
The Stony Spiral on Gora

The Work of Damjan Popelar places him in the framework of land art, which is a special form of 
conceptual art. Conceptual art is rooted in the 1960s and is so to speak a child of alternative movements, a 
new ecological awareness, an overall outlook on the world and the emancipation from the institutional 
bondages, especially from the commercial floor of galleries and museums. That is why the first big 
American earth art projects are practically inaccessible in the remote deserts of the American South West 
and are known only from the photos. The artists of this type use the landscape as some kind of big, more or 
less neutral canvas on which they display their conceptual messages. Double Negative by Michael Heizer, 
who displaced thousands of square metres of rock with a bulldozer in order to cut two huge trenches into 
the edge of the Nevada Desert canyon, is an example of this first, American period of land art, which has a 
machistic relation to landscape. The second type of the modern, especially European land art is developing 
a non-violent, a more dialogic relation to landscape and its places, and uses as its medium above all those 
materials that are offered by the landscape. In the last decades, Andy Goldsworthy, Richard Long and 
David Nash have been the most well-known representatives of this movement. We need to place Damjan 
Popelar into a narrower framework as well. 

Each Popelar's installation not only responds to a certain specific place, by which it fulfils the most 
important criterion of this contextual type of land art (i.e. site specificity), but it is also designed as an 
intimate answer to the place's address. That is why his every intervention is unique and cannot be repeated 
in some other location. The shape of Popelar's Stony Spiral in the sinkhole near the karstic sight Otliško 
okno (The Window of Otlica) reminds one of the Smithson's Spiral Jetty, however, in its relation to the 
place it expresses something completely different. Robert Smithson imagined it as an abstract geometric 
formation that he can place on any part of the Salt Lake's bank, but Popelar's spiral is a phenomenally 
logical response to the specific sinkhole on the mountain Gora. It demonstrates the human need of 
idealising and upgrading natural forms into a rational, geometrically clean formation.

The use of natural materials as found on the spot, place Popelar in the tradition of nature art. Conceptually 
he works with very varied materials and contextually he adapts to this tradition's characteristics: by 
putting cut woods in the form of a circle he built a shelter in a forest in Dolenjska. In winter he created a 
cone from icy plates on a frozen pond. To build the Spiral on Gora he, as one might expect, used stones the 
farmers had been throwing on the bottom of the sinkhole. Many Popelar's installations are designed as 
being of temporal nature; some are even of an explicitly performative nature. The Spiral and the cone on 
Gora are built solidly and from lasting material, but because this material is natural, they are exposed to the 
process of changing through time. In this project Popelar also consciously puts into focus the aspect of 
time, changes, development and the metamorphosis of human work in nature. 

An important element of Popelar's work is his social interaction with the local people at the spot of his 
artistic intervention, which is a rare aspect of the European land art (this reminds us above all of the early 
works by Hans-Jörg Voth). Multi-layered cooperation with the local community has developed at building 
the Stony Spiral on Gora as well. The setting up of such a big construction has necessarily become a 
binding social event for the whole village. The collective efforts and engagement of the local people have 
therefore anchored the artistic installation even more in the region, with which Popelar is deeply 
connected through intimate dialogues. 

Popelar's artistic installation is not inflationary. His every intervention in a landscape is well thought-over 
and experienced, it needs its time to get mature and deepen adequately. Characteristic of this dialogical 
approach is living at the very spot of work for a long time and physical work with one's own hands. It is this 
very aspect that is especially obvious in the case of the Stony Spiral on Gora. Damjan Popelar has been 
returning here for years, yes, as if he was in love, to continue his conversation with this place. In spite of 
this intensive and time demanding approach, he has in a surprisingly short time taken a visible place in a 
segment of modern land art which is developing artistic concepts in an intimate dialogue with the chosen 
places. This is where Popelar has developed a special sensitivity, inventiveness and multilayeredness in 
terms of meaning, which is exceptional and original also when compared to the famous, already well-
established names of the international arena. What I consider as special about his artistic address is that his 
installations are extremely poetic and narrative: each installation tells a story about a certain place and 
landscape and in doing so it opens up our eyes to their so far unthought-of, new dimensions. 
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