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Abstract: Rube Goldberg’s cartoons made him the first Jewish-American comedy star, 
but on the surface his works seem completely American and not at all Jewish. While the 
content of his most famous comic strip “The Inventions of Professor Lucifer Gorgonzola 
Butts” is reflective of the American ethos of innovation that was flourishing at the time, 
his religious roots are present in the form of the cartoons. There are strong structural 
similarities between these drawings and the European Jewish joke cycle concerning the 
wise men of Chelm that lampoon the byzantine Talmudic arguments of the rabbinate. 
In adopting this Jewish form of humor, but substituting the American civil religion of 
modernist innovative capitalism in the place of Talmudic interpretation as its focus, 
Goldberg’s humor signals the interest of Jewish Americans to be both Jewish and fully 
American.  
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ube Goldberg is best remembered for his cartoons of comic inventions, 
multistage machines that integrate animate and inanimate objects in a 
clever, but convoluted fashion, designed to carry out a simple, everyday 

task in a complicated way. His work is central in the history of American 
cartooning, but when we place these comedic drawings in a fuller historical 
context, they stand as more than merely amusing illustrations. Rueben 
Goldberg’s works can be seen as a signal to the broader American culture in the 
period before the great wave of Jewish immigrants of the Jewish interest in and 
enthusiasm for assimilation through the use of what we term “Neo-Talmudic 
thought.”  
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Goldberg’s comics, especially his inventions, borrow from a Jewish 
comic tradition, jokes about the wise men of Chelm, a Polish town considered 
to be peopled by fools. The rabbis of Chelm are lampooned for engaging in 
Talmudic thought that serves to complicate the straightforward. Goldberg 
appropriated this Jewish form, but removed from the content those held in 
esteem within the Jewish community, the rabbinate with their commitment to 
that which is sacred to Jews, and replaced them with those who, and that which, 
held a similar position in American culture of the time, the innovative capitalists 
who were creating the comfort and advancement of modern American life. 
Rube Goldberg took the form of traditional Jewish humor and replaced the 
caricature of rabbi Akiva with a caricature of Thomas Edison. In doing so, he 
was demonstrating the Jewish commitment to American values in the period 
around World War I. 
 

Talmudic Thought 

Jews are called “The People of the Book,” but since the ascent of 
Rabbinic Judaism in the first century BCE, one could use the plural, “People of 
the Books.” The Torah emerges from the priestly period as the sacred text for 
Jews. But equally important is the Talmud, a later pharisaic book of rabbinic 
discussion and interpretation. 

The most important part of the Torah for Jews are the 613 mitzvot, the 
commands that are the constitutive principles of Judaism. But where you need 
laws for a legal system, you also need judges to interpret them with respect to 
the intricacies of the complicated contexts of the real world. Where you need 
constitutive rules for a game, you also need referees to determine when and how 
the rules apply to the fast-moving and ever-changing action on the field of play. 
Analogously, the rabbis of the Talmud interpret the commands of the Torah for 
the unexpected morally complicated situations of real life. If the Torah is the 
rule book, the Talmud is the user’s guide. 

The difference, however, is that where a Supreme Court opinion or a 
referee’s call settles the matter by specifying a privileged interpretation of the 
rule for a given context, Talmudic thought is inherently dialogical. God’s 
wisdom is considered to be too big to fit into any single human interpretation. 
As such, we ought to seek and celebrate multiple, even contrasting or 
conflicting, interpretations because each illuminates a different aspect of the 
depth of the meaning of the text. We are not interested in determining which of 
the interpretations is the correct one; to the contrary, we are interested in 
milking the insight out of all the different readings. 
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