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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

Kateřina Čupová is a Czech animator and comic book artist and a graduate 
from the renowned 
Department of Animation at the Tomás Baťa University in Zlín. 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 Hrnečku vař! and for Best Short 
Comic for The Horseshoe Meets Haha-Bimbi. Previously, she was also nominated 
for her comic book adaptation of Karel Čapek‘s R.U.R.
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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, Kateřina Čupová, this seminal dystopian work by Karel Čapek makes the 
reader question the notions of work and progress and humanity itself. Through 
Čupová‘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 
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Meet Karel Čapek!   
 

 

Introduction Mark Bould 

 

 Meet Karel Čapek!  A journalist who hung out with presidents (well, with Tomáš Masaryk, 

the first president of the First Czechoslovak Republic).  The author of a 1924 essay called 

“Why I 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 Čapek.  According to the Iliad, 

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 l’Isle 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 Čapek’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 Čapek.  He had 

gotten as far as calling his creatures laboři (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 Čapek 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 Čapek’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 AI, 

capital does not care in the slightest for the people whose livelihoods and lifeways its 

innovations destroy. Whether it is Čapek’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 Čapek’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: Critical 

Essays (2019) and The Anthropocene Unconscious: Climate Catastrophe Culture (2021). 
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what is the 
best qUality 

in a WoRker? 

Dedication? 
Honesty?

no! The best woRker 
is THe cHeapeSt.

THe one 
witH The feWeSt 

nEeds.
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THe RobOT.
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Robots 
aren’t peoPle. 
MecHanicalLy, 

they are 
sUpeRior. Anything 

not Used for 
work we got 

rid of.

The creation 
of the enginEeR 

is more refined than 
the creation of natUre.

YoU say 
HUMans aRe 

God’s creation?
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All the 
 worse! 

God Hadn’t 
the sl ighteST 

 notion of Modern 
  technology. 
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MeMo: 
HaMbUrg, we 

Hereby confirm 
yoUr oRder of 
 15,0oO RObOtS.

And cable 
 Le HaVre_ 

pResident Glory! 
By alL Means. 

SiR, 
a lAdy-

eh-Hem.
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DiRector 
DoMin?

THaT 
wilL do. 

I HaVe 
a note for 

 yoU_ 
_from President 

G loRy. 

How May 
I help yoU, 

MisS Glory?

I wanted 
to_ I wanted 

 t0 ask_

_if I  MigHt 
give yoU a special 
look inside oUr 
    factoRy.

HOW 
diD yoU 
knoW? 

EveRyone askS 
the saME thing. 

Yes?

pResident 
GloRy is My 

father.
I aM 

He l ena 
 GloRy. 
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I thoUght 
 that_

_it was 
prohibited 

to enter the 
 factory.

BUt everyone 
coMes witH 
somebody’s 

card.

And as long 
as yoU proMise 
not T0 telL_ 

My word of 
 Honor! 

oh, of coUrse. 
The MANUFACTURe 

of artificiAl peoPle is 
a trade secret!

Thank yoU.



13

MiSs GloRy!
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It is 
an Honor 
for Us_

 _not T0 
 shoW Me 
 the doOR.

To welcoMe 
oUR prEsident’s 

daUghteR.

AHeM.

WoUld 
yoU Mind 
Removing 
yoUr veil?

Don’t yoU 
trUst Me? 

THat is, I aM 
absolUteLy 
dEligHted.

AbsolUtely.
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YoU wilL stay 
a While, I hope?

It depends 
What I sEe in 
 the factory. AH, the blasted 

factoRy!

YoU WilL sEe 
Everything!
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HERe 
We Have the 
kneAders.

Each vat 
Holds enoUgH 

to Make 
a thoUsand 

Robots!

Let Me gUeSs: 
TWenty Two?

TWenty Two 
What?

TWenty oNe. 
Why do yoU 
want to 
know?

Years.

BecaUse... 
It’s jIt’s jUst.. st.. 
. . .  I  . . .  I  Meanean . . .. . .

on 
we go!
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WoUld yoU 
like to know 
the History?

please. 

WelL 
tHen... 

In 1920 
old RossUM Moved 

to this island...

... to stUdy 
the Marine life. 

He also 
experiMeNted 
With chemical 
syntHesiS 

of the living 
 Matter known 
  as protoplasM.

He discovered 
 a sUbstance tHat 

  beHaved like living 
   MatTeR...

... bUt i t s 
cheMical MakeUp 
Was difFerent!

That 
was 1932.

YoU know the 
story by heaRt?

Yes.



18

And one day 
RoSsUM Wrote beNeatH 

His forMUlas:

He wrote this next 
to a blob of gelatin 

that even a dog 
woUldn’t eat.

It was 
a tREMendoUs 

MomeNT!

Now the qUestion was 
How to take that life 
oUt of the test tUbe.

Creating nerves, 
oRgans, bones, 
and WHaTnot.

I don’t UnderStand 
IT one bit.

HaRry!

I’ve finished My 
inspection. Will yoU 

PUT the MANUscriPt 
in the safe?

ceRtainly!
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old Man 
RoSsUM! He coUld 

Have cReAted 
Whatever he 

waNted.

WorMs a HUndred 
and fifty feet 

long! 

BUt being 
the HUMoRleSs type, 

He decided to 
Make a Man.

And I can’t 
 tell the story 
 to anyone?

pity it’s 
already in 

all the history 
books. 

Not a soUl. 

pity. 

BUt yoU know 
   what isn’t in them?

old Man RosSUM 
was stark Raving 

     Mad. 

 He really 
tHoUgHt he coULD 
 Make peoPLe.

YoU do, 
don’t 
yoU?

In a sense. 

BUt he 
Meant it 

l i t e r a l L y !
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He was a HopeleSs 
MateRialist 
and atheist.

He wanted 
to replace God 

WitH science and create 
 a Whole HUMan

  down to the last 
   gland. 

It  TOok HIM 
10 years, 

with dreaDFUL RESUlts. 
He didn’t Have 

a speck of Taste.

Then RossUM’S 
yoUng nepHew, 
an engineer, 

 caMe on board.

  10 years? 
 That’S 

RIDICULOUS!

He 
 said:

If yoU can’t 
do it faster 

than natURe, JUST 
forget the WHole 

thing.

   THat’s not WHat 
the history bo0ks say.

    Those B0oks are 
  nothing BUT 

paid ads. 

YoUng RosSUM 
Marked the start 
of a NeW Age! 
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0ne loOk at 
HUmAN anatoMy 

  and He knew: Any 
decent EngineeR 
coUld do betTer. Appendix, 

tonsils, belly 
BUTton_all USeleSs.

p e o P l e 
n e e d  t o  do 

U s e l e S s 
t H Ing s .

Go foR 
s t ro l L s , 

 plAy v ioL in. 

Experience 
  joy.

Oh!

Why, 
yes. BUt noNe of that 

is nEeded to WoRk, 
T O  ca l C U l a t e 

or weave.
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An engine doesn’t 
need decorations.

    And MAking 
Robots is the saMe AS 

MAking engiNes.

And So 
yoUNG RosSUM 

 invented a worker 
With as feW nEeds 

AS posSible.

In effect, He gave Up 
on Man and created 

the Robot.
Robot s  Have 

astoUNding intelLigence, 
Ast0UnDiNg Memory.
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THe siMplest 
PRodUction for the 
Most fUnctioNAL 

pRodUCT.

SUperior 
even to natUre 

itself.

  Never 
          an original thoUGHT 

    is all. They woUld 
  do qUite Well as 

  pRofesSorS.
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    We MANUfactURE 
        15,0oO RobOTS a day, 

           NOT coUnTING the DEfects, 
 WhicH GO into 

the cRUSHer.
Et ceterA, 
et cetERa...
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The best ones 
last Up to 

tWenty years.

THeN 
they die?

THeY 
WeAR oUT. 
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