
  
e

x
it

 p
o

l
l

s
  

C
l
a

s
s

if
ie

d
  

C
r

o
s

s
w

o
r

d
  

C
o

m
iC

s
  

a
d

U
lt

  
a

r
t
s

  
w

o
r

d
s

  
m

o
v

ie
s

  
g

U
t
b

U
s

ta
  

m
U

s
iC

  
d

ig
 t

h
is

  
e
a

t
s

 +
 d

r
in

k
s

  
C

o
m

m
e
r

C
e
  

n
e
w

s
 +

 f
e
a

t
U

r
e
s

  
U

s
  

l
e
t
t
e
r

s
  

ta
b

l
e
 o

f
 C

o
n

t
e
n

t
s
  

13

Now, New York can eat it. Dernavich 
has become one prolific-ass artist. His 
work’s on coffee tables, in libraries, litter-
ing subway floors and in half the cemeter-
ies you might stumble upon after getting 
lost in the suburbs. It’s everywhere. It’s 
just that half the stuff Dernavich does, no-
body understands; the other half, nobody 
knows that he did it. 

Dernavich began as a political cartoon-
ist, but abandoned the field because, well, 
he wasn’t any good at it; the work wasn’t 
steady, and the way the ink looked on 
paper didn’t feel right. He’d toyed with the 
idea of sculpting or woodcutting full-time, 
but that didn’t feel right, either. Matt Dif-
fee, a friend from the local standup scene, 
encouraged him to drop the politics and 
give cartooning for the New Yorker a shot. 
In June 2002, Dernavich sold a cartoon to 
the magazine almost instantly, but had to 
wait until September of that year to see 
his work in print.

“They make you earn it,” he says. “They 
won’t publish one-offs. I’ve met a lot of 
people who’ve had one bought, and then 
they wait for the checks to start rolling 
in. The magazine isn’t interested in those 
kinds of people. The people who draw for 
them are prolific. They draw in their sleep.”

Now, Dernavich draws in his sleep, too. 
Or rather, he’s too busy cartooning to sleep, 
hunched over a desk for 12 or 14 hours at a 
sitting, trying to find something funny to 
say, and then carving it onto paper with an 
astonishingly heavy hand.

Sharp, iconoclastic and often madden-
ingly befuddling, New Yorker cartoons are 
unlike any others in print; the magazine’s 
cartoon editor, Bob Mankoff, has said that 
he doesn’t want submissions that look 
like they could run anywhere but the New 
Yorker. And even among the ranks of these 
cartoon outcasts and vagrants, Dernav-
ich’s work sticks out. He forsakes the finely 
drawn figures normally found in the mag 
in favor of thick, stark, deliberate lines. 
His style is heavy on black space, light on 
detail, and appears to be more chiseled 
onto the page than drawn there (so does 
his handwriting).

“I’m not drawing in cartoony style. 
They’re like prints with captions,” Dernav-
ich explains. “I’ve always been interested 
in printmaking and woodcuts. It makes 
sense to me. It feels natural. At first, I’d 
draw like this and think, ‘This isn’t a car-
toon style.’ I tried to teach myself to draw 
cartoony; I guess I taught myself pretty 
badly. They all had this kind of schizophre-
nia—you’d have a realistic-looking pant 
leg with a cartoon head on top. It took a 
long time for me to figure out that your 
work doesn’t have to look like SpongeBob 
to be a cartoon. 

“I’ve always liked the stark black 
and white of the German expressionist 

printmakers, even though you’d never call 
that stuff humorous. Actually, it’s incred-
ibly depressing—woodcuts of people 
hanging themselves. It’s very painful, but 
I love the stark look of it. I don’t know if 
that makes it any funnier. But I can draw 
a guy with a bulb nose and buck teeth, 
and that doesn’t make it funny, either. You 
don’t have to have a funny style if your 
material is good. You don’t need a laugh 
track—people can figure out what’s funny 
on their own.”

Dernavich says cartooning is “all I’ve 
ever wanted to do.” But he’s less drawn to 
the medium’s relationship with humor 
than he is to its immediacy: Dernavich is a 
cartoonist because cartoons get seen. 

“That would drive me nuts, to spend 
three years on a painting and have nobody 
see it,” he says. “A lot of cartoonists who 
work for the New Yorker are tremendous 
fine artists. They’ll say that fine art is a great 
hobby, but a lousy career. Nobody interacts 
with your work. I’d rather do something and 
have 20 people call me up and say ‘I didn’t 
get it’ than have nobody see it at all.”

Still, it’s not like professional car-
tooning is a business that’s exploding. 
The New Yorker is one of a few outlets 
remaining for magazine-style (read: not 
Pluggers), full-time, single-panel cartoon-
ists. And for a good chunk of the artists 
working for that magazine—nearly all 
the younger ones, anyway—full-time 
cartooning is part-time work, something 
that’s squeezed in among more lucrative 
illustration, writing and comedy jobs.

In each of the past two years, Dernav-
ich has sold 25 cartoons to Mankoff—more 
than enough to keep him at his desk at 
home, instead of in a godforsaken cubicle 
somewhere. Even so, competition at the 
New Yorker’s cartoon desk is crowded. Ev-
ery week, he’s competing with thousands 
of other submissions—odds long enough 
to keep him with one hand in a business 
that’s considerably less competitive: carv-
ing gravestones.

“Everybody tries to be a cartoonist, 
but there aren’t 10,000 people trying 
to get work in the gravestone industry,” 

Dernavich deadpans. “There really isn’t a 
professional track out of MassArt.” And 
so, when he’s not slouched over his desk, 
Dernavich is slouched over a gravestone, 
working on the granite with his trade-
mark heavy hand.

Dernavich’s uncle owned a granite 
importing company, which served as a 
clearinghouse for yuppie countertops and 
monument stones, and also for grave-
stones. One day, Dernavich wound up do-
ing an engraving job for his uncle because 
there wasn’t anybody else around to do it. 
“There aren’t any artists in the business,” 
he says. “I bet I’m the only cartoonist 
working in the gravestone industry. It 
wasn’t what I wanted to do, but I tried it. 
And then the phone started ringing.”

Dernavich’s work—portraits; land-
scapes; scenes of trailers, lawnmowers, 
cartoon characters, sunsets and the 
like—adorns hundreds of memorials 
throughout New England. It’s a strange 
contrast to his day job, lacking all its im-
mediacy and notoriety. Still, you can’t beat 
granite for staying power, especially when 

it’s held up next to his cartoons’ weekly 
lifecycle. It’s a line of work in which his art 
is permanently, anonymously etched on 
stone, for nearly no one to see.

“It’s schizophrenic work,” he says. “Half 
of the week, I’m focused on producing 
work that people will laugh at, and the 
other half, I’m working on stuff that’ll 
make people cry. I don’t even ask what 
[the etchings] would mean to the person 
whose stone it is. Somebody says, ‘I want 
a Toyota,’ and I make it look as good as I 
can. The weirdest thing I’ve ever done was 
a stock cartoon of the grim reaper. I didn’t 
talk to the family, but I don’t think it was 
supposed to be funny.”

That contrast, jarring as it may be, isn’t 
necessarily unwelcome. “It’s refreshing,” 
argues Dernavich. “Publishing is an indus-

try that everybody wants to get into—
you’ve got to pitch constantly, you’ve got 
to be a brand. It’s relentless, and subject 
to all these trends and turnover. These 
gravestone shops look just like they did in 
1954—rotary phones, no computers. The 
artwork isn’t necessarily challenging or 
stimulating, but people always say they 
want to do work that has meaning, and 
what could have more meaning than this? 
When you do a portrait and the family 
starts weeping, it’s sad, but it’s also a kind 
of ultimate satisfaction. You’ve fulfilled 
somebody’s wish to have their image 
preserved on stone.” 

Still, Dernavich gets the feeling that 
he’s picked a dying industry to get wicked 
prolific in—again. Just as a generation’s 
worth of shrinking print markets has 
nearly eliminated the brand of full-time 
freelance cartooning he practices, so too 
does he foresee a day, not too far away, 
when robots will kill off the few artists 
hand-carving headstones for New Eng-
land’s dead. Dernavich recalls his decision 
to do magazine-style cartooning full-time 
as “one of those scenes from a disaster 
movie, where everybody’s running in 
one direction, and I’m running the other 
way.” And it’s happening again. Dernavich 
never had too many gravestone-portrait 
colleagues to begin with, but he won’t be 
getting new ones anytime soon.

“The joke is, people are always dying. 
But technology is working its way into the 
industry,” he says. “You can scan in a pic-
ture, and a machine will carve it into the 
stone.” It’s an easy solution for the burial 
industry, although Dernavich contends 
that it’s bringing an element of soulless 
hackery to work that, if not intimate, 
should at least be heartfelt.

“It’s weird,” he says. “The people who are 
coming in are programmers. They can cut 
Saint Francis into a stone because they’ve 
got a design to scan in and technicians to 
work with. But you’ll see designs getting 
distorted and warped. As artists leave the 
industry, you see these wrong statues with 
three-fingered ski-glove hands. The people 
making them are just sitting there pushing 
buttons, and there’s nobody there to say 
‘Wait a minute, that looks terrible.’”

The solution? “One day, somebody 
will want a gravestone with a caption. 
That’ll be the real test, because that cap-
tion will be up there forever. But to me, 
there’s room for that. Everybody wants 
to mark death with a solemn, timeless 
quote. But if you look around old cem-
eteries, the stones have couplets carved 
on them, and they’re hysterical because 
they’re brutally honest. There is room 
for humor and self-deprecation.” He 
pauses. “I’m not on a crusade over this or 
anything, but it occurs to me that there 
definitely is room for it.”

“It’s schizophrenic 
work. Half of 

the week, I’m 
focused on 

producing work 
that people will 

laugh at, and 
the other half, 
I’m working on 

stuff that’ll make 
people cry.”


