                           German Publication of Nabokov Interviews

Some may ask why English readers might want wish to consult the Rowohlt German translations of VN?  Two reasons: 1)  Editor Dieter  Zimmer’s excellent annotations and  essays provide a wealth of information not easily available to English readers; 2) The newest volume, Eigensinnige Ansichten (Obstinate Opinions?), contains much material that has hitherto  been available only in Russian, all rare and some of it archival and here appearing title in print for the first time in any language. Rowohlt, the German publisher  of Nabokov’s Collected Works under Zimmer’s editorship -- has recently issued volume 21 under the title, Eigensinnige Ansichten,(as opposed to Strong Opinions that appeared in the series under the title Deutliche  Worte). Strong Opinions_ contained 21 interviews given by VN in the post-Lolita period 1962-1972, along with 11 letters to newspaper editors and 14 articles of which four were devoted to lepidoptery. The Strong Opinion interviews are often long and substantive—sometimes conducted by people such as Alfred Appel who knew Nabokov’s work well. 

The SO material represents only a small part of VN’s “extra-literary” legacy.  Zimmer reports Nabokov gave 108 interviews from 1932 to 1977: 84 to the press, 16 on TV, and 8 – radio. The interviews and other material in Eigensinnige Ansichten are mostly from the pre-Lolita period from 1932 onward: 16 interviews, 47 book reviews, 23 on butterflies and 17 lectures -- for a total of 61 items. Ten are from the Berg Archive at the NYPL,  with 3 being published for the first time anywhere: 1) “Uber die Oper” (circa 1928) – an essay  in which VN offers his thoughts on opera as an art form. (He concludes that the form is artistically successful only when action and music are seamless, citing as examples “Pelleas et Melisande,” “Boris Godunov,” and, with reservations, “Carmen”;  2) a withering  1957essay on Thomas Mann’s story “”Eisenbahnungluck” (A Train Accident); and  3)“Die liebsten Hassobjekte” (Pet Hates) (1964).

Dieter Zimmer’s ample notes and commentary are exemplary. The volume offers one further invaluable feature apart from the Nabokov material itself. Every Nabokovian has spent hours trying to recall whether and where s/he found a reference to this or that person or topic in the corpus. Both Eigensinnige Ansichten and Deutliche Worte (Strong Opinions) contain thorough indexes that enormously facilitate location of such information. No English-language print publications contain such essential finding aids, although  An Index to Strong Opinions by John DeMoss may be found at ZEMBLA, as may Dieter Zimmer’s index to the Nabokov/Wilson correspondence. 

Dieter Zimmer’s two volumes have a one volume counterpart in Nikolai Melnikov’s Nabokov o Nabokove i prochem. Interviyu, Retsenzii, Esse which contains much of the same material as the Rowohlt pair, as well as several items not available in the German volumes. The 2002  Russian volume contains 37 interviews and a selection of essays, book, reviews and notes. It also has an extensive editorial apparatus and an index. For those knowing Russian, it has the advantage of VN’s original  Russian texts.

These indexed volumes bring together an array of widely scattered materials originally published in four languages over more than half a century. They are a major asset to the Nabokov community.

