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AN UNFORGETTABLE TIGHTROPE WALK: EXPLORING LET THE GREAT WORLD SPIN
BY COLUM MCCANN

In  the  vast  landscape  of  contemporary  literature,  few  novels  manage  to  capture  the  fragile,
breathtaking  beauty  of  human  connection  quite  like  Let  the  Great  World  Spin  by  Colum
McCann.  Published  in  2009,  this  award-winning  masterpiece  is  not  merely  a  novel;  it  is  an
experience. It invites readers to look up from the mundane and witness the extraordinary threads
that weave together the lives of strangers in a sprawling metropolis. By anchoring its narrative to a
single, spectacular event, McCann crafts a powerful meditation on grief, hope, chance, and the
invisible networks that bind us all.
For anyone seeking a profound and beautifully written story, Let the Great World Spin by Colum
McCann  offers  an  immersive  journey  into  1970s  New  York.  This  article  delves  into  the  novel’s
intricate structure, its unforgettable characters, its deeply resonant themes, and the reasons why it
remains such a vital piece of modern fiction. We will explore how McCann transforms a literal high-
wire act into a metaphor for the precarious balance of life itself.

The Daring Premise: An Act of Defiance
and Wonder
At the heart of Let the Great World Spin by Colum McCann is a real historical event: the day in
August 1974 when French tightrope walker Philippe Petit walked between the twin towers of the
World  Trade  Center.  McCann  takes  this  spectacular,  illegal  performance  and  uses  it  as  the
gravitational center around which his characters orbit. The novel does not dwell on the details of the
walk itself in a linear fashion; instead, it lets the tremors of that event ripple outward, affecting the
lives of a diverse cast of characters who are, in some way, watching from the streets below.
This structural choice is masterful. The tightrope walker, known only as the "Phantom" or "The
Walker,"  represents  a  moment  of  transcendent  beauty and audacious risk.  For  the characters
looking  up,  his  act  serves  as  a  mirror,  reflecting  their  own  personal  struggles,  losses,  and  fragile
hopes. It is a moment where time seems to stop, and in that pause, the possibility of change and
connection flickers into existence.

A Chorus of Voices: The Interconnected
Narratives
McCann’s genius in Let the Great World Spin by Colum McCann lies in his ability to create a
symphony  of  distinct,  authentic  voices.  The  novel  unfolds  through  a  series  of  interconnected
chapters, each focusing on a different character or group of characters. While their stories initially
seem disparate, they gradually converge around the central image of the towers and the walker.

CORRIGAN AND THE PROSTITUTES

One of the most poignant storylines follows a radical, idealistic Irish monk named Corrigan. Living in
a dangerous South Bronx neighborhood, Corrigan dedicates his life to serving the marginalized,
including a  group of  prostitutes  led by the formidable  Tillie  and her  young daughter,  Jazzlyn.
Corrigan’s gentle, unwavering faith is tested by violence, poverty, and his own unexpected, lonely
desires. His story is a heartbreaking exploration of sacrifice and unconditional love.

CLAIRE AND GLORIA: A BRIDGE ACROSS CLASS AND RACE

In the wealthy suburbs of Westchester, the novel introduces Claire Soderberg, a woman paralyzed
by grief after the death of her son, Joshua, in the Vietnam War. Claire attends a support group for
mothers who have lost children. There, she meets Gloria, a black woman from the Bronx who has
suffered  a  similar  loss.  Their  uncomfortable,  raw,  and  eventually  healing  friendship  forms  the
emotional core of the novel. Through Claire and Gloria, McCann explores how shared suffering can
dismantle the walls of race, class, and prejudice. Their story is a testament to the power of empathy
and the slow, difficult process of healing.

THE ARTIST AND THE JUDGE

We also meet a young, ambitious artist who photographs the city from a grimy Bowery loft, and a
cynical, aging judge who must rule on the tightrope walker’s fate. The judge’s story provides a
fascinating contrast to the walker’s freedom, exploring themes of law, order, and a life lived within
constraints. The artist’s perspective, meanwhile, underscores the novel’s concern with the act of
seeing—how we observe the world and each other.
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THE WALKER HIMSELF

While  the  walker  remains  a  somewhat  anonymous,  almost  mythical  figure,  the  novel  does  offer
glimpses  into  his  mind.  He  is  portrayed  not  as  a  reckless  thrill-seeker,  but  as  an  artist  and
philosopher who seeks to conquer the void. For the walker, the wire is a place of absolute focus and
peace, a sanctuary high above the chaos of the city. This portrayal elevates his act from a mere
stunt to a profound spiritual and artistic statement.

Thematic Depth: Balancing on the Wire of
Life
Let the Great World Spin by Colum McCann weaves together a complex tapestry of themes that
resonate  long  after  the  final  page  is  turned.  The  title  itself,  taken  from  a  line  in  a  poem  by  W.B.
Yeats ("Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold..."), suggests a world teetering on the edge of
chaos.  Yet,  McCann  does  not  offer  simple  despair.  Instead,  he  suggests  that  beauty  and  meaning
can be found precisely in this fragile state.

CONNECTION AND ISOLATION

New York City is famous for being a place where millions of people live in close proximity yet feel
profoundly alone. The novel explores this paradox brilliantly. Each character operates within their
own bubble of pain or purpose. However, the tightrope walk creates a fleeting moment of collective
focus. For a brief time, strangers look at each other, share a gasp, and are united in wonder. McCann
argues that these small, unpredictable moments of connection are what make life bearable. He
suggests  that  grace often arrives  from the most  unexpected places—a stranger  on a  wire,  a
prostitute’s kindness, a shared tear in a church basement.

GRIEF AND HOPE

The novel is saturated with grief. Nearly every character is mourning a loss—a child, a brother, a
way of life, a sense of innocence. Claire and Gloria’s story is the most direct exploration of this, but
we see it in Corrigan’s quiet loneliness, in the judge’s regret, and in the walker’s isolation. Yet, the
novel is never bleak. McCann insists on the possibility of hope. This hope is not loud or triumphant; it
is found in small acts of kindness, in the persistence of love, and in the sheer, defiant act of creation.
The tightrope walk is, above all, an act of hope—a statement that beauty is worth the risk.

GRACE AND THE SACRED IN THE SECULAR

Corrigan is a monk, but his faith is tested. The novel does not offer easy religious answers. Instead,
it  finds  the  sacred  in  the  secular.  Grace,  in  Let the Great World Spin by Colum McCann,  is  a
fleeting, undeserved moment of transcendence. It can be found in the laughter of a child, in a kind
word from a stranger, or in the defiance of a man walking on air. The novel suggests that the divine

is not found in a distant heaven, but in the messy, broken, beautiful world we live in every day.

Setting as a Character: New York in 1974
The setting of the novel is not just a backdrop; it is an essential character. New York in 1974 was a
city in crisis. It was grappling with economic decay, high crime rates, the aftermath of the Vietnam
War, and the shadow of Watergate. The city was, in many ways, a world that was “falling apart.”
McCann vividly captures the grit, the danger, and the raw energy of the time.
The twin towers,  new and controversial,  dominate the skyline.  They are symbols  of  ambition,
capitalism, and modernity. For the walker, they are a canvas. For the characters below, they are a
daily, almost invisible presence—until someone walks between them. For the modern reader, the
towers also carry an unavoidable post-9/11 weight. McCann wrote the novel after the attacks, and
the irony of the title is profound. The "great world" is suspended, spinning, balancing on the edge of
catastrophe.  The  novel  becomes  a  poignant  elegy  for  a  lost  city  and  a  lost  world,  while
simultaneously celebrating the life that once pulsed within it.

Literary Style and Structure
McCann’s prose in Let the Great World Spin by Colum McCann is lyrical and muscular. He has a
journalist’s  eye  for  detail  and  a  poet’s  ear  for  rhythm.  His  sentences  can  be  long  and  flowing,
capturing the chaotic energy of the city, or short and sharp, delivering emotional gut punches. The
dialogue is authentic, capturing the distinct voices of an Irish monk, a black prostitute, a wealthy
socialite, and a Puerto Rican artist.
The non-linear, interconnected structure is reminiscent of works by other masters of the form, such
as Winesburg, Ohio by Sherwood Anderson or The Wire (the TV series). However, McCann’s method
is uniquely his own. He uses the tightrope walk not just as a narrative device, but as a structural
symbol. The chapters are like the steps on the wire, each one a precarious, balanced moment. The
way the stories intersect echoes the idea of invisible connections—the "spider’s web" of the city.
This structure rewards careful reading, as details from one chapter take on new meaning when
viewed from another character’s perspective.

Critical Acclaim and Lasting Impact
Upon its release, Let the Great World Spin by Colum McCann was met with near-universal
acclaim. It won the National Book Award for Fiction in 2009 and the International IMPAC Dublin
Literary Award in 2011. Critics praised its ambition, its humanity, and its technical brilliance. It was
hailed as one of the definitive New York novels of the post-9/11 era.
The novel’s impact has only grown over time. It has become a staple of high school and university
syllabi, studied for its narrative structure, its thematic richness, and its exploration of multicultural
America. It is often cited as a key text for understanding the "interconnected novel" genre. Authors
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such as Dave Eggers and Jonathan Franzen have praised the book for its emotional power and
formal daring.

Why Read Let the Great World Spin
Today?
In an age of increased division and digital isolation, the messages of Let the Great World Spin by
Colum McCann  are more relevant than ever. The novel is a powerful antidote to cynicism. It
reminds us that even in the darkest times, there is beauty to be found. It reminds us that we are not
alone, even when we feel isolated. The book is a call to pay attention—to look up from our own
preoccupations and see the people around us.
For writers, the novel is a masterclass in craft. For readers, it is a deeply moving story that will
change the way you see the world. It is a novel about walking a tightrope, but it is also a novel about

holding on—to hope, to love, to each other. It is a book that asks us to imagine the grace of a
moment when all the disparate parts of the world seem, for just a second, to come together in
perfect balance.

CONCLUSION: THE WORLD SPINS ON

Let the Great World Spin by Colum McCann is more than just a story about a man walking
between two towers. It is a profound and compassionate exploration of what it means to be human.
It teaches us about the fragility of life, the weight of grief, and the surprising redemption that can be
found in the most unlikely connections. McCann’s novel is a celebration of the city, of the resilience
of the human spirit, and of the breathtaking art of living itself.
By the final page, the world is still  spinning, the characters have been changed, and the reader is
left with a sense of awe. It is a novel that confirms the power of fiction to connect us, to elevate us,
and to help us find meaning in the precarious, beautiful balance of our own lives. If you have not yet
read this modern classic, let this be your invitation to look up, step onto the wire, and let the great
world spin.


