
Offprint Series

INTERPRETER
A Journal of Latter-day Saint 

Faith and Scholarship

§

“Put Off Thy Shoes from Off Thy Feet”: 
Sandals and Sacred Space

John Gee

Volume 45 · 2021 · Pages 203 - 214



© 2021 The Interpreter Foundation. A 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization.

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 4.0 
International License. To view a copy of this license, visit 
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/ or send a letter to Creative Commons, 444 
Castro Street, Suite 900, Mountain View, California, 94041, USA.

ISSN 2372-1227 (print) 
ISSN 2372-126X (online)

The goal of The Interpreter Foundation is to increase understanding of scripture through careful 
scholarly investigation and analysis of the insights provided by a wide range of ancillary disciplines, 
including language, history, archaeology, literature, culture, ethnohistory, art, geography, law, politics, 
philosophy, etc. Interpreter will also publish articles advocating the authenticity and historicity of 
LDS scripture and the Restoration, along with scholarly responses to critics of the LDS faith. We 
hope to illuminate, by study and faith, the eternal spiritual message of the scriptures—that Jesus is 
the Christ.

Although the Board fully supports the goals and teachings of the Church, The Interpreter Foundation 
is an independent entity and is neither owned, controlled by nor affiliated with The Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints, or with Brigham Young University. All research and opinions provided 
are the sole responsibility of their respective authors, and should not be interpreted as the opinions 
of the Board, nor as official statements of LDS doctrine, belief or practice.

This journal is a weekly publication of the Interpreter Foundation, a non-profit organization 
located at InterpreterFoundation.org. You can find other articles published in our journal at 
Journal.InterpreterFoundation.org. You may subscribe to this journal at InterpreterFoundation.
org/annual-print-subscription.



“Put Off Thy Shoes from Off Thy Feet”: 
Sandals and Sacred Space

John Gee

Abstract: While many have written on ancient temples looking at the big 
picture, John Gee discusses one small detail on a single Egyptian temple 
from the New Kingdom. He focuses on depictions of Ramses III in and out 
of the temple of Medinet Habu. Outside the temple and when entering and 
leaving there are depictions of him wearing sandals. Inside the temple proper 
the king is always shown barefoot. Ramses III built Medinet Habu only 
slightly after the time of Moses and as Gee further notes, while not wearing 
footwear was a clear practice among the Egyptians it is far more explicit in 
Moses’ encounter with Deity when he is told to remove his “shoes from off 
they feet, for the place whereon thou standest is holy ground.” Gee observes 
that contemporary Egyptian temple practice “reflects the commands of God 
recorded in the Pentateuch,” as well as reflects Moses’ Egyptian background.

[Editor’s Note: Part of our book chapter reprint series, this article is 
reprinted here as a service to the Latter-day Saint community. Original 
pagination and page numbers have necessarily changed, otherwise the 
reprint has the same content as the original.

See John Gee, “‘Put Off Thy Shoes from Off Thy Feet’: Sandals and Sacred 
Space,” in The Temple: Symbols, Sermons, and Settings, Proceedings of the 
Fourth Interpreter Foundation Matthew B. Brown Memorial Conference, 
10 November 2018, ed. Stephen D. Ricks and Jeffrey M. Bradshaw (Orem, 
UT: The Interpreter Foundation; Salt Lake City: Eborn Books, 2021), in 
preparation. Further information at https://interpreterfoundation.org/
books/the-temple-symbols-sermons-and-settings/.]
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Problem

Many studies of ancient temples look at the big picture, but it can 
also be worthwhile to look at small details. In this study, I want to 

look at one small detail from a single temple.
In looking at an Egyptian temple, particularly one from the New 

Kingdom, we notice a dazzling variety of clothing. The clothing depicted 
demonstrates a complicated dress code that signified status to the people 
of the day, just as modern fashions signal the same thing to modern 
individuals. As an example, consider the wrapping of the kilt. In Old 
Kingdom Egypt, wrapping the kilt left over right (clockwise) was an 
indication of royalty, while wrapping it right over left (counterclockwise) 
was an indication of non-royal status.1 Beginning in the First Intermediate 
Period, however, private individuals were able to adopt royal status.

Footwear could also mark status. Most ancient Egyptians went 
barefoot, especially in the presence of a superior.2 Just as giving clothing 
to the naked was an act of charity, so was giving sandals to the barefoot.3 
In New Kingdom temples, however, some individuals are shown wearing 
sandals and some are not. 

Categories
Our concern is determining when sandals were worn and when they 
were not. We face a number of problems. Many of the reliefs are so 
damaged that we cannot see either the king’s feet4 or what exactly he is 
doing. Sometimes these details are in accompanying inscriptions,5 but 
the further back in the temple the relief goes, the more likely the upper 
portion of the relief including the inscription will be missing. Sometimes 
the sandals were included by mistake and were erased.6 Because there 
are so many examples and numerous counterexamples, we are looking 
at general trends. We are interested in humans, and we will concentrate 
primarily on the king, who is the most visible human in the temple. 

The pharaoh’s sandals would have been gilded.7 This raises a 
question: is there a reason why the king might wear sandals in one scene 
and not another? At first glance, there seems to be no rhyme or reason 
to the choice.

Let us first consider location. We might think that perhaps the king 
is shown wearing sandals outside the temple and not inside, but there 
are numerous examples of him shown wearing sandals inside the temple 
proper.8 So location does not seem to be a good explanation. Instead, we 
will concentrate on activity.
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After analyzing 734 scenes in the temple of Ramses III at Medinet 
Habu, we can classify them into five categories by the percentage of the 
scenes in which the pharaoh is shown wearing sandals:

•   Scenes where the king always wears sandals

•   Scenes where the king usually wears sandals (> 60%)

•   Scenes where the king may or may not wear sandals (60% 
> x > 40%)

•   Scenes where the king usually has bare feet (< 40%)

•   Scenes where the king never wears sandals

Each of these categories deserves a closer look.

Scenes where the king always wears sandals
A number of scenes show the king always wearing sandals. These scenes, 
for the most part, show the king doing non-sacral activities. These 
activities include tending horses,9 walking around under sunshades,10 
and receiving offerings.11 They also include potentially unexpected 
activities. For example, when riding around in a sedan chair where he 
does not need to use his feet, Ramses is still shown wearing sandals.12 He 
is also shown wearing sandals during his coronation13 and when he is 
entering14 and leaving the temple.15 

Most of the activities where the king does not wear sandals have 
to do with the conduct of war and military operations. Thus, Ramses 
III is shown wearing sandals when riding a chariot,16 shooting a bow 
and arrow,17 taking prisoners,18 binding captives,19 viewing booty,20 and 
rewarding his army.21

The activities depicted where the king is always shown wearing 
sandals are activities that take place outside of sacred space. They also 
tend to be depicted in the public areas of the temple, in places where the 
general populace could go.

Scenes where the king usually wears sandals
The scenes where the king is shown wearing sandals appear infrequently. 
In more frequent scenes, the king is usually, but not always, shown 
wearing sandals. These cases appear more than 60 percent of the time 
but less than 100 percent of the time.

The scenes where the king usually wears sandals depict him sitting on 
the throne (87%)22 and presenting captives to the god (72%).23
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These scenes share characteristics of scenes where the king is 
shown wearing sandals all the time. They tend to be more associated 
with the non-sacral duties of the king or dealing with warfare and its 
consequences.

Scenes where the king may or may not wear sandals
Scenes where the king may or may not wear sandals are those that fall 
within ten percentage points of the halfway mark—that is, within the 
40 to 60 percent range. These include processions (60%)24 and smiting 
captives (40%).25 Processions usually started in the temple and went 
outside the temple.26 Smiting captives seems to have taken place inside 
the temple,27 but in the outer courts.28

Scenes where the king is usually barefoot
For scenes where the king is shown wearing sandals less than 40 percent 
of the time, we look at them according to the progressively smaller 
percentage of the time when the king is shown wearing sandals. These 
scenes all appear to depict actions occurring inside the temple proper, 
including the following occasions:

•   presenting the full altar to a god or the gods (35%)29

•   offering silver, gold, or precious stones (27%)30

•   receiving salvation (di ꜥnḫ)31 from the gods (25%)32

•   initiation into the temple (24%)33

•   offering four oxen (20%)34

•   offering both incense and libations (17%)35

•   admonishing that everything that enters the temple must 
be pure (12%)36

•   offering flowers (10%)37

•   offering Maat (10%)38

•   offering incense(7%)39

•   giving adoration to the gods (7%)40

•   offering offerings (6%)41

•   offering ointment (3%)42

•   offering wine (1%)43
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The king is more likely to be depicted as wearing sandals when 
offering both incense and libations than when he is shown offering 
either separately.

Scenes where the king is always barefoot
In a number of scenes, the king is always shown barefoot. These actions 
always take place inside the temple proper and include purification,44 
performing the daily temple ritual,45 the reversion of offerings 
afterwards,46 and entering into a ritual embrace with the gods.47 They 
also include the majority of the offerings of the temple, including offering 
bags,48 bread,49 clepsydra,50 four chests,51 cult standards,52 eyepaint,53 
grain,54 lettuce,55 libations,56 linen,57 milk,58 oryxes,59 pectorals,60 and 
utensils.61 They also include when the king oversees the construction 
of the temple62 and when he dedicates it and offers it to its lord upon 
completion.63 They include when the king is shown uniting the two 
lands (Egypt)64 and driving the four calves.65 When the king is given 
long life—when his name is written on the leaves of the tree of life6 6—
he is also barefoot. The king is also shown barefoot when entering the 
underworld67 and in spell 110 of the Book of the Dead, in a depiction 
of the afterlife.68 He is shown barefoot when offering invocations to the 
gods69 and invocation offerings to the dead.70

In scenes that take place inside the temple proper, the king is usually 
or always shown barefoot. Thus, being barefoot is normal for sacred 
space, and wearing sandals is normal for being outside sacred space.

This gives us a snapshot from a specific time: the late New 
Kingdom, the early Twentieth Dynasty, the reign of Ramses III. It may 
not be generalizable. For example, a passage from a Middle Kingdom 
autobiography says that this unnamed official was “one who entered 
before the god alone wearing sandals in the holy place.”71

Comparison with Moses
Ramses III began building his temple at Medinet Habu less than twenty 
years after Merneptah, the son of Ramses II, mentioned Israel for the 
first time.72 This timeline puts Medinet Habu only slightly after Moses. If 
not wearing footwear in the sacred space of the temple is clear among the 
Egyptians, it is not nearly as explicit as in the account of Moses, where he 
hears the following from the burning bush:

And he said, Draw not nigh hither: put off thy shoes from off 
thy feet, for the place whereon thou standest is holy ground.
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Moreover he said, I am the God of thy father, the God of 
Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob. And Moses 
hid his face; for he was afraid to look upon God.73

When Ramses III is depicted encountering god face to face, he, like 
Moses, is depicted without sandals.74 In fact, there are many parallels 
between Moses and his near contemporary Ramses III in their wearing of 
sandals. Ramses III wears sandals while tending horses, but he removes 
them to enter holy ground. Thus, his sandals are off in the presence of 
the god and when the god talks to Pharaoh. Moses wears sandals tending 
sheep, but he is told to remove them to enter holy ground and keep his 
sandals off in the presence of God when God talks to Moses.

Thus, contemporary Egyptian temple practice reflects the commands 
of God recorded in the Pentateuch. It might be worth noticing that later 
temples, like the temples at Edfu, and Tod,75 tend to show the king only 
barefoot, providing less of an indication of the usage of sandals. The 
account of Moses thus reflects his Egyptian background.

John Gee is the William (Bill) Gay Research Professor in the Neal A. 
Maxwell Institute for Religious Scholarship at Brigham Young University. 
He is also the chair of the Egyptology and Ancient Israel section of the 
Society for Biblical Literature. He has published articles on a variety of 
subjects, including the Egyptian temple.
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