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Rlpplngtherapper

From a masters in medievalism to hardcore hip-hopper, Baba Brinkman raps Chaucer to Beth McEvoy

he deliciously Incongreous

phrase “*Chaucer Scholar and

Rapper™ had me in stiches fior

the whole three days im berween
secing the poster and seeing the multi-ml-
emted mas in question,

Rapping the works of a comrade of the
canom is usually, and patronisingly, seen
as “dunsbing dewn”, It's the kind of thing
teachers might trarsport imto Toxteth on
the assumprion thar the kids there woaldn't
relate o literarure in any oabher way. Qo it
was a sarprise to see sach a show among the
learned spires of Cambridge.

Baba Brinkman, of apparent Vancoaver
‘fama', addressed in excess of Nty sudents
in the English facalty on Friday. The crowd
wak hypersctively hungry, probably hoping
ta annihilate Brinkman with theis enuelly
pedantic ineelligence.

“Hip-hep rhymes resomate with me™ he
began, cxplaining that rap is “the only
maodder poctry™ that he identifies with,
An enemy of froe vene {or, more kindly, a
lover of polysyllabic thymes) he idensifies
Chuscer as being & poct casily comparable
with hip-heq, “T'm st saying the New York
rappers of the 1970 were directly influ-
enced by Chaucer,” he reassures us. 'T'h-,-,-
may have mame-checked Shakesprare or
Edgar Allen Poe though”. It i, in fact,
the culiure of the mp hanle in which he
sees most similarities. “In the Tale of Sis
Topas, a lyrical bartle essentially rakes
lace, When a self-disguised Chascer takes
to the stage and drops his story, it's so weak
end 0 poor, man, that the host jumps in
and intermapts him. Chaucer’s just been
dissed!” Emnthasiastically, he continues:
“The host starts ripping him with all these
insults. Chamcer cart make the cut with his
rhymes, =0 be has to take a step back. It's
like, has anyooe seen 8 Mile?”

Brinkman dors make some interesting
poings about hip-hop, however, “Froesyle
battling is one of the only are foems you
can't fake, There's no corrupaibility, you
can't beibe of buy off & whole sudience,
These o alio o essential -i"'IF afl whar's
lg‘uud of i, a5 aedesces will vary from
might to aight. The bartle Is a spontaneous
are form. It's like saicide; for sare you're
going o get insulted by the other gay, bt
you might past ger lesulted by the whaole
cheh” This merciless meckery has happened
tw Brinkman himself. Apparepaly, to “boo
haztlers offstage” the crowd chants “Choke,

choks, choke!™ Maybe in Canada. ..

Cualzisral differences aside, howeves, he
soom lsunched onto his first rendition, He
has tramslared the eales from the original
08 English and has keps as closely to the
wtoay as he can, With shymes like "When
really ir's just 3 dungron of self consamg-
whon £ bn other words @8’ nog worth it £ when
flesh is the oaly thirg you warship”, be got
the attention of the ceowd. The Chaucer’
celebrity comparisens costinee, with the
profagonist of the Pasdoners Tale heiing
described a5 “looking like Kid Reck”

Brinkman himself has a beilliantly dra-
matic face and is clearly a talented actor,
By the time he recites the hip-bop Miller's
Tale be had wen nearly everyone over, T sy
nearly cveryome. When calling the sudi-
enie “English geeks” somebody shouted ou
“you're f0". Which is a pretty poor lesuls
fer a go-called rap battle, bur maybe the
best a ‘polite saciety” scallion can manage.

The opening of Ith Miller Time, Y'all
rafsed some laughter, but not nearly so
muzch as “Married & youmg ﬁl;l_y he couldn’
satisfy’ In the sack ehis juy was om disabil-
ity”. The lewd gigglers shonwed themeebres
iin force for the suggeaive thyme “Her lips
were soft end d::ppang wet S ai I-"P' are
prone to get when caressed., .. with hreath™

By far the most entertxining ]u-rl'qmn.-
amce alse happened 1o be Chaucer's (and
mearly all critics’) favourite Caserbery Tale:
The Wife of Bath. Ir's the one the feminia
erities love and Brinkman delivered the
original ‘what women want’ fable wonder-
fully. If you're wondering about the answer,
guys, repatably “what’s really required
keep people sanc / is for men to give women
free reign.” Try telling that to Jay-Z.

Brinkman is a very good rapper and a
gifted actor, but an even better Chaacer
scholar, His in depsh knowledge of the
tales is immense and, hip-bop aside, @t
refreshing to soe & medievalin withour a
pwreed jsrlwl. He got an A For kis thess,
dq..;ﬁl; a ]'uml':um- writing an an eaday:
“Excellest woek. Lets just forger show
hip-hop and comcentrate on Chauces”

As well & educwing us he wants o
show kids thar “you doa®t kave o be a
gangseer to rap!” This is reflected some-
what in his choices of hip-hop lstening,
citing the predictable backpacker rap of
Mos Def, I¥lated Peoples and (the stun-
ning) Atmosphere. He does, however, rate
mote mainstream rappers but finds the
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dichotomy “between the palitics and the
art” difficuls, "For cxample, someone like
Eminem s a good writer, You hate wha
they'ne saying, but you have 1o love the way
they're saying it” Ir s a 21st centuary ver=
sson of Oscar Wilde’s amserbon that “the
fucr of & man being & potsoner b nothing
apainst his prose”,

But with the poetry of Chaucer to bas-
mardise, and the hip-hop skills he bears,
Brinkman is an easily likeable chobce for
audiences. Cambridge kids they may be,

beat kids all the same; they were definively
*down with him". To paraphrase what Barry
Norman once said of Luhrman’s Romes
and Juliet, this may well be Chascer "for
the MTV gemeration”, Mevertheless, 600
years lares, this rendition of the Cjulnluu;r
Tales is selece, schooled, falehiful and, above
all, entertalning,

ilm:ng pu:l!’nfmtd Acdonks coptEnents and
at the Edinbargh festival, Baba Brinkman
will be perfoeming his hip-hop theatre in
Michzelhoase Cafe all of this week.




