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Enter the SF Gateway …

In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’



Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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Introduction to the SF Masterworks edition of RUR & War With the Newts

By one of those quirks of geography and chronology that sometimes occur, three of the twentieth-century’s greatest writers were all born within a few miles and a few years of one another: Jaroslav Hašek (author of the brilliant novel The Good Soldier Švejk) and Franz Kafka both born in Bohemia in 1883; and Karel Čapek, was born there too, in 1890.  These three Czech fabulists each in their different ways filtered the experience of the twentieth-century through fantastical conceits, and in doing so achieved metaphorical eloquence and touched on truths unavailable to more conventional writers.  Indeed, of the three it seems to me that Čapek has a good claim to be the greatest; despite the fact that Kafka is presently the most celebrated member of the trio.  But great though Kafka is, I’m not sure he can match the scope, energy or indeed the insight of Čapek’s writing.  Kafka vividly saw the inhumanity at the heart of the 20th-century, and that vision communicated itself into his art as something grim, even dour.  Čapek was no more illusioned than his compatriot about mankind’s capacity for folly and cruelty, but the darkness of his vision is tempered with a sardonic but humane wisdom and a lightness of touch.

Indeed, I’ve sometimes thought that there’s something of the flavour of G K Chesterton about Čapek’s work (Chesterton was a writer he admired greatly, though he only met him once).  The two writers share a similar wit, ingenuity and above all an irreducible individualism.  It shouldn’t surprise us, then, that the reputation of the philosophically pragmatist and politically liberal Čapek should have suffered during the decades of totalitarian domination.  In fact, only his premature death of ill-health in 1938 kept him from the attentions of the Nazis as a political undesirable: the Gestapo had an arrest warrant in his name ready (his brother and artistic collaborator Josef met his death in Bergen-Belsen).  Then again, whilst Czechoslovakia was under Communist rule after the war his work was often criticised as being too ‘bourgeois’.  But the non-doctrinaire quality of Čapek’s art is one of the reasons is endures so well.  His art is anti-totalitarian, through and through.

Certainly, it makes sense to print Karel Čapek’s play R.U.R and his novel War with the Newts and his R.U.R. in one volume.  Their similarities are more than accidental.  In both texts an individual chances upon a new mode of plastic life in the seas: the newts are discovered in a bay near Sumatra, and in R.U.R. Rossum having come to his island to study marine biology, found an organic protoplasm capable of being manipulated into functioning androids.  In both works the world as a whole soon becomes dependent upon the wealth created by this new pool of easily exploited labour; and in both words this dependency, combined with a kind of blithely foolish myopia as to the longer-term consequences of populating with globe with a new life, leads to disaster.

In one sense, then, Čapek’s Newts and Robots are externalisations of the same symbolic form: work.  Both War with the Newts and R.U.R. tap into the twentieth-century experience that new forms of technology, and new efficiencies in labour (particularly Fordism and the production line) simultaneously generated enormous new prosperity and created alarming new potentials for exploitation and destruction.

But there’s more to it than that.  War With the Newts has often been read as an allegorical account of the rise of Nazism.  The Newts, after all, associate as a single ‘volk’, lead by a Newt called ‘Andreas Schultze’ who ‘served someplace during the [First] World War as a line soldier’, and who plots massive human destruction in order to free up ‘living space’ for his own people—all the time assuring the world of his peaceful intentions.  Of course this puts us in mind of Adolf Hitler.  But although the book is not averse to satirical reflections upon the world as Čapek saw it (and much of it is written in a variety of brilliantly rendered pastiches of contemporary discourses) calling the book an ‘anti-Nazi allegory’ is too limiting.  Nor is the title of the book a misnomer, for all that some have called it such: actual military operations between humanity and the vast population of newts only occurs right at the end of the narrative, of course.  But the main portion of the novel, relating the discovery and spread of the Newts around the world, tropes this growth as war.  Čapek’s point is that when two parties make actual war upon one another it is always the end-result of a lengthy, largely hidden process.  War proper is always determined by that prior narrative.  The lengthy central chapter of Part II of the novel, a tour de force of varied stylistic ventriloquism, is called ‘Along the First Steps of Civilisation’, a title that is only partly ironic.  At every point, the Newts are shown to be a fundamental reactive and imitative species; like Frankenstein’s monster they learn not only language and technical skills but a broader ethos and polity from humankind; and it is precisely this that returns to destroy humanity, or very nearly so.

The total destruction of humanity is also the conclusion of R.U.R.  Čapek’s play is where we get the word ‘robot’ from, surely the most widely disseminated pieces of SF terminology ever coined—although Čapek always gave credit for the term to his brother, not himself.  Karel had wanted to call his artificial humanoid life-forms in his place ‘labori’, after the Latin labor, ‘work’.  But he worried, rightly I think, that this sounded ‘too bookish’.  Josef suggested ‘robot’.  This word refers to a particular form of Czech serfdom; slavery, in other words, but of a particular kind.  Historically it was a mode of labour-rent, by which peasants were compelled to work a certain number of days in the year for their landlords.  In fact, the length of the servitude was legally fixed in 1800 at 90 days per year.  In other words, the ‘robot’ turned Czech peasants into one quarter-slaves, free for the rest of the year to dispose of their own labour—still a repugnant scheme, ethically, of course, but not the same thing as complete servitude.  As a consequence, by the time Čapek was writing, the Czech peasantry was more politically empowered than other European examples of the class.  In Čapek’s own Bohemia what was to become the ‘Czech-Slavic Agrarian Party’ was founded in 1899 (the robot had been finally abolished in 1848).  During his youth he saw this peasant-led political group dominate the elections of 1907 and 1911.  What these means is that the word robot carries within it more than simply an allusion to work, drudgery or slavery (although it is for mere drudgery that Rossum’s ‘roboti’ are originally made); it carries within it, in nascent semiotic form, the larger narrative of the play: serfdom on the road to liberation.  Even in the early stages of the drama, Čapek’s robots are never mere automata.

The name ‘Rossum’ is a play on the Czech word ‘Rozum’, which means ‘Reason’: and although no translator has ever rendered the play under the title ‘Reason’s universal Serfs’ that is what it means.  And this, likewise, points to a larger theme.  Both War with the Newts and R.U.R. realise pressing political dilemmas in terms of a larger conflict between reason—or maybe a better word would be ‘will’—and the reservoir of creative, productive capacity in humanity’s power.  They are more cautionary tales than actual dystopias (although War with the Newts does go to great lengths to make its worldbuilding specific and vivid).  In the final analysis both works articulate one of the key insights of SF itself, iterations of the Frankenstein myth: what we make as our tool comes to overwhelm us.  Over the last hundred years or so, mankind has liberated unprecedented productive forces. Though we tend to think of these as neutral quantities, under the rubric of ‘science’, in fact they are not.  As Čapek saw, they are in an important sense alive, and therefore they have the capacity to destroy us.  It’s an insight as acute today as it was in the 1930s.

Adam Roberts
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