
let the great world spin
Let the Great World Spin is a phrase that resonates deeply with the themes of
connection, humanity, and the complexities of urban life. This phrase, famously derived
from the title of Colum McCann's acclaimed novel, serves as a metaphor for the intricate
web of lives that intersect within a bustling city, particularly New York City in the 1970s. In
this article, we will explore the narrative structure, themes, and characters of the novel, as
well as its broader implications on society, art, and the human experience.

Overview of the Novel

Colum McCann's "Let the Great World Spin," published in 2009, is a literary tapestry that
weaves together multiple storylines and characters, all of whom are connected by the
shared experience of witnessing the famous tightrope walk by Philippe Petit between the
Twin Towers in 1974. The novel is celebrated for its unique narrative style, blending realism
with poetic language, and for its exploration of profound themes such as loss, redemption,
and the interconnectedness of human lives.

Structure and Narration

The structure of "Let the Great World Spin" is non-linear and multifaceted. The story is told
through the perspectives of various characters, each representing different walks of life and
experiences. This narrative technique allows readers to glimpse the lives of:

1. A group of Irish monks - Reflecting on faith and spirituality.
2. A mother mourning her son - Exploring themes of grief and loss.
3. A group of prostitutes - Offering insights into survival and resilience.
4. A wealthy couple - Examining privilege and existential questions.
5. The tightrope walker himself - Embodying the spirit of daring and adventure.

This multiplicity of voices not only enriches the narrative but also emphasizes the notion
that every individual’s story is significant, contributing to the larger human experience.

Thematic Exploration

The novel is rich with themes that resonate on both personal and societal levels. Some of
the most salient themes include:

1. Interconnection of Lives

At the core of "Let the Great World Spin" is the idea that our lives are interwoven. McCann



illustrates how seemingly unrelated individuals can influence each other in profound ways.
The tightrope walk serves as a literal and metaphorical point of connection, symbolizing the
delicate balance of life and the shared human experience.

2. The Nature of Art

Art plays a significant role in the novel, particularly through the character of Philippe Petit.
His daring act of walking the tightrope between the Twin Towers is not just a stunt; it is an
artistic expression that challenges the boundaries of possibility. McCann posits that art can
inspire and connect people, transcending the everyday struggles of life.

3. Grief and Loss

Many characters in the novel grapple with grief and the weight of loss. The story of Claire
and her son, who died in the Vietnam War, highlights the personal toll of loss and the
search for meaning in the aftermath. Through these narratives, McCann delves into how
individuals cope with sorrow and the ways in which they seek solace in a chaotic world.

4. Social Issues

The novel also addresses critical social issues, including poverty, addiction, and the
struggles of marginalized communities. By presenting characters from different
backgrounds, McCann sheds light on the disparities within society and the resilience of
those who navigate these challenges. The stories of the prostitutes, for instance, reveal the
harsh realities of survival and the complexities of human dignity.

Character Analysis

The characters in "Let the Great World Spin" are richly developed, each contributing a
unique perspective to the story. Here are some key characters and their roles:

Philippe Petit: The enigmatic tightrope walker whose audacious act serves as the
catalyst for the narrative. He embodies the spirit of creativity and the pursuit of
dreams.

Claire Soderberg: A grieving mother who seeks connection after the loss of her son.
Her journey highlights the impact of personal tragedy on the human soul.

Fergus and Jazz: Two prostitutes who navigate the streets of New York City, their
stories reflect themes of survival, friendship, and resilience amidst adversity.

Father Frank: An Irish monk who grapples with faith and the moral complexities of



life. His reflections offer a spiritual lens through which to view the events of the novel.

Corrigan: Another monk whose story of redemption and self-discovery adds depth to
the exploration of faith and the search for meaning.

Each character's narrative intertwines with others, creating a rich tapestry of lives that
together illustrate the complexity of human existence.

The Broader Implications of the Novel

"Let the Great World Spin" extends beyond its fictional narrative, prompting readers to
reflect on real-world issues and the nature of human connection. The novel raises important
questions about:

1. The Role of Cities

Cities, like New York, are often viewed as microcosms of society. They are places where
diverse lives converge, and McCann effectively captures this essence. The novel invites
readers to consider how urban environments shape our experiences and relationships.

2. The Impact of Art on Society

Through the lens of Petit’s performance, McCann explores the transformative power of art.
The tightrope walk becomes a symbol of hope and inspiration, reminding readers of the
capacity for creativity to uplift and unite.

3. The Human Condition

Ultimately, "Let the Great World Spin" is a meditation on the human condition. It explores
themes of love, loss, hope, and the search for meaning in a world that often feels chaotic
and disconnected. McCann suggests that amidst the struggles of life, there exists a shared
humanity that binds us all together.

Conclusion

In conclusion, "Let the Great World Spin" is a profound exploration of the
interconnectedness of human lives, the power of art, and the complexities of grief and loss.
Through its rich character development and thematic depth, Colum McCann invites readers
to reflect on their own lives and the ways in which they are connected to the larger tapestry



of humanity. The novel serves as a reminder that, despite the chaos of the world, there is
beauty and meaning to be found in the shared experiences of life. As we let the great world
spin, we are reminded of our shared journeys, the stories that connect us, and the
resilience of the human spirit.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the central themes explored in 'Let the Great
World Spin'?
The novel explores themes of connection, loss, and the impact of art on life, as well as the
interconnectedness of human experiences in a rapidly changing world.

How does Colum McCann use the backdrop of 1970s
New York City in the novel?
McCann uses 1970s New York City as a vibrant and chaotic backdrop that reflects the
personal struggles and triumphs of the characters, serving as a metaphor for the
complexities of urban life.

What narrative techniques does McCann employ in 'Let
the Great World Spin'?
McCann employs a multi-perspective narrative technique, weaving together various
characters' stories to create a tapestry that highlights their shared humanity and diverse
experiences.

In what ways does the tightrope walk of Philippe Petit
serve as a symbol in the novel?
Philippe Petit's tightrope walk symbolizes the pursuit of dreams and the delicate balance of
life, representing both risk and the beauty of human aspiration amidst adversity.

What impact did 'Let the Great World Spin' have on
contemporary literature?
The novel received critical acclaim for its lyrical prose and innovative structure, influencing
contemporary literature by encouraging more experimental narrative forms and deeper
explorations of character and place.
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