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The TF gives me a powerful sense of there being good people and 
inspirational places in the world. Gillie Harries, volunteer 
 
There has never been a more exciting time to support the Tobacco Factory. Over the last couple of 
years the Theatre has gone from strength to strength, consolidating its place at the heart of Bristol’s 
theatre scene. Last year George Ferguson (the building’s owner) granted us a rent-free 25-year lease 
of the Theatre - an indication of just how much he believes in what we’re doing and how much faith he 
has in us getting it right. In addition, we’ve become rather more financially stable since we became a 
Bristol City Council Key Arts Provider and received some match funding from the Arts Council. And this 
September we open a brand new venue - The Brewery – in the old garage just 200m away on North 
Street, which will allow us to accommodate an even wider range of artists and work in our programme 
and present them at very affordable prices. The Brewery is a hugely important addition to the Theatre 
as well as to Bristol’s theatre community.  
 
A bit about the Tobacco Factory Theatre  
 
The Tobacco Factory Theatre came into existence in1998 when George Ferguson invited Show of 
Strength Theatre Company to use part of the first floor of his recently acquired building as a theatre 
space. Shakespeare at the Tobacco Factory first produced work in the theatre in 2000 and the theatre 
became a full-time professional organisation in 2001. Until 2007, it was heavily subsidised by George 
Ferguson. 
 
The Tobacco Factory Theatre occupies the first floor of a busy, mixed-use cultural building. The theatre 
space is a black-box studio with a flexible auditorium holding an audience of between 200 and 350. It is 
one of very few spaces in the south of England that is able to show work in the round and one of few 
studio theatres in the South West that can consistently programme runs of shows rather than one-off 
performances. The theatre is open forty-eight weeks and programmes over 400 performances per year. 
Around 90% of performances are theatrical (including dance and opera) and we have an expanding 
programme of work for young people. The remainder is predominantly comedy. In 2007, sixty-one 
thousand people saw a show at the Tobacco Factory. Apart from performances, the theatre hosts and 
runs creative, developmental and educational programmes, which currently include rehearsed 
readings, try-out nights, theatre courses and workshops. 
 
Our Mission Statement:  
 
The Tobacco Factory Theatre is a unique, intimate a nd visceral space. It aims to be the most 
important studio theatre in the region, a cultural flagship for the local community, an innovative 
social and cultural hub and an inspirational model of urban renewal. 
 
Our Core Beliefs:  
 
1. We started as an experiment and we encourage experimentation. 
2. We are ambitious and we encourage cultural ambition: we tell epic stories in a small space. 
3. We seek as wide an audience for our work as possible. 
4. Our diverse programme is our cornerstone but we are a place of creation, development and learning, 
as well as performance. 
5. We never forget that our audience is our reason for existence. 
 
By becoming a volunteer, you will be playing a vital part in helping us to fulfil our mission.  
 
If you’d like to find out a bit more about the Theatre, what it’s achieved recently and what its plans are 
for the future, take a look at our Business Plan and Annual Report 07-08, which are downloadable from 
our website: www.tobaccofactorytheatre.com. 
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Working with volunteers is central to our role in the local community and our identity as an open and 
accessible organisation. People feel an attachment to the theatre (and the building) over and above 
that of audience member. The Tobacco Factory isn’t just somewhere to see a show; it represents a 
particular spirit and ethos - of inclusion, independence, creativity and aspiration - that have been vital 
contributors to the regeneration of the area and will remain vital as the organisation continues to go 
from strength to strength.   
 
We’re always rather overwhelmed by the amount of good will people feel towards the TF and we want 
to be able to effectively harness that and give people the chance to get involved that they’re so keen 
for.  And there’s no getting away from the fact that it is incredibly helpful for us to be able to do this. The 
Tobacco Factory team is a small and very busy one, and help from volunteers is essential if we are to 
continue to give our audiences the great experiences they have come to expect from their visits here. 
Theatre volunteers help us keep going from day to day and consolidate our relationship with our 
audiences and the community and we couldn’t do what we do without them. 
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Everyone has their own reason for wanting to get involved. These are just a few… 
 
- It’s a way of finding out more about how the Tobacco Factory Theatre works. (For example, if you’re 

just out of school or college, volunteering for the TF will give you a taster of what we get up to and 
could help you decide if theatre is the career for you.) 

- It’s a way of feeling involved in what the Theatre does. It’s all very well coming along to see a show, 
but if you’re interested in theatre, volunteering’s a great way of getting a different perspective on what 
goes on.  

- Many of our volunteers just have some spare time and want to be able to use it for the good of their 
community. Volunteering can be a way of feeling like you’re making a valuable contribution to 
something’s success.  

- Volunteering is a great way to meet like-minded individuals. Our volunteers are a mixture of the 
young and old, men and women, local people, people from further away in Bristol. It’s a very social 
way of spending spare time. 
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To volunteer at the Tobacco Factory Theatre, you don’t need to have any experience of working in a 
Theatre, or any workplace experience. In the next section we describe all the different things volunteers 
can get involved in and you can pick and choose what you’re interested in.  
 
At the beginning of every volunteering season we provide mini training sessions for volunteers, when 
they are taught the basics of what’s involved. Help sheets for certain areas of activity are also available, 
and we’re always on hand to answer your questions. When you start volunteering you will probably be 
paired up with a more experienced volunteer while you learn the ropes. This is also a good way of 
getting to know other volunteers! 
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You can give as much or as little time as you like to volunteering. As we explain over the page, some 
volunteering work can be quite seasonal: for example there are times of year when there are lots of 
mail-outs, for instance, and others when there’s not much happening at all. We sign up volunteers 
season by season. If you get in touch in the middle of the season, we’ll ask you to stand by until the 
next one starts. Because we sign people up in this way, if you want to you can take seasons out, or 
change your availability from season to season. Of course, some seasons we’ll have more volunteers 
signed up than others, so some seasons there may be more shifts available than others. The next 
section also explains roughly how much time is involved for various volunteering tasks, so you can plan 
how much you want to do. When we are working out our rotas, we will bear in mind how available 
everyone is will try to make sure that everyone has the chance to get involved as much as they’d like.  
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MARKETING 
 
1. Distributing flyers and putting up posters 
Every show coming to the Theatre has its own flyers and posters. Per season, this can mean that we 
have several tens of thousands of pieces of print in the building. Of course, they’re not doing much 
good in the building; we need them to work hard for us out and about around the city, and we rely on 
volunteers and their local knowledge to help us. At the beginning of every season, we draw up a 
schedule that tells us which flyers and posters need to be got out and about by which date. And we also 
have a wish list of all the areas we want to get them out to. Whether you get around by foot, bike or car, 
your help spreading the word about our productions will be invaluable, and it’s a great way of becoming 
even more familiar with your stomping ground.  
 
How does it work?  At the beginning of every season we email you our distribution schedule and you 

sign up to the weeks and areas that suit you.  
When does it   There’s not special time of day for distribution; you can make it fit into  
happen?   your weekdays/weekends in whichever way suits you 
How often?  In a busy season, you could be distributing flyers as often as every fortnight, if 

you’re able. 
How long?   It takes about an hour or two to effectively distribute around one area. 
Do I need any   None at all. We provide you with a distribution crib sheet and there’ll be a chance 
experience?   to talk to other volunteers about distribution strategies. 
 
2. Mail-outs 
Mail-outs are one of the best ways we have of reaching particular audience members to tell them about 
particular shows that we think they’d like. Helping with a mail-out isn’t perhaps one of the most 
glamorous jobs in the world, but it is incredibly valuable. As a mail-out volunteer you will mainly be 
folding letters and labelling, stuffing and stamping envelopes. The number of letters and envelopes 
varies enormously from show to show (it may be as few as a couple of hundred, or it may be several 
thousand), and the number of mail-outs we send varies a lot from season to season. Mail-outs are very 
sociable and involve regular cups of tea and lots of biscuits. 
 
How does it work?  There’s not a mail-out schedule. We’ll email you whenever a mail-out’s coming 

up and ask you to let us know if you can make it. 
When does it    Mail-outs usually take place in the daytime during the week. 
happen? 
How often?   In a busy season, there’s usually some form of mail-out every fortnight. 
How long?  This depends on the size of the mail-out and how many volunteers are able to 

help out. Usually, though, mail-out sessions are about 2 - 3 hours long. 
Do I need any   None at all! Full training will be given! (It’s very easy.) 
experience? 
 
FRONT OF HOUSE (or FOH) 
 
1. Shows  
The Theatre has a capacity of up to 350. As you can imagine, when it’s full, it’s all hands on deck to 
make sure that the audience enjoys their visit and everything runs as smoothly as possible. As a 
voluntary member of our busy and dedicated Front of House team, you may be asked to help man the 
refreshments stall, selling programmes and icecreams to audience members, or to tear and count 
tickets as the audience enters the auditorium. And there’s usually a good chance you’ll be able to see 
the show you’re working. You’re likely to enjoy Front of House work if you like face-to-face contact with 
the general public and being in the buzz of the Theatre.  
 
How does it work?  At the beginning of every season we send you a schedule listing all of the slots 

available. You fill in what you can do, we balance this with what everyone else 
says, and then we send you your rota for the season. 

When does it  Mainly in the evenings during the week and at weekends. Shows tend to start at  
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happen?   7.30pm or 8pm. There are occasionally matinees at 2pm or 2.30pm at weekends 
and during the week.     

How often?  This depends on the time of year and how many volunteers we’ve got signed for 
FOH in any particular season. 

How long?  Usually you’ll be asked to arrive at least 30mins before the show starts. How long 
you’re here for will depend on many factors: what you’re doing, whether there’s 
an interval, and whether you’re watching the show.  You could be around for 
anything between 30mins and 3 hours, but we’ll work this out with you in 
advance. 

Do I need any   It can be useful to have had some experience in customer-facing roles, but this 
experience?    is by no means a pre-requisite. Full training will be given. 
 
2. Mornings with Mums 
During the week we hire out our studio and theatre space to a number of different groups and often 
these groups require some looking after. Mornings with mums volunteers will help man the foyer and 
serve tea and coffee to the mothers who bring their young children to activities in the theatre. 
 
How does it work?  At the beginning of every season we send you a schedule listing all of the slots 

available. You fill in what you can do, we balance this with what everyone else 
says, and then we send you your rota for the season. 

When does it  Usually weekday mornings.  
happen?        
How often?  These activities take place a couple of times a week during ‘term-time’, but how 

often you’re involved will depend on how many volunteers we’ve got signed for 
FOH in any particular season. 

How long?  Probably a couple of hours. 
Do I need any   Again, it can be useful to have had some experience in customer-facing roles, 
experience?    but this is by no means a pre-requisite. Full training will be given. 
  
 
BOX OFFICE 
 
The Box Office team are the first people our audience meet when they visit the theatre, and it’s 
essential the first impression is a good one! As those of you who know the Theatre well will be aware, 
the Box Office area is a small one and during busy shows it’s essential that people are able to pick up 
their tickets and head upstairs quickly and easily. Volunteers are vital in helping our Box Office staff 
ensure that our audience members’ visits get off to a good start.  
 
How does it work?  At the beginning of every season we send you a schedule listing all of the slots 

available. You fill in what you can do, we balance this with what everyone else 
says, and then we send you your rota for the season. 

When does it  Mainly in the evenings during the week and at weekends. Shows tend to start at  
happen?   7.30pm or 8pm. There are occasionally matinees at 2pm or 2.30pm at weekends 

and during the week.     
How often?  This depends on the time of year and how many volunteers we’ve got signed up 

for Box Office in any particular season. 
How long?  Usually you’ll be asked to arrive about an hour before the show starts. It may be 

that you do a combined Box Office and FOH shift (see above). 
Do I need any   Once more, it can be useful to have had some experience in customer-facing 
experience?    roles, but this is by no means a pre-requisite. Full training will be given. 
 
 
OTHER 
 
Sometimes there are moments when one or other of us in the Theatre team thinks, now I wish I had a 
spare pair of hands to help me with X. If you’ve a special skill that it might useful for us to know about, 
and if you’re happy for us to contact you when something a little unusual comes up, then there’s a box 
to tick on the registration form. 
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You keep mentioning the season. What’s a season? 
Seasons are how we divide up a year and they usually equate to when we bring out our brochures. At 
the moment, we’re falling into a rhythm of producing 3 brochures a year. However, for the purposes of 
volunteering, we’ve made the Christmas period a separate ‘season’, because it’s such a uniquely busy 
time of year.  
 
Roughly speaking, the seasons are as follows: Sept - Nov, Dec - Jan, Feb - Apr, May - July 
Usually, the theatre is ‘dark’ in August (which means there are no shows), so that we are able to carry 
out essential repairs and maintenance. 
 
So a season launch is…  
…when we tell people (traditionally the press) about everything that’s coming up. Our Director Ali 
usually talks through the programme (what’s on) and gives an insight into his strategy behind the 
programming. We’re going to be encouraging volunteers to attend these as they are a really good 
opportunity to get a feel for a season - they can give you an insight into the shows you’re distributing for 
or working on and help you  
 
You mentioned training sessions…  
Yes. At the beginning of every season, everyone who’s signed up to volunteer for that season will be 
asked to attend a brief training session for FOH and Box Office. This will be followed by a volunteer 
social. 
 
Are there any other opportunities for a knees-up? 
Definitely. We aim to have at least one other volunteer social every season, and also a thank-you drink 
at the end of the year in the summer. 
 
Apart from a warm fuzzy feeling inside, what else c an I get out of helping the theatre? 
We’re very grateful for all the help that we receive, and, to show our volunteers how much we 
appreciate what they do, we like to give them the chance to see shows for free from time to time. We 
earmark a number of performances every season to which volunteers working that season can get free 
tickets and we’ll let you know at regular intervals which these are.  
Oh, and you’ll also get a special volunteer badge. 
 
I’m a particular fan of Shakespeare at the Tobacco Factory. How can I guarantee I get to work 
their shows?  
Shakespeare at the Tobacco Factory actually runs a separate volunteering scheme. Our Feb - April 
season will involve helping out during SATTF’s runs, but if you want to be involved in helping out on 
their shows in particular, please contact holly@sattf.org.uk or call 0117 963 3054. 
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That’s great! I’m also attaching a Registration Form. We use this is to make sure that we know the best 
way of getting hold of you and to find out what sort of things you’re interested in doing. We’ll work out 
which schedules to send you and which email lists to add you to based on the info you provide here. 
Please send it back to us as soon as possible! 
 
Then, before the beginning of the season, we’ll send you all the relevant schedules for you to fill in with 
your availability. As soon as we’ve got them all back, we’ll get the rotas drawn up, email them across to 
you and you’ll know what you’re up to for the next few months. 
 
Thank you for your support. We look forward to welcoming you on board. In the 
meantime, if you have any queries, comments or suggestions about the 
volunteers’ programme, please do not hesitate to contact Carrie  in the Theatre 
office: 0117 902 0345 / theatre@tobaccofactory.com  


