
Extremely Loud And Incredibly Close

Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close is a novel by Jonathan Safran Foer that delves into themes of
loss, trauma, and the quest for understanding in the wake of personal tragedy. Published in 2005, the
narrative follows a young boy named Oskar Schell as he navigates the complexities of grief and the
search for closure after losing his father in the September 11 attacks. Through a combination of
innovative storytelling techniques, including photographs, typography, and a dual narrative structure,
Foer crafts a poignant exploration of how individuals cope with their pain and the lasting impact of
tragedy on families and communities.



Plot Overview

The story is set in New York City and primarily revolves around Oskar, a precocious yet troubled 9-
year-old boy. Following his father’s death, Oskar embarks on a quest to find a lock that fits a
mysterious key left behind by his father, hoping that this journey might bring him some semblance of
closure.

Oskar's Journey

Oskar’s journey serves as the backbone of the narrative, interwoven with flashbacks that reveal his
relationship with his father. The quest takes him across the five boroughs of New York City, where he
meets various individuals who each contribute to his understanding of loss and healing.

1. The Search for the Key: Oskar's determination to find the lock that matches his father's key
symbolizes his broader desire to unlock the secrets of grief and the unknown.
2. Encounters with Strangers: Each character Oskar meets has their own story of loss, providing a
tapestry of grief that highlights the universal nature of pain.
3. Personal Growth: Throughout his journey, Oskar evolves from a boy consumed by his father’s death
to someone who begins to understand the complexities of life and love.

The Role of Memory and Trauma

Foer intricately weaves themes of memory and trauma into the narrative, showcasing how these
elements shape the identities of the characters.

- Oskar's Memories: The novel presents Oskar’s memories of his father through a series of flashbacks,
often tinged with both joy and sorrow. These memories serve as a foundation for Oskar's emotional
landscape and motivate his quest.
- Collective Trauma: The backdrop of the September 11 attacks serves as a collective trauma that
affects not just Oskar but the entire nation. Foer illustrates how such events ripple through the lives of
individuals, altering their perceptions and experiences.

Character Analysis

Foer's characters are richly developed, each representing different aspects of grief and resilience.

Oskar Schell

Oskar is a complex character, embodying the innocence of childhood mixed with the heavy burden of
loss. His intelligence and quirky personality make him relatable, while his struggles with anxiety and
depression depict the profound impact of trauma.



- Inquisitive Nature: Oskar's relentless curiosity drives the plot, pushing him to seek answers and
confront his feelings.
- Defense Mechanisms: His quirky behaviors, such as the use of a "bomb" to protect himself, illustrate
how children often develop coping mechanisms in response to trauma.

Supporting Characters

1. Grandma: Oskar's grandmother represents a different facet of grief. Having lost her husband during
World War II, she provides a historical context to Oskar's pain and illustrates the enduring nature of
loss.
2. The Rentals: Oskar's encounters with the Rentals, a mysterious couple living in his apartment
building, add layers to the narrative. Their own tragic backstory highlights the interconnectedness of
human experiences and the importance of sharing stories.
3. Thomas Schell Sr.: Oskar's father, although deceased, plays a crucial role in shaping Oskar's
journey. Through Oskar's memories and reflections, Thomas emerges as a loving, supportive figure
whose absence leaves a profound void.

Thematic Elements

Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close is rich in thematic depth, exploring various facets of human
experience.

Grief and Healing

The novel poignantly addresses the process of grieving and the different paths individuals take
toward healing.

- Individual Grief: Each character's experience with grief is unique, illustrating that there is no right or
wrong way to mourn.
- The Healing Power of Connection: Oskar’s journey emphasizes the importance of human connection
in the healing process. Through his interactions, he learns that sharing pain can lead to understanding
and solace.

The Search for Meaning

Oskar's quest for the lock symbolizes a broader search for meaning in the aftermath of tragedy.

- Existential Questions: The narrative prompts readers to consider profound questions about life,
death, and the search for closure.
- Legacy of Love: Ultimately, Oskar learns that the love shared with his father transcends death,
suggesting that the memories of loved ones can provide comfort amid suffering.



Stylistic Innovations

Foer's use of innovative storytelling techniques enhances the narrative, making it a unique reading
experience.

Visual Elements

The inclusion of photographs, sketches, and varying typography throughout the book adds a visual
dimension to the storytelling. These elements serve to:

- Enhance Emotional Impact: Visuals often evoke stronger emotional responses, allowing readers to
engage more deeply with Oskar’s experiences.
- Break Conventional Narratives: The integration of different formats challenges traditional narrative
structures, reflecting the chaotic nature of grief.

Narrative Structure

The dual narrative structure, alternating between Oskar’s present-day journey and his grandparents’
past, creates a rich, layered storytelling experience.

- Interconnected Stories: This structure highlights the connections between generations, illustrating
how trauma can be passed down and how healing can also be shared.
- Temporal Fluidity: The fluidity of time in the narrative mirrors the way memories often resurface
unexpectedly, adding complexity to the storytelling.

Critical Reception

Upon its release, Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close received both acclaim and criticism.

- Positive Reception: Many praised Foer’s innovative approach and emotional depth, noting that it
successfully captures the nuances of grief and the human condition.
- Criticism: Some critics argued that the novel’s experimental style detracted from the narrative’s
emotional core, suggesting that the focus on form overshadowed character development.

Impact and Legacy

The novel has left a lasting impact on readers and has been adapted into a feature film, further
expanding its reach.

- Cultural Relevance: The themes of loss and resilience resonate with audiences, particularly in the
context of contemporary global tragedies.
- Encouraging Conversations: The book has sparked discussions about grief, mental health, and the



importance of community support, fostering greater awareness and understanding of these issues.

In conclusion, Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close is a multifaceted exploration of grief, memory, and
the search for meaning in an often chaotic world. Through Oskar’s journey, Foer invites readers to
reflect on their own experiences with loss and the ways in which we can find hope and healing amid
adversity. The novel remains a significant contribution to contemporary literature, emphasizing the
power of storytelling to connect us through our shared human experiences.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'Extremely Loud and
Incredibly Close'?
The novel explores themes of grief, loss, trauma, and the search for connection, particularly in the
aftermath of 9/11.

Who is the protagonist of 'Extremely Loud and Incredibly
Close' and what is his journey?
The protagonist is Oskar Schell, a young boy who embarks on a quest across New York City to find the
lock that matches a mysterious key belonging to his late father.

How does the narrative structure of 'Extremely Loud and
Incredibly Close' enhance the story?
The narrative features a mix of different perspectives, incorporating Oskar's voice, photographs, and
letters, which creates a layered understanding of grief and memory.

What role does New York City play in 'Extremely Loud and
Incredibly Close'?
New York City is not just a backdrop but a character itself, representing both the chaos and the
emotional landscape that Oskar navigates in his search for closure.

In what ways does the book address the impact of 9/11 on
individuals and families?
The book illustrates the pervasive effects of 9/11 on personal lives, particularly through Oskar's family
dynamics and the broader community's struggles with loss and healing.

How does Jonathan Safran Foer's writing style contribute to
the emotional depth of the novel?
Foer's unique style, characterized by playful language, fragmented narratives, and visual elements,
evokes a sense of innocence and poignancy that deepens the emotional impact.



What critical reception did 'Extremely Loud and Incredibly
Close' receive upon its release?
The novel received mixed reviews, with some praising its heartfelt exploration of grief while others
critiqued its structure and narrative choices, but it has since gained recognition for its emotional
resonance.
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