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PART ONE: THE SPARK
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LET THE GAMES BEGIN: THE HUNGER GAMES PHENOMENON


The Hunger Games has become a huge, worldwide phenomenon. What started with a big-selling young adult novel has turned into a multimillion-dollar blockbuster movie series, and much more besides for the legions of fans of Katniss Everdeen, Peeta Mellark, Gale Hawthorne and Finnick Odair.


The trilogy of young adult books comprising The Hunger Games, Catching Fire and Mockingjay (known collectively as The Hunger Games trilogy or saga) by Suzanne Collins follows the ordeals of tough, self-reliant teenager Katniss Everdeen. She becomes a Tribute in the annual Hunger Games, a battle to the death fought by young people from all over Panem (the future United States). More than that, through her actions Katniss also becomes the figurehead of a rebellion against the dreaded Capitol and those who rule Panem in their own interests and not those of the people.


The sales surge of the first book, published in 2008, took publishers Scholastic by surprise. They’d put 50,000 copies of the hardback out, a large number for a new series, but Suzanne Collins was a well-known and successful author thanks to The Underland Chronicles, and the advance buzz on the book from editors, stockists and the media had been overwhelmingly positive. Despite this, they’d underestimated the interest, and the book had to go back to print twice, bringing the number of hardback copies up to 200,000. Within two years, The Hunger Games had sold to thirty-eight countries in twenty-six different languages and had sold over 800,000 copies in the US and Canada – the first printing of the final book, Mockingjay, would reach those numbers immediately.


For over 100 consecutive weeks, The Hunger Games featured on the New York Times bestseller list. It was followed by Catching Fire in September 2009, with an initial print run of 350,000 copies, soon boosted to 750,000 by 2010. The final volume, Mockingjay, came out in the summer of 2010, selling 450,000 copies during its first week on release, with a total planned print run of 750,000 increased to an eventual 1.6 million to meet overwhelming demand. Overall, worldwide the three books have twenty-six million copies in print (including the inevitable movie tie-in editions). Suzanne Collins became the first children’s or young adult author to sell over one million books for the Kindle ebook reader, only the sixth author of any category to do so. Analysis of the geographical sales of the books in the United States indicated that they were most popular in California, Utah and Florida.


The books have been festooned with awards. Publishers Weekly named The Hunger Games as one of its Best Books of the Year for 2008, while the New York Times acclaimed it as a Notable Children’s Book of 2008. Booklist editors and School Library Journal agreed, similarly praising The Hunger Games. As the book spread, so did the fame of its reclusive author. By 2011, Suzanne Collins had been awarded the California Young Reader Medal for The Hunger Games, and by 2012 the Scholastic Parent & Child magazine listed the book as the thirty-third best book for children of all time, with a special notice for ‘best original ending’.


The books struck a chord with teenagers going through high school: the trials and tribulations Katniss faced in the Games arenas were symbolic of those most young people face when growing up. In overcoming their own limitations, facing up to bullies, struggling to escape the influence of their parents, every teen reader of The Hunger Games trilogy could see how this exotic dystopian fantasy could nonetheless reflect elements of their own lives. That core identification between the young readers and Katniss, Peeta and Gale is what drove Suzanne Collins’s work to be so successful. It also appealed to older, adult readers for many of the same reasons: high school is sometimes seen as the best years of people’s lives, but for many others they were the worst years.


The four movie versions of the trio of novels brought The Hunger Games saga to a whole new audience. As well as the readers of the novels, the movies – created and promoted as seasonal blockbusters released across a four-year period – were deliberately aimed at everyone. The writers and producers took the books and brought the characters to life in the form of stars Jennifer Lawrence, Josh Hutcherson and Liam Hemsworth, among a host of others. The epic nature of the story and the humanity of the lead characters appealed to the widest possible audience, so much so that the second movie, Catching Fire, became the biggest film at the US box office of 2013.


This is the story of The Hunger Games: how it began when author Suzanne Collins was flicking through television channels one night, between war footage and reality television gameshows; how she turned that spark of inspiration into a bestselling trilogy of young adult books packed with thoughtful messages; and how the ‘girl on fire’ came to the screen in a quartet of movie blockbusters led by Jennifer Lawrence as Katniss Everdeen.


Let the Games begin!


Note: As there is detailed discussion of all three novels in The Hunger Games saga and the movies made from them, this volume contains many plot-point spoilers so is best read after reading the books and seeing the movies.
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THE GAMEMAKER: AUTHOR SUZANNE COLLINS


If there is one Gamemaker more important than Seneca Crane or even Plutarch Heavensbee, then it’s the author of The Hunger Games, Suzanne Collins. Without her original conception of the Games, inspired when she was flicking between television channels covering the Iraq War and a reality show, there would be no Panem, no Katniss Everdeen and certainly no Hunger Games phenomenon.


Suzanne Marie Collins was born into an American military family, which meant that from a very early age she had become used to frequently moving around the country. Her life began in Hartford, Connecticut on 10 August 1962 as the youngest of four children, but she was destined to have a disrupted childhood that would feed into her later literary creations.


Her parents, Jane and Michael, already had three children – Kathy, Joanie and Drew. Some of Suzanne’s earliest memories are of men in uniform drilling at West Point, where her pilot father (who rose to the rank of Lieutenant Colonel) was teaching military history on loan from the Air Force. ‘My father was career military,’ Suzanne said. ‘He was a veteran [and] a doctor of political science. He taught at West Point and Air Command Staff and lectured at the War College.’ Experience of war ran deep in her family. Her grandfather had been gassed in the Great War, and her uncle suffered shrapnel wounds during the Second World War, so the dangers of military life were ever evident. In 1968, when Suzanne was aged six, the Collins family moved to Indiana.


Her understanding of the impact of warfare on family life came a lot closer to home when her father left to serve in Vietnam – an event that helped focus her feelings about war and its effects on the young, both those directly involved and those left behind. ‘If your parent is deployed and you are that young,’ she remembered, ‘you spend the whole time wondering where they are and waiting for them to come home. As time passes and the absence is longer and longer, you become more and more concerned – but you don’t really have the words to express your concern. There’s only this continued absence.’ This would be translated to absent fathers in her fiction, notably Gregor’s missing father in The Underland Chronicles and Katniss’s loss of her father in The Hunger Games. The eventual war depicted in Mockingjay between the Districts and the Capitol owes something to Suzanne’s understanding of the war in Vietnam.


She noticed that her father returned from Vietnam changed. ‘I think he felt it was his responsibility to make sure that all his children had an understanding about war, about its cost, its consequences,’ she said. He suffered ‘nightmares . . . that lasted his whole life,’ according to Suzanne. She often awoke in the night to hear him crying out as a result of painful dreams. Suzanne would give similar disturbing dreams to Katniss Everdeen, who suffers Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder following her experiences of the 74th Hunger Games.


Five years after her father’s return from the conflict, the family were on the move once again, this time to Europe. The Collins clan moved to Brussels, where young Suzanne studied European history, especially the Second World War, a conflict that had a much more marked effect on the landscape and peoples of Europe than on the US. ‘Europe,’ she said, was ‘one gigantic battlefield.’ The family would occasionally take tours of historic battlefields, some of them dating back to ancient times.


A family trip to a castle, expected to be ‘fairy-tale magical’ by young Suzanne, instead turned into a lesson on fortresses. ‘My dad’s holding me back from the tour to show me where they poured the boiling oil,’ Suzanne remembered, ‘where the arrow slits are. And then you’re just like, wait a minute! This isn’t what I had in mind. I should have known better . . . I felt like I was tutored [by] somebody very experienced in [war], both as a real life and historical.’


These trips were not just to honour the war dead or to provide a distraction for a young family on the weekend. Suzanne’s father was a historian, so as well as showing Europe to his daughter and her siblings, he was also filling their heads with detailed histories of each place visited. ‘He talked about war with us from very early on,’ said Suzanne of her father. ‘It was very important to him that we understood things, I think because of both what he did and what he had experienced. If you went to a battlefield with him you didn’t just stand there. You would hear what led up to this war and to this particular battle, what transpired there, and what the fallout was. It wasn’t like, there’s a field. It would be, here’s a story.’


The notion of stories and their connections to real places became fixed in Suzanne’s mind. She read a lot as a child, but often children’s stories were quite separate from the realities of the world in which she lived. She also came to realize that the places in which people lived, especially places that had seen war, were shaped by past events that had taken place there. Those events, and the reasons that things were the way they were in the world, made up the stories of the people who lived there. ‘If I took the forty years of my dad talking to me about war and battles and taking me to battlefields and distilled it down into one question,’ she said, ‘it would probably be the idea of the necessary or unnecessary war. That’s very much at the heart of it.’


Stories she’d read also informed Suzanne’s experiences of the wider world. For example, a sighting of a field of poppies recalled not the Great War battlefields known as Flanders Fields – the connection her father might make – but the poppies in one of her favourite books and films, The Wizard of Oz. ‘This moment becomes transformative,’ she recalled of her father connecting the poppy field to the war, ‘because now I’m looking out on to that field and wondering if it was a graveyard.’


Upon returning to the US, Suzanne attended George Washington Carver High School in Alabama, where she furthered her interest in reading and mythology, having grown more interested in them during her European stay. Suzanne developed a taste for macabre stories in Junior High. ‘In fifth and sixth grade [between ten and twelve years old], I went to school in an open classroom. And the English teacher, Miss Vance, was wonderful. On rainy days, she would take whoever was interested over to the side and read us Edgar Allan Poe stories. I remember all of us sitting around just wide-eyed as she read “The Telltale Heart” or “The Masque of the Red Death”. She didn’t think we were too young to hear it. And we were riveted. That made a huge impression on me.’


Suzanne had a variety of favourite books as a child, but even she found school reading assignments sometimes difficult. The Mayor of Casterbridge (1868) by Thomas Hardy was one she found a tough read, so tough in fact that she never finished it. ‘It was assigned in tenth grade,’ she said, ‘and I just couldn’t get into it. About seven years later I rediscovered Hardy, and consumed four of his novels in a row. Katniss Everdeen owes her last name to Bathsheba Everdene, the lead character in Far From the Madding Crowd (1874). The two are very different, but both struggle with knowing their hearts.’


Books dealing with traditional mythology were a large part of Suzanne’s reading growing up. ‘I’ve had a lifelong love of mythology, so I’d have to top the list [of favourites] with Myths and Enchantment Tales, by Margaret Evans Price, which belonged to my mom when she was a girl, and D’Aulaires’ Book of Greek Myths. Fiction standouts include A Wrinkle in Time, by Madeleine L’Engle; The Phantom Tollbooth, by Norton Juster and Jules Feiffer; and Boris, by the Dutch writer Jaap ter Haar, which I still think is one of the best war stories written for kids.’


Suzanne soon developed a list of favourites she’d return to and reread over the years, including family saga A Tree Grows in Brooklyn by Betty Smith; George Orwell’s dystopian Nineteen Eighty-Four, no doubt an influence on the totalitarian regime in The Hunger Games; William Golding’s The Lord of the Flies, which in its tale of children turning on one another is clearly also an influence on The Hunger Games; The Heart is a Lonely Hunter by Carson McCullers, about a deaf man’s experiences in thirties America; and Ray Bradbury’s Dandelion Wine, inspired by that author’s own late-twenties childhood. The book that scared her the most was the real-life account of a virus outbreak, The Hot Zone by Richard Preston. The one that got away – the book Suzanne knew she ought to have already read, but has never gotten around to – was Dostoyevsky’s The Idiot, although she’d come close in reading several theatre adaptations when working for the Classic Stage Company.


Suzanne followed junior school with time at Alabama’s School of Fine Arts where she was a Theatre Arts major, graduating in 1980. She later attended Indiana University, leaving there with a double major in Drama and Communications in 1985. Although acting had interested Suzanne in her early teens, she had moved beyond that. Her combined focus on theatre and drama, alongside communications, clearly marked Suzanne out as likely to pursue a career in either theatre or television – not as an actor, but as a writer. During her time at Indiana University she met a young aspiring actor named Charles Pryor, who was widely known as ‘Cap’ and who would become her husband in 1992.


‘When I got out of undergrad,’ she remembered, ‘I had a degree in theatre and telecommunications. [In] my first job, I was a news reporter for the local stories for NPR [National Public Radio]. Then I was a country-western DJ. I did data entry for a yearbook company. In my mid-twenties, I went back to grad school at NYU [New York University], and I specialized in playwriting.’ In 1987, at the age of twenty-five, Suzanne and Cap moved to New York, where she took up a Master of Fine Arts in dramatic writing at New York University. Her big career break was just around the corner. ‘I worked in development for a film producer for a year and a half or so, and then I got my first television writing job.’


Suzanne quickly broke into working on children’s television in the city. ‘The first show I did was in 1991. It was a live-action show called Hi Honey, I’m Home!’ she remembered. She worked on a variety of shows for younger viewers that aired on Nickelodeon, including Clarissa Explains It All (1991–4), The Mystery Files of Shelby Woo (1996–8, an episode of which – 1996’s ‘The Missing Dolphin’ – featured Suzanne’s husband, Cap Pryor), and Little Bear, an Emmy-nominated series for which Suzanne wrote many episodes. She was the co-creator and story editor for the 2000 animated series Generation O! Suzanne was nominated for the Writers Guild of America Award for Animation for the 2001 Rankin/Bass seasonal special for Fox, Santa, Baby (which she co-wrote with Peter Bakalian). Later she became the lead writer for the show Clifford’s Puppy Days, based upon a series of books published by Scholastic (who were later to be Suzanne’s publisher). Even after being published, Suzanne continued to keep her hand in with children’s television, freelancing for the 2008–9 Nick Jr show Wow! Wow! Wubbzy! ‘It’s a fun preschool show that’s set in this imaginary town called Wuzzleburg,’ she said. ‘When I was working on The Hunger Games – there’s not a lot of levity in it – I’d do a Wubbzy script. It was an enormous relief to spend some hours in Wuzzleburg, writing an eleven-minute episode, where I know things are going to work out just fine and all the characters will be alive at the end.’


While working on the Kids’ WB show Generation O! Suzanne met the show’s co-creator, children’s writer and illustrator James Proimos (author of the Johnny Mutton series and Patricia von Pleasantsquirrel). He encouraged her to think about writing her own children’s books. By then she’d had two children of her own, a son Charlie (born 1994) and a daughter Isabelle (born 1999). She set out to put her accumulated knowledge of writing for children via television to work in writing an adventure story aimed at younger readers. The result was Gregor the Overlander, published in 2003 when Suzanne was forty-one, her first book and the start of what would come to be known as The Underland Chronicles. The series eventually ran to five books published between 2003 and 2007. During 2003 – the year her father died – Collins and Pryor moved with their family from their cramped apartment in Manhattan to a larger family home in Newtown, Sandy Hook, Connecticut (later infamous as the location of an elementary-school shooting in 2012).


In her work on The Underland Chronicles, Suzanne drew influence from another children’s story she loved: Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. Set in a fantasy land hidden under New York City, Gregor the Overlander followed eleven-year-old Gregor and his two-year-old sister Boots on their trip to the underworld after they fall through a vent in the basement of their apartment. In this strange ‘Underland’ they meet all manner of weird creatures (many of them giant versions of animals and insects familiar to children), before discovering that Gregor is the ‘warrior’ spoken of in an ancient prophecy and Boots is the ‘princess’ worshipped by the creatures. The children are caught up in an ongoing war between the strange creatures known as ‘gnawers’ and the Underland inhabitants. ‘We had two [military] superpowers,’ she said of her Chronicles, ‘the humans and the bats, but the humans were dependent on the alliance with the bats, because then they became aerial fighters.’


For the first time, Suzanne tackled the meaning and effects of war in fiction aimed at children. ‘I’d like to take topics like war and introduce them at an earlier age,’ she said. ‘If you look at Gregor [the Overlander], it has all kinds of topics, but it’s in a fantasy. It’s played out with a combination of humans and rats and bats. But those topics are there.’ The idea to extend the series to five books came from her work on television: ‘Having written for television, the idea that you spend all this time creating this world, developing these characters, and then you’re only going to use them for one story? [Gregor] required a series format. If I had written Gregor as one book, it would have been over 1,700 pages . . . For a nine- to twelve-year-old audience, that would have been daunting.’


She had no doubt, however, that children were smart enough to perceive the messages in the Underland books. They’d know there was something important underlying the adventure, and they were clever enough not only to see it, but to handle some quite disturbing adult topics due to the way they were presented in the guise of fantasy fiction. ‘Kids will accept any number of things,’ she said. ‘The Underland Chronicles – which I wrote for kids the same age as I was when Miss Vance read me Edgar Allan Poe – features death, loss and violence. The third book has biological warfare, the fourth book has genocide, the fifth book has a very graphic war. I wondered if at some point that was going to become a problem. Not for the kids so much, but for parents or schools. It never seemed to. I think somehow if you went on that journey with me from the beginning, you were prepared by what had come before.’ It would be a model that would serve her well writing for slightly older readers with The Hunger Games series.


While working on The Underland Chronicles, Suzanne also wrote a rhyming picture book called When Charlie McButton Lost Power (2005), illustrated by Mike Lester. During 2005 Suzanne attended a question-and-answer session with young readers of her Gregor the Overlander books at the Reed School in Newtown, a rare personal appearance from an author who continues to avoid publicity despite her rapid rise to fame. Her son attended Reed Intermediate School, while her daughter was at Sandy Hook Elementary School. During this time, Cap Pryor was described in the Newtown Bee local newspaper as a ‘stay-at-home dad’. In reply to student questions, Suzanne compared her previous collaborative work in writing for television with the essentially solitary role of a fiction author, although she was happy to be in a position to write about the things that intrigued her. She advised students who wanted to become writers to ‘write about things you love and feel passionately about’. She told them she generally spent about two months planning and researching her books, followed by a four-month period for the actual writing. She also confirmed that her models for Gregor and Boots had been her own children and their relationship with each other. She then signed each student’s book with the motto ‘Fly you high’. The Underland Chronicles would go on to feature in many local Newtown summer reading programmes over the years. In fact, Suzanne had moved into something of a literary neighbourhood, with Sandy Hook boasting James Thurber as a local author, alongside Pulitzer Prize-winner William Swanberg, poet Louis Untermeyer and Sesame Street writer Ray Sipherd.


One evening towards the end of her time working on the final instalment of The Underland Chronicles, Suzanne was watching television in a rather tired and distracted frame of mind. ‘I was lying in bed, and I was channelsurfing between reality TV programmes and actual war coverage. On one channel, there’s a group of young people competing for . . . I don’t even know; and on the next, there’s a group of young people fighting in an actual war. I was really tired, and the lines between these stories started to blur in a very unsettling way. That’s the moment when Katniss’s story came to me.’


The idea of a ‘reality TV’ style competition with life-or-death stakes was mixed in with Suzanne’s lifelong love of classical mythology and storytelling. ‘It’s very much based on the myth of Theseus and the Minotaur,’ she said of the world of The Hunger Games, ‘which I read when I was eight years old. I was a huge fan of Greek and Roman mythology. As punishment for displeasing Crete, Athens periodically had to send seven youths and seven maidens to Crete, where they were thrown into the labyrinth and devoured by the Minotaur, a monster that’s half-man and half-bull. Even when I was a little kid, the story took my breath away, because it was so cruel, and Crete was so ruthless.’


The ruthless world of Crete became Panem, a future United States in which a popular rebellion has been put down and the ruling Capitol requires the remaining twelve Districts to put forward two Tributes every year – a young boy and a young girl – to compete in the televised Hunger Games. In the arena, there can be only one survivor as the Games are a battle to the death. ‘The message is, mess with us and we’ll do something worse than kill you – we’ll kill your children,’ said Suzanne of her mythological inspiration. ‘And the parents sat by apparently powerless to stop it. The cycle doesn’t end until Theseus volunteers, and he kills the Minotaur. In her own way, Katniss is a futuristic Theseus. I didn’t want to do a labyrinth story, so I decided to write an updated version of the Roman gladiator games. I was also heavily influenced by the historical figure of Spartacus. Katniss follows the same arc from slave to gladiator to rebel to [becoming the] face of a war.’


Suzanne was aware of how television coverage of the Vietnam War was reputed to have had a desensitizing effect on American audiences and she wondered what effect the current twenty-first-century coverage of warfare was having on the new generation. At the same time, many viewers spent their leisure time glued to ‘reality’ television shows that had spread across almost all channels since the debut of the original Big Brother in 2000. ‘I worry that we’re all getting a little desensitized to the images on our televisions,’ she said. ‘If you’re watching a sitcom, that’s fine. But if there’s a real-life tragedy unfolding, you should not be thinking of yourself as an audience member. Because those are real people on the screen, and they’re not going away when the commercials start to roll.’


Once she started the story, the world of Panem began to develop beyond what she’d originally envisaged. Setting the story in the future allowed for contemporary issues to be brought into her tale, while telling it through the first-person viewpoint of heroine Katniss Everdeen gave her story an immediacy only achievable through direct address to the reader. ‘Telling a story in a futuristic world gives you this freedom to explore things that bother you in contemporary times,’ said Suzanne. ‘So, in the case of The Hunger Games, [there are] issues like the vast discrepancy of wealth, the power of television and how it’s used to influence our lives, the possibility that the government could use hunger as a weapon, and then first and foremost to me, the issue of war. I don’t write about adolescence, I write about war. For adolescents.’


At the core of The Hunger Games was a story of violence, with young people forced into an arena where they had to kill each other to ensure their own survival. While not shying away from tackling what that meant in reality, Suzanne had to be careful to remember she was writing for young adults, so she set out not to make the descriptions of what goes on in the arena too graphic. She was content to let readers’ imagination do that work. The participants in the Games and those who facilitate them are all depicted equally as victims of a corrupt system – one that Katniss will eventually play a role in overthrowing when she becomes a symbol of defiance across the Districts of Panem.


Although The Underland Chronicles had been a series of five books, Suzanne didn’t initially set out with The Hunger Games to create a new, ongoing series. She had one story to tell, that of Katniss Everdeen’s experiences in the Games, and how she survived. However, as she finished the first book, Suzanne became aware there was a larger story. ‘Once I’d thought through to the end of the first book, I realized that there was no way that the story was concluded. Katniss does something that would never go unpunished in her world. There would definitely be repercussions. So the question of whether or not to continue with a series was answered for me.’


When she submitted her novel to Scholastic, her publisher, an editor pointed out some thematic similarities with another young adult novel published in Japan in 1999 called Battle Royale, written by Koushun Takami. It told of junior high-school students forced to fight each other to the death when trapped on an island by an authoritarian Japanese government. It became an acclaimed movie in 2000 and a manga (Japanese comic book) between 2003 and 2008. ‘I had never heard of that book or that author until my book was turned in,’ claimed Suzanne. ‘At that point, it was mentioned to me, and I asked my editor if I should read it. He said: “No, I don’t want that world in your head. Just continue with what you’re doing.” ’


Scholastic had taken on Suzanne’s book in 2006 in a six-figure deal. The publishers saw the author as a sure thing with her previous series The Underland Chronicles having sold around one million copies across five books. The fact that the new book was aimed at an older audience was also encouraging, as Scholastic believed it had the potential to be an even bigger hit. ‘Usually an editor holds the manuscript to their chest and doesn’t share it until everything is absolutely perfect,’ said David Levithan, executive editorial director at Scholastic, ‘but this one came in such great form, we wanted to get it to as many people as possible early on.’ Suzanne worked with long-time editor Kate Egan, as well as Levithan and Scholastic Press editor Jennifer Rees, to shape the manuscript.


The Hunger Games was published in hardcover in September 2008 and made an immediate impact. With an initial print run of 200,000 copies (increased twice from the original 50,000 copies planned due to extraordinary pre-orders), the book was quickly reprinted. A clever advance publicity campaign that involved co-opting online book websites and independent reviewers in the young female target age range paid off. The Hunger Games was following hard in the wake of Stephenie Meyer’s young supernatural-romance Twilight series (the final entry, Breaking Dawn, was published at the same time), and many lessons had been learned from the success of those books. By November 2008 the book was in the New York Times children’s bestseller list, where it would remain for over 100 consecutive weeks. The paperback was released in July 2010, giving a further boost to sales.


The Hunger Games received a widely positive critical reception. In the New York Times, John Green called it ‘brilliantly plotted and perfectly paced . . . the considerable strength of the novel comes in Collins’s convincingly detailed world-building and her memorably complex and fascinating heroine. In fact, by not calling attention to itself, the text disappears in the way a good font does: nothing stands between Katniss and the reader, between Panem and America.’ Time magazine labelled the book ‘chilling, bloody and thoroughly horrifying’, while Stephen King – who thought he detected some similarities to some of his own work (see Chapter 4) – reviewed the novel in Entertainment Weekly, commenting it was ‘a violent, jarring speed-rap of a novel that generates nearly constant suspense and may also generate a fair amount of controversy. I couldn’t stop reading . . . Collins is an efficient no-nonsense prose stylist with a pleasantly dry sense of humour.’ Among the other positive reviews were notices from Booklist, School Library Journal and Kirkus Reviews. Authors writing for readers of similar ages as those The Hunger Games was aimed at praised the books, including Rick Riordan, of Percy Jackson and the Olympians, and Twilight’s Stephenie Meyer, who noted ‘I was so obsessed with this book . . . The Hunger Games is amazing.’


Sales of the book – in hardback first – were just as amazing. By February 2010 The Hunger Games had sold in excess of 800,000 copies. It had been translated into twenty-six languages worldwide, and publishing rights had been sold in thirty-eight different territories. The Hunger Games was one of the first books to take advantage of the spread of e-readers, becoming one of the top five bestselling Amazon Kindle ebooks. The author continued to maintain that her success had come from the simplest of places: ‘The Hunger Games is full of things that intrigue me; it’s dystopia, it’s got kids in it, it’s gladiators, it’s war, there are genetic mutations. The Underland Chronicles has fantasy, animals, sword fighting. If you write about things that you feel passionately about, it is so much easier to write.’


By the time The Hunger Games was well on its way to becoming a phenomenal success, Suzanne was hard at work on the follow-up that she knew the ending of the first book required. Under the working title ‘The Quarter Quell’, but published as Catching Fire, Suzanne began to consider what happened to Katniss in the months after her victory in the Games and how she had impacted on the viewing millions of Panem, the downtrodden populace. The Catching Fire hardback was scheduled to be published on 8 September 2009, but high retailer demand saw it moved up a week to 1 September, before the Labor Day holiday and the beginning of the new school term. The initial print run exceeded that of The Hunger Games, reaching 350,000 copies. By February 2010 there were 750,000 copies of the hardback in circulation, as several rapid reprintings had been necessary to meet increasing demand.


As with the first book, the critics were overwhelmingly positive, even though this was the middle book in what was now to be a trilogy, so did not complete the story of Katniss Everdeen and her battle with the powers of Panem. Publishers Weekly said the novel ‘doesn’t disappoint when it segues into the pulse-pounding action readers have come to expect . . . the star remains Katniss, whose bravery, honesty and wry cynicism carry the narrative. Collins has also created an exquisitely tense romantic triangle for her heroine. Forget [Twilight’s] Edward and Jacob: by book’s end (and it’s a cliffhanger), readers will be picking sides – Peeta or Gale?’ The Twilight comparisons were inevitable, but probably not unwelcome to a publisher who was happy The Hunger Games books had become a phenomenon that captured the attention of mainly female teenage readers, but also offered enough action and gripping events to tempt young male readers too.


Booklist said the new story ‘matches, if not exceeds, the unfiltered adrenaline rush of the first book’, and featured ‘perfect pacing and electrifying world building . . . aside from being tremendously action-packed science fiction thrillers, these books are also brimming with potent themes of morality, obedience, sacrifice, redemption, love, law, and, above all, survival’. The New York Times continued the praise for Catching Fire, describing the book as ‘a portrait of how a desperate government tries to hold off a revolutionary tide and as such has something of the epic feeling of Orwell to it. (But for kids.) Collins has done that rare thing. She has written a sequel that improves upon the first book . . . at the heart of this exotic world is a very real girl, the kind lacking even a single supernatural gift. All this is accomplished with the light touch of a writer who truly understands writing for young people: the pacing is brisk and the message tucked below the surface.’


As with any success story, there were dissenters from the generally positive welcome given to the second instalment of The Hunger Games. The Plain Dealer complained about the pacing of the book, in an otherwise fairly positive review: ‘after 150 pages of romantic dithering, I was tapping my foot to move on. Katniss in a pensive mood seems out of step with the kick-butt assassin. Teenage girls may argue that point. Despite its lengthy build-up, when Katniss finally marches into the Games arena, Collins’s story skyrockets.’ Entertainment Weekly – a publication that would become a cheerleader for the movies of Suzanne Collins’s books – saw the new novel as a disappointment compared with the first, calling it a ‘decidedly weaker sequel’ in which the two men in the life of Katniss Everdeen are barely differentiated. ‘There’s little distinction between the two thinly imagined guys, other than the fact that Peeta has a dopier name. Collins conjures none of the erotic energy that makes Twilight, for instance, so creepily alluring.’


Nonetheless, fans lapped up the new novel, with Time magazine placing it at number four in the top fiction of 2009, and People magazine placing the novel at eighth place on its list of the year’s best. Catching Fire won Publishers Weekly’s Best Book of the Year award for 2009.


With sales of the first two books soaring, boosted by the publication of paperback editions, and audiences worldwide beginning to catch up with The Hunger Games saga, Suzanne Collins was ready to wind up her epic tale. The third novel – Mockingjay – made its hardback debut in the US and Canada on 24 August 2010. Editions for the UK, New Zealand and Australia were published the following day, showing just how much of an international event the new Hunger Games novel had become. The first book was in development as a movie, further increasing the awareness of the story worldwide, with many new readers keen to catch up with the originals before the much anticipated film versions arrived. The third, and according to all involved at the time, final novel in The Hunger Games series saw a huge increase in the initial print run from the planned 750,000 copies to an impressive 1.2 million copies worldwide. In the first week alone sales reached 450,000 in hardback and ebook copies. Scholastic immediately ordered an additional 400,000 hardback copies, eventually increasing the overall print run to 1.6 million books. Ellie Berger, president of Scholastic Trade, said sales of Mockingjay had ‘exceeded all expectations’.


The promotional push for the final novel of The Hunger Games had gone all out, including a video ‘trailer’ that attracted over 22,000 ‘likes’ to a Facebook page in just ten days. There was an online clock counting down to the release date, and a nationwide competition in which one lucky fan could win a personal visit from Suzanne Collins. Merchandise (before the arrival of the first film) associated with The Hunger Games had also taken off, including T-shirts, posters, games and jewellery such as bracelets.


As the author embarked on a publicity and signing tour (dubbed the ‘13-District Tour’), fans of the books blogged, tweeted and generally sang the series’ praises across all forms of social media, helping to identify The Hunger Games as a phenomenon any connected teenager should be involved with. Lifting a page from the Harry Potter playbook, there were midnight release ‘parties’ for the novel in selected bookstores across the US, with the ‘official’ event in New York City at Books of Wonder attended by Suzanne. To keep the crowds entertained while they awaited the midnight unboxing of the books, and to play up the party atmosphere, there were jugglers, magicians, face-painters and even Tarot-card readers laid on. Suzanne read the first chapter of the new novel to the spellbound crowd, but due to a hand injury she had to ‘sign’ copies using a signature stamp. She also issued an ‘open letter’ to reviewers and fans who might be quick readers of the final novel to ‘avoid sharing any spoilers, so that the conclusion of Katniss’s story can unfold for each reader the way it was meant to . . .’


Mockingjay had a lot to live up to given the cliffhanger ending of Catching Fire and the outstanding story and character elements needing to be wrapped up satisfactorily. Entertainment Weekly gave the new novel a more positive review than the second, calling it a ‘riveting final instalment . . . Collins has kicked the brutal violence up a notch in an edge-of-your-seat plot that follows Katniss as she tries to fulfil her role, protect her mother and sister and, in the end, finally choose between her two greatest loves.’ Publishers Weekly went so far as to dub Mockingjay ‘the best yet . . . a beautifully orchestrated and intelligent novel that succeeds on every level [with] sharp social commentary and nifty world building’. Kirkus Reviews complained that reviewers had been denied the customary advance ‘sneak peek’ at the new novel, but went on to call Mockingjay ‘exactly the book its fans have been hoping for. It will grab them and not let go, and if it leaves them with questions, well, then, it’s probably exactly the book Collins was hoping for, too.’ The Los Angeles Times claimed ‘fans aren’t likely to be disappointed . . . Mockingjay finally settles the question of Katniss’s true affections, and it takes some truly surprising twists and turns to get there. Unfolding in Collins’s engaging, intelligent prose and assembled into chapters that end with didn’t-see-that-coming cliffhangers, this finale is every bit the pressure cooker of its forebears.’ The subject of the relationship of Suzanne’s novels to real life wars that readers were seeing on their television screens during the time the novels were published exercised some reviewers, with the Baltimore Sun noting that ‘the heartbreaking effects of war and loss aren’t sugar-coated. This is one young adult novel that will leave you thinking about the ramifications of war on society, not just the coming-of-age of a young woman.’


There were some caveats delivered by some reviews, such as that in the New York Times that claimed that Mockingjay was ‘not as impeccably plotted as The Hunger Games’ but still retained ‘its fierce, chilly fascination’. The Sacramento Bee found the resolution of the epic tale to be lacking: ‘The disappointment with Mockingjay hits primarily as Collins starts her home stretch. It’s almost as if she didn’t allocate enough time or chapters to handle all her threads.’ Others were reserved in their general praise, with USA Today giving the novel just three out of five stars.


* * *


As a result of the runaway success of The Hunger Games series, the rather shy and retiring Suzanne Collins found herself something of a celebrity, a situation that would only increase when the film versions of her novels hit the big screen between 2012 and 2015. She’d also made a huge amount of money from the success of the books (and selling the film rights), but hoped that wouldn’t change her or her family in any way. ‘I’m not a very fancy person,’ she said, noting that money from publishing success takes a long time to filter through to the author. ‘I’ve been a writer a long time, and right now The Hunger Games is getting a lot of focus. It’ll pass. The focus will be on something else. It’ll shift. It always does. And that seems just fine.’


By 2010 Suzanne had been named as one of Time’s most influential people and that same year Amazon crowned her as the bestselling Kindle author of all time, having written twenty-nine of the Top 100 ‘most highlighted’ passages in ebooks. However, she had already moved on to new projects. Her father – who had so influenced her outlook on the military and the human cost of war – had died shortly before her success with The Hunger Games, but everything he’d taught his daughter continued to influence her work. Her next project was another children’s book dealing with war, but aimed at a younger age group.


The Year of the Jungle, published in 2013 just as Catching Fire set cinema screens alight, was a heavily autobiographical illustrated piece in which a little red-haired girl named Sue awaits the return of her father from war in a foreign jungle: the elements of the author’s own story were evident. Even some of the illustrations in the book were based upon personal family photographs. ‘I specifically wanted to do this book as a sort of memory piece honouring that year for my family,’ said Suzanne, ‘and because I know so many children are experiencing it right now – having deployed parents. It’s a way I would like to try and communicate my own experience to them.’


Following The Year of the Jungle, Suzanne Collins was planning a new young adult series of novels expected to build upon her reputation from The Hunger Games. At the same time, many fans were clamouring for further adventures in the world of Panem. Whatever the future would hold, just like her heroine Katniss Everdeen, the odds were ever in Suzanne Collins’s favour!
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THE HUNGER GAMES: DRAMATIS PERSONAE


As the first novel in a series, The Hunger Games had a tough job. The book not only had to introduce a cast of characters that would connect with readers, but an entire world of the future that those readers could believe in. The characters and story were designed to grab the readers’ attention and drive them through the book, but the world of Panem needed to be fully formed as a real place, complete with the poor Districts and the rich Capitol, as well as the political structure that gave rise to the Hunger Games seventy-five years before. All this the book easily communicated to the reader with simple prose and gripping storytelling.
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