Great Expectations?

The great hype and hoopla associated with the multimedia opportunity may be a case of great expectations. Realizing India’s Multimedia ambitions is going to be difficult without the requisite manpower

So we’re finally waking up to the world of animation, special effects and multimedia. Our ghosts are finally walking through solid surfaces, our cars are actually going up in virtual explosions and ET-(Extra Terrestrial) style visitors are actually beaming down to Bollywood. Hindi and regional cinema is finally giving good ol’ multimedia, animation and state-of-the-art production techniques a try and we appear to be finally stepping into the 21st century—a trifle slowly, a trifle late.

But like the gurus say, it’s better late than never and though we may not immediately be able to harness the complete potential of these technologies, we will at least be on the right track. For unlike the well meaning industry watchers, who are gung ho about the role of technology in India’s entertainment industry, I am a bit wary of what the future holds.

We’ve been getting these amazing figures about the global multimedia opportunity and even more impressive statistics about how these will translate into “offshoring” potential for countries such as India. We’re being told that it won’t be long before US and European “production” houses, escalate the use of  skilled Indian talent to provide digital solutions for movie making, create mind boggling special effects, breathtaking animation and content for new age Web sites.

We’re being told about the host of Indian companies out there, that are doing some tremendous work for overseas organizations and establishing the country firmly on the global multimedia map. The hype is welcome of course, but pardon me if I don’t turn cartwheels or act the great believer.

The fact is I am still extremely skeptical—no, not about this “on-the-horizon” market, but India’s ability to actually translate the exciting numbers into hard core revenues. The first issue and foremost issue is that when it comes to multimedia, we are still novices, at best. 

You only have to watch a 1960s “Tom and Jerry” cartoon film to know what I mean! American animators were creating realistic and action packed  Hollywood sequences, when we hadn’t even heard of the M of technologies such as multimedia. Our entertainment sector, unlike its Western counterpart, was one of the slowest to automate. Which is possibly why we had to endure amateurish and crude weaponry, (arrows flying to strange sounds) in Ramanand Sagar’s blockbuster, Sunday TV serial “Ramayana.”

Cartoons were of course rudimentary, with jerky, sluggish movements and virtually no story line. Strangely, cartooning and animation still remain an elusive area for us, even though India has a large number of talented artists.  Fields such as 3D animation (the stuff that movies such as Toy Story I and II,  the Jurrasic Parks, Anaconda, Matrix Reloaded, the Terminator Series, etc. are made of), therefore, will take a while to open up for Indian experts.

Besides, where exactly are these experts? One of the biggest impediments standing in the way of India realizing its multimedia dreams has to do with the complete absence of skilled manpower available for this turf.. From production specialists, to animators, to artists, to editors, to special effects people—there is yawning hole where these talented people ought to be. 

The innumerable animation, production and animation companies that now dot the Indian landscape, have one common grouse—hiring, and retaining competent pros. 

Luckily, the private sector has perceived the problem and begun taking steps to redress the multimedia manpower situation. Leading IT education companies such as NIIT have launched special programs to address the skills requirements of this market. A special course, called Maximedia has been created by the company to help create the “complete multimedia professional.” Government institutions such as the IITs and other engineering colleges too are adding multimedia and animation technologies to their curriculum. 

Of course, these programs have to attract students too. Currently, there is not too much awareness regarding the kind of career potential the multimedia market offers today. Students know little about how they can participate in this emerging environment and even land well paid jobs. 

Possibly, the educators will have to play a role here too. Telling future pros about the importance of this industry as a career destination, and the kind of training they can opt for, will ensure that Gen Next is attracted to this fast growing market. 

The doors to the world of multimedia and animation solutions can open up to Indian companies, provided the right kind of professionals are created by India’s education sector. In the absence of this crucial, skilled manpower, all we will be able to do is “visualize,” not implement!
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