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Introduction

When exploring the rich tapestry of early 20th �century European drama, few works stand out as vividly as Karel 

�Æ��V¹ s Makropulos Affair, a 1923 play that deftly intertwines philosophical inquiry, psychological depth, and a

subtle critique of societal norms. This production, often cited in discussions of the “karel capek 1923 play,” has left

an indelible mark on both Czech theatre and the broader landscape of world literature. Its themes of immortality,

identity, and the human condition resonate across decades, inviting audiences to confront the paradoxes that

define our existence.

Who Was Karel �Æ��V³ð

Born in 1890 in the small town of Humpolec, Czechoslovakia, Karel �Æ��V²�‡6öÖWF–ÖW2�7�VÆÆVB�“Capek”) emerged as 

a prolific writer, journalist, and playwright. He was a key figure in the Czech literary movement that sought to blend 

modernist experimentation with socially conscious narratives. �Æ��V¹ s work is notable for its clarity of prose, moral 

depth, and the way he wove scientific and philosophical ideas into everyday human concerns. Among his most 

celebrated contributions are the introduction of the word robot in his play R.U.R. (Rossum’s Universal Robots)

(1920) and the creation of the 1923 drama that remains the focus of our discussion today.

Historical Context: The 1920s and the Birth of the Makropulos Affair

The early 1920s were a period of profound change in Europe. The aftermath of World War I had left the continent 

grappling with political upheaval, shifting borders, and a collective search for meaning. In the newly formed 

Czechoslovakia, artists and intellectuals were eager to carve out a national identity distinct from the 

Austro �Hungarian past. It was within this milieu that �Æ��V²�7 afted the karel capek 1923 play, a narrative that reflects

the era’s fascination with science, existentialism, and the role of the individual in a rapidly modernizing society.

Scientific Curiosity and the Question of Immortality

In the 1920s, breakthroughs in medicine and biology sparked public debates about extending human life. �Æ��V°

tapped into these conversations, using the premise of a woman who has lived for 300 years as a vehicle to explore

the consequences of eternal life. The play’s central character, Elina Makropulos, embodies the paradox of

immortality: the allure of endless time versus the stagnation and loss of meaning that can accompany it.

Social Change and the Role of Women

Women’s rights movements were gaining momentum across Europe, and �Æ��V¹ s portrayal of a powerful,

autonomous female protagonist challenged prevailing gender norms. Makropulos, a celebrated opera singer, defies

the traditional expectations of a woman’s place in society by taking control of her own destiny—an act that was both

daring and groundbreaking for its time.

Plot Overview: The Makropulos Affair

The play opens with the celebrated opera singer Elina Makropulos, who has been performing for three centuries.

Her longevity is the result of a potion discovered by a young chemist, Dr. Karel, who is obsessed with the idea of



eternal life. As the narrative unfolds, we see a complex interplay of characters: the ambitious director Josef, the

skeptical journalist Jan, and the young assistant V�· a, who becomes entangled in the moral dilemmas presented by

Makropulos’s situation.

Act I – The Discovery

•  Dr. Karel presents the immortality potion to Makropulos, who is initially skeptical but eventually agrees to drink 

it.

•  The audience is introduced to the opera world and the cultural significance of Makropulos’s performances.

•  The director, Josef, is concerned about the implications of a performer who could potentially outlive her 

audience.

Act II – The Consequences

•  Makropulos’s extended life leads to a series of personal and professional challenges, including the loss of 

relevance in an evolving cultural landscape.

•  V�· a, a young assistant, becomes a confidante and eventually a catalyst for change, encouraging Makropulos 

to confront her own mortality.

•  The tension between science and morality intensifies as Dr. Karel grapples with the ethical implications of his 

discovery.

Act III – The Resolution

•  Makropulos ultimately decides to return the potion to Dr. Karel, acknowledging that immortality is not a gift but 

a burden.

•  The play ends with a poignant reflection on the nature of human existence, the value of time, and the 

inevitability of change.

Central Themes and Motifs

While the karel capek 1923 playis a dramatic narrative, its underlying themes are rich and multifaceted. The

following sections break down the key motifs that give the drama its enduring relevance.

Immortality vs. Mortality

Makropulos’s extended lifespan forces the audience to confront the idea that time is not merely a backdrop for

events but a fundamental component of human identity. The play suggests that mortality is what gives life urgency

and meaning.

Identity and Self �Discovery

Elina’s journey is one of self �exploration. As she ages—well beyond the conventional lifespan—she must reconcile

her past achievements with her present reality, ultimately redefining who she is beyond her role as an opera singer.

Science, Ethics, and Responsibility

Dr. Karel’s scientific curiosity is a double �edged sword. The play invites viewers to consider the moral responsibilities

that accompany scientific advancement, especially when the pursuit of knowledge can have profound, unintended

consequences.

Power and Agency

Makropulos’s autonomy challenges patriarchal structures. Her decision to accept, and later reject, the potion

underscores the theme of agency—particularly for women—in a society that often limits their choices.

Literary Techniques and Stylistic Choices



�Æ��V¹ s writing style is characterized by its clarity, wit, and philosophical depth. In the karel capek 1923 play,

several literary devices stand out:

•  Symbolism: The potion symbolizes humanity’s relentless pursuit of control over nature.

•  Foreshadowing: Early scenes hint at the eventual moral crisis surrounding immortality.

•  Irony: Makropulos’s fame, which once brought her adoration, becomes a source of isolation.

•  Dialogue: Crisp, natural conversations that reveal character motivations and thematic underpinnings.

Impact on Czech Theatre and Beyond

Since its premiere, the Makropulos Affair has become a staple of Czech theatrical repertoire. Its influence extends

far beyond its national borders, inspiring adaptations and scholarly discourse worldwide.

Critical Reception in the 1920s

Upon its debut, critics praised the play’s originality and philosophical depth. While some reviewers noted its dense

subject matter, most agreed that the drama offered a fresh perspective on contemporary concerns.

Influence on Subsequent Writers and Playwrights

�Æ��V¹ s exploration of science and ethics resonated with later authors such as Thomas Mann and Albert Camus. 

The play’s themes can be seen echoed in works like One Hundred Years of Solitude  and The Stranger, illustrating

its enduring relevance.

Modern Adaptations and Film

In 1983, director Zden�¶° Troška adapted the play into a film that brought Makropulos’s story to a broader audience.

The film retains the original’s philosophical core while adding visual elements that enhance the narrative’s

emotional impact.

Why the karel capek 1923 play Still Matters Today

In an era dominated by digital innovation, social media, and rapid technological change, the questions raised by

�Æ��V²�&VÖ�–â��2��W tinent as ever.

•  Ethics of Biotechnology: As we develop gene editing and life �extension technologies, the play’s cautionary tale 

offers a moral framework.

•  Longevity and Quality of Life: The debate over extending human life versus preserving its quality is at the 

heart of modern gerontological discussions.

•  Identity in a Changing World: Individuals today navigate constant cultural shifts, mirroring Makropulos’s 

struggle to remain relevant.

How to Study the Makropulos Affair in a Classroom Setting

Educators looking to incorporate the play into their curriculum can adopt a multi �layered approach:

1.  Historical Context: Begin with a lecture on post �WWI Europe and the rise of modernist literature.

2.  Character Analysis: Assign students to write character profiles, focusing on motivations and development.

3.  Theme Exploration: Facilitate group discussions on immortality, ethics, and identity.

4.  Comparative Study: Compare the play to other works on immortality, such as Doctor Faustus or The Picture 

of Dorian Gray.

5.  Creative Projects: Encourage students to write modern adaptations or create short films based on the 

narrative.



Frequently Asked Questions About the Makropulos Affair

1. Who is Elina Makropulos?

Elina Makropulos is the protagonist—a celebrated opera singer who has lived for 300 years thanks to a potion. She

embodies the play’s exploration of immortality and identity.

2. What is the significance of Dr. Karel in the story?

Dr. Karel is a young chemist who discovers the potion that grants immortality. He represents scientific curiosity and

the ethical dilemmas that arise when knowledge is misused.

3. How does the play address gender roles?

The play portrays Makropulos as an independent, powerful woman who challenges patriarchal expectations,

making her a pioneering figure in early 20th �century literature.

4. Has the play been adapted into other media?

Yes. Notably, the 1983 film adaptation by Zden�¶° Troška brought the story to a wider audience while preserving its

philosophical core.

5. Why is the Makropulos Affair still relevant?

Its themes—immortality, ethics, identity—mirror contemporary debates around biotechnology, aging, and the role of

science in society.

Conclusion

The karel capek 1923 playremains a landmark in world literature, offering timeless insights into the human

condition. Through its intricate narrative, philosophical depth, and bold exploration of science and identity, the

Makropulos Affair invites audiences to reflect on the delicate balance between the desire for permanence and the

necessity of change. Whether studied in a classroom, examined in a scholarly article, or enjoyed on the stage, the

play continues to provoke thought, challenge assumptions, and inspire new generations of thinkers. Its enduring

legacy is a testament to �Æ��V¹ s genius and his ability to capture the complexities of a world in flux, making the

Makropulos Affair an essential piece of the cultural tapestry that continues to resonate across time.
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