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SONIC


IT’S FUN.
TURBOCHARGED.
With a 1.4L Turbocharged Engine, the 2012 Sonic is shockingly powerful and 
ridiculously fuel efficient. The best of both worlds, mastered for yours.


• Motorcycle inspired gauge cluster
• OnStar RemoteLink™ mobile app.
• Wireless Audio Streaming, Bluetooth® and more. 
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HOW THE OWNERS 
OF COMEDY BAR 
TRANSFORMED AN 
ERITREAN POOL HALL 
IN BLOORCOURT INTO 
THE OFFICIAL CLUBHOUSE 
OF THE CITY’S SMARTEST, 
FREAKIEST, MOST 
INNOVATIVE YOUNG 
COMEDIANS—AND 
HELPED BRING A 
NEIGHBOURHOOD TO LIFE.


The club that’s 
making comedy 


fun again


OOON THE SOUTH SIDE of Bloor Street West, past the 
woman who plays her guitar in front of the LCBO at 
Ossington, past Long & McQuade, the sheesha lounge 
and the hardware stores, above a wide set of carpeted 
stairs, “COMEDY BAR” glows in red neon lights on top 
of a modest marquee. Down the stairs, a line of people 
snakes around an L-shaped bar, leading to a set of black 
curtains at the back of the room. On the left, a hand-
drawn sign is taped to the wall, shouting in big block let-
ters: “WELCOME SPACEMEN.” 


The curtains pull back and the line slithers into 
the dark theatre for Sunday Night Live, a weekly show 
featuring Comedy Bar’s resident improv troupe, The 
Sketchersons, plus a guest host. This week’s guests are 
Ajay Fry and Teddy Wilson of the Space Channel show 
InnerSPACE—hence the welcome banner. The Sketcher-
sons open the show by assuring the incoming “space-
men” that they will be welcomed to Comedy Bar, and 
Earth, and have nothing to fear. 


Under the tutelage of head writer Jon Blair, the ensu-
ing sketches are clever and well executed. The troupe 
writes for an audience of enthusiastic regulars, and 
the scenes flow seamlessly between topical and con-
ceptual, never collapsing into self-indulgent frat-boy 
antics. One, starring Fry and Wilson, takes place at a 
cell-phone kiosk at the Duff erin Mall. During the weekly 
newscast (think SNL’s Weekend Update), Blair plays a 
thumb-waving Giorgio Mammoliti eagerly promoting 
his vision of turning the Toronto Island into “Hooker 
Island.” A Red Hot Chili Peppers tribute band interrupts 
halfway through the show to do a cover of “If You Have 
to Ask.” They cap off  the show with another song, and 
the troupe comes out to bow and invite the audience to 
stay and get drunk. Monday’s a holiday, they remind 
everyone, so no excuses.


Modelled on the now-legendary L.A. troupe The 
Groundlings, The Sketchersons have developed some-
thing of a cult following since Comedy Bar opened four 
years ago. In a city where the comedy scene is domi-
nated by franchises like Second City and Yuk Yuk’s, 
Comedy Bar is an underground oddity. From sketch to 
stand-up to improv to formats that verge on the inde-
scribable (google “Egg Zeppelin”), the bar encourages 
performers to get freaky with format. One popular show, 
Mantown, described as an “improvised frat party,” 
features four male comics drinking beer and doing 
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any kind of comedy to grace its stage, especially now 
that they’ve opened a smaller cabaret space for comics 
to try out new concepts. In November 2010, on the main 
stage, the bar hosted Thornton’s second-annual 24-hour 
stand-up set for charity. During the set, comics wrote 
down jokes and passed them up for him to read; others 
were invited to submit through Twitter. Someone wrote 
a joke about Kevin Sorbo, the muscular, Fabio-haired 
star of the ’90s series Hercules: The Legendary Journeys. 
“It just spread to 18 hours of Kevin Sorbo jokes,” Rideout 
Jr. recalls. “And the evolution of the Kevin Sorbo jokes 
created this fake universe for him where he would, 
like, fi ght snakes to eat garbage and all this nonsense.” 
Within hours, Sorbo was the number one trending topic 
on Twitter in Canada. Rideout Jr. called Sorbo’s manager, 
one thing led to another, and, in August 2011, Comedy 
Bar hosted the Kevin Sorbo Garbage Weekend, starring 
Hercules himself. 


“I TAKE 100 PER CENT CREDIT for this neighbourhood,” 
Rideout Jr. quips. It’s a typical Saturday night in Bloor-
court, that stretch of Bloor Street between Ossington and 
Duff erin. Packs of twentysomethings parade past the bar 
clutching brown paper LCBO bags. People crowd onto the 
modest patio outside the churrasqueira across the street, 
beside a shiny skateboard shop that sticks out like a gold 
tooth among the Portuguese bakeries and butchers. 


Inside the bar, sitting at a table, Rideout Jr. and 


McKenzie, created by Rick Moranis and Dave Thomas as 
a response to CBC’s request for more Canadian content.


It’s hard to pinpoint when sketch became the domi-
nant mode for young comedy fans. It probably has 
something to do with alternative comedy’s colonization 
of the scene in the 1990s, the topic of a recent New York 
Times Magazine article written by Andrew Clark, direc-
tor of the Humber School of Comedy and author of the 
1997 book Stand and Deliver: Inside Canadian Comedy. 
The alt-comedy scene in the early ’90s, he writes, was 
“the equivalent of grunge,” a reaction to the mainstream 
stand-up scene with its drink minimums and emphasis 
on “crowd work.” It was also “tied much more closely to 
sketch comedy and character work.” 


Sketch programs like HBO’s Mr. Show with David 
Cross and Bob Odenkirk, which aired from 1995 to 
1998, and other ’90s comedy shows like In Living Color 
and MADtv, helped cement sketch as a format ripe for 
oddball experimentation. In the past few years, The 
Groundlings have achieved cult status among comedy 
fans, particularly since many of the major comedy stars 
of the moment—former SNL cast members like Will 
Ferrell, Kristen Wiig, and Maya Rudolph—got their start 
with the troupe. 


In Canada, Clark says, “When The Kids in the Hall 
came off  the air, there was this idea of who will be the 
next Kids in the Hall, that there was a lineage and that 
it would continue.” Instead, networks lost interest in 
sketch troupes. According to Clark, sketch migrated 
online and a “gold rush” of funny videos flooded the 
web. In Toronto, the tide picked up again with the rise of 
The Sketchersons in the mid-2000s. “The new paradigm 
is large sketch groups,” Clark says, “which I would liken 
to small production companies.”


The Sketchersons grew out of a small troupe called 
Todd’s Lunch, featuring Rideout Jr., Thornton, and Tal 
Zimerman. In 2004, after the trio went to L.A. and saw 
The Groundlings, they decided to form a larger troupe 
and add a live band. For years, The Sketchersons kicked 
around from room to room. They did their first few 


shows at the Rivoli, before moving to the Poor Alex 
Theatre in the Annex. When that closed in the summer 
of 2005, they moved to the Brunswick House, and then 
the Diesel Playhouse. In 2008, that too closed.


Jon Blair remembers feeling “like a man without a 
country” until Comedy Bar arrived on the scene. “Before 
the bar opened up, you were scrambling to get onstage 
wherever you could, and in a lot of places, people 
weren’t really expecting a comedy show.” Bars like the 
Rivoli or the Black Swan regularly host comedy nights, 
but they’re bars first and comedy clubs second. And 
Yuk Yuk’s and Absolute Comedy don’t leave much 
room for formats that fall outside of traditional stand-
up. “Yuk’s has a lot of great comics, but only so many 
people are on the Yuk’s roster,” says Rideout Jr. “Second 
City’s great, but six people are employed there to do a 
show every night.” 


Inessa Frantowski, an outgoing Second City cast 
member and one of The Sketchersons’ founding mem-
bers, recalls the opening of Comedy Bar as a defining 
moment for both the troupe and Toronto’s independent 
comedy scene. “Comedy Bar allows people to create 
shows really aff ordably so you get all these people work-
ing together in a scene that I didn’t see working together 
before,” she says. The bar’s mandate is simple: Let the 
performers be the producers. Comedy Bar’s fees are 
low, just enough to cover box offi  ce and technical costs; 
everything else goes back to the comics. 


Unlike Second City and Yuk Yuk’s, Comedy Bar allows 


Elksnitis outline the origin story. “It was either this or 
a strip club,” Rideout Jr. says. They were at a stag party 
in Woodbridge in 2005, cracking jokes about opening a 
strip club in Fort McMurray. “But then we were immedi-
ately, like, there probably already is one or if we opened 
it bikers would just come and take it from us,” Rideout Jr. 
admits. They decided a comedy club made more sense.


When they opened the bar, Rideout Jr. says, “I thought 
we were gonna have a black rectangle with a stage at 
one end and if there were no shows one night, that’s 
cool, too.” He soon realized the bar couldn’t support 
itself as a hangout spot alone; he needed to keep it 
packed with events to sustain it as a business. “In the 
beginning,” Elksnitis notes, “if we didn’t have a show, 
nobody was here. Now people come to Comedy Bar on 
a Friday because they know there will be a good show.”


Thornton believes the pressure to sustain a certain 
volume of business has resulted in an infl ux of creativ-
ity. “There are so many diff erent shows going on, people 
get this sense of adventure,” he says. “There wasn’t that 
kind of sense of play before.” Sarah Hillier, who calls the 
bar her “second home,” is a member of both The Sketch-
ersons and Second City’s touring company, and won 
best female improviser at last year’s Canadian Comedy 
Awards. Hillier appreciates how the bar encourages 
comics to play outside their comfort zones. She points 
to Rap Battlez, a monthly comedy/rap competition “that 
I think kind of brings everybody together,” she says. 


“You’ll see stand-ups there, you’ll see sketch perform-
ers, you’ll see improvisers, and they’re battling against 
each other and they’re all respecting each other.”


Recently, other comedy troupes in the city have joined 
the party. After closing their Danforth theatre in Feb-
ruary 2011, the Bad Dog Theatre Company brought their 
improv and sketch shows to Comedy Bar. In February, 
Laugh Sabbath, a long-running weekly comedy series, 
moved from the Rivoli to Comedy Bar’s cabaret space, 
which opened in the fall of 2011. “There is a sense of com-
munity at Comedy Bar that doesn’t exist at other comedy 
venues,” Ashley Gray, the show’s producer, says. 


In a city that can sometimes feel overwhelming in its 
sprawl, Rideout Jr. and Elksnitis have managed to cre-
ate a ground zero for comedians and fans alike, a place 
teeming with new ideas, a place that’s always there 
for anything that might pop into a clever comedian’s 
twisted mind. The lesson seems pretty simple: If you’re 
not happy with what’s out there, build something new. 
“Obviously, I wouldn’t do this if I didn’t also get to be 
a performer,” Rideout Jr. says. “Is running the bar a lot 
of work? Yeah, but do I also get to perform and have fun 
in the shows with everyone? Yeah. Do I kind of get to do 
whatever I want on stage? Yeah. Does it sometimes go 
badly? Sure. Last night, my team won Catch 23, so I was 
on a high, then I went over to the smaller room and just 
tanked it. I have to do it again tonight. And it’s gonna be 
better tonight.”


F


word-associations. In the improv competition Catch 
23, teams of comics have 23 minutes over four rounds 
to win points from the audience and an “expert” judge. 
The catch: They don’t know how much time they’ve 
used up until the last round.


It’s not only local comics who hoist their freak fl ags 
on Comedy Bar’s marquee. The bar has brought in com-
edy-nerd favourites like Andy Kindler, whose annual 
“State of the Industry” speech at Montreal’s Just For 
Laughs festival is a favourite among comedians, and 
gonzo comic Neil Hamburger.


Located in a former Eritrean pool hall, Comedy Bar 
is the brainchild of Toronto comedian Gary Rideout Jr., 
33, and his friend James Elksnitis, 31, formerly a Bay 
Street banker. When it opened in the spring of 2008, the 
Toronto Star called it an “unassuming joint in sleepy 
Bloor-Dovercourt village.” Four years later, thanks to 
this unassuming joint, Toronto’s comedy scene is wak-
ing up. 


Unlike any other venue in Toronto, Comedy Bar has 
managed to harness a far-flung community of young 
comics who embrace a kind of spontaneous, chaotic 
energy in their performances. It opens its doors to 
Toronto’s orphaned independent talent, wandering the 
streets like vagrants looking for rooms to play and peo-
ple to amuse. As comedian Pat Thornton puts it, “The 
community has a clubhouse now.”


FOR YEARS, CANADA’S COMEDY SCENE was ruled by 
sketch troupes. SCTV aired from 1976 to 1984 and intro-
duced comics like John Candy, Eugene Levy, and Cath-
erine O’Hara to the world. While the show was airing its 
last season, another troupe called The Kids in the Hall 
began to form in Toronto. Four years later, in 1988, The 
Kids in the Hall debuted on CBC in Canada and HBO in 
the U.S., remaining on the air until 1995. These shows 
became known for pushing the boundaries of televised 
comedy, producing myth-making segments like TKITH’s 
“Screw You Taxpayer!” skit and SCTV’s Bob & Doug 


Spring Thaw, an annual 
comedy revue, stages its fi rst 


show in Toronto at the Museum 
Theatre. It runs until 1971.


Royal Canadian Air Farce, 
then called the Jest 


Society, plays their fi rst 
shows at the Poor Alex 
Theatre in the Annex.


Second City Toronto 
opens in a century-


old fi rehouse on 
Lombard Street.


SCTV 
premieres on 


Global TV.


Royal Canadian 
Air Farce fi rst airs 


on CBC TV.


The Rivoli opens on Queen 
Street West, becoming 


hallowed comedy ground 
after The Kids in the Hall start 


performing sketch shows there.


Lorne Michaels 
puts The Kids in 
the Hall on TV.


Stand-up club The Laugh 
Resort opens on King Street 


West, offering hoards of comics 
an alternative to Yuk Yuk’s.


Second City moves to 
56 Blue Jays Way.


The ALTdot Comedy Lounge 
debuts at the Rivoli.


The Bad Dog Theatre 
Company, an improv and 


training company, opens a 
venue on the Danforth.


The Sketchersons 
perform their fi rst Sunday 


Night Live at the Rivoli.


Second City moves to 
99 Blue Jays Way. The 


Poor Alex Theatre closes. 


Second City’s old haunt 
(56 Blue Jays Way) reopens as the 
Diesel Playhouse, best known for 
hosting Evil Dead: The Musical.


The Laugh Resort shuts down when the 
building is bought by the Hyatt hotel chain. The 


Diesel Playhouse closes. Comedy Bar opens.
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The John 
Candy Box 


Theatre opens 
at Second 


City’s training 
centre.


The Bad Dog 
Theatre Company 


closes their 
Danforth venue.


Comedy Bar’s 
cabaret space 


opens. Bad 
Dog and Laugh 


Sabbath move to 
Comedy Bar.


Sunday Night Live
Every Sunday, The 
Sketchersons write, 
produce, and perform 
an SNL-style sketch 
show, featuring a 
different host each 
week. There’s also a 
new musical act every 
time (but don’t hold 
your breath for Robyn 
or anything, if you get 
me). Sundays, 9 p.m.


Rap Battlez
Wrestling meets 
rapping meets 
comedy. Comics 
create characters, 
complete with 
entrance music, and 
compete by hurling 
ferociously funny 
rhyming insults 
at each other. The 
audience chooses 
the winner, who goes 
on to battle other 
winners. Keep your 
eyes peeled for Big 
Money Gary Phillips 
(Rideout Jr.’s alter 
ego; you’ll know 
him by his entrance 
music, Naughty 
By Nature’s “Here 
Comes the Money”). 
June 22, 10:30 p.m. 
(monthly)


Catch 23
Three improv teams 
have 23 minutes over 
the course of four 
rounds to perform 
scenes. The teams 
receive a score out of 
fi ve from the audience 
and an “expert” 
judge, but they don’t 
know how many of 
their 23 minutes they 
have left until the fi nal 
round—they could be 
stuck with 20 minutes 
to kill or 30 seconds 
to blast through.
June 1, 8 p.m. (weekly, 
but only twice in June)


Pat Thornton’s 24-
Hour Stand-Up
Since its inception 
in 2009, Thornton’s 
annual joke-fest has 
delighted audiences 
for 24 hours 
straight. Each yea r in 
November, Thornton 
does a marathon set 
with proceeds going 
to the Stephen Lewis 
Foundation’s Dare 
Campaign for families 
in Africa suffering 
from AIDS.
Sometime in 
November; TBA


Mantown
Comedy Bar’s 
“improvised frat 
party,” Mantown is 
four guys standing on 
stage drinking beers 
King of the Hill–style 
and doing word 
associations, which 
lead to long-form 
improv sets.
June 1, 10:30 p.m. 
(monthly)


Sketch 
Com-Ageddon
Part of the annual 
Toronto Sketch 
Comedy Festival, 
Sketch Com-
Ageddon pits 48 
different sketch 
troupes against 
each other over fi ve 
nights. The winning 
troupe gets the 
entry-fee pool, 
plus a guaranteed 
spot in the festival.
June 12-15, 
various times


SIX SKETCHY NIGHTS: 
A COMEDY BAR SAMPLER


Mark Breslin opens 
Yuk Yuk’s comedy club 
in Toronto; it eventually 


spreads to 17 other 
cities in Canada.


TRADING PLACES A BRIEF HISTORY OF TORONTO COMEDY HAUNTS.


Jocelyn Geddie of The Sketchersons


Comedy Bar co-owner 
Gary Rideout Jr.





