
Too busy to come to a library book club?  Please join us on-line for a virtual discussion 
of Let the Great World Spin by Colum McCann. Extra copies are at the Adult Services 
Desk. If you want to discuss this book, please email askadult@btpl.org. 
 
Summary of the Book 
 
Let the Great World Spin is the critically acclaimed author’s most ambitious novel yet: a 
dazzlingly rich vision of the pain, loveliness, mystery, and promise of New York City in 
the 1970s. 
 
Corrigan, a radical young Irish monk, struggles with his own demons as he lives among 
the prostitutes in the middle of the burning Bronx. A group of mothers gather in a Park 
Avenue apartment to mourn their sons who died in Vietnam, only to discover just how 
much divides them even in grief. A young artist finds herself at the scene of a hit-and-
run that sends her own life careening sideways. Tillie, a thirty-eight-year-old 
grandmother, turns tricks alongside her teenage daughter, determined not only to take 
care of her family but to prove her own worth. 
 
Elegantly weaving together these and other seemingly disparate lives, McCann’s 
powerful allegory comes alive in the unforgettable voices of the city’s people, 
unexpectedly drawn together by hope, beauty, and the “artistic crime of the century.” A 
sweeping and radical social novel, Let the Great World Spin captures the spirit of 
America in a time of transition, extraordinary promise, and, in hindsight, heartbreaking 
innocence. Hailed as a “fiercely original talent” (San Francisco Chronicle), award-
winning novelist McCann has delivered a triumphantly American masterpiece that 
awakens in us a sense of what the novel can achieve, confront, and even heal. 
 
Author Biography 
 
Colum McCann is the internationally bestselling author of the novels Zoli, Dancer, This 
Side of Brightness, and Songdogs, as well as two critically acclaimed story collections. 
His fiction has been published in thirty languages. He has been a finalist for the 
International IMPAC Dublin Literary Award and was the inaugural winner of the Ireland 
Fund of Monaco Literary Award in Memory of Princess Grace. He has been named one 
of Esquire’s “Best and Brightest,” and his short film Everything in This Country Must was 
nominated for an Oscar in 2005. A contributor to The New Yorker, The New York Times 
Magazine, The Atlantic Monthly, and The Paris Review, he teaches in the Hunter 
College MFA Creative Writing Program. He lives in New York City with his wife and their 
three children. 
 
Discussion Questions 
 
1.    What event(s) are at the center of the story? 
 
2.    Which character(s) did you find yourself hoping would appear again? About which 
character(s) did you want to know more? Did you have a favorite? 
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3.    Were there any episodes or characters that you didn’t feel were well-integrated? 
 
4.    Though Corrigan is one of the core characters, he doesn’t speak. His story is 
narrated by his brother. Why do you think this is? How did you respond to him as a 
character? Who else is portrayed through others rather than through his/her own voice? 
 
5.    Do any of the characters fall into stereotype? Claire? Tillie? 
 
6.    Why does Tillie contemplate suicide? 
 
7.    Are any of the characters more tragic than others? 
 
8.    How did you react to Adelita’s story? Did you enjoy hearing about her first from 
Ciaran and then later hearing her voice? Did your opinion of her change? 
 
9.    One question that haunts Adelita is whether Corrigan, if he had lived, would have 
chosen to be with her or if he would have decided to be faithful to his religious vows. 
She even worries “…if that is what he was doing all along – trying to wound his faith in 
order to test it.”  What do you think? Did Corrigan love Adelita? What would he have 
chosen to do? 

 
 


