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Jennifer Lawrence shows off her newly brunette locks outside The Late Show with David Letterman in 2011.
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In an unspecified future time, North America has been ravaged by an apocalypse, and a new autocratic nation has risen up out of the smouldering ashes of the former continental United States of America.


Panem, which consists of a fabulously wealthy Capitol and twelve far less opulent satellite ‘districts’, lies somewhere within the sprawling 3,000-mile stretch of mountains that Americans had called the ‘Rocky Mountains’. But, ruled by systematic oppression and exploitation, the half-starved inhabitants scratching a living within the twelve subjugated districts have no knowledge or understanding of what life was like for their long-forgotten American forebears. While Panem’s wealthiest and most powerful citizens live in opulent grandeur in the high-tech Capitol, the citizens of the districts live in servitude catering to the Capitol’s needs.


Though it is never spoken about, there had once been a thirteenth district, supposedly destroyed in retribution for its unruly populace, who dared to rise up in rebellion against the Capitol.


To keep the masses in their subservient place, each and every year, during an event known as the ‘reaping’, two adolescents – one boy and one girl between the ages of twelve and eighteen – are selected by lottery from each of the twelve districts and taken to the Capitol, where they are forced to participate in the Hunger Games.
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Jennifer debuts as Katniss on the May 2011 cover of Entertainment Weekly.




‘I had read the books before I even knew I would be auditioning for the movie, and was a huge fan of the material. I feel like a fan that gets to dress up.’


– Jennifer Lawrence





Like the gladiatorial contests fought within Ancient Rome’s Coliseum, Panem’s Hunger Games have come to be regarded as the highlight of the Capitol’s social calendar, with the high and mighty attending the contests dressed in their finery. The Games are also televised on giant screens throughout the twelve districts, and everyone living within the districts is required to watch the proceedings. Two tributes representing their particular district – who could well be their own sons, daughters, nieces or nephews – are pitted against each other and mutated beasts in a fight to the death, fought in a specially-constructed outdoor arena.


The Games are also compulsive viewing within the twelve districts because, following a victory rally, the winning tribute returns home to live in a special area of their district called the Victor’s Village, where houses are well furnished and fully supplied with food. After six months, the victor then embarks on a tour of the other districts – a cruel tactic devised by the Capitol to keep the memory of the Games fresh in everyone’s minds.


The glitzy, post-apocalyptic contests depicted in The Hunger Games are, of course, the fancies of author Suzanne Collins’s imagination. But when Lionsgate Entertainment acquired the rights for a $75-million adaptation of Suzanne’s multi-million-selling Hunger Games trilogy, and auditions for the choice roles of Katniss Everdeen, Peeta Mellark, and Katniss’s childhood friend, Gale Hawthorne (who completes the love triangle at the heart of the story), were held in April 2011, a multitude of aspiring young actors and actresses came stampeding into Hollywood, each determined to stake their claim.
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Josh Hutcherson brings old-school style to the 83rd Academy Awards in his bow-tie and tux.




‘While I was reading the books, my mind was being blown as to how much I felt like I was like Peeta, and how I felt like I could relate.’


– Josh Hutcherson
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Liam Hemsworth looks sharp at the premiere of Thor in May 2011; the film stars his older brother, Chris.
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Josh and Liam pose as Peeta and Gale for the August 2011 cover of EW.




‘I read the script, and Gale definitely felt more right than Peeta.’


– Liam Hemsworth





By the end of the audition process – in many ways a competition every bit as cut-throat as the Hunger Games themselves – only two boys and one girl would remain.


Rising stars Jennifer Lawrence, Josh Hutcherson and Liam Hemsworth proved that the odds most certainly were in their favour when they won the three most coveted teen roles in Hollywood: gutsy Katniss and the boys in her life, Gale and Peeta.
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Eighteen-year-old Jennifer Lawrence looks every inch the silver-screen siren in an elegant blue silk dress as she attends the 65th Venice Biennale.
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Hollywood has never been very good at keeping secrets, and celebrity gossip columnists were already hinting as much when Lionsgate announced that twenty-one-year-old Jennifer Lawrence had been chosen to play the role of Katniss Everdeen. In little over a calendar year, Kentucky-born Jennifer had gone from being a relatively fresh-faced unknown to Hollywood’s next big thing, following her Best Actress Oscar-nomination for her performance as reluctant teen heroine Ree Dolly in the 2010 film Winter’s Bone. ‘I had read the books before I even knew I would be auditioning for the movie, and was a huge fan of the material. I feel like a fan that gets to dress up,’ Jennifer told Vanity Fair. ‘Actually, my mom read them first and thought it was an incredible role and story. She did the same thing with Winter’s Bone, so she must be a clairvoyant, or just has really great taste.’


With The Hunger Games trilogy having sold millions of copies around the world, there was a growing legion of ‘Katnissettes’ all eagerly following the audition process. Yet, while many rejoiced at the news of Jennifer’s appointment, there were those who thought that, at twenty-one, she was too old for the part of their teenage heroine; that her hair was the wrong colour, or that her eyes weren’t the correct shade of grey. Jennifer, however, simply shrugged off the complaints: ‘It was funny because everyone was upset that I was blonde, and I was like, “I’m gonna dye it.” I wasn’t [even] aware that everybody was so upset until after I got my hair dyed, and people were like, “Oh my gosh, blonde hair can turn brown. Wow. It’s a miracle.” So now is the only time that I’m being told that people hated me at first?’
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Jennifer smiles for the cameras at a Burning Plain photo call during the 65th Venice Film Festival in August 2008.
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‘There are actresses who build themselves, and then there are actresses who are built by others. I want to build myself.’


– Jennifer Lawrence





Jennifer Shrader Lawrence, who describes herself as a ‘fiery Leo’, was born on 15 August 1990, and is the only girl to be born on the Lawrence side of the family in over fifty years. She and her two older brothers, Ben and Blaine, were raised on the Lawrence family farm in Shelby County, a leafy suburb of Louisville, Kentucky. But just because she was the first Lawrence to wear pink in a half-century, it didn’t mean she received any special treatment from her brothers. ‘Being the youngest and the only girl, I think everyone was so worried about me being a brat that they went in the exact opposite direction of treating me like Cinderella,’ she subsequently told Elle magazine. ‘I’d slap my brother on the arm, and he’d throw me down the stairs. I was always like, “Can we talk about excessive force, please?”’


Though the Lawrence clan lived on a farm, it was for residential rather than agricultural purposes, as her mother Karen ran a Shelby County children’s day camp, while her father Gary owned a construction company before electing to help his wife with the day camp. During the holidays, Jennifer, or ‘Jen’ as she was known to the rest of the family, was often co-opted to help out around the camp, and would sort the kids out into teams for games of field-hockey, or softball. And she was happy to give cheerleading lessons to any little ‘campettes’ who didn’t want to play sports, so they could still be involved.


Jennifer, who has since gone on record saying that she has never taken drama classes or acting lessons and simply relies on her instincts when playing a role, first got the acting bug whilst attending Kammerer Middle School, where she helped out in various plays staged at her local church, which led to her spending a semester at the nearby Walden Theatre. By the age of fourteen, she had decided she wanted nothing more out of life than to be an actress.


In the spring of 2004 – having had the confidence to set up an audition with a talent agency in New York – Jennifer cajoled her bemused mother into taking her to the Big Apple. This was certainly a bold move on Jennifer’s part, for while she knew her way around the church hall’s stage, she had no formal training, or any real acting experience. Over the years, Broadway’s unfeeling sidewalks have borne silent witness to countless shattered dreams, and soaked up many a tear, but Jennifer remained undaunted. And with her mother at her side, she took a deep breath and stepped through the agency’s door into her future.




‘Even as far back as when I started acting at fourteen, I know I’ve never considered failure.’


– Jennifer Lawrence





It seems that aside from bags of determination, Jennifer also possessed more than a modicum of acting ability, as the agency was bowled over by her professionalism. ‘They told me it was the best cold read they’d ever heard from a fourteen-year-old. My mom told me they were lying,’ she later jokingly recalled. ‘My parents were the exact opposite of stage parents. They did everything in their power to keep it from happening. But it was going to happen no matter what. I was like, “Thanks for raising me, but I’m going to take it from here.”’


Though Karen was no doubt thrilled that the agency had recognised her daughter’s talents, she was rather less enthusiastic when they suggested that Jennifer should spend the summer in Manhattan to nurture said talents. It wasn’t that she would ever stand in Jennifer’s way, but her daughter was still only fourteen, and there was her education to think about. But fate’s fickle hand was already at play, and, on leaving the agency, Jennifer was spotted by another agent who – despite being in the midst of a hectic shoot for an H&M ad – asked if he could take her picture. The agent was obviously pleased with the results, as the very next day he invited Jennifer into the studio to audition for a Reese’s Peanut Butter Puff commercial. And while she didn’t get the part, the agency was so impressed with Jennifer’s acting abilities that they signed her up on the spot, and strongly urged Karen to allow her daughter to spend the summer in New York.
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Jennifer looks fresh as a daisy while attending Teen Vogue’s annual Young Hollywood party in 2008.




‘My parents were the exact opposite of stage parents. They did everything in their power to keep it from happening.’


– Jennifer Lawrence
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Jennifer attends Movieguide’s Faith and Values Awards in February 2007.




‘I’m not always right. I’m a good listener, and I’m open to being told I’m wrong.’


– Jennifer Lawrence





Had Jennifer been eighteen at this juncture, it’s fair to say that she would have bundled her mother onto a bus bound for JFK airport and torn up her own return ticket before going off apartment hunting in the big bad city. But of course, as she was still a minor she had little option but to return to Louisville. However, having taken a nibble from the Big Apple and liked the taste, returning to New York at the earliest opportunity was all Jennifer could think about. And, realising that this ‘acting thing’ was no passing fad, her parents gave up trying to talk her into becoming a lawyer or taking up some other sensible profession, and instead offered her a deal: she could pursue an acting career with their full blessing, but only if she graduated from high school first. That way, if things didn’t work out, she could still apply to college.


[image: illustration]


A publicity shot for The Bill Engvall Show. Jennifer’s sparkling performance on the TV sitcom helped launch her film career.


This was all the incentive Jennifer needed, and she graduated from Ballard High School – attaining a 3.9 average – two years earlier than her peers. ‘I never considered that I wouldn’t be successful,’ she says today. ‘I never thought, “If acting doesn’t work out I can be a doctor.” The phrase “if it doesn’t work out” never popped into my mind. And that dumb determination of being a naive fourteen-year-old has never left me.’


Seeing as Jennifer had done as they’d asked, her parents didn’t stand in her way when she announced that she was going to spend the summer in New York. ‘When I first got to New York, my feet hit the sidewalk and you’d have thought I was born and raised there,’ she later recalled. ‘I took over that town. None of my friends took me seriously. I came home and announced, “I’m going to move to New York,” and they were like, “Okay.” Then when I did, they kept waiting for me to fail and come back. But I knew I wouldn’t. I was like, “I’ll show you.”’


With hindsight, it’s not all that surprising that Jennifer’s friends didn’t take her seriously, as, although they knew she loved acting, her saying that she was moving to New York to become a serious actress was akin to her saying she was relocating to Paris to become a supermodel, or joining NASA to become an astronaut. Her fellow classmates at Ballard High would’ve no doubt been equally bemused. But whereas the majority would have been mildly envious rather than filled with jealousy, one of those who would have been really rooting for Jennifer to fall flat on her face was a girl called Meredith, whom Jennifer subsequently described as her ‘childhood nemesis’. Apparently Meredith’s loathing for Jennifer knew no bounds. She once asked her to hand out a stack of invitations to her birthday party, whilst purposely omitting Jennifer from the guest-list. ‘Who does that?’ Jennifer asked when recalling the incident years later, clearly still amazed at the other girl’s callousness. ‘You’re just outing yourself as mean. Even the Nazis didn’t do what they did simply to be evil.’ She chuckled. ‘I’m so happy I’m comparing Meredith to a Nazi. I hope she reads this.’ And what was her response at the time? ‘I started whistling,’ she says. ‘And I walked over to the trash can and I dumped them in. Then when I had a birthday party, I invited her. I won.’




‘Teenagers only have to focus on themselves – it’s not until we get older that we realise that other people exist.’


– Jennifer Lawrence





Jennifer and her mother relocated to Manhattan during the summer of 2006, but within a year her father was ready to bring them back to Louisville. ‘That was a rough time,’ she told a fan website. ‘During that first year in New York, my dad wanted me to come home, my mom wanted me to stay, and it was the first time I ever heard them fight. I just felt I had to get a part so they could see that this was worth it.’


Her first acting role was for MTV’s My Super Sweet 16, which she followed with roles in TV commercials for Burger King and Verizon Wireless amongst others. While this was hardly a starring role in long-running smash comedy Friends, her namesake Jennifer Aniston had started out by appearing in TV commercials. And seeing Jennifer on TV would have surely wiped the smirks from the faces of her detractors back in Louisville.
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Looking stylish in black silk, Jennifer attends the premiere of The Poker House in 2008.
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With co-star J.D. Pardo in 2008’s The Burning Plain. Jennifer’s powerful performance earned her the Marcello Mastroianni Award for best new actress at the Venice Film Festival.


However, her first ‘real’ acting break came the following year, when she was cast in the TBS comedy The Bill Engvall Show, which ran for three successful seasons. The show – written and created by Bill Engvall and Michael Leeson – was set in a Denver suburb and followed the life of Bill Pearson (played by Engvall), a family counsellor whose own family could use a little dose of counselling. Jennifer played Lauren, the eldest – and most mischievous – of Engvall’s on-screen children. Not only did her character prove popular with viewers, but Jennifer also picked up a Young Artist Award for her endeavours.


Jennifer also made appearances in other TV shows such as Cold Case, Medium, and Monk, as well as getting a bit-part in a made-for-TV movie called Company Town. But it was undoubtedly her sparkling performances in The Bill Engvall Show that led to her first big-screen role, when she played Tiff in the 2008 movie Garden Party, which was directed by Jason Freeland and starred Vinessa Shaw and Willa Holland. And while this was another typical, blink-and-you-might-miss-her role, that same year she appeared as Agnes in actress-turned-director Lori Petty’s directorial debut The Poker House (which earned her the Outstanding Performance Award from the Los Angeles Film Festival), as well as Guillermo Arriaga’s directorial debut The Burning Plain.
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Jennifer poses with Charlize Theron at the LA premiere of The Burning Plain.


The Burning Plain, with its two-tiered storyline, is set during the mid-nineties, in a small town close to the Mexican border. Jennifer’s character, Mariana, discovers that her mother Gina (Kim Basinger) is having an affair with a local man named Nick Martinez. In a foolhardy effort to make her mother and her lover see the error of their ways, she disassembles the gas pipe that leads into Martinez’s trailer, accidentally causing an explosion that kills them. After the funeral, Mariana embarks on a relationship with Martinez’s teenage son, and on discovering she is pregnant, the two flee across the border into Mexico. However, shortly after giving birth to a baby girl, Mariana abandons her new family and assumes a new identity.
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