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INSIDE JOKERS 
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January 21, 2006 -- SURE, anyone can turn on cable to watch a club-circuit comedian offering his top line, but how many can say they played a drinking game with one of them? 

At How to Kick People, a literary-focused comedy room that celebrates its two-year anniversary show in February, co-hosts Bob Powers and Todd Levin make sure that comedy fans are experiencing something they can't see anywhere else, including a game of "I Never" with the entire audience. 

Visit one of several emerging and established independent comedy rooms in the city on any given night, and you're bound to see the next big thing - or the next really great little thing - just about everywhere you look. 

"I feel like this happens every few years," says Powers, who finds his own career taking off with a book deal and a visit this March to HBO's U.S. Comedy Arts Festival in Aspen. "The alternative scene peaks and dies down for a little while. Right now it's at a peak." Within the scene, comedy fans can find several performers seemingly on the verge. Take 25-year-old Baron Vaughn ("Actor, Comedian, Negro") who is also seeing his years of performing paying off with an upcoming showcase at the respected Aspen festival. The busy performer is also launching a new room called Comedy Is for Humans! at Mundial, in the East Village, on Wednesday. 

"One percent of all comics ever reach the level of a Chris Rock or a Jerry Seinfeld," Vaughn says. "When audiences come to the underground rooms, they have a chance to watch the process that happens along the way - and see the comedians grow." 

At "Invite Them Up," a popular showcase co-hosted by Eugene Mirman mixing stand-up, video shorts and the occasional 6-foot-long sandwich, comedians often come up with bits that then make the leap onto a bigger stage. Co-host Bobby Tisdale developed an obsessive Southern character that later ended up in the sleeper movie hit "Junebug," and "Daily Show" correspondent Demetri Martin is a frequent visitor to the Wednesday room. 

"You get to see first versions of material that often goes to television," Mirman says. "Demetri constantly tries out various things and a week later will be doing it on 'Carson Daly.'" 

Other times, smaller rooms such as Aziz Ansari's Crash Test at the Upright Citizens Brigade Theatre serve as launching pads for material that reaches its own level of Internet notoriety. Who could forget the viral hit of the world's worst mixtape video, whereby the comic was forced to walk around the city rocking out to Gloria Estefan and the "Dawson's Creek" theme on a giant boombox? (Check out: www.collegehumor.com/movies/Aziz+Ansari.) 

"The mixtape was developed for the show, and it's been passed around all over the Internet," Ansari says. "It's just helped my career in general to have that kind of presence." 

There's also a practical element to visiting the smaller underground rooms, points out "Best Week Ever" favorite Christian Finnegan, who will perhaps forever be remembered as the white guy on Dave Chappelle's " 'Mad' Real World" Comedy Central sketch. 

"It is comedy for other New Yorkers," concludes Finnegan. "You can do 10 minutes on the G train if you want." 
Giant Tuesday Night of Amazing Inventions and Also There Is a Game 

What you missed: A production of Shakespeare's "Hamlet" performed by an entirely drunk cast. Dead celebrity charades. An impromptu jog-off. 

What you will see: Upcoming shows include an all knock-knock joke show on Jan. 31, and a murder mystery. Drunken "Macbeth" is also being considered. 

Feels like: "The Muppet Show" meets Merv Griffin meets "The Price Is Right" meets "Star Trek." 

Sounds like: "I am from Boliviguay, where the national language ees English, but with a Spanish accent." 

Looks like: Young, hip nerds abound. 

What you need to know: Tuesdays, 8 p.m., Rififi, 332 East 11th St. Free with one drink minimum. 

- Answers from Andres du Bouchet 

Did you hear the one about the five up-and-coming comedians who walk into MO Pitkin's? Keep an eye on (clockwise from top) Todd Levin, Kurt Braunohler, Kristen Schaal, Baron Vaughn and Bob Powers.�Photo: Michael Sofronski 











