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µ˙The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston
MFAH Book Club

Little Fires Everywhere
A novel by Celeste Ng

From the bestselling author of Everything I Never 
Told You, this riveting novel traces the intertwined 
fates of the picture-perfect Richardson family and 
the enigmatic mother and daughter who upend 
their lives. Little Fires Everywhere explores the 
weight of secrets, the nature of art and identity, and 
the ferocious pull of motherhood—and the danger of 
believing that following the rules can avert disaster.  

—Amazon

How to Use This Discussion Guide

All art—whether literary or visual—arises from the context 
of its time. Creating bridges between the literary and 
visual arts is what makes the MFAH Book Club unique.

This discussion guide features questions about broad 
themes—passion, aesthetic vision, motherhood, and 
adherence to order versus fighting the status quo—all 
addressed in Celeste Ng’s Little Fires Everywhere, as 
well as questions about works of art in the Museum’s 
collections and exhibitions.

Read the book, discuss some or all of the questions 
with your group, and then reserve an MFAH Book Club 
tour online.

How to Book an MFAH Book Club Tour

For book clubs and other groups of six or more confirmed 
participants, tours related to Celeste Ng’s Little Fires 
Everywhere are available on select days and times  
July 1—October 31, 2019. Tours are led by Museum 
docents and feature excerpts from the book to drive 
discussion about works on view at the Museum.  

If you are not a member of a formal book club, but are 
interested in participating in engaging art and literature 
discussions inspired by this book, consider joining the 
MFAH Digital Book Club on the Goodreads web platform: 
mfah.org/goodreads.  

For more information, visit mfah.org/bookclub. Please 
email bookclub@mfah.org with any questions.
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Worlds on Fire

“All her life, [Elena] has learned that passion, like fire, was a dangerous thing. It so easily went out 

of control. It scaled walls and jumped over trenches. Sparks leapt like fleas and spread as rapidly; 

a breeze could carry embers for miles. Better to control that spark and pass it carefully from one 

generation to the next, like an Olympic torch. Or, perhaps, to tend it carefully like an eternal flame: 

a reminder of light and goodness that would never—could never—set anything ablaze. Carefully 

controlled. Domesticated. Happy in captivity. The key, she thought, was to avoid conflagration.”  

[ch. 11, p. 161]

Mia: “Like after a prairie fire. I saw one, years ago, when we were in Nebraska. It seems like the end 

of the world. The earth is all scorched and black and everything green is gone. But after the burning 

the soil is richer, and new things can grow.” [ch. 18, p. 295]

Consider the two paintings below in relation to these two descriptions of fire. Which artwork would you attribute to 
each passage, and why? In what ways do these works reflect Elena’s and Mia’s differing philosophies?

The painting by Hubert Robert depicts the fire at the opera house of the Palais-Royal on June 8, 1781. The flames were 
reported to have reached a height of 100 meters and consumed the entire interior of the theater as well as the rafters 
within an hour. In the foreground several mothers with young children flee in terror.

André Derain’s masterpiece The Turning Road, L’Estaque is a major work of the avant-garde art movement called 
Fauvism. Typical of the vibrantly colorful style of the Fauves, French for “wild beasts,” the canvas glows with intense 
colors. Flame-colored trees burn red, orange, and blue. Yellow, the color of sunlight, is everywhere. This piece explores 
a central tenet of Modernist painting: that the strength of a picture has more to do with colors and the kinds of marks 
made on the surface of the canvas than with serving as a window on the world.

Left to right: 
Hubert Robert, The Fire at the Opera House of the Palais-Royal, c. 1781, oil on canvas,  
Sarah Campbell Blaffer Foundation, Houston, BF.1989.6.

André Derain, The Turning Road, L’Estaque, 1906, oil on canvas, the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, 
gift of Audrey Jones Beck. 74.138. © Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / ADAGP, Paris
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In the book, when reflecting on Mia’s childhood, the author notes:

“What Mia remembered of those moments was watching the blades of grass in the breeze, 

changing color as they went, from dark to light, like the nap of velvet when you brushed your hand 

over it; the way the stream of water broke itself into droplets as it splashed against the cup’s rim. 

Everything, she noticed, seemed capable of transmogrification. . . . Anything had the potential to 

transform, and this, to her, seemed the true meaning of art.” [ch. 13, pp. 187–188]

What does art mean to you—how would you define it? Do you tend to gravitate toward works that more 
directly reflect the world, true to nature? Or, do you prefer works that transform the natural world into 
something else entirely? 

Discovering New Contours

“When class began, Pauline strode to the back of the room, flicked off the lights, and, without 

introducing herself, clicked on the slide projector. A Man Ray photograph burst onto the screen before 

them: a voluptuous woman, her back transformed into a cello by two painted f-holes. Complete silence 

filled the room. After five minutes, Pauline twitched her thumb, and the cello woman was replaced by 

an Ansel Adams landscape, Mount McKinley glowering over a lake of pure white. . . . For the entire two 

hours of the class this continued, a survey of photographs they all recognized but which—as Pauline 

must have realized—they had never spent much time looking at. Mia, from her reading at the library, 

recognized them all, but found that after she’d stared at them for long enough, they took on new 

contours, like faces of people she loved.” [ch. 13, p. 202]

Reflect on Mia’s first day of class with Pauline Hawthorne. Spend five minutes considering this photograph by 
artist Franco Fontana. Think about the narrative, but also the contours of the image. What do you see?

Making visible a deep, still pool of water is a complicated photographic task. Its transparency makes depth and 

form difficult to ascertain. To solve this problem, photographer Franco Fontana carefully composed the above 

photograph, utilizing limited elements to define the space. The placement of the figure at the lower right and the 

shadows cast on the pool bottom create a visual indication of distance, while the ripples across the water define 

that obscure surface. Fontana notes, “Photography should not reproduce the visible; it should make the invisible 

visible.” In what ways do we see this principle play out within the narrative of the book?

Franco Fontana, Swimming Pool, 1981, 
chromogenic print, the Museum of Fine 
Arts, Houston, museum purchase funded 
by Manfred Heiting, John Parsley, Anne 
Wilkes Tucker, Clinton T. Willour, and Joan 
Morgenstern in honor of Denise Bethel, 
2016.143. © Franco Fontana
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Mothers

“Elena would remember that look on her mother’s face, that longing to bring the world closer to 

perfection—like turning the peg of a violin and bringing the string into tune. Her conviction that it was 

possible if you only tried hard enough, that no work could be too messy.” [ch. 11, p. 159]

“‘Nothing is an accident,’ Pauline would say, again and again. It was her favorite mantra, Mia had 

learned, in both photography and in real life. In Pauline and Mal’s house, nothing was simple. In her 

parents’ house, things had been good or bad, right or wrong, useful or wasteful. There had been 

nothing in between. Here, she found, everything had nuance; everything had an unrevealed side or 

unexplored depths. Everything was worth looking at more closely.” [ch. 13, pp. 206–207]

“Mia was right: by the time the custody hearing began, there had been a series of news stories—in 

print and on television—on Bebe Chow and her fitness to be a mother. Some of them portrayed her as 

a hardworking immigrant who had come in search of opportunity and had been overcome—temporarily, 

her supporters insisted—by the obstacles and the odds. Others were less kind: she was unstable, 

unreliable, an example of the worst kind of mother.” [ch. 16, p. 252]

During the hearing, the question comes up time and time again: What makes someone a mother—biology 
alone, or love? What do you think?

Reflect on the various mothers, and approaches to mothering, illustrated in the book. Which approach do 
you most identify with, or relate to—as a mother yourself, or as a son or daughter?

Mary Cassatt, recognized as the leading American Impressionist, painted portraits, genre scenes, and most 
notably, images of mothers and children. 

Consider this painting by Cassatt. If this were an illustrated moment from the book, who would these 
characters be and why? Where are they? How does her technique inform or detract from a tangible sense of 
place? In what ways does the gestural application of paint affect the tone of the piece? 

 

Mary Cassatt, Susan Comforting 
the Baby, c. 1881, oil on canvas, the 
Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, gift of 
Audrey Jones Beck, 74.136.
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Order and Dissent

“In Shaker Heights there was a plan for everything. . . . In fact, the city’s motto was—literally, as Lexie 

would have said—‘Most communities just happen; the best are planned’: the underlying philosophy 

being that everything could—and should—be planned out, and that by doing so you could avoid the 

unseemly, the unpleasant, and the disastrous.” [ch. 2, p. 10]

“Once Mia mailed her photographs, Pearl always knew, they would pack up the car again and the entire 

process would repeat. One town, one project, and then it was time to move on.” [ch. 3, p. 30]

Throughout the book there emerges a clear dichotomy between lifestyles bounded by order and stability, juxtaposed 
against an artistic itinerancy. Which lifestyle is most attractive to you?

Influential Japanese American photographer Yasuhiro Ishimoto was regarded for bridging East and West in his 
art and life. He took photographs from the postwar period into the 21st century, merging Western Modernism 
with a Japanese-inspired attention to fleeting moments and subtle beauty. Compare Ishimoto’s work below to the 
photograph by Ludwig Belitski of the Venetian glass—an image created to provide decorative design models for local 
craftsman. Which characters from the book would you associate with each image, and why?

What roles do concepts of beauty and design versus practicality and utilitarianism play throughout the book?

Explore A History of Photography: Selections from the Museum’s Collection, a series of installations that trace the 
course of photography from its invention to the present day, in the lower corridor of the Audrey Jones Beck Building.

Left to right:

Ishimoto Yasuhiro, Untitled, c. 1995, silver dye bleach print, the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, gift of the artist in memory of Ishimoto Shigeru, 
2009.298. © Kochi Prefecture, photo by Yasuhiro Ishimoto, collection of The Museum of Art, Kochi

Ludwig Belitski, [Venetian Glass], 1854, salted paper print from glass negative, the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, museum purchase funded by 
Krista and Michael Dumas, 2018.173.
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Author Biography

Celeste Ng’s second novel, Little Fires Everywhere, was published by Penguin Press in 
September 2017, and is a New York Times bestseller, Amazon’s #2 best book, and best 
fiction book of 2017, and was named a best book of the year by more than 25 publications. 
It was also the winner of the Goodreads Readers Choice Award 2017 in Fiction, and will soon 
be published abroad in more than 20 countries.

Ng grew up in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, and Shaker Heights, Ohio. She graduated from 
Harvard University and earned an MFA from the University of Michigan (now the Helen 
Zell Writers’ Program at the University of Michigan), where she won the Hopwood Award. 
Her fiction and essays have appeared in the New York Times, One Story, The Guardian, 
TriQuarterly, and elsewhere, and she is a recipient of the Pushcart Prize and a fellowship from 
the National Endowment for the Arts. – celesteng.com

Learning and Interpretation programs receive generous funding from the Institute of Museum and Library Services; Jerold B. Katz Foundation;  
MD Anderson Cancer Center; Sharon G. Dies; Sterling-Turner Foundation; Houston Junior Woman’s Club; Houston Livestock Show and Rodeo; 
Samuel H. Kress Foundation; The Brown Foundation, Inc.; Susan Vaughan Foundation; and additional generous donors. 
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Celeste Ng is the author 
of two novels, Everything I 
Never Told You and Little 
Fires Everywhere.


