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The shadow cast over literature and film by the twin 
achievements of Vladimir Nabokov’s 1955 novel Lolita 
and Stanley Kubrick’s deliciously disrespectful film 
adaptation of 1962 is a long one. Any film that touches 
on age-gap relationships, the predatory male libido, or 
immature sexuality will almost automatically be held up 
against those mid-century masterpieces. This is unfair 
not only because most writers and directors would suffer 
by comparison with Nabokov or Kubrick; it also risks 
missing the point of just how singular their visions of the 
archetypal characters – aging lech, seductive ingenue – 
really are, and how much room there is for other artists 
to explore these themes on their own terms. 

Mikhail Segal has therefore made something of a rod 
for his back by invoking Lolita to describe his 2018 
melodrama Elephants Can Play Football. On the face of 
it, the similarities are plain. Segal’s film follows a middle-
aged businessman, Dima, whose sterile, alienated life 
is interrupted and enlivened by his encounters with 
three adolescent women, Masha, Sveta, and Lika. But 
there is much more to Segal’s treatment of this material 
than meets the eye, and much to commend this film 
beyond its recollections of established classics. As Anton 
Dolin argues in his review of the film for Meduza, the 
film exists “in a zone of undefinability. It has traces of 
a psychological drama, of a comedy, even of a kind of 
social diagnosis. But only traces.”

Segal is an accomplished literary author himself, which 
makes itself felt in the screenplay for Elephants, with 
its carefully concealed and revealed details. We learn 
precious little about the facts of Dima’s life: what exactly 
his job entails, his romantic or family history. He is a 
cipher, but that may well be the point; Segal’s portrait 
of corporate life is cleverly weighted such that we 
nonetheless get a clear sense of the hollowness at its 
heart. Dima’s work meetings, and his spartan lifestyle 
of iPads, airports, and daily planking, deliberately do not 
leave much to the imagination. 

Against this substanceless backdrop, Segal’s depiction 
of Dima’s relationships with his three young companions 
has a satisfyingly enigmatic tone. While it is true that 
much of the tension of the film is sexual, inasmuch as 
we are waiting to see whether either Dima or his girl-
of-the-moment will pounce, there is very little explicit 
suggestion that this is what either our protagonist or his 
girls have in mind. Indeed, in one of the film’s three acts, 
sex is ruled out as an option. The potential motivations 
that both man and girls have in pursuing these 
relationships are instead allowed to percolate throughout 
the film. Does Dima see in Masha and co the lost vitality 
of his own youth? A way out of the corporate morass he 
has got himself stuck in? Does he see himself perhaps 
as a saviour to these alternately brash and vulnerable 
young women? Or is there some paternal instinct at 
play? 

In his review of the film, the scholar Justin Wilmes 
notes that the notion of youth and vitality as a way out 
of the rigours of mature life is an extremely well-trod 
one, familiar from Nabokov to vampire fiction. But, as 
he writes, “unlike most novels and films in this tradition, 
Segal subverts viewer expectations to craft a relatively 
benign, metaphorical tale about existential loneliness 
and craving platonic connection. Having been tricked 
into cynical assumptions about Dima, we perhaps find 
him all the more sympathetic when we realize his actual 
motives.” Highlighting Segal’s “postmodern play with 
conventions of genre,” Wilmes cites American artists of 
the so-called New Sincerity school, chief among them 
Charlie Kaufman (Being John Malkovich, Synecdoche, 
New York, Anomalisa), as more productive points of 
comparison than the Lolitas of old. Wherever one looks 
for its antecedents, though, the conclusion to draw from 
Elephants Can Play Football is clear: Segal is operating at 
a rare level of personal conviction and stylistic control in 
contemporary Russian film. 
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