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Jonathan Safran Foer's novel, "Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close," plunges readers into the raw
aftermath of the September 11th attacks through the eyes of Oskar Schell, a precocious and grief-
stricken nine-year-old. This powerful narrative explores themes of loss, love, family, and the arduous
journey of healing in the wake of unimaginable tragedy. The book masterfully weaves together
Oskar's quest to find the meaning behind a mysterious key left by his deceased father with the
fragmented stories and perspectives of others touched by the events of 9/11. Through Oskar's
unique voice, we navigate the complexities of memory, the search for connection, and the universal
human desire to make sense of chaos. This article will delve deep into the heart of "Extremely Loud
and Incredibly Close," examining its narrative structure, thematic depth, character portrayals, and
its lasting impact on literature and our understanding of grief.
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The Narrative Structure and Style of Jonathan Safran
Foer's Novel

"Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close" is celebrated for its innovative and unconventional narrative



structure, a hallmark of Jonathan Safran Foer's distinct literary voice. The novel is not presented in a
linear fashion; instead, it jumps between Oskar's first-person narration, letters, interview
transcripts, and even fragmented visual elements. This fragmented approach mirrors Oskar's own
disjointed emotional state and the fractured reality of a world grappling with the trauma of 9/11.
Foer employs a rich tapestry of literary devices to convey Oskar's inner world, including his vivid
imagination, his anxieties, and his attempts to rationalize the inexplicable. The inclusion of
photographs, handwritten notes, and even blank pages contributes to the novel's experimental
nature, forcing the reader to actively participate in piecing together the story and Oskar's
experiences.

Oskar Schell's Unique Narrative Voice
Oskar's voice is the driving force behind "Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close." His precocity is
evident in his vocabulary and his philosophical musings, yet it is tempered by his childish logic and
his overwhelming grief. He invents elaborate scenarios and personas to cope with his father's death,
often displaying a remarkable resilience alongside his deep-seated fears. Foer brilliantly captures
the duality of childhood innocence confronting profound adult sorrow, making Oskar's perspective
both unique and universally relatable. His tendency to overthink and his constant search for patterns
and explanations are central to his character development and the unfolding of the plot. The
narrative style deliberately immerses the reader in Oskar's often anxious and hyper-aware
perception of the world around him.

Experimental Literary Techniques in "Extremely Loud and
Incredibly Close"
Jonathan Safran Foer's use of experimental techniques in "Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close" is a
critical element of its success. The novel is characterized by its unconventional typography,
including words printed in different sizes and fonts, as well as inserted photographs and
illustrations. These visual elements are not mere embellishments; they are integral to the
storytelling, conveying emotions and information that traditional prose might struggle to express.
The inclusion of blank pages, for example, can be interpreted in various ways, perhaps representing
the unfillable void left by loss or the unspoken words of grief. This innovative approach challenges
conventional reading practices and enhances the emotional impact of the narrative. The fragmented
nature of the storytelling also compels readers to engage more deeply with the material, actively
constructing meaning from the disparate pieces presented.

Key Themes Explored in "Extremely Loud and
Incredibly Close"

The thematic landscape of "Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close" is vast and deeply resonant,
tackling complex issues with both sensitivity and intellectual rigor. At its core, the novel is an
exploration of grief and the various ways individuals process loss. It delves into the intricacies of
family relationships, the burdens of inherited trauma, and the enduring power of love and
connection in the face of devastation. The search for meaning in a world that often seems devoid of
it is another prominent theme, as Oskar grapples with the randomness of tragedy and his own place



within it. The novel also touches upon broader societal anxieties and the collective mourning
experienced in the wake of a national tragedy, demonstrating how personal grief can intertwine with
public sorrow.

The Nature of Grief and Loss
Grief in "Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close" is depicted as a multifaceted and often isolating
experience. Oskar's grief for his father is palpable, manifesting as anxiety, withdrawal, and an
obsessive need to understand. The novel illustrates that grief is not a singular emotion but a complex
interplay of anger, sadness, confusion, and even guilt. Foer's portrayal suggests that while external
validation and shared experience can offer solace, the internal journey of healing is intensely
personal. The novel avoids sentimentalizing grief, instead presenting its raw, unvarnished reality.
The stories of other characters, such as Oskar's grandparents, further illustrate the long-lasting and
varied effects of loss across generations, highlighting how past traumas can inform present
experiences.

Family Bonds and Intergenerational Trauma
The strength and fragility of family bonds are central to "Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close."
Oskar's relationship with his parents, particularly his deceased father, is the emotional anchor of the
story. The novel also explores the complex relationship between Oskar and his grandparents, who
themselves carry the weight of past trauma from the bombing of Dresden during World War II. This
intergenerational aspect of trauma underscores how the effects of violence and loss can ripple
through families, shaping their identities and their ways of coping. The narrative suggests that
understanding and confronting these inherited burdens is crucial for individual and familial healing.
Foer demonstrates how love, even in its imperfect forms, can be a powerful force for resilience
within these familial structures.

The Search for Meaning and Connection
In the wake of profound loss, Oskar's quest for the owner of the mysterious key becomes a metaphor
for his broader search for meaning and connection. He believes that by understanding the purpose
of the key, he can somehow bridge the void left by his father's death and find a sense of order in a
chaotic world. This search leads him to meet a diverse cast of characters, each with their own
stories of loss and resilience. Through these encounters, Oskar learns that connection can be found
in unexpected places and that understanding can emerge from shared vulnerability. The novel posits
that the act of seeking, of reaching out, is as important as the discovery itself, fostering a sense of
hope and continuity.

Character Analysis: Oskar Schell and the People He
Encounters

The characters in "Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close" are richly drawn, each contributing to the
novel's exploration of human experience. At the forefront is Oskar Schell, a child grappling with



immense loss in a world that feels both too big and too small. His anxieties, his inventiveness, and
his profound love for his father make him an unforgettable protagonist. However, the novel is
equally defined by the ensemble of characters Oskar encounters on his journey, from his supportive
but burdened mother and his seemingly distant grandmother to the various individuals whose lives
are touched by the key and by 9/11. These supporting characters offer different perspectives on
grief, resilience, and the search for meaning, enriching the narrative's emotional depth.

Oskar Schell: A Child's Perspective on Tragedy
Oskar Schell is the heart of "Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close." His intellect and his emotional
maturity often belie his nine years, yet he remains a child navigating the profound complexities of
loss. He is characterized by his vivid imagination, his intense anxieties, and his precocious
understanding of the world's fragility. His father's death, caused by the collapse of the Twin Towers,
plunges him into a deep state of grief and a desperate need to make sense of the senseless. Oskar's
coping mechanisms, such as his invention of a "life vest" for potential future disasters or his creation
of elaborate stories, reveal his attempts to gain control over an uncontrollable reality. His journey is
one of learning to accept the messiness of life and the inevitability of loss, while still cherishing love
and connection.

Supporting Characters and Their Roles
The supporting cast in "Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close" plays a crucial role in Oskar's
development and in broadening the novel's thematic scope. His mother, Linda Schell, is a portrait of
quiet strength and enduring love, struggling to support her son while navigating her own profound
grief. Oskar's grandparents, who communicate through letters written in different colored inks,
reveal their own histories of trauma and resilience, offering Oskar a deeper understanding of
inherited pain and the human capacity to endure. The people Oskar meets on his quest to find the
owner of the key, such as Mr. Black, Mrs. Black, and the elderly Mr. Abendstern, each represent
different facets of the human experience in the wake of 9/11, offering Oskar wisdom, comfort, and
sometimes, difficult truths. These characters collectively paint a picture of a city and a nation united,
albeit in different ways, by shared tragedy.

The Significance of the Key and Oskar's Search

The mysterious key found in his father's belongings becomes the catalyst for Oskar's extraordinary
journey in "Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close." This seemingly simple object represents much
more than just a means to unlock something; it embodies Oskar's yearning for closure, his desire to
understand his father's final thoughts, and his hope of finding a tangible link to the past. The
exhaustive search for the lock that corresponds to this key takes Oskar across New York City,
leading him to encounters that are both illuminating and profoundly moving. The physical act of
searching mirrors his internal quest for meaning and for a way to process his grief, transforming a
tangible object into a symbol of hope and remembrance.



Unlocking the Meaning: The Key as a Symbol
The key in "Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close" functions as a potent symbol throughout the
narrative. It represents the secrets that loved ones may keep, the unanswered questions that linger
after death, and the ongoing process of discovery that defines life. For Oskar, the key is a tangible
thread connecting him to his father, a tangible item that his father left behind with a clear, albeit
unknown, purpose. His obsessive dedication to finding the lock signifies his need for resolution, for
an explanation that can bring order to the chaos of his emotions. The key also serves as a device that
forces Oskar to interact with the world outside his own grief, breaking through his isolation and
leading him to unexpected connections.

The Quest Across New York City
Oskar's search for the owner of the key takes him to every borough of New York City, transforming
the urban landscape into a labyrinth of potential answers and personal histories. Each encounter is a
step closer to understanding not just the key, but also the complex tapestry of human lives affected
by the events of 9/11. His journey is not merely geographical; it is an emotional and psychological
odyssey. Through his encounters with various New Yorkers, Oskar learns about different forms of
loss, resilience, and the enduring power of human connection. The city itself becomes a character, a
silent witness to Oskar's pursuit and a repository of shared memories, both joyous and tragic. His
persistence in the face of repeated dead ends highlights his determination and his unwavering hope.

The Impact of 9/11 on the Novel's Setting and
Atmosphere

The backdrop of the September 11th attacks is not merely a plot device in "Extremely Loud and
Incredibly Close"; it is intrinsically woven into the fabric of the novel, shaping its atmosphere, its
characters' motivations, and the very essence of the story. The profound trauma of that day casts a
long shadow over New York City and its inhabitants, creating an environment of palpable grief,
anxiety, and a pervasive sense of vulnerability. Jonathan Safran Foer masterfully captures this
collective mood, reflecting how personal tragedies are often amplified and intertwined with national
mourning. The novel explores the immediate aftermath of the attacks, as well as the longer-term
psychological and emotional repercussions, demonstrating how the event continues to resonate in
the lives of those it touched.

A City in Mourning: The Atmosphere of Post-9/11 New York
The atmosphere in "Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close" is deeply imbued with the sorrow and
disruption that followed 9/11. The city, usually vibrant and bustling, is depicted as a place grappling
with immense loss, marked by memorials, absent faces, and a lingering sense of unease. Foer
captures the psychological impact on those who lived through it – the heightened awareness of
danger, the profound sense of community born from shared trauma, and the struggle to reclaim a
sense of normalcy. Oskar's own anxiety is a direct reflection of this wider societal mood, making his
personal grief a mirror for the collective pain of the city. The novel vividly portrays the quiet
moments of reflection alongside the more overt displays of mourning.



The Long Shadow of Trauma and Remembrance
Beyond the immediate aftermath, "Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close" delves into the enduring
legacy of 9/11 and the importance of remembrance. The novel suggests that true healing involves
not forgetting, but integrating the memory of loss into one's life. Oskar's quest, in a way, is an act of
remembrance for his father and for all those lost. The stories of intergenerational trauma,
particularly Oskar's grandparents' experiences in World War II, further underscore the cyclical
nature of violence and the ongoing need for remembrance and understanding. The novel implicitly
asks how we, as individuals and as a society, carry the weight of such monumental events and how
we strive to create meaning from them.

Critical Reception and Literary Significance of
"Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close"

"Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close" garnered significant critical attention upon its release,
praised for its unique voice, innovative structure, and its courageous engagement with a sensitive
and profound subject. Reviewers lauded Jonathan Safran Foer's ability to capture the complex
emotional landscape of grief through the eyes of a child, while simultaneously exploring universal
themes of family, loss, and the search for meaning. The novel's experimental literary techniques,
which some found challenging, were also celebrated for their power to convey the fragmented and
often overwhelming nature of trauma. Its inclusion on numerous "best of" lists and its subsequent
adaptation into a film solidified its place as an important work of contemporary American literature,
sparking discussions about how fiction can effectively address historical events and personal
suffering.

Praise for Foer's Narrative Innovation and Emotional Depth
Critics widely acknowledged Jonathan Safran Foer's mastery of narrative innovation in "Extremely
Loud and Incredibly Close." The novel's unconventional structure, which seamlessly blends Oskar's
perspective with other voices and forms of communication, was seen as a bold and effective choice.
This stylistic approach allowed Foer to delve into the intricate psychological states of his characters
and to evoke a powerful emotional response from readers. The novel's ability to navigate the
profound sadness of loss while also offering moments of humor and hope was particularly noted,
demonstrating a nuanced understanding of the human condition. The sheer emotional impact of
Oskar's journey and the novel's exploration of grief resonated deeply with many critics, cementing
its status as a significant literary achievement.

The Novel's Place in Contemporary Literature
"Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close" holds a significant place in contemporary American literature
for several reasons. It demonstrated the capacity of fiction to engage with recent historical trauma
in a deeply personal and impactful way, offering a counterpoint to more journalistic or historical
accounts. Foer's experimental style also pushed the boundaries of conventional storytelling,
influencing a generation of writers to explore new forms and techniques. Furthermore, the novel's
exploration of themes like grief, family, and the search for connection in a post-9/11 world provided



a cathartic and reflective experience for many readers. Its continued relevance and its frequent
inclusion in academic curricula underscore its enduring literary significance and its impact on how
we understand and process collective and individual loss.

"Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close": A Deeper Dive
into its Emotional Resonance

Beyond its structural innovations and thematic explorations, "Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close"
resonates deeply on an emotional level, tapping into universal human experiences of love, loss, and
the enduring search for connection. The novel's power lies in its ability to make the abstract
tangible, transforming the overwhelming event of 9/11 into a deeply personal narrative through
Oskar's perspective. The raw, unfiltered emotions of a child grappling with the death of a loved one
are rendered with such honesty and vulnerability that readers find themselves profoundly moved.
The subtle ways in which the characters connect, despite their individual pain, offer a powerful
testament to the resilience of the human spirit and the enduring comfort of shared experience. This
emotional depth is what truly sets "Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close" apart.

Connecting with Oskar's Inner World
Readers are drawn into Oskar Schell's inner world with an almost visceral intensity. His anxieties,
his imaginative leaps, and his profound love for his father are depicted with a disarming authenticity
that transcends his age. Foer's ability to inhabit the mind of a child grappling with such immense
loss is remarkable. The novel invites readers to empathize with Oskar's confusion, his anger, and his
desperate need for answers. His attempts to rationalize the inexplicable, his fear of strangers, and
his longing for his father's presence are all rendered with a sensitivity that makes his journey deeply
relatable, even to those who have not experienced a similar loss. The narrative allows us to
experience the world through his unique, often overwhelming, lens.

The Power of Imperfect Connection
One of the most compelling aspects of "Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close" is its portrayal of
imperfect connection. The relationships within the Schell family, and between Oskar and the people
he meets, are not idealized. They are messy, complicated, and often fraught with misunderstanding.
Yet, it is precisely within these imperfections that the novel finds its emotional truth. The characters
may not always say or do the right thing, but their attempts to connect, to offer comfort, and to
simply be present for each other are what ultimately matter. The novel suggests that true connection
is not about perfection but about shared vulnerability, empathy, and the willingness to reach out,
even when it is difficult.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of "Extremely Loud



and Incredibly Close"

Jonathan Safran Foer's "Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close" stands as a testament to the power of
literature to illuminate the human experience in the face of profound tragedy. Through Oskar
Schell's unforgettable journey, the novel offers a deeply moving exploration of grief, family, and the
relentless search for meaning in a world irrevocably altered. Its innovative narrative structure,
coupled with its profound emotional resonance, has cemented its place as a significant work in
contemporary literature. The novel reminds us that even in the darkest of times, connection, love,
and the act of seeking can provide glimmers of hope and pathways toward healing. The enduring
legacy of "Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close" lies in its ability to engage readers on multiple
levels, fostering empathy and encouraging reflection on the shared complexities of life, loss, and
remembrance.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme explored in 'Extremely Loud &
Incredibly Close'?
The novel's central theme revolves around navigating grief, loss, and the search for meaning and
connection in the aftermath of a profound personal tragedy, specifically the death of a father in the
9/11 attacks.

Who are the main characters and what are their roles in the
story?
The protagonist is Oskar Schell, a precocious and anxious 9-year-old boy. His deceased father,
Thomas, is a significant presence through memories and Oskar's quest. Oskar's mother, Linda, also
grapples with her own grief and the strain on her relationship with Oskar. Other key characters
include his grandparents, who have their own traumatic pasts.

What is Oskar's motivation for his 'search' throughout the
novel?
Oskar's motivation is to find the owner of a mysterious key he discovers in his father's closet,
believing it will unlock something important related to his father. This search becomes a way for him
to process his grief, feel closer to his father, and attempt to impose order on the chaos of his world.

How does Jonathan Safran Foer utilize experimental literary
techniques in the novel?
Foer employs various experimental techniques, including unusual typography (e.g., words in
different sizes and fonts, blank spaces), the inclusion of photographs and illustrations, and shifts in
narrative perspective to reflect Oskar's fragmented emotional state and the overwhelming nature of
his experience.



What is the significance of the grandfather's story in
'Extremely Loud & Incredibly Close'?
The grandfather's story, which details his experiences as a Jewish man in Europe during World War
II and his difficult relationship with his son, provides a parallel narrative of loss, trauma, and the
struggle to communicate. It highlights how trauma can be inherited and how difficult it is to escape
the past.

How does the novel address the impact of 9/11 on individuals
and families?
The novel portrays the profound and multifaceted impact of 9/11, not just through the immediate
loss of life, but also through the lingering emotional trauma, the breakdown of communication, the
struggle to find normalcy, and the shared experience of collective grief that affects the entire city
and nation.

Additional Resources
Here is a numbered list of 9 book titles related to Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close, with short
descriptions:

1. The History of Rain by Nicola Barker. This novel delves into the interconnected lives of people in a
modern-day village, exploring themes of memory, loss, and how seemingly disparate events can
weave together to create meaning. Like Oskar, the characters grapple with profound grief and the
search for connection in the wake of trauma. The narrative style often jumps between perspectives
and time periods, creating a mosaic of human experience.

2. The Book Thief by Markus Zusak. Narrated by Death, this story follows a young girl in Nazi
Germany who finds solace and power in stolen books. It shares the themes of childhood resilience,
the impact of profound loss, and the ways in which words and stories can provide comfort and
meaning amidst immense suffering. The novel also explores the concept of "borrowed time" and the
preciousness of life.

3. A Little Life by Hanya Yanagihara. This epic novel chronicles the lives of four college friends as
they navigate adulthood in New York City, with a central focus on the enigmatic and deeply
wounded Jude St. Francis. It's a story of enduring friendship, the devastating effects of childhood
trauma, and the struggle to find happiness and love. The emotional intensity and exploration of
profound human suffering resonate with the raw vulnerability found in Foer's work.

4. Everything is Illuminated by Jonathan Safran Foer. This earlier novel by the same author also
features a protagonist named Jonathan Safran Foer, who travels to Ukraine to find the woman who
saved his grandfather. It masterfully blends historical narrative with a contemporary quest,
exploring themes of memory, identity, and the elusive nature of truth. The unique narrative
structure and interweaving of past and present echo the stylistic choices in Extremely Loud and
Incredibly Close.

5. The Invention of Wings by Sue Monk Kidd. This historical novel tells the story of Sarah Grimke, a
white abolitionist and feminist, and Handful, an enslaved girl. It explores the profound impact of



trauma, the search for one's voice, and the enduring power of hope in the face of oppression. The
novel highlights how individual lives are shaped by larger historical forces and the importance of
connection across societal divides.

6. The Year of Magical Thinking by Joan Didion. This memoir is a profound and unflinching account
of Didion's experience of grief after the sudden death of her husband, John Gregory Dunne. It delves
into the disorienting and all-consuming nature of loss, the irrationality that accompanies deep
sorrow, and the struggle to make sense of a world fundamentally altered. The raw honesty and
psychological exploration of grief are central to its appeal for readers of Foer's novel.

7. The Invisible Bridge by Julie Orringer. Set during World War II, this novel follows Andras Lévi, a
young Hungarian Jewish man who is sent to a forced labor camp. It explores themes of family, faith,
and the enduring human spirit in the face of unimaginable hardship. The story's focus on the search
for connection and the longing for loved ones during a time of immense separation and loss mirrors
the emotional core of Oskar's journey.

8. The Vegetarian by Han Kang. This South Korean novel tells the story of Yeong-hye, a woman who
decides to become a vegetarian after a disturbing dream, leading to increasingly extreme and
unsettling changes in her life and relationships. It delves into themes of societal pressure, individual
rebellion, and the profound, often inexplicable, transformations that can occur within a person. The
novel's exploration of trauma and its lingering, life-altering effects will resonate with readers of
Foer's work.

9. My Year of Rest and Relaxation by Ottessa Moshfegh. This novel follows a young woman in New
York City who decides to hibernate for a year with the help of a cocktail of prescription drugs and
therapy. It's a darkly comedic and often unsettling exploration of alienation, grief, and the desire to
escape reality. The protagonist's extreme attempt to numb her pain and detach from the world offers
a stark, albeit different, perspective on coping with profound emotional distress.
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