             Taxi Driver: The Deer Hunter Part II     


   When considering the selective task of choosing an actor or actress for a leading part in a film, it is no surprise that a certain actor seems destined to play a type of role with a kind of familiarity. It is not that actors should not be versatile and branch out in terms of variety as much as possible, but in consideration of what works with certain films, certain actors incorporate their persona to a performance much like good directors infuse auteur-istic elements to their films. 


  In the films Taxi Driver, by Martin Scorsese (1976) and The Deer Hunter (1978) by Michael Cimino, both present the viewer with a hard driving, emotionally disturbing subject matter: The effects of the Vietnam War or war in general on both the individual psyche and society. Structurally speaking, both films present themselves in an outwardly controversial matter that resolve with similarly  powerful and/or shocking climaxes. In Taxi Driver, the audience is shocked to see a violently unstable and homicidal Travis (Robert DeNiro) commit vigilante style murders, just as the audience is shocked to see Nick (Christopher Walken) tragically kill himself no doubt due to mental degradation in the Deer Hunter. Both films hold important places amongst the critically elite of American films, and both films starred the talented and versatile Robert DeNiro. 


   Both films demanded serious and complex performances from DeNiro that were both similar in scope and purpose. Although the two films were directed by different production teams altogether, the films are interwoven and thematically complement each other quite well, due mainly to the dynamics performed by Robert DeNiro’s respective roles of Travis Bickle and Micheal. It is even plausible to postulate that DeNiro had the character Travis Bickle retrospectively in mind when he created his role of Michael in The Deer Hunter. The two films work side by side as related texts or studies of Vietnam veterans as well as even lead into each other quite successfully from a continuity standpoint. Robert DeNiro had professed that his role in The Deer Hunter was his most physically draining yet rewarding role of his career.(2) This is a testament to DeNiro’s active involvement in both the production and performance in both movies.   


    Taxi Driver works as a conjectural sequel to The Deer Hunter for a variety of reasons. This was his first role as a Vietnam vet, and it was a role DeNiro was to repeat two years later with an equally serious treatment albeit from a different angle sociologically. In the Deer Hunter, he approached his Vietnam Vet character Michael as a member of a group of friends and family, and how his commitment and love to them were put to the test by the duress of the Vietnam war. On the other hand, in Taxi Driver, the character Travis is more of a psychological study of a clinically deranged mind, and a study of one man’s tragic decline into madness. DeNiro approached role of Travis Bickle with a firm desire to experience first hand the environment that would nurture Travis’ insanity. Not only did he study mental illness, but he worked twelve hour shifts as a cab driver as preparation for the role.(5)


  Both films acknowledge the tragic effects of the Vietnam war and the strains it imposes on both community and relationships as showcased by the Deer Hunter, and more clearly the tragic strains on the human mind itself in Taxi Driver. In Taxi Driver, Travis Bickle is the anti-hero, the person whom the audience is viewing the tainted world through.(6) The Deer Hunter is a more involved study of the group as a whole that DeNiro is activley involved and to whom he is intensely loyal. 


  Not surprisingly, DeNiro has very similar temperaments in both films in his approach to his respective characters. In The Deer Hunter he is somewhat awkward and shy, completely moral(at least in his mind) and at times brutish. He has trouble communicating with his love interest Meryl Streep. He finds his most lasting bonds with the male characters of the film, yet he reacts quixotically when faced with slight apprehension. When one of his comrades refuses to do as he says in the beginning of the film, he reacts with an intense stare reminiscent of the stare Travis gave to Matthew the pimp in Taxi Driver. Micheal is portrayed as intensely loyal, and prone to self-sacrifice in a heart-beat throughout the film. He is the true hero of the film, and one of his most favorite pastimes with his friends involves the hunting of deer. He is adept at this talent, and he makes it clear to his friends that the best way to hunt the elusive deer is to “kill in the first shot”.(2) He practices this philosophy of precision coupled with violence later in the film to his advantage, when he frees his friends from the Russian Roulette practicing torture camp by his decisively abrupt and violent action. 


  Reversley, in Taxi Driver, Travis Bickle is the antihero who verges on abrupt, precise violent action as well, only the film portrays a much more pathological purpose. Like Michael, Bickle fails repeatedly at attempts to connect with people, thus his mental state slowly deteriorates which is attributed to his inept attempts at sexual bonding and relationships with women. Repeatedly, he is shown pointing a gun at various targets of his disgust and obsession.(1) This is obviously a skill that he had to use to survive in war, just as Michael in The Deer Hunter exercised. 


  Travis is always trying to elevate himself from the “filth, the slime, the trash” inherent in his lurid surroundings. He tries to connect with his discovered symbols of good and decency, the characters of Betsy and Iris. With Betsy, he is fervently trying to make a bond with someone who can elevate him from his urban underworld. With Iris, he himself tries to save or elevate her from the underworld she belongs to in a moralistic attempt to do what’s “right” for her.(6) He fails with Betsy in an unflattering and dehumanizing way, when she all-out rejects him when he commits his dating faux-paux of choosing to view a porno film. With Iris, he succeeds with his duty as savior, in a sense, but only by cold-heartedly using violence to kill her “captors” and in the process becoming every bit as violent and unstable as the underworld he “frees” her from(1).  


   In The Deer Hunter, Michael also tries to free his friend Nick      from the nefarious underworld that he becomes mentally enslaved by, only this time, his efforts tragically end in failure, when his friend commits suicide by Russian Roulette. Ironically, it was Russian Roulette that Michael saves Nick from in the first place earlier in the film. 


  It is entirely possible that DeNiro approached his role as Michael with Travis Bickle firmly implanted in his subconscious. In essence, it is conceivable that they are both the same character in the mind of DeNiro, only during different stages in the amalgamated character’s life. Incidentally, DeNiro considered his role as Michael the epitome of his career, because in a way, he explored the general character of the Vietnam vet with a humanity and a spark of hope that was unmistakably present in the Deer Hunter.(2) Through all of the Deer Hunter’s emotionally wrenching, depressing aspects, DeNiro’s portrait of the hero in the midst of tragedy is uplifting. Taxi Driver’s anti-hero Travis is a thoughrouly disturbing yet equally emotional portrayal of the same type of character, only in Taxi Driver, DeNiro is more socially inept and more unstable, undoubtedly due partly to his ordeal in Vietnam. DeNiro may have felt that the level of compassion he brought to Michael was a way of rectifying the thouroughly detached and alienated Vietnam vet character that essentialized Travis Bickle.


   As far as the respective diogesis of each film, there are some interesting aspects that help, continuity-wise and logic-wise, the thesis that Taxi Driver is in fact, a hypothetical sequel to The Deer Hunter(When DeNiro performed the role of Micheal, its entirely possible he meant for the character’s experiences to function as a prequel to the experiences of Travis Bickle). The Deer Hunter presents us with a set of tight knit steel-worker friends from Pennsylvania. The film reveals this union and the common hobby that they share as a unifying factor, the hunting of deer.(2)DeNiro is presented as being the natural leader of the group, taking charge in some instances and even appearing to house an explosive inner temper in certain scenes. Later, DeNiro and friends are drafted and sent to fight in Vietnam. This is the arena where DeNiro’s hidden explosiveness is tapped when it is needed to save his friends lives in combat. It is this energy that DeNiro arguably brings to many of his roles successfully. Michael’s biggest strengths throughout the film are in fact his unswerving loyalty, his abilities to lead, and his tendency to use violence to his advantage. These are tendencies that DeNiro has carved out of his overall acting persona that he frequently communicates onscreen, and it is through these two distinct roles of Travis and Micheal where these are explored in varying degrees. Micheal is obviously the more positive exploration, while Travis is the more tragically disturbed figure along the same theme. 


  When Micheal returns from Vietnam back to a hero’s welcome in Clairton, he is depicted as awkward and overly modest. His attempts to woo Meryl Streep are tried. Only when he has a gun in hand and is actively hunting deer, he feels at home again. When he hears about his beloved friend Nick being alive in Vietnam, he goes back in an attempt to save him, which tragically fails with Nick’s death. It is here in the film where he experiences his first truly tragic loss. He loses someone, one of the few people he was able to truly connect with, to circumstances beyond his control. Although the film ends on an uplifting note, with a eulogy being expressed for the group’s common friend, the experience undoubtedly had greater mental consequences for Michael than was made clear by the film’s end.


  This is hypothetically (since Taxi Driver came out a full two years before The Deer Hunter) where Chapter II, Taxi Driver, begins and further explores the downward spiral of the combined Vietnam vet character Robert DeNiro/Travis Bickle/Micheal. After experiencing the triple entendre of the trauma of armed combat, losing his best friend, and failing to connect with the woman of his choice, Michael leaves to New York to start his life over. Having suffered mentally and emotionally, he does everything he can to start over by moving to a new, vastly different location and even changing his name. He even takes up a new profession, cab-driving, with a broadminded approach indicative of a newcomer “I’ll pick up anybody, rich people, poor people, spooks, dont make no difference to me.”(5) Unfortunately, the events in Taxi Driver prove that DeNiro’s hinted mental instability in The Deer Hunter comes to full bloom in Taxi Driver. Again, his attempts to connect with women fail as proved by his predicament with Betsy, and his resortment to guns and violence, the things that worked for him in saving his friends in Vietnam and in hunting deer back home, begins to loom ever so attractively above his head. Reality itself begins to mask itself in a cloudy haze, as he spends long hours in solitude at both work and home. He writes long letters to his family back home and keeps intense journals of the day’s happenings since he suffers from chronic insomnia. 


  Being the intensely moral, loyal person that he was in Vietnam and in Clairton, Micheal/Bickle/DeNiro decides to engage in a crusade to save the young Iris from the seedy world of New York prostitution. Where he had previously indulged himself in the purchase of a whole armament of guns and subsequent military self-training, the prospect of using real violence dangles like a loose thread in his mind, until he feels he can wait no more, he indulges in the one thing he learned is able solve his problems: He first guns down a potential robber of a store (a black man), then in a final explosive, desperate act in the film, he brutally guns down the people he feels are controlling his current object of unswerving loyalty and devotion: Iris. His mental instability and dependence on violence comes full circle in Taxi Driver and is hinted at in The Deer Hunter.    


   It is not important whether or not the scenario described is based in fact. It is obvious that Taxi Driver is not actually a sequel to The Deer Hunter, since the film was released two years prior, but what is more important is that based on its subject matter and its treatment, it very well could be. This unifying element of the two films is no doubt due to the signature performances of Robert DeNiro in both films. 


  Just as Scorsese left his indelible mark on Taxi Driver with its dark, expressionistic, cinematically subjective feel,(6) and Cimino left his mark with The Deer Hunter’s more realist, saga-like approach, DeNiro made his personal signature the solidifying and unifying element of Travis and Michael, making a connection between the two films even more apparent.


 Robert DeNiro is known for his versatility, this is fairly well known. He has played everything from an insane cab driver, to police officer to priest, all with a devotion to method acting (3). De Niro even worked 12 hour shifts as a cab driver in preparation for his role. Taxi Driver screenplay writer Paul Schrader even wrote of Robert Deniro, “Bobby is only alive when he is able to get into other peoples skin”(4). About himself, DeNiro confesses, “One of the best things about being an actor is that it allows you to live other people’s lives without having to pay the price. Its not that I find myself to be this fascinating personality, one of the things I had to decide on is whether or not to be an actor or a personality.”(3) Clearly DeNiro approaches his characters with every intent on understanding their
