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THE DEER HUNTER 1978 Michael Cimino 
 

YOU-TUBE Links 
 

go approx 6.00 in to view Sky Scene 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LmwHnNa7aF8 

 
go approx 3.20 in to view Wine Scene 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JZT_8fCBSxE 
 

This is This Scene 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4onhv63jom8 
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Michael CiminoÕs 1978 American-Vietnam war film The Deer Hunter 

begins with a blue-collar wedding. On their way home from the steel mill, 

workers who are set to be the filmÕs main characters pause to consider the 

quality of the sky. 

 

Then, during the festivities of the wedding Ðwhich is of course full of 

ancient customs and rituals- the couple drink red wine from a double cup. 

They are warned that to spill a drop is a bad omen, so they drink carefully 

and co-ordinatedly. Everyone cheers because no drop is visibly spilled, 

however CiminoÕs micro lens picks up a few stains appearing on the white 

wedding dress. 
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If we want to understand the semiotic aspect of our work as artists this may 

be a good point at which to begin.  Semiotics sounds modern and scientific, 

like a rather dry and intellectual approach to art, and yet it is associated with 

custom, ignorance, primitivism and superstition as much as it is with 

knowledge or wisdom. 

 

The science arises out of studies of so-called primitive civilisations by 

French sociologists like Claude Levi-Strauss (1908 Ð2009) and from 

linguistics theorists like C.S. Pierce (1839 Ð1914) and Ferdinand de 

Saussure (1857 Ð1913).   

 

By travelling beyond the modern world to explore so-called primitive or 

other cultures Levi-Srauss analysed how any society, primitive or modern, 

evolves a system of communications and structures of difference, not 

according to truth or nature but according to convention.  His Structuralist 

approach hoped to show formal continuities and consistencies in all human 

societies.  
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When we look at a society as a series of conventions rather than truths, itÕs 

laws and structures also become arbitrary and therefore open to question and 

renewal.  

 

The characters in The Deer Hunter represent one of the most modern 

societies on earth and yet their pay-packets and the draft papers that call 

them up to war are not wholly distinct as viable information from changes in 

the sky or drops of wine on a wedding dress. These can all be described as 

different kinds of sign that influence and organise a society to become what 

it is. It is noteworthy that Michael Cimino takes the trouble to stress their 

relative importance. 

 

However, soon after the wedding Robert De NiroÕs character tries to 

reassert a sense of order and values into a disorganised scenario by stating 

ÔTHIS IS THISÕ and ÔNO MEANS NOÕ. He holds up a bullet and shouts 

ÒThis ainÕt something elseÓ  

 

This could almost be described as anti-semiotic. If Ôthis is thisÕ and not 

something else, it falls outside of grammar (becomes tautology) and outside 

of our sign systems because our sign system revolves around difference Ð it 
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is the fact that something always means something else, refers to something 

else  and is always different from something else that makes it a sign. 

 

De NiroÕs point is perhaps Zen-like in trying to establish a position outside 

conventional meaning. But it is uncompromising and unreasonable too 

because society and language depend on a Ôgive-and-takeÕ, slippage or 

Ôelbow roomÕ to work. In the end he can only speak by shooting his gun, 

showing he disagrees with the social compromise reached by the others in 

the dispute. 

 

We can some back to this point later when we discuss this afternoonÕs film, 

Micelangelo AntonioniÕs LÕEclisse which I will also introduce as built 

around alternatives to a semiotic view of the world. 

 

In the semiotic view of the world we might find ourselves asking, is 

anything what it seems? Is nothing what it is? Does everything mean 

something other than itself?  Despite our knowledge, education and our 

modern environment we continue to live -as the poet Charles Baudelaire 

said in a 19th Century poem Correspondences - in a ÔForest of SymbolsÕ.  
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Correspondences 
(1857) by Charles Baudelaire 

 
Nature is a temple in which living pillars 
Sometimes give voice to confused words; 

Man passes there through forests of symbols 
Which look at him with understanding eyes. 

 
Like prolonged echoes mingling in the distance 

In a deep and tenebrous unity, 
Vast as the dark of night and as the light of day, 

Perfumes, sounds, and colors correspond. 
 

There are perfumes as cool as the flesh of children, 
Sweet as oboes, green as meadows 

Ñ And others are corrupt, and rich, triumphant, 
 

With power to expand into infinity, 
Like amber and incense, musk, benzoin, 

That sing the ecstasy of the soul and senses. 
 

Semiotics is modern, systematic and therefore reassuring while 

simultaneously ancient, chaotic and unnerving. Artists can attempt to master 

their use of signs, or perhaps become masterful at allowing for the anarchic 

play of signs in their work.  
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C. S Pierce ÔIconic SignÕ  

 

Indexical Sign 

 

Various theorists have attempted to map and organise types of signs. The 

American theorist C.S. Pierce has shown e.g. that we can take the shape of a 

cat as an Iconic sign, or the physical trace of a catÕs real existence as an 
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Indexical sign, or a conventional means by which we refer to a cat  -such as 

the word ÔCAT Õ - as a Symbol. The word symbol is of course used 

in many different ways and contexts, but in PierceÕs method what is 

important is that Symbol bears no actual resemblance to an actual cat and 

yet it serves as our most commonly used way of referring to a cat and 

nothing other than a cat. PierceÕs Indexical sign Ðthe real trace of a thingÕs 

existence Ðis also important for artists, particularly for those trying to 

understand PhotographyÕs special contribution to the world of art and signs, 

but really for anyone trying to understand the value of anything that they 

have made in the context of art.    

 

Of course there are also living, breathing examples of real and actual cats 

which all these signs signify. As Robert De Niro might say, the cat is a cat 

and requires a sign value only for it to operate in a societyÕs language and so 

that we can easily share and exchange the idea of a cat. We have signs for it 

but it is not itself a sign.  Nevertheless, a real cat might momentarily become 

a sign, if, for example, aware of a certain superstitious convention, a black 

cat crosses our path on the way e.g. to an important interview. At such 
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moments we notice that anything can be or become a sign, and we are 

returned to BaudelaireÕs ÔForest of SymbolsÕ 

 

In case we get too involve in dry scientific models weÕll try to keep looking 

at ways in which artists use a system of signs to establish or play with 

meaning.  
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Kara Walker 

 

The art of Kara Walker  follows on conveniently from our previous 

illustrations. She considers a history of graphic and literary representations 

associated with Afro-American history; she draws, reconfigures and 

juxtaposes images that are reduced to silhouettes, devoid of detail so that 
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they serve a basic purpose as signs and types.  The less information she 

provides the more freedom she gives both to herself and the viewer to create 

various narratives and meanings. In this way Kara WalkerÕs work reminds 

us that history can be seen as a series of signs, arranged into conventional 

stories which give the present day a certain meaning, value and justification. 

But historyÕs signs are available to be re-juxtaposed and rearranged to create 

new meanings, perhaps a new society. Again we see that signs enable 

communication, they are established by convention, and yet, they are always 

ready to play, to be nuanced and shift both society and meaning.  

 

Walker , as a contemporary, post-modern artist, may want to embrace 

ambiguity and complexity in her work rather than establish a new dogma or 

truth and for this reason, her assemblages remain fluid, uncertain, open to 

interpretation. Meanwhile official public information  regards it as its duty 

to avoid ambiguity and to maintain order by careful and precise deployment 

of signs and by the maintenance of conventional structures. If we want to 

avoid crashing our car it is good if we all obey the same convention that a 

red light means that we should stop. Claude Levi-Strauss or Saussure 

might suggest that this is just like any taboo in a so-called primitive society, 
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it is a locally agreed convention that a red light means stop (|even though 

Robert De Niro might say it is also just a red light.) 

 

 

 

Having our own way of reading traffic lights would probably prove 

disastrous. The designers of highway signs would also confuse us if, like 

artists they constantly and radically experimented with typographic 

innovations rather than maintaining a clearly readable, repetitious system of 

signs and codes, that enable us to locate e.g. Birmingham while journeying 

from London.  
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But if a semiotic system therefore lies at the very heart of society and its 

organisation perhaps this is why it is a exciting target for artists.  Change 

signs and perhaps you change the world Ð and all by primarily visual means. 

 

 

Rene Magritte (1898 Ð1967) 

 

In 1928 The Surrealist Rene Magritte made a notorious painting in which 

the artistÕs responsibility to semiotic meaning is clearly played out.  Ceci 

nÕst pas en Pipe (This Is not a Pipe) he writes, in paint, beneath a painting of 

something we would all agree to be a conventional sign of a pipe. It is in fact 

an Iconic sign Ðin PierceÕs terms Ð and would work well to advertise any 

pipe shop.  
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So what does Magritte  mean by making this apparently contradictory 

assertion in words underneath? 

 

Perhaps he means that the pipe is only a representation (an Iconic sign) and 

not an actual pipe, and simply that art is always a substitute for reality or the 

suggestion of a different reality?  Perhaps, as a Surrealist artist, strongly 

influenced by FreudÕs use of symbols and interpretations, Magritte  is 

reminding us that a pipe appearing in an artwork is like a pipe that appears in 

a dream, i.e. it represents something other than, more than, different from 

itself. In a Freudian context a pipe might represent a phallus, a father figure, 

masculine virility, authority, or even the destructive fires of male violence. 

Magritte  seems then to be stating a simple fact about the artistÕs trade while 

at the same time disturbing Ðin a classic Surrealist way -something 

fundamental concerning the rational and conventional basis of everyday life 

and society. 

 

Magritte thus provides an example of a long and broad tradition of the artist 

as a disrupter of conventions and as someone who provides alternative views 

or readings of society and the environment.   
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Marcel Duchamp (1887 Ð1968) 

 

 

MagritteÕs contemporary Marcel Duchamp displaced or juxtaposed signs to 

change their meaning and value. As well as his notorious Readymades, 

which treat everyday objects as linguistic elements that can be displaced or 

juxtaposed to create Ônew thoughtsÕ, Duchamp observed that, where 

apartment blocks were promoted for rent in Paris they used a conventional 

sign that read ÒEau et Gaz A Tous Les EtagesÓ (ÔWater And Gas On All 

FloorsÕ.) To Duchamp, who had a sense of the way meanings shift in 

displacement and translation, this phrase conjured a Surreal image, perhaps a 
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strange sculptural installation in which water and gas are materials laid in a 

gravitational relationship with floorboards Ðyou can picture it. Duchamp 

knew that he only had to displace this sign to the cover of a book or to an art 

gallery for its convention to be disrupted and the new meaning to emerge as 

a Surreal and sensuous image disrupting everyday expectations. 

Consequently the original sign, back in its original place on the wall of the 

apartment block, is also forever changed, now more ambiguous than it was 

ever intended to be. 
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Patrick Kieller ( images from London and Robinson In Space) 

 

More recently, Patrick Kieller , working in the 90s (and with a new film out 

this month, November 2010, titled Robinson In Ruins) and still in something 

of a Surrealist tradition, has made some fascinating and strange films, one 

simply titled London and one about Britain titled Robinson In Space.  

KeillerÕs peculiar juxtaposition of images and voice-over disrupts any 

conventional view of Britain and British society.  One image that caught 

KeillerÕs eye on his travels around 90s Britain was a sign which, as well as 

its basic instruction also Ôspeaks volumesÕ about 90s Britain in a global 

economy. Here, something which for one generation signified a brand of car 

has shifted to become a New Town for another generation. In becoming a 

motorway sign it also signals to drivers who might in fact be driving a 

Toyota to ÔToyotaÕ. In the first age of industrialisation a town like Cadbury 
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in Somerset gave its name to a brand of chocolate produced there, but in a 

subsequent age of consumerism towns can become named after brands. 

  

 

Vito Acconci 

 

But Surrealism and its legacy is only one part of the story of how artists 

interact with signs or the science of semiotics. The late 1970s saw a 

conceptual art generation who often reduced art to mere documents of 

actions in Black & White photography and typed or written words  -like this 

piece by Vito Acconci which, incidentally, utilises an Indexical signÕ. At 

about the same time artists began to take an increasingly politicised interest 

in the way words and images are used in conventional ways by media and 

the way that this reveals underlying structures of society and language.  
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John BergerÕs Ways of Seeing  

 

John Berger, Victor Burgin and John Hilliard (among others) turned 

towards mediaÕs increasing deluge of imagery and began to promote a more 

knowing model of the artist as, not merely a skilled craftsman, nor as a 

transgressive promoter of other realities, but as someone highly skilled in the 

language of signs. 
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John Hilliard  Cause of Death c.1970  
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Hannah Hoch 

 

 

We might trace precedents for this kind of activity to Dadaists like Hannah 

Hoch who, in 1920s Germany, had used media scraps to collage complaints 

against the relationship between fascism and big business. But the work of 

these late 1970s artists and writers have more in common with a school of 

French thinkers, influenced by Levi-Strauss and Saussure and also known 

as Structuralists.  Structuralists drew upon anthropology, sociology and 

linguistics to reveal the conventional  -and therefore arbitrary or mythical 

structures - governing our society, thus inviting critique and opening new 

possibilities for progressive thought. 

 

One of the most influential of this generation was Roland Barthes who used 

the word Mythologies as the title of a collection of influential essays 

published in 1957 on popular culture. As we have seen, to address accepted 

conventions of everyday life is itself progressive as well as being 

sociological and anthropological i.e. it renders modern (in this case French) 

society no-less available for critical analysis as might be the society of a 

newly-discovered South American tribe. Given the right Way of Seeing 
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(John BergerÕs title) we can open our eyes to explore our own conventions, 

established by language and habit, and, in doing so, make them fluid, open 

to change and possibility, or, as Barthes said, we can turn what we have 

come to think of as ÔnaturalÕ structures back into historical phenomena 

(subject to change and onterpretation).           

 

 

Victor Burgin 

 

Consumerism and capitalism, law and order use certain conventional forms 

that are sustained by certain uses of language, often a combination of words 

and images which artists like Victor Burgin  sought to expose and disrupt.  
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Nicolas Bourriaud 

    

Daniel Pflumm 

 

This notion is by no means redundant or anachronistic today as Nicolas 

Bourriaud , a current, vociferous spokesman for a newly historical and 

questioning contemporary art, also calls for the production of what he calls 

Ôcounter imagesÕ. One of the artists championed by Bourriaud  is Daniel 
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Pflumm who seems to take the language of corporate logos and high street 

signs and abstract them into the realm of critical fine art or abstract painting. 

 

The artistÕs professional engagement with signs makes the artist responsible 

for meanings that circulate and shape our society. But there is a more 

profound, philosophical aspect to this primarily social and political concern.  

The sign, as we have seen, is responsible for maintaining or changing 

meaning itself. In classic semiotics the sign can be broken down into 

component parts. The ÔsignifierÕ and the ÔsignifiedÕ, together, and in 

dialogue, they constitute the sign. The crude outline of a cat signifies the 

signified of a real, living, breathing cat. The play of the two creates a 

conventional sign. But if we play with this relationship, e.g. making the 

signifier signify something else or something more ambiguous, we disrupt 

meaning and produce possibilities. This is how some of the works above 

really operate in technical terms.  
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BarthesÕ  Mythologies  

 

1950s Wrestling 

 

However, at a more sophisticated level of reading society Roland Barthes 

writes that anything can be a sign but also that, for signs to operate in a 

society with certain powers, investments, interests ad limits they necessary 
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also operate at a level of myth. The first example he gives in his famous 

collection is from popular culture, a wrestling match in a working class 

district of Paris where he sees that the wrestlers use a system of exaggerated 

gestures to signify, among other things, passion, justice, or defeat. These are 

all laid-out in a perfectly clear and coherent form to the audience who enjoy 

watching ideas displayed as signs, even though they may never experience 

passion as unambiguously as this, justice as unquestionable as this, or defeat 

as thorough as this themselves. The audience can see their reality 

represented as signs during weekly battles which they only half believe-in.  

 

    

Nationalism, Colonialism & Media    The Citroen DS 
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The Citroen DS 

 

Barthes starts with this Wrestling essay as a way of introducing his own 

method and then goes on to write about advertising and commodities and 

other mythological elements of consumerist culture, nationalist culture, 

bourgeois culture etc. The wrestling match is a good example because even 

its biggest fans both believe in it and at the same time know that it is myth. 

Barthes uses it as an example of how society and its structures are 

disseminated as signs of things that are never truly present or achievable. As 

Baudelaire suggested, consumerism too is a ÔForest of SymbolsÕ where 
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things we want to believe-in may be signalled but for Barthes their elusive 

play means that they exist as guiding ÔMythologiesÕ through that forest.   

 

In another essay from this collection Barthes wrote about the much-hyped 

launch of a prime bourgeois commodity, The New Citroen DS.19. Here his 

essay stresses the mythology arising from the carÕs design and the way its 

promotional language describes it as desirable, all of which convinces us 

that we are entering into a kind of dream when we buy, drive, ride in or 

merely encounter the DS 19, despite the fact that we are also merely 

acquiring a functional object, made of steel, nuts, bolts, oil, leather etc. To 

see the world through BarthesÕ semioticianÕs eyes might be to maintain 

some critical perspective, some reality or resistance of our own, amid the 

conventionally regulated fantasy-land of concocted desires perpetuated by 

consumerism, governments and media.  
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Gabriel Orozco 

 

In BarthesÕ Citroen DS essay we see that every image, gesture, phrase, even 

a certain shape (like the shape of the DSÕs windscreen) comes with a 

meaning, but once exposed as mythic its intended meaning might be 

resisted, diverted or reinterpreted, taken out of the hands its originators and 

redeployed for other purposes like this play on the DS by artist Gabriel 

Orozco, or like the way that Marcel Duchamp once redeployed a few simple 

objects or words so that their meanings became far more enigmatic and 

disruptive than originally intended.   

 

You can begin to see that the Semiotician, whether as artist or philosopher, 

isnÕt necessarily responsible for the production of new signs but is always 

ready to re-reading and replay signs that already exist.  
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BarthesÕ diagram showing Signifier, Signified and Myth 

 

Finally, by way of introducing this afternoonÕs complementary film extract, 

I will briefly discuss the temporality of the sign, the way in which the 

signified comes after the signifier, so that semiotics is always rubbing 

shoulders with superstition, not only myth but also clairvoyance or 

prescience. 
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Cave Painting (approx 5,000 BC) 

 

We donÕt know if the cave man or woman who painted their deer hunting 

was recording a past success or guaranteeing a future success. However, the 

deep positioning of many cave paintings, far from daylight, suggests that art 

began, not as a record but as a ritual, a ritual that made something come true 

by representing it Ð a kind of prediction. In this way the signifier acts as a 

forerunner of the signified, acting as a kind of herald of that which will 

follow.  
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From the Guildhall Art gallery 

 

We might visit LondonÕs most stuffily conservative art collection at the 

Guildhall Art Gallery and disagree. Their, the paintings there often celebrate 

important events of state and seem firmly about the past and nothing but the 

past.  And yet, just as Magritte Õs ÔPipeÕ is no longer a pipe, once it is 

represented as art, so the documented event is also transformed by being 

painted and made available to subsequent re-interpretations, revisions, re-

readings. By becoming a signifier it is captured in time, unlike the event that 

it signifies and which, without representation will otherwise pass into 

nothing other than but memory. The represented event, or artwork, is 

therefore suspended, detached from its signified. We could claim then that, 

to make art is to produce hesitations, signifiers in suspense, suggestive of but 

not destined for a particular signified. Artists are not dutiful producers of 
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coherent and reliable meaning like the manufacturers of Motorway signs, 

they are makers of images or counter-images whose meaning becomes the 

responsibility of others, in other places and other times.  

 

 

Current Advertisement 

 

And yet artists are not the only ones caught up in the superstitious 

production of tantalising signs. If I open a bank account with Cheltenham & 

Gloucester tomorrow it will be, in part because it promises me perfect teeth, 

an attractive partner and a smiling life. If I take turn-off for the M1 I am sure 

to reach Birmingham. If Ðlike the man in this afternoonÕs film - the girl I am 

walking with loosens the buttons on her blouse I narcissistically presume 

that she is attracted to me Ðeven if it is an extremely hot day.  
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Michael CiminoÕs The Deer Hunter 

 

The characters in CiminoÕs Deer Hunter consider the sky or drips of wine 

as having some bearing on their futures. Small, local, traditional, semiotic 

conventions are purposefully associated by the director with the great 

political conflict of an international war into which they are propelled. The 

characters respond belligerently to their fate, and even fight against fate 

itself with their horrific games of ÔRussian rouletteÕ or in that moment, early 

in the film, when Robert De NiroÕs character tries to end a dispute by 

holding up a single bullet and shouting ÒThis Is ThisÕ  Ða seemingly 

meaningless statement which attempts to use language outside of grammar 

to escape a semiotic framework and find a way out of the Forest Of Symbols 

where everything does and should mean something else. 
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Michelangelo AntonioniÕs LÕEclisse (1962) 

 

The film I have chosen to show an extract from this afternoon is 

Michelangelo AntonioniÕs LÕEclisse (1962). It is set in a Cold-War  

atmosphere of European gridlock, detente and hesitation.   We could say this 

period Ðthe same period in which Barthes was writing Ð the postmodern 

world is emerging, searching in a strange post-war atmosphere for a 

direction that it cannot take, searching for a sign but afraid to take any road 
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that might lead to another disaster. All the signs that might suggest the future 

remain in a kind of suspense.  

 

AntonioniÕs is in fact influenced by Albert Camus and his film is more 

indicative of Existentialism, the kind of philosophy that structuralists 

refused as insufficiently consequential for resisting or transforming society.  

Thus, in LÕEclisse, single faces regularly stare into the middle distance 

distance searching for meaning or the right way to proceed. They seem 

confused about their emotions and relationships, not least their own 

relationship with themselves. The characters also seem uncomfortable in 

whatever spaces or buildings they find themselves as if they donÕt quite 

belong in this world Ðthe modern world that is.  

 

The film is set in a planned modernist utopia on the edge of Rome called 

EUR which was designed by Italian fascists when they were in power in the 

pre-war period but left incomplete due to their defeat. It was being 

completed at the time the film was made and you can see clear evidence of 

this in AntonioniÕs compositions. Modern and futurist architecture here feels 

cold and uninhabited. Roads, made for the proud new age of the automobile 

seem far too wide for human beings, and the International Modernist style of 
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architecture and planning provides insufficient shade for pedestrians in the 

hot Mediterranean sun.  

 

The final minutes of LÕEclisse are very famous, focusing as they do on 

nothing but this strange environment. They seem to abandon meaning and 

narrative for what Antonioni  does best, making enigmatic pictures, signs 

into which the audience is invited o read its own messages. The film ends 

mysteriously, inconclusively.  

 

 

  

De Chirico 
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The EUR is a suburban space, on the edge of Rome but denied all the great 

history of Rome itself. It seems to exist outside of time, and as neither city 

nor country somehow evocative of the Italian proto-Surrealist painter De 

Chirico. Here, nothing seems to mean anything. Time seems to stand still. 

There is no difference in atmosphere between indoors and out, between noon 

and midnight, dawn and dusk. And yet a sense of foreboding also pervades 

the world, something terrible might be about to happen, or, even worse, 

nothing will happen.  

 

We see awkward individuals and lone nannies in the street but no sense of 

family or community. The newspaperÕs headlines boast about the nuclear 

age but also warn of war. The bourgeois women around whom the film 

revolves all seem lost and spoiled, they take refuge in love affairs they donÕt 

seem to believe in, they make racist remarks at the same time as expressing 

their desire to be African. The stock market is described, as the gambling 

heart of a supposedly rational society, and is shown crashing just as easily as 

a horse can lose a race. The central male character is young and rich but his 

wealth is ugly and old fashioned. The life-affirming, fashionable sports car 

he buys is turned into a grave when it crashes. Hence, all values and all 

meaning seems in suspense in LÕEclisse. If there are signs then they threaten 
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and promise without ever delivering, signifying something never 

satisfactorily signified, never agreed by a community but left puzzling an 

individual.  

 

In this way it provides a good link between this lecture on semiotics and our 

next Key Ideas lecture on Postmodernism.   


