
let the great world spin by colum
mccann

let the great world spin by colum mccann is a critically acclaimed novel that
explores the interconnected lives of various New Yorkers during the 1970s,
centered around Philippe Petit’s daring tightrope walk between the Twin
Towers. This powerful narrative weaves together themes of loss, redemption,
and human connection, offering a profound meditation on hope and resilience.
Colum McCann’s masterful storytelling combines historical events with
fictional characters, creating a tapestry that reflects the complexity of
urban life. The novel’s unique structure and richly drawn characters have
earned it numerous literary awards and widespread praise. This article delves
into the novel’s background, themes, characters, narrative style, and its
impact on contemporary literature. The following sections provide an in-depth
analysis of let the great world spin by colum mccann, highlighting its
significance and enduring appeal.
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Background and Historical Context

Let the great world spin by Colum McCann is set primarily in New York City
during the mid-1970s, a period marked by social unrest and urban decay. The
novel’s pivotal event is Philippe Petit’s real-life high-wire walk between
the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center in 1974. This daring feat serves as
both a literal and symbolic thread throughout the narrative, connecting the
diverse characters and their stories.

The 1970s New York City Setting

The novel captures the economic hardships, rising crime rates, and cultural
tensions of 1970s New York. The city is depicted as a place of
contrasts—poverty and wealth, despair and hope—reflecting the struggles of
its inhabitants. This backdrop enriches the novel’s exploration of human
resilience and interconnectedness.

Philippe Petit’s Tightrope Walk



Philippe Petit’s legendary walk between the Twin Towers on August 7, 1974, is
central to the novel’s plot. This act of daring artistry symbolizes freedom
and the human spirit’s capacity to transcend limitations. The event is
intricately woven into the lives of McCann’s fictional characters, providing
a unifying motif.

Major Themes in Let the Great World Spin

Let the great world spin by Colum McCann delves into several profound themes
that resonate throughout the narrative, enriching its emotional and
intellectual depth.

Interconnectedness and Human Connection

A primary theme is the interconnectedness of individuals within a complex
urban environment. McCann illustrates how seemingly disparate lives intersect
in meaningful ways, underscoring the shared humanity that binds the
characters. This theme is emphasized through the novel’s multiple
perspectives and overlapping storylines.

Loss, Grief, and Redemption

The novel explores the impact of personal and collective loss, depicting
characters grappling with grief in various forms. Redemption emerges as a
crucial motif, with characters seeking forgiveness, healing, and new
beginnings amidst adversity.

Hope Amidst Adversity

Despite the novel’s depiction of hardship and tragedy, it ultimately conveys
a message of hope. The title itself suggests a world that continues to turn,
emphasizing endurance and the possibility of renewal even in the darkest
times.

Unity through shared experience

The transformative power of art and courage

The resilience of the human spirit

Character Analysis and Development

Let the great world spin by Colum McCann features a diverse cast of



characters whose lives intersect in complex and compelling ways. Each
character embodies different aspects of the novel’s themes and enriches its
narrative tapestry.

Corrigan – The Priest

Corrigan is a central figure whose compassionate efforts to aid the poor and
marginalized highlight themes of empathy and social justice. His character
provides a moral anchor within the chaotic urban landscape.

Claire and Tillie – Mothers Bound by Tragedy

Claire and Tillie represent different responses to loss and grief. Their
stories explore motherhood, forgiveness, and the struggle to find meaning
after tragedy. Their eventual connection exemplifies the novel’s focus on
healing through human connection.

Juliet and Jazzlyn – The Sisters

Juliet and Jazzlyn’s narratives reveal the challenges faced by women in a
turbulent city environment. Jazzlyn’s involvement in the sex trade and
Juliet’s artistic aspirations shed light on themes of survival and
aspiration.

Narrative Structure and Style

Colum McCann employs a distinctive narrative structure and style in let the
great world spin by colum mccann, enhancing the novel’s thematic complexity
and emotional impact.

Multiple Perspectives

The story is told through the eyes of several characters, each providing
unique insights and emotional depth. This multi-voiced approach allows
readers to experience the interconnectedness of their lives and the varied
responses to shared events.

Lyrical and Poetic Prose

McCann’s writing style is noted for its lyrical quality, blending vivid
imagery with poetic language. This stylistic choice elevates the narrative,
infusing it with a sense of wonder and poignancy.



Nonlinear Timeline

The novel’s timeline shifts fluidly between past and present, reflecting the
characters’ memories and emotional states. This nonlinear approach deepens
the reader’s understanding of the characters’ motivations and histories.

Reception and Literary Impact

Since its publication, let the great world spin by colum mccann has garnered
critical acclaim and has become a significant work in contemporary American
literature.

Awards and Recognition

The novel received numerous prestigious awards, including the National Book
Award for Fiction. Its critical success cemented Colum McCann’s reputation as
a major literary voice.

Influence on Contemporary Literature

Let the great world spin by colum mccann has influenced other writers through
its innovative narrative techniques and thematic richness. Its portrayal of
urban life and human connection continues to resonate with readers and
scholars alike.

Enduring Popularity

The novel remains widely read and studied, appreciated for its emotional
depth and artistic ambition. Its exploration of universal themes ensures its
relevance across generations.

Frequently Asked Questions

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

The central theme of 'Let the Great World Spin' is the interconnectedness of
human lives amid chaos and tragedy, exploring themes of hope, redemption, and
the impact of individual actions in 1970s New York City.

How does Colum McCann structure the narrative in 'Let



the Great World Spin'?

Colum McCann structures the narrative through multiple perspectives, weaving
together the lives of diverse characters whose stories intersect around
Philippe Petit's 1974 tightrope walk between the Twin Towers.

Who is Philippe Petit and what role does he play in
the novel?

Philippe Petit is a real-life French high-wire artist who performs an
unauthorized tightrope walk between the Twin Towers, serving as a symbolic
and unifying figure in the novel that connects various characters and themes.

What historical event forms the backdrop of 'Let the
Great World Spin' and how is it significant?

The historical backdrop is Philippe Petit's 1974 tightrope walk between the
Twin Towers, symbolizing daring and beauty amidst the struggles of New York
City and reflecting the novel's exploration of risk, freedom, and human
connection.

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

McCann portrays 1970s New York City as a city of contrasts — vibrant yet
troubled, full of diversity and hardship, grappling with social issues like
poverty, violence, and racial tensions, while also being a place of
resilience and hope.

What role does the character Claire play in the
story?

Claire is a wealthy woman whose life intersects with several characters; her
journey explores themes of loss, forgiveness, and the search for meaning
after personal tragedy.

How does the novel address issues of race and social
inequality?

The novel addresses race and social inequality by depicting characters from
various racial and economic backgrounds, highlighting tensions and struggles
such as racism, poverty, and the challenges faced by marginalized communities
in 1970s New York.

What is the significance of the title 'Let the Great
World Spin'?

The title 'Let the Great World Spin' suggests acceptance of life's
complexities and chaos, reflecting the novel's exploration of how individuals
continue to live, connect, and find hope despite turmoil and hardship.



How does Colum McCann use symbolism in the novel?

McCann uses symbolism extensively, with Philippe Petit's tightrope walk
symbolizing balance, risk, and the pursuit of beauty; the Twin Towers
representing ambition and fragility; and the city's diverse inhabitants
embodying the interconnectedness of human experience.

What critical reception did 'Let the Great World
Spin' receive upon publication?

'Let the Great World Spin' received widespread critical acclaim for its
lyrical prose, complex characters, and ambitious narrative structure, winning
the 2009 National Book Award for Fiction and solidifying Colum McCann's
reputation as a significant contemporary author.

Additional Resources
1. Extremely Loud & Incredibly Close by Jonathan Safran Foer
This novel follows a young boy named Oskar Schell who embarks on a quest
across New York City to find the lock that matches a key left by his father,
who died in the 9/11 attacks. Like *Let the Great World Spin*, it explores
themes of loss, trauma, and the interconnectedness of strangers in a
sprawling urban environment. The narrative weaves together multiple
perspectives, offering a poignant look at grief and healing.

2. The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao by Junot Díaz
This Pulitzer Prize-winning novel tells the story of Oscar, a Dominican-
American teenager struggling with identity, love, and the curse that has
plagued his family for generations. The book shares *Let the Great World
Spin*'s rich depiction of New York City and its immigrant communities,
blending historical and personal narratives with lyrical prose. It also
explores themes of fate, resilience, and the immigrant experience.

3. City of God by Paulo Lins
Set in the favelas of Rio de Janeiro, this novel chronicles the lives of
several young men caught in a cycle of violence and poverty. Much like
McCann’s work, it captures the raw complexity of urban life and the ways
personal stories intersect within a larger social fabric. The book offers a
gritty, unflinching look at survival and humanity amid chaos.

4. Open City by Teju Cole
This introspective novel follows Julius, a Nigerian doctor in New York City,
as he wanders the city streets reflecting on his past and present. The
narrative shares *Let the Great World Spin*’s deep engagement with New York’s
diverse inhabitants and the quiet ways their lives overlap. It is a
meditative exploration of memory, identity, and urban alienation.

5. The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay by Michael Chabon
Set in New York during World War II, this novel tells the story of two Jewish
cousins who create a popular comic book hero. Like McCann’s novel, it offers
a vivid portrayal of New York City and explores themes of escape, creativity,
and the impact of history on personal lives. The book is a rich, multilayered
narrative about friendship, ambition, and the American dream.

6. Beloved by Toni Morrison
This powerful novel centers on Sethe, a former enslaved woman haunted by the
trauma of her past and the ghost of her dead daughter. While different in



setting, it shares *Let the Great World Spin*’s exploration of pain, memory,
and redemption. Morrison’s lyrical prose and complex characters provide a
profound meditation on history, identity, and the scars left by violence.

7. A Tree Grows in Brooklyn by Betty Smith
This classic coming-of-age novel depicts the struggles and hopes of a young
girl growing up in early 20th-century Brooklyn. It resonates with McCann’s
work through its detailed portrayal of New York’s neighborhoods and the
resilience of its inhabitants. The story beautifully addresses themes of
poverty, family, and the pursuit of a better life.

8. Homegoing by Yaa Gyasi
Tracing the lineage of two half-sisters and their descendants over 300 years,
this novel explores the legacy of slavery and its impact on multiple
generations. Similar to *Let the Great World Spin*, it connects individual
stories across time and place to reveal broader social and historical truths.
The book is a sweeping, emotionally powerful narrative about heritage,
identity, and survival.

9. The Known World by Edward P. Jones
This novel examines the complex realities of slavery in antebellum Virginia
through the perspective of a Black slave owner and those around him. It
shares McCann’s interest in layered storytelling and moral complexity,
exploring how history shapes personal and communal identities. The book
offers a nuanced, thought-provoking look at power, freedom, and human
dignity.
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