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Synopsis: 

 

LEVITATED MASS is the story of a rock star, the artist behind the sensation, a $10 million, 22-city tour, 

and the international media storm that ensued.  Prominently displayed outside the Los Angeles County 

Museum of Art (LACMA), land artist Michael Heizer’s Levitated Mass gained worldwide recognition 

during its installation in 2012.  Over 10 nights, a 340-ton solid granite boulder crawled through Southern 

California neighborhoods on a 294-foot-long, 206-wheeled trailer. Thousands of people came out to 

watch it travel through their communities. It is one of the only pieces of art in recent history to inspire 

such a reaction in pop culture. The film masterfully interweaves this artist's biography, the dreams of a 

major museum, and the uniting of a city, examining the perennial question: what is art? 

 

 

About Levitated Mass 

 

Levitated Mass by artist Michael Heizer is composed of a 456-foot-long slot constructed on LACMA's 

campus, over which is placed a 340-ton granite megalith. The slot gradually descends to fifteen feet in 

depth, running underneath the boulder. As with other works by the artist, such as Double Negative 

(1969), the monumental negative form is key to the experience of the artwork. 

Heizer conceived of the artwork in 1969; a drawing of the work is in the collection of the Staatliche 

Museen zu Berlin. The artist discovered an appropriate boulder only decades later, in Riverside County, 

California. The boulder is one component of the artwork, as is the 456-foot-long slot beneath it and the 

surrounding environment. 

Taken whole, Levitated Mass speaks to the expanse of art history, from ancient traditions of creating 

artworks from megalithic stone, to modern forms of abstract geometries and cutting-edge feats of 

engineering. 

 

The Megalith Arrives at LACMA 

Transport of the megalith began on the night of February 28th and took place over eleven consecutive 

evenings. Here, the megalith arrives at LACMA. 

 

Michael Govan on Levitated Mass 

June 26, 2012 

 

Levitated Mass: The Story of Michael Heizer’s Monolithic Sculpture 

June 19, 2013 
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DOUG PRAY – DIRECTOR  

Doug Pray’s exuberant portraits of subcultures and maverick individuals have been highly acclaimed and 
widely distributed.  

His feature documentaries include the Emmy Award-winning ”Art & Copy,” a film about creativity and 
advertising, “Surfwise” the amazing odyssey of the Paskowitz surfing family, “Big Rig” a 40,000 mile road 
film about independent, long-haul truck drivers, “Infamy,” an intense journey into the lives and art of six 
notorious graffiti writers, “Scratch,” a celebration of hip-hop DJs and turntablism, and his first film, 
“Hype!,” which told the story about the emergence and explosion of the early ‘90s Seattle music scene, 
and remains on Rolling Stone’s Top 10 list of best rock DVD’s of all time. 

Doug has directed dozens of commissioned short films and documentary-style commercials for a wide 
range of major clients, including an AIDS awareness campaign, which also won him his first Emmy.  Born 
in Denver, he grew up in Madison, Wisconsin, has a BA in sociology from Colorado College, and an MFA 
from the UCLA School of Film and Television. He lives in Los Angeles where he is a member of the 
Academy of Motion Picture Arts & Sciences and The Directors Guild of America.  He recently co-founded 
Wild Mind Film Camp, an intensive workshop for documentary filmmaking in Washington. 

 

 

Praise for Levitated Mass 
 

“Wondrous!"- The Village Voice 

 

"Skillfully structured, highly entertaining!"- Variety 

 

"...the tale has levity and mass...a portrait of the profound diversity of Los Angeles 
and the many different ways art can be interpreted."- Los Angeles Times 

 

"...Mesmerizing…sure to generate heated discussion..."-The Hollywood Reporter 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Levitated Mass: The Story of Michael Heizer’s Monolithic Sculpture 
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While it’s hard to believe it has already been one year since Michael Heizer’s Levitated Mass made its 

public debut at LACMA, it’s impossible to forget the monolith’s momentous trek from the Jurupa Valley 

to Miracle Mile in early 2012. As part of the 2013 Los Angeles Film Festival, LACMA debuts Doug Pray’s 

documentary, Levitated Mass: The Story of Michael Heizer’s Monolithic Sculpture, on Thursday, June 20, 

2013. The film traces the boulder’s famed journey from concept to completion: from the mountain of 

paperwork (almost as tall as the boulder itself!) required to plan such a colossal feat, to its custom-built 

transporter inching through the streets of Riverside and Los Angeles, to its final home here at the 

museum. LACMA’s Erin Wright worked with Doug on the project and spoke with him about his 

experience filming Levitated Mass. 

 

Doug Pray and Michael Heizer on construction site at LACMA for the sculpture Levitated Mass 

 

Erin Wright: How did you learn about Michael Heizer’s plans for Levitated Mass at LACMA? 

 

Doug Pray: Three years ago I got a phone call, out of the blue, from producer Jamie Patricof wondering 

if I was interested in filming the transport of a massive rock being moved through LA. He said that it was 

so big it might involve the removal of traffic signals and streetlights and would take many days to move 

from Riverside to LACMA.  Without any further information and no prior knowledge about the work of 

Michael Heizer, I told Jamie, “Yes.” 

 

EW: Why did it this project and artist interest you? 

 

DP: At first, it was all about the rock. My father is a geologist, so I grew up running around in quarries, 

and I’m a big fan of boulders and natural structures of the Southwest. The mere idea of being able to 

film a two-story tall rock rolling by a Southern California drive-thru was enough of a visual juxtaposition 

to justify an entire documentary. But as I learned about Michael Heizer’s past and future artwork, his 

intentions for Levitated Mass, and a bit about his “western maverick” character, the film gained 

momentum in my mind. As a filmmaker, I’ve always been drawn to people and subcultures that seem 

misunderstood by mainstream society, and Heizer seemed to fit that interest. A third component of the 

film that excited me was the basic, “Can they do it?” story about the physical challenges of the 

sculpture’s construction and the inordinate bureaucratic and logistical hurdles that LACMA—along with 

the construction, engineering, and transport companies—had to overcome to make it happen. The 

whole enterprise, on some level, seemed so absurd to so many people, and it seemed the movie might 

be able to ask again the eternal question of “What is art?” in a large-scale, very public arena. All of these 

elements interested me, and I’ve tried to weave all of them together into the film. 

 

EW: What was the most challenging aspect of making this film? 
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DP: Two facts made this a challenging project.  First, the rock wouldn’t move when they said it would. 

For months on end, we were given legitimate starting dates for the boulder’s transport, which had to be 

postponed at the last minute due to route permit issues from any one of the twenty-two cities it had to 

satisfy. This became a controversy itself and a great story within the film, but made it extremely difficult 

to plan the production. When it finally rolled, in late February of 2012, nobody could believe it. 

The second challenge for me was the realization that Michael Heizer doesn’t happen to be the kind of 

artist who likes to talk about his art or his past. More than anyone I’ve ever met, he lets his artwork 

speak for itself. In an age of non-stop media noise, I respect and admire this trait. But it was upsetting at 

first because every documentary filmmaker secretly hopes their subject will unleash, tell all, and provide 

the perfect narrative for their story as a free gift to their film. Heizer did, however, give us rare access to 

his process and thoughts during the making of Levitated Mass, and that forms an essential part of the 

film. Ultimately, I think it’s a much stronger story, not being a standard biopic. 

 

EW: There are so many interviews with the public that came to watch the boulder being moved.  How 

did you direct your camera crew in terms of the kinds of people they should talk to? 

 

DP: We had to film the ten-night long transport with two crews. At night (from 8 pm to 5 am), I’d shoot 

the rock moving and interviews with people lining the streets, along with cinematographers Chris 

Chomyn and Edwin Stevens. By day, Erin Heidenreich and her crew would direct interviews in all the 

different neighborhoods along the 105-mile route where the rock was parked. Besides the workers 

involved with the process, Erin and I talked to all types of people along the way. The goal of our 

interviews was to highlight the impact this rock was having on them individually and as a region. From 

the Inland Empire, through the South Bay, and into urban Los Angeles, the responses we found were as 

diverse as the communities themselves. 

 

EW:  What experience from making the film resonates with you the most? 

 

DP: Like every documentary film journey, there have been many moments of victory and despair, all 

memorable. A few highlights: the first time I saw the rock at the quarry and realized it wasn’t actually 

fifty stories tall but still loved its form and the fact that it would be one of the heaviest things ever 

moved by humans; the first time I was allowed to walk behind-the-scenes at a major art museum (not 

sure why, but that’s just cool for an outsider); going out into the desert and experiencing Heizer’s 1969 

“Double Negative” sculpture and realizing how far he’d go to create a physical art experience; filming 

the moment Emmert International’s boulder transport finally arrived at its destination in front of LACMA 

at 4:30 am with horns blaring and a huge celebration; and of course, meeting the artist Michael Heizer 

for the first time and realizing that everything about him and this project was different than what I’d 

expected going in. Just the way it should be. 
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