
 

 

THE “TSEN” (10) COMMANDMENTS OF “ETIKET”* 
 
*The Yiddish word for etiquette is “etiket.” 
 
by 
Marjorie Gottlieb Wolfe 
 

BENNETT CERF SAID, “GOOD MANNERS:  THE NOISE YOU DON’T 
MAKE WHEN YOU’RE EATING SOUP.”  AND AMIT KALANTRI SAID, 
“TAKE CARE OF YOUR MANNERS AS SERIOUSLY AS YOUR MONEY.” 
 
LARRY GRAY provided the following ten commandments of theatre 
etiquette.  They appeared in the Alexander W. Dreyfoos School of the 
Arts Fall 2013 - Spring 2014 magazine. 
  
Gray said that his list serve two purposes:  He had to get it off his chest. 
...and he feels much better.  The second purpose is education...”maybe we 
can educate a few people and make the theatre a more pleasant 
experience for everyone.” 
 
“GIB A KUK” (GIVE A LOOK) AT THESE COMMANDMENTS: 
 
 
 Note:  Mr. Gray has given permission to anyone to reproduce and to print these 
commandments and to spread them far and wide (“breyt”)  So, here’s Mr. Gray”s 
commandments, with some Yiddish words added. 
 
1.  THOU SHALT NOT TALK (“KIBBITZ”).  IN OTHER WORDS, “SHVEIG!” (STOP 
     TALKING!)  AND, DON‘T BE A “YENTEH”--A TALKATIVE WOMAN.  DON’T 
     PARTICIPATE IN “SHMOOZEN”--TO TALK IDLY. 
 
    THIS IS THE FIRST (“ERSHT”) AND THE GREATEST COMMANDMENT. 
     PLEASE NOTE THAT THE COMMANDMENT DOES NOT SAY, “THOU SHALT 
     NOT TALK LOUDLY,” OR “THOU SHALT NOT TALK EXCESSIVELY,” OR 
     “THOU SHALT NOT TALK ABOUT SUBJECTS OTHER THAN THE      
PERFORMANCE IN PROGRESS,” OR ANYTHING (“ABI VOS”).  NO, THE 
COMMANDMENT IS QUITE CATEGORICAL.  THOU SHALT NOT TALK AT ALL. 
THERE ARE TWO (“TSVEY”) REASONS FOR THIS COMMANDMENT, BOTH SO 
OBVIOUS (“KLOR VI DER TOG”) THAT EXPERIENCED THEATERGOERS ARE 
IN DANGER OF BEING CONSUMED WITH THE THEATRE-GOING EQUIVALENT 
OF ROAD RAGE WHEN THEY ENCOUNTER A TALKER.  BUT SINCE TALKING 
IN THEATRES IS SO EPIDEMIC (“EPIDEMYE”), APPARENTLY LOTS OF PEOPLE 
DON’T GET IT.                



 

 

                        
     SO HERE IT GOES.  REASON NUMBER ONE.  NO MATTER WHAT YOU DO, 
     NO MATTER HOW HARD YOU TRY, NO MATTER HOW QUIET (“SHTILKAYT”) 
     YOU THINK YOU ARE, IT IS SIMPLY IMPOSSIBLE (“UMMIGLEKH”) TO TALK 
     IN A THEATRE WITHOUT DISTURBING PEOPLE AROUND YOU.  AND 
     PLEASE NOTE THAT TALKING IS ALSO ANNOYING, DISTURBING, AND 
     DISTRACTING TO THE ACTORS ONSTAGE.  NO, YOU ARE NOT AN 
     EXCEPTION (“OYSNEM”).  AND NO, THE PLAY OR MOVIE OR CONCERT 
     (“KONTSERT”) DOES NOT IMPROVE WITH YOUR RUNNING COMMENTARY 
     TO YOUR FRIEND.  AND NO, THERE IS NO QUESTION YOU FEEL COMPELLED 
      TO ASK THAT JUSTIFIES ANNOYING EVERYONE (“YEDER EYNER”) ELSE. 
    
    REASON NUMBER TWO (“TSVEY”).  NO MATTER HOW CLEVER (“KLUG”) 
    YOU THINK YOU ARE MULTITASKING, IT REMAINS AN IMMUTABLE LAW 
    (“GEZETS”) THAT IF YOU ARE TALKING THEN YOU ARE NOT COMPLETELY 
   LISTENING.  THEATERGOERS ARE ALLOWED, INDEED, ENCOURAGED TO 
TALK 
   BEFORE AND AFTER THE PERFORMANCE.  BUT WHEN THE HOUSELIGHTS 
   GO DOWN (“AROP”), THAT MEANS THE ONLY SOUNDS IN THE THEATRE 
   SHOULD BE COMING FROM THE STAGE (“DI BINE”).  NOW IS THE TIME TO 
   LISTEN.  TALKING IN THE THEATRE IS:  1.  STUPID (“NARISH”) AND 2.  RUDE 
   (“GROB”). 
 
2.  THOU SHALT TURN OFF AND PUT AWAY ALL CELL PHONES AND BEEPERS 
     THIS IS THE SECOND COMMANDMENT AND IT IS LIKE THE FIRST.  CELL 
     PHONES (“TSELULARER TELEFON”) AND BEEPERS GOING OFF DISTURB 
     AND ANNOY (“TSHEPEN ZIKH TSU”) (AND, IF THE TRUTH BE TOLD, 
     INFURIATE) OTHER THEATREGOERS AS WELL AS THE PERFORMERS ON 
     STAGE.  THERE ARE NO EXCEPTIONS.  IF YOU ARE A DOCTOR (“DOKTER”) 
     AWAITING WORD ON THE IMPENDING LABOR OF A PREGNANT 
(“SHVANGER”) 
     PATIENT OR SOME OTHER EMERGENCY (“NOYTFAL”), YOU CAN SET YOUR 
     BEEPER TO VIBRATE OR YOU CAN LEAVE YOUR PHONE WITH THE HOUSE 
     MANAGER OR YOU CAN STAY HOME AND GIVE UP THE THEATRE FOR THE 
     EVENING (“OVNT”).   YOU CANNOT CLAIM THAT YOUR NEEDS ARE MORE 
     IMPORTANT THAN THE HUNDREDS OF PEOPLE WHO HAVE COME TO THE 
     THEATRE AND HAVE A RIGHT TO EXPECT A CELL PHONE-FREE ZONE. 
     PLEASE NOTE THAT THE COMMANDMENT SAYS “TURN OFF AND PUT 
AWAY.” 
     EVEN IF THE SOUND IS DISABLED IN THE PHONE, THE BRIGHT LIGHTS OF A 
CELL PHONE IN A DARKENED THEATRE CAN BE SEEN THROUGHOUT THE 
HOUSE AND DISTURB EVERYONE.  FURTHERMORE (“DERTSU”), IT IS 
EXTREMELY UNCOOL TO BE SEEN HOLDING AND FONDLING YOUR CELL 
PHONE, SO TURN IT OFF AND PUT IT AWAY.  BETTER YET, DON’T BRING IT 
INTO THE THEATRE AT ALL.  IF THERE IS AN ABSOLUTE PROHIBITION 
AGAINST USING THE THING, WHY HAVE IT? 



 

 

 
3.  THOU SHALT NOT TAKE PICTURES (WITH OR WITHOUT FLASH) OR 
     VIDEOS OR SOUND RECORDINGS.  SUCH ACTIVITIES CANNOT HELP BUT 
 BE ANNOYING AND DISTRACTING TO OTHER AUDIENCE (“OYLEM”) MEMBERS 
 AS WELL AS TO THE PERFORMERS ON THE STAGE (“DI BINE”).  BESIDES, IT IS 
ALMOST ALWAYS ILLEGAL.  CONTRACTUAL AGREEMENTS WITH THE OWNERS 
OF THE ROYALTIES AS WELL AS EQUITY RULES IN MANY PROFESSIONAL 
THEATRES, FORBID PICTURES,  VIDEOS, AND RECORDINGS OF 
PERFORMANCES.  A SPECIAL NOTE TO PARENTS 
(“TATE-MAME”) OF CHILDREN WHO ARE IN A PRODUCTION IN WHICH PARENTS 
ARE ALLOWED TO TAKE PICTURES OR VIDEO:  DON’T DO IT.  YOUR PICTURES 
AND VIDEO WILL ALMOST ALWAYS LOOK PRETTY TERRIBLE (“SHREKLEKH”). 
YOUR CHILD WILL BE THE SMALL MOVING OBJECT IN THE CORNER (“DER 
VINKL”).  TAKE PICTURES BEFORE AND AFTER THE SHOW.  NOT ONLY DOES 
YOUR PICTURE TAKING DISTURB OTHER PEOPLE, IT MEANS YOU ARE NOT 
REALLY WATCHING THE SHOW. 
 
4.  THOU SHALT NOT ARRIVE LATE 
NOTE:  THE YIDDISH WORD MEANING LATE/TARDY IS “FARSHPETIKT.” 
MOST PROFESSIONAL THEATRES HAVE THE ADMIRABLE POLICY OF NOT 
SEATING LATECOMERS UNTIL AN APPROPRIATE BREAK IN THE 
PERFORMANCE. 
THIS MIGHT MEAN YOU WILL MISS HALF (“HELFT”) THE SHOW.  OTHER 
THEATRES ARE MORE LAX AND ALLOW PEOPLE TO SNEAK IN.  SNEAKING IN 
CANNOT BE DONE WITHOUT DISTURBING PEOPLE.  IT IS ASTONISHING BUT 
TRUE (“EMES”) THAT MANY PEOPLE BELIEVE THAT IF A PERFORMANCE 
BEGINS AT 8:00, THEN IT IS REASONABLE TO PULL UP TO THE THEATRE AT 
8:00.  NO.  YOU HAVE TO PARK.  YOU HAVE TO WALK TO THE BOX OFFICE. 
YOU HAVE TO GET YOUR TICKET TORN.  YOU HAVE TO FIND YOUR SEAT 
(“ZITSORT”).  ALL OF THIS TAKES--YOU GUESSED IT--TIME.  ARRIVE 
EARLY(“FRI”).  YOU’LL BE HAPPIER AND SO WILL THE PEOPLE AROUND YOU. 
 
MARJORIE WOLFE ADDS:  BIXBY’S LAW OF THEATER SEATING SAYS:  IN 
ANY GIVEN ROW THE PEOPLE WITH SEATS ON THE AISLE ALWAYS ARRIVE 
FIRST.  COROLLARY:  THE PROBABILITY THAT SOMEONE IN THE MIDDLE ROW 
WILL LEAVE DURING THE PERFORMANCE IS DIRECTLY PROPORTIONAL TO 
THE NUMBER OF PERSONS TO BE CLIMBED OVER IN REACHING THE AISLE. 
(SANDRA W. BIXBY, CHICAGO) 
 
 
5.  THOU SHALT NOT LEAVE EARLY UNLESS MIGHTILY PROVOKED 
NOTE:  THE YIDDISH WORD FOR “EARLY” IS “FRI.” 
LEAVING BEFORE THE PERFORMANCE IS OVER (AND THAT MEANS BEFORE 
THE CURTAIN CALL, TOO) IS RUDE (“GROB”).  IT IS ANNOYING AND 
DISTRACTING TO OTHER AUDIENCE MEMBERS AND IT IS INSULTING TO THE 
PERFORMERS.  IF YOU WANT TO INSULT (“BALEYDIKUNG”) THE  CAST, 



 

 

WELL OKAY, BUT IF YOU’RE JUST LEAVING EARLY BECAUSE YOUR TIRED 
(“FARMATERT”) OR BORED OR WANT A QUICK (“SHNEL”) EXIT FROM THE 
PARKING LOT, THE MESSAGE YOU GIVE TO THE OTHER AUDIENCE MEMBERS 
IS NOT THAT YOU THINK THE SHOW IS NO GOOD, BUT THAT YOU ARE EITHER 
IGNORANT OR RUDE.  LEAVING AT AN INTERMISSION IS ACCEPTABLE, BUT 
REALIZE THAT TO DO SO IS TO MAKE A STATEMENT. 
 
6.  THOU SHALT LAUGH AT THE JOKES BUT NOT AT THE DEATH SCENES & 
     LOVE SCENES 
NOTE:  THE YIDDISH WORD FOR LAUGHTER IS “FREYLEKHKAYT.”  AND IF 
ONE HAS A SENSE OF HUMOR, WE SAY THEY HAVE “HOBN HUMOR.” 
UNLESS MIGHTILY PROVOKED BY THE INCOMPETENCE OF THE PERFORMERS, 
LAUGHTER AT INAPPROPRIATE TIMES (EMOTIONAL SCENES SUCH AS LOVE 
OR DEATH) GENERALLY MEANS THE AUDIENCE IS FILED WITH SIXTH 
(“ZEKSTER”) GRADERS WHO, UNABLE OR UNWILLING OR TOO EMBARRASSED 
TO FEEL STRONG EMOTIONS, PREFER TO DEFUSE THOSE EMOTIONS BY 
LAUGHING.  THEY DON’T KNOW THAT’S WHAT THEY ARE DOING, BUT  
EXPERIENCED PERFORMERS AND THEATREGOERS DO.  IRONICALLY, 
THESE INAPPROPRIATE LAUGHERS, IN TRYING TO AVOID EMBARRASSMENT, 
ACTUALLY DRAW ATTENTION TO THEMSELVES (“ZIKH”) AND ADVERTISE THAT 
THEY ARE EMOTIONALLY IMMATURE.  INTERMISSION IS ACCEPTABLE, BUT 
REALIZE THAT TO DO SO IS TO MAKE A STATEMENT. 
 
7.  THOU SHALT NOT BRING FOOD OR DRINK INTO THE THEATRE 
FOOD (“ESNVARG”) AND DRINK ARE AN EXPECTED, ALMOST COMPULSORY 
ACCOMPANIMENT TO A MOVIE [THEATRE] (“DER KINO”).  SOME POP 
CONCERTS 
AND SO ON OFFER FOOD AND DRINK.  MOST THEATRES PROHIBIT IT.  ACT 
ACCORDINGLY. 
 
8.  THOU SHALT NOT OPEN CANDIES COVERED IN CELLOPHANE 
NOTE:  THE YIDDISH WORD FOR “CANDY” IS “TSUKERL.” 
IF YOU MUST OPEN A COUGH (“HUST”) DROP OR SOME SUCH THING, THEN 
DO IT QUICKLY.  DO NOT TORTURE (“PAYNIKUNG”) YOUR FELLOW AUDIENCE 
MEMBERS WITH YOUR PROLONGED AND FUTILE ATTEMPTS TO OPEN THOSE 
THINGS QUIETLY.  IT CAN’T BE DONE. 
 
9.  THOU SHALT REMOVE FIGETY SMALL CHILDREN AND CRYING BABIES 
IMMEDIATELY 
NOTE:  A FIGETY CHILD MAY HAVE “SHPILKES.”  THIS MEANS RESTLESS 
ENERGY; SOMEONE WHO CAN’T SIT THROUGH A DINNER PARTY OR A SHOW. 
NO, YOUR CHILD (“KIND”) IS NOT AN EXCEPTION.  YES, YOUR FUTILE 
ATTEMPTS 
AT SHUSHING, BRIBING, SCOLDING, EXPLAINING, ETC. ARE EVEN MORE 
ANNOYING THAN THE CHILDREN.  SOME CHILDREN ARE SIMPLY JUST TOO 
YOUNG (“YUNG”) TO BRING TO THE THEATRE.  IT IS UNREASONABLE TO 



 

 

EXPECT THEM TO ACT LIKE ADULTS (“DERVAKSENER”).  IT IS QUITE 
ADMIRABLE TO BRING OLDER (“ELTER”) CHILDREN TO THE THEATRE, BUT 
THAT DOES NOT MEAN THAT YOU HAVE YOUR FELLOW AUDIENCE MEMBERS’ 
PERMISSION TO USE THIS OPPORTUNITY TO EDUCATE THEM TO THE 
NUANCES OF WHAT’S GOING ON UP THERE ON THE STAGE.  THE CHILD 
SHOULD BE SILENT (“SHTIL”) AND YOU SHOULD BE TOO.  THE EDUCATION 
YOU SHOULD BE GIVING YOUR CHILD IS HOW TO BEHAVE IN THE THEATRE. 
YOU CAN ANSWER HIS OR HER QUESTION (“FRAGE”) ABOUT THE PERFOR- 
MANCE WHEN IT IS OVER. 
 
10.  THOU SHALT BE PREPARED TO ENJOY THYSELF! 
NOTE:  THE YIDDISH WORD FOR “PLEASURE” IS “FARGENIGN.” 
WHATEVER BROUGHT YOU TO THE THEATRE, EVEN IF IT WAS AN INSISTENT 
SPOUSE, AN OBLIGATION (“HISKHAYVIS”), AN ASSIGNMENT FROM A TEACHER 
(“MELAMED”), WHATEVER, REALIZE THAT THE PERFORMERS ARE INTENT ON 
ONE THING--ENTERTAINING YOU.  OPEN YOURSELF UP TO THE POSSIBILITY 
OF PLEASURE (“FARGENIGN”).  YOU CANNOT POSSIBLY ENJOY YOURSELF IF 
YOU INSIST ON EXPECTING TO HAVE A BAD TIME.  EVER HEAR OF THE 
SELF-FULFILLING PROPHECY? 
------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
MARJORIE WOLFE AGREES WITH “LEVINSON’S LAW NO. 16:   IF YOU CHECK 
YOUR COAT AT THE THEATRE, THERE WILL BE TEN EMPTY SEATS AROUND 
YOU WHEN YOU SIT DOWN.” 
(LEONARD LOUIS LEVINSON, FROM HIS BOOK, “WEBSTER’S UNAFRAID 
DICTIONARY, COLLIER BOOKS, 1967.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
and director of plays, musicals and operas, I just had to get this off my chest 
(“brustkastn”).  There.  I feel much better (“beser”).  The second purpose is education. 
I hereby give permission to anyone to reproduce and to print these commandments 
and to spread them far and wide.  May I suggest you print them in your programs? 
If that’s not an option, perhaps you can hand out copies to your students at the outset 
of a new class (“klas”) or before they’re heading out to see a show.  One way or the 
other, maybe we can educate a few people and make the theatre a more pleasant 
experience for everyone (“yeder eyner”). 
 
 
 


