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Sunrise on the Reaping added Haymitch’s backstory to the world of Panem. Granted, series fans already knew the ending. Still, this has worked for many classics, from Romeo and Juliet to Cinderella where the audience knows the plot but waits to see how it will unfold. Thanks to Snow’s and Plutarch’s skill with propaganda, there’s still a hidden story to reveal. 

And that’s rather the point of the novel. In a world filled with AI, government propaganda at unheard-of levels, and an entire internet of disinformation, it’s hard to know what’s real or not real. (The solution is to search up how to fact check: there’s a guide on many library and college websites. The simple answer is that published books, mainstream newspapers, educational sites, and encyclopedias are sometimes biased but basically truthful while organizations, commercial sites, fringe news, and social media could be but need to be verified.)  This book considers this theme in context of current events, and also offers deep analysis of the symbolism presented. 

The book is filled with homages, easter eggs and backstory for the original trilogy and the other prequel, The Ballad of Songbirds and Snakes. Then comes a section on name meanings—from Haymitch Abernathy’s connection to the origin of food stamps to new characters like Burdock and Asterid with their romance echoing their plant symbolism. The next section on nature covers doves and dove-colored rabbits, geese, mutts, a variety of flowers, and the merged songbird and snake imagery Haymitch carries on from the other prequel to battle President Snow. 

Name meanings have always been multilayered in Hunger Games: the first trilogy saluted several generals and political figures of American history, while also offering an extended metaphor of delicate flower children battling the snow. If one digs a little deeper an analyzes where all the Capitol names are from, one finds they come from Julius Caesar and Shakespeare’s other Roman plays, constructing an allegory about propaganda and the cycles of history. This time the pattern isn’t so heavy, but many Roman character were related to mad Emperor Caligula, who was eventually deposed by his cronies. In a book questioning over and over why the people comply, this seems relevant. 

This brings us to philosophy. Sunrise kicks off with four epigraphs or thematic quotes: One from the author of 1984, one from William Blake, a poet concerned about how those in power abuse the innocents around them. There are two from David Hume, the philosopher who asks when the public must rise up against tyrants and how ruling power is an illusion. His other quote gives readers the book title—the concept that because the sun rose yesterday, there’s no guarantee today will be the same. A deeper examination of all these works reveals fascinating connections. 

Sunrise is also more gothic than the other stories, as Lenore Dove goes through life haunted by her name and her dead mother (about whom there are many clues). She adores her namesake poem, Poe’s “The Raven,” though Poe also wrote “Eleanora” and “Lenore,” possibly based on a poem of an undead lover the Romantics adored. Suburban gothic takes familiar elements like a birthday or a kitten-decorated apartment and turns them creepy—something that occurs many times in this book. There are also disturbing doubles, especially Louella McCoy and her undead replacement. At last, Haymitch succumbs to hallucinations, madness and despair with “The Raven” ringing eternally in his ears—perfectly fitting the poem’s events. There’s much to unpack in this thoughtful, deeply philosophical work. 
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Songbirds Backstory
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Sunrise has many deliberate links to Songbirds, bridging the tenth Game prequel with the main trilogy over sixty years later. After comments about how they used to travel in cattle cars, the tributes are taken to the Academy gymnasium, which has been empty for close to forty years. District 12’s prep team introduce themselves as University underclassmen too young for the Academy: students like those get the better tributes. There are more references to past Games and how the settings and training have evolved. Dr. Gaul added frightening killer mutations to the game for the first time. When Haymitch competes, everything in the game is beautiful and poisonous—perhaps Gaul shaped this one.

Gaul, the previous Flickerman, and other characters from that book get a nod, along with more of the Covey’s history. Apparently Gaul coined the phrase “May the odds be ever in your favor.” Of course, the mockingjay  pin gets a backstory—linked to the Covey, though Maysilee Donner doesn’t wear it into the games as many assumed. Coriolanus’s giving Lucy a talisman with his mother’s silver makeup box has become policy by this point. (Her bringing in poison that helps her win foreshadows Sunrise, in which many of the talismans combine to make explosives. Perhaps because of this, by Katniss’s time, talismans are inspected and Clove’s poisoned ring is confiscated.)

The greatest need to read Songbirds before this one comes with the Covey—Tam Amber and Clerk Carmine are still alive and they perform alongside their new young lady, Lenore Dove. Songbirds established Snow’s love for the Covey girl Lucy Gray. He creeps Haymitch out by revealing how familiar he is with District 12 and the Covey, including their name patterns. He even references Ivory and Amber specifically. After the Game, he sends Haymitch a clip of Lucy Gray singing, showing him at last the lost Victor of District 12. 

Burdock Everdeen also gets a clearer tie to the Covey and its Hanging Tree song, satisfying theories after the other prequel, The Ballad of Songbirds and Snakes. 


There were plenty of clues in The Ballad of Songbirds and Snakes that Katniss and Prim’s father is related to the Covey. He was familiar with the katniss plant and the lake which the Covey know about. He also teaches Katniss and Prim the Covey’s Hanging Tree song, despite it only being performed in public once. Lucy Gray mentions the Baird cousins are all really good at remembering music, and Katniss thinks in Mockingjay “I could memorize almost anything set to music after a round or two.” Sunrise on the Reaping actually confirms this theory. Lenore Dove refers to Katniss’s father Burdock Everdeen as her cousin. (Cox)


The popular theory that Maude Ivory was Katniss’s grandmother is disproven, though Mr. Everdeen is related. Haymitch explains of Lenore Dove, “She wasn’t one of Burdock’s Everdeen cousins, but I knew he had some distant ones on his mother’s side” (7). This link to the Covey suggests Burdock’s mother may be Barb Azure. 


We don’t know for certain. But there are clues. In Sunrise over the Reaping, we see the Covey’s unofficial graveyard. Maude Ivory has a gravestone, but Barb Azure doesn’t. “Burdock” is actually a barbed plant, which can be azure. Surely this makes it more likely that Maude Ivory is Lenore Dove’s mother who died in childbirth, and Barb Azure is Burdock Everdeen’s mother or grandmother? (Cox)


She is presumably named for the sky color and the ballad “Barbara Allen.” The heroine of the song refuses to love the young man who slighted her. He dies and then she does, and a thorn grows on his grave and a rose on hers, linking them forever. 

Haymitch’s girl is from the Covey, like Lucy Baird Gray, raised by the same uncles and surviving Covey members. Their lifestyle and love of the forest and Meadow repeat, even as Haymitch considers running away with her into the forest like Coriolanus and Lucy Gray nearly did. 

The sweet, creative freethinker Lenore Dove, meanwhile, is implied to be little Maude Ivory’s daughter—since this unnamed mother was a Baird. Her uncles are “Not blood kin, her being a Baird, but the Covey look out for their own” (8). Still, the word choice leaves it ambiguous, and the mother could be Lucy Gray. The secret of her lover is even more provocative. It could possibly be President Snow, though if it is Lucy Gray, a man she met after him would be much more likely. The book offers provocative glimpses of the Covey mostly from a distance—leaving it a mystery how strongly they’re tied to the rebellion and to Katniss, and what happened to Lucy Gray. 


The lake in the forest outside 12 is where young Peacekeeper Snow hangs out with Lucy Gray’s musical family, and where he later tries to kill her once he realizes he doesn’t have to flee, as the murder weapon with his prints is stashed in the one remaining structure on the site. It’s a site that will loom large later in the trilogy. This is the lake where Katniss’s father teaches her to swim, where she meets Gale and tries to convince him to leave the District, where she meets Bonnie and Twill, and where Gale later takes the survivors of the bombing of 12. While Katniss swims in the lake, fishes there, or collects katniss roots, at the bottom of that lake are the remains of a bag containing the Peacekeeper rifle Coriolanus Snow used to kill Mayfair and in his (possibly successful) attempts to kill Lucy Gray. (Hardy, “Top Ten”)


The Covey currently appear to have an easy time reaching the meadow and lake—perhaps President Snow made it harder to get to in retaliation. 

The big fan question of Songbirds was of course Lucy Gray’s fate. The romance ended mysteriously, as he possibly shot her in the woods or she may have escaped. Further, many suspected Maude Ivory might be the mother of Katniss’s unnamed father. This at least gets teased in this book. 

Sunrise establishes that Lucy Gray and Maude Ivory are definitely dead (or at least have graves that could have been faked but are secretively placed enough to make this unlikely). Since Lenore’s mother died in childbirth and her father is a mystery, the most likely explanation is that Snow successfully killed Lucy Gray and that Maude Ivory was Lenore’s mother. (Tam Amber’s anguish at Lenore’s death suggests watching another daughter-figure like Made Ivory also dying in front of him.) However, the book carefully leaves this ambiguous with the side-by-side graves. In fact, all three young women are laid out together with stones and poem snippets, hidden deep in the forest. 

“The Hanging Tree” appears again, a song Haymitch knows. Snakes establishes that Lucy wrote the song and that Maude and the others continue singing it, even if she is lost. Katniss’s father keeps singing it, as does Lenore Dove. In his torment after the Game, Haymitch hallucinates the song with its guilt and death at the hands of the Capitol. 
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There are big treats for longtime Hunger Games fans—at last Mr. and Mrs. Everdeen have names. Their courtship appears, plus a friendship with Haymitch. Haymitch hilariously notes that “He’s got about as much chance with her as a mockingjay with a swan” (16). 

Readers also get much more insight into the drunk, sarcastic mentor himself. Suzanne Collins adds: “I don’t think it changed my understanding of him—Haymitch is still Haymitch—but it gave me room to explore his earlier journey. Like his relationship to Katniss via Burdock. What it meant to take on his best friend’s child and see her through the war and become her surrogate father. It was nice to have some time with that angle” (“Scholastic Releases”).

Other stories about day-to-day life in the Seam have painful resonances later. “Once, over at Burdock’s, his ma mixed up some white flour, salt, and water into dough, and all us kids made little animals and stars and things. Too wasteful for my family, but the Everdeens could afford it on account of being hunters and having a little more disposable income” (151). While Burdock may keep his family out of poverty at this point and before, his death leaves little Katniss and Prim starving. 

Asterid, meanwhile, is shown being friends with Maysilee and Merrilee, the other town girls, and hugging them at the Reaping, as Katniss and Peeta watch decades later in the (heavily edited) video of the Quarter Quell. Katniss and Madge Undersee eat lunch together and become casual friends, continuing the dynamic. Maysilee also mentions her pet canary Lou Lou in Sunrise. In Catching Fire, Mrs. Everdeen actually reveals that she inherited it and that Maysilee’s family “owned the sweetshop” (172). This is the first time Katniss and Prim hear of the brave tribute of District 12. 

Katniss’ father Burdock saves Peeta’s father, Otho (presumably), from death, when Peacekeepers open fire at the Reaping. This shows his heroism but also presents a momentarily “what if” of how differently things might have gone without Peeta in the future. 

Having Haymitch volunteer in his brother’s place would’ve made sense but also been a bit too pat—so there are still surprises as another boy is called but Haymitch ends up in the games all the same. Some details of the Quarter Quell were shared in Catching Fire, but there are still plenty of surprises. His moment-to-moment tension doesn’t seem as high as Katniss’s—more like the resigned, jaded mature Katniss of book two—but it’s still engaging. And once more, there are precious children to mourn over. 

Beetee’s backstory is a surprise, but fits the character. Wiress and Mags do likewise, including setting up the damage they still carry in Catching Fire, but they have less to do. Wiress and Beetee’s ways of winning their games are also revealed, as is Snow’s revenge on Haymitch’s support team. Plutarch and Caesar and Snow are already established in their roles (albeit with Snow newly poisoned). Effie Trinket seems to become herself in this book. She and Haymitch have a surprising camaraderie, shattered when she tells him, “They really are for a greater good. The Hunger Games” (338). Still, he accepts her as limited, even brainwashed, but harmless (much as Katniss finally does) and partners with her through 24 years of hopelessly training new tributes.

There are many emotionally true moments fans were awaiting, like the prospect of Haymitch living all alone in Victor’s Village and his despondency over it, even before thinking about being a sponsor to generations of doomed children. Young Haymitch before the drinking is quite sympathetic. Suzanne Collins explains, “I found that younger Haymitch speaks directly to the YA audience the best. An older person reflecting back on their youth or shifting into a child’s perspective is harder to pull off. Good work, Harper Lee!” (“Scholastic Releases”).

Haymitch and Katniss both grow up in the Seam among the poorest people, struggling for each bite of food and destined for the mines while also struggling to maintain public standards. Both have tragically lost their fathers in mining accidents and pitch in to support their widowed mother and sweet younger sibling. Both sign up for the tesserae grain that could doom them, but find themselves in the Game when others are chosen and they intervene to help. 

Haymitch is jealous of Maysilee the privileged town girl, echoing Katniss and Peeta. Once again they are classmates but distant, near-strangers before Haymitch and Katniss discover all their assumptions have been wrong. They forge bonds closer than family with those who have undergone the same horrors. 

Katniss’s adoption of Rue echoes Haymitch’s care for Louella, Lou Lou, Ampert, and Wellie—all sweet, doomed younger children. This increases reader sympathy but also emphasizes the Capitol’s cruelty. As Katniss does, Haymitch thinks of his young sibling when seeing these children: “Lou Lou’s gone from averting her eyes to watching us constantly, as if she’s trying to piece together a puzzle. She tugs on her ear a lot, which makes me wonder if it hurts, because that’s what Sid used to do when he had an earache” (149).

In their Games, both want to blame the Capitol for the deaths and lay out their friends’ bodies with respect. Katniss surrounds Rue with flowers and sings to her, while Haymitch carries away Lou Lou’s body and also whispers into her implants, “This is who you are...Murderers” (232). 

With Haymitch’s new backstory presented, his training of Katniss gets more context. On seeing the teenage girl chosen, he already knew all about her parents and recalled his friendship with her father—his best friend before the Games. Likewise, he knows the entire history of her pin, including the Covey members who made it and the dead girl who abandoned it in the back of a drawer and told him she didn’t care for mockingjays.

The exchange Haymitch has with Maysilee is a fun salute to both prequel and trilogy:


Maysilee studies it meticulously, going over every bit of engraving and reading the inscription, which does not escape her notice as it did mine. “Well, the Covey have an eye for beauty, that’s for sure.” 

“Heard you have one of Tam Amber’s pins,” I say. 

She wrinkles her nose. “Oh, that. It’s well made, but I don’t care much for mockingjays. Something unnatural about a bird that’s half-mutt.” 

Never thought of it that way. “Some people think that’s a victory in itself. Way they escaped the Capitol and survived.” 

“Do they?” says Maysilee. “Well, if I escape the Capitol and survive, maybe I’ll give that pin a second chance.” (161) 


Of course, she never gets the opportunity, but Katniss certainly does. 

Haymitch gets a score of 1—basically unheard of, and definitely dooming him. Katniss’s score of 11 does the same. The District 12 kids have no mentor available, so they get hand-me-downs. Haymitch thinks, “Candidates who would be pariahs if they led a District 12 tribute to victory while their own district’s tributes died” (46). Katniss likewise thinks about how no one wants to be the prep team for 12. Still, she recruits Rue and Peeta in one game and Beetee, Wiress and Mags—the humble, overlooked tributes. Hamitch looks exasperated at this but allows it. There are some losses and some self-sacrifice, but each time the underdogs beat the careers. 

In Haymitch’s Game, District 3, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11 & 12 tributes ally against the Careers. When he mentors Katniss in Catching Fire, he sends her to make friends with some of these. The book finally reveals that he allied with the other mentors from 3, 4, 6, 7, 8, and 11—almost the same spectrum but including his friends Finnick and Mags—to have Plutarch smuggle in Beetee’s wire so Beetee could break the Game forcefield open—very similar to Plutarch and Beetee’s plan in his own Game. 

At one point, Haymitch and Maysilee sit in a patch of katniss, a nod to the other character as well as his own woods skills in recognizing it. The pair discuss rebellion against the Capitol, another significant link.  


Despite the fact that this book takes place long before her birth, some readers may have been hoping for an appearance by Katniss Everdeen. The first time the word “Katniss” appears, however, is near the end of the Quarter Quell when Haymitch refers to the literal plant which he uses as a landmark for where he leaves his backpack and where he and Maysilee collapse (290) after encountering the horrifying porcupine. Clearly, Collins is just throwing that in, a reminder that Katniss is an actual plant, Sagittarius latifolia, native to Appalachia and thus familiar to Haymitch, but it seems strange that the candy-coated nightmare arena should include this ordinary plant. It is also one of the few flowering arena plants that does not attempt to kill the tributes, a reminder of the role of Katniss herself and her association with this medicinal, edible plant. (Hardy, “Plants”)


Like Katniss, Haymitch has significant, symbolic meals in the games and out—he even stretches his compassion to comfort the last Career. Horrifying mutts and youthful deaths, psychological horror, loved ones as hostages all reappear, emphasizing Snow’s mindset in his prime of power. He and Haymitch battle and Snow wins. 

In Mockingjay, Finnick films a public speech in which he describes, among his collected secrets, how young Snow rose to power by poisoning his enemies. Katniss summarizes, “Blamed on bad shellfish, elusive viruses, or an overlooked weakness in the aorta. Snow drinking from the poisoned cup himself to deflect suspicion. But antidotes don’t always work. They say that’s why he wears the roses that reek of perfume. They say it’s to cover the scent of blood from the mouth sores that will never heal” (Mockingjay 172). The events that caused this take place in this book, as Snow poisons the man in charge of the tribute parade and is permanently damaged as a result. 

In an ironic reverse flip on Katniss defying Snow by taking poison, Snow sends Haymitch a pitcher of presumably poisoned milk to sabotage him in the Games. If he keeps it, he will look selfish, if he gives it to helpless Wellie, he will kill her. “There’s only one thing left for me to do if I don’t want to die as a traitor to the districts—as Wellie’s killer by neglect since I refuse to go poison her—and Snow knows it. He has followed my every move down to this final resolution and awaits my inevitable surrender. I must drink the milk. The time is now. Game over” (322). The Games are actually played against Snow and the Gamemakers, and gifts and punishments from above emphasize the truth of this. 

He thinks a page later, battling the final tribute, Silka, “We’re neither of us going home. I will kill her, and Snow will kill me. These games will have no Victor” (323). Katniss’s realization that the audience will feel cheated without one is similar, but she uses it to save herself and Peeta, while Haymitch only plans to cheat Snow of any triumph. 

Haymitch’s quest to save Wellie is not only altruism. He thinks she will be a good spokesperson for the lost tributes, to tell their story and keep their memory alive. As he thinks, “It could work for Wellie to carry on the fight. I think how poised and articulate she was at the interview. She’d be a far better, far smarter, far more convincing victor to represent district rights than a cocky, selfish rascal” (310). In Catching Fire, Katniss has similar thoughts. She is prepared to die a martyr, while “Peeta would be more valuable alive and tragic, because he will be able to turn his pain into words that will transform people” (244). 

When Haymitch watches the Capitol’s version of his game, making him appear to
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