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In the domain of twentieth-century literature, few works present as formidable a challenge to both the reader and 

the writer as Georges Perec’s 1969 novel, La Disparition, known in the English-speaking world as A Void. As a 

primary exemplar of lipogrammatic writing, the novel is famously constructed entirely without the letter 'e'—the 

most frequently occurring character in both the French and English languages. This constraint is not merely a 

stylistic flourish but a rigorous application of the Oulipo (Ouvroir de Littérature Potentielle) philosophy, which seeks 

to trigger creativity through mathematical and structural limitations. This article provides a comprehensive technical 

analysis of the linguistic mechanics, structural engineering, and semiotic implications of A Void, evaluating its

significance within the broader context of constrained writing and technical literature.

The Theoretical Framework of Oulipo and Constrained Writing

To understand A Void, one must first grasp the foundations of Oulipo. Founded in 1960 by Raymond Queneau 

and François Le Lionnais, the group aimed to explore the potential of literature through the use of formal

constraints. These constraints often derived from mathematical models, combinatorics, and algorithmic logic. The

Oulipians viewed the blank page not as an invitation for total freedom, but as a space that required scaffolding to

prevent the banality of uninhibited expression.

Defining the Lipogram

A lipogram is a constrained writing technique where a writer intentionally avoids using a specific letter or group of 

letters. Within this category, the e-lipogram(the omission of the letter 'e') is considered the most difficult to execute

due to the statistical prevalence of the vowel. In French, 'e' accounts for approximately 14.7% of all characters in a

standard text; in English, the figure is approximately 12.7%.

By removing 'e', the writer effectively eliminates: 

•  Primary Pronouns: In English, words like 'he', 'she', 'they', 'we', and 'me' are unusable.

•  Definite Articles: The most common word in English, 'the', is prohibited.

•  Verb Conjugations: Past tense markers (e.g., '-ed') and many auxiliary verbs (e.g., 'be', 'are', 'were') are 

unavailable.

•  Common Conjunctions: 'Because', 'since', and 'while' must be replaced.

Technical Analysis of Letter Frequency and Linguistic Optimization

The execution of a 300-page novel under these conditions requires a level of linguistic optimization akin to high-

level programming. The author must perform a constant lexical search, identifying synonyms that satisfy the 

constraint while maintaining the semantic integrity of the narrative. This process can be modeled as a constrained 

optimization problem, where the objective function is narrative coherence and the primary constraint is the

exclusion of the 'e' character set.

Mathematical Impact on Vocabulary



Statistically, the removal of 'e' reduces the usable English lexicon by roughly 50-60% in terms of common word

frequency. Below is a comparison of character frequency in standard English versus the restricted set available to

Perec and his translator, Gilbert Adair.



Character Type Standard English Frequency (%) Oulipian E-Lipogram Impact

Vowel 'E' 12.702% Reduced to 0.000%

Vowel 'A' 8.167% Increased Usage Frequency

Vowel 'O' 7.507% Increased Usage Frequency

Vowel 'I' 6.966% Increased Usage Frequency

Consonants (T, N, S, R) Approx. 30% Total Forced Re-structuring of Noun/Verb 
usage

As shown in the table, the writer must over-rely on the remaining vowels ('a', 'i', 'o', 'u', and sometimes 'y'), which

shifts the phonetic profile of the text, creating a distinctive, staccato rhythm that Perec used to heighten the novel’s

atmosphere of unease and mystery.

The Narrative Mechanism: A Metaphysical Whodunit

The plot of A Void is a reflexive mirror of its own technical constraint. The story follows Anton Vowl (a name that 

itself hints at the missing 'vowel'), a man who disappears after sensing a profound, unnamable absence in his life. 

His friends, including Amaury Conson(hinting at 'consonant'), attempt to solve the mystery of his disappearance,

only to find themselves hunted by a shadowy force.

Structural Parallels

The disappearance of Vowl is a metaphor for the disappearance of the letter 'e'. The characters in the book are 

unaware that they are living in a universe where the most important letter is missing, yet they feel the "void" it 

leaves behind. This meta-narrativeapproach ensures that the technical constraint is not just a gimmick; it is the

thematic core of the work. The struggle to speak and find meaning without the essential 'e' mirrors the characters'

struggle to exist in a fragmented world.

Comparative Evaluation: A Void vs. Gadsby

Perec was not the first to attempt an e-lipogram. In 1939, Ernest Vincent Wright  published Gadsby, a 50,000-

word novel without the letter 'e'. However, technical critics often distinguish between the two based on literary merit

and complexity.



Feature Gadsby (Ernest Vincent Wright) A Void (Georges Perec)

Total Word Count ~50,000 words ~75,000 words

Narrative Tone Conventional, somewhat strained Experimental, Avant-garde, Noir

Meta-awareness Constraint is external to the plot Constraint is the central mystery of 
the plot

Linguistic Flexibility Often uses archaic or awkward 
phrasing

Maintains high literary fluidity and wit

Translation Status English only Translated into over a dozen 
languages

While Wright’s Gadsby proved the feat was possible, Perec’s A Void proved it could be art. Perec utilized the 

constraint to explore themes of loss, trauma, and the Holocaust—a void left by the disappearance of millions,

including his own parents, which cannot be named directly but is felt through the gaps in the language.

The Engineering of Translation: The Gilbert Adair Case Study

One of the most remarkable technical achievements in modern literature is the translation of La Disparition into 

other languages. Each translator must not only translate the story but also replicate the lipogrammatic constraint in 

the target language. For the English version, Gilbert Adairfaced the Herculean task of rewriting the book from

scratch while avoiding 'e'.

Translation Workflow and Substitution Logic

Adair’s methodology involved a multi-step linguistic substitution process: 

1.  Semantic Mapping: Identifying the core meaning of a French sentence.

2.  Lexical Filtering: Filtering out all English synonyms containing 'e'.

3.  Syntactic Re-routing: Reconstructing the sentence structure to accommodate 'e'-less options. For example, 

replacing "The man went home" with "A guy brought his body back to his flat."

4.  Tone Calibration: Ensuring the noir-parody tone remained intact.

Consider the famous opening sentence. In standard French, it might use words like le, de, and et. In Adair's

English, the opening chapter avoids the most common English word "the" entirely. This requires the use of

indefinite articles like "a" or "any," or possessive pronouns that do not contain 'e' (e.g., "his," "my," "our"—wait, "our"

is safe, but "their" is not).

Technical Challenges and Linguistic Failure Modes

In technical writing, we identify failure modes where a system fails to meet its requirements. In a lipogrammatic 

text, the primary failure mode is the accidental inclusionof the forbidden letter. This is essentially a "bug" in the

code of the novel.

Quality Assurance in Oulipo

Perec allegedly suffered from "lipogrammatic fatigue," where the brain begins to normalize the absence of the

letter, making it harder to spot errors. To mitigate this, Perec used: 



•  Manual Audits: Constant re-reading and cross-referencing with a dictionary.

•  Pattern Recognition: Training the eye to scan for the specific glyph 'e' rather than reading for meaning.

•  Algorithmic Constraints: Using other Oulipian rules to further structure the text, thereby limiting the search 

space for vocabulary.

Field Guide: How to Construct a Lipogrammatic Technical Document

For those interested in applying these principles to technical communication or creative exercises, the following

procedural steps are recommended: 

Step 1: Define the Character Constraint

Choose a character to exclude. While 'e' is the most difficult, excluding 't', 'a', or 'n' also provides significant

challenges in English technical prose.

Step 2: Inventory Essential Substitutions

Before writing, create a lookup table for common prohibited terms. 



Prohibited Word Viable Substitute

The A, That, This (if 'e'-less), Such

Be/Is/Are Was (if past), Acts as, Stays

He/She/They That man, This girl, Such folks

Requirement Task, Goal, Duty

Step 3: Execute S+7 or Similar Algorithmic Shifts

If stuck, use the S+7 method: take a noun and replace it with the seventh noun following it in a dictionary. While

this may break the lipogram, it provides a list of unexpected words that might fit the constraint.

The Metaphysical and Historical Implications

Beyond the linguistic stunt, A Void serves as a profound technical commentary on the nature of information theory

. In information theory, the value of a message is often found in its redundancy and the predictability of its symbols. 

By removing the most predictable symbol ('e'), Perec increases the entropyof the text. The reader must work

harder to decode the message, leading to a more engaged and visceral experience.

Furthermore, scholars have noted the historical context of the "Void." Perec was a Jewish child in occupied France. 

His mother was killed in Auschwitz (a word containing two 'e's in French: Auschwitz). His father died in combat. The 

letter 'e' in French is pronounced like eux (them). Thus, La Disparition(The Disappearance) is literally the

disappearance of "them"—his family. The technical constraint is a structural manifestation of a psychological

trauma that cannot be articulated in standard language.

Future Horizons: AI and Constrained Writing

In the current era of Large Language Models (LLMs), the technical feat of A Void faces new scrutiny. While a 

human took years to write it, an AI can generate lipogrammatic text in seconds. However, current AI models often 

struggle with long-form lipograms because their tokenizationprocesses (where words are broken into sub-word

units) are not aligned with individual character constraints. An LLM might know that "apple" has an 'e', but in a

complex sentence, its probabilistic nature often causes it to slip. Perec’s work remains the gold standard for human

cognitive endurance and linguistic precision.

Ultimately, A Void stands as a testament to the power of the voluntary constraint. In an age of infinite digital

noise, Perec’s masterpiece teaches us that by removing one small part of our toolkit, we are forced to discover an

entire universe of untapped potential. The novel is not just a book without a letter; it is a monument to the resilience

of the human mind and its ability to find meaning in the midst of a profound, encompassing silence.
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