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* Best Comic Book of the Year

R. U. R.

Kﬂtﬂf'ina Cllp()Vi’l (script and art)

A timeless commentary on the nature of
human existence - and our future

The R.U.R. Factory, far from humanity on its own island, has produced the perfect
product: Robots! Devoid of pain, love, and all human emotion, never tiring, never
bored, unfazed by death they are the ideal worker for modern-day society!

All of this is about to change, and only Helena can see it. She is condemned to
remain alone in her dread, as all of society embraces the robots and the automa-
tons* presence increases. However, there has been a glitch in the programming.
All of our assumptions may have been wrong. The robots may indeed feel pain.
They may harbor passions and hatred, and the Robot Revolution may be near!

As retold and drawn by the young, award-winning Czech graphic novel-

ist, Katefina Cupova, this seminal dystopian work by Karel Capek makes the
reader question the notions of work and progress and humanity itself. Through
Cupova's deft hand, R.U.R. is a sight to behold.

"The 1920s Czech sci-fi theater piece that coined the term
"robot" and set the bones of the many plots of "replicants"
to come in modern literature gets transformed into

a graphic novel, where fluid watercolors contrast with the
heady philosophical dialogue and stark moral message. In
a kind of anti-Blade Runner style, here the light and soft
colors of the world and character portraits actively defy

the darkness of humanity’s drive to oppression that is so
profoundly depicted in these pages."

— Meg Lemke, comics and graphic novels reviews
editor, Publishers Weekly

Katefina éupové is a Czech animator and comic book artist and a graduate
from the renowned

Department of Animation at the Tomas Bata University in Zlin. Many of her
works have been published in magazines and comic anthologies. Her webcom-
ic, The Author‘s Apprentice, was published as a graphic novel following a suc-
cessful Kickstarter campaign. In 2022, she won the Muriel Award for Best Chil-
dren‘s Comic for her adaptation of Hrnecku var! and for Best Short

Comic for The Horseshoe Meets Haha-Bimbi. Previously, she was also nominated
for her comic book adaptation of Karel Capek‘s R.U.R.
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Meet Karel Capek!

Introduction Mark Bould

Meet Karel Capek! A journalist who hung out with presidents (well, with Tomas Masaryk,
the first president of the First Czechoslovak Republic). The author of a 1924 essay called
“Why | am not a Communist” who became such a staunch anti-fascist that, in the run-up to
the Nazi invasion, the Gestapo declared him their “public enemy number two” (he refused to
flee but then died of pneumonia in 1938 just before they arrived). A writer whose work was
banned in his own country when it was occupied by Nazis (obvs) and again, after 1948,
when it was ruled by the Soviet-dominated Communist Party. A seven times Nobel
nominated giant of Czechoslovakian literature who is now mostly remembered for coining the
word ‘robot’. Now, of course, there were robots before Capek. According to the lliad,
Hephaestus, blacksmith to the gods, fashioned mobile tripod servants, mechanical
handmaidens, golden guard dogs—and guard lions! Herman Melville’s “The Bell-Tower”
(1855), Villiers de I'lsle Adam’s The Future Eve (1886), Jerome K. Jerome’s “The Dancing
Partner” (1893), and Ambrose Bierce’s “Moxon’s Master” (1899) unleashed humanoid
automata. Edward Bellamy’s Erewhon (1872) imagined machines evolving into sentient
beings. Edward Ellis and Luis Senarens presented dime novel readers with, respectively, a
Steam Man of the Prairies (1868) and Frank Reade and His Electric Man (1885). In the
slapstick short, A Clever Dummy (1917), cross-eyed comedian Ben Turpin swapped places
with his clockwork mannequin double, and in the movie serial, The Master Mystery (1918),
escapologist Harry Houdini fought a mechanical man. But all these machines only became
robots retrospectively—after the massive success of Capek’s RUR: Rossum’s Universal
Robots introduced the word to the world. First staged by Prague’s National Theatre in 1921,
the play was swiftly translated into around 30 languages, becoming a hit on Broadway in
1922 and in the West End the following year. And on 11 February 1938, a live 25-minute
BBC adaptation of this by-then famous play was the first science fiction ever broadcast on

television.

But nowadays RUR is rarely performed, and surprisingly it never became a film (the BBC

adapted it again in 1948, as did Hungarian television in 1976). So it is no longer well known



other than for giving us that word. Which was not actually coined by Karel Capek. He had
gotten as far as calling his creatures labofi (from the Latin for work) before turning,
disgruntled, to his brother Josef for help. (They were very close: they worked together on The
National Newpaper, quit it together, and went instead to work together for The People’s
Paper.) Josef suggested roboti from the Czech robota, which means serf labor or corvée
labor—that is, forced, unpaid labor—and connotes the soul-destroying drudgery of hard
physical work. Which makes it kind of perfect. Even as, with horrific irony, it anticipates

Josef’'s 1945 death in the Bergen-Belsen concentration camp.

Karel Capek may well have denied being a communist, but R.U.R. offers a specifically
Marxist analysis of capitalism (as do his 1908 short story ‘System’ (1908) and 1936
masterpiece, the anti-colonialist novel War with the Newts (1936)). No matter how nice your
boss might be, capital itself will always try to drive down production costs so as to maximize
“surplus value” or profit. He might throw you a pizza party to celebrate a successful year (or
when he’s trying to convince you not to unionize), but capital has absolutely no interest in or
concern for you as a human being. All it wants is your “labour power’—it needs you to turn
up day after day, year after year, to do your specific bit— and will do everything to reduce
you to just that. As Capek’s Domin explains, “To go for a walk, or to play the violin. To feel
joy. All of that is useless, if you are to compute, weave, work.” So capital extends the work
day or intensifies the rate at which you must work. It fragments labor into simple repetitive
tasks, severs any link between increased productivity and reward, depresses wages, and
prefers to pay you piece rate or commission or with “experience.” It monitors your keystrokes
or your route through the fulfillment center warehouse and docks your pay for going to the
toilet or taking a moment’s respite. It does not cover your healthcare or education, even
though it demands healthy, educated workers. It minimizes paid leave, expects overtime
(preferably unpaid) and constant availability, but would rather you were part-time or self-
employed. It does not pay for the time it takes you to travel to and from work or for the
electricity you use at home to do your job. It reaches its claws into all aspects of your life
outside of the workplace. It hates unions and collective bargaining and labor laws and
environmental protections, and constantly threatens to—and often does—relocate to places
where such things are weaker (preferably non-existent). Rossum’s Universal Robots are
capital’s dream version of you. And if it can’t reduce you to a machine, it will in a
conscienceless heartbeat replace you with one. From the steam loom to generative Al,
capital does not care in the slightest for the people whose livelihoods and lifeways its
innovations destroy. Whether it is Capek’s robots or climate catastrophe, capital will not

relent. All that matters to it is profit, even if it means the end of the world. The Luddite



weavers who wrecked mechanical looms and burned down factories were not anti-
technology. They opposed the social and economic structures which concentrated the
benefits of increased productivity in the hands of a tiny, parasitic minority. There could have
been plenty for all. But instead, skilled workers were thrown on the scrap heap and—
because of the increased demand for cotton that followed—millions of Africans were
abducted to and enslaved in the Americas, where they were reduced, as far as capitalist
brutality could manage, to their raw labor power: to machines. But it need not have been like

that. And, as Capek’s robot satire insists, it need not be like that. Read on.

Mark Bould is Professor of Film and Literature at UWE Bristol. Founding editor of the
Science Fiction Film and Television journal and the Studies in Global Science Fiction
monograph series, he is a recipient of the Science Fiction Research Association’s Lifetime
Achievement Award and the International Association of the Fantastic in the Arts
Distinguished Scholarship Award. His most recent books are M. John Harrison: Ciritical
Essays (2019) and The Anthropocene Unconscious: Climate Catastrophe Culture (2021).
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