
by Jonathan Safran Foer



The universality of grief (or “heavy boots”)

The impossibility of completely understanding 

Refusal of loss and acceptance/closure

The inability of speech



From the first page, it is clear that Oskar is an incredibly smart 
and voraciously curious little boy; however, he comes to 
discover some of the darker facts of life and the impossibility of 
knowing what you want to know most .

Characters strive to use their knowledge--the facts, the details, 
the evidence—to make sense of the world, to understand 
something, but soon learn that some explanations will never be 
discovered. The more we find, the less we understand.



One of the key phrases within the novel is “heavy boots” 
referring to Oskar’s feelings of sorrow or grief. 

Grief unites humanity. When someone loses a loved one, those 
who have experienced loss can relate.

As Oskar journeys to find answers to lighten those heavy 
feelings (he feels from his father’s death), he finds that at 
some point, everyone feels “heavy boots.”

While meeting these people may or may not give him the 
answers he seeks, the journey allows him to share his heavy 
boots and become a witness to their heavy boots as well.



Nearly every character in this novel  deals with some element of 
loss. Though not all of the characters achieve closure or 
understanding, so much of their lives are spent attempting to 
find some restitution or peace about what they lost.

While some characters never achieve the closure he/she sets out 
to find, he/she may provide closure for others in grief.



Though some characters physically represent an inability to say what they 
want to say, the entire novel itself is restrained in speech. This restraint 
or inability may result from a fear of the truth, but it also draws 
attention the things that need to be said versus the things that are 
actually said. 

Through alternative means, Foer utilizes images, close-ups, hyper-texts, and 
blank pages allowing the text to speak for itself not just in the words it 
says but in artistic meaning. Much like the words that come out of the 
mouths of the characters, the novel shows that there is much more 
lurking below the surface. 



The lines spoken by a character or characters in a work, 
especially a conversation b/w two characters. 

•More often than not, whole conversations are compacted into a 
single paragraph and are not always marked off  by “he said” or “she 
said” phrases.

•This tends to speed up the pacing of the novel and also force the 
reader to actively engage with the text to understand who is 
saying what.

•Because of the lack of this traditional convention, the emphasis is 
placed on WHAT is being said over WHO states it, suggesting that 
not all rules need to be followed to make meaning.



•The narrator frequently utilizes this device. His use of the adverbs 
extremely and incredibly are indicative to the effect that he lives his 
world. However, one infers that Oskar really reads his world in this 
exaggerated way. 

•The author employs hyperbole to help us understand Oskar’s age, his 
autism, and his unmanageable despair. Often times the most 
poignant moments are when Oskar speaks plainly, where he does 
not exaggerate his experiences but lives them truthfully, that real 
emotion is truly sensed.



•The novel prides itself on the alternative forms presented –
pictures, blank pages, single sentences upon a page . 

•Take brief pauses during reading periods to bring attention to the 
way the grammar of the novel – or anti-grammar – is 
working and its inherent purpose.

•As an example, the reader’s first acquaintance 
with one character begins with a single 
sentence that spans 14 lines, has 27 commas, 
3 appositives phrases, and finally ends with a 
period (16).  There are many different 
thoughts captured within that single sentence, 
many of which, traditionally and grammatically, 
would or should have  been set apart, and yet 
they are not.  

***Consider Foer’s purpose of such syntax.



Keys

Doorknobs

“Stuff that Happened to Me”

War and violence

Letters

“Extremely and Incredibly”

White and Black

Searching for Blackness

“Heavy Boots”



9/11 (Setting) 

Dresden/WW2 (Setting)

Hamlet: (consider any comparisons 

between Hamlet and Oskar)

The Beatles 

Stephen Hawking 



Dresden/WW2 (Setting)
•Until the raid, in February 1945, Dresden, remained almost the last of 

Germany's large cities not to have been destroyed. Historically, it was the 
capital of the old kingdom of Saxony and a famous cultural centre.

• By the time the joint Anglo-American bombing raid  (the British by night, the 
Americans by day) finished, much of Dresden had been flattened, and 
35,000 people (mostly civilians) had been killed

•The temperature peaked at 1,800 degrees Fahrenheit.  The surface of roads melted & 
fleeing people found that their feet were burned as they ran. 

•After the raid had finished, SS guards brought in from a nearby camp, burnt the bodies 
in the city's Old Square. There were so many bodies that this took two weeks 
to complete.



Dresden/WW2 (1944) in comparison with 9/11 (2001)

What do these catastrophic events have in common?

What style device connects these allusions/settings?



• Schoolboy, Oskar Schell,  is in his school’s production of 
Hamlet –he plays Yorrick ( the skull).  Hamlet has a 
much stronger presence in Extremely Loud & 
Incredibly Close. 

• Throughout Oskar carries a copy of the script about 
with him on his quest, "so I could memorize my 
stage directions while I was going from one place 
to another, because I didn't have any lines to 
memorize.”

• Oskar notes that there are more people alive in the 
world now than have died in human history and 
that eventually there won't be enough places in 
the world to bury them. In the novel, he states 
instead ,"if everyone want to play Hamlet at once, 
they couldn't, because there aren't enough skulls.“

• What are the major comparisons between Hamlet and 
Oskar? Consider the similar situations with their 
family members and relationships, especially their 
fathers.  What is the point of the Hamlet allusion?



The Beatles were an English rock band, formed in Liverpool in 
1960 and one of the most commercially successful and critically 
acclaimed acts in the history of popular music. 

Here are some of the main Beatles allusions: 

" maybe a set of kettles that sings the chorus of Yellow 
Submarine, " 

Yellow Submarine (1966) was one the biggest hits of the 
60’s

" and sometimes he'd whistle I am the Walrus, " 

Lennon deliberately made the lyrics as nonsensical as 
possible. The walrus is a reference to Lewis Carroll's poem 
The Walrus and the Carpenter, from his book Through the 
Looking Glass.

" Something in the Way She Moves " 

a Beatles song from the album Abbey Road (1969).

“ Where do they all come from? " 

From Eleanor Rigby from the 1966 album Revolver

" I wanted to take the sad song and make it better " 

Hey Jude was written by McCartney to comfort Lennon's 
son when his parents divorced.

***Consider the importance of these allusions and how they 
contribute to the meaning of the novel.



In the book, Oskar Schell is a big fan of Stephen Hawking. Throughout 
the novel, he writes  several letters to Hawking, asking 
whether he can be Hawking's protégé and constantly reads A 
Brief History of Time (written by Hawking.)

He is known for his contributions to the fields of cosmology and 
quantum gravity, especially in the context of black holes. 

Hawking has a neuromuscular dystrophy that is related to 
amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS). Hawking gradually lost the 
use of his arms, legs, and voice, and is now almost completely 
paralyzed.

'A Brief History of Time' attempts to explain a range of subjects in 
cosmology, including the Big Bang, black holes, light cones and 
superstring theory, to the non-specialist reader. In addition to 
Hawking's abstinence from equations, the book also simplifies 
matters by means of illustrations throughout the text, depicting 
complex models and diagrams. 

While reading, think about how or why Oskar develops an 
attachment to Hawking.

https://sites.google.com/site/elicfoer/extra-information/stephen-hawking/hawking.jpg?attredirects=0


Answer these questions as you read. 

Does this novel fulfill Foster’s quest requirements?

1.) a quester

2.) a place to go

3.) a stated reason to go there

4.) challenges and trials en route

5.) the real reason to go there



https://youtu.be/U7NtO_r8uFM

https://youtu.be/U7NtO_r8uFM


Curl up and be snug as these pugs 

while reading over winter break!

*Tuesday, January 15th = ELIC Quiz on the entire novel


