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In 1989 the comics anthology magazine Raw 
published ‘Here’, a short black-and-white strip by Richard 
McGuire about a living room in which the present is 
locked in a constant conversation with the past and the 
future. A model for the simple means and rich possibili-
ties unique to the comics medium, ‘Here’ has come to 
be regarded as a transformative achievement in the art of 
graphic narrative.

In 2009, during a year’s fellowship at the New York 
Public Library, McGuire began work on a book-length 
version of ‘Here’. In its evolution from comic strip to 
book, from black and white to color—and from anony-
mous freshman effort to highly anticipated reinvention—
Here has gained new depths in style, historical scope, and 
emotional range. What it has retained is McGuire’s good-
humoured reverence for, and resistance to, the gifts and 
ravages of time.

In the mid-1980s, McGuire attended a series of lectures 
on comics history by Art Spiegelman at the School of 

Visual Arts. Inspired by a subsequent cartooning class 
assignment—and by moving into an old Manhattan apart-
ment, where he still lives today—he conceived an idea for 
a strip. Set in an ordinary room, its panels would be split 
down the centre: history would move backward on the 
left side of each frame and forward on the right. When a 
friend showed McGuire the new Windows operating sys-
tem, he dropped his split screen idea for a looser approach 
in which year-labeled ‘windows’ of time would float freely 
into each frame of action. McGuire worked for eight 
months on ‘Here’, furnishing it with props and figures 
derived from his family’s photographs and the picture col-
lection of the New York Public Library. It was published 
as a six-page feature in Raw in 1989.

During the 1990s, McGuire became a creator of chil-
dren’s books, toys, and covers for The New Yorker maga-
zine. Meanwhile the public fortunes of comics shifted dra-
matically. In 1992 Art Spiegelman’s Maus became the first 
graphic novel awarded a Pulitzer Prize. Eight years later 
Chris Ware’s Jimmy Corrigan, The Smartest Kid on Earth 

won wide critical acclaim, and McGuire signed a contract 
to turn ‘Here’ into a book.

McGuire first proposed a slipcased, nearly square vol-
ume in which two frames would face each other on each 
spread. The book, however, took a back seat for nearly 
ten years as he completed two film projects and as his 
parents and sister passed away. In 2009, as a fellow at the 
New York Public Library’s Cullman Center for Scholars 
and Writers, McGuire reconceived ‘Here’ in a new key. 
To set the action in (more or less) his childhood home in 
Perth Amboy, New Jersey, he researched the site’s recent 
and ancient history. He also began working in color. Most 
importantly, he expanded the living room to fill the 
spread, thus placing the reader inside the frame of action.

In a picture story, the page is a stage. There is a direct 
relationship between layout and narrative structure, and 
no room exists for distracting or ambiguous details. In his 
books for children, such as Night Becomes Day, McGuire 
favors a square page format that yields dynamic ‘widescreen’ 
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effects when the book is held open. In the course of his 
research for Here at the New York Public Library, he 
examined a Japanese woodcut-illustrated book and was 
delighted to find a view into the corner of a room that 
features a picture within the picture. (The couple’s blanket 
lifts to reveal amorous activity underneath.) In an innova-
tive series of Sunday ‘Gasoline Alley’ strips chronicling the 
construction of a house, Frank O. King combined the con-
secutive narrative frames of a panel story with an overall 
composition in which time is suspended.

Simplicity is a powerful tool in book design: the unmov-
ing point of view in Here provides a constant point of 
reference, allowing the scene to change slightly or radically 
without disorienting readers. McGuire recalls finding Tada-
nori Yokoo’s book of thousands of waterfall postcards and 
realizing that one strong idea—the persistence of a single 
pictorial moment, without start or end—could provide the 
basis for an entire book. Years earlier, McGuire’s mother, a 
librarian, had shown him Thirteen, in which (as the book’s 
Library of Congress cataloguing data states) ‘thirteen pic-
ture stories of a magic show, a sea disaster, and other dramas 
develop separately but simultaneously,’ each on a fixed unit 
of ‘real estate’ on the pages. In Evidence, an influential book 
of photographs pulled from public and corporate archives, 
the absence of words compels each viewer to formulate 
links and connect the images from start to end of the book.

McGuire’s research for Here included everything from 
collecting images of mothers and children to stockpil-
ing phrases in the language of the Lenni-Lenape Indians, 
who inhabited New Jersey for over 10,000 years. William 
Franklin (1730–1813), a famous resident of Perth Amboy—
capital of New Jersey before the American Revolution— 
was a British loyalist, Benjamin Franklin’s estranged son, 

and the last governor of the province. During the Revo-
lution he was forcibly evicted from his mansion. Later 
known as the Proprietary House, it became by turns a 
resort and an orphanage before catching fire in the nine-
teenth century. The McGuires lived across the street from 
the rebuilt structure, which by the mid-twentieth century 
was a flophouse and retired sailors’ home. When McGuire 
mentioned the house to a fellow native of Perth Amboy, she 
asked, ‘Didn’t Benjamin Franklin plant a cherry tree there, 
or something?’—a line he promptly incorporated in Here.

McGuire set Here in the corner of a living room based 
on that of his childhood home in Perth Amboy, New Jer-
sey. In the book, builders construct the house in 1907. It is 
inhabited and refurnished many times over, undergoing a 
fire (1996), a burglary (1997), a partial collapse (2015), and 
a flood (2111). The separable objects inside the room began 
as monochrome drawings, often based on photographic 
sources. Each drawing was scanned, digitally textured and 
colorized, and inserted into the room.

The comic strip ‘Here’ orbits loosely around the life of 
a man who is born in 1957 and grows up in the house. The 
book allots more attention to the remote past and future 
of the location. Situated on a clay peninsula at the edge of 
the continental shelf, Perth Amboy is variously revealed 
as a dinosaur’s hunting ground, the floor of a future ocean, 
and a stop on the tour for a group of visitors to a museum 
about twentieth-century life. In a scene lifted from 
McGuire’s youth, archaeologists from the local university 
come calling and seek permission to dig for Indian artifacts 
in the back yard. (McGuire’s mother said no.)

Whether portraying his own time, the prehistoric past, 
or millennia to come, McGuire focuses on the moods and 

events of daily life, passing by in a perpetual present tense. 
He found a congenial visual resource for Here in amateur 
snapshot photographs, which he mined for fragmentary 
narratives, gestures, and outfits he never could have made 
up. He speculates that a seed for ‘Here’ was planted in 
his mind by posing with his siblings for a Christmastime 
group portrait each year. The ritual impressed upon him 
both the cyclical nature of human affairs and the irretriev-
ability of the past.

McGuire explains that Here is not about his house 
or hometown but an abstract or symbolic idea of home. 
Nonetheless, he decided to set Here in a real place in order 
to imbue it with the weight, and surprises, of history. In a 
scene dated 1624, the Dutch meet the Lenni-Lenape Indi-
ans, whose peace offering—a sack of local soil—they mis-
take for a practical joke. In 1775, Benjamin Franklin visits 
town and has a rancorous reunion with his illegitimate son, 
William. And a century later, the painters William Dunlap 
(1776–1839) and George Inness (1825–1894) are joined into a 
composite figure, an artist who sketches on the grounds of 
William Franklin’s onetime mansion.

‘If Here is about one thing,’ McGuire remarks, ‘it’s that 
nothing lasts, whatever it is or however permanent it 
seems.’ Now Here itself has come to reflect its creator’s 
changing perspectives over time. The comic strip, com-
pleted when McGuire was in his early thirties, uses the 
spare visual language of the strip medium to put all of 
history on a shared, chiefly humorous plane. In Here the 
book, finished twenty-five years later, the stage of action 
has grown wider, the palette of colors and emotions more 
nuanced, as its author ponders the relationship between 
memory and history and the lasting pleasures of living in 
the moment.◊
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From Here  to  Here:  R ichard McGuire  Makes  a  Book i s  a  collaboration between  
the  Morgan L ibrary &  Museum and the  Dorothy and Lewis  B .  Cullman Center  for  Scholars  and Writers  

at  The  New York Publ ic  L ibrary.  It  i s  made  poss ible  through the  support  of  
the  J .W.  K ieckhefer  Foundation.

Snapshots  featured in  the  i s sue: 
Morgan L ibrary &  Museum.  G ift  of  Peter  J .  Cohen,  2014.

F ive  D ials  has  the  full  consent  of  the  arti st ,  R ichard McGuire ,  
who retains  copyright  over  the  artwork seen in  the  installation v iews. 

Joel Smith became the first Richard L.  Menschel Curator of Photography at the Morgan Library & Museum in 2012.  As  a curator 
at  the  Frances  Lehman Loeb  Art  Center,  Vassar  College  (1999-20 05) ,  and at  Pr incetonUnivers ity  Art  Museum (20 05-2012) ,  
h i s  exhib it ions  included Making Light:  Wit and Humor in Photography (20 0 0) ;  the  travel ing retrospective  Saul Steinberg: 
I l luminations  (2 0 0 6 - 0 9 ) ;  and P ictures  of  P ictures  (2 010 ) .  H i s  books  include  Edward Ste ichen:  The Early Years  ( 19 9 9 ) ,  

Steinberg at the New Yorker (20 05) ,  and The Life and Death of  Buildings: On Photography and Time (2011) .
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