
the extremely loud and incredibly close
The Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close is a poignant novel by Jonathan Safran Foer that
intricately weaves themes of grief, loss, and the search for connection in a post-9/11 world. First
published in 2005, the book has captured the hearts and minds of readers through its unique
narrative structure and profound exploration of human emotions. The story follows a young boy
named Oskar Schell, who embarks on an extraordinary journey across New York City after the death
of his father in the September 11 attacks. Through Oskar's quest, Foer delves into the complexities of
love, loss, and the indelible impact of trauma on individuals and families.

Plot Summary

The Journey of Oskar Schell

Oskar Schell is an intelligent and imaginative boy who is deeply affected by the death of his father,
Thomas Schell. As he grapples with his grief, Oskar discovers a mysterious key among his father's
belongings, which he believes holds the answer to a profound question: what did his father want him
to find? This discovery propels Oskar on a quest through New York City, seeking individuals with the
last name "Black" in hopes of uncovering the lock that the key fits.

Oskar's journey is not just a physical one; it is also an emotional odyssey. As he meets various
characters along the way, he learns about their own stories of loss and resilience, which mirror his
own experience. Each encounter serves as a stepping stone for Oskar, helping him process his grief
while also highlighting the interconnectedness of human experiences.

Supporting Characters

The narrative is enriched by the perspectives of several supporting characters, each with their own
unique backstory that intertwines with Oskar's journey. Some significant figures include:

1. Oskar's Mother, Linda: A woman struggling to cope with the loss of her husband while trying to
support her son. Her relationship with Oskar becomes strained as both navigate their grief in different
ways.

2. The "Renter": An enigmatic character who lives in Oskar's grandparents' home. His story reveals
layers of trauma and loss from World War II, paralleling Oskar's own struggles.

3. Mr. Black: One of the individuals Oskar seeks out. His character embodies the theme of isolation
and the quest for connection, illustrating how trauma can manifest differently across generations.

Each character Oskar encounters adds depth to the narrative and provides insight into the various
ways people cope with loss.



Thematic Analysis

Grief and Loss

At its core, The Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close is a meditation on grief and the ways it shapes
individuals and their relationships. Oskar’s journey reflects the chaotic and often isolating nature of
mourning. The novel captures the emotional weight of losing a loved one, particularly in the context
of a tragic event like 9/11. Foer illustrates how grief can be:

- Personal: Each character experiences loss differently, showcasing the individual nature of mourning.
- Collective: The backdrop of 9/11 serves as a reminder of shared trauma, affecting a vast community
and changing the fabric of society.

Oskar’s quest for answers symbolizes the human desire for closure, even when it may not be
attainable. His interactions with others who have faced their own losses highlight the universal nature
of grief and the innate need for connection.

Communication and Isolation

Another significant theme in the novel is the struggle for communication amidst overwhelming
emotions. Oskar’s character is portrayed as socially awkward and often misunderstood, reflecting the
challenges many face in articulating their feelings of grief and sorrow. This theme is emphasized
through:

- Internal Monologues: Oskar's thoughts often reveal his feelings of isolation, despite being
surrounded by people. His internal struggles are depicted using fragmented sentences and
unconventional formats, mirroring his chaotic emotional state.

- Character Interactions: Many characters in the novel grapple with their own inability to communicate
their pain, resulting in feelings of loneliness. For instance, Oskar’s mother often struggles to express
her grief to Oskar, leading to misunderstandings between them.

Through these elements, Foer illustrates how trauma can create barriers to communication,
underscoring the importance of connection in healing.

Family and Relationships

The novel explores the impact of loss on family dynamics and relationships. Oskar's relationship with
his mother is central to the narrative, illustrating how grief can both strain and strengthen familial
bonds. Key points include:

- Parental Relationships: Oskar's connection with his father is characterized by love and admiration,
while his relationship with his mother is more complex and fraught with tension as they both deal with
their grief.



- Generational Trauma: The narratives of Oskar's grandparents reveal how trauma from past conflicts
influences their present relationships, showcasing the idea that grief can transcend generations.

The portrayal of family dynamics in the novel highlights the importance of understanding and
supporting one another through shared experiences of loss.

Narrative Style and Structure

Foer's narrative style is distinctive, employing a blend of typography, imagery, and fragmented
storytelling that invites readers to engage with the text on multiple levels. Some notable features
include:

- Visual Elements: The incorporation of photographs, drawings, and varying text formats breaks the
conventional boundaries of narrative, emphasizing Oskar's unique perspective and imaginative mind.

- Multiple Perspectives: The novel alternates between Oskar's first-person narrative and the third-
person accounts of supporting characters. This multifaceted approach allows readers to gain a deeper
understanding of the characters' experiences and emotions.

- Non-linear Timeline: The intertwining of past and present creates a rich tapestry of experiences,
encouraging readers to piece together the narrative like a puzzle, reflecting Oskar's own quest for
answers.

These stylistic choices contribute to the novel's emotional depth, enhancing the reader's connection
to the characters and their journeys.

Reception and Impact

Upon its release, The Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close received widespread acclaim for its
innovative narrative style and emotional resonance. Critics praised Foer’s ability to tackle complex
themes related to grief and trauma in a manner that is both accessible and thought-provoking.

The novel has also been adapted into a film, released in 2011, which brought the story to a broader
audience. While the cinematic adaptation received mixed reviews, it succeeded in highlighting the
core emotional themes and the significance of Oskar's journey.

Furthermore, the book has sparked discussions about the impact of traumatic events on individuals
and communities, particularly in the context of 9/11. Its exploration of grief and connection continues
to resonate with readers, making it a significant work in contemporary literature.

Conclusion

In conclusion, The Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close by Jonathan Safran Foer is a profound
exploration of grief, loss, and the quest for connection in a fractured world. Through the journey of



Oskar Schell and the rich tapestry of supporting characters, Foer delves into the complexities of
human emotions and the enduring impact of trauma. The novel's innovative narrative style and
thematic depth have solidified its place in contemporary literature, making it a poignant reflection on
the human experience in the face of tragedy. As readers navigate Oskar's quest for understanding,
they are invited to reflect on their own experiences of loss and the importance of connection in the
healing process.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Extremely Loud and Incredibly
Close'?
The main theme revolves around grief, loss, and the search for closure, particularly in the context of
the September 11 attacks.

Who is the protagonist in 'Extremely Loud and Incredibly
Close'?
The protagonist is Oskar Schell, a young boy who is coping with the death of his father in the 9/11
attacks.

How does Oskar's journey contribute to the narrative of the
novel?
Oskar's journey to find the lock that matches a mysterious key left by his father serves as a way for
him to process his grief and connect with his father’s memory.

What role do the secondary characters play in Oskar's story?
Secondary characters, such as his grandmother and the renter, provide different perspectives on loss
and resilience, helping to deepen Oskar's understanding of his situation.

How does the author, Jonathan Safran Foer, use
unconventional narrative techniques in the novel?
Foer employs a mix of text, photographs, illustrations, and varying formats to reflect Oskar's unique
perspective and emotional state.

What impact did 'Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close' have
on discussions surrounding 9/11?
The novel brought attention to the personal, emotional aftereffects of 9/11, emphasizing the human
stories behind the tragedy and enriching the discourse around trauma and recovery.



In what ways does the novel explore the concept of
communication?
The novel examines communication through Oskar's attempts to connect with others and understand
his father's death, highlighting the challenges of expressing grief and seeking solace.

What critical reception did 'Extremely Loud and Incredibly
Close' receive upon its release?
The novel received mixed reviews; while some praised its inventive structure and emotional depth,
others criticized its sentimentality and digressive storytelling.
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