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The pentangle, also known as the pentagram, has long been a potent symbol woven into various
cultural, spiritual, and literary tapestries. In the context of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, a
seminal work of Middle English literature, the pentangle takes on a layered significance, especially
in Fitt III, where it is closely associated with themes of virtue, temptation, and the lurking presence
of danger. This article explores the multifaceted symbolism of the pentangle in Fitt III and elucidates
how it encapsulates the theme of danger that pervades this part of the poem.

The Context of Fitt III in Sir Gawain and the Green
Knight

Before delving into the symbolism of the pentangle, it is essential to understand the setting and
thematic landscape of Fitt III. This section marks a pivotal point in the poem, where Sir Gawain
faces the consequences of his earlier actions and prepares for his final confrontation with the Green
Knight.

- Transition from Test to Real Danger: Fitt III shifts from Gawain’s internal moral struggles to
external threats, emphasizing the imminent danger he faces.
- Themes of Honor and Temptation: The section explores Gawain’s adherence to knightly virtue
amidst the perilous environment surrounding him.
- Symbolic Significance: The pentangle appears as a recurring motif, representing the ideals Gawain
strives to uphold but also hinting at the peril of moral perfection.

The Pentangle: An Overview of Its Symbolism

The pentangle, a five-pointed star enclosed within a circle, is a rich symbol with diverse meanings
across different cultures and contexts.

Historical and Cultural Significance of the Pentangle

- Medieval Christian Symbolism: The pentangle often symbolizes the five wounds of Christ, divine
grace, and protection.
- Pagan and Esoteric Interpretations: In pagan traditions, it represents the five elements or the
human body’s harmony.



- In Christian Mysticism: It signifies faith, charity, and the five virtues.

The Pentangle in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight

- Representation of Gawain’s Virtues: The pentangle on Gawain’s shield signifies his unwavering
commitment to the five virtues: generosity, chastity, charity, courtesy, and chivalry.
- Symbol of Perfection and Integrity: The unbroken nature of the pentangle reflects Gawain’s moral
perfection and integrity.
- Protection and Divine Favor: It is believed to symbolize divine protection bestowed upon Gawain.

How the Pentangle Symbolises Danger in Fitt III

While traditionally viewed as a symbol of virtue and protection, in Fitt III, the pentangle also
embodies the lurking danger that challenges Gawain’s moral and spiritual integrity.

The Dual Nature of the Pentangle

- Protection and Peril: The pentangle’s association with divine protection contrasts with its potential
to highlight the peril of moral hubris.
- Symbol of Human Limitation: The perfect symbol reminds Gawain—and the reader—that human
virtue has limits, and overconfidence can lead to downfall.
- Indicator of Inner Conflict: The pentangle’s presence underscores Gawain’s internal struggle with
guilt, shame, and the recognition of human imperfection.

The Pentangle and the Temptation of the Green Chapel

- Forewarning of Danger: The pentangle, representing Gawain’s virtues, acts as a reminder that
even the most virtuous are vulnerable to temptation and danger.
- Gawain’s Moral Dilemma: As Gawain approaches the Green Chapel, the symbol foreshadows the
moral and physical dangers awaiting him.
- The Challenge of Authentic Virtue: The symbol emphasizes that true virtue involves humility and
acknowledgment of one’s flaws, not complacency in moral perfection.

The Reflection of Gawain’s Inner Turmoil

- Gawain’s Fear of Failure: The pentangle serves as a visual cue of Gawain’s anxiety about whether
he has lived up to his ideals.
- Symbol of Gawain’s Self-awareness: It reflects his understanding that danger often lies not just
outside but within, in his own weaknesses.
- Foreshadowing the Test: The symbol hints at the upcoming test at the Green Chapel, where
Gawain’s virtues will be challenged.



The Literary Significance of the Pentangle as a Symbol
of Danger

The use of the pentangle in Fitt III offers a nuanced commentary on the nature of virtue and the
peril inherent in striving for moral perfection.

Contrast Between Idealism and Reality

- The pentangle’s idealized symbolism contrasts with the real dangers Gawain faces, illustrating the
tension between aspiration and human fallibility.
- The symbol acts as a warning that moral perfection is an illusion and that danger resides in
overestimating one’s virtue.

Foreshadowing and Moral Lesson

- The pentangle’s presence foreshadows Gawain’s eventual acceptance of his imperfections,
showcasing the poem’s moral lesson about humility.
- It suggests that true virtue involves recognizing one’s limitations and remaining vigilant against
hidden dangers.

Symbol of the Inner and Outer Battle

- The pentangle embodies both Gawain’s internal moral struggle and the external dangers posed by
the Green Knight.
- It encapsulates the idea that moral danger is often intertwined with external threats and
temptations.

Conclusion: The Pentangle as a Complex Symbol of
Danger

In Fitt III of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, the pentangle transcends its conventional role as a
symbol of virtue and divine protection. Instead, it becomes a complex emblem highlighting the
inherent dangers in the pursuit of moral perfection. The symbol warns that arrogance in one’s
virtues can lead to peril, and that true strength lies in humility and self-awareness. By understanding
the multifaceted symbolism of the pentangle, readers gain deeper insight into the poem’s central
themes—moral integrity, human vulnerability, and the ever-present danger of moral and spiritual
failure.
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By exploring the intricate layers of the pentangle’s symbolism in Fitt III, it becomes clear that this
emblem is central to understanding the poem’s deeper messages about virtue, danger, and human
imperfection. The symbol’s dual nature as both protector and harbinger of peril encapsulates the
complex moral landscape Gawain navigates, making it a powerful motif that continues to resonate in
literary and cultural discussions.

Frequently Asked Questions

What specific element of the Pentangle in Fitt III symbolizes
danger?
The Pentangle's depiction with a broken or incomplete form in Fitt III symbolizes danger, indicating
vulnerability or a threat to the symbol's traditional protective meaning.

How does the symbolism of the Pentangle in Fitt III relate to
themes of risk or peril?
In Fitt III, the altered or disturbed Pentangle reflects themes of risk, suggesting that the protective
power associated with the symbol is compromised, thus symbolizing impending danger or spiritual
peril.

Why is the change in the Pentangle's appearance in Fitt III
significant in understanding danger?
The change signifies a shift from safety to threat, highlighting moments of moral or spiritual danger
faced by the poem’s characters, and emphasizing the fragility of protection and virtue.

Does the depiction of the Pentangle in Fitt III suggest a loss of
divine protection?
Yes, the distorted or damaged depiction in Fitt III suggests a loss or weakening of divine protection,



symbolizing the peril that arises when moral or spiritual defenses are compromised.

How does the symbolism of the Pentangle in Fitt III connect to
the poem’s overarching message about danger?
It underscores the idea that even symbols of protection and virtue are vulnerable to danger,
emphasizing the importance of vigilance and moral integrity.

Is the depiction of danger through the Pentangle unique to
Fitt III, or does it appear elsewhere in the poem?
While the most prominent symbolism appears in Fitt III, similar themes of danger and vulnerability
associated with the Pentangle can be found throughout the poem, reinforcing its central message.

Additional Resources
What About The Pentangle In Fitt III Symbolises Danger?

In The Faerie Queene, Edmund Spenser weaves a complex tapestry of allegory, symbolism, and
moral lessons. Among the many symbols that populate the poem, the pentangle in Fitt III stands out
as a potent emblem, especially when it appears in a context associated with peril or challenge. The
pentangle in Fitt III symbolises danger because it embodies both virtue and vulnerability, illustrating
the perilous balance between moral strength and the potential for downfall. Understanding its
significance requires delving into its historical, mythological, and literary contexts, as well as its
thematic role within the narrative.

---

The Pentangle: An Overview of Its Symbolic Significance

The Pentangle’s Origins and Meaning

The pentangle, also known as the pentagram or five-pointed star, has a rich history across cultures.
In medieval symbolism, it often represented:

- Truth and perfection: The five points symbolize the five virtues—generosity, brotherly love, purity,
courtesy, and compassion.
- Protection: The pentangle was believed to ward off evil.
- The human being: The five points can also symbolize the human body or the five senses.

In The Faerie Queene, the pentangle’s primary association is with Sir Gawain, who is depicted as an
exemplar of virtue and moral integrity thanks to his adherence to the pentangle’s virtues.

The Pentangle in Sir Gawain and Its Relevance to Fitt III

While the pentangle is more famously associated with Sir Gawain's armor in Sir Gawain and the
Green Knight, its appearance in Fitt III of The Faerie Queene extends and deepens its symbolic
scope. Here, the pentangle’s presence signals a complex interplay of moral idealism and the peril



that accompanies moral perfection.

---

Fitt III and the Context of Danger

The Narrative Setting

Fitt III centers around the Redcrosse Knight, who represents the virtue of holiness and spiritual
purity. As he embarks on his quest, he encounters various challenges that test his virtue. The
symbolic use of the pentangle in this context underscores the themes of moral virtue intertwined
with danger.

The Symbolic Role of the Pentangle in Fitt III

Within this setting, the pentangle:

- Represents the ideal virtues Redcrosse is called to embody.
- Signifies moral perfection as an aspirational goal.
- Acts as a symbol of divine protection and virtue’s power.

However, the very qualities that make the pentangle a symbol of virtue also imply potential
dangers—overconfidence, rigidity, and the risk of moral blindness.

---

How the Pentangle Symbolises Danger

1. The Illusion of Moral Perfection

One of the core dangers associated with the pentangle in Fitt III is the temptation of moral
infallibility. The pentangle’s association with perfection can lead to:

- Arrogance: Believing oneself untouchable due to virtue.
- Rigidity: Strict adherence to moral codes that may result in intolerance or judgment of others.
- Blindness to Flaws: Overconfidence in one’s virtue can obscure genuine moral growth.

In the poem, Redcrosse’s overreliance on his moral strength—symbolized by the pentangle—sets the
stage for potential downfall. His belief that virtue alone guarantees safety makes him vulnerable
when faced with unforeseen dangers.

2. The Dual Nature of the Pentangle

The pentangle is a paradoxical symbol; it embodies both protection and peril:

- Protection: It signifies divine favor and moral uprightness.
- Peril: Its perfection can breed complacency, leading to neglect of humility or compassion.

This duality highlights that moral virtue, when misunderstood or improperly wielded, can become a
source of danger rather than salvation.



3. The Pentangle as a Symbol of Human Limitation

The pentangle’s idealism can also underscore human limitations:

- It reminds readers that no matter how virtuous one might strive to be, humans remain susceptible
to error.
- The danger lies in imagining that virtue alone suffices, ignoring the need for humility, mercy, and
self-awareness.

In Fitt III, this manifests as a warning that moral perfection is an ongoing process, not a static state.

---

Literary and Thematic Implications

The Moral of Balance and Caution

Spenser’s use of the pentangle in Fitt III underscores a central theme: the importance of humility
and awareness in moral striving. The symbol’s danger lies not in its inherent meaning but in the
misinterpretation or misapplication by characters who might mistake virtue for moral superiority.

The Connection to Divine Grace

While the pentangle suggests divine favor, the poem also hints that reliance solely on moral virtue
without humility can lead to peril. The danger, therefore, is spiritual arrogance—believing oneself
righteous enough to bypass divine grace.

---

Practical Examples and Symbolic Interpretations

Let’s explore specific ways the pentangle’s symbolism manifests as danger in Fitt III:

- Overconfidence in Virtue: Redcrosse’s initial belief that his virtue makes him invulnerable leads to
complacency.
- Failure to Recognize Weaknesses: The pentangle’s emphasis on perfection can cause characters to
overlook their flaws.
- Moral Rigidity: Adherence to virtuous ideals without compassion or understanding can cause harm,
as rigid moral codes may alienate others or lead to judgment.

---

Summary: The Pentangle as a Warning

In conclusion, the pentangle in Fitt III symbolizes danger because it embodies the perilous allure of
moral perfection. While it signifies virtue, truth, and divine favor, it also warns of the risks inherent
in believing oneself infallible or beyond reproach. The symbol serves as a reminder that true virtue
requires humility, self-awareness, and an acknowledgment of human imperfection. Without these,
the pursuit of moral excellence can become a trap, leading characters—and readers—to moral
complacency, arrogance, and spiritual danger.



---

Final Thoughts

Understanding the symbolic role of the pentangle in Fitt III provides valuable insight into the moral
complexities of The Faerie Queene. It challenges us to consider that virtue, while admirable, must be
tempered with humility and compassion. The danger associated with the pentangle is not just a
medieval allegory but a timeless reflection on the human condition: the peril of mistaking moral
perfection for moral superiority and the importance of remaining vigilant against the subtle threats
of complacency and pride in our moral journeys.
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