The Deer Hunter : Michael from Hell to Heaven

The French title of The Deer Hunter is Voyage au bout de l’enfer, in English : « travel to the end of Hell ». Of course, the problem with this title is that unlike the original one it does not focus on the character of Michael and turns what is mainly the narrative of his personal experience into a collective story in which he « only » plays a leading part. Still, the quality of the French choice is that it underlines the religious aspect of the film and insists more particularly on the importance of Hell, since Michael, devilish in the first part of the film, eventually becomes a Christlike character.

At the beginning of The Deer Hunter, Michael is a Devil-like figure : when you first see him, in the factory, he immedialtely disappears behind a wall of flames. Then, outside the same factory, he watches the sky like a sorcerer and refers to a pagan belief to decide that they should go hunting. Later, during the wedding ceremony, he laughs at Stan making the sign of the cross. Outside the church he falls off the car, as angels fall, bares his buttocks in front of the bride and finally says to Nick : « I must be out of my fucking mind », that is, possessed.

At that point, Michael is — almost — able to seduce his best friend’s girlfriend during the wedding party, and of course to kill the deer during the hunting trip. But when he comes back from Vietnam, he has changed, the « game » (think of the double meaning of this word) has had a cathartic effect and Michael is a new man, a man who can save others : a saviour, just like Jesus. Linda acknowledges the change when she tells him : « You’re so… weird ! »

In the scenes which follow his come back and mirror those of the first part of the film, Michael can no longer kill deers, nor can he make love with the woman he has been dreaming of. « Nothing has changed », says Stan. Wrong. Mike has : he is purer now. If he was the devil before, now he is Christ and as such, he has to save souls and what enables him to do so is that he can rise from the dead.

Saigon is hell, and Nick is dead. You cannot live long playing the game he plays. It’s statistically impossible. But his body is still « over there », precisely where he had asked Mike not to leave him if « anything happened ».His soul cannot rest in peace. Mike has to save Nick’s soul by bringing his body back. Nick did not recognize that mysterious Frenchman he met, because his boat was a car : it’s Charon the ferryman, the pilot who takes people’s souls to Hades, the Land of the Dead, by making them cross the marshes on his boat. Michael takes Charon’s boat to find Nick’s body and bring him back to Clairton. The very last scene of the film is a meal, maybe a reference to the Last Supper. From a devil, Michael has turned into a Saint.
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