Dane Cook: A comic star who isn't all that funny 
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ALBANY — Dane Cook is a safe and conventional comedian, one who juices up his mundane observations with dirtiness that isn't any more interesting than his clean material.  To wit: "What is it about a bookstore that makes it acceptable for adults to lie on the floor?" he asked Thursday night at the Times Union Center in front of an adoring crowd of 10,000. "You're walking through and there's a 42-year-old man on the floor reading Stephen King's 'The Stand.'?"
And then, moments later: "She needs to Febreze her (vagina)." 

It's an adolescent tactic, a jolt of smut that doesn't go nearly far enough to truly shock. Describing a "dirty girl" he'd dated, he said, "Her crabs had herpes." To which a guy in the audience said to his companions, "You know her, right? Doesn't she live in Cohoes?" 
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It's a sign of how predictable Cook is that an audience member can spontaneously be funnier than the veteran comedian. He's pedestrian, choosing obvious examples that evoke laughs of recognition, not revelation, when he wonders, for example, why auto dealers believe large inflatable animals will lure in customers: "Look, there's a huge ape — oh, I need a Honda." 
Earlier, he'd set up a joke about being unwilling to delete his late mother's number from his cellphone. When he finally decided to remove it, he said, he thought he'd try the number one last time. The joke could have ended any number of funny ways — for starters, maybe an oddly named business or person with a comic accent now having the number — but Cook simply decided not to call, saying only, "What if she answers?" 

Really? That's it? Finish the joke! 

Less of a ranter in his stand-up than he's been in the past, Cook is making a name for himself as a decent movie actor in character parts and a miserable leading man. When he's a star, the center of attention, Cook comes across as a superannuated frat guy, sniggering about sex and porn and fat chicks and using a TV remote as a sex toy. It's all so obvious that unsurprised audiences can't help but latch on to his one-note, lisping voices for the vacuous women he's dated, to his insipid sex talk and to his general air of "I know that's kinda rude, but I didn't really mean it." 

He'd be several steps toward being a better comic if he did mean it, if he did offend, if he did go too far. The best part of his act was the end, an earnest discussion of reading hateful things about himself online after Googling his own name. Honest and even a little touching during the routine, Cook spoiled it with a rude closing zinger, thus turning himself back into just another jock saying "F— you."
Two of Cook's longtime buddies, Al Del Bene and Robert Kelly, who worked on his HBO show "Tourgasm" and were part of the comedy troupe Al and the Monkeys with him, opened with a combined half-hour of stand-up. Del Bene was inconsequential, riffing mildly on church rituals and the plane that landed safely in the Hudson River, but Kelly proved sharply hilarious. It's almost hopeless to try to explain why his extended bit on being flatulent in a baby's face was so eye-wateringly funny, nor does it seem to make sense to say that for him the incident was an example of one of the pleasures of getting older: Basically, he likes not having to care what anyone else thinks anymore. "I'm 38. I'm almost dead. It's awesome," Kelly said, expressing admiration for his 99-year-old grandfather, who parades shirtless on the beach, "man-boobs" flopping, wearing shorts and a jockstrap from the 1920s as well as a blue bonnet. 

That's unexpected, original and funny — everything Cook lacked.
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