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A VOID 
 
What's missing from this paragraph? 
 

Today, by radio, and also on giant hoardings, a rabbi, an 
admiral notorious for his links to Masonry, a trio of 
cardinals, a trio, too, of insignificant politicians (bought 
and paid for by a rich and corrupt Anglo-Canadian banking 
corporation), inform us all of how our country now risks 
dying of starvation.  A rumour, that's my initial thought as 
I switch off my radio, a rumour or possibly a hoax.  
Propaganda, I murmur anxiously—as though, just by saying so, 
I might allay my doubts—typical politicians' propaganda.  But 
public opinion gradually absorbs it as a fact. 

 
That's the first paragraph of the English translation of French novelist 
George Perec's remarkable work A Void.  What is so remarkable about this 
novel is not what it contains, but what it lacks.  Give up?  That 
paragraph doesn't contain a single letter “e”—and neither do any of the 
others.  A Void is a novel without the alphabet's most common—most would 
say indispensible—vowel. 
 
Pretty impressive, eh?  Sure.  But what, you might wonder, is the point?  
Why would a writer limit himself this way, except as a clever stunt?  It 
is true that Perec, whose other books include the wonderful Life: A 
User's Manual, was a conoisseur of the clever stunt.  But sometimes a 
limitation can be a strength.  Just ask a poet.  Poetry, perhaps the most 
refined of all linguistic endeavors, is all about self-imposed 
limitations. 
 
Think about it—if your boss tells you, “Collate these papers,” you're 
likely to have the task done in half an hour.  If, on the other hand, 
your boss merely tells you, “Get back to work,” your instinctive reaction 
is to slack off.  Likewise, the writer who sits in front of a blank page, 
wrapped in a fog of infinite possibility, is liable to throw up her hands 
in frustration.  But the writer who decides to write a haiku—three lines 
of five, then seven, then five syllables—will have one finished in ten 
minutes. 
 
Limitations push the mind in unexpected directions.  Like a wanderer who 
finds his favorite woods bisected by a high wall, the writer, in the face 
of new rules, is forced to forge new paths.  And when that writer returns 
to the world of infinite possibility, she will remember those paths, and 
use them to create something unexpected. 
 
So.  Your assignment: write one page about a funeral. 
 
Except you can't say funeral.  You also can't say dead, death, gone, 
sadness, misery, tears, priest, mourners, casket, corpse, cemetery, or 
graveyard. Good luck! 


