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Gulfshore Playhouse fans exceed $10 million challenge
SPECIAL TO FLORIDA WEEKLY

Trailblazing a historical path 
for the new Gulfshore Playhouse 
at the Baker Theatre and Edu-
cation Center, numerous philan-
thropic, business and community 
leaders stepped up support for 
the professional theater, not just 
meeting the Patty and Jay Baker 
$10 million match challenge, 
but exceeding it by more than 
$400,000. Gulfshore Playhouse 
has now raised $54.3 million for 
its new cultural campus. 

The fundraising frenzy fol-

lowed a surprise announcement 
on April 21 by Patty and Jay 
Baker. Mrs. Baker, a Gulfshore 
Playhouse board member and 
Tony-award winning produc-
er, and Mr. Baker, co-founder of 
Kohls department store, pledged 
to match all gifts made to the 
Next Stage Capital Campaign up 
to $10 million and set an aggres-
sive deadline of July 4 to make 
the match. Gulfshore Playhouse 
met that challenge in just over a 
month. To date, the Bakers have 
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A rendering of the Gulfshore Playhouse at the Baker Theatre 
and Education Center.
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contributed $20 million to the Next 
Stage Capital Campaign via separate 
challenges at both the start and end 
of the campaign. Their $20 million 
commitment ties the second highest 
philanthropic gift the Bakers have made 
to a single nonprofit over the course of 
their lives. 

Gulfshhore Playhouse has raised 
more than $34 million in the last five 
months and is closing in on the final 
stretch, with just $5.6 million needed to 
fully fund the new architectural gem in 
downtown Naples. 

Responding to the Bakers’ call, 
Naples residents Sandi and Tom Moran 
increased their already pledged sev-
en-figure commitment to $5 million, 
naming the mainstage and solidifying 
their largest personal gift ever. Mrs. 
Moran, a Gulfshore Playhouse board 
member, is also a producer for such 
Broadway musicals as “Hadestown,” the 
2019 Tony Award-winner for Best Musi-
cal, and “Once on This Island,” winner 
of the 2018 Tony Award for Best Revival 
of a Musical, as well as the hits “Anasta-
sia” and “Moulin Rouge.” Mr. Moran is 
the founder and CEO of Moran Wealth 
Management. The 350-seat Moran 
Mainstage will present large-cast musi-
cals and comedies, treasured classics 
and daring new works.

Several other Naples couples have 
recently made lead gifts for the new 
theater and education center. 

Karl and Joanne Wyss have pledged 
$1.5 million, naming the Wyss Lobby 
Bar. 

Leo and Jean Hertzog have pledged 
$750,000 for the naming of Hertzog 
Hall. 

Gulfshore Playhouse board member 
Nizar Ghoussaini and his wife Valerie 
Ghoussaini, a member of the Next Stage 
Capital Campaign committee, have 
pledged $500,000 to name the outdoor 
bar in the Wilson Gardens at the new 
theater and education center. 

Don and Carolyn McCulloch have 
pledged $500,000 toward the naming of 
the Founder’s Lounge Balcony.

An anonymous donor has also 
pledged $1 million. 

Reinhold and Erika Schmieding have 
made a donation of Synexis™ systems 
valued at $250,000. This innovative 

technology — proven to kill airborne 
and surface bacteria and viruses using 
a low level of dry hydrogen peroxide 
— has been used in the Naples Land-
mark hospital and all Arthrex facili-
ties to protect employees and visitors 
throughout the pandemic.

In all, 52 new or increased gifts were 
pledged to meet the Baker $10 Million 
Match Challenge. 

“It hardly bears repeating how dif-
ficult the past 14 months have been 
for our industry, and how long it will 
be until we recover fully, but one of 
the unexpected benefits of having to 
redirect our efforts during the early 
months of the pandemic was that we 
were able to squarely focus on our new 
building,” said Kristen Coury, Gulfshore 
Playhouse CEO and producing artistic 
director. “What would have entailed 
in-person meetings in New York turned 
into three, three-hour virtual meetings 
each week where we dug thoroughly 
into every detail of the building. The 
result is an even more architecturally 

superior theater and education center.”
Gulfshore Playhouse was the only 

Equity-approved theater in the United 
States to receive permission to perform 
indoors during the pandemic. Allowing 
business to operate as best as it could 
during a global crisis allowed Gulfshore 
Playhouse an opportunity to continue 
to engage with the community, safely 
and securely. As a result, patron support 
through annual giving efforts also led 
the way for expanded philanthropic giv-
ing for the Next Stage Capital Campaign. 

As a result of this season’s opera-
tional and fundraising successes, the 
new Gulfshore Playhouse at the Baker 
Theatre and Education Center is slated 
to break ground this fall, with an antici-
pated opening of late 2023. 

The new campus — one of the first 
in the nation to be formally named a 
“Theatre and Education Center” — will 
spur more than $20 million annually in 
economic activity in Southwest Flor-
ida. It will employ nearly 60 full time 
employees and 10 interns/apprentices. 

More than 400 visiting artists will also 
invest in Naples’ economy during their 
stay.

Situated within the Design District 
on the corner of First Avenue South and 
Goodlette-Frank Road, the campus also 
supports the city of Naples’ redevelop-
ment plans for area east of U.S. 41. 

Gulfshore Playhouse invites the pub-
lic to be a part of making history by 
making a gift in any amount to support 
the next generation of theater-lovers 
and expanding access to professional 
theater and education experiences for 
generations to come. Several promi-
nent naming opportunities still remain 
for those wishing to join the campaign 
at the leadership level. To give a gift 
today, visit www.GulfshorePlayhouse.
org/donate/. 

For more information about The 
Next Stage Capital Campaign and 
naming opportunities, contact Chief 
Advancement Officer Kimberly Dye at 
239-261-PLAY (7529), ext. 203, or kdye@
gulfshoreplayhouse.org. ■
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Jay Baker, Kristen Coury and Patty Baker.




