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Symbol Of ‘Key’ Object In Jonathan Safran’s
“Extremely Loud & Incredibly Close”
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Introduction
In Jonathan Safran Foer’s Extremely Loud & Incredibly Close, an ordinary key becomes the center of
an extraordinary search. Nine-year-old Oskar Schell finds it inside an envelope marked “Black” in a
vase hidden in his father’s closet after his father dies in the September 11 attacks. Because Oskar
cannot ask his father what the key opens, he turns the object into a puzzle. He decides to visit people
named Black throughout New York City, believing that one of them may possess the matching lock.
(Foer, 2005)

The key is important because it works simultaneously as an object, a clue, a promise, and a burden. It
gives Oskar a practical route through grief, but it also allows him to postpone accepting that no
solution can reverse his father’s death. Its final explanation is both meaningful and disappointing: the
key belongs to William Black’s family and opens a safe-deposit box unrelated to Oskar’s father. The
quest therefore does not reveal a secret message from Thomas Schell. Instead, it connects Oskar with
strangers, exposes the limits of closure, and teaches him that grief is lived through relationships
rather than solved like an invention.

The Key as a Material Remnant
After a sudden death, ordinary possessions can acquire disproportionate emotional power. The vase,
envelope, and key are physically present when Oskar’s father is not. Because the key was found
among his father’s belongings, Oskar treats proximity as evidence of intention. He imagines that
Thomas selected or preserved it for a reason.

This reasoning reflects grief’s search for continuity. Oskar wants an object that can connect life before
September 11 with life afterward. The key is small enough to carry, hard enough to survive, and
specific enough to suggest that somewhere there must be a lock. Unlike a photograph, it appears to
demand an action. It turns memory into a task.

The key also resembles the “stuff” Oskar collects and invents. He often responds to uncertainty by
naming, categorizing, designing, and recording. A key fits this way of thinking because it implies a
mechanism: one shape corresponds to one lock. Emotional loss, however, does not have such an
exact correspondence. Foer uses the physical precision of the key to contrast with the disorder of
trauma.
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The Envelope Marked “Black”
The word “Black” gives Oskar his first interpretive framework. It might describe a color, a code, or a
surname, but Oskar chooses the surname hypothesis and organizes his search alphabetically. The
decision reveals both intelligence and desperation. He creates a system large enough to occupy him
but finite enough to seem achievable.

The label also links private grief with the social diversity of New York. “Black” leads Oskar into
apartments, offices, neighborhoods, and stories that he would not otherwise encounter. The name is
not a single answer; it belongs to many unrelated people. This multiplicity undermines the
assumption that one word has one stable meaning, just as one object can carry many emotional
meanings.

A Quest That Gives Grief a Schedule
Oskar’s search creates structure after catastrophe has destroyed his sense of safety. He can plan
routes, calculate travel time, record interviews, and cross names from a list. These activities give him
agency. Instead of waiting helplessly for an explanation of his father’s death, he becomes an
investigator.

The quest is therefore therapeutic in an informal and incomplete sense. It brings movement where
grief has produced paralysis. Oskar has fears involving public transportation, bridges, tall buildings,
and unfamiliar people, yet the search repeatedly requires him to confront them. He does not
overcome fear once and for all; he acts while afraid. The key gives him a reason to enter the city.

At the same time, the project can become avoidance. Oskar keeps the key secret from his mother and
interprets exhaustion as evidence that he is getting closer to his father. The search preserves the
fantasy that one final discovery will reorganize the past. Foer does not present activity as an
automatic cure. A person can be moving constantly while remaining emotionally fixed.

The Key and the Desire for a Final Message
Oskar is haunted by the telephone messages his father left on September 11. He hides the answering
machine and carries the knowledge alone. Because the last messages cannot provide a complete
farewell, he imagines the key as another communication. It may be something his father intended
him to find.

This desire explains why the key’s actual origin is painful. William Black tells Oskar that it belonged to
William’s deceased father and opens a safe-deposit box. Thomas Schell had acquired the vase
through an estate sale without understanding the key’s significance. Oskar’s father was not sending
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Oskar a coded message. The object’s history runs through another family’s loss.

The revelation denies Oskar the conventional ending of a mystery story. He has found the lock’s
owner, but the solution does not restore his father or explain the attacks. The novel uses this
anticlimax deliberately. Trauma does not become meaningful simply because a clue is solved.

Connection Rather Than Closure
Although the key does not unlock Oskar’s family secret, the search changes his relationships. Each
visit makes him listen to another person’s life. Some encounters are awkward or disappointing; others
provide companionship. The people named Black are not steps in a machine. They are individuals
carrying loneliness, memory, love, disability, regret, and private histories.

Mr. Black, the elderly neighbor who has withdrawn from the world, becomes especially important.
Oskar’s project helps Mr. Black re-enter the city, while Mr. Black gives Oskar adult companionship
without replacing Thomas. Their relationship shows that grief can connect people whose losses differ.

Oskar’s mother also understands more than he assumes. Her quiet preparation and contact with
people on his route complicate his belief that he is alone. The key leads him outward, but the
emotional discovery is that others have been protecting and grieving with him.

The Symbol of the Lock
A key is defined by a lock, yet for most of the novel the lock is absent. This absence mirrors the
missing explanation for death. Oskar possesses a possible answer without knowing the question.
Every door in the city becomes a reminder that the correct fit may be elsewhere.

The missing lock also represents the limits of interpretation. Readers, like Oskar, are tempted to
believe that symbols must have one final meaning. Foer resists that expectation. The key opens a
literal safe-deposit box, but symbolically it opens conversations, movement, memory, and conflict. No
single interpretation cancels the others.

When William receives the key, Oskar loses the object that organized his search. This loss creates
another transition. He must continue living without the physical promise of a hidden answer. The end
of the quest is therefore not the end of grief; it is the end of one method of carrying grief.

Keys, Doors, and the Novel’s Family History
The novel’s older generation provides another history of catastrophic loss. Oskar’s grandparents
survive the bombing of Dresden, and their lives are shaped by absence, silence, and failed
communication. Thomas Schell Sr. loses the ability to speak and communicates through writing,
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gestures, and marked spaces. The family’s story suggests that trauma travels across generations
even when its details are not openly discussed.

Keys and doors fit this pattern. They regulate access: who can enter, what can be hidden, and which
memories remain closed. Oskar wants the right key to grant immediate access to his father’s inner
life. His grandparents’ history shows why no such access is complete. People protect themselves
through silence while also suffering because of it.

Mortality and the Need to Invent
Oskar identifies himself through inventions and imagined improvements. He proposes devices that
might prevent danger or make mourning easier. These inventions express compassion, but they also
reveal his wish to engineer mortality out of human life.

The key appears to be an invention he did not design: a ready-made tool that promises a hidden
mechanism. Its failure to deliver a personal revelation teaches the limit of technical thinking.
Intelligence cannot calculate away death. Yet creativity still matters. Oskar’s maps, photographs,
words, and journeys help him communicate what ordinary speech cannot contain.

The City as a Network of Locks
New York is not merely the background of the quest. After the attacks, it is both wounded and alive.
Oskar crosses a city associated with his father’s death and discovers that it contains countless private
worlds. Apartment buzzers, doors, elevators, streets, and bridges create a geography of access and
fear.

The alphabetical search is impossible to keep fully controlled because people move, refuse,
misunderstand, or reveal unexpected information. The city resists becoming a list. This resistance is
part of Oskar’s education. Human life is not arranged for the convenience of his mystery.

The Key and Oskar’s Moral Growth
At the beginning, Oskar sometimes treats people instrumentally: each “Black” may be the person who
can solve his problem. Over time, he becomes more attentive to lives that do not lead to the lock. He
learns that another person’s grief is not useful only when it resembles his own.

His treatment of his mother also changes. Oskar’s anger partly comes from believing that her
continued life betrays his father. The quest slowly reveals that grief does not have one correct
outward form. His mother’s relationships and moments of apparent normality do not mean she has
forgotten Thomas.
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Form, Images, and the Reader’s Search
Foer’s novel includes photographs, unusual typography, blank space, overwritten pages, and shifting
narrators. These formal experiments make readers perform their own search for connection.
Information is fragmented, and the sequence of images does not produce one transparent truth.

The key belongs to this broader design. It encourages detective reading while the novel repeatedly
interrupts detective certainty. The reader assembles family histories, historical disasters, and visual
evidence but cannot restore what has been lost. Form turns interpretation into an experience of
incompleteness.

Conclusion
The key in Extremely Loud & Incredibly Close symbolizes Oskar’s effort to transform grief into a
solvable problem. As a material remnant from his father’s closet, it offers continuity. As a clue marked
“Black,” it gives him a plan. As an object carried through New York, it helps him confront fear and
meet people beyond his family.

Its deepest significance emerges when it fails to provide the answer Oskar wanted. The key belongs
to William Black’s family and opens an ordinary safe-deposit box, not a final message from Thomas
Schell. Yet the search has already opened something less final and more human: relationships,
stories, and recognition of shared vulnerability. Foer’s symbol suggests that mourning does not end
when the correct lock is found. People learn to live by carrying memory into new connections, even
when no object can unlock the past.
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