteur vision that could overcome the ideological filters of Soviet propaganda.
As a result, filmmakers frequently had to use «Aesopian language» even in the genre of agitanional films.
Their efforts actualize the understanding of the basic principles of auteur documentary filmmaking. Namely
the importance of the director’s subjective interpretation of reality or historical events.

Thus, during the ideological crisis of the late 1980s, in Ukraine existed a well-developed documentary
industry, including skilled professionals and qualified technical personnel. Consequently, when the Soviet
leadership proclaimed the policy of glasnost, a period of flourishing auteur documentary cinema in Ukraine
was started. For the first time, documentary filmmakers were able to work with «cinema truthy». The
turbulent political, social, and cultural events of the late 1980 s allowed Ukrainian documentarians to focus
on filming history in real time. In this respect, the documentary cinema of the transitional period may be
viewed as a precursor to the «streaming-era» documentaries that appeared two decades later — enabled by
both new technologies and evolving perspectives in the 2000 s.

A bright example of the shift toward auteur documentary filmmaking is the film July Thunderstorms
(Lypnevi HROZY, 1989-1991), directed by A. Karas and V. Shkurin, which was awarded the Shevchenko
National Prize in 1993. This documentary explored politically ceucial events — the miners’ strikes in Donbas,
which significantly influenced the broader political discourse. The directors chose the format of a diptych (or
documentary dilogy), often considered one of the most versatile forms of late 20 th-century documentary cinema.
The two parts of the film, Strike and Outburst, present different perspectives on the relatively brief period of the
miners’ protest movement. The first part focuses on a specific episode: the July 1989 miners’ demonstrations on
the square in front of the Donetsk Regional Administration. The manifesto of cinéma vérité regained its relevance,
because the filmmakers were physically present among the protesters, observing events from inside. In doing so,
they fulfilled one of the basic principles of auteur documentary: the elimination of distance between the
documentary filmmakers and their characters. The second part focuses on the protest movement in 1990, offering
the audience an opportunity to connect both events into a continuous narrative and to witness another dimension
of the miners' resistance — one that unfolds not in the streets but within the so-called «corridors of power» (a
euphemism typical of the late 1980 — early 1990 s). This reinterpretation of power structures becomes a key
element in the formation of Ukrainian auteur documentary cinema.

Overall, the comparison of the diptych’s two parts reveals the filmmakers’ intention to portray multiple
temporal dimensions and the contrasting perceptions of unfolding events. K. Yakovlenko, in her study of the
cinematic image of the miner, describes July Thunderstorms as the first work in contemporary Ukrainian
documentary history «devoid of ideological pathos, not conceived as a symphony or an ode to any phenomenon
or eventy. She also notes the film’s «cinephilicy» character, particularly evident in its postmodern citation of the
1934 propaganda film The End of Pekin (Kinec’ Pekina, dir. M. Levkova; Ukrkinochronika), which appears in the
second part. This structure reveals that the miners’ suffering remains almost the same since the 1930 s — this idea
embodies the directors™ statement of the film. In a certain sense, this approach may be considered historically
appropriate within the methodological framework of event interpretation [15; 114].

The documentary Steps of Democracy (Shchabli demokratii, 1992; dir. H. Shklyarevskyi) can also be
regarded as an attempt to interpret real events without claiming to demonstrate the «ultimate truth». In our
view, it is important to highlight that in documentary filmmaking focused on reflecting socio-political events
— and particularly those that aimed at constructing national identity — this task is inherently complex both
artistically and conceptually.

The film focuses on the demands, hopes, and emotions of political «spring» in the period from the late
1980 s to early 1990 s. The protagonists and antagonists gradually exchange their roles and disillusionment
becomes the dominant atmosphere of the film. It is worth emphasizing that during the transitional period,
there was a clear intention of the part of the filmmakers to distance themselves from the conventions of
Soviet documentary film. Thus, the authorial perspective becomes the foundation for interpreting events.

The film initially presents the appearance of new protest figures (primarily from the People's
Movement of Ukraine, or simply «Rukhy), but its second part portrays a very notion of the public protest.
Yet, the feeling of disillusionment remains. A noteworthy aspect of the film is its extensive use of archival
footage shot by cinematographers from the Ukrainian Studio of Chronicle and Documentary Films. This
makes Steps of Democracy one of the earliest Ukrainian examples of the observational documentary genre.
According to I. Kalinina, the film «reflects the paradoxes of the transformation of Ukrainian Soviet society
into a ‘post-Soviet’ independent society» [6; 131].

It is important to emphasize that such delicate issue as national identity cannot be conveyed through a
straightforward narrative or linear storyline. It demands a complex approach that relies on subjective
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evaluations, offers interpretations, and constructs hypotheses.

As scholars of Ukrainian documentary cinema from the late 1980 s to the early 1990s rightly note,
Ukrainian documentarians suddenly found themselves facing an overwhelming range of topics that had
previously been strictly prohibited in the USSR. These included: the brutality of the political repressions of
the 1930 s in the Soviet Union and in Ukraine in particular (including the theme of the «Executed
Renaissance»); the Holodomor as an act of genocide against the Ukrainian peasantry; the truthful history of
the Second World War and the Soviet Union’s role in its outbreak, as well as the existence of secret
protocols between Nazi Germany and Stalin’s USSR — protocols that also concerned Ukrainian lands; the
Ukrainian dissident movement and the generation of the «Sixtiers»; human rights violations in the late Soviet
period; and the distortion of the so-called «national questiony.

As we can see, even when topics appeared strictly historical, they were, in fact, projected into the present
and became relevant vehicles for truth-telling and for critiquing the Soviet regime and its system of governance.

The newly gained access to previously forbidden topics — combined with contemporary challenges —
led to a situation of thematic abundance, in which quantity did not always equate to quality. Nevertheless,
even overtly weak films did not hinder the broader processes of democratization in society. On the contrary,
they contributed to the emergence of previously impossible forms of independent journalism in Ukraine and,
along with it, a new wave of authorial documentary cinema.

Tragically, the catastrophic man-made disaster at the Chornobyl Nuclear Power Plant in 1986 — both a
consequence of the systemic failures of the Soviet command economy and a warning to the world about the risks
of entering the era of advanced technologies — became a major thematic focus of Ukrainian documentary cinema.

According to film scholar I. Zubavina, the first cinematic response to the Chornobyl disaster was the
documentary film Chornobyl: Chronicle of Difficult Weeks (1986; dir. V. Shevchenko). Moreover, it was
Volodymyr Shevchenko and his film crew who were among the very first to film footage directly at the place of the
catastrophe. The researcher also cites a number of other documentary films that explored this topic — one that
continues to be revisited as a form of warning: Chornobyl: Two Colors of Time (1988; dir. I. Kobryn), The Threshold
(1988; dir. R. Serhiyenko), The Shadow of the Sarcophagus (1989; dir. H. Shklyarevskyi), among others [5; 21].

Chornobyl: Chronicle of Difficult Weeks serves as an example of the transformation occurring within
Ukrainian documentary filmmaking. Direct observation of the disaster was merged with authorial choices in editing
and composition, including the use of voice-over narration that presented facts as both real events and subjective
assessments. The film became widely known for its footage captured in close proximity to the place of disaster.

Volodymyr Shevchenko combined interviews with academician Legasov, who was a government
official and member of the commission investigating the causes of the disaster with the observational
footage. As a result, the film marked a significant milestone both for the socio-political development of
Ukrainian society and for the evolution of documentary cinema.

As the film’s editor A. Karas recalled, «The filming process occurred in two stages: first, securing
permission to shoot in the exclusion zone; second, obtaining permission to show the film to the audience»
[13; 323]. Thus, the attempt to grasp the scale of the Chornobyl disaster through documentary filmmaking
simultaneously served as a critique of the decaying system of «late socialism», in harsh contrast with the
heroic narratives of the «liquidators».

Conclusion. The period from the late 1980 s to the early 1990s marked a formative stage in the
development of author-driven Ukrainian documentary cinema. During this time, the gradual uncovering of
the «blank spots» in Ukrainian history began. It was in these years that films emerged addressing key
components of collective historical memory, which would later serve as the foundation for shaping
Ukrainian national identity. These films dealt with the exposure of Soviet crimes, political repression, the
Holodomor, suppression of the Ukrainian language and culture, the activities of dissidents, and the revival of
an authentic — non-folklorized —national culture.

It is important to emphasize that one of the factors contributing to the success of these films was not
only the relevance of the subject matter, but also the use of techniques inherent to authorial documentary
filmmaking, particularly the concept of «film-truth» (kino-pravda) pioneered by Dziga Vertov.

Future research should focus on examining Ukrainian documentary cinema as a powerful tool for
constructing a space of national identity.
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kintsia 1980 — pochatku 1990 rokiv (na prykladi filmiv «Lypnevi hrozy» ta «Perebudova znyzuy). Studii
mystetstvoznavchi, 2016 (3). P. 112-119. https://sm.etnolog.org.ua/zmist/2016/3/112.pdf.

ABTOPCHKMI JIOKYMEHTAJBHUM ®LJIbM B YKPATHI KIHIIS 1980 -- IOYATKY 1990-x:
MDK NOJITHYHUM MPOBY I’ KEHHSIM TA HAINIOHAJIBHOIO IJIEHTHUYHICTIO

Maxkcum JEMUJAEHKO - Bukianay kadeapu GoTOMUCTENTBA Ta ONEPATOPCHKOI MaiCcTepHOCTI,
XapkiBCbKa JiepikaBHA aKaJeMis KyJIbTypH, M. XapKiB

Jmurpo KOHOBAJIOB - kanaunat gpinococbKux HayK,

3aBigyBay Kadeapu (OTOMHUCTENTBA Ta ONEPATOPCHKOT MalCTEPHOCTI,

XapkiBChKa JiepikaBHA aKaJeMis KyJIbTypH, M. XapKiB

Codis KOHOBAJIOBA - Buxiiagay xkadenpu KiHO-TEIEPEeKICYPH Ta CIICHAPHOT MalCTePHOCTI,
XapkiBchKa JiepKaBHA aKaAeMis KyJIbTypH, M. XapKiB

CraniciaaB OCTPOYC - Buknanad kadenpu GOTOMUCTENTBA Ta OTIEPATOPCHKOI MAaHCTEPHOCTI,
XapkiBChbKa JiepKaBHA aKaAeMisd KyJIbTYpH, M. XapKiB

Haranis MAPXAMYYK — kaHguiaT MACTENTBO3HABCTBA, JOLEHT KadeapH Teopii KyIbTypH i pimocodii
Hayku, XapKiBChKHUI HanioHanpHUHN yHiBepcuTeT iMeHi B.H. Kapasina, M. Xapkis

Jocmimkeno TpanchopMarii yKpaiHCBKOTO JOKyMeHTanbHOTro KiHemaTtorpady Ha 3mami 1980-1990-x poxkie XX
CTOJIITTA B KOHTEKCTI MpOOJIeMAaTHKH HAlliOHAIBHOI 1EHTUYHOCTI. [IpoaHai3oBaHO OCHOBHI TEMaTH4HI HAIPSIMH, IO
CTallM aKTyaJIbHUMH TS AaBTOPCHKOIO BHCIIOBIIIOBAHHS B IEPIOA 1€OIOTTYHOT KPU3H Ta «IepeOynoBm»: YOpHOOUIbChKA
KaTacTpoda, IIAXTapChKi MPOTECTH, CYCHUTBHO-TIONMITHYHI 3pYIICHHS, OCMHUCICHHS paIsfHCBKAX pempecii Ta
PO3CEKpedeHHS ICTOPUYHHX CIOKETiB. BHsBIEHO XyHOKHBO-TOKYMEHTANBHI 3aco0m, depe3 sKi KiHeMaTorpadicTu
BIIXOAMIIM BiJ NPOIAraHAUCTCHKOro (opMaTy pasHCHKOI ariTIOKYMEHTATICTUKH Ta 3BEPTAHCS JO aBTOPCHKOTO
NOIJISY, IHTEpIPETalifHOCTI Ta HApaTUBHOI BIAKPHUTOCTI. BHCBiTIEHO, 110 B Lel mepioll NOKyMEHTaJbHE KIHO CTae
MailIaHYMKOM Bi3yaJIbHOTO PENPE3eHTYBaHHs HAIIOHAIBHOT 1IEHTHYHOCTI Ta KOJICKTUBHOI ICTOPUYHOT MaMm’sITi.

Kmiouosi cnosa: aynioBi3yanbHa KyJlbTypa, HalllOHAJIbHA 1JCHTUYHICTh, KIHOTECIEMHCTEITBO, YKPATHCHKHIA
KiHeMaTorpad, TOKyMeHTaJIbHUH (iIbM, XKaHPOBI TpaHchopMallii.
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[MCAXOJIOTTYHI OCOBJIMBOCTI CIIPUAHATTS CHEHIYHOT'O MACTEL[TBA :
B3AEMO/IIST AKTOPA TA IUISITIAYA

Ipuna TIEPCAHOBA — 3acity)xeHa apTUCTKa Y KpaiHH, CTapIInii BUKJIaAad KaeIpu My3UYHOTO BUXOBAHHS
KHYTKIT im. LK. Kapnienka-Kaporo, criiB3acCHOBHHUIISI Ta CIIBOPraHizaTop MixKHApOIHOTO BOKAJILHOTO KOHKYPCY M.
Ksitku Licuk, [Toconr Mupy, I'omosa 'O «[lepmuHn ykpaiHCHKOT KYJIBETYypH — CBiTOBI», KHiB, YKpaina
https://orcid.org/0009-0007-8285-733X

https://doi.org/10.35619/ucpmk.50.993

AHaIT3YIOThCSl TICUXOJIOTI4HI OCOOJIMBOCTI CIPUIHSTTS CLEHIYHOTO MHCTETBA, 30KpeMa y KOHTEKCTI BaXKJIMBOCTI
B3aEMO/Iii akTopa Ta risiaada. KoHeTaTyeTbes, 1110 Cy4acHi CleHIUHI PaKTUKH Jieai Oiiblie (hOKYCYIOThCS Ha IIISIalbKoMy
CIIPUMHSTTI Ta B3a€EMOAIl MK BHKOHABLEM 1 ayautopiero. JOCHIDKeHHsS BKa3ylOTh Ha BaXKIMBICTh ICHXOJIOTTYHHX,
KOTHITMBHHX 1 HEHpO(]Ii3i0J0TiYHMX MEXaHI3MiB, 1[0 BH3HAYAIOTh EMOIINHUI BIiAryK Iisadi. KirouoBumu acriekramu
e(EeKTUBHOTO CIEHIYHOTO JHCTBA y IbOMY KOHTEKCTI €: €MOI[HAa BHMpa3HICTb aKTOpa — BHUKOPHCTAaHHS METOiB
MEePEKUBAHHS Ta (DI3MUIHKX il /U1l CTBOPEHHS IIIMOOKOT0 3B’SI3KY 3 ayJUTOpi€r0; IICHX0(]i3iooris akTopChKoi MaliCTepHOCTI
— KOHTPOJIb TOJIOCY, MIMIKH, JKECTIB Ta Pi3HI TEXHIKM I BIUIMBY Ha IJIIALbKE CIPUIHATTS; ICHUXOJIOTISI COPHHHATTS —
PO3YMIHHSI MEXaHi3MiB yBard, ineHTu¢ikalii Ta eMnarii JUIsl MiJACHICHHS eMOIIHHOrO 3aJIy4eHHs; TeaTpalbHa Teparis —
BUKOPHCTaHHS CLIEHIYHUX NPAKTHK Y COLIaJbHIN a/1anTariii, ICHXOJIOTiUHIH HMiATPHMIIi, 0OCOOMCTICHOMY PO3BUTKY TOLIO.

3arajoMm CIeHI4HI PaKTUKU — HE JIUIIEe PO3BAXKAIbHUI PI3HOBHU MUCTEITBA, @ W OTYKHUI IHCTPYMEHT BILUIUBY
Ha JIFOJICEKY CBiJJOMiCTh, MOTHBAIIII0, €MOIIil Ta COI[iaIbHY B3aEMOIIIO.

Kniouogi cnosa: clieHiYHI PAKTUKH, TICUXOJIOT1sI, B3aEMOJIis, TTIs1a4, €MOITii.

Axmyanoricmoy docnioxcenns. Kiod 10 yenixy Oyap-SKOro CLeHIYHOTO BUCTYITY HOJIATAE HE JIMIIE B TOMY,
10 BiZIOYBAa€ThCSA Ha CIICHI, a i Y TOMY, SIK aKTOPY BIAETHCS EMOILIHHO B3aEMOJISITH 3 IVISIALBKOO ayUTOPIERO.
BMiHHS BIUIMHYTH Ha IICUXOJIOTIO TJIs/1a4a MOYKE TIEPETBOPUTH OY/Ib-sIKY CLICHIUHY IIPAKTUKY Ha He3a0yTHE AIHCTBO.
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