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INTRODUCTION: UNLOCKING THE MYSTERY OF
“EXTREMELY LOUD AND INCREDIBLY CLOSE CHAPTER
2”

Jonathan Safran Foer’s novel Extremely Loud and Incredibly
Close is a modern masterpiece that weaves grief, memory, and
the search for meaning into a tapestry of heartbreak and hope.
Among  its  most  pivotal  sections  is  Extremely  Loud  And
Incredibly Close Chapter 2, titled “Why It’s Not a Baby.” This
chapter deepens our understanding of nine-year-old Oskar Schell,
the precocious narrator, as he embarks on a quest triggered by a
mysterious key discovered in his father’s closet. In this article, we
will explore the chapter’s plot, themes, symbolism, and its role in
the larger narrative. Whether you are a student analyzing the
text,  a  book  club  member,  or  a  curious  reader,  this
comprehensive  guide  will  help  you  appreciate  the  layered
brilliance of  Foer’s  work while  naturally  incorporating the key
phrase for search engine visibility.

CONTEXT: WHERE DOES CHAPTER 2 FIT IN THE

NOVEL?

Before diving into the chapter itself, it is helpful to understand its
place in the book. Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close  is
structured around multiple narrative threads. The primary story
follows Oskar, a gifted but deeply traumatized boy whose father,
Thomas Schell, died in the 9/11 attacks. The novel opens with
Oskar’s internal monologue (Chapter 1, “What The?”), where we
learn about his quirks, his inventions, and the overwhelming grief
he carries. Extremely Loud And Incredibly Close Chapter 2
picks up immediately after the discovery of an envelope in his
father’s closet, containing a key inside a small blue vase. This key
becomes the central object of Oskar’s quest, and Chapter 2 sets
the stage for the entire novel’s investigation of loss, connection,
and closure.

Plot Summary of “Why It’s
Not a Baby”
The chapter begins with Oskar, still reeling from the death of his
father, cataloging his thoughts about the key. He describes its
shape, size, and the word “Black” written on the envelope. Oskar
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deduces that the key must open something related to his father’s
life—perhaps a safety deposit box, a locker, or a private drawer.
He decides to find the lock that fits, reasoning that if he can solve
the mystery,  he will  somehow restore a  piece of  his  father’s
presence.  His  mother,  Linda,  tries  to  offer  comfort  but  is  often
kept at arm’s length by Oskar’s rigid routines and inventions. The
chapter also introduces the idea of “the renter,” a mysterious
man who lives with Oskar’s grandmother and communicates only
through notes.  Foer uses fragmented sentences,  photographs,
and visual elements to mirror Oskar’s fractured psyche. By the
end of the chapter, Oskar has resolved to visit every person in
New York City named “Black” (the surname on the envelope), a
plan that launches the novel’s central plot.

KEY THEMES IN EXTREMELY LOUD AND INCREDIBLY
CLOSE CHAPTER 2

Extremely Loud And Incredibly Close Chapter 2 is rich with
l iterary  themes  that  resonate  throughout  the  book.
Understanding these themes helps readers grasp why Foer chose
to tell this story in such an unconventional way.

Grief and Its Many Faces
Oskar’s  grief  is  not  simple or  clean.  He does not cry openly;
instead,  he  invents  ways  to  process  his  pain—like  building  a
skyscraper of his father’s voicemail recordings or calculating the
volume of tears he has shed. In Chapter 2, the key becomes a
tangible symbol of his unmet need to understand his father’s final

moments. Oskar’s obsession with the key is a coping mechanism,
a way to avoid the unbearable emptiness. Foer shows that grief
can  manifest  as  relentless  logic,  hyper-activity,  and  even
detachment.

The Search for Connection
Oskar’s quest is not just about finding a lock; it is about finding a
connection to his father. Every person he meets who shares the
name “Black”  is  a  potential  link  to  a  memory,  a  story,  or  a
message.  The  chapter  emphasizes  that  human  beings  crave
closure, but sometimes the search itself becomes the healing.
Oskar’s  isolation  is  palpable—he  feels  misunderstood  by  his
mother,  his  peers,  and  even  his  own  mind.  The  key  offers  a
purpose,  and  purpose  is  a  lifeline  for  the  grieving.

Memory and Its Fragility
Memory  is  a  central  theme  in  Foer’s  novel,  and  Chapter  2
introduces the idea that memories can be stored in objects. The
blue  vase,  the  key,  the  photographs—these  are  anchors  for
Oskar’s recollections of his father. Yet memory is also unreliable.
Oskar struggles to separate what he remembers from what he
imagines. The chapter hints at the pain of losing not just a person
but also the shared history that person embodied.

SYMBOLISM IN “WHY IT’S NOT A BABY”

Foer’s novel is celebrated for its use of symbols, and Extremely
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Loud And Incredibly Close Chapter 2 is packed with them.
Examining these symbols adds depth to the reading experience.

The Key: The most obvious symbol, the key represents a
possible solution to Oskar’s search for answers. It is a
physical object that might unlock a secret, but it also
symbolizes the need to open up emotionally. The key is
small, yet it carries immense weight.
The Blue Vase: Oskar finds the key inside a small blue
vase that his father used as a hiding place. The vase is
delicate, like the memories it contains. Blue often
symbolizes sadness or tranquility, and here it reflects
Oskar’s quiet desperation.
The Envelope with “Black”: The surname Black is a
double-edged symbol. It evokes darkness, loss, and the
unknown. But it also suggests the possibility of finding
something new, as “black” can be a blank slate. Oskar’s
quest to find every Black in the phone book is a journey
into the unknown.
Oskar’s Inventions: In this chapter, Oskar describes
several of his inventions, like a bird that can write poetry.
These creations are symbols of his attempt to control a
world that has spun out of control. They are his armor
against chaos.

NARRATIVE STYLE AND STRUCTURE

Foer’s  writing  in  Extremely  Loud  And  Incredibly  Close
Chapter 2 is deliberately disjointed. The prose often shifts from
first-person  present  tense  to  past  tense  mid-paragraph.  Oskar’s

voice is strikingly intelligent yet childlike, full of lists, calculations,
and abrupt digressions. Foer also incorporates visual elements,
such as pages that end mid-sentence or pictures that interrupt
the text. This style mirrors Oskar’s condition—possibly suggesting
Asperger’s  syndrome  or  high-functioning  autism,  though  Foer
never  labels  it.  The  fragmented  narrative  invites  readers  to
experience Oskar’s overloaded senses and his struggle to piece
together a coherent story from scattered clues.

Use of Photographs and
Visuals
One of the most iconic features of Foer’s novel is the inclusion of
photographs,  and  Chapter  2  contains  some  early  examples.
Oskar describes the images he finds and the ones he invents. For
instance,  he  imagines  the  falling  man  from the  World  Trade
Center as a metaphorical representation of his own falling world.
The visuals are not merely decorations; they are integral to the
storytelling. In Extremely Loud And Incredibly Close Chapter
2,  the  photographs  serve  as  emotional  shorthand,  conveying
what words cannot.

CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT IN CHAPTER 2

This chapter is crucial for shaping the novel’s main character,
Oskar, and hinting at the others.
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Oskar Schell: A Complex
Protagonist
Oskar is a contradiction: he is both wise and naïve, precocious
and vulnerable.  In  Chapter  2,  we see his  relentless  logic  (he
calculates  the  probability  of  finding  the  lock)  but  also  his  deep
sadness (he sleeps with his father’s shirt). His interactions with
his  mother  are  strained;  he  rebuffs  her  attempts  to  help,
preferring to retreat into his own world. Yet his determination to
find the lock is  oddly hopeful.  He is  not  simply a victim of  grief;
he is an active seeker.

Linda Schell: A Grieving
Mother
Though  the  chapter  focuses  on  Oskar,  Linda  is  a  shadow
presence.  She  tries  to  connect  with  Oskar,  offering  to  cook  his
favorite meal or asking about his school day. But Oskar’s walls
are too high. The chapter hints at her own immense pain, but
because the narrative is filtered through Oskar, we only glimpse
it. This technique creates empathy for both characters—neither
can fully reach the other.

The Renter (Grandfather)
Oskar mentions the renter, a man who lives with his grandmother
and communicates only through written notes. This character will
become central later, but in Chapter 2, he is a mystery. Oskar’s
descriptions of him are tinged with curiosity and annoyance. The
renter’s silence is a counterpoint to Oskar’s overflowing words.

WHY THE TITLE “WHY IT’S NOT A BABY”?

The title of Extremely Loud And Incredibly Close Chapter 2
is puzzling. It alludes to Oskar’s thought process about the key.
At one point, he considers whether the key could belong to a
baby’s toy or a crib, but he dismisses the idea because his father
wouldn’t have hidden something so mundane. The phrase “why
it’s  not  a  baby”  reflects  Oskar’s  analytical  mind—he  must
categorize and eliminate possibilities. It also hints at a deeper
theme: Oskar is still a child, but the tragedy has forced him to
abandon  the  innocence  of  babyhood.  The  chapter  title  is  a
miniature clue to the emotional weight of the story.

CONNECTION TO THE BROADER NOVEL

Understanding Extremely Loud And Incredibly Close Chapter
2 is essential for appreciating how Foer weaves together multiple
storylines. This chapter plants the seeds for all major plot points:

The quest to meet all the Blacks becomes the spine of
Oskar’s journey.
The renter’s secret will be uncovered later, connecting to
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the subplot of Oskar’s grandfather.
The theme of “things that are lost and found” echoes
throughout the book.
Oskar’s relationship with his mother evolves as she begins
to understand his quest.

Additionally, the chapter introduces the novel’s trademark blend
of humor and tragedy. Oskar’s earnestness is often funny (he
invents a “gypsy oven” for his father’s birthday), but the laughter
is always bittersweet.

LITERARY SIGNIFICANCE AND RECEPTION

Critics  have  praised  Foer’s  handling  of  trauma in  Extremely
Loud And Incredibly Close Chapter 2 for its raw honesty. The
chapter  does  not  shy  away  from  the  discomfort  of  a  child
confronting  death.  Some readers  find  Oskar’s  voice  grating,  but
that is intentional—grief does not make anyone pleasant.  The

chapter’s use of multiple media (text, image, and unconventional
typography) was innovative for a 2005 novel and has influenced
contemporary  l iterature.  It  is  also  a  key  chapter  for
understanding the post-9/11 literary landscape,  exploring how
ordinary people reconstruct meaning after catastrophe.

Comparison to Other Works
Foer’s style in this chapter is often compared to works like The
Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time and Extremely Loud
and  Incredibly  Close  (the  whole  novel)  shares  DNA with  The
Things  They  Carried  in  its  blending  of  fact  and  fiction.  The  key
and quest motif is reminiscent of Italo Calvino’s Invisible Cities or
even J.J. Abrams’s Cloverfield—a small object that anchors a vast
narrative.
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