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Walking the Re-Enchanted City: Flânerie and 
the Aesthetics of Metamodernism in Caitriona 
Lally’s Eggshells

This article investigates the figure of the metamodern flâneuse in Caitriona Lally’s Eggshells, arguing that the novel reimagines urban 
experience through a fusion of the modernist tradition, a Romantic imagination and metamodernist sensibility. Delivered in a stream-
of-consciousness style, the narrative follows Vivian – a socially isolated woman who believes she is a changeling – as she wanders 
contemporary Dublin in search of a portal to a fairy realm. Building on James and Seshagiri’s conception of metamodernism (2014) as a 
creative re-engagement with modernist legacies, and Vermeulen and van den Akker’s link between the metamodern structure of feeling 
and Romantic aesthetics (2010), this study recontextualises Lally’s protagonist within a broader framework that considers flânerie as a 
unique mode of engaging with the modern city. Through close textual analysis, the study demonstrates how Eggshells reconfigures the 
flâneur tradition to stage a psychological journey of self-definition that resists the disenchantment of rationalised urban life. 

Este artículo investiga la figura de la flâneuse metamoderna en Eggshells, de Caitriona Lally, proponiendo que la novela reinventa la 
experiencia urbana mediante una fusión de la tradición modernista, una imaginación romántica y la sensibilidad metamoderna. Narrada 
en estilo de flujo de conciencia, la historia sigue a Vivian, una mujer socialmente aislada que se considera una suplantadora, mientras 
deambula por el Dublín contemporáneo en busca de un portal hacia un mundo de hadas. Partiendo de la concepción del metamodernismo 
de James y Seshagiri (2014) como una reaproximación creativa a los legados modernistas, y de la relación que Vermeulen y van den Akker 
establecen entre la estructura del sentir metamoderna y la estética romántica (2010), este estudio recontextualiza a la protagonista de 
Lally dentro de un marco más amplio que entiende la flânerie como un modo singular de vincularse con la ciudad moderna. A través de 
un análisis textual detallado, el estudio muestra cómo Eggshells reconfigura la tradición del flâneur para representar un viaje psicológico 
de autodefinición que resiste el desencanto de la vida urbana racionalizada.
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I n their Introduction to the “Metamodernism” 
issue of the English Studies journal, Dennis 
Kersten and Usha Wilbers (2018) highlight the 
significance of the academic debate surrounding 
this emerging term, referring to the two seminal 

works that have shaved its development: Timotheus Vermeulen 
and Robin van den Akker’s “Notes on Metamodernism” (2010) and 
the 2014 essay “Metamodernism: Narratives of Continuity and 
Revolution” by David James and Urmila Seshagiri. As Kersten and 
Wilbers (2018, 719) concede, the theoretical approaches presented 
in these two foundational texts can be seen as “vastly different”. 
The former focuses on metamodernism as a “structure of feeling”, 
characterised by an oscillation between modern and postmodern 
sensibilities, while the latter conceptualises it as “a body of artistic 
products” that consciously responds to and revives the modernist 
literary tradition.

Nevertheless, the debate provided in the special issue of English 
Studies implies that these approaches may also be treated as 
complementary.1 This paper’s analysis of Caitriona Lally’s Eggshells 
operates under the premise that recognising their complementarity 
can be particularly useful when considering whether the 
metamodernist revival of modernist literary strategies can be 
situated within the metamodern structure of feeling. The paper 
draws attention to a contemporary novel that exemplifies a strand 
of resurgent modernism in Irish literature and thus demonstrates 
that, within this trend, James and Seshagiri’s conceptualisation 
of metamodernism may prove particularly fruitful.2 In addition, 
the analysis of the novel is framed by Vermeulen and van den 
Akker’s definition of metamodernism, aiming to show that, in 
Eggshells, the revival of modernist aesthetics aligns with the critics’ 
articulation of metamodern sensibilities. 

The paper’s focus on the contemporary Irish novel may also 
prove useful in light of the significant connection between 
metamodernism and the Irish modernist tradition suggested by 
both James and Seshagiri’s essay and the “Metamodernism” issue 
of English Studies. However, this connection has not yet been 
sufficiently explored. James and Seshagiri, in their discussion of 
“a significant body of late-twentieth and twenty-first-century 
literature [that] consciously responds to modernist impulses, 
methods, and commitments” (2010, 88), mention in passing only 
one Irish work: Colm Tóibín’s The Master. Instead, the authors rely 
on references to the works by Julian Barnes, J. M. Coetzee, Ian 
McEwan, Cynthia Ozick, Will Self and Zadie Smith to distinguish 
several characteristic features of metamodernist writing, such 
as “pay[ing] tribute to modernist style […]; inhabit[ing] the 
consciousness of individual modernist writers […]; [and] detail[ing] 
modernism’s sociopolitical, historical, and philosophical contexts” 
(2010, 93). 

In the “Metamodernism” issue of English Studies, Irish literature 
is represented by Eimear McBride’s 2013 novel A Girl is a Half-
Formed Thing. In her analysis of the novel, Ruth Gillan (2018, 775) 
assesses the usefulness of the label in the context of the renewed 
influence of the “modernist forefathers” – Joyce and Becket – 
on contemporary Irish writing. A more recent work by Paige 
Reynolds (2024) confirms that this influence of the modernist 
tradition on contemporary Irish writing may be more widespread 
than previously suspected, particularly in the case of works by 
women writers. Caitriona Lally’s Eggshells (2015) is a novel whose 
contribution to the strain of “resurgent modernism” in Irish fiction 
is acknowledged by Reynold’s study (2014, 4), albeit without the 
close textual analysis that this paper aims to offer.

Delivered in a stream–of–consciousness narrative, Lally’s novel 
follows the story of Vivian, a young woman who lives alone in the 
house of her deceased great aunt. Awkward and misunderstood 
by those around her, not least by her estranged sister, Vivian 
believes that she is a changeling: a fairy child with whom her 
parents’ real daughter had been swapped at birth. She spends 
her days wandering the streets of Dublin, searching for a portal 
which leads back to her true home in the realm of the fairies. 
The novel’s representation of urban space, mediated through 
the protagonist’s intense experiences of contemporary Dublin, 
inevitably evokes parallels with some of the great works of Irish 
modernism; as José Manuel Estévez-Saá observes, the character 
of Vivian is evocative of Joyce’s use of outsiders and outcasts, 
such as Stephen Dedalus and Leopold Bloom, in his own artistic 
explorations of the city (2016, 138). Arguing that Vivian should 
be seen as “a contemporary female version of the flâneurs Stephen 
and Leopold” (2016, 139), Estévez-Saá draws attention to the 
echoes of Joyce found throughout Lally’s novel, in particular the 
use of Joycean “meditations and experiments” in Vivian’s “almost 
obsessive musings on language and words” (2016, 141).

Inspired by Estévez-Saá (2016), the discussion of Eggshells offered 
in this article goes beyond a mere tracing of the influence of 
Joyce on Lally’s narrative, instead situating the novel within a 
broader critical framework that explores the concept of flânerie 
as a distinctive mode of experiencing the modern city. I argue 
that Vivian’s explorations of Dublin evoke both modern and 
postmodern implications of this specific means of experiencing 
the urban space and ultimately transcend them, presenting the 
reader with the image of a metamodern flâneuse.

In my reading of Lally’s protagonist as a metamodern flâneuse 
I substantially draw on Vermeulen and van den Akker’s 
conceptualisation of metamodernism as a new structure of feeling, 
characterised by an oscillation between the modern and the 
postmodern. This oscillation exists “between a modern enthusiasm 
and a postmodern irony, between hope and melancholy, between 
naïveté and knowingness, empathy and apathy, unity and plurality, 
totality and fragmentation, purity and ambiguity” (Vermeulen 
and van den Akker 2010, 6). In Lally’s novel, as I argue, this new 
structure of feeling manifests mainly as a “quirky” sensibility. 
James MacDowell, in his exploration of metamodernism in 
contemporary cinema, identifies this sensibility in “a tone that 
balances ironic detachment from, and sincere engagement with, 
films’ fictional worlds and their characters” (2017, 29). As I will 
demonstrate, the oscillation between the ironic detachment from 
and sincere engagement with Vivian’s attempts to discover a portal 
to the fairyland is reinforced by the protagonist’s own fluctuations 
between these two emotional states, encouraging readers to 
immerse themselves in the novel’s experiential landscape. 

The second guiding principle in my reading of Vivian as a 
metamodern flâneuse is Vermeulen and van den Akker’s claim 
that the metamodern structure of feeling is significantly aligned 
with “the Romantic turn in contemporary aesthetics” (2010, 
2). By highlighting the contemporary works of visual arts, film 
and architecture that question the postmodern focus on hyper-
rationality, irony and scepticism through the employment of a 
neoromantic imagination (2010, 8–12), the critics also identify a 
new trend in the representation of urban space:

Metamodern ‘‘Romantic’’ works, such as Armin Boehm’s 
city vistas, Gregory Crewdson’s small townscapes, and 
yes, David Lynch’s close-ups of suburban rituals, 
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redirect – and indeed, heighten – our presuppositions 
about our built environment. Boehm paints aerial views 
of commuter towns as at once enchanted and haunted. 
His oil painting, both tentative and figurative, both 
atonal and intensely colorful, with a darkness full of light, 
depicts places that are simultaneously the places we live in 
and places we have never experienced before. (Vermeulen 
and van den Akker 2010, 10; emphasis added)

My reading of Vivian’s search for a portal to the fairyland 
concealed within the streets of Dublin as an attempt to re–
enchant the city through a Romantic imagination illustrates how 
Lally’s novel engages in a broader cultural effort to counteract the 
disenchantment of the world brought on by modernity. From this 
perspective, flânerie emerges as a particularly valuable heuristic 
tool, as mapping the experience of modern and postmodern 
urban spaces through this concept reveals disenchantment as an 
effect of the ever-increasing rationalisation of urban landscapes. 
Consequently, the following discussion of flânerie in modern 
and postmodern contexts is guided by the need to situate Lally’s 
protagonist within this wider cultural and literary framework. The 
aim is to argue that Vivian’s flânerie represents a significant shift 
in urban experience – one that can be understood as metamodern. 

Aestheticising the city: flânerie in modern and postmodern urban 
contexts

As a specific modern urban experience, the concept of flânerie 
is indelibly associated with mid-nineteenth-century Paris and 
the depictions of the flâneur which became briefly popular in 
the press of the 1830s and 1840s. As Mary Gluck notes in her 
insightful study, this type of “popular flâneur” played an important 
role in “render[ing] the labyrinthine urban landscape legible and 
meaningful” to readers of the short observational publications 
known as “panorama essays” and “physiologies”,3 helping them to 
“overcome the inherent illegibility of the modern world” (2003, 
69). The “popular flâneur” was often seen as a “reader” who treated 
“the urban scene as an open book, where he discovered amusement, 
excitement, adventure and enchantment” (Gluck 2003, 70; emphasis 
added) or as a heroic figure who explored the mysteries of urban 
space, pursuing a quest for meaning that would give shape to 
the fleeting moments of modern life: “In the flâneur’s perceptive 
eyes, what appeared incoherent and meaningless gains focus and 
visibility. The flâneur brings alive and invests with significance the 
fleeting, everyday occurrences of the city that ordinary people 
failed to notice” (Gluck 2003, 69). 

As the popularity of physiologies waned in the 1840s, the trope 
of the “popular flâneur” as an embodiment of middle-class urban 
experience disappeared from the broader public consciousness 
and was soon replaced by what Gluck refers to as “the avant-garde 
flâneur” (2003, 75). Portrayed most memorably as the character 
of Constantine Guys in the 1850s essay “The Painter of Modern 
Life” by Charles Baudelaire, this artistic figure connects flânerie 
with an aestheticised vision of modern reality in the form which 
would go on to serve as the cornerstone of the twentieth- and 
twenty-first-century conceptions of the flâneur that follow from 
Walter Benjamin’s seminal discussions of Baudelaire’s work (see 
Benjamin 2023, 1999). As Gluck notes, the rationalisation of the 
urban fabric of Paris through the construction of boulevards and 
the replacement of arcades by department stores meant that the 
“avant-garde flâneur” was no longer able to experience the city 
landscape as a “labyrinth or mystery, whose overall meaning 

would be decoded through the description of the urban observer. 
It had become the site of aesthetic experience” (2003, 78). The new 
Baudelairean flâneur was less concerned with reflections on the 
deeper structures of modern social life and the search for objective 
meanings which could be shared with his contemporaries; as 
Keith Tester points out, the urban wanderings of this “poet of the 
metropolis” were driven by personal satisfaction and the desire 
“to find things which will occupy his gaze and thus complete his 
otherwise incomplete identity; satisfy his otherwise dissatisfied 
existence” (2015, “Introduction”). Realising the unattainability 
of totalising explanations of the ever-increasing complexity of 
urban modernity through reflective observations of social life, the 
Baudelairean flâneur, as Gluck notes, intensifies the aesthetisation 
of urban space through a focus on “surfaces of modern life” as 
displayed “in the world of artifice, fashion and decoration” (2003, 
78). 

Nevertheless, despite the individualisation of city experience and 
the radical withdrawal from the social sphere of the popular press 
into the sphere of aesthetics, this second type of the nineteenth-
century flâneur, as Baudelaire himself suggests, still preserves the 
ability to feel enchanted by city experience: 

And off he goes! And he watches the flow of life move 
by, majestic and dazzling. He admires the eternal beauty 
and astonishing harmony of life in the capital cities, a 
harmony so providentially maintained in the tumult of 
human liberty. (Baudelaire 2010, ch. 1)

Constantine Guys is endowed with “a child-like perceptiveness” 
that draws the gaze of his imagination to the magical, the beautiful 
and the strange, illuminating the poetry embedded in the fabric 
of the city: “The aim for him is to extract from fashion the poetry 
that resides in its historical envelope, to distil the eternal from 
the transitory” (Baudelaire 2010, ch. 1). Walter Benjamin, however, 
believed that the capacity of Paris and other modern cities to 
enchant the flâneur had gradually diminished and ultimately 
vanished by the end of the nineteenth century amid the relentless 
transformations of the urban landscape. Benjamin’s highly 
influential readings of Baudelaire4 attributed the death of the 
flâneur in its original form as a stroller with insightful observations 
and interpretations of the mysteries of the modern city to the 
rationalisation of the urban landscape and the commodification 
of urban life (Tester 2015, “Introduction”). The Haussmannian 
redevelopment of the narrow medieval streets of Paris into wide 
boulevards with standardised architecture and compulsory house 
numbering left “no space of mystery for the flâneur to observe” 
(2015, “Introduction”). As Tester summarises: 

Flânerie, of course, is predicated on the possibility 
that there might be secrets to be imputed to things. 
Administrative rationality destroyed that possibility 
when it removed the romance of what might lurk behind 
the doors of houses by giving each house a matter-of-fact 
and a defining number. (Tester 2015, “Introduction”)

The closure and demolition of the city’s arcades, which once served 
as a crucial source of the flâneur’s leisurely observations of public 
life, also contributed significantly to the disappearance of city 
strolling as a popular pastime. The replacement of the arcade by 
the department store – itself a major symbol of commodification 
of urban life – intensified the imposition of a rational order on the 
previous vivacity of the urban space, fostering the sense 
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that the role of city life had been reduced to the circulation 
of commodities. As Tester laments, 

for Benjamin […]the flâneur becomes little more than a 
seeker after mystery from banality. The flâneur is a passive 
spectator who is as duped by the spectacle of the public as 
the consumer who is duped by the glittering promises of 
consumerism. (2015, “Introduction”)

While Benjamin’s reflections highlight the disappearance of the 
flâneur as a distinct cultural type – one that, as Tester notes, “lived 
and died on the streets of [nineteenth-century] Paris alone” (2015, 
“Introduction”) – the conceptual framework of flânerie served 
as a useful means of interpreting the experience of the modern 
and postmodern city in numerous literary and critical efforts 
throughout the twentieth century. Whether in discussions on 
male and female modernists such as James Joyce, Jean-Paul Sartre, 
Robert Musil, Virginia Woolf, Dorothy Richardson, Jean Rhys and 
others (e.g. Keohane 2002; Lawrence 2010; Boscagli and Duffy 2011; 
Tseng 2006; Pantuchowicz 2017; Bowlby 2012; Tester 2015; Parsons 
2000) or in interpretations of postmodernist novels by writers 
like Auster or DeLillo (e.g. Hughes 2017; Kula 2018), flânerie has 
proven to be a valuable heuristic tool for exploring the changing 
nature of the urban experience and its literary representation. The 
concept has also proven useful in studies of cultural types shaped 
by excessive consumerism and the overwhelming influence of 
new technologies, with the shopper or the tourist often emerging 
as the postmodern consumer flâneur par excellence. As Vincenzo 
Mele observes, “in contemporary society we are all forced to 
become flâneurs, to wander aimlessly through the labyrinths of 
consumerism […] cruising the Shopping Malls in the outskirts of 
our cities” (2019, 40). 

While the temptation to draw parallels between the flâneur and 
the shopper or tourist is alluring, critics have also pointed out 
significant differences that form the basis for their negative 
assessments of these postmodern versions of flânerie. For example, 
Stefane Morawski sees the tourist as a less reflective and less 
sensitive cultural type than the flâneur; although both figures 
share “an incognito status and an intense curiosity”, he argues that 
“the tourist does not mind what he observes because it does not 
directly touch his skin and soul” (2015, ch. 9). Similarly, Zygmunt 
Bauman views postmodern shoppers and tourists drifting through 
“the shopping-mall world” and “the world of theme parks” as 
diminished versions of the traditional flâneur, since their “urge 
to wander aimlessly” has been commodified and transformed by 
capitalism into “a function, a utility, a design” (2015, ch. 7).

In this context, Mike Featherstone (1998) reminds us that the 
early flâneur’s representations of urban space – delivered to 
middle–class readers through the popular press – played a key role 
in constructing the public image of the modern city. The aesthetic 
vision of the urban environment was constructed largely around 
“the flâneur’s craft [that also included] a hermeneutic of seeing [...] 
which made the city exotic and sought to follow the key maxim 
of romanticism: ‘to make the strange familiar and the familiar 
strange’” (Featherstone 1998, 913). In contrast, the postmodern 
“shopping flâneur” has a far more passive nature, one which is 
more engaged in self-construction by “consum[ing] experiences 
and seek[ing] out stimuli and aesthetic sensations of urban spaces” 
than actively contributing to the construction of an aesthetic 
image of the city (1998, 916).

On this basis, critical discussions of the flâneur as a cultural type 
suggest a transition from the observation and interpretation 
of city life in the nineteenth century towards that which 
Featherstone – drawing on Bauman – terms “conformist idlers” 
formed by “the consumer and tourist industries” (1998, 917). 
However, the development of the flâneur figure in literary 
texts from the nineteenth to the twenty-first century reveals 
a different path: the shift from poetic, immersive visions of 
the city towards accounts which are increasingly marked by 
intellectual detachment, abstraction and alienation. Many works 
of modernist flânerie undoubtedly bear the traces of nineteenth-
century Baudelairean experience; for example, Steven Dedalus 
in A Portrait of An Artist as a Young Man can still be seen as “an 
emulator of Baudelaire’s flanerie [sic]” who “desperately seeks to 
become [Dublin’s] lyric poet” (Lawrence 2010, 141), while Virginia 
Woolf’s flâneuse in “Street Haunting: A London Adventure” 
shares a Baudelairean passion for observation, poetic imagination 
and “the eye [that] rests only on beauty” (Woolf 2012), qualities 
which are also apparent in Mrs Dalloway’s experience of the city. 
However, as Kieran Keohane (2002, 35) suggests, we might also 
perceive Stephen Dedalus as Joyce’s first step towards creating 
the image of “the prototype modern subject with the highly 
tuned intellect and blasé cosmopolitan outlook and the involved 
detachment of the flâneur”, one which reached its apotheosis amid 
Dublin’s “tapestry of commerce and consumption” in Ulysses. The 
growing sense of alienation of the modernist flâneur from the 
city space which he navigates – captured in the outsider status 
of Joyce’s Bloom (Lawrence 2010, 146) or in the social isolation 
and perception of public spaces as “places of immense existential 
fear” of Sartre’s Roquentin (Tester 2015, “Introduction”) – seems 
to reach its peak in Don DeLillo’s image of postmodern flânerie, 
reduced to a “rich boy crawling through Manhattan traffic in his 
stretched limousine” (Kane 2020, 67).

The analyses of DeLillo’s Cosmopolis offered by Michael Kane 
(2020) and Haydon Hughes (2017) suggest the idea of New York 
as a postmodern intensification of the rationalisation of the 
urban space – an evolution of the process that Benjamin saw as 
having stripped nineteenth-century Paris of its essential mystery. 
As Hughes (2017, 72) points out, Parker’s movements through the 
neatly organised space between “first and eleventh avenues” are not 
only paralleled by his navigation of the digital space represented 
by the screens by which he is constantly surrounded, but also by 
the physical space of New York itself which at times appears to 
be “constructed through digital means; the facades of buildings 
are laden with data and the market as it is related through digital 
values” (Hughes 2017, 74).

While the postmodern shopping flâneur discussed by Featherstone 
(1998, 916) is still reliant on physical space for the construction 
of the self through the stimuli and aesthetic sensations provided 
by the city, DeLillo’s cyber-flâneur “constructs the self within 
the digital space, specifically the digital space of cyberfinance” 
(Hughes 2017, 88). DeLillo’s character thus emerges from Kane’s 
and Hughes’s interpretations as the ultimate product of the 
modern rationalisation of urban space, the commodification of 
city life, and the psychological effects of metropolitan existence 
that, in a Simmelian understanding, inevitably produce “an over-
developed intellect as well as a blasé attitude” (Kane 2020, 53). 
This “blasé attitude”, a form of hyper-intellectualism, functions, 
as Kane elaborates, as the flâneur’s defence against “[the city’s] 
constant assault on the nerves by an overwhelming number and 
variety of ‘stimuli’” (2020, 53). 



OCEÁNIDE | 18_2025 50

mundane than Mrs Dalloway’s errand to buy flowers. Whether 
her destination is a shop, café, museum, botanic garden, airport, 
bus station or cemetery, she is always motivated by a deeper need: 
the urge to find her true home, which she imagines as lying in a 
fairy-tale world. As Janet Wolff observes, “Street Haunting” and 
Mrs Dalloway have been frequently cited by feminist critics who 
seek to challenge the notion of classic flânerie as an exclusively 
male experience (2006, 26). Deborah Parsons, in her study that 
focuses on “a social and literary genealogy of the flâneuse”, (2000, 
214), identifies Virginia Woolf and Dorothy Richardson as the two 
seminal authors whose works offer two distinct forms of female 
flânerie:

Flânerie can be interpreted as an attempt to identify and 
place the self in the uncertain environment of modernity, 
what Dorothy Richardson has termed “pilgrimage”, and 
Virginia Woolf “street haunting”. Yet a “pilgrimage” 
suggests a positive step, the breaking into new territory, 
whereas “haunting” is perhaps more forlorn and an 
attempt to return to something that is lost. (2000, 41)

Based on her reading of Dorothy Richardson’s work, Parsons 
situates flânerie in the form of “pilgrimage” within the broader 
context of the female Bildungsroman, aligning the flâneuse’s 
exploration of the cityspace with her search for independence. 
This outward trajectory of the woman who moves from home into 
the public space is paralleled by her inward movement towards 
introspection and the construction of a new, more emancipated 
female identity. On the other hand, the flâneuse engaged in 
“haunting”, exemplified by the protagonist of Woolf’s “Street 
Haunting”, appears primarily outward-looking; she observes, 
reflects on and interprets fragments of city life and, in the process, 
actively aestheticising the urban space she navigates.

In light of this delineation, Lally’s portrayal of flânerie aligns more 
closely with Woolf’s concept of “haunting” than Richardson’s 
notion of “pilgrimage”. Although Vivian’s story does contain 
elements of a psychological journey towards self-definition, 
this process is not framed in the way that Parsons identifies 
in Richardson’s work; specifically, as the heroine’s attempt to 
“appropriate for herself the masculine gaze” of the flâneur and to 
test its usefulness for constructing an independent female identity 
(2000, 79). 

On the other hand, while Vivian resembles Woolf’s type of flâneuse 
in her “attempt to return to something that is lost” – the lost 
access to her fairyland home and the lost sense of enchantment – 
Vivian’s flânerie goes beyond a simple revival of Woolf’s modernist 
sensibilities. Both “Street Haunting” and Mrs Dalloway offer 
observations of London which are shaped by a distinctly feminine 
imagination, often conveying a sense of connection with the 
strangers whom she passes on the streets, a sympathy towards the 
poor who lie prostrate on the pavements, the sheer pleasure of 
window shopping and, above all, a sense of love for the city and 
all its energies and rhythms. 

Vivian’s profound sense of alienation and anxiety – she whispers a 
mantra to herself, “safe, safe, safe”, before leaving her house – and 
her perception of life as a source of terror are more evocative of 
the existential angst of the Sartrean variant of the flaneur. This 
feeling also resonates with the sense of strangeness and marginality 
identified by Parsons (2000, 136) in Jean Rhys’s portrayal of the 
migrant flâneuse, who has no real home to return to after her 
wanderings in the city.5 

The literary representations of flânerie surveyed above 
reveal that the trajectory from the poet-flâneur to the cyber-
flâneur has produced not only a heightened blasé attitude in 
response to the city’s relentless modernisation, but also a deeper 
sense of disenchantment with the world that the flâneur traces 
in his wanderings. The nineteenth-century popular flâneur could 
still be imagined as discovering enchantment in the city (Gluck 
2003, 70) and Baudelaire’s poet-flâneur could appear, at least in 
part, as a child-like figure immersed in the “mysterious beauty” 
of the urban space (Baudelaire 2010, ch. 1). In contrast, modernist 
and postmodernist flâneurs evince a growing inability to resist the 
pressure of the modern conviction that, as Max Weber argued, 
“principally there are no mysterious incalculable forces that come 
into play, but rather that one can, in principle, master all things 
by calculation. This means that the world is disenchanted” (Weber, 
quoted in Saler 2006, 695). 

If, as Michael Saler (2006, 695) explains, the disenchantment of 
the world – marked by “the loss of the overarching meanings, 
animistic connections, magical expectations, and spiritual 
explanations” – is perceived in Weber’s argument as a structural 
feature of modernity, then the re–emergence of enchantment in 
contemporary art observed by Vermeulen and van den Akker 
(2010) may signal a significant change in cultural sensibility. In 
the ensuing discussion of Eggshells, I aim to show how Lally’s 
metamodern flâneuse aestheticises contemporary Dublin as an 
enchanted space. This act not only furthers her psychological 
quest for self–definition but also reflects her eccentric attempts 
to transcend the limitations of postmodern hyper-intellectualism 
through a renewed Romantic imagination. 

Walking the re-enchanted city: Vivian as a metamodern flâneuse

As Estévez-Saá notes, Vivian’s detailed descriptions of Dublin 
transform the city into a “co-protagonist” and grant Dublin 
the status that it had enjoyed in Ulysses (2016, 141). Estévez-
Saá’s detailed mapping of Joycean echoes in Eggshells (2016) 
provides a strong indication of Lally’s novel’s engagement with 
the metamodernist aesthetics that, in James and Seshagiri’s 
words, “reactivates and complicates the aesthetic prerogatives 
of an earlier cultural movement” (2014, 93). In contrast to 
postmodernist representations of flânerie, which focus on the 
globalised space of the universal city (like DeLillo’s Cosmopolis), 
Lally’s narrative heralds a return to the concept of flânerie as an 
inherently localised experience. Lally shares Joyce’s sense that the 
urban entity of Dublin is a portal through which Irish social and 
cultural history vividly unfolds. Streets and bridges named after 
historical figures, sculptures of renowned Irish poets and sites tied 
to Celtic mythology capture Vivian’s attention as she wanders 
through the capital. Nonetheless, the city is not immune to the 
forces of globalised consumerism, a force which even commodifies 
the figure of Joyce himself. As Vivian ironically observes passing 
a former pharmacy – now a book shop that sells soaps – “[e]ither 
James Joyce or Leopold Bloom or Stephen Daedalus [sic] (or 
maybe all three) bought soap there, so it attracts citrus-seeking 
literary tourists” (Lally 2015, 61).

Lally’s portrayal of a woman moving through a city closely tied 
to the modernist tradition naturally evokes another emblematic 
modernist city and its famous flâneuse: Mrs Dalloway and her 
passage through the streets of 1920s London. Like Mrs Dalloway 
(whose journey has a shop as its destination) Vivian’s routes through 
the streets of Dublin are not idle rambles – the classic hallmark 
of flânerie – but purposeful journeys, although her aims are less 
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In addition, Vivian’s encounters with strangers on the 
streets – whether shoppers, street workers, passersby, beggars or 
tourists – are marked by a sense of detachment that takes her far 
from Woolf’s celebration of the enchantment of the city streets, 
where even the poor and shabby passersby appear to “wear an 
air of triumph”, and where “everything seems accidentally but 
miraculously sprinkled with beauty” (Woolf 2012). Woolf’s flâneuse 
shares Baudelaire’s poet-flâneur’s relish for the anonymity which 
the city grants her; as she meanders through the streets, she 
“sheds the self” known to her friends and “become[s] part of the 
vast republican army of anonymous trampers, whose society is so 
agreeable” (Woolf 2012).

In contrast, Vivian is intensely aware of being different and 
repeatedly tries to fit in by imitating the observed behaviour of 
city dwellers. Thus, sometimes she pretends “normality” by buying 
an extra portion of chips for a nonexistent husband, letting the 
seller think that she has one (Lally 2015, 14); at other times, she 
packs her bag with lemons to “look busy with life plans” (55) 
and appear like one of the “women [who] carry such big bags”, 
imagining “what big lives they must have!” (40). This is all to little 
avail, however, as she constantly fails to fit in due to her awkward 
behaviour, such as climbing a tree in her garden in search of the 
magical world of elves or approaching strangers who she believes 
may be potential hobbits, wizards or leprechauns, secretly residing 
in the non-fairy realm of the city. 

Drawing disapproving looks from her neighbours and her “normal” 
sister or provoking hostile reactions from strangers who feel 
threatened by her “madness”, Vivian is left with the sense of being 
a foreigner trapped in the city. She explores language, searching 
for a “word-pattern” or code that can lead her to her “rightful 
world” (71) or visits “the thin places” in the streets of Dublin “in 
which non-humans might live, [seeing them as] potential gateways 
to the world [she] came from” (31). 

Vivian’s mind oscillates between the world of words and the world 
of magic, just like she oscillates between the need for patterns or 
“symmetries that might help her to understand reality” (Estévez-
Saá 2016, 140) and the desire to challenge – through poetic 
imagination – the linguistic conventions that have produced the 
hyper-rationalised conception of the world. The lists of words 
which Vivian obsessively compiles in her notebook during her 
walks in the city illustrate her contrasting treatment of language. 
When she creates the lists of the things and words that she likes, 
or the list of the things that she collects, she clearly tries to use 
language as a means of control – through self-definition – over the 
chaotic reality of her mind.

When she compiles the last words from books in her aunt’s library, 
she is looking for a pattern that can open the portal to her true 
home. However, her search for patterns in the compilations of 
the words representing the animals that she sees in the Natural 
History Museum – birds, butterflies, moths – seems to take her 
beyond the personal framework of her quest. Listing the names 
which scientists have ascribed to animals, she highlights the fact 
that taxonomy is a linguistic convention used to create an orderly 
categorisation of the world. Her comments on the choices of 
names for different creatures are fuelled by ironic observations 
and the yearning for a more imaginative, even poetic, approach 
to reality. The scientist who named moths attracts her ire for his 
lack of originality: 

I look through my lists for a pattern or code, but all I 
find are the names of creatures that include the names 
of creatures of a different species: “Elephant Hawk-Moth, 
Mouse Moth, Hummingbird Hawk-Moth, Fox Moth, […] 
Nursehound Shark, Sea Horse”. The moth-namer seems 
to be overly dependent on his animal- and fish-namer 
colleagues; he needs to be jolted into originality. (Lally 
2015, 60)

In contrast, the scientists who named butterflies are praised for 
creating names that appear “like patches of words from a beautiful 
poem” (59). The importance of poetic imagination in Vivian’s 
narrative also manifests through her misunderstandings of 
conventionalised word meanings that produce the poetic effect of 
defamiliarisation. Expecting a visit from the Social Welfare office, 
she decides to carry a toy gun and wear “a pair of khaki combats 
that will show David [she is] a serious job hunter” (47); when 
responding to the social worker’s request of “a drop of milk, two 
sugars [in his milk]”, she unsettles him with an unconventional 
reply: “A big drop or a small drop – like a thundershower or a 
drizzle?” (50). 

Nevertheless, while the poetic plays a major role in her questioning 
of linguistic conventions, it acquires a particular importance 
in her search for the “thin places” in the streets of Dublin. This 
fantastical search for a magic portal not only contributes to the 
psychological portrait of a mentally unconventional character, but 
it also reveals that Lally’s novel aligns closely with the neoromantic 
sensibility that Vermeulen and van den Akker (2010) identify in 
metamodern art. Outlining the difference between metamodern 
and postmodern approaches to modernity, the critics note: 

The metamodern art work (or rather, at least as the 
metamodern art work has so far expressed itself by means 
of neoromanticism) redirects the modern piece by drawing 
attention to what it cannot present in its language, what 
it cannot signify in its own terms (that what is often called 
the sublime, the uncanny, the ethereal, the mysterious, 
and so forth). The postmodern work deconstructs it by 
pointing exactly to what it presents, by exposing precisely 
what it signifies. (Vermeulen and van den Akker 2010, 10)

Thus, while Lally’s novel engages in an intellectual play with 
language – echoing what Sarah Gilmartin (as cited in Estévez-Saá 
2016, 138) identifies as the “concomitant relevance” of the formal 
and linguistic dimensions in both Joyce’s and Lally’s fiction – 
she also complicates this modernist revival by reintroducing 
a Romantic sensibility, more specifically a fascination with the 
strange, mysterious and magical. Although Estévez-Saá (2016, 143) 
rightfully notes that Vivian can be seen as a female version of a 
Joycean flâneur – particularly in terms of her quest for “a pattern” 
that might help her “solve the world with it” (Lally 2015, 240) – she 
is also a flâneuse with a distinct feminine sensibility. She filters 
her observations of the city through the feminine lens associated 
with the folkloric narratives of old wives’ tales, legends and fairy 
tales, incorporating a poetic imagination into her narrative that 
draws on archaic notions of fairies, elves, hobbits, wizards and 
other fantastic figures. While Joyce in Ulysses, as T. S. Elliot notes, 
draws on the classic myth, invoking Homer’s Odyssey as “a way of 
controlling, of ordering, of giving a shape and a significance to the 
immense panorama of futility and anarchy which is contemporary 
history” (T. S. Eliot, quoted in Reynolds 2024, 16), Lally 
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modern existence into, as [Weber] put it, ‘an iron cage of reason’” 
(138). Although Weber’s seminal conception of the modern world 
as being rooted in a binary opposition between modernity and 
enchantment has been challenged by other critics,6 the arguments 
which Weber and the Romanticists made about the loss of specific 
premodern forms of enchantment that once connected individuals 
with the transcendental and the metaphysical remain valid. 

In his study “Modernity, Disenchantment, and the Ironic 
Imagination” (2004), Saler also challenged Weber’s idea of the 
“disenchanted modernity”, arguing that an “ironic imagination” 
had helped to reconcile nineteenth-century modernity with the 
new forms of enchantment that were more compatible with 
the prevailing trend of positivist thought, giving rise, among 
other things, to the genre of the New Romance that “clothed 
fantastic tales in the guise of scientific naturalism”7 (142). At 
the same time, he acknowledges that while modern forms of 
enchantment thrived, older manifestations, such as a belief in 
fairies, spiritualism or occultism, lost ground in modern society, 
being dismissed as “premodern beliefs” (2004, 139, 145). In Saler’s 
opinion, this “ironic imagination”, which allowed modern 
individuals to “actively believe, albeit ironically, in marvels and 
wonders, without compromising one’s standing as a rational 
and responsible adult”, both aligns and diverges from the early 
Romantics’ efforts to “redress a seemingly disenchanted world 
through the imagination” (2004, 140). As he further explains, 

First, the romantics tended to define the imagination 
in metaphysical terms, whereas the ironic imagination 
is not metaphysical: it emphasizes the provisional, the 
contingent, and the artificial. The second distinction 
follows from this: whereas the romantics stressed sincerity 
and authenticity, the ironic imagination is comfortable 
with the artifices of mass culture, and the phantasmagoria 
of symbols and representations that accompany a 
capitalist economic order. (2004, 140; emphasis added)

This outline of the distinction between an “ironic” and a 
“Romantic” imagination proves particularly useful in interpreting 
Lally’s flâneuse and her experience of the enchanted city as one 
which is immersed in a metamodern sensibility characterised 
by oscillation. On the one hand, Vivian – an unemployed, 
eccentric young woman who populates Dublin with fairies and 
other fantastic figures – embodies the premodern visions of the 
enchanted world that modernity had dismissed, aligning such 
beliefs “with the cognitive outlooks of groups traditionally cast 
as inferior within the discourse of Western elites: ‘primitives,’ 
children, women, and the lower classes” (Saler 2006, 696). On the 
other, she emerges as an educated, well-read character, capable of 
shrewd reflections on postmodern urban life and marked by an 
ironic self-awareness. Thus, when she describes her enthusiastic, 
childlike search for “thin places” – which she believes offer glimpses 
into the secret lives of fantastical creatures – she simultaneously 
undercuts any suggestion of naïvety through ironic reflections on 
her own behaviour:

I walk straight down North Frederick Street and stop by 
the Gate Theatre, in front of a small grey metal box that 
could be a small hut (or hutlet) for elves […]. I picture 
rocking chairs on either side of a stove, and a spiral 
staircase leading to a four-poster bed covered with a 
patchwork quilt. I stop and crouch down on my hunkers, 
pretending to fix my shoe and peek in, but I don’t 

uses the Romantic sensibility to unsettle the excessive 
rationality of contemporary life. 

Far from imposing order, Vivian’s engagement with the magical 
transforms the mundane cityscape into a space animated by the 
fantastical and disorderly forces that lurk beneath the surface of 
the seemingly ordered urban world. When she notices missing 
letters in street signs, she invents a colourful story to account for 
the absence, imagining secret missions carried out by fairy-tale 
characters, dissatisfied with the human organization of city space:

Some of the white letters on the street signs have been 
coloured blue to match the blue background […]. I picture 
a band of Smurfs combing the city in the black of night 
with tins of blue paint, daubing over the street letters that 
offend them. For the higher-up signs they step on each 
other’s shoulders to form a pyramid, placing the most 
agile Smurf with the best blue head for heights at the top. 
(Lally 2015, 9–10)

At other times, reflecting on the fact that city clocks often show 
the incorrect time, she conjures up another fantastical explanation: 
“A band of mischievous clock-makers must sneak around the city 
at night with a ladder and screwdriver, tweaking clocks until they 
run slow. They share tips on ladder safety and clandestine urban 
high jinks with the Smurfs painting the street signs” (Lally 2015, 
170).

The magical forces by which Vivien imagines we are surrounded 
challenge the core principles of modernity through their 
rebellious activities, drawing attention to the naming of streets 
and the use of public clocks as key symbols of the rationalisation 
of modern urban life, the very symbols which Benjamin (1999; 
2023) associates with the demise of the flâneur as a cultural type. 
Lally’s novel thus emerges as an attempt to revive an experience 
of the city shaped by a Romantic sensibility – an experience 
which had been available to the nineteenth-century flâneur 
before the modern city lost its secrets, strangeness and mysterious 
beauty with the onset of administrative rationality. As a flâneuse 
aligned with this Romantic sensibility, Vivian uses her child-
like imagination to populate Dublin with fantastical creatures, 
presenting a vision of the city that echoes the flâneur’s popular 
perception of “the urban scene as an open book” filled with 
adventure and enchantment (Gluck 2003, 70). Simultaneously, 
the novel evokes the Baudelairean poet-flâneur whose child 
like perceptiveness” facilitated his enchantment with Paris 
and enabled him to discern the sense of the poetic amidst the 
mundane city space (Baudelaire 2010, ch. 1).

Nonetheless, beyond reviving the Romantic motif in its 
representation of flânerie, Lally’s portrait of a contemporary 
flâneuse walking a re-enchanted city reveals a deeper connection 
with Romanticism by echoing its critique of modernity’s excessive 
reliance on rationality. As Saler explains, for “romantic writers 
in the late eighteenth century [modern diffusion of rationality, 
secularism, urbanization and bureaucratization] seemed to 
provide little room for ‘enchantment’ – that sense of delight and 
astonishment at the wonders, marvels, and mysteries that they 
believed had been intrinsic to the premodern world view” (2004, 
138). This Romantic concern reemerged, Saler (2004) notes, in the 
form of Max Weber’s 1917 lecture on “the disenchantment of the 
world”, which he perceived as “the removal of magic and meaning 
from life through processes of rationalization, transforming 
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look too closely in case I see wires and circuit boards and 
no elves. (Lally 2015, 32)

The “as if” attitude – the embrace of the fantastical as if it really 
existed while remaining fully aware of its nonexistence – that 
Saler (2004, 142) sees as a core element of the ironic imagination 
also resonates throughout Vivian’s various searches. For instance, 
when Vivian imagines that “a kind of everyday Santa Claus and his 
wife” live in a house she passes, she decides to “leave before [she] 
catches any detail that would sully [her] imagining” (Lally 2015, 
32). On another occasion, she imagines “a kind of candy-laden” 
magical world, a combination of the Hansel and Gretel house 
and “the chocolate factory that Charlie visits”, hidden behind a 
small door in the wall of a Zara shop. Once again, she leaves before 
she can be “disenchanted by a glimpse of a non-chocolate reality 
(Lally 2015, 32–3). 

However, each time Vivian’s ironic remarks construct the image 
of a rational adult who uses the “as if” imagination to evade the 
pressures of the modern world through playful detachment, her 
childlike enthusiasm and sincere belief that she belongs to a 
different world reconnect her with the Romantic yearning for 
authentic existence. Oscillating between ironic detachment and 
sincere engagement, Vivian embodies the quirky sensibility that 
James MacDowell (2017) relates to Vermeulen and van den Akker’s 
definition of the metamodern structure of feeling.

Like the protagonists of the quirky films MacDowell (2017) 
discusses, Vivian undertakes a “quixotic quest” (MacDowell 
2017, 29); guided by a Romantic imagination, she pursues what 
she occasionally recognises as a futile search for escape from the 
hyper-rationalised frameworks of postmodern existence. Yet, her 
enthusiasm and genuine hope that a portal to authentic existence 
might ultimately be found also align her with MacDowell’s 
conception of the quirky film characters whose “utter commitment 
and dedication is nonetheless implicitly positioned as somehow 
praiseworthy, resulting in a continually conflicted tonal register 
of simultaneous amused distance and affectionate sympathy” 
(2017, 29).

Conclusion

This article contributes to the ongoing academic debate by 
examining the usefulness of the label “metamodernism”, first 
introduced in the seminal works by Vermeulen and van den Akker 
(2010) and James and Seshagiri (2014). Drawing on discussions 
presented in the 2018 “Metamodernism” issue of the English Studies 
journal, its main argument is informed by the question of whether 
the two different definitions of this label – “a new structure of 
feeling” (Vermeulen and van den Akker 2010, ) and a “body of late-
twentieth- and twenty-first-century literature [that] consciously 
responds to modernist impulses” (James and Seshagiri 2014, 88)– 
can be treated as complementary.

The analysis of Catriona Lally’s novel Eggshells demonstrates that 
for interpreting a work that exemplifies a strand of resurgent 
modernism in contemporary Irish literature, James and Seshagiri’s 
definition can be particularly useful. A significant metamodernist 
connection between Lally’s novel and the modernist tradition 
emerges not only through the echoes of Joycean flâneurs 
identified by Estévez-Saá (2016), but also through Vivian’s poetic 
appropriation of the cityscape, which resonates with Woolf’s 
modernist version of flânerie as “street haunting”.

Reading Lally’s flâneuse within the broader genealogy of flânerie, 
from the poet-flâneur to the cyber-flâneur, reveals that Vivian’s 
experience of the city engages both modern and metamodern 
sensibilities while ultimately transcending them. Vivian’s poetic 
imagination, which enables her to search for a magic portal, 
aligns with Woolf’s aestheticised visions of the modern city as a 
space still capable of enchantment. At the same time, her sense 
of alienation from the hyper-rationalised urban environment 
resonates with postmodern sensibilities.

However, the constant oscillation between sincere engagement in 
her quest and ironic detachment from her search for the hidden 
magic of the city signals Vivian’s participation in a new, quirky 
sensibility. one aligned with the metamodern structure of feeling. 
Ultimately, as a metamodern flâneuse, Lally’s character clearly 
embodies the meanings that Vermeulen and van den Akker 
(2010, 2) associate with the prefix “meta” in their definition of 
metamodernism. She shares affinities “with” modernist and 
postmodernist modes of city experience, yet exists, through her 
oscillation, “between” them, but also appears to move “beyond” 
both frameworks; towards a metamodern mode that re-enchants 
everyday life through a poetic imagination that resists the 
constraints of commodified urban life.
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1 From the five contributions in the “Metamodernism” issue of 
English Studies, Nick Bentley’s article (2018) takes the clearest step 
in that direction.

2 Ruth Gillian (2018) draws the same conclusion from her analysis 
of Eimear McBride’s 2013 novel A Girl is a Half-Formed Thing.

3 Although both literary forms gained considerable popularity 
as sources of observational reflections on everyday life in the 
modern city, physiologies played a more significant role “in the 
development of flâneur as a literary type” (Moore 2022, 661). 
Presented as pocket-size illustrated booklets depicting social 
stereotypes, they often focused on descriptions of the new urban 
figure, for example, in Louis Huart’s Physiologie de Flâneur (1841) or 
on “the pleasure of wandering across Paris” (as in Balzac’s Physiologi 
e du marriage) (Moore 2022, 661).

4 Walter Benjamin’s 1930s reflections on Baudelaire’s work were 
published posthumously in Charles Baudelaire. Ein Lyriker im 
Zeitalter des Hochkapitalismus (1955), subsequently translated 
into English as Charles Baudelaire: A Lyric Poet in the Era of High 
Capitalism (1973).

5 As Parsons (2000) shows, the feeling of alienation experienced 
by Rhys’s migrant flâneuse opens, for some critics, the possibility 
of reading her as an early embodiment of a sensibility that defines 
postmodern flânerie. Unlike Woolf’s “modernist flâneuse”, who 
returns to her welcoming home after her street haunting, Rhys’s 
“postmodernist migrant can only go back to her temporary and 
friendless loggings” (Parson 2000, 136). From this perspective, 
Vivian’s city experience appears as a synthesis of Woolf’s modernist 
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and Rhys’s postmodernist flânerie. This supports my reading that, 
as a metamodern flâneuse, she incorporates both modes of urban 
experience but ultimately transcends them.

6 The nuances of Saler’s detailed review of different approaches to 
the relationship between modernity and enchantment lie beyond 
the scope of this article, but it suffices to note that he distinguishes 
between binary, dialectical and antinomial frameworks. While 
Weber’s binary approach contrasts modernity and enchantment 
more sharply, the dialectical model sees modernity as “explicitly 
enchanted, in the negative sense, its universal promises exposed as 
self-interested ideologies, false consciousness, and bad faith” (Saler 
2006, 698). In contrast, the antinomial approach “emphasizes the 
antinomial qualities of modernity, in which disenchantment and 
enchantment, reason and wonder come into play” (Saler 2006, 
712).

7 Drawing attention to the works of Jules Verne, Arthur Conan 
Doyle, H. Rider Haggard, H. G. Wells and others, Saler notes how 
modern technologies, “the new half-tone printing techniques 
of the 1880s, such as foldout maps, realistic illustrations, and 
photographs, complemented the authors’ aim of imbuing their 
fantasies with an aura of scientific authenticity and contributed 
to the ‘reality effect’ of these texts” (2004, 142).
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