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Let the Great World Spin is a novel by Colum McCann, published in 2009, that interweaves the lives
of several characters in New York City during the summer of 1974. The title draws inspiration from
the famous tightrope walk performed by Philippe Petit between the Twin Towers, serving as a
metaphor for the balance between chaos and beauty in life. McCann's narrative structure, which
employs a blend of fiction and historical events, not only captures the essence of a city in turmoil but
also explores profound themes of human connection, loss, and resilience.

Overview of the Novel

Let the Great World Spin is set against the backdrop of a pivotal moment in American history and is
a reflection on the socio-political climate of the 1970s. The novel's unique structure features a
multitude of characters whose lives intersect through a series of events surrounding Petit’s daring
stunt. The narrative shifts between different perspectives, providing readers with a rich tapestry of
experiences that highlight the diversity of human existence in urban life.

Main Characters

1. Father Paul Sullivan - An Irish priest who is struggling with his faith and the challenges of his
parish, he becomes a pivotal figure in understanding the broader themes of connection and
redemption.
2. Corrigan - An idealistic man from Ireland living in the Bronx who dedicates his life to helping the
marginalized, including prostitutes and the homeless.
3. Claire Soderberg - A wealthy widow who is grappling with the loss of her son, she represents the
upper-class perspective and the isolation that can accompany wealth.
4. Jazzlyn - A young woman whose life is intertwined with Corrigan’s, she embodies the struggles of
those living on the fringes of society.
5. Fitz - Claire's husband, whose perspective sheds light on the complexities of love, loss, and the
American Dream.

Thematic Elements

McCann’s novel delves into several key themes that resonate throughout the narrative.

Connection and Community

- Interconnected Lives: The characters are drawn together by the tightrope walk, symbolizing how
individuals are connected despite their vastly different backgrounds.
- Empathy: The novel emphasizes the importance of understanding and supporting one another in
times of hardship, showcasing moments of kindness and shared humanity.



Loss and Grief

- Personal Tragedies: Each character confronts their own losses, whether it’s the death of a loved
one, the loss of faith, or the disintegration of their dreams.
- Healing Through Connection: The narrative suggests that healing often comes from forming
connections with others who share similar experiences of grief.

Urban Life and Isolation

- City as a Character: New York City serves not just as a backdrop but as a living entity that
influences the characters' lives. The hustle and bustle of urban life contrasts with moments of
profound solitude.
- Alienation: Many characters experience isolation despite being surrounded by millions,
highlighting the paradox of urban existence.

Narrative Structure

The structure of Let the Great World Spin is notable for its complexity and non-linear storytelling.
McCann employs a series of vignettes, each focusing on different characters, which allows for a
multifaceted exploration of the main themes.

Multiple Perspectives

- Diverse Voices: By incorporating various viewpoints, McCann creates a holistic view of the events
surrounding the tightrope walk, showcasing the experiences of both the privileged and the
marginalized.
- Temporal Shifts: The narrative shifts back and forth in time, providing context to the characters’
lives and allowing readers to see how past experiences shape present actions.

Symbolism

- The Tightrope Walk: Philippe Petit’s act symbolizes the delicate balance of life and the risks
individuals take to find meaning and purpose.
- The Twin Towers: The imagery of the Towers serves as both a literal and metaphorical
representation of aspiration, ambition, and the eventual loss that the city would face in the years to
come.

Critical Reception

Let the Great World Spin received widespread acclaim for its lyrical prose and intricate storytelling.



Critics praised McCann for his ability to blend historical events with fictional narratives, creating a
sense of authenticity that resonates with readers.

Awards and Recognition

- National Book Award: The novel won the National Book Award for Fiction in 2009, a testament to
its impact and significance in contemporary literature.
- International Recognition: McCann’s work has been translated into multiple languages and has
garnered international attention, further solidifying its place in the literary canon.

Reader Impact

- Emotional Resonance: Many readers have reported a deep emotional connection with the
characters, finding their struggles relatable and their journeys poignant.
- Discussion of Themes: The novel has sparked discussions around themes of community, loss, and
the human experience, making it a popular choice for book clubs and academic studies.

Conclusion

Let the Great World Spin is a profound exploration of human connection, loss, and the intricacies of
urban life, skillfully woven together through a diverse cast of characters. Colum McCann’s masterful
storytelling invites readers to reflect on their own lives and the threads that connect us all,
reminding us that even in a chaotic world, there is beauty to be found in our shared experiences.
Through its rich themes and innovative structure, the novel stands as a testament to the resilience of
the human spirit and the enduring quest for meaning in an ever-changing world. As the characters
navigate their struggles and triumphs, they ultimately remind us that we are all part of a larger
tapestry—a great world that spins on, filled with both chaos and beauty.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary theme of 'Let the Great World Spin'?
The primary theme of 'Let the Great World Spin' is the interconnectedness of human lives and the
impact of chance events on individual destinies.

Who is the author of 'Let the Great World Spin'?
The author of 'Let the Great World Spin' is Colum McCann.

What significant event serves as a backdrop for the novel?
The significant event that serves as a backdrop for the novel is Philippe Petit's high-wire walk



between the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center in 1974.

How does the narrative structure of the book contribute to its
themes?
The narrative structure is non-linear and features multiple perspectives, which enhances the themes
of connection and the shared human experience.

What role do the characters play in illustrating the book's
message?
The characters, who come from diverse backgrounds and face various struggles, illustrate the
complexity of life and how personal stories can converge and influence one another.

Which character in 'Let the Great World Spin' is a grieving
mother?
The character of Claire, a grieving mother who has lost her son to violence, plays a pivotal role in
the narrative.

What does the tightrope walk symbolize in the novel?
The tightrope walk symbolizes the balance between risk and stability, the fragility of life, and the
pursuit of dreams amidst chaos.

How does the setting of New York City impact the story?
New York City serves as a vibrant and dynamic backdrop that reflects the themes of urban life,
diversity, and the complexities of human relationships.

What awards did 'Let the Great World Spin' receive?
The novel won the National Book Award for Fiction in 2009 and was a finalist for the 2010 IMPAC
Dublin Literary Award.

How does the author use symbolism throughout the novel?
Colum McCann uses symbolism, such as the tightrope walk and the city itself, to explore themes of
connection, loss, and the fragility of human experience.
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