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Whereas many indie directors find success and move to the mainstream (Steven Soderbergh) or maintain their vision but work with bigger budgets (Quentin Tarantino), Jim Jarmusch has remained independent in terms of finance and style. His name has become synonymous with minimalist filmmaking, often featuring lone characters wandering through a city or on the road. He made his debut with the ultra-low budget Permanent Vacation (1980) which cost just $15,000 and featured a twenty-something man who is a bit of a drifter and decides to leave the streets of Manhattan for pastures new in Paris. Shot on location in New York and with little dialogue, this soon became a key Jarmusch trait. He followed this with Stranger than Paradise (1984) which became the cheapest film to win the Camera d’Or at Cannes (made for the small sum of $110,000) and was a cult hit on the art house circuit, grossing $2.5million. Jarmusch’s low production values is just one aspect that audiences have come to expect from his films, as well as a tendency to film in black and white and produce a grainy image. The only time he has been backed financially by a studio was when Miramax paid $4million for the distribution rights to Dead Man (1995), most likely because it starred Johnny Depp, a huge box office draw. 

Jarmusch has always managed to retain complete artistic control over his films and has developed a strong following of viewers and actors, having worked on more than one occasion with the likes of Bill Murray, Tilda Swinton, John Hurt, Tom Waits and John Lurie. He collaborated with Bill Murray on Coffee and Cigarettes (2003), a series of vignettes about various strange characters who drink coffee and smoke cigarettes, Broken Flowers (2005), which follows long-time bachelor Don Johnston as he searches for answers after receiving an anonymous letter informing him he has a child, and now The Limits of Control. Jarmusch’s latest offering also sees him team up once more with Tilda Swinton who co-starred with Murray in Broken Flowers.

The Limits of Control is set in Spain and sees, in true Jarmusch style, a lone, non-Spanish speaking assassin (Isaach De Bankolé in his fourth collaboration with the filmmaker) embarking on an assignment in Madrid where he encounters a series of bizarre characters. An homage to the 1960s European films of Jean-Luc Godard and Michelangelo Antonioni, The Limits of Control is a thriller that favours style over narrative, though audiences have come to expect this sort of thing from an auteur such as Jarmusch.
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The indie favourite was a huge inspiration to the small-scale directors that emerged in the late 1980s/early 1990s. In That’s My Story and I’m Sticking To It, Spike Lee was quoted as saying: “For me, the defining moment of film school was when Jim Jarmusch’s Stranger Than Paradise became a hit. All of a sudden, we all felt that making films was now doable. When you’re studying the masters – Hitchcock or Scorsese or Coppola – film seems remote, distant.” The hipsters that populate his films and the minimalist style of storytelling are often emulated by up-and-coming directors but no-one can copy the unique and visionary style of Jim Jarmusch.
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