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Biography

| think size is the most unused quotient in the sculptor's repertoire because it
requires lots of commitment and time. To me it's the best tool. With size you get
space and atmosphere: atmosphere becomes volume. You stand in the shape, in the
zone.

— Michael Heizer

Michael Heizer occupies a singular position in the history of postwar art: not as a
provocateur of spectacle, nor as a romantic of wilderness, but as a disciplined
constructor of absence. His work, excavated, erected, painted, or drawn, is
governed by a rigorous investigation into the dialectic of positive and negative
space, an inquiry pursued with the patience of an archaeologist and the exactitude
of an engineer.

Bornin 1944, Heizer was shaped early by an experience that quietly determined the
ethical and intellectual core of his practice. At the age of twelve, with his parents’
consent, he abandoned formal schooling for a year to join his father, Robert Heizer,
a distinguished field archaeologist, on an excavation in Mexico. There, amid
stratified architectures of ancient civilizations, the young Heizer learned to read and
to feel land. As his father traced the geological origins of stones in pre-Columbian
monuments, Heizer made site drawings: acts of attention that were already
interpretive, translating observation into analytic line.

Archaeology taught him that scale goes beyond physical size to include moral and
perceptual dimensions. He was struck by ancient structures designed on a scale that
exceeded individual effort, blending human achievement with geologic time.

By the mid-1960s, Heizer had left the San Francisco Art Institute and relocated to
New York. Farfromthe openterrains that would later define his oeuvre, he supported
himself by painting apartments, among them that of Walter De Maria, with whom he
formed an enduring friendship. Both artists came to believe that art must operate at
the scale of experience itself rather than the scale of the object, that perception, was
the true site of art.

The decisive rupture occurred in the winter of 1967, when Heizer traveled to the
Sierra Nevada mountains and excavated two large pits in the forest floor, lining one
with plywood and the other with sheet metal. He later described the gesture as
"ultra-modern art," capturing a balance between restraint and boldness. Its true
radicalism lay inits clarity: metaphor was removed, and the earth, free of symbolism,
was presented simply as matter, emptiness, and measure.



Fig. 1 Michael Heizer, Double Negative, 1969, Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles, installed at Mormon
Mesa, Overton, Nevada © Michael Heizer. Photo: Michael Heizer

With Double Negative (1969), carved into the opposing edges of the Mormon Mesa
in Nevada, Michael Heizer made a lifelong commitment. By removing 240,000 tons
of sandstone and rhyolite to form two monumental cuts, each fifty feet deep, he
produced a work whose principal substance is absence itself. Double Negative
asserts that subtraction can be as expressive as accumulation, that meaning can
reside not only in presence but in displacement. Awe and dread, those twin registers
of the sublime, arise here without spectacle, through a confrontation with scale that
exceeds the grasp of sight.

In 1970, Heizer began work on City, an immense, and enduring project set in the
Nevada desert. Drawing upon the forms of Native American mound-building and the
ritual urbanism of pre-Columbian civilizations, City fuses architecture, sculpture,
and landscape into a continuous field of experience. Constructed largely from
materials quarried on site, the work collapses the distinction between ruin and
construction, permanence and erosion. It is less an object than a geography of
intent. Gallery owner Virginia Dwan, who had financed Double Negative, secured the
first parcels of land for City, enabling a vision that would occupy Heizer for more than
two decades. Over successive years, he surrendered himself to the desert’s
temporal vastness, translating endurance into form. The result is a monument to
measure, a human attempt to think in geologic time.



Fig. 2 Michael Heizer, Horseshoe (West) and Horseshoe (East), City, 1970-2022, Garden Valley, Nevada
© Michael Heizer. Photo: Ben Blackwell, courtesy Triple Aught Foundation

By the mid-1980s, Michael Heizer’s work began to emphasize duration, with his
construction projects, drawings, and land art operating as a unified exploration of
measurement and materiality. As City progressed, Heizer launched new projects
that addressed similar themes with different scales and materials.

Effigy Tumuli (1985-1989), created on a reclaimed mining site in Illinois, highlights
this phase. The project introduced figural shapes inspired by Indigenous mounds,
blending animal forms into the landscape through scale and material continuity.
Here, form aligns with the environment, underscoring balance, spatial placement,
and time.

This process of refining form culminated in a more compact and vertical approachin
the Altar series (2015). Here, Heizer revisited the use of steel, creating upright
structures that synthesize signification, load, and support. Drawing inspiration from
pictographic traditions, such as petroglyphs, hieroglyphs, and livestock branding
marks, these works articulate foundational visual systems where language, manual
labor, and ritual intersect. Each altar functions simultaneously as tool and threshold,
presenting meaning as an embodied experience.

Michael Heizer’s work is represented in numerous major public and private
collections worldwide, including the Museum of Modern Art, New York; the Solomon
R. Guggenheim Museum, New York; the Los Angeles County Museum of Art; the San
Francisco Museum of Modern Art; the Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles;
the Whitney Museum of American Art, New York; the Centre Pompidou, Paris; and
Tate Modern, London.



Fig. 3 Michael Heizer, Levitated Mass, 2012, Los Angeles County Museum of Art
© Michael Heizer. Photo: Tom Vinetz
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Las Vegas Collects Contemporary. Las Vegas Art Museum, NV.
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Earth Art. Herbert F. Johnson Museum of Art, Ithaca, NY.

New Media: New Methods. Montclair Art Museum, New Jersey; organized by
Museum of Modern Art, New York, and toured multiple venues.
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