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MOMENTS IN A LIFE

BORN: January 17, 1931, in 
 Arkabutla, Miss. 

 
FAMILY: Married to actress Cecilia 

Hart since March 1982; son Flynn, 25; 
father was actor Robert Earl Jones

HONORS: ACE, Emmy, Drama 
Desk, Golden Globe, Grammy, 

Image, Obie and Tony awards; Oscar 
nominated; National Medal of Arts 

and Kennedy Center honoree

FIRST ROLES: Formative student 
productions at the University of 
Michigan, including the lead in 

Othello; daytime television; Lt. Lothar 
Zogg in Dr. Strangelove or: How I 

Learned to Stop Worrying and Love 
the Bomb 

BREAKTHROUGH ROLE:  As 
boxer Jack Jefferson (based on boxer 

Jack Johnson) in the Broadway hit 
The Great White Hope, which he 

revisited in the film adaptation
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His is the booming voice of authority that brands Cable News 
Network’s 24/7 news cycle, the scholarly voice of reason that 
gets taken for a ride in Field of Dreams and the definitive voice 
of evil that attempts to crush a galactic uprising in Star Wars. 

James Earl Jones’ basso profundo delivery precedes him, to 
say the least, although it is but one tool in this versatile actor’s 
toolbox—a hammer with which he has built a profound and 
enviable career. 

And to think, he almost chose a scalpel and a doctor’s bag. 
Although he had been a pre-med student at the University of 

Michigan, he excelled more so in the Reserve Officer Training 
Corps and in the theater. With the expectation of being called to 
duty in the Korean War, Jones wanted to focus on something he 
enjoyed before then, and the allure of theater proved irresistible. 
(Besides, given a choice, who else would you cast in the lead role 
for your student production of Othello?) 

Jones’ progression into theater began in childhood, when pub-
lic speaking and poetry recitation were prescribed by a teacher to 
break a pernicious stutter. His disability was so bad, in fact, 
that it rendered him functionally mute for eight years. But he 
learned to control his speech, and his confidence in front of  
audiences grew.

Jones never was activated overseas. Instead, he served at mili-
tary bases around the country, rose to the rank of first lieutenant 
and honed his stagecraft. 

Being the son of actor Robert Earl Jones, even in light of their 
estranged relationship, gave the young thespian some idea of 
the ups and downs of the profession. The younger Jones took a 
chance, left his military career and moved to New York. He had 
his Broadway debut in 1957 as an understudy in The Egghead. 

Success quickly became his understudy. 
In 1960 Jones appeared in Henry V, marking the beginning 

of a long association with the New York Shakespeare Festival. 
Controversial modern plays followed, including Jean Genet’s The 
Blacks and South African playwright Athol Fugard’s The Blood 
Knot, both mounted in 1964.

That same year, Jones made his film debut as Lt. Lothar Zogg 
in Stanley Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop 
Worrying and Love the Bomb. It didn’t make him a recognizable 
film star just yet, however. 

Despite competing work, which included recurring soap opera 
roles, Jones smartly never gave up his foothold on the footlights 
of Broadway. In 1969, he landed a Tony for his performance in 
The Great White Hope, which chronicled the struggles of a black 
heavyweight fighter defending his title not just in the ring, but 
among white society. The role of Jack Jefferson was defining, and 
the 1970 film adaptation resulted in an Oscar nomination and a 

Golden Globe for Jones. More importantly, it would begin to  
cement the actor’s legacy among the ranks of such groundbreak-
ing figures as Sidney Poitier, whose frequent roles of social 
import translated into both critical and commercial successes. 

But post-Hope, Jones found leading-man roles outside of stage 
and television relatively hard to come by. He states in his auto-
biography Voices and Silences he doesn’t feel he always is given 
enough to do or say on screen. 

It would be an understatement to say he’s made the most of his 
supporting roles. A short list of memorable characters includes 
Malcolm X in The Greatest (1977), Alex Haley in Roots: The Next 
Generation (1979), Thulsa Doom in Conan the Barbarian (1982), 
“Few Clothes” Johnson in Matewan (1987), King Jaffe Joffer in 
Coming to America (1988), Terence “Terry” Mann in Field of 
Dreams, Adm. James Greer in The Hunt for Red October (1990) 
and Mr. Mertle in The Sandlot (1993).

That’s not to mention his biggest scene stealer, his role as the 
voice of Darth Vader in the Star Wars films, for which he initially 
declined to be credited. He was proud of his work, but considered 
himself little more than a special effect at first. 

Time and popular reception would change his opinion. Jones’ 
voice work made him a household name, and it would carry over 
into feature animation, most notably as Mufasa in The Lion King 
(1994), and into advertising, indelibly with his recording of the 
commercial tagline “THIS is CNN.”

Jones may not always be the lead in every film or television 
program he’s in, but on the occasions that he has been, he has 
turned in electrifying performances. He won an Emmy for his 
role as ex-cop Gabriel Bird in Gabriel’s Fire (1991) and was nomi-
nated for an Actor for his role as the Rev. Stephen Kumalo in Cry, 
the Beloved Country (1995).

In addition to his dramatic work, Jones was the spokesman for 
Verizon for many years, and he donated his celebrity to promot-
ing the efforts of the Verizon Foundation’s Literacy Initiative. 
A passionate education advocate since his involvement in the 
early days of Sesame Street, Jones traveled the country reading to 
children as part of his foundation work.

Imagine that: Darth Vader, sharing the love of a good book.
Screen Actor sat down with Jones to talk about the actor’s  

illustrious career and his being named the 45th recipient of  
the Screen Actors Guild Life Achievement Award. 

As you read the Actor to Actor interview that follows, just like 
us, we know you won’t be able to help but hear “that voice” in 
your head….

James Earl Jones 
Earns SAG Life Achievement Award 

A Profound Career: Inimitable Actor



20    Special Issue 2009

1962 	 Eddie Cantor 
1963 	 Stan Laurel 
1965 	 Bob Hope 
1966 	 Barbara Stanwyck 
1967 	 William Gargan 
1968 	 James Stewart 
1969 	 Edward G. Robinson 

1970 	 Gregory Peck 
1971 	 Charlton Heston 
1972 	 Frank Sinatra 
1973 	 Martha Raye 
1974 	 Walter Pidgeon 
1975 	 Rosalind Russell 
1976 	 Pearl Bailey 
1977 	 James Cagney 
1978 	 Edgar Bergen 
1979 	 Katharine Hepburn 

1960s

1980s

1970s

1980 	 Leon Ames 
1982 	 Danny Kaye 
1983 	 Ralph Bellamy 
1984 	 Iggie Wolfington 
1985 	 Paul Newman & Joanne Woodward 
1986 	 Nanette Fabray 
1987 	 Red Skelton 
1988 	 Gene Kelly 
1989 	 Jack Lemmon 

SCREEN ACTORS GUILD
Life Achievement Award Recipients

William Gargan

Rosalind Russell 
and Martha Raye 
(with former SAG 
National President 
Dennis Weaver)

Red Skelton and Gene Kelly
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1990s

2000s

1990 	 Brock Peters 
1991 	 Burt Lancaster 
1992 	 Audrey Hepburn 
1993 	 Ricardo Montalban 
1994 	 George Burns 
1995 	 Robert Redford 
1996 	 Angela Lansbury 
1997 	 Elizabeth Taylor 
1998 	 Kirk Douglas 
1999 	 Sidney Poitier 

2000 	 Ossie Davis & Ruby Dee 
2001 	 Edward Asner
2002 	 Clint Eastwood
2003 	 Karl Malden
2004 	 James Garner
2005 	 Shirley Temple Black
2006 	 Julie Andrews
2007	 Charles Durning
2008	 James Earl Jones

Brock Peters and George Burns

Charles Durning and Julie Andrews

Pays Tribute to Screen Actors Guild’s 45th Life Achievement Honoree  
James Earl Jones and Past SAG Life Achievement Recipients

In celebration of the 15th Annual Screen Actors Guild Awards, 
airing live on TNT and TBS on January 25, Turner Classic Movies 
(TCM) will dedicate two Fridays in January to honor past SAG Life 
Achievement honorees as well as this year’s recipient, James Earl Jones.

Friday, January 16, the network will showcase four previous 
SAG Life Achievement honorees:  
Audrey Hepburn and James Garner in The Children’s Hour (1961)  
at 8 p.m. (Eastern)/5 p.m. (Pacific);  
Kirk Douglas in The War Wagon (1967) at 10 p.m. (Eastern)/7 p.m. 
(Pacific); and Elizabeth Taylor in Elephant Walk (1954) at midnight 
(Eastern)/9 p.m. (Pacific).

Friday, January 23 James Earl Jones, the newest Life 
Achievement honoree, will be featured in interviews when TCM 
presents three of his films. The night will include: 
Dr. Strangelove, or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the 
Bomb (1963), Jones’ film debut, at 8 p.m. (Eastern)/5 p.m. (Pacific);  
The Great White Hope (1970), which earned Jones a Golden Globe 
and an Oscar nomination, at 10 p.m. (Eastern)/7 p.m. (Pacific);  
and Cry, the Beloved Country (1995), a highly dramatic story set 
in South Africa for which Jones received an Actor nomination 
from Screen Actors Guild for his lead performance, at midnight 
(Eastern)/9 p.m. (Pacific).
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THE NEXT ITEM UP FOR BIDS…

The SAG Awards 9th Annual Online Auction 
to Benefit the SAG Foundation

The Screen Actors Guild Awards’ next annual eBay 
auction to benefit the SAG Foundation will be January 
23–February 2 at SAGAwards.org/auction. This auc-
tion will feature one-of–a-kind television and movie 
memorabilia donated from the studios, exciting items 
from this year’s nominated actors and experiences you 
will only find at the SAG Awards Auction. 

Fans

Zac Efron

SAG Bag

JoBeth Williams at the auction table

The Closer
Silver frame

ET Set Visit

Angelina & Brad

Check it out and place your bids. 

Disclaimer: Not all images above indicate participants in this year’s auction. Available items are subject to change. Check the auction page for the most up-to-date information. 
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