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PART ONE: THE SPARK


1

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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