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"O blynde worlde! O blynde entencioun!": Narrative Frames and Interpretive Models in "Troilus and Criseyde"

	Interpretive certainty is purposely elusive in Geoffrey Chaucer's "Troilus and Criseyde". Meaning within the text is convoluted and continually renegotiated. Any attempt to design a singular coherent stable source of meaning is problematic at best. Throughout the work, narrative frames are broken and reordered and the validity of any fixed interpretive model is challenged. Virtually every broad thematic discussion developed is potentially qualified or compromised by the presence of a key figure, the narrator of the poem. As an ever-present observer, the narrator is both author and audience to a sequence of events he essentially helps to create. He is manipulative but not omniscient; he is conscious of the fact that his power to shape the text is significant but fundamentally limited. Through the narrator's appeals directly to the reader, the audience is encouraged to share in the responsibility of creating and interpreting the tale. Rather than prejudice or promote a particular ideological vantage point, perhaps Chaucer creates the narrative space and freedom for such an interpretive dialogue in order to explore but not to espouse or impose specific moral, ethical, and philosophical notions. Plurality is valued above unquestioned certainty. Though this assertion may seem to ignore the overt Christian conclusion to the poem, I would submit that Chaucer has provided the reader with powerful interpretive models (through the actions and thoughts of the narrator) which enable the reader to qualify or at least reconsider even the most compelling and absolute Christian doctrine. 
	The narrator begins by stating both his purpose and his problem directly to the reader: "the double sorwe of Troilus to tellen" (I,1). It is clear that he is either incapable or unwilling to assume to a traditional passive, almost transparent, narrative role. The personality of the narrator is foregrounded and exists as a character engaged in an open dialogue with the reader. The narrator is thoroughly unreliable in his ability to serve as the sole source of information and insight, a figure possessing absolute control of the text. The authority of the narrator is paradoxically undermined and  underscored by admission of his own inadequacies in shaping the text. 
	Whether from mythological beings, ancient writers, a fictitious mentor, or the actual reader of the poem, the narrator claims to need support from outside sources in order to effectively tell the tale. The narrator portrays himself alternately as reluctant, ignorant, or simply incapable of fulfilling his duties. He invokes the powers of the Furies, Cleo, Venus, and the Fates at the beginning of each book to inspire and enhance his narrative skills. The invocations not only serve as symbolic bridges to the actions that follow in each book, but also allow the possibility of distance to develop between the narrator and his creative responsibility to the work. By invoking the gods, the narrator could be seen as an intermediary, a conduit, a pawn, rather than an active participant.
	The narrator does not, however, wish to completely shirk his creative contribution to the text. Instead, he attempts to qualify it. He likens his skill as a poet to a boat which he attempts to steer through troubled (interpretive?)  waters and into calmer seas. "For in this see the boot hath swych travaylle,/ Of my connyng, that unneth I it steere" (II, 3-4). He freely confesses his poetic skills and historical knowledge are somewhat lacking in this endeavor. Because the narrator is interested in exploring a single turbulent emotional relationship, the actual details of the fall of Troy the narrator leaves to the ancient writers. "In Omer, or in Dares or in Dites/ Whoso that can may rede hem as they write" (I, 146-7). Historical ignorance is not necessarily a liability. Often the narrator seems to bring specific details to the reader's attention solely to illustrate his inability to provide an unabridged version of the facts relating to the story. Narration is presented a selective process which will include and expound certain details at the expense of others. The narrator suggests implicitly that fictions need not be encyclopedic in order to be effective or even great. Thus, by admitting "I kan nat telle hire [Criseyde's] age", the narrator seeks to underscore his responsibilities as an artist rather than a historian. 
	His poetic skills are equally suspect, however. He is conscious of the fact that his attempts to articulate intense extremes of emotion, especially the quality of insatiability, are limited and incomplete. Throughout the work, the narrator's words seem inadequate to describe the suffering and sorrow of Troilus or Criseyde. "How myghte it ever yred ben or ysonge,/ The pleytne taht she made in hire distresse?" (IV, 800). The narrator is ultimately forced to appeal to the reader's experience, knowledge, and imagination to fill in the emotional gaps he cannot. "Thow, redere, maist thiself ful wel devyne/ That swych a wo my wit kan nat diffyne" (V, 270-71). The narrator's fallibility creates room for interpretive freedom. 
	The narrator feels connected to and confined by the structures of language and literary tradition. He realizes that in order to approach understanding, any interpretation must rely on preceding literary sources as well as the reader. Ironically, the narrator is both reluctant and eager to embrace this connection. He understands that language is a dynamic, constantly evolving entity that prevents poetic expression from retaining a constant form of currency. "Ye knowe ek that in forme of speeche is chaunge/... and wordes tho/ That hadden pris, now wonder nyce and straunge" (II, 22-24). He does not attempt to lend his work a tangible degree of permanence or importance like some who "grave in tree, some in stone wal,/ As it bitit" (II, 47-48). Instead, the narrator insists that "syn I have bigonne,/ Myn auctor shal I folwen if I konne" (II, 48-49).  To establish credibility with a literary canon populated mostly by ancient works, the narrator creates a fictional auctor, Lollius, as a model of artistic and scholarly excellence (I, 394). The narrator aspires to but can never reach his example. "I kan nat tellen al,/ As kan myn auctor" (III, 1324-25).  
	Like Lollius, the narrator faces the task of returning to and attempting to retell an ancient yet familiar story. He is forced to work within certain prescribed boundaries; certain events must transpire or the story ceases to be the tale of Troilus and Criseyde. The narrator is self consciously hesitant to tell the tale because of his acute awareness of its ultimate tragic ending. "And now my penne, allas! with which I write,/ Quaketh for drede of that I must endite" (IV, 13-14). From the very onset of the poem the narrator laments the fact that he cannot inhabit a "blynde worlde" of "blynde entencioun" which allows Troilus to act, unaware of the pain and suffering that await him (I, 211, 215-6). Storytelling, the act of narration, places the narrator in a position to see (but not necessarily to change) the future or fate of fictional universes. 
	Emphasis is placed on the process of telling the tale, rather than its eventual outcome. Synthesis of tradition and innovation is the key. The narrator wants to pay homage to the legacy of ancient Greek and Roman literature by pushing his poetry to attain that level of artistic achievement.  He instructs his "litel book" to "kis the steppes where thow seest pace Virgile, Ovide, Omer, Lucan, Stace" (V, 1792). This is not a matter of imitation or mere mimickry, however. Lollius, as an intermediary,  represents a contemporary (albeit fictional) standard of literary quality centered around the ability to synthesize, to express an inescapable link to the past in a new and interesting manner: connection without confinement. To place his own story within a discernible context, the narrator goes so far as to provide glimpses of alternate versions of the story he is telling before advancing his particular relation of events. 
	Though vulnerable by his own admission, the narrator is by no means powerless to affect the interpretive strategies applied to his work. He leaves no doubt that he is still able to exert a considerable amount of control over the text. The difficulty as a reader comes in trying to assess the limitations of the narrator's powers, because those boundaries are constantly being redefined.  The narrator's attitude toward the reader is thus simultaneously frustrating and playful. The narrator is at some points almost utilitarian, including only information he deems important to his initially stated goal. To this same end, he shifts narrative focus abruptly from Troilus to Criseyde as well as abbreviating and summarizing time, place, and action if necessary. In Book III, the narrator invites the audience into the bedchamber to witness, like Pandarus, the literal and metaphoric climax of his poetic work. The narrator has careful orchestrated the events, thoughts, and emotions in hopes of pointing the reader to this scene and its ultimate consequences. "This tymbre is al redy up to frame;/ Us lakketh nought but that we wilen wolde/ A certeyn house, in which she comen sholde" (III, 530-32). After building the poem through nearly six thousand lines, focused intently on the love between Troilus and Criseyde, the narrator casually informs the reader in the course of a single stanza that Diomede successfully seduces Criseyde. This moment represents a defining moment of Criseyde's character and the ultimate cause of the "double sorwe of Troilus", but the narrator offers no extended explanation. Preserving the construction metaphor used earlier, the narrator provides a sound but unfinished structure which other builders must furnish and decorate in order to make it livable. Who is in control of the poem, if not the narrator? Chaucer's narrator offers neither a simple nor an absolute answer to this question. Even in asserting his own power, the narrator seems to understand that the creation and interpretation of any text is the product of a continual and fundamentally collaborative effort.
	The ability to examine, evaluate, and even embrace change seems central to this process. The narrator advocates flexibility. "The yerde is bet that bowen wole and wynde/ Than that that brest; and therefore I yow rede/ To folwen hym that so wel kan yow lede" (I, 257-9). Like the "yerde", the best (most meaningful) interpretations remain resilient. The narrator attempts to identify and diffuse static, absolute, and dangerously reductive interpretations. Through the course of the poem, the narrator is able to describe the paradoxes seemingly inseparable from the very idea of love, instead of espousing a comprehensive notion of love. The narrator cautions against using Criseyde as an example to promote the general wicked, inconstant nature of all women, for men are equally capable of betrayal and deceit. The narrator attempts to assure the reader that the tale should not serve to warn, indict, or endorse any particular ideology, or group of people. 
	Though in the last stanzas the narrator offers an overt and seemingly authoritative Christian interpretation to the events of the poem, Christianity is not introduced to stand above such scrutiny. If it is to be applicable at all to the events of the poem or the attitudes of the reader, it must be able to retain its meaning without remaining rigidly absolute, closed to new or alternate possibilities. Perhaps by introducing Christianity at the conclusion of "Troilus and Criseyde", Chaucer hopes to stimulate revitalized or reinvigorated interpretations.	
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