
Sergei Livnev is one of the great what-ifs of recent Russian 
cinema. Part of the last generation of Soviet filmmakers, 
intimately involved in some of the most famous successes of 
the perestroika era, and armed with a sharp critical eye, in his 
various guises as screenwriter, director, producer, and studio 
head Livnev could have been one of the most influential 
figures in the first years of post-Soviet film. However, he has 
to date directed just three feature films, with the most recent, 
2018’s Van Goghs, arriving 24 years after his mid-90s cult 
classic, Hammer and Sickle. 

The scion of a family steeped in filmmaking history, the young 
Livnev was a contemporary of the likes of Sergei Solovyov, 
whose perestroika hit Assa he wrote the screenplay for in the 
same year that he graduated from the Moscow Film School. 
This was to prove the early high water mark of a career 
defined by and against the complete collapse of Russian film 
production in the ‘90s. It is hard to overstate the degree to 
which the once-thriving culture of film production and cinema 
attendance in Russia was destroyed by the economic crises 
of the shock doctrine ‘90s. Film production became a money 
laundering vehicle; the influx of foreign imports drained 
domestic profits; distribution networks floundered and 
cinemas fell into disrepair. Audiences nostalgic for the stability 
of the past watched old Mosfilm reruns on TV while new film 
production dried to a trickle. 

At the nadir of this crisis, from 1995 to ‘98, Livnev worked 
as head of the Gorky Film Studio, which had been perhaps 
the third most-prestigious in the Soviet Union. Assessing 
the gravity of the situation, Livnev planned to turn the studio 
into a production line for stylish, low-budget genre films that 
would offer a lifeline to budding auteurs. The plan failed, and 
Livnev left for America in 1999, having declared Russian film 
dead. He and his comrades likely knew what they were doing, 
though – one of the new films that he did help finance in this 
period was Alexei Balabanov’s Brother, unquestionably the 
defining film of the decade.

In the middle of all this chaos came Hammer and Sickle, a 
tantalising taste of the kind of cinema that Livnev wanted to 
patronise and to create in the rubble of the Soviet system: 
lovingly stylised, daringly postmodern, witty and cynical. 
The film is a Baudrillardian fever dream that pours petrol 
on the flames of Soviet iconography. In the mid-1930s, 
female tractor driver Evdokia Kuznetsova undergoes an 
experimental operation and is transformed into the model 
New Soviet Man, Evdokim Kuznetsov. Evdokim becomes a 
Stakhanovite hero of labour, and is set up romantically with 
agricultural labourer Elizaveta — the two of them ultimately 
becoming the models for Vera Mukhina’s iconic Worker and 
Collective Farm Girl statue in Moscow (itself featured in the 
Mosfilm logo). Ultimately, Evdokim is deranged by a series 
of encounters with people from his past life, rebels against 
his own constructed identity, and ultimately confronts Stalin 
himself. He is shot, paralysed, and turned into a museum 
exhibit, finally reduced in the purest sense to an artefact of 
state cultural production. 

The film builds up layers of irreality one on the other: 
photographs, newsreels, monuments depict the denaturing 
impulse of Stalinism as so total that any notion of authenticity 
is removed. The scholar Susan Larsen has written that 
“Evdokim and Elizaveta [are] transformed into spectators of 
their own lives. These characters don’t have identities — they 
have likenesses.” It is fitting that Hammer and Sickle was 
released the same year as Nikita Mikhalkov’s Oscar-winning 
melodrama Burnt by the Sun: both films grapple with the 
Stalinist past, but where Mikhalkov indulges in melodramatic 
nostalgia for a lost childhood idealism, Livnev delights in 
postmodern parody. There is a freedom – from regret, from 
retrospection – to Livnev’s film that suggests something of 
the abandon and abandonment of the period in which it was 
made. Like the unwitting Evdokim, it stands as an avatar of 
something that might have been, but couldn’t be maintained. 

www.klassiki.online

Hammer and Sickle
SERGEI LIVNEV

1994


