
 
 

 

Lost City of Z 

(Questions) 

 

1. What inspired Col. Percy Harrison Fawcett's obsessive search for Z... what 
evidence led him to believe the city was more than legend? 

2. How does Grann portray Fawcett? What kind of a man was he? Would you 
describe him as a victim of his own obsession...as a romantic...a fool bent on his 
own destruction...a rational man of science...? 

3. What are some of the legends that have surrounded Fawcett himself? To what 
do you attribute his place in popular culture over the years—and what does it say, 
both about Fawcett and ourselves, that he has maintained a hold on our collective 
imagination? 

4. How did Fawcett differ from his rival, Alexander Hamilton Rice—especially in 
the approach to exploration? Were the two men evenly matched in skill and 
technology...or not? In what way did Rice, perhaps, represent the future of 
modern exploration? 

5. What draws David Grann into the search for Fawcett—what initially sparks the 
author's fascination? Consider Grann's own difficulty in the Amazon, especially for 
a man who delights in air conditioning and fast food. Finally, what new 
information does Grann contribute to solving the mystery surrounding Fawcett's 
disappearance? 

6. Where does Grann stand with regard to the existence of Z? What conclusions 
does he reach? Where do you stand? 

7. What are some of the more surprising, even shocking, accounts of jungle 
exploration you found in this work? 

8. Does this book remind you of other stories of those obsessed with adventure or 
other cultures: The Man Who Loved China...or Bill Bryson's misguided but 



 
 

 

humorous adventure on the Appalachian Trail? Any resemblance to fictional 
works ... say, Conrad's Heart of Darkness...or Garcia Marquez's One Hundred 
Years of Solitude? 

9. Brad Pitt has brought production rights to the book. So, will he play Grann...or 
Fawcett? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.litlovers.com/reading-guides/non-fiction/595-lost-city-of-z-grann?start=3 



 
 

 

Lost City of Z 

(About the Author) 

 

David Grann is a #1 New York Times bestselling author and an award-winning staff 
writer at The New Yorker magazine. His upcoming book, The White Darkness, 
which will be published in October, is a true story of adventure and obsession in 
the Antarctic. 

His previous book, Killers of the Flower Moon: The Osage Murders and the Birth 
of the FBI, documented one of the most sinister crimes and racial injustices in 
American history. Described by Dave Eggers in the New York Times Book Review 
as a “riveting” work that will “sear your soul,” Killers of the Flower Moon was a 
finalist for the National Book Award and a winner of the Edgar Allen Poe Award 
for best true crime book, a Spur Award for best work of historical nonfiction, and 
an Indies Choice Award for best adult nonfiction book of the year. A #1 New York 
Times bestseller, Killers of the Flower Moon was named one of the best books of 
the year by the Times, Wall Street Journal, Washington Post, Los Angeles Times, 
Time, Entertainment Weekly, Boston Globe, San Francisco Chronicle, NPR, PBS, 
Bloomberg, GQ, Slate, Buzzfeed, Vogue, and other publications. Amazon named 
Killers of the Flower Moon the single best book of the year, and so did Shelf 
Awareness. The book is being adapted into a major motion picture, with Martin 
Scorsese slated to direct and Leonardo DiCaprio to play a role. 

Grann’s first book, The Lost City of Z: A Tale of Deadly Obsession in the Amazon, 
was also #1 New York Times bestseller and has been translated into more than 
twenty-five languages. Shortlisted for the Samuel Johnson Prize, the book was 
chosen as one of the best books of 2009 by the New York Times, Washington 
Post, Entertainment Weekly, Bloomberg, Publishers Weekly, Christian Science 
Monitor, and other publications. It won the Indies Choice award for the single 
best nonfiction book of the year. New York Times critic Michiko Katukani 
described The Lost City of Z as “suspenseful” and “rollicking,” reading “with all the 
pace and excitement of a movie thriller and all the verisimilitude and detail of 



 
 

 

firsthand reportage.” The Washington Post called it a “thrill ride from start to 
finish.” The book was adapted into a critically acclaimed film directed by James 
Gray and starring Charlie Hunnam, Sienna Miller, Robert Pattinson, and Tom 
Holland. 

Grann’s other book, The Devil and Sherlock Holmes, contains many of his New 
Yorker stories, and was named by Men’s Journal one of the best true crime books 
ever written. The stories in the collection focus on everything from the 
mysterious death of the world’s greatest Sherlock Holmes expert to a Polish 
writer who might have left clues to a real murder in his postmodern novel. 
Another piece, “Trial by Fire,” exposed how junk science led to the execution of a 
likely innocent man in Texas. The story received a George Polk award for 
outstanding journalism and a Silver Gavel award for fostering the public’s 
understanding of the justice system, and the piece was cited by the U.S. Supreme 
Court Justice Stephen Breyer in his opinion on the constitutionality of the death 
penalty. Grann–whom Vox called a “longform-journalism legend,” and whose 
work Slate said “inspires a devotion in readers that can border on the obsessive”–
has twice received the Sigma Delta Chi Award for excellence in journalism.  

Several of his stories have served as source material for feature films. “Old Man 
and the Gun” in The Devil and Sherlock Holmes, which is about an aging stick-up 
man and prison escape artist, will be released in 2018 by Fox Searchlight Pictures. 
The film is directed by David Lowery and stars Robert Redford, Casey Affleck, Sissy 
Spacek, Danny Glover, and Tom Waits. A movie based on “Trial by Fire” is also 
being released this year. It’s directed by Ed Zwick and stars Jack O’Connell and 
Laura Dern. And another story, “The Yankee Comandante,” is being developed 
into a film by George Clooney. 

Over the years, Grann’s stories have appeared in The Best American Crime 
Writing; The Best American Sports Writing; and The Best American Nonrequired 
Reading. His stories have also appeared in the New York Times Magazine, Atlantic, 
Washington Post, Boston Globe, and Wall Street Journal. 

Before joining The New Yorker in 2003, Grann was a senior editor at The New 
Republic, and, from 1995 until 1996, the executive editor of the newspaper The 
Hill. He holds master’s degrees in international relations from the Fletcher School 



 
 

 

of Law & Diplomacy as well as in creative writing from Boston University. After 
graduating from Connecticut College in 1989, he received a Thomas Watson 
Fellowship and did research in Mexico, where he began his career in journalism. 
He currently lives in New York with his wife and two children. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.davidgrann.com/about/ 



 
 

 

Lost City of Z 

(Reviews) 

 

A stirring tale of lost civilizations, avarice, madness and everything else that 
makes exploration so much fun. 

As New Yorker staff writer and debut author Grann notes, the British explorer 
Percy Fawcett’s exploits in jungles and atop mountains inspired novels such as 
Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Lost World, and his character is the tutelary spirit of the 
Indiana Jones franchise. Fawcett in turn was nurtured by his associations with 
fabulists such as Doyle and H. Rider Haggard, whose talisman he bore into the 
Amazonian rainforest. Working from a buried treasure in the form of long-lost 
diaries, Grann reconstructs the 1925 voyage Fawcett undertook with his 21-year-
old son to find the supposed Lost City of Z, which, by all accounts, may have been 
El Dorado, the fabled place of untold amounts of Inca gold. Many a conquistador 
had died looking for the place, though in their wake, “after a toll of death and 
suffering worthy of Joseph Conrad, most archaeologists had concluded that El 
Dorado was no more than a delusion.” Fawcett was not among them, nor was his 
rival, a rich American doctor named Alexander Hamilton Rice, who was hot on the 
trail. Fawcett determined that a small expedition would be more likely to survive 
than a large one. Perhaps so, but the expedition notes record a hell of humid 
swamps and “flesh and carrion-eating bees [and] gnats in clouds…rendering one’s 
food unpalatable by filling it with their filthy bodies, their bellies red and 
disgustingly distended with one’s own blood.” It would get worse, we imagine, 
before Fawcett and his party disappeared, never to be seen again. Though, as 
Grann writes, they were ironically close to the object of their quest. 

A colorful tale of true adventure, marked by satisfyingly unexpected twists, turns 
and plenty of dark portents. 

 

https://www.kirkusreviews.com/book-reviews/david-grann/a-lost-city-of-z/ 



 
 

 

Lost City of Z 

(Enhancement) 

 

Background 

Fawcett found a document known as Manuscript 512, held at the National Library 
of Brazil, believed to have been written by Portuguese bandeirante João da Silva 
Guimarães. Guimarães wrote that, during 1753, he had discovered the ruins of an 
ancient city that contained arches, a statue and a temple with hieroglyphics. He 
described the city ruins in great detail without giving its location. 

Manuscript 512 was written after explorations made in the sertão of the province 
of Bahia. Fawcett intended to pursue finding this city as a secondary goal after 
"Z". He was preparing an expedition to find "Z" when World War I broke out and 
the British government suspended its support. Fawcett returned to Britain and 
served on the Western Front during the war. In 1920 Fawcett undertook a 
personal expedition to find the city but withdrew after suffering from fever and 
having to shoot his pack animal. On a second expedition five years later Fawcett, 
his son Jack and Jack's friend Raleigh Rimell disappeared in the Mato Grosso 
jungle. 

Researchers believe that Fawcett may have been influenced in his thinking by 
information obtained from indigenous people about the archaeological site of 
Kuhikugu, near the headwaters of the Xingu River. After Fawcett's presumed 
death in the jungle, Kuhikugu was discovered by Westerners in 1925. The site 
contains the ruins of an estimated twenty towns and villages in which as many as 
50,000 people might once have lived. The discovery of other large geometrical 
earthworks in interfluvial settings of southern Amazonia has since been 
recognized as supporting Fawcett’s theory. 

Althoug Fawcett had great admiration for the Amazonian Indians and repeatedly 
refused to use force against them, even when attacked himself, he was not 
immune to the endemic racism of his time. He did not believe that the native 



 
 

 

Indians themselves had created this great city, but no doubt some lost European 
tribe, the Phoenicians or the Lost Tribes of Israel, had built the city before 
intermarrying with the Indians. He said he had seen white or fair skinned Indians 
on his travels through the jungle. 

Presumably worried that someone would steal his chance of a great discovery, 
Fawcett was given to secrecy and cryptic notes where the Lost City was 
concerned. Probably the reason he named in the nondescript 'Z'. He theorized 
this Lost City was located in the Mato Grosso region of the Brazilian Amazon 
Jungle, between the Upper Xingu and Tapajó rivers. This in part seems to be true 
as he was last seen alive in this area at a place he named Dead Horse Camp. He 
shot a lame horse here on a previous expedition. When he entered the jungle in 
May 1925, never to be seen or heard of again, no one knows his exact heading or 
ultimate destination, or even if he ever discovered his lost City of Z. 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

First Page of the Original Brazilian Manuscript 512 

 



 
 

 

Kuhikugu 

First in his 2005 article "The Lost City of Z" and later in the book he developed and 
published with the same title, David Grann reported on excavations by the 
archeologist Michael Heckenberger at a site in the Amazon Xingu region that 
might be the long-rumored lost city. The ruins were surrounded by several 
concentric circular moats, with evidence of palisades that had been described in 
the folklore and oral history of nearby tribes. Heckenberger also found evidence 
of wooden structures and roads that cut through the jungle. Black Indian earth 
showed evidence that humans had added supplements to the soil to increase its 
fertility to support agriculture.  

Perhaps most intriguing were the direct parallels between the site, referred to as 
Kuhikugu, and tribes of the area. Pottery methods had remained nearly identical 
and the tribes followed a diet that prohibited several sources of food—striking 
considering the long-held belief that such prohibitions would mean death in the 
harsh rainforest. Contemporary villages are laid out in patterns similar to those 
seen at three sites of the ancient cities.  

Kuhikugu encompasses more than 20 settlements, each supporting as many as 
5,000 people. Construction methods showed sophisticated engineering. The 
structures were made of wood, supporting a society that flourished from 
approximately 200 A.D. until around 1600, according to carbon-dating data 
obtained from the moats and pottery. Their constructions included bridges across 
some of the great rivers of the Amazon. Their monuments extended horizontally, 
rather than being built as the pyramidal structures developed by the Mayan or 
Aztec peoples.  

The settlements and civilization of these people appeared to have lasted long 
enough for them to have had contact with Europeans. Many died due to new 
infectious diseases, which may have been carried by some of their usual 
indigenous trading partners, rather than directly by Europeans. The high rate of 
fatality of these epidemics disrupted the people and their society: in only a few 
years, they were so devastated by disease that they had virtually died out. The 
earliest conquistadors left records of their glimpses of this civilization, but by the 



 
 

 

time they tried to explore the rainforest again, the indigenous people were all but 
gone. The jungle was quickly reclaiming the land. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lost_City_of_Z 

http://www.fawcettadventure.com/english_translation_manuscript_512.html 

http://www.fawcettadventure.com/fawcett-images/Fawcett's_Manuscript_512_large.jpg 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Lost_City_of_Z_(book) 


