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INTRODUCTION: THE UNCANNY SILENCE OF A
MISSING LETTER

Imagine writing a full-length novel of over 300 pages without
once using the most common letter in the English language. Now
imagine doing it not as a mere stunt, but as a profound
meditation on absence, loss, and the structure of language itself.
This is the astonishing achievement of Georges Perec’s A Void
(original French title La Disparition). Published in 1969, this
lipogrammatic novel deliberately eliminates the letter “e” from its
entire text, creating a work that is at once playful, deeply serious,
and utterly unique in literary history. For readers and writers
alike, George Perec A Void represents one of the most daring
experiments in twentieth-century literature, a book that forces us
to reconsider what a novel can be and what language can do
when it is denied its most essential tool.

WHO WAS GEORGES PEREC?

Georges Perec (1936-1982) was a French novelist, essayist, and
filmmaker of Polish-Jewish origin. He is best known for his
membership in Oulipo (Ouvroir de Littérature Potentielle), a group
of writers and mathematicians who created works under
self-imposed formal constraints. Perec’s personal history—his
parents died in World War Il, his father as a soldier, his mother in
Auschwitz—imbues his work with a latent sense of loss and
memory. His masterpiece, Life A User’s Manual, is a sprawling
novel structured around a chess knight’s tour, but A Void remains
his most famous single constraint. In a body of work filled with
puzzles, word games, and hidden structures, A Void stands out
as both a proof of concept and a genuine literary tour de force.

Perec’s Oulipo Connection

Oulipo, founded by Raymond Queneau and Francois Le Lionnais,
sought to discover new forms and structures for literature.
Members were not experimental for experiment’'s sake; they
believed that constraints could free the imagination. For Perec,
the absence of the letter “e” was not just a game—it was a way
to force himself into unexpected linguistic corners, resulting in a
style that is by turns labored, elegant, and surprisingly poetic.
George Perec A Void thus becomes a textbook example of how
radical constraints can produce extraordinary art.

THE LIPOGRAM CHALLENGE: WRITING WITHOUT THE
LETTER E

A lipogram is a text that deliberately excludes a particular letter.
While lipograms have existed since ancient Greece, Perec’s A
Void is one of the most ambitious ever attempted. The letter “e”
is the most frequent in both French and English, so omitting it
requires a massive re-engineering of vocabulary, syntax, and
narrative possibilities. In French, the novel’s title La Disparition
itself contains no “e” (the French word “disparition” includes an
“i”, not an “e”, but careful—actually it does have an “i” and “a”
etc. Wait: “disparition” in French has no “e”? Actually,
“disparition” contains the letters d, i, s, p, a, r, i, t, i, 0, n—no “e”.
Yes, it’s lipogrammatic. But the English title A Void also avoids

“e" (the word “void” has no “e”). So both titles reflect the

constraint.)

The Plot of A Void

The novel follows Anton Vowl, a man who inexplicably
disappears. His friends—each with names lacking the letter “e”
(like Augustus, Olga, etc.)—search for him, only to find that they
too begin vanishing. The plot is deliberately fragmented, full of
puns, jokes, and literary allusions, all while adhering to the strict
no-“e” rule. The narrative never quite resolves; instead, it circles
around themes of absence, memory, and the impossibility of
complete expression. By removing the most common vowel,
Perec forces the reader to experience a world where something
fundamental is missing—a feeling that mirrors the Holocaust's
unspeakable voids in his own biography.

Thematic Depth and
Literary Games

Beneath its playful surface, A Void is deeply concerned with
emptiness and loss. The characters gradually disappear, and
language itself seems to fall apart. The absence of “e” becomes a
metaphor for the absence of loved ones, of history, of meaning.
Perec uses word associations, anagrams, and hidden patterns to
create a text that rewards close reading. For instance, the names
of characters often contain hidden clues, and the overall
structure mimics the shape of a quest or a detective story—but
for what? Possibly for the missing letter itself, or for the author’s
own lost parents. The novel is also a meditation on writing: how
can you tell a story when your basic tool is flawed? This
meta-literary layer makes George Perec A Void a favorite
among critics who study constraint-based art.

THE ASTONISHING TRANSLATION: A VOID IN ENGLISH

Translating a lipogram is nearly impossible. How do you render a
novel without “e” from a language that also has “e” into another
language with the same constraint? The English edition of A
Void, translated by Gilbert Adair in 1994, is a heroic
achievement. Adair not only maintained the no-“e” rule
throughout but did so while preserving the novel's wit,
complexity, and emotional depth. The translation itself is a work
of art, often requiring the substitution of synonyms, the
rearrangement of sentences, and the invention of new phrases

that carry the novel’s meaning without using the forbidden letter.
The Translator’'s Herculean
Task

Adair had to re-write entire paragraphs, as every French phrase
containing “e” had to be replaced. He also had to ensure that
proper names, place names, and quoted material adhered to the
rule. For example, the original French title La Disparition becomes
A Void in English—both without “e”. Adair’'s preface to the
translation explains his methods and his delight in finding
solutions to impossible problems. He even inserted hidden jokes
about the difficulty of the task. The result is a book that can be
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read and enjoyed as a novel in its own right, not merely as a
curiosity.

How the English Version
Maintains the Constraint

Reading A Void in English is a vertiginous experience. The
language feels slightly off-kilter, as though the author is dancing
around an invisible hole. Words like “people” become “folk,” “he”
becomes “that man,” “she” becomes “that woman,” and
common verbs like “leave” become “quit” or “vacate.” The prose
is full of circumlocutions, but it never becomes unreadable. Adair
even manages to include references to Shakespeare, Hitchcock,
and other cultural figures by paraphrasing their names or works.
For instance, Hamlet’'s “To be or not to be” might become a joke
about “to stay or not to stay.” This playful tour-de-force makes
the English A Void a necessary companion to the French original.

LITERARY IMPACT AND CRITICAL RECEPTION

n

When A Void first appeared, it was hailed as a brilliant literary
stunt but also criticized by some as gimmicky. Over time,
however, it has come to be recognized as a cornerstone of
experimental writing. Perec’'s work influenced later writers like
Italo Calvino, David Foster Wallace, and many contemporary
avant-garde authors. George Perec A Void is now studied in
university courses on comparative literature, creative writing,
and translation studies. Its impact on Oulipo is undeniable; it
proved that a severe constraint could generate not just a clever
puzzle but a genuine novel of ideas and emotions.

Critical Acclaim and
Challenges

The novel has been praised for its linguistic ingenuity, but it also
poses challenges for readers who may find the plot thin or the
style intentionally difficult. However, those who engage with its
constraints often discover layer after layer of meaning. The
French edition even includes a hidden acrostic revealing the
missing letter. The English translation maintains similar hidden
structures. Such depth has cemented A Void as a masterpiece of
formal experimentation, a work that continues to inspire new
generations of writers to explore the limits of language.

WHY A VOID MATTERS TODAY

In an age of digital communication, autocorrect, and
text-to-speech, the idea of imposing a strict constraint on writing
feels almost revolutionary. George Perec A Void reminds us
that language is a system we can push against, that creativity
often thrives under limitation. The novel also resonates with

contemporary concerns about what is missing from our lives—the
silences, the voids left by personal loss or collective trauma.
Perec’s own biography, marked by the absence of his parents,
gives the novel a deep autobiographical dimension. Moreover, in
an era of information overload, the deliberate reduction of
vocabulary can be a form of resistance, a way to slow down and
pay attention to every word.

Lessons for Writers and
Readers

For aspiring writers, A Void offers a powerful lesson: constraints
are not restrictions, but invitations to think differently. Many
creative writing exercises now encourage lipograms,
palindromes, or other formal challenges. For readers, the novel
demands a different kind of engagement—one that is playful,
attentive, and open to surprise. It rewards those who read slowly,
who notice the pattern and see the artistry in the gaps. In a world
full of easy prose, Perec’s novel is a reminder of the joy of
difficulty.

KEY PASSAGES AND EXAMPLES (WITHOUT SPOILING
THE MAGIC)

While it is impossible to quote directly from A Void without using
the letter “e” (the entire book avoids it), one can describe typical
passages. The opening sentence in the English translation begins
something like: “Today, by a singular chance, our thoughts turn
to Anton Vowl...”"—every word chosen to exclude “e”. The
language is crisp, slightly formal, and full of internal rhymes and
alliterations. Sometimes the avoidance leads to archaic or
unusual words, which adds a playful, almost dictionary-flavored
tone. For instance, instead of “yes” (which contains an ‘e’),
characters say “affirmative” or “indubitably”. This not only
maintains the constraint but also gives the dialogue a distinctive,
eccentric quality.

CONCLUSION: THE ENDURING LEGACY OF A MISSING
LETTER

George Perec A Void stands as a towering achievement in
literature—a novel that proves that limitation can be the mother
of invention. Perec and his translator Gilbert Adair created a book
that is at once a joke, a puzzle, a lament, and a celebration of
language. It challenges our assumptions about how stories are
told and what novels can be. More than fifty years after its
publication, A Void continues to fascinate readers who discover
its quiet brilliance. Whether you approach it as an Oulipo
enthusiast, a lover of linguistic games, or someone seeking a
truly original reading experience, this novel will leave you with a
profound appreciation for the power of absence. In a world full of
noise, Perec’s silence speaks volumes.
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