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“To consult the rules of composition before 
making a picture is a little like consulting the law of 
gravitation before going for a walk.”
- Edward Weston (Photographer)

As a photographer, writing about someone with 
a background as a photographer and writer, is 
slightly daunting. I’m staring at a blank page, a 
page on which I could sculpt and weave a story 
of any kind. How do I construct it? Compose it? 
These questions are what plagues most creatives 
before they embark on a new project. We all start 
with inspiration from somewhere, (for me it is often 
a quote, or an artist) but at the end of the day, 
it’s best to just have some trust, to start walking. 
Though he is probably armed with more inspiration 
and tools from his previous vocations than he 
realises, James Howe has leapt into this career as a 
furniture designer/maker without looking back. 

 “The eye should learn to listen before it looks”
 - Robert Frank (Photographer)

To fill a gap is scary but it’s also rewarding. In 
industry talk? Also pretty smart. In James Howe’s 
case, the “fill the niche” approach has even won him 
some awards. Following the birth of his third child, 
he heard a loud cry for some good-looking nursery 
furniture; bad, cheap designs were bombarding him 
everywhere he looked. In particular, he couldn’t find 
a baby-change table anywhere. He looked through 
endless Harvey Norman catalogues, furniture 
sales online and saw image after image of bland 
furniture - until eventually he went a little further 
and found something truly inspirational. Falling in 
love with pieces by Borge Mogensen -one of the 
most important designers of the ‘Danish Modern’ 
concept- and the general Danish mid-century 
modernist style in general, he decided to use the 
basic skills he had to create something inspired by 
what he saw. The Vos-Kho baby-change table was 
born, as was James’ trajectory into furniture design.  

“A camera is a tool for learning how to see without 
a camera.” 
- Dorothea Lange (Photographer)

Encouraged to enter the Etsy Design Award by 
his wife, the Vos-Kho won, and the woven Danish-
cord piece quickly gained him not only fantastic 
media coverage, but the realisation that a passion 

for furniture could be a career. That same work has 
recently been nominated as a finalist in the 2017 
Clarence prize in excellence for furniture design.
James attributes some of his seemingly natural 
design sensibilities to seeing everything initially 
in 2D. This way of seeing, is partly what has got 
him so far. The ability to project his product as it 
might be sold to a client or customer, how it groups 
with other objects, how the light might sit on, or 
run through it in a photographic sense, is forward 
thinking. 

James probably works more systematically than he 
thinks. Having studied journalism at UniSA, he then 
moved on to work as a reporter in the NT, where 
he quickly was handed a camera to illustrate his 
stories. Chasing current events, researching, and 
making connections with subjects to then craft a 
final product that readers/clients will be intrigued 
by, is an art in itself. Planning an object or piece of 
furniture is not such a dissimilar process. 

He still has a bit of this storyteller in him too. 
Vos-Kho comes from a mix of his mothers and 
own last names, while the recently named AFDA 
finalist piece Rushcutters Bench draws on Howe’s 
experience of living in Woolloomooloo, Sydney. 



“Actual space is intrinsically more powerful and 
specific than paint on a flat surface” - Donald Judd 
(Artist)

James’ designs are simple, functional, understated 
and assert a fairly neutral pallet. Honouring 
quiet over loud, space over visual noise, there’s 
a calming aspect to his work that is definitely 
powerful. Recently he presented an unassuming, yet 
persuasive side-table made of rock maple and light-
blue corrugated acrylic as part of Front/Centre, in 
a showcase of recent Associates and JamFactory 
tenants work at Denfair in Melbourne. 

James says as an Associate at JamFactory, the 
chance to participate in events like these and to 
co-learn from peers and industry professionals has 
been invaluable in shaping his practice. “It’s also 
been great to observe the steps you need to take 
to be a successful designer“, he says. “Attending 
the Mick Alvisse and Annette Mauer workshop as 
part of the ADC Resolved exhibition, was really 
inspiring for example, and I’m looking forward to 
the upcoming workshop with Melbourne based 
creative director, curator and writer Lou Weis”. He 
also highly values being able to be in contact with 
local designers like Khai Liew in whom he values the 
refinement of detail and aesthetic. 

“The ultimate Inspiration is the deadline”
- Noel Bushnell (Entrepreneur, tech designer, 
Founder of Atari Corporation)

Deadlines, drive James’s practice, pushing him to 
design and complete works for competition due-
dates, may also reflect his journalistic side. This 
year, one of his main goals will be the Generate 
2017 exhibition, where the aim will be a new body 
of work, with a component to this being a good 
portfolio of images, almost as important as the final 
pieces. Upon completion of the Associateship he 
is gearing towards a JamFactory studio residency, 
where he hopes to work towards the goal of 
making his living from doing this “thing” he has 
found, quite loves, and is proving to be kicking 
some goals in. 

Quotes: 
1. https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/eur/online-
journalism/book236953
2. http://www.johnpaulcaponigro.com/
blog/12842/12-quotes-by-photographer-robert-
frank/
3. http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.
php?storyId=126289455
4. https://www.guggenheim.org/arts-curriculum/
topic/donald-judd
5. https://eyeondesign.aiga.org/design-quote-nolan-
bushnell-ultimate-inspiration-is-the-deadline/

Images: James Howe. Photo: Sven Kovac; James Howe, Rushcutters Bench, 2017. Photo: James Howe. 


