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Community Theater in Anniston, Alabama 
 

Growing up in a small Southern town in the 1950s and 60s, I had few opportunities to see 

or become involved with live theater. It wasn’t until the seventh grade that I saw a play 

performed on stage, and I got my first part in a school play the next year. I learned later that my 

hometown of Anniston, Alabama, actually had a rich history of community theater, and it was to 

have an even bigger role to play in regional theater by the time I was a young adult. 

Anniston was one of hundreds of American cities that took part in the Little Theater 

Movement during the early decades of the 20th century. The Anniston Little Theatre was founded 

in 1926 and began presenting its shows in the basement of the Masonic Lodge Building near the 

heart of downtown. The first president of the ALT board of directors was Edel Y. Ayers, wife of 

the publisher of The Anniston Star and one of the town’s leading socialites. Most of the plays 

produced by the group in those early days have faded into obscurity, but contemporary accounts 

of the shows indicate that the scripts were crowd-pleasers that attracted substantial audiences.  

The strongest validation of the troupe’s talents came in May 1929 when the cast of one of 

its plays—The End of the Dance, written by Alabama playwright Hudson Strode—traveled to 

New York City to take part in the seventh annual Little Theater Competition sponsored by the 

Samuel French Company. The production won the first place award for the year, receiving the 

$200 top prize and giving the local theater community a story that would be told for decades. 

However, the theater group itself lasted only about another 10 years as the lingering effects of 

the Depression and the growing specter of World War II drew the audience’s attention to more 

serious matters. 

It was during that lull in live local theater that my generation came along. Most of what 

we knew of acting came from watching movies and TV shows that were made by people we 
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never met in far-off places like New York and Hollywood. The idea that we and our neighbors 

could get in front of a local audience and act out a story seemed a far-fetched concept. The 

closest most of us could come to live theater was school or church plays, and those seemed to 

have little appeal outside of the family and friends of the cast. 

Anniston got back into the world of community theater in the early 1970s when a group 

of civic-minded individuals decided that such a program would be good for the city’s economic 

development. It was the middle of the Civil Rights era, and Anniston was one of the many 

Southern communities struggling to renounce the racism from their past and show a more 

progressive face. The group decided to revive the Anniston Little Theater name, and several of 

the people who had worked with ALT in the ‘20s and ‘30s were back to help the new generation 

of actors. Their first production was Little Mary Sunshine, a musical which was itself a parody of 

old-time operettas and stage musicals. The show was presented in the old Anniston High School 

auditorium, which had just been replaced by a state-of-the-art theater facility at the all-new high 

school a few blocks away. The old auditorium became ALT’s home for a decade. 

A key decision was soon made by the newly revived ALT board of directors to hire a 

professional director to oversee the theater’s productions. The person chosen was Martin Platt, a 

Beverly Hills native who had just completed his degree in theater and was looking to establish 

his reputation. He quickly started producing popular shows for the little theater, but it was the 

new high school auditorium that caught his eye. He discovered that there were no professional 

Shakespeare companies in the Southeast, and he started developing a plan on how to establish 

one in Anniston. By the summer of 1972 the Alabama Shakespeare Festival had opened, and 

Platt left the little theater to devote his full attention to the new organization.  
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Although it has now grown into the state theater of Alabama with a professional cast and 

crew in Montgomery, the festival started with deep roots in community theater. The actors who 

staged the first season were mostly friends of Platt from college, and instead of being paid they 

were given room and board by Anniston residents who wanted to make the festival a success. 

Even as the festival grew in subsequent summers, and the actors started receiving pay, many of 

them remained housed in garage apartments and basements throughout Anniston. Much of the 

lumber and other materials for scenery and props were donated by local businesses, and a 

“Shakespeare Guild” was formed to marshal the talents of area residents who were willing to 

sew costumes and provide makeup for the performers.  

Anniston Little Theater and the Alabama Shakespeare Festival co-existed in Anniston for 

more than a decade with no major conflicts. ALT produced its season from the fall until the 

spring with volunteer talent, while the festival presented its repertory season in the summer. The 

festival grew to attract large audiences from nearby cities such as Birmingham, Huntsville, 

Atlanta and Montgomery. The local chamber of commerce recognized the festival as an 

economic engine for the community, bringing in revenue for local hotels, restaurants and other 

businesses that benefitted from the tourist trade. 

After Platt’s departure from the Anniston Little Theater, its board of directors hired a 

succession of professional directors to handle the management of the theater. The size of the 

audience grew and shrank during the years depending on the popularity of the shows chosen, but 

the organization remained in relatively good financial health throughout the 1980s and early 90s. 

The old high school auditorium was demolished in 1979 to make way for a supermarket, but the 

little theater found a new home downtown in a former shoe store. The stage was much smaller 

and the audience sat around it in a U-shaped formation that held 99 seats. The lack of space 
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made the production of large-scale musicals impossible, but smaller shows worked well in the 

intimate space where no audience member was more than a couple of rows from the stage. 

While the Alabama Shakespeare Festival continued to build its audience throughout the 

1970s and early 80s, its financial situation became strained as the costs of productions grew 

faster than its revenues. Montgomery businessman Winton “Red” Blount offered to cover the 

festival’s financial deficit in exchange for having the theater move to his hometown and into a 

theater complex he would build. The departure of the festival from Anniston also marked a 

change in the nature of the organization from a community-based theater to a professional 

company. 

Back in Anniston, the Little Theater dropped the “little” from its name in the early 1980s 

and became Anniston Community Theater – often abbreviated to ACTheater or just ACT. 

Looking to expand the size of its shows, the board bought a larger building two blocks away 

from its 99-seat theater and started an ambitious renovation plan. The building turned into a 

money pit, and the cost of overhead once again forced Anniston’s community theater to go dark. 

In the summer of 1999, Anniston playwright Randy Hall put together a group of theater-

lovers who wanted to bring live productions back to Anniston. The group decided it needed a 

clean break from the earlier community theater, although several of its members had been 

involved with ACT during its waning years. The acronym CAST was chosen first, and one of the 

board members came up with the name “Community Actors Studio Theater” to match those 

letters. The group had limited resources but found key support from some members of the 

community. Plays were performed in the auditorium of a local high school that donated the space 

for free; light and sound equipment was borrowed from other local schools and the nearby 
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Jacksonville State University Drama Department; and cast members provided their own 

costumes while helping pay for and build the sets. 

CAST had several successful seasons as an all-volunteer organization with a budget of 

just a few thousand dollars a year. Its primary goal was to revive the spirit of community-based 

theater in the tradition of the old Anniston Little Theater and the original Alabama Shakespeare 

Festival. Because several CAST board members had also been on the ACT board of directors, 

they were reluctant to make long-term financial commitments such as a building or extensive 

lighting and sound equipment. Keeping overhead low meant keeping the theater going through 

seasons with relatively small audiences and donations. 

While all of CAST’s early productions were directed by local volunteers, the group did 

manage to hire an Anniston native, Kim Dobbs, as director when she moved back to town for 

family reasons. One of Dobbs’ early successes with CAST was to stage a production of 

Oklahoma!, the first large-scale musical to be performed by a community theater in Anniston for 

more than two decades. The show was presented in an auditorium rented from Jacksonville State 

University, a space that has now become CAST’s regular venue.   

A year ago, Anniston city officials allowed CAST to move its offices, storage and 

construction operations into the building that formerly housed the city’s waterworks and sewer 

board. The building may be demolished within a few years to make room for parking for a 

proposed federal courthouse, but in the meantime the community theater has its most permanent 

structure in 20 years. The theater has added more programs, including a children’s theater troupe 

that performs regularly at schools and civic events. CAST also collaborates once a year with the 

Junior League of Anniston in a dinner theater fundraiser. For the past eight years, these 

fundraisers have featured original scripts by a local playwright, Mike Stedham. 
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And that brings this essay back into the first person. I became involved with Anniston 

Little Theater while I was in college, appearing in a few shows and working backstage or in the 

lighting and sound booth for many others. In one of my first roles I acted with retired Anniston 

businessman Knox Ide, who had been part of the Anniston Little Theater group that won the 

national award in New York in 1929, so I had a chance to hear first-hand some of the stories 

from that trip. I was an intern for the Alabama Shakespeare Festival during one of its first 

seasons, and I later went on to write reviews of local community theater productions for my 

employer, The Anniston Star. I was a founding board member of CAST, and I continue to act and 

work on several shows each season. This summer I was honored to receive CAST’s annual 

award named for theater founder Edel Y. Ayers and her husband, Harry M. Ayers. 

Like everyone else I know in community theater, I do these things for the sheer joy and 

satisfaction of being involved in live performances. Our motivation was summed up 75 years ago 

by Gilmor Brown, the director and producer who founded the legendary Pasadena Playhouse – 

one of the nation’s first and most successful community theaters and a leading light in the little 

theater movement of the past century. In his preface to a 1939 book on community theater 

entitled Curtains Going Up, Brown wrote: 

This Is American Theatre! It is the non-commercial and community producing groups, 

existing all across the country, that are responding to the desire of the American people 

for a non-merchandized, personal theatre. It is very largely through them that a national 

theatre is coming into being. They are closer to the people than any professional theatre 

can be and, therefore, at their best they present a truer and more fundamental reflection of 

American life and thought.  
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Author Bio: Mike Stedham is a native of Anniston, Alabama, who studied English and Theater 

at Jacksonville State University. He had a 22-year career as a radio and newspaper journalist 

before becoming manager of student media at JSU. He is a founding member of Community 

Actors Studio Theater in Anniston and is the author of seven plays. 


