
colum mccann let the great world spin

colum mccann let the great world spin is a critically acclaimed novel that explores the interwoven lives of
various characters in New York City during the 1970s. Written by Colum McCann, the book is renowned for
its lyrical prose, intricate storytelling, and profound thematic depth. Set against the backdrop of Philippe
Petit’s daring high-wire walk between the Twin Towers in 1974, the novel delves into themes of trauma,
healing, connection, and resilience. This article will provide an in-depth analysis of the novel’s plot,
characters, themes, and critical reception, highlighting why "Let the Great World Spin" remains a significant
work in contemporary literature. Readers will gain insight into the narrative structure, the historical
context, and the literary techniques McCann employs to create a moving and multifaceted story.
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Overview of Let the Great World Spin

Colum McCann Let the Great World Spin is a novel that captures a snapshot of New York City’s rich
cultural and social fabric during the mid-1970s. The narrative is centered around Philippe Petit’s high-wire act,
which serves as a metaphor for the precariousness and beauty of human existence. McCann’s work is noted for
its interlacing of multiple perspectives, allowing readers to see the city through the eyes of a diverse cast of
characters from different social classes and backgrounds. The novel’s structure and style underscore themes
of interconnectedness and the search for meaning amid chaos.

Plot Summary and Narrative Structure

The plot of Let the Great World Spin unfolds through a series of interconnected stories that revolve around
the day of Philippe Petit’s tightrope walk. The novel does not follow a traditional linear narrative; instead, it
weaves together the experiences of several characters whose lives intersect in unexpected ways. This narrative
technique allows McCann to explore the complexity of human relationships and the impact of a single event on
a broad spectrum of people.

Multiple Perspectives

The story is told through the viewpoints of characters such as Corrigan, a former monk turned vigilante;
Claire, a mother grieving her son’s death; Jazzlyn, a young stripper; and the twins Tillie and Gloria. Each
perspective adds a unique dimension to the narrative, revealing personal struggles, societal issues, and
moments of grace. This multiplicity of voices enhances the novel’s richness and depth.



Non-linear Storytelling

McCann employs a non-linear timeline, shifting between past and present events to gradually reveal the
characters’ histories and motivations. This approach mirrors the fragmented and often chaotic nature of life,
emphasizing how past experiences shape present realities. The high-wire walk serves as a temporal anchor,
around which the various storylines revolve.

Main Characters and Their Significance

The novel’s strength lies in its vividly drawn characters, each embodying different facets of humanity and
reflecting broader social themes. The characters’ interactions and personal journeys demonstrate McCann’s
skillful characterization and thematic exploration.

Corrigan

Corrigan is a central figure whose past as a monk influences his present role as a vigilante in the Bronx. His
efforts to protect his community and seek justice highlight themes of redemption and moral complexity.
Corrigan’s narrative also touches on issues of violence and social inequality.

Claire and the Twins

Claire, mourning the loss of her son in the Vietnam War, represents grief and the struggle for healing. Her
connection with her twin daughters Tillie and Gloria adds layers of familial tension and hope. Through Claire’s
story, the novel addresses themes of loss, motherhood, and reconciliation.

Jazzlyn

Jazzlyn is a young stripper whose life intersects with other characters in unexpected ways. Her narrative sheds
light on the experiences of marginalized individuals and the search for dignity and connection in a harsh urban
environment.

Themes and Symbolism

Colum McCann Let the Great World Spin is rich with thematic content and symbolism that deepen its narrative
impact. The novel explores universal themes through the lens of its specific historical and cultural setting.

Interconnectedness and Human Connection

The novel emphasizes how individual lives, no matter how disparate, are connected through shared experiences
and moments of empathy. The high-wire walk itself symbolizes this tenuous balance and unity amid diversity.

Resilience and Healing

Characters in the novel grapple with trauma, loss, and hardship, yet they demonstrate remarkable resilience.
The narrative explores the processes of healing and the possibility of redemption, reflecting broader human
capacities for endurance.



Symbolism of the Tightrope Walk

Philippe Petit’s daring act serves as a powerful metaphor for risk, courage, and the fragile nature of life. The
tightrope becomes a symbol of hope and transcendence amid the city’s turmoil and individual struggles.

Historical and Cultural Context

The setting of 1974 New York City is integral to the novel’s atmosphere and themes. During this period, the
city faced economic challenges, rising crime rates, and social unrest. McCann’s portrayal captures the
complexity of urban life and the contrasts between different social strata. The inclusion of Philippe Petit’s
real-life high-wire walk adds a layer of historical authenticity and cultural significance.

1970s New York City

The decade was marked by significant social and political upheaval, which McCann weaves into the narrative.
Issues such as poverty, racial tension, and the aftermath of the Vietnam War are reflected in the characters’
experiences and the novel’s broader themes.

Philippe Petit’s High-Wire Walk

Petit’s unauthorized walk between the Twin Towers is a central event that captures the imagination of the
city and serves as a catalyst for the novel’s interconnected stories. This historical event symbolizes daring
and the pursuit of beauty in the face of danger.

Critical Reception and Awards

Let the Great World Spin received widespread acclaim from critics and readers alike for its innovative
narrative style and emotional depth. The novel won several prestigious awards and solidified Colum McCann’s
reputation as a leading contemporary author.

Awards and Honors

National Book Award for Fiction (2009)

International IMPAC Dublin Literary Award (2011)

American Library Association’s Best Books for Young Adults

Critical Analysis

Critics have praised McCann’s poetic prose, complex characterizations, and the novel’s ability to evoke a vivid
sense of time and place. The book is often highlighted for its exploration of universal human themes through a
localized historical event, making it a standout work in modern American literature.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Colum McCann's 'Let the Great World Spin'?

The central theme of 'Let the Great World Spin' is interconnectedness and the impact of individual lives on the
broader human experience, set against the backdrop of 1970s New York City.

How does the tightrope walk by Philippe Petit influence the narrative?

Philippe Petit's tightrope walk between the Twin Towers serves as a symbolic event that connects the diverse
characters and storylines, representing hope, daring, and the possibility of transcendence amid urban chaos.

Who are some of the main characters in 'Let the Great World Spin'?

Main characters include Corrigan, a priest who helps the poor; Claire, a wealthy woman grieving her son;
Jazzlyn, a prostitute; and Tillie, a mother searching for her son, among others whose lives intersect in New
York City.

How does Colum McCann portray 1970s New York City in the novel?

McCann portrays 1970s New York City as a gritty, vibrant, and diverse metropolis marked by social tensions,
cultural shifts, and the stark contrasts between wealth and poverty.

What narrative style is used in 'Let the Great World Spin'?

The novel employs a multi-perspective narrative style, with different chapters told from the viewpoints of
various characters, offering a multifaceted understanding of events and themes.

Has 'Let the Great World Spin' received any notable awards?

Yes, 'Let the Great World Spin' won the 2009 National Book Award for Fiction, among other accolades,
recognizing its literary excellence and impact.

What role does spirituality play in 'Let the Great World Spin'?

Spirituality is a significant theme, especially through the character of Corrigan, the priest, who embodies
compassion and seeks to find meaning and redemption amidst the struggles of the city.

How does the novel address social issues of its time?

The novel explores social issues such as poverty, racism, drug addiction, and class disparities, illustrating
how these challenges affect the lives of its diverse characters in 1970s New York.

Additional Resources
1. Let the Great World Spin by Colum McCann
This Pulitzer Prize-winning novel interweaves the lives of diverse characters in 1970s New York City, centered
around Philippe Petit’s daring tightrope walk between the Twin Towers. The narrative explores themes of
connection, loss, and hope against a backdrop of social and political turmoil. McCann’s lyrical prose
captures the complexity of human experience in a fragmented yet interconnected world.

2. The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao by Junot D�az



This novel tells the story of Oscar, a Dominican-American teenager navigating identity, family curses, and
love. Like McCann’s work, it blends history and personal narrative to explore the immigrant experience and the
impact of political violence. D�az’s vibrant storytelling and cultural references create a rich, multi-layered
narrative.

3. Extremely Loud & Incredibly Close by Jonathan Safran Foer
Set in post-9/11 New York, this novel follows a young boy named Oskar as he searches for meaning after his
father’s death in the attacks. The book’s emotional depth and exploration of trauma and healing resonate with
themes found in "Let the Great World Spin." Foer’s inventive use of language and narrative structure enhances
the reader’s engagement with the story.

4. A Visit from the Goon Squad by Jennifer Egan
This Pulitzer Prize-winning novel connects a cast of characters over several decades, exploring themes of time,
music, and redemption. Like McCann’s novel, it employs multiple perspectives to examine how lives intersect and
influence one another. Egan’s innovative storytelling techniques provide a dynamic reading experience.

5. The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay by Michael Chabon
Set in New York during World War II, this novel follows two Jewish cousins creating comic books while
grappling with personal and historical challenges. The book shares McCann’s interest in New York’s diverse
cultural landscape and the interplay between history and individual stories. Chabon’s rich character
development and intricate plot make for an engrossing read.

6. Gilead by Marilynne Robinson
This introspective novel is framed as a letter from an aging pastor to his young son, reflecting on faith,
family, and legacy. While stylistically different, it shares McCann’s deep empathy and exploration of human
connection across generations. Robinson’s poetic prose invites readers to contemplate the spiritual dimensions
of everyday life.

7. Homegoing by Yaa Gyasi
Tracing the lineage of two half-sisters and their descendants from Ghana to America, this novel examines the
enduring effects of slavery and cultural identity. Its multi-generational scope and focus on historical impact
parallel themes in "Let the Great World Spin." Gyasi’s powerful storytelling illuminates the complexities of
heritage and resilience.

8. City of Thieves by David Benioff
Set during the Siege of Leningrad in World War II, this novel follows two young men on a perilous mission to
find eggs for a Soviet colonel’s daughter’s wedding. The story’s blend of dark humor, historical context, and
human endurance echoes McCann’s exploration of hope amid adversity. Benioff’s vivid narrative captures the
harsh realities and unexpected moments of grace in wartime.

9. TransAtlantic by Colum McCann
Another ambitious novel by McCann, "TransAtlantic" weaves together historical and fictional narratives
spanning centuries and continents. It explores themes of migration, diplomacy, and human connection, much like
"Let the Great World Spin." McCann’s masterful storytelling links disparate lives through shared histories
and enduring bonds.
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