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As an aesthetic that is built on metonymical connections, a decadent style of writing would seem to eschew the deeper levels of meaning necessary to sustain a coherent metaphysical system. Yet this is posited as a legitimate aim for the movement and, in a typically decadent move, Nietzsche proudly trumpets the antinomy of such a credo.

Oh, those Greeks! They knew how to live. What is required for that is to stop courageously at the surface, the fold, the skin, to adore appearance, to believe in forms, tones, words, in the whole Olympus of appearance.  Those Greeks were superficial – out of profundity. (Gay Science)

The belief in a profound superficiality supplies the key to accommodating the mixture of aestheticism and epistemology for which decadence strives. It is a model that clearly appealed to Dmitrii Merezhkovskii. This talk will discuss the key aesthetic underpinnings of Russian modernism as revealed through Merezhkovskii's rather detailed and factual novel Julian the Apostate (1895). Through reconsidering Julian's historical situation and position, Merezhkovskii is able to introduce the tenets for a central dichotomy in early modernism - the artistic tension between Symbolism and Decadence.



