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What Is Called Thinking with ShaXXXspeares 
and Walter Benjamin?

Managing De/Kon/struction, Toying with Letters  
in The Lego Movie

richard burt

a b s t r a c t

Drawing on Paul de Man’s essay on Heinrich von Kleist’s Marionette Theater and on several 
essays by Walter Benjamin on puppets and toys, this essay explores Shakespeare’s appearance as 
a Master Builder in the The Lego Movie, the LEGO Movie Videogame, several amateur 
YouTube videos of scenes from Shakespeare using Lego toys, a Shakespeare Lego action figure, 
and a two volume Brick Shakespeare edition of eight plays using photographs of Lego models as 
characters. The figures of the puppet and the toy open up a perspective on the mimicry of stop- 
motion animation in The Lego Movie and what German novelist Friedrich Theodor Vischer 
calls “Die Tücke des Objekts” (“the spite of objects”). With digital cinema, animation has re-
gained the centrality it had before the advent of narrative cinema, the difference being that digital 
animation uses CGI whereas stop- motion animation requires the filmmaker to act as off- screen 
puppeteer. As a minor Master Builder engaged in awesome destruction, The Lego Movie’s 
Shakespeare offers a small- scale way of thinking the film’s clever fetishization of what it calls the 
“piece of resistance.”

Freud does not explicitly examine the status of the “materialized” supple-
ment which is necessary to the alleged spontaneity of memory, even if that 
spontaneity were differentiated in itself, thwarted by a censorship or re-
pression which, moreover, could not act on a perfectly spontaneous mem-
ory. Far from the machine being a pure absence of spontaneity, its 
resemblance to the psychical apparatus, its existence and its necessity bear 
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95Burt Thinking with ShaXXXspeares

witness to the finitude of the mnemic spontaneity which is thus supple-
mented. The machine and, consequently, representation is death and fini-
tude within the psyche. Nor does Freud examine the possibility of this 
machine, which, in the world, has at least begun to resemble memory, and 
increasingly resembles it more closely. Its resemblance to memory is closer 
than that of the innocent Mystic Pad: the latter is no doubt infinitely more 
complex than slate or paper, less archaic than a palimpsest; but, compared 
to other machines for storing archives, it is a child’s toy. 

— Jacques Derrida, Writing and Difference

Yet the more consequentially it distances itself, through perfection, from 
making, the more fragile its own made existence necessarily becomes: the 
endless pains to eradicate the traces of making, injure works of art and 
condemn them to be fragmentary. Art, following the decay [Zerfall: disin-
tegration] of magic, has taken upon itself the transmission of images to 
posterity. But in this task it employs the same principle that destroyed im-
ages: the stem of its Greek name is the same as that of technique. Its para-
doxical entanglement in the process of civilization brings it into conflict 
with its own idea. The archetypes of our time, synthetically concocted by 
film and hit- song for the bleak contemplation of the late industrial era, do 
not merely liquidate art, but, by their blatant feeble- mindedness, blast into 
daylight the delusion that was always immured in the oldest works of art 
and which still gives the maturest their power. 

— Theodor Adorno, Minima Moralia

In the twenties he was apt to offer philosophical reflections as he brought 
forth a toy for his son.

— Gerschom Scholem, Walter Benjamin: The Story of a Friendship 

Think Tanking

“No, no, no, this is a disaster!” So says the Man Upstairs (Will Ferrell) 
in a live action sequence near the end of the mostly 3D CGI animated 

film The Lego Movie (2014), as the Man begins to chastise his son Finn (Jadon 
Sand) for playing with the Man’s carefully assembled LEGO- (Out)LANDish 
scale model of a downtown area (fig. 1). “You know the rules. This isn’t a toy,” 
the Man adds. In his defense, Finn insists that “it kinda is.” The Man insists, 
however, that it isn’t: “No. It is a highly sophisticated interlocking brick sys-
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Fig. 1: The Man Upstairs. The Lego Movie. Dir. Phil Lord and Christopher 
Miller. 2014. © Warner Brothers

Fig. 2: Piece of resistance. The Lego Movie. Dir. Phil Lord and Christopher 
Miller. 2014. © Warner Brothers

tem.” Finn avers, “We bought it at a toy store.” “We did,” the father admits, but 
adds, “The way I’m using it makes it an adult thing.” Declining the Man’s offer 
to play with his own Legos in a cardboard box, Finn pleads, “You can’t expect 
me to resist playing with this.”

I have cited the dialogue extensively in order to show how this scene brings 
to the surface questions about what counts as a disaster, what counts as play, 
what counts as a toy, what counts as adult, what counts as human, and what 
counts as building. What is the Man doing if not playing? The Man is a suit, 
but the film does not give him a job or a proper name. Whether The Lego Movie 
poses these questions in recognizably philosophical ways, in this or scene or in 
its overarching narrative, is not exactly clear. Having fallen through a magic 
portal into Finn’s basement, the main character, a construction worker named 
Emmet Brickowski, finds the missing “piece of resistance” (fig. 2), a cap from a 
bottle of the “Kragle,” a tube of Krazy Glue (figs. 3 and 4) which is misread by 
the Lego characters because the letters z, y, and u have been inadvertently re-
moved due to use.1 Emmet intends to put the piece of resistance back on the 
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bottle and thereby prevent Lord Business, aka President Business, a double of 
the Man Upstairs and voiced by Will Ferrell, from using it as his secret weapon 
to freeze all the Lego people into place permanently. Emmet returns to the 
Lego world after Finn sends him back through the magic portal, and makes 
peace with Lord Business, who puts the cap back on the Kragle, which then 
explodes, apparently killing him while releasing Emmet to reunite and hook up 
with Wyldstyle, only to be met by a new invasion of Legos from the Planet 
Duplon created by Finn’s sister who have “come to destroy” him. 

The Ideology of the Aesthetic as a Category

I will have more to say about the film’s narrative structure and I will be getting 
to Shakespeare’s place in the film shortly, but in order to engage the questions 
of the aesthetic category of cuteness and the affect of things that are the twin 
foci of this special issue on “Cute Shakespeare,” I will offer a De/Kon/struc-

Fig. 4: Krazy Glue. The Lego Movie. Dir. Phil Lord and Christopher Miller. 
2014. © Warner Brothers

Fig. 3: Kragle. The Lego Movie. Dir. Phil Lord and Christopher Miller. 2014. © 
Warner Brothers
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tion2 of the film’s lack of instruction, its non- educational value, its resistance to 
being read, or unreadability.3 In my view, the crucial question is not which aes-
thetic categories are most suitable to understand our postmodern condition 
but whether the aesthetic is a category at all.4 To address this question all too 
briefly, I turn to Paul de Man’s critique of what he calls “aesthetic ideology” as 
articulated by Friedrich Schiller in On the Aesthetic Education of Man in a Se-
ries of Letters: “The aesthetic, as is clear from Schiller’s formulation, is primar-
ily a social and political model ethically grounded in an assumedly Kantian 
notion of freedom” (De Man, Aesthetic Ideology 264). De Man goes on to say 
that the aesthetic is not a category but an articulation or, one might say, man-
agement of cognition: 

[T]he aesthetic is not a separate category but a principle of articulation be-
tween various known faculties, activities, and modes of cognition. What 
gives the aesthetic its power and hence its practical, political impact, is its 
intimate link with knowledge, the epistemological implications that are 
always in play when the aesthetic appears over the horizon. (De Man, Aes-
thetic Ideology 265)

In his closely related essay “Kant and Schiller,” de Man expands his critique of 
Schiller’s aesthetic ideology to include a critique of popularization, of what 
gets read and by whom:

A kind of knowledge which is less rigorous, less scientific, and which is 
more popular. So in that way, education leads to a concept of art as the 
popularization of philosophy. Philosophy isn’t taught, because it is a popu-
larization, a metaphorization of philosophy. As such, the aesthetic belongs 
to the masses. It belongs . . . to culture, and as such it belongs to the state, 
to the aesthetic state, and it justifies the state. (De Man, Aesthetic Ideology 
154)

De Man proceeds to close his essay by citing a passage he quotes from a novel 
by Goebbels in order to clarify the links Schiller draws between the aesthetic, 
ethics, education, and the state:

It is not entirely irrelevant, not entirely indifferent, that the author of this 
passage is— from the novel of— Joseph Goebbels. Wilkinson and Wil-
loughby, who quote the passage, are certainly right in pointing out that is a 
grievous misreading of Schiller’s aesthetic state. But this principle of this 
misreading does not essentially differ from the misreading which Schiller 
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inflicted on his own predecessor— namely, Kant. (De Man, Aesthetic Ideol-
ogy 155)

To assume that the aesthetic is a category, that there are stable aesthetic cate-
gories that constitute a kind of ethical menu among which we may choose our 
favorite categories is to remain uncritically inside the ideology of the aesthetic 
state in which readings are “pre- fab- ulated,” as it were to speak, since every-
thing is assumed to be given to be felt and to be read. By the same token, any 
study of negative feelings based on a binary opposition, between good feelings 
that give one a sense of relief or release and negative feelings that do not, will 
miss the major issue of modernity: namely, anger management.5 Not to decon-
struct, both the aesthetic as a category and categories of feelings, is to self- 
destruct, Krazy- glued, one might say, to the kinds of sociological and historicist 
reductions which critics have sought to escape via the aesthetic.6 Not to decon-
struct, to put my point even more polemically, is not to think, to philosophize.

In the spirit of de Man’s “Archie DeBunker,” I want to examine the possi-
bilities, albeit negative, that various kinds of breakdowns and disasters in The 
Lego Movie offer us for an understanding of the aesthetics of mass media and 
Shakespeare’s often furtive appearances in them (“Semiology and Rhetoric” 
29). To this end, I will juxtapose The Lego Movie with several essays Walter 
Benjamin wrote on toys, catastrophe, and play. In a brief epilogue, I take up 
future detours the study of Shakespeare and mass media might take if the 
topic were rerouted through Shakespeare’s pervasive haunting of German Ro-
mantic, Modern, and Fantastic literature and German Idealist philosophy. 

Everything Is Awesome?

What would it mean to think The Lego Movie’s quasi- psychotic fictional 
worlds? The closest The Lego Movie comes to a binary opposition that would 
allow us to make sense of its two worlds is not between words with real- world 
referents like Krazy Glue and commonly used phrases like “pièce de résis-
tance,” on the one hand, and Legoworld misreadings of them as “Kragle” and 
“piece of resistance” on the other, but in the Legoworld’s unusual signage. In 
the live action sequence near the end, three successive shots focus respectively 
on three clearly legible, uniformly- sized, separate sheets of paper serving as 
warning to Finn: “Off Limits,” “Do Not Touch,” and “Hands Off.” By contrast, 
Wyldstyle, a character who is also in search of the piece of resistance, fashions 
an escape vehicle out of random parts such as warning and traffic direction 
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signs, including “No Entry,” “One Way,” “Dead End,” “Danger,” and “Right 
Turn Only,” some of them upside down (fig. 5).

In other cases, signs are similarly deprived of their function or turned non-
sensical, as for potential puns. Over exit booths on a Lego highway is written 
“Color Inside the Lines” (fig. 6), and Bad Cop draws his Good Cop face back on 
with a huge “D- Gray” marking pen, allowing for a full- on psychotic pun on 
degraded (fig. 7).

Fig. 5: Wyldstyle’s escape vehicle. The Lego Movie. Dir. Phil Lord and Christo-
pher Miller. 2014. © Warner Brothers

Fig. 6: Color Inside the Lines. The Lego Movie. Dir. Phil Lord and Christopher 
Miller. 2014. © Warner Brothers

Fig. 7: D- Gray. The Lego Movie. Dir. Phil Lord and Christopher Miller. 2014. 
© Warner Brothers
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This binary opposition in signage that would establish a distinction be-
tween rules and no functional or meaningful rules has a self- DeKonstructing 
asymmetry; however, whereas the signs in the live action sequence are point-
edly legible, the focus of each shot, signs in the mise- en- scène of the Lego world 
are barely noticeable, perhaps unnoticeable unless one watches the film outside 
theaters using a device that allows the film to be stopped in motion. The pri-
mary opposition the film draws is not between legibility or illegibility of lan-
guage in the Lego world or the mistranslation of phrases imported from the 

Fig. 8: William Shakespeare Minifigure #8. © The Lego Group

Fig. 9: You Tube screenshot for “The Lego Movie Videogame-  All Characters 
Unlocked.” Taken by the author.
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Fig. 10: Rubbish. The Lego Movie. Dir. Phil Lord and Christopher Miller. 2014. 
© Warner Brothers

real world but between intelligibility and unintelligibility, or between readabil-
ity and unreadability. The preservation and the destruction of the Lego world 
from Lord Business, and it is hard to tell which is which, depends on following 
instructions, not departing from them, managing management rather than re-
belling against it— building, not Bildung. 

With this DeKonstruction of readability in the Lego Movie’s world in mind, 
we may now turn to Shakespeare as a figure of un/readability in the film. We 
will then turn to Walter Benjamin in order to grasp more fully the philosophi-
cal questions we considered earlier, questions regarding disaster and toys indi-
rectly and inadvertently posed by the film. Having just deferred our arrival at 
Shakespeare, let me now defer our arrival at the film and point out a few extra- 
cinematic Lego Shakespeares. There is an actual, three- dimensional Shake-
speare Lego toy, which holds a quill pen in one hand and a thin rectangular 
block in the other, with a sheet of parchment drawn on it bearing the words “to 
build or not to build” (fig. 8). Shakespeare is also a character in the LEGO Movie 
Videogame who carries a skull around with him and uses it as a weapon (fig. 9).7

 There are no Lego toys of scenes from Shakespeare’s plays, but there is a 
two volume Lego Brick Shakespeare book consisting of adaptations of four 
comedies and four tragedies. I have paused to point out these extra- cinematic 
Lego ShaXXXpeares in order to highlight how relatively unreadable the film 
makes Shakespeare.

Though he appears in four scenes, Shakespeare is never mentioned by 
name. And he speaks exactly one word: “rubbish” (fig. 10). Shakespeare is one 
of a hundred Master Builders, and he pronounces judgment on Emmet by 
hurling a pizza at him (fig. 11). He shows up when he and the other Master 
Builders are imprisoned in Lord Business’s Think Tank (fig. 12). In this and 
other scenes, he is relatively easy to miss because he is part of the background 
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across which the camera is moving quickly and because another character 
speaks in the scene and thereby draws our attention to that character (figs. 13 
and 14). I don’t know if Shakespeare is the “pizza de resistance” here, but his 
strange inclusion as one of the main Master Builders and yet nearly complete 
exclusion from the dialogue makes him almost literally unspeakable and, in 
my view, unreadable. Stripped of even the most minimal iconic phrases and 
props, Shakespeare does not think in the film; he is negated and he negates.8 

Thinking Life and Death with ShaXXXspeares

Shakespeare’s unreadability may help us think through the relation between 
toys, reading, and play in the film as a kind of self- DeKonstructing psychotic 
un/management of destruction and creation, the film’s structural and verbal 
repetitions, its deployment of nonsense, its proliferation of doubles, all as vari-
ations on biblioclasm. The Lego Movie is of interest to Shakespeareans not be-
cause it allows for a sociological kind of reading of Shakespeare toys and 
popular culture but because the film resists any reading at all. The film’s refusal 
to play with Shakespeare is tied to its insistence on instructions. Just as the film 

Fig. 11: Hurling pizza. The Lego Movie. Dir. Phil Lord and Christopher Miller. 
2014. © Warner Brothers

Fig. 12: Think Tank. The Lego Movie. Dir. Phil Lord and Christopher Miller. 
2014. © Warner Brothers
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includes a Shakespeare who cannot be read, the film insists on the omnipres-
ence of instructions without demanding they be read or consistently followed.

DeKon_IN- structions

Unlike the spin- off Lego episode of The Simpsons entitled “Brick Like Me,” The 
Lego Movie troubles distinctions between hallucinations and normal perception, 
between the Lego world and the “real” world.9 The sequence with Emmet in 
Finn’s basement is telling in this regard. Instead of moving from CGI into live 
action and then back, the film uses a distorting lens that captures rainbow, prism 
effects in both the CGI world and the live action sequences (fig. 15). This lens is 
sometimes used to convey Emmet’s point of view, as it was used earlier in the 
film: Emmet had a vision of the Man Upstairs holding the Krazy Glue (fig. 16). 
The shot of Emmet’s vision is repeated— so we can understand the vision fully— in 
the live action sequence in the basement. Furthermore, scenes involving Finn and 
the Man are intercut with parallel scenes in the CGI world, making the latter the 
consequence of the former: the film repeatedly switches between shots of the 

Fig. 13: Master Builders. The Lego Movie. Dir. Phil Lord and Christopher 
Miller. 2014. © Warner Brothers

Fig. 14: Shakespeare off- center. The Lego Movie. Dir. Phil Lord and Christo-
pher Miller. 2014. © Warner Brothers
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Man disassembling a Lego model Finn has made to shots of an entirely different 
toy unrelated to Finn being attacked by micromanaging robots in the CGI world. 
While this narrative film convention is clear enough to follow, a kind of psy-
chotic, violent breakdown in both worlds keeps threatening to happen. There are 
numerous other kinds of repetitions and doublings: for example, Wyldstyle tells 
the film’s backstory twice in a row to Emmet (he says he was not listening the first 
time). Sometimes, the repetitions are without purpose. Twice, a character says 
“see you in ten seconds,” the first time upstairs, the second time downstairs, and 
the film cuts each time to shots with the words “Ten Seconds Later.” 10 President 
Business is really named Lord Business (“Lord” suggesting the neo- feudalism of 
the corporate, neoliberal Lego world in which people work without working). A 
shot using split screens that Lord Business is looking at in his Think Tank recurs 
in the end title sequence when the title of the film appears. And the sister’s toys, 
which “come to destroy” the Man and Finn’s Lego world at the very end of the 
film, are from the planet Duplon, bearing a nonce- word name that may, for some 
viewers, call up duplicate. 

Fig. 15: From The Lego Movie. Dir. Phil Lord and Christopher Miller. 2014. © 
Warner Brothers

Fig. 16: From The Lego Movie. Dir. Phil Lord and Christopher Miller. 2014. © 
Warner Brothers
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Over a linear plot, the film creates a serial succession of sequences that 
loops back and forth toward yet another near total destruction of various 
Lego worlds. The plot is structured by a series of escapes in which the main 
characters crash out of one world into another, in one case even crashing into 
the sun. The Lego Movie thereby evacuates the CGI world of any meaningful 
notion of building, any kind of purposive play, and any rational management 
of work or of political distinctions in the workforce. The Master Builders im-
prisoned in Lord Business’s Think Tank are forced, at one point, into design-
ing a set of large speakers, but the design never emerges— it was a deceptive 
part of Emmet’s plan to put the cap back on the Kragle— and the speakers are 
never built.11 

The film’s overlay of linear narrative and serial succession unbuilds, or De-
Konstructs any distinction between meaningless, disastrous constriction and 
meaningful, creative freedom. When a pirate Lego challenges Emmet at a 
meeting of the Master Builders in Cloud Cuckoo Land, a utopian world in 
which negativity is not allowed, and asks him if he has any better ideas than do 
the hundred Master Builders, Emmet confesses he has none and gives a speech 
so uninspiring that all the Master Builders leave in disgust. Emmet’s one idea, 
a double- decker couch, is ridiculed both by Batman and by Lord Business, who 
says it is “the dumbest, most useless idea” he has ever heard. The one thing that 
differentiates— just barely— Emmet from his fellow workers is that he is 
“kinda weird.” That judgment is repeated by Lord Business, Batman, and Wy-
ldstyle. The film dispenses with the loser fantasy of being the “Special,” the 
most important and most interesting person in the world, in exchange for the 
weirdo who builds things others may see as messy. The pirate’s transvaluation 
of Emmet’s dumb and useless idea into “the kind we need more of ” and Wyld-
style’s parallel universalization of Emmet as weird DeKonstructs what were 
non- signifying distinctions between the Lego co- workers from the very first 
scene with them. Similarly, neither the Lego world nor the real world consis-
tently serves as the decoder of the other. On the one hand, the Man’s X- Acto 
knife is misread by Lord Business as the “Sword of Exact Zero,” the brand 
name of a Titleist golf ball intruding in the Lego world is mispronounced, and 
so on; on the other hand, Krazy Glue, an actual product invented in 1973, is of 
course misspelled as Kragle and another, entirely fictional product the Man 
uses is also misspelled as Un- Glu rather than Un- Glue. 

The Lego Movie’s potentially nihilistic drive or perhaps drift towards weird-
ness and psychotic breakdown may be seen in other ways as well. Emmet moves 
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from being a loser construction worker to being the Special, a character who 
will fulfill a prophecy (the prophecy turns out to have been made up by Vitru-
vius, the character who casts it) of being a Master Builder who can “see every-
thing” (whatever that means) and who gets a girlfriend (Wyldstyle), but this 
movement is made possible by a constant: namely, instructions. When he first 
appears in the film, Emmet wakes up, goes to his bookshelf on which all books 
with letters on their spines show the same title, INSTRUCTIONS, takes one 
down and starts reading out the steps he needs to take each day to “fit in” with 
his fellow Lego residents (fig. 17). After Emmet and his fellow Lego Master 
Builders escape Bad Cop’s destruction of Cloud Cuckoo Land and survive in 
the ocean using Emmet’s double- decker couch, the Master Builders implicitly 
allow Emmet effectively to become their manager (the words “manager” and 
“management” are never used in the film). As Emmet explains to them how 
they can get the piece of resistance back on the Kragle, he insists they follow 
instructions (he singles out Unikitty) and he uses the same step- by- step mode 
of giving instructions he followed near the beginning of the film (figs. 18 and 
19). Emmet’s plot fails when Lord Business captures the piece of resistance.

With and without Shakespeare, with and without SPECIAL characters 
(someone is the SPECIAL, but everyone is special too), The Lego Movie man-
ages compulsive repetitive narrative as it drives toward destruction without life 
or death. Lego characters can die— none does, not even Lord Business— and 
are capable of being hurt physically, as Emmet often is. But Legos are also dou-
bles of humans, differentiated from robots. Legos are also differentiated among 
themselves, some being the people, others being citizens, still others Master 
Builders, and so on, but none of these differences makes a difference.

Fig. 17: How to fit in. The Lego Movie. Dir. Phil Lord and Christopher Miller. 
2014. © Warner Brothers
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Toy Story and Toy Storage

Thinking with Shakespeare, for Julia Reinhard Lupton, involves thinking about 
life.12 Asking what is called thinking with ShaXXXspeares in the The Lego 
Movie, in my view, involves thinking in psychoanalytic and DeKonstructive 
terms about life and death.13 My point will be illuminated if we indirectly en-
gage Sigmund Freud’s Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1919), a text about the 
death drive in which an anecdote about a child’s toy, a missing father, war, and 
the words Fort and Da play a central role, and by following Walter Benjamin’s 
lead in his essays and radio broadcasts on toys, particularly his engagement 
with Freud. For Benjamin, the toy always has a double, spaced temporality: it 
is displayed in a toy store window or a museum exhibition and then it is played 
with at home. In “Toys and Play,” Benjamin explicitly engages Freud’s Beyond 
the Pleasure Principle, in which, the reader will recall, Freud discusses the repe-
tition compulsion in relation to the infant mastering his anxiety about his 
mother’s comings and goings by turning a spool into a toy that is here, then 
there. Benjamin, as he approaches the end of his essay, writes:

Fig. 18: Getting Instructions. The Lego Movie. Dir. Phil Lord and Christopher 
Miller. 2014. © Warner Brothers

Fig. 19: Giving Instructions. The Lego Movie. Dir. Phil Lord and Christopher 
Miller. 2014. © Warner Brothers
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[S]uch a study would have to explore the great law that presides over the 
rules and rhythms of an entire world of play: the law of repetition. We 
know that for a child repetition is the soul of play, that nothing gives him 
greater pleasure than to “Do it again!” The obscure urge to repeat things is 
scarcely less powerful in play, scarcely less cunning in its workings, than 
the sexual impulse in love. It is not an accident that Freud has imagined he 
could detect an impulse “beyond the pleasure principle” in it. And in fact, 
every profound experience longs to be insatiable, longs for the return and 
repletion until the end of time, and for the reinstatement of an original con-
dition from which it sprang. . . . [T]he child is not satisfied with twice, but 
wants the same thing again and again, a hundred or even a thousand times. 
This is not only the way to master frightening fundamental experiences— by 
deadening one’s own response, by arbitrarily conjuring up experiences, or 
through parody; it also means enjoying one’s victories and triumphs over 
and over again, with total intensity. (120)

This double process of habit as deadening, disciplinary routinization on the 
one hand, and intoxication and intensification on the other, leads Benjamin to 
restate the difference between adult play and child’s play as a difference be-
tween adult narrative and childish reenactment: 

An adult relieves his heart from its terrors and doubles happiness by turn-
ing it into a story. A child creates the entire event anew and starts right 
from the beginning. Here, perhaps, is the deepest explanation for the two 
meanings of the German word Spielen: the element of repetition is what is 
actually common to them. Not a “doing as if ” but a “doing the same thing 
over and over again,” the transformation of a shattering experience into 
habit— that is the essence of play. (120)

Whereas mastery through repetition for Freud amounts to the disappearance 
and then reappearance of the toy and its ability to function as a substitute ob-
ject for the missing mother, habit for Benjamin involves the destruction of the 
toy; the ideal toy is the toy that can be blown up, then reassembled so that it 
may be blown up again, and so on. By thinking through Freud, Benjamin man-
ages to revise repetition so that playing with a toy allows a negative, critical 
moment when staging it as a thing to be thought on; disabling and enabling are 
part of a dynamic, a circuit, or configuration, that compulsively continues, al-
lowing for its storage in a way that recollects old things with memories attached 
to them. 
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If one “wishes to look the hideous features of commodity capital in the 
face” (118), Benjamin writes: 

[He] need only recollect toyshops as they typically were up to five years ago 
(and as they still often are in small towns today). The basic atmosphere was 
one of hellish exuberance. On the lids of the parlor games and the faces of the 
character dolls, you found grinning masks; they gaped at you alluringly from 
the black mouth of the cannon, and giggled in the ingenious “catastrophe 
coach” that fell to pieces, as expected, when the train crashed. (118–19)

The crucial phrase here is “as expected”: the train, which also makes its appear-
ance in an autobiographical anecdote told in a footnote to Freud’s essay “The 
‘Uncanny’” (1919), programs repetition so that it looks to the future, providing 
the child with a set of strategies to absorb catastrophes that are to be expected. 
A train accident becomes a kind of amusement ride with toys becoming per-
sons, the dolls giggling when the “catastrophe coach” falls to pieces as the train 
crashes:

We all know the picture of the family gathered beneath the Christmas 
tree, the father engrossed in playing with the toy train that he has given his 
son, the latter standing next to him in tears. When the urge to play over-
comes an adult, this is not simply a regression to childhood. To be sure, 
play is always liberating. . . . [T]he adult, who finds himself threatened by 
the real world can find no escape, removes its sting by playing with its 
image in reduced form. The desire to make light of an unbearable life has 
been a major factor in the growing interest in children’s games and chil-
dren’s books since the end of the war. (100)

Toys operate as shock absorbers for adults, but are also the occasion of new 
shocks. Adult play not only involves mimetic mastery through miniaturization 
but may extend to the player or museum visitor being stung, becoming sensory 
deprived, if only temporarily.

Unlike Freud, Benjamin frames repetition compulsion as a question of 
habit rather than the achievement of mastery and hence closure that may be 
narrated in anecdotal form. Benjamin ends his essay with a paragraph I will 
quote in full in which he shifts from play to habit and elaborates on a distinc-
tion between childish play and childlike play:

For play and nothing else is the mother of every habit. Eating, sleeping, 
getting dressed, washing have to be instilled into the struggling little brat 
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in a playful way, following the rhythm of nursery rhyme. Habit enters into 
life as a game, and in habit, even in its most sclerotic forms, an element of 
play survives to the end. Habits are the forms of our first happiness and 
our first horror that have congealed and become deformed to the point of 
being unrecognizable. And without knowing it, even the most arid pedant 
plays in a childish rather than childlike way; the more childish his play, the 
more pedantic he is. He does not recollect his own playing; only to him 
would a book like this [under review] have nothing to say. But when a mod-
ern poet says that everyone has a picture for which he would be willing to 
give the whole world, how many people would not look for it in an old box 
of toys? (120)

Benjamin’s mention of an “old box of toys” may bring into relief another ques-
tion about thinking with ShaXXXspeares and The Lego Movie: namely, the 
relation between toy stories and toy storage. Insofar as the The Lego Movie 
routinely troubles routines, as it were, it also limits the critical operation Ben-
jamin identifies in play: namely, reading. That is, reading depends on the toy 
being out of a box to play with or stored in a box (when not played with). In one 
scene, the Man Upstairs points to a big box of Legos and tells Finn he can play 
with them. But these toys are only shown in the distance and never come out of 
the box. This distinction is observed in the film but not made significant (Finn 
ignores his father, without consequence). Why? Because the Lego is and is not 
a toy due to the indestructibility of its parts, or “bricks.” Finn accidentally steps 
on Emmet, but Emmet comes lose from the tennis shoe undamaged.14 The 
brick, the indivisible unit, is the limit of unreading, as the letter that cannot be 
DeKonstructed. Shakespeare remains boxed up even if he is not in Finn’s card-
board box. Playing with the boxed Lego toys remains “weird” in the film, the 
uncritical weirdo displacing the critical loser.15 Whether that displacement 
means the film refuses to think with ShaXXXspeares, I leave it to you to con-
sider. Or not. Whatevz. Srsly. YOLO. LOLZ.

Rethinking Shakespeare with Germany

By way of a very brief epilogue, let me suggest some provisional (mis)directions 
my juxtaposition of The Lego Movie and Walter Benjamin might take us. If the 
aesthetic is not a category, if feelings cannot be bundled in one of two opposite 
categories, what might a more elaborately DeKonstructed Shakespeare look 
like? What could a shift away from fixed, preferred categories like cute or from 
what Ngai calls “ugly feelings” to cute things to the anger management of 
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things do to help us think with ShaXXXspeares? To address this question, let 
me offer another juxtaposition, this time of two books on mostly German liter-
ature and philosophy, both of which frequently stumble onto Shakespeare in 
the process of analyzing primary works by writers such as Immanuel Kant, 
Ludwig Tieck, E. T. A. Hoffmann, Heimito von Doderer, Jean Paul, Friedrich 
Theodor Vischer, Freud, Benjamin, Theodor Adorno, Ernst Bloch, and Mar-
tin Heidegger, among others. In Malicious Objects (2012), Jörg Kreienbrock 
examines what he calls the “malicious literature” of recalcitrant, obstinate 
objects and the anger and rage that are ignited by their random interruptions 
of everyday routine, including the practice of writing literature (2). Kreien-
brock addresses what is also a literature bedeviled by demonic possession. In 
Ghostly Apparition (2013), Stefan Andriopoulos comes close to deconstructing 
canonical texts by Kant, Schopenhauer, and Schiller, among others, that do 
not discount, as we might have thought, the existence of ghosts and spirit- 
seers.16 Although Kreienbrock and Andriopoulos wrote their books without 
knowledge of the other, their books dovetail unexpectedly in tracing a circuit 
in which psychic- mechanical breakdown is compensated for through fiction, 
fiction that in turn raises the question of what it means to live with things. 
From the vantage point of malicious subjects, as it were, Andriopoulos shows 
how the ideal bleeds into the paranormal. One can only wonder how their ac-
counts of malicious objects and subjects might be developed in relation to de 
Man’s deconstruction of aesthetic categories were they (or perhaps another 
scholar of German media, literature, and philosophy) to pursue the presence of 
Shakespeare across the genres both Kreienbrock and Andriopoulos address.17 
The work needed to clarify these last, speculative, freewheeling sentences 
would require another essay.  

n o t e s

This essay is dedicated to the memory of Richard Burt®. Wiley David Burt contributed to this 
essay in numerous ways. Elizabeth Burt did too. The discussion of Walter Benjamin was writ-
ten in conversation with Julian Yates. Burt also owes a debt to his one- time colleague Galili Sha-
har. This essay would never have been written, much less seen the daylight of publication, had it 
not be escorted from beginning to end through the careful custody of Julia Lupton.

1. The product website describes Krazy Glue as “a super- strong, fast- drying adhe-
sive . . . introduced to the North American market in 1973. From fine china and collectibles, 
to holiday wreaths and model trains, most recognize Krazy Glue, as the glue that can bond 
anything” (“Our Krazy Story”). 

2. My neologism De/Kon/struction is meant to signal in part Derrida’s inability to turn 
away decisively from Heidegger’s notion of “Destruktion” to his own “deconstruction.” In 
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a two- page discursive footnote in Rogues, Derrida returns to Heidegger in order to differ-
entiate his work:

This is perhaps the place to provide, after the fact, and all too briefly, a 
few clarifications on the question of what might link “deconstruction,” 
or at least the one that has seemed necessary to me in my work for so 
long now, to reason as logos. These clarifications are called for because of 
a discussion at the end of the conference around “metaphysical and post-
metaphysical reason.” There was a great deal of talk there about logos and 
deconstruction. For several different reasons, I was unable to take part in 
the discussion. I take this opportunity to recall a few facts that seem to 
have been oddly omitted from this discussion.

1. Heideggerian deconstruction (Destruktion) never really opposed logo-
centrism or even logos. Indeed it is often, on the contrary, in the name of 
a more “originary” reinterpretation of logos that it carried out the decon-
struction of classical ontology or ontotheology.

2. The “deconstruction” that I attempt or that tempts me is not only dis-
tinct (in ways too numerous and too widely discussed elsewhere for me 
to recall here) from the one practiced by Heidegger. First and foremost, 
it never took the form of a knowledge as “diagnosis.” And even less of a 
“diagnosis of diagnosis.” Since it always been, and always acknowledged 
itself to be, inscribed, undertaken, and understood in the very element 
of the language it calls into question, struggling at the heart of meta-
physical debates that are themselves in the grips of autodeconstructive 
movements. Hence I never associated the theme of deconstruction with 
the themes that were constantly being brought up during the discussion, 
themes of “diagnosis,” of “after” or “post,” of “death” (death of philoso-
phy, death of metaphysics, and so on), of “completion” or of “surpassing” 
(Überwindung or Schritt zurück), of the “end.” One will find no trace of 
such a vocabulary in any of my texts. All of these themes, dare I say, have 
been the objects of long developments in numerous publications over the 
course of the last four decades. (173–75) 

Derrida’s (i)Maginot(ry) Line between Heidegger and himself self- deconstructs on the face 
of it. In “Psychoanalysis Searches,” Derrida becomes more dogmatic (“should take into 
account” [274]; “the only one from which” [276]; “this can only be done” [276]); the more 
dogmatic he becomes, the more he sounds like Heidegger, repeatedly using words from 
Heidegger’s lexicon such as detour, leap, and even originary. For Heidegger on “Destruktion,” 
see The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics 341ff.

3. On the aesthetic as a category, see Ngai, Our Aesthetic Categories. She begins an ear-
lier, somewhat less dogmatic version of the first chapter of that book by stating: 

[O]ur aesthetic experience is always mediated by a finite if constantly ro-
tating repertoire of aesthetic categories. Any literary or cultural criticism 
purportedly engaged with aesthetics needs to pay attention to these cat-
egories, which are by definition conceptual as well as affective and tied to 
historically specific forms of communication and collective life. But how 
does one read an aesthetic category? What kind of object is it, and what 
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methodological difficulties and satisfactions does its analysis pose?  .  .  . 
No other aesthetic categories in our current repertoire speak to these ev-
eryday practices of production, circulation, and consumption in the same 
direct way. (“Categories” 948–49)

On the affect of things, see Adamowsky  and Kreienbrock. For a renewed engagement with 
Schiller, Kant, and de Man, see Spivak. See also Feldman.

4. See De Man 264–65; on Schiller versus Kleist, 263–70.
5. See Ngai, Ugly Feelings.
6. See Ngai, “Our Aesthetic Categories” 948–49, pars. 1–2.
7. Shakespeare appears in the prophecy cut scene of the video and gets two lines, nei-

ther of which have anything to do with Shakespeare’s writings. 
8. In the LEGO Movie Videogame, Shakespeare’s skull prop calls up Hamlet, thereby 

echoing the father and son dyad in the film. 
9. Another contrast would be the Bizarro Superman issues in which Superman’s world 

is inverted in the Bizarro world. 
10. These two shots are both of earlier, anachronistic media: the first time, we seem to 

be seeing a degraded print of an early silent film; the second time, we see an image of the 
same words in what the film calls “80s- ish” lettering. 

11. Emmet does tell his fellow Master Builders that he was a member of a team when he 
was a construction worker, a team that built skyscrapers, but we never see them building 
anything in particular in the film. 

12. See Lupton, Thinking with Shakespeare.
13. On psychosis and unspeakable, or post- hermeneutic Shakespeares, see Burt, Un-

speakable ShaXXXspeares.
14. For those who are old enough to remember, scenes of Emmet in pain may call up 

Saturday Night Live’s “Mr. Bill.” 
15. Thinking with Shakespeare involves its own problems of unreadability. See Burt 

and Yates. 
16. For example, Schiller wrote a novel entitled The Spiritualist: The Memoirs of Count 

Von O (67–170). See also Rickels.
17. Some critical attention has been paid to the primary materials to which I allude 

here in Gothic Shakespeares and Shakespearean Gothic. Many Shakespeare- haunted Ger-
man works discussed by Andriopoulos, however, have never been translated into English. 
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