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Retired art professor’s park blends art and nature

® The Caponi Art Park, set on 60 rolling acres in Eagan, isa
testament to professor’s love of nature and artistic vision.

By KEVIN DUCHSCHERE
kduchschere@startribune.com

The Caponi Art Park in
Eagan is nearing the end of an-
other successful season, but
its founder and leading light,
sculptor Anthony Caponi, is
looking ahead, not back.

On a recent sun-dappled
morning in the park, Caponi
raced his golf cart through
groves of changing oaks and
maples, pointing out various
sculptures and pausing at the
Theater in the Woods, an out-
door amphitheater that he un-
veiled in 2000.

“When people come home
from work, instead of going

for a beer, they can take a walk
here and restore themselves,”

he said.

Since the late 1980s, the
Caponi Art Park has been a
unique sort of refuge for the
public — 60 acres of wooded,
rolling hills that offer a seam-
less blend of nature and Ca-
poni’s bold, provocative and
sometimes whimsical work.

It's a unique amenity for
Eagan: an independent non-
profit park, run by its own
board, staffed largely by vol-
unteers and guided by Caponi

and his wife, Cheryl. This sum-
mer at least 5000 visited the
park for a wide variety of fam-
ily programs, dramatic perfor-
mances, a music festival and a
medieval fair.

The park is largely fund-
ed through several corporate
and foundation grants. While
Eagan doesn’t provide fund-
ing, the city received two De-
partment of Natural Resources
grants totaling $500,000 to pre-
serve part of the park.

“They do a wonderful job
on the cultural side of things,
not only the art exhibits but the
performances and the other
things they offer,” said Juli Sey-
dell Johnson, Eagan’s parks and
recreation director. “It’s a ter-
rific complement to the com-
munity, as well as a great open
space for residents.”

Behind it all is the vigorous
Caponi, an Italian native and
retired Macalester College art
professor who, at 86, is an art-
ist, philosopher and construc-
tion crew all rolled into one.

He bought the acreage that
makes up the park nearly 60
years ago when it was farm-
land, and shortly after de-
signed and built a modern, an-
gular house of concrete block

and redwood where he and
Cheryl still live.

The home looks like one
of Frank Lloyd Wright’s Uso-
nian houses, but Caponi said
he had never heard of Wright
and wasn’t familiar with his
work. He later had the chance
to meet Wright but declined;
Caponi lost interest when told
that the architect sat in a chair a
bit higher than the others.
Feisty and gentle

Some people in his remote

Italian village thought the _
young Caponi should be a box-
er, and his own parents want- |

ed him to work as a mechan-

IF YOU GO
What: Caponi Art Park and
Learning Center
Where: 1205 Diffley Rd,,
Artist, philosopher and Eagan; parking on the
retired professor mixes art south side of the road.
andnaturein Eaganpark 54  When: 9am todusk,
Tuesday to Sunday. The
park will be open through
Nov.4.
Cost: Admission is free, but
ed the hills with his Bobcat. donations of $2 per person
The biggest surprises come are welcome.
in finding his metal and stone

sculptures, sprinkled through-
out the woods and worked in-
to the landscape.

On the hillside below the
studio headquarters he calls his
“treehouse,” a giant (and well-
fed) snake twists through the
grass. Nearby, Pompeiian fig-
ures writhe in bronze agony in
the aftermath of Vesuvius.

“It’s very organic, my envi-

ic. After arriving in the Unit- F_."

ed States at age 15, Caponi in- |
stead gravitated toward sculp- §

ture and studied at the Univer-
sity of Minnesota.

He joined the Macalester fac- |
ulty in 1949. He played music in |
his classes, brought his students |

home to enjoy the pastoral set-
ting and went tooth and nail
with administrators over de-
partment funding and the de-
sign of the college’s Janet Wal-
lace Fine Arts Center.

After  retiring  from
Macalester in 1991, Caponi
turned his full attention to the
art park. He shaved and sculpt-

ronmental education and my
arts education. It all comes to-
gether for me,” Caponi said.
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Artist and retired Macalester College professor Anthony Caponi talked about his snake sculpture, a fa-
vorite with children, during a recent tour of his art park in Eagan. The 60-acre park has been a labor of
love for Caponi, who designed it as a way for its estimated 5,000 visitors a year to discover art in nature.



