
Michael Cimino, who directed the Oscar-
winning Vietnam War film “The Deer
Hunter” but then saw his career fade

with a big-money box office flop, died Saturday
at the age of 77. Besides his grim, moving tale
of the Vietnam War, Cimino will be remembered
for the budget-busting failure “Heaven’s Gate”
released not long thereafter in the 1980s.
Cimino’s death, first reported by Cannes film
festival director Thierry Fremaux and the New
York Times, was confirmed by Lt. B. Kim of the
Los Angeles County coroner’s office.

Kim told AFP that Cimino was found dead
in his Beverly Hills home and that the cause of
death is pending. The Times quoted the direc-
tor’s friend and former lawyer Eric Weissmann
as saying Cimino’s body was found at his
home after friends were unable to reach him
by telephone. “The Deer Hunter”, released in
1978, was a gut-wrenching tale of a group of
American friends in Pennsylvania whose lives
were scarred by the Vietnam War.

One of its most gripping scenes depicts

characters played by Robert De Niro and
Christopher Walken, held prisoner by the
North Vietnamese army, playing Russian
roulette against each other. “The Deer Hunter”
received nine Oscar nominations and won five,
including best picture and best director. At the
time, the Times review called it “a big, awk-
ward, crazily ambitious, sometimes breathtak-
ing motion picture that comes as close to
being a popular epic as any movie about this
country since ‘The Godfather.’” In a statement
Saturday De Niro said, “Our work together is
something I will always remember. He will be

missed.” But as much as “The Deer Hunter” was
a success, Cimino’s next film was widely
panned as a disaster.

‘Showbiz disaster’
“Heaven’s Gate”, based on a screenplay that

Cimino himself wrote, was about migrant

homesteaders, rich cattle ranchers, mercenar-
ies and US marshals in the state of Wyoming in
the 1890s. United Artists, which had a history
of giving film makers a lot of creative leeway,
did so with Cimino on the basis of his big suc-

cess with “The Deer Hunter.” Cimino had a
budget of about $12 million and about three
months to shoot the film. But he spent more
than $40 million and took more than a year to
film the movie, the Times reported.

The movie was more than three and a half
hours long and it was a box office failure.
Variety magazine said the film was “synony-
mous with showbiz disaster.” The Times said
that in a 2010 interview with Vanity Fair,
Cimino expressed hope that “Heaven’s Gate”
would be viewed as a masterpiece some day.
“Nobody lives without making mistakes,”
Cimino said. “I never second-guess myself.”
Gilles Jacob, a former president of the Cannes
festival, praised Cimino on Twitter: “He was my
friend. He was a great man.”

Cimino went on to direct four other films:
“Year of the Dragon” (1985), “The Sicilian” (1987),
“Desperate Hours” (1990) and “The Sunchaser”
(1996). Variety said that after “Heaven’s Gate”
the rest of Cimino’s films were “mostly foot-
notes.” Before his “Deer Hunter” success, he had
directed “Thunderbolt and Lightfoot” (1974)
starring Clint Eastwood and Jeff Bridges, who
was nominated for a best supporting actor
Oscar for his performance. — AFP
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In this Feb 22, 1979 file photo,
American movie director Michael
Cimino listens during a press confer-
ence in Berlin.

‘Deer Hunter’ director 
Michael Cimino dead at 77

In this Sept 11, 1977 file photo, director Michael Cimino, left, talks with actor Robert De Niro,
center wearing beret, during a break in filming of “The Deer Hunter” on location in Bangkok.

This file photo taken on August 30, 2012
shows US film director Michael Cimino cele-
brates receiving the Persol Award 2012 dur-
ing a ceremony at the 69th Venice Film
Festival at Venice Lido. — AP/AFP photos

In this Oct 28, 2008 file photo, director
Michael Cimino arrives at the third edition
of the Rome Film Festival, in Rome.

In this sprawling expanse of South Dakota
badlands, dozens of families make ends
meet by creating and selling earrings,

paintings, decorated feathers, moccasins and
other crafts. This community’s artists take
pride in their work, but challenges abound for
their arts-based economy. The artists live on
the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation, which is
dozens of miles and many tax brackets away
from the nearest urban area, meaning arts
supplies are not easily accessible and training
on business, marketing and e-commerce is
even harder to find.

But help is now literally on its way to some
of those artists - some of whom sell their
wares just to afford dinner - in the form of a
small passenger bus. The retrofitted vehicle
crisscrossing the reservation, which is one of
the most impoverished in the US, has an art
studio and a business training center. The
Rolling Rez Arts bus provides anyone interest-
ed in the arts - established and emerging
artists, children and adults - a space to explore

their creativity. It also brings arts supplies,
gives business lessons and even offers bank-
ing services; the bus has space for a bank teller
and safe and is equipped with video cameras.

Transportation challenges
The bus, managed by the First Peoples Fund

nonprofit, came in response to a market study

showing that nearly 80 percent of the reserva-
tion’s home-based businesses are arts-related. “A
lot of the artists have amazing art skills, but may
lack some of the basic business skills, marketing,
pricing, financial management, things like that,”
said Jeremy Staab, program manager with First
Peoples Fund. 

“We have a two-day comprehensive business
training ... but what we were seeing is that some
of our artists were having to hitchhike to get
here because they have transportation chal-
lenges. ... Many of them are in survival mode.”

On a sweltering June afternoon, the Wi-Fi-
equipped, air-conditioned bus was parked in the
lot of Oglala Lakota College in Pine Ridge to offer
free featherwork lessons taught by Jay Garnett.
Four young adults showed up for a class on how
to decorate feathers typically used during cere-

monies. The 19-year-old Garnett makes a living
out of creating earrings, rawhide bags, feather-
work and other artwork, charging about $175 for
decorating a single eagle feather and between
$45 and $65 for a pair of earrings. Like other
artists in the community, he allows people to pay
on installments or trades his work for other craft
supplies such as glue and feathers.

Technical support
“This is an art form that puts bread and butter

on the table,” said Garnett, who has been creat-
ing art since eighth grade. “But it’s really impor-
tant for people to really understand the time, the
quality and the effort that is put in to some of
the art pieces.” Garnett ’s workshop, which
focused on how to decorate feathers that are
typically used during ceremonies and other

events, was LaQuita Cortier’s second class in the
mobile studio. She learned how to make earrings
out of hide during the first.

“It helps you learn more about your culture,”
Cortier, a 21-year-old Allen resident, said. “It’s
learning the arts of Natives.” Artists who partici-
pated in the market study expressed the need
for physical and online marketplaces. Guss
Yellow Hair, the coordinator and driver of the
bus, said the trainings emphasize the need for
artists to appropriately price their items and
expand their market. He said many of the artists
sell their work within the reservation, but they
could reach more customers by taking a well-lit
photo to sell it online. “They need that technical
support,” Yellow Hair said. “We provide them
what we can so that they can increase their sales
and give them the edge that they need.” — AP

Retrofitted bus provides studio
for Native American artists 

A bus that has been retrofitted with an art studio and space for a bank teller is seen in the parking lot of a college in Pine Ridge, SD, to allow people to take a free featherwork classes. — AP photos

LaQuita Cortier, of Allen, SD, works on a feather after attending a feather-
work class taught by artist Jay Garnett, right, inside a bus that has been
retrofitted with an art studio and space for a bank teller.

Artist Jay Garnett decorates a feather. A hand-made feather fan that can be used during some Native American
ceremonies.

LaQuita Cortier, of Allen, SD, works on a
feather after attending a featherwork class.

Artist Jay Garnett decorates a feather after
teaching a featherwork class.


