Multimedia Standards Interview with Kim Komenich:

Jacqueline Villavicencio: Can you please introduce yourself; tell us your name and also your occupation.

Kim Komenich: My name is Kim Komenich, and I’m an assistant professor at San Jose State University teaching photojournalism and new media. For about 30 years I was a photojournalist in the San Francisco area, I worked for three papers: the Contra Costa Times, the San Francisco Examiner and the San Francisco Chronicle.

Jacqueline Villavicencio: Great! And I would like to know how would you define multimedia?

Kim Komenich: Multimedia storytelling implies that there are multiple media involved. The idea that single media storytelling would be, traditional either, in text or through photography, and even a magazine really when you think about it is multimedia. It combines different things, but i think the Multimedia context we’re talk about now,  of course is the idea of the web and how you can create a unique experience that’s not film, its not tv, its not print, its not radio, its something new using the right recipe of different media on the web.

 Jacqueline Villavicencio: What would you say are the essentials of good multimedia, and what makes them essential to multimedia?

Kim Komenich: The great plus of using multimedia storytelling is that you are able to kind of tailor the means by which you tell a story to the subject matter. I mean if  the subject has a lot of history to it or a lot of conjecture and there isn’t much present tense, you can rely more on audio and text based storytelling where you can talk about history and you can talk about the future. If its all about some present scene, like the world trade center, something like that, some big catastrophe, or some big news event that’s all about what’s happening this very split second, you can rely more on visual imagery and still photographs to get the essence of the story forth. 

Jacqueline Villavicencio: what has been your most successful multimedia project or what has been the most successful multimedia project you’ve come to see

Kim Komenich: Well I cant speak highly enough of the Mediastorm.org, I mean I love what they do with multimedia, I mean it’s a lot of video based the flash programming that’s going on, on that website is dedicated to making the access to their big projects which are essentially videos in most cases, making those accessible. And I have to tell you, I think there are a few photographers out there that are ahead of the curve on this, and one of them is the husband-wife team of Ed Kashi and Julie Winokur, their website is called Talking Eyes Media. It really gives you an idea of the way Ed and Julie have embraced all of this, all of the possibilities this technology offers, Julie is a filmmaker, Ed is a still photographer primarily, they both do video, Julie‘s a producer and an editor. Ed's on the road a lot taking still photographs and doing video projects, he works a lot for National Geographic. If you go to their website you see this rich list of the stories they’ve done and how these stories have been considered as simultaneously as a book as an exhibition, as a video project, as a full length film, they sell exhibition prints off of the same pictures. And what they’re doing is that they’ve just realized is that there this idea that they’re out there telling these stories, on multiple platforms and whether it’s the printed page or PBS, or on the web on their website, or whoever happens to be using their photos on a website, like I mentioned Mediastorm has used several of their projects, one of the best ones they’ve ever done on Media Storm is Ed an Julie’s essay called The Sandwich Generation. And again if you look, if you click on The Sandwich Generation and it takes you back to Talking Eyes Media, that gets you back to their entire list of things they’ve done involving the elderly. And also, there’s things they have done about the uninsured. And all of these multiple platform approaches to all these stories, again they’re doing books, they’re doing videos, they’re doing magazine and newspaper things as well as the web. In many cases the same topic that’s the same content has been organized in a different way and has been added too, for the purpose of very impactful presentation on whatever medium it happens to be so I think that’s the strength of what they’re doing, those are the two that come to mind most often, I mean there are a lot out there, I can think to the Ohio University, Soul of Athens website. You know the way it was described to me one time, I think it was, it may have been Andrew D. Vigal whose now the Multimedia Director at the New York Times, he was at San Francisco State as a professor. I think it was him, I'm gonna quote him any way. He talked about “multimedia happening on three levels, there’s single media which is essentially an html page or a pdf or something that’s got no interactivity at all its just basically the equivalent of a piece of paper there’s nothing to it, just a webpage with text and pictures on it. And then there’s the second level, which is where we are most of the time with multiple media, which is kinda like a file cabinet where everything's kept and that’s the way most newspaper websites are, most TV stations websites, if you decide you wanna see text you go here, if you wanna get the video you go here, if you wanna get some audio you go over here, some slideshows, you go over here, but they are not often organized in the same page as an interactive presentation. You just click on it and it will take you to the multimedia file drawer, you know of that website. The holy grail as a lot of people see it is the idea of truly interactive multimedia where its based on a good estimation on the reader and how their eye flow, and what they’ll wanna know next. That’s really where I think a lot of the future lies, to organize this around news is tough because its a very labor intensive, very expensive thing to do a lot newspapers only do this for projects that only come out every year, you know the big projects, their real show case projects.

Jacqueline Villavicencio: I have another questions, what ethics do you believe are applied or should be applied to multimedia, and what are important ethics to maintain when thinking about multimedia?

Kim Komenich: Well you know I come to this as a still photographer and we have a pretty ridged set of rules as to what can we set up, what can we instigate, and we can’t basically, ours is based on whatever the next thing is and if we miss it, to try and recreate it its unethical.  If I were to talk about some of the ethic similarities, I would say that we would differ from our brother and sister in broadcast where we wouldn’t let a subject walk through a door and tell them wait let me get a picture of you coming through the door from the other side. We would never do that, you can’t stop action, and that’s a fundamental rule. Were really invented for the web, short form mini documentaries. Its different from what you see in broadcast TV, its not reporter driven its not some guy with a tie talking to you about the story, it letting the subject, its closer to a picture story in the newspaper coming to life. In that case the ethics are pretty simple, they aren’t that different from stills. What does come in differently now is the idea of where do the words come from and the words are often just an a roll interview that are just be over dubbed or can just be a roll sync sound interviews interdispersed with stills. The thing is there isn’t a reporter filling you in with pictures we missed, you see. It’s hard. Its hard to do this work, that’s the one thing I’ll tell you, not that it isn’t hard to do it for broadcast but broadcast has to essentially do everything in a couple of minutes everyday by 5 o’clock. We’re at a slightly different time frame cause we have other levels, where doing text, or were doing a map, integrated stills and all of these things. So were not necessarily cranking everything out by 5 o’clock every day the way somebody in a white van does. What were doing anyways, I hope anyway, is we are attempting to embrace this for what it is. This technology is as profound to this period in storytelling as the inventions of the 35mm still camera was to photojournalism as it cam to be known.

Jacqueline Villavicencio: We kind of touched up on this but how would you say that storytelling is different in multimedia than traditional media.

Kim Komenich: Well first of all multimedia is the difference between space and time, traditional media for print is based on a hierarchy that has to do with how large the picture is, where its placed on the page, various tonal and contrast things that make a picture dominant versus subdominant or tertiary or you know however you wanna talk about it, and where the picture is in the publication, if its on the front page it means something if its one the back it means something else. So there are all these things about just placement of single split second in time and how it goes on the printed page. When you get to multimedia, even say a flash project, or a final cut project for the web, were talking about 15 opportunities per second, where you can try something new. And I think that’s where really the profound stuff is going to happen; I mean that’s what I'm working on right now at the Missouri workshop. I’m teaching this idea, if you look back to Sergei Eisenstein’s theory of montage there’s six different ways to deal with a dissolve, the split second in a movie where one scene becomes another, there’s all these possibilities, and were just starting to associated these things from motion picture into multimedia. That to me is where the fascinating stuff is. Its always going to be about sequences as opposed to split second, its going to me moments, fragments in time, and you know the most honest way to tell a story is to just do a straight cut a jump cut. No dissolves, no nothing, but if you look back at Eisenstein’s theory of montage you got at least 6 different ways. You have the metric way of doing it, which is basically every number of seconds there’s, a new picture. There is a rhythmic way of doing it, and then there is a tonal way of handling it, which can deal with real numbers for more dramatic stuff. There are a lot of things we can apply to just simple little sound slides and things were just doing for classes. I mean its fantastic.

Jacqueline Villavicencio: There’s many different types of competitions that we hear about that compare different types of multimedia and, in these competitions that they have, for example they would put a photo slideshow with audio in the same category as a video, and you know, everybody considers multimedia to be something different. SO what would you say would be the appropriate categories for multimedia competitions?

Kim Komenich: Well I think whoever’s running the competitions has to come to grips with whether or not, were talking about video only or were talking about interactive multimedia, or whether were talking about truly some type of hybrid that couldn’t survive without both. I mean that’s essentially what Mediastorm is, the Mediastorm interface is essentially Flash based. It’s a platform for video, for the most part. If you get into some of the high level interactivity, there’s some organization called second story which is basically geared towards you standing in a place in a museum where you wanna learn something and you just press a button where you can get deeper and deeper with interactive information. I mean there’s that, so in a way there’s still a very hardcore video only world and then there’s a hardcore interactive only world that incorporates videos, stills, and maps, and everything else. So to judge it is a problem because, because the interactive thing is more synapse based. Its more based on what the designer thinks the reader will do. I mean video is based on a series of scenes that are linked together for effect and one is passive and one is active. One you look at the screen and you get the story and one is you interact with the screen and if you don’t interact the stories over pretty quick. You know, that’s what’s fascinating about all of this, its just so, there are some many possibilities and to judge it all in one way is tough. You know it’s like judging color photographs and black and white photographs. Black and white photographs always win, sometimes because they eliminate the melodrama of color. I mean if someone’s a really good color photography their photos will lose because black and white eliminated some of the problems colors causes. Someone can just click a button and they have a black and white image. Then, its all about geometry is not about color contrast and volume and balance and all these other things that color causes you to worry about. So that’s one of the other thing, if a project is just a video, its sort of a predictable thing, a video has not interactivity besides watching the video. But if its interactive, then you’ve got the ability to assemble your own story based on your curiosity I think it can be a much more in depth experience. I mean they can both be profound, but I think if your able to assemble it based on your own curiosity, I think you might learn more from an interactive experience. So if I were to judge it, I would say there would probably need to be an interactive and definitely a web video category, those would be the two categories for sure, possibly audio as well.

Jacqueline Villavicencio: And what are important criteria in evaluating multimedia?

Kim Komenich: I would say more than anything we have to understand that were not sitting in a darken theatre with beautiful sound and a comfortable seat. You know most people who watch web multimedia are doing so in an office on their laptop with all sorts of things in their peripheral vision that prohibits you from concentrating in the same way that you would if you were sitting in a movie theatre. When your editing, the person producing the video and the interactive needs to have somebody else who doesn’t have a dog in that fight, somebody who doesn’t care about this project sit down and let them know what know, let the producer know when it makes them want to click. Makes them want to squirm and get on to something else, and in doing so that where the first layer of the onion gets peeled. Then another chapter, the same way there are chapter in a Broadway play, you know there’s acts in a Broadway play, there’s acts in a Shakespearean play, you know there’s chapters in a book. There’s all these things that are essentially, act 1 provides us for the foundation for act 2, and I think what we do with multimedia is that we just kind of lump it all together and state it all at once, and keep stating it all at once. I think their needs to be a progressive revelation of story in the same way that there is in a good movie, a good book, or a good play. And I don’t think that a discipline we have learned in multimedia, I think its gonna take 10 years, in the hands of really good storytellers for this to take shape. I think the ideas that were still finding ways to deal with this technology. I mean the technology isn’t coming at us in such a torrent the way it was, say 10 years ago, and now we can really start focusing on the content and clearly telling the story. This whole idea of peeling the onion and progressive revelation of story in act 1, act 2, act 3, in a way, will be a way to sustain interest. Just about the time the persons about to click the button and go on to something else, then you hit them with act 2 and then “Oh! I gotta stick around for this!” and “Oh! I gotta stick around for this!” I mean that’s the power of this bran of storytelling.

Jacqueline Villavicencio: Here’s another important question, outside of what we’ve been talking about, but what to you think about citizen journalism and do you think that its important in our society that we accept content from the community?

Kim Komenich: Yeah matter of fact this summer I left the San Francisco Chronicle in April and I started some crowd funded journalism for myself, for Spot.us and newsdesk.org. So Spot.us is this crowd funding website where you pitch your story to the public in advanced of doing your story, and people donate 10 bucks, 20 bucks, 5 bucks, whatever they can afford they click a button and its like a Paypal thing and before we reported a story on toxic waste at the port of Oakland, we had a guarantee of at least $1000, raised by $20 at a time from about 40 people and that caused the editor of newsdesk.org to okay the story and send us out and begin the story. You know if it doesn’t hit print that’s okay you know its gonna be available on the web and its accessible there. So the idea is as opposed to waiting around for someone to call you and tell you do a story anybody in the world can pitch a story to a site like Spot.us and see if there’s any interest in it, any money for it, and receive a commission to actually do it. The worst of all cases you go out and do the story on spec and try to sell it that way, I mean journalism has been an effort for more than 100 years. 

Jacqueline Villavicencio: I just have one final question. What inspired you to become a multimedia journalist? 

Kim Komenich: You know I look back, and I was just going through 30 years of stuff, I just started at San Jose and we did an exhibition of my work and we have about 40 prints up right now and I was going through all of my stuff and I realized early on one of the first things I did was shot movies, I shot like 6 or 8 movies of my dog and you know I was like eleven years old. I completely forgot about that. So, I guess I’ve always had one foot in both worlds I’ve always been sort of; I’ve just been fascinating with the idea of recording things visually. The ability to actually do it and make a living at it presented itself best through still photography because I lived in a small town and there was no real venue for me as a young filmmaker. So I guess the obvious thing for me to do is come up as a still photographer and I was in an era where there was no multimedia and you had to commit to broadcast school you have to commit to print journalism school or film school. You had three choices if you wanted to become a visual storyteller. So for me, I learned my core competency as a still photographer and then as video became affordable and high quality enough for me to engage with, you know it came right back, it became part of my repertoire. I just reengaged with all these things I had dabbled with once I was able to afford to do it and the software allowed it. And then the whole multimedia thing came in through my fascination with storytelling. The idea that I got a way to tell things in a synchronous way by video, and then by stills and audio together in an audio slide show, and then there’s a hybrid, going back to an asynchronous video, and then all of these possibilities. So I think what I’m just intrigued with is I the whole idea of mind tripping, which was something I didn’t have when I was a still photographer only. When I was a still photographer I was only concerned with what was going on in the next split second, and a multimedia photographer, or multimedia journalist, is much more of a field producer who has to rely on situational decisions. You know it’s a decisive moment, its about how best to record what’s happening, you know in your head, you’ve decided “I’ve gotta commit to audio”, “I’ve gotta commit to stills”, “I’ve gotta commit to video” and the piece actually comes into existence in your head as your shooting it and that’s the power of the thing. I’m shooting all day long to hear and see motion, and all things these that have come my way thanks to multimedia. 
