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INTRODUCTION:
THE UNSPEAKABLE
ABSENCE AT THE
HEART OF A
MASTERPIECE

I n  t h e  s p r a w l i n g
landscape of twentieth-
century  experimental
literature,  few  works
stand  as  boldly  defiant
or as brilliantly playful
as  Georges  Perec's  A
Void  (original  French
title  La  Disparition).
Translated into English
by  Gilbert  Adair,  this
novel  is  not  merely  a
story—it  is  a  dare,  a
p u z z l e ,  a n d  a
breathtaking  act  of
literary  acrobatics.  At

i ts  core,  Georges
Perec  A  Void  i s  a
lipogrammatic  novel
that  systematically
o m i t s  t h e  m o s t
common  letter  in  the
English  language:  the
l e t t e r  e .  Y e t  t h i s
c o n s t r a i n t  i s  n o
g immick .  I t  i s  the
engine  that  drives  a
labyrinthine  narrative
a b o u t  a b s e n c e ,
disappearance, and the
haunting  gaps  that
shape  our  lives.  For
readers  encountering
this  book  for  the  first
time,  the  challenge  is
immense—and  the
reward,  even  greater.
This article will explore
the novel's  origins,  its
intricate  construction,

https://web1.enteraskincare.com/


2

2 Georges Perec A Void 2023-12-20

its  thematic  depths,
a n d  i t s  l a s t i n g
influence  on  both
literature and the art of
c o n s t r a i n t - b a s e d
writing.

THE MAN BEHIND
THE VANISHING
ACT: WHO WAS
GEORGES PEREC?

G e o r g e s  P e r e c
(1936–1982)  was  a
F r e n c h  n o v e l i s t ,
essayist,  and  one  of
the  most  prominent
members  of  Oulipo
(Ouvroir  de  littérature
p o t e n t i e l l e ,  o r
"Workshop of Potential
Literature").  Born  to
Polish-Jewish  parents
who  perished  in  the
Ho locaus t ,  Pe rec
carried  a  profound
s e n s e  o f  l o s s
throughout  his  life—a
theme  that  wou ld
permeate much of  his
writing.  His  work  is
characterized  by  a
fascination with formal

constraints,  linguistic
play,  and  the  hidden
structures  of  dai ly
existence.  Beyond  A
V o i d ,  P e r e c  i s
celebrated  for  Life:  A
User's Manual, a novel
that  met icu lous ly
describes  a  Parisian
apartment  building,
a n d  f o r  h i s
autobiographical  W  or
t h e  M e m o r y  o f
Childhood.  Yet  A Void
rema ins  h i s  mos t
audacious feat: a 300-
page  novel  written
entirely  without  the
letter e, a self-imposed
absence  that  mirrors
the  novel's  central
t h e m e  o f
disappearance.

Oulipo
and the
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Art of
Constrain

t
To appreciate Georges
Perec  A  Void ,  one
must  understand  the
Oul ipo  movement.
Founded  in  1960  by
Raymond Queneau and
François  Le  Lionnais,
O u l i p o  s o u g h t  t o
generate  literature
t h r o u g h  f o r m a l
constraints—rules  that
would force writers  to
think  in  new  ways.
Perec  embraced  this
philosophy  with  zeal.
H e  b e l i e v e d  t h a t
l im i ta t ions  cou ld
l iberate  creativity
rather than stifle it. For
A  Void,  he  chose  the
ultimate limitation: the
exclusion  of  a  single
letter  upon  which  the
entire  English  (and
French)  language

depends. This was not
a  capricious  choice;  it
was a deliberate act of
literary  terrorism.  By
removing the letter  e,
Perec  simultaneously
erased the word "e" (as
in  the  French  " je"
meaning  "I")  and  any
possibility  of  writing
about  the  sel f  in  a
conventional  way.  The
novel  thus becomes a
meditation on identity,
loss, and the things we
cannot speak.

PLOT SUMMARY: A
STORY OF
DISAPPEARANCES

The plot of A Void is a
convoluted,  almost
detective-like narrative
centered on a group of
characters  who  begin
t o  v a n i s h  o n e  b y
o n e — o r ,  m o r e
accurately,  who  are
already missing in vital
ways. The protagonist,
Anton  Vowl,  discovers
that  his  friends  are
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gradually disappearing,
and  he  sets  out  to
uncover  the  reason.
Y e t  a s  t h e  s t o r y
unfolds,  it  becomes
clear  that  the  very
structure  of  the  novel
mirrors  its  content:
characters  are  erased
(much like the letter e),
w o r d s  t w i s t  i n t o
strange  shapes,  and
the  narrative  itself
seems  to  be  haunted
by a central void. The
events  are  chaotic,
surreal ,  and  often
hilarious—but  beneath
the  sur face  l i es  a
profound  dread.  Perec
wrote  the  novel  in
French (La Disparition)
in  1969,  and  Adair's
English  translation
(1994)  manages  to
replicate  the  lipogram
while  preserving  the
story's  momentum.
The result is a text that
reads  l i ke  a  fever
dream,  where  every
sentence  is  a  victory

against the absence of
the  most  common
vowel.

The
Lipogram
: More
Than a
Party
Trick
A  l i p o g r a m  i s  a
compos i t i on  tha t
deliberately  avoids  a
specific  letter.  While
ancient  Greek  poets
composed  lipograms,
P e r e c ' s  A  V o i d  i s
arguably  the  most
ambitious  example  in
modern  l iterature.
Writing a novel without
the letter e  in English
(or  French)  forces  the
author to avoid words
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like "the," "he," "she,"
"be , "  "we, "  "me,"
"please," and countless
others. Common verbs
such as "write," "read,"
"speak,"  and  "feel"
become  inaccessible.
To  compensate,  Perec
u s e s  s y n o n y m s ,
circumlocutions,  and
inventive phrasing. For
instance,  instead of  "I
think,"  he might  write
"I  hold  an  opinion."
Instead of "he died," he
might  say  "that  man
quit  this  world."  The
linguistic  acrobatics
are  astonishing,  and
for  the  reader,  the
experience  is  one  of
constant  discovery.
Each  paragraph  offers
clues  about  what  is
being said around  the
absence,  much  as  a
detective works around
a  c r i m e  s c e n e ' s
missing  evidence.

INTERPRETING THE

VOID: THEMES OF
LOSS,
HOLOCAUST, AND
LANGUAGE

While  A  Void  can  be
enjoyed as a puzzle, its
deeper  resonance  lies
in  its  exploration  of
absence.  The  missing
letter e is not arbitrary.
In French,  the title La
Disparition means both
"the  disappearance"
and  "the  vanishing."
Perec,  who  lost  both
p a r e n t s  i n  t h e
Holocaust,  understood
d i s a p p e a r a n c e
intimately.  His  mother
died  in  Auschwitz;  his
father died as a soldier
early  in  World  War  II.
The novel can be read
as an allegory for  the
unspeakable  horror  of
the  Shoah—an  event
so  vast  that  it  resists
direct  representation.
By writing a book that
c a n n o t  m e n t i o n
"extermination," "gas,"
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" d e a t h , "  o r  e v e n
"mother"  (all  words
containing  e),  Perec
c rea tes  a  tex tua l
ghost:  the  story  is
there,  yet  the  central
t rauma  is  absent ,
much like the millions
who were erased from
history.

The Role
of the
Reader
Reading  Georges
Perec A Void requires
an  act ive ,  a lmost
collusive  participation.
The reader becomes a
c o - i n v e s t i g a t o r ,
s c a n n i n g  f o r  t h e
missing  letter  and
app rec i a t i ng  the
author's ingenuity. This
engagement  mirrors
t h e  n o v e l ' s  o w n
themes:  we  are  al l
trying  to  fill  the  voids

in  our  understanding,
to  find  meaning  in
what is omitted. Perec
challenges  us  to  read
b e t w e e n  t h e
lines—literally.  The
absence of e makes us
hyperaware  of  every
word. For example, the
novel's  opening  line:
"Today,  by  a  singular
twis t  o f  fa te ,  I  am
wr i t i ng  w i thout  a
particular  digit."  The
word  "digit"  replaces
"letter" to avoid the e.
T h e  r e a d e r  i s
immediately clued into
the game. This playful
yet  earnest  invitation
turns  reading  into  an
act of discovery.

LITERARY
TECHNIQUES AND
STYLISTIC
INNOVATIONS

Perec employs a range
o f  t e c h n i q u e s  t o
maintain  the  lipogram
whi le  keeping  the
narrative fluid. He uses
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archaic words, borrows
from other  languages,
and  invents  phrasings
that  seem  a lmost
n o n s e n s i c a l  b u t
eventually cohere. One
notable  technique  is
t h e  u s e  o f
" l i p o g r a m m a t i c
substitution,"  where  a
common  phrase  is
replaced  by  a  longer,
m o r e  c i r c u i t o u s
e x p r e s s i o n .  F o r
instance,  "the  end"
becomes  "its  closing
point."  The  reader
must  parse  these
s e n t e n c e s  w i t h
pat ience ,  but  the
payoff  is  a  deeply
rewarding  sense  of
a c c o m p l i s h m e n t .
Additionally,  Perec
structures  the  novel
w i t h  o b s e s s i v e
symmetry—chapters
are  arranged  around
numerical  patterns,
and the plot loops back
on itself like a Möbius
strip.  This  structural

precision  reflects
Oulipo's  belief  that
m a t h e m a t i c a l
c o n s t r a i n t s  c a n
p r o d u c e  l i t e r a r y
beauty.

The
Translatio
n
Challenge
Translating a lipogram
is  nearly  impossible,
yet  Gi lbert  Adair 's
English  version  is  a
marvel. Adair not only
preserved the absence
o f  e  b u t  a l s o
maintained the novel's
pacing,  humor,  and
pathos .  He  had  to
r e w r i t e  e n t i r e
passages,  finding
English  words  that
s i d e s t e p p e d  t h e
forbidden  letter  while
honor ing  Pe rec ' s
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o r i g i n a l  i n t e n t .
Occasionally,  Adair
a d d e d  c u l t u r a l
references that did not
exist  in  the  French
original,  but these are
seen  as  necessary
adapta t ions .  The
English  A Void  stands
as  a  separa te  but
equally  compelling
work, proving that the
lipogram  can  cross
linguistic  borders.  For
this  reason,  the  novel
h a s  b e c o m e  a
t o u c h s t o n e  f o r
translation studies and
f o r  l o v e r s  o f
constrained writing.

IMPACT AND
LEGACY: WHY
PEREC'S NOVEL
STILL MATTERS

Over five decades after
its  initial  publication,
Georges  Perec  A
Void  cont inues  to
captivate  readers  and
writers. It has inspired
a wave of experimental

literature  that  plays
w i t h  f o r m  a n d
limitation. Authors like
Mark  Danie lewsk i
(House  of  Leaves),
Jonathan  Safran  Foer
(Extremely  Loud  and
Incredibly  Close),  and
Jesse  Ball  (The  Way
Through  Doors)  have
all,  in  different  ways,
borrowed from Perec's
playbook. The novel is
also  a  favorite  among
digital  humanists,  who
analyze  its  textual
s t r u c t u r e  u s i n g
computational  tools.
Moreove r ,  A  Vo id
serves as a testament
to  the  resil ience  of
language—that  even
when  stripped  of  its
most essential building
block,  communication
persists. It forces us to
ask: what else can we
live  without?  What
other absences do we
take for granted?
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Reading
A Void
Today: A
Guide for
Newcome
rs
If you are approaching
Georges  Perec  A
Void  for  the  first  time,
here are a few tips to
e n h a n c e  y o u r
experience:

Read aloud.
Speaking the
words helps you
appreciate the
rhythm and the
occasional
awkwardness
caused by the
missing letter.
Don't obsess
over the

lipogram. Let it
seep into your
subconscious.
Eventually, you'll
start noticing
patterns without
forcing it.
Take notes.
Many readers
enjoy tracking
which words
Perec uses to
avoid the letter
e. It becomes a
scavenger hunt.
Read alongside
a commentary.
Resources like
Daniel Levin
Becker's Many
Subtle Channels
offer insight into
Oulipo
techniques.
Persevere. The
first few chapters
may feel slow,
but the novel
accelerates as
you grow
accustomed to
the style.
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CONCLUSION: THE
ENDURING ALLURE
OF THE VOID

Georges  Perec  A
Void is far more than a
literary curiosity. It is a
profound meditation on
what remains when we
remove  what  is  most
essential. It is a novel
about loss that cannot
directly  name  loss,
about  memory  that
exists only in distorted
echoes,  and  about
language  that  dances

on the edge of silence.
For  those  willing  to
accept its challenge, A
Void  offers  a  reading
experience  unlike  any
other—a  journey  into
the  heart  of  absence,
where every word is a
t r i u m p h  o v e r
nothingness.  As  Perec
himsel f  might  say
(without  the forbidden
letter), "A book without
that common glyph is a
world  without  a  sun,
and  st i l l ,  oddly,  i t
brings  l ight."


