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James Wong Howe

Cinematographer, Camera and     Electrical Department, Director, Self

Birth 
August 28, 1899 (Guangzhou, China) 

Death
July 12, 1976 (Hollywood, USA)

Genres           Drama, Romance, Adventure, and Comedy

Master cinematographer James Wong Howe, whose career stretched from silent pictures through the mid-'70s, was born Wong Tung Jim in Canton (now Guangzhou), China, on August 28, 1899, the son of Wong How. His father emigrated to America the year James was born, settling in Pasco, Washington, where he worked for the Northern Pacific Railroad. Wong How eventually went into business for himself in Pasco, opening a general store, which he made a success, despite the bigotry of the locals.

        When he was five years old, Wong Tung Jim joined his father in the US. His childhood was unhappy due to the discrimination he faced, which manifested itself in racist taunting by the neighborhood children. To get the kids to play with him, Jimmie often resorted to bribing them with candy from his father's store. When Jimmie, as he was known to his friends and later to his co-workers in the movie industry, was about 12 years old he bought a Kodak Brownie camera from a drugstore. Though his father was an old-fashioned Chinese, suspicious about having his picture taken and opposed to his new hobby, Jimmie went ahead and photographed his brothers and sisters. Unfortunately, when the photos were developed, the heads of his siblings had been cut off, as the Brownie lacked a viewfinder.His childhood dream was to be a prizefighter, and as a teenager he moved to Oregon to fight. However, his interest soon waned, and he moved to Los Angeles, where he got a job as an assistant to a commercial photographer. His duties included making deliveries, but he was fired when he developed some passport photos for a friend in the firm's darkroom. Reduced to making a living as a busboy at the Beverly Hills Hotel, he journeyed down to Chinatown on Sundays to watch movies being shot there. Jimmie Howe made the acquaintance of a cameraman on one of the location shoots, who suggested he give the movies a try. The Jesse Lasky Studios’ photography department at the princely sum of $10 per week hired him, but the man in charge thought he was too little to lug equipment around, so he assigned Jimmie custodial work. Thus the future Academy Award wining cinematographer James Wong Howe's first job in Hollywood was picking up scraps of nitrate stock from the cutting-room floor (more important than it sounds, as nitrate fires in editing rooms were not uncommon). The job allowed him to familiarize himself with movie cameras, lighting equipment and the movie film-development process.

      His was a genuine Horatio Alger "Up From His Bootstraps" narrative, as by 1917 he had graduated from editing room assistant to working as a slate boy on Cecil B. DeMille’s pictures. The promotion came when DeMille needed all his camera assistants to man multiple cameras on a film. This left no one to hold the chalkboard identifying each scene as a header as the take is shot on film, so Jimmie was drafted and given the title "fourth assistant cameraman. He endeared himself to DeMille when the director and his production crew were unable to get a canary to sing for a close-up. The fourth assistant cameraman lodged a piece of chewing gum in the bird's beak, and as it moved its beak to try to dislodge the gum, it looked like the canary was singing. DeMille promptly gave Jimmie a 50% raise.

       In 1919 he was being prepared for his future profession of cameraman. "I held the slate on (1919)", he told George C. Pratt in an interview published 60 years later, "and when Mr. DeMille rehearsed a scene, I had to crank a little counter . . . and I would have to grind 16 frames per second. And when he stopped, I would have to give him the footage. He wanted to know how long the scene ran. So besides writing the slate numbers down and keeping a report, I had to turn this crank. That was the beginning of learning how to turn 16 frames". Because of the problem with early orthochromatic film registering blue eyes on screen, Howe was soon promoted to operating cameraman at Paramount (the new name for the Lasky Studio), where his talents were noted. A long-time photography buff, Jimmie Howe enjoyed taking still pictures and made extra money photographing the stars. One of his clients was professional "sweet young thing" Mary Miles Minter of the William Desmond Taylor shooting scandal, who praised Jimmie's photographs because they made her pale blue eyes, which did not register well on film, look dark. When she asked him if he could replicate the effect on motion picture film, he told her he could, and she offered him a job as her cameraman. Howe did not know how he'd made Minter's eyes look dark, but he soon realized that the reflection of a piece of black velvet at the studio that had been tacked up near his still camera had cast a shadow in her eyes, causing them to register darkly. Promoted to Minter's cameraman, he fashioned a frame of black velvet through which the camera's lens could protrude; filming Minter's close-ups with the device darkened her eyes, just as she desired. The studio was abuzz with the news that Minter had acquired a mysterious Chinese cameraman who made her blue eyes register on film. Since other blue-eyed actors had the same problem, they began to demand that Jimmie shoot them, and a cinematography star was born.Howe was soon advanced beyond operating cameraman to lighting cameraman (called "director of photography" in Hollywood) on Minter's Drums of Fate (1923), and he served as director of Photography on The Trail of the Lonesome Pine (1923) the next year. As a lighting cameraman he was much in demand, and started to freelance. Notable silent pictures on which he served as the director of photography include Paramount's Mantrap (1926), starring "It Girl" Clara Bow, and MGM's Laugh Clown, Laugh (1928), starring silent superstar John Gilbert opposite Joan Crawford

       The cinematography on "Mantrap" was his breakthrough as a star lighting cameraman, in which his lighting added enormously to bringing out Clara Bow's sex appeal. He bathed Bow in a soft glow, surrounding the flapper with shimmering natural light, transforming her into a seemingly three-dimensional sex goddess. Even at this early a stage in his career, Howe had developed a solid aesthetic approach to film, based on inventive, expressive lighting. The film solidified his reputation as a master in the careful handling of female subjects, a rep that would get him his last job a half-century later, on; Barbara Streisand' 's Funny Lady (1975).


       Howe's work recently was given retrospectives at the 2002 Seattle International Film Festival, and in San Francisco in 2004, a rare honor for a cinematographer. It is testimony to his continuing reputation, more than a quarter century after his death, as one of the greatest and most innovative lighting cameramen the world of cinema has ever known. Perhaps the greatest honor that can be bestowed on James Wong Howe is that this master craftsman, a genius of lighting, refutes the auteur theory, which holds that the director solely is "author" of a film. No one could reasonably make that claim on any picture on which Howe was the director of photography.

Cinematography:

1. Funny Lady (1975) 

2. The Horsemen (1971) 

3. The Molly Maguires (1970) 

4. Last of the Mobile Hot Shots (1970) 
... aka Blood Kin 
... aka The Seven Descents of Myrtle 

5. The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter (1968) 

6. Hombre (1967) (director of photography) 

7. Seconds (1966) 

8. This Property Is Condemned (1966) 

9. The Glory Guys (1965) 

10. The Outrage (1964) 

11. Biography of a Rookie: The Willie Davis Story (1963) (TV) 

12. Hud (1963) 

13. Tess of the Storm Country (1960) 

14. Song Without End (1960) 
... aka Crescendo 

15. The Story on Page One (1959) 

16. The Last Angry Man (1959) 

17. Bell Book and Candle (1958) (director of photography) 
... aka Bell, Book and Candle (USA: poster title) 

18. The Old Man and the Sea (1958) 

19. A Farewell to Arms (1957) (uncredited) 

20. Drango (1957) 

21. Sweet Smell of Success (1957) 

22. Death of a Scoundrel (1956) (director of photography) 
... aka Diary of a Scoundrel 
... aka Loves of a Scoundrel 
... aka The Loves and Death of a Scoundrel 

23. "Screen Directors Playhouse" (1 episode, 1955)
    - Lincoln's Doctor's Dog (1955) TV Episode 

24. The Rose Tattoo (1955) 

25. Picnic (1955) 

26. Light's Diamond Jubilee (1954) (TV) 

27. Jennifer (1953) 

28. Main Street to Broadway (1953) 

29. The World of Dong Kingman (1953) 

30. Come Back, Little Sheba (1952) (director of photography) 

31. The Fighter (1952) 
... aka The First Time (USA) 

32. The Lady Says No (1952) 

33. Behave Yourself! (1951) 

34. He Ran All the Way (1951) 

35. The Brave Bulls (1951) 

36. Tripoli (1950) 
... aka The First Marines (USA: reissue title) 

37. The Eagle and the Hawk (1950) 
... aka Spread Eagle (USA: reissue title) 

38. The Baron of Arizona (1950) 

39. The Time of Your Life (1948) 

40. Mr. Blandings Builds His Dream House (1948) (director of photography) 

41. Body and Soul (1947) 
... aka An Affair of the Heart 

42. Pursued (1947) 

43. Nora Prentiss (1947) 

44. My Reputation (1946) 

45. Danger Signal (1945) 

46. Confidential Agent (1945) 

47. Counter-Attack (1945) 
... aka One Against Seven (UK) 

48. Objective, Burma! (1945) (director of photography) 
... aka Operation Burma 

49. Passage to Marseille (1944) (director of photography) 

50. The North Star (1943) 
... aka Armored Attack (USA: recut version) 

51. Hangmen Also Die! (1943) 
... aka Hangmen Also Die! (UK) 
... aka Lest We Forget 

52. The Hard Way (1943) (director of photography) 

53. Air Force (1943) (director of photography) 

54. Yankee Doodle Dandy (1942) 

55. Kings Row (1942) (director of photography) 

56. Navy Blues (1941) (dance sequences) 

57. Out of the Fog (1941) 

58. Shining Victory (1941) 

59. The Strawberry Blonde (1941) 

60. Fantasia (1940) (uncredited) 

61. A Dispatch from Reuter's (1940) 
... aka This Man Reuter (UK) 

62. City for Conquest (1940) 

63. My Love Came Back (1940) (uncredited) 

64. Torrid Zone (1940) 

65. Saturday's Children (1940) (director of photography) 

66. Dr. Ehrlich's Magic Bullet (1940) 
... aka The Story of Dr. Ehrlich's Magic Bullet (UK) 

67. Abe Lincoln in Illinois (1940) 
... aka Spirit of the People (UK) 

68. Four Wives (1939) (uncredited) 

69. On Your Toes (1939) 

70. Dust Be My Destiny (1939) 

71. Daughters Courageous (1939) 
... aka A Family Affair 
... aka American Family 
... aka Family Reunion 

72. The Oklahoma Kid (1939) (photography by) 

73. They Made Me a Criminal (1939) (photographed by) 
... aka I Became a Criminal 
... aka They Made Me a Fugitive 

74. Comet Over Broadway (1938) 

75. Algiers (1938) (director of photography) 

76. The Adventures of Tom Sawyer (1938) 

77. The Prisoner of Zenda (1937) 

78. Under the Red Robe (1937) 

79. Farewell Again (1937) 
... aka Troopship (USA) 

80. Fire Over England (1937) 

81. Three Live Ghosts (1936) 

82. Whipsaw (1935) 

83. Rendezvous (1935) (uncredited) 

84. O'shaughnessy's Boy (1935) 

85. The Flame Within (1935) 

86. Mark of the Vampire (1935) 
... aka Vampires of Prague 

87. The Night Is Young (1935) 

88. Biography of a Bachelor Girl (1935) 

89. Have a Heart (1934) 

90. Stamboul Quest (1934) 

91. Hollywood Party (1934) 

92. The Thin Man (1934) (photographed by) 

93. Manhattan Melodrama (1934) 

94. Viva Villa! (1934) 

95. The Show-Off (1934) 

96. The Power and the Glory (1933) 
... aka Power and Glory (UK) 

97. Beauty for Sale (1933) (as James Howe) 
... aka Beauty 

98. Hello, Sister (1933) 
... aka Clipped Wings (UK) 

99. Chandu the Magician (1932) (photographed by) 

100. Man About Town (1932) 

101. Amateur Daddy (1932) 

102. After Tomorrow (1932) (as James Howe) 

103. Shanghai Express (1932) (uncredited) 

104. Dance Team (1932) 

105. Surrender (1931) 

106. The Yellow Ticket (1931) 
... aka The Yellow Passport (UK) 

107. The Spider (1931) 

108. Transatlantic (1931) 

109. The Criminal Code (1931) (as James How) 

110. Today (1930) (as James Howe) 

111. Desert Nights (1929) (as James Howe) 
... aka Thirst (USA) 

112. The Rescue (1929) 

113. Four Walls (1928) 

114. Perfect Crime (1928) (as James Howe) 

115. Laugh, Clown, Laugh (1928) 

116. Sorrell and Son (1927) 

117. The Rough Riders (1927) (as James Howe) 
... aka The Trumpet Calls (USA) 

118. Padlocked (1926) (as James Howe) 

119. Mantrap (1926) 

120. Sea Horses (1926) (as James Howe) 

121. The Song and Dance Man (1926) (as James Howe) 

122. The King on Main Street (1925) 

123. The Best People (1925) (as James Howe) 

124. Not So Long Ago (1925) 

125. The Charmer (1925) (as James Howe) 

126. Peter Pan (1924) (as James Howe) 

127. The Alaskan (1924) (as James Howe) 

128. The Side Show of Life (1924) (as James Howe) 

129. The Breaking Point (1924) (as James Howe) 

130. The Call of the Canyon (1923) 

131. The Spanish Dancer (1923) (as James Howe) 

132. To the Last Man (1923) (as James Howe) 

133. The Woman with Four Faces (1923) (as Jimmie Howe) 

134. The Trail of the Lonesome Pine (1923) (as James Howe) 

135. Drums of Fate (1923) (as James Howe) 

Camera and Electrical Department:

· 1950s 

· 1920s 

· 1910s
1. Stazione Termini (1953) (cinematographer: additional scenes) (uncredited) 
... aka Indiscretion (UK) 
... aka Indiscretion of an American Wife (USA) 
... aka Station Terminus (International: English title) 
... aka Terminal Station 
... aka Terminal Station Indiscretion (International: English title) 
... aka Terminus Station (International: English title) 

2. Ebb Tide (1922) (second assistant camera) 

3. The Siren Call (1922) (second assistant camera) 

4. Burning Sands (1922) (second assistant camera) 

5. The Woman Who Walked Alone (1922) (second assistant camera) 

6. Everything for Sale (1921) (assistant camera) 

7. Male and Female (1919) (clapper boy) (uncredited) (third assistant camera) (uncredited) 

8. Told in the Hills (1919) (assistant camera) (uncredited) 

9. For Better, for Worse (1919) (clapper boy) 

10. Puppy Love (1919) (assistant camera) 

Director:

· 1960s 

· 1950s
1. Biography of a Rookie: The Willie Davis Story (1963) (TV) 

2. "Checkmate" (2 episodes, 1961)
    - Kill the Sound (1961) TV Episode 
    - State of Shock (1961) TV Episode 

3. "87th Precinct" (1 episode, 1961)
    - The Modus Man (1961) TV Episode 

4. The Invisible Avenger (1958) 
... aka Bourbon Street Shadows (USA: reissue title) 

5. Go, Man, Go! (1954) 

6. The World of Dong Kingman (1953) 

Self:

· 1990s 

· 1960s 

· 1950s
1. Visions of Light (1992) .... Himself
... aka Visions of Light: The Art of Cinematography 

2. The 36th Annual Academy Awards (1964) (TV) .... Himself - Best Cinematography [B&W] Winner

3. "Toast of the Town" .... Himself (1 episode, 1956)
... aka The Ed Sullivan Show (USA: new title) 
    - Episode #9.24 (1956) TV Episode .... Himself

