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Mary Ann Benson – Here is My Story:

     I was born in Louisville, Kentucky to a Professional Pianist and Orchestra leader father and a Sicilian immigrant stay at home mother with a teaching degree.   I am the oldest of four children and the only girl.   I was a tomboy and reveled in the fact that I could throw a football like a boy.  I started piano lessons at age 5, ballet and tap shortly thereafter and then on to violin lessons and orchestra practice.  I loved being outdoors though and became a cheerleader in grade school, high school and college while my brothers played football and soccer.

     One day when I was a freshman in high school, my whole life changed.  My father died of heart failure.  I was fifteen years old and my youngest brother was seven years old. I saw how very difficult it was for my mother, both emotionally and financially.  It was then that I grew up.  I learned that I had to always be able to support myself.  I developed an inner drive to always be the best that I could be both personally and professionally.  I always want to improve myself.  I am always willing to try new things.  And I am extremely self-critical.    
    All four of us kids were able to graduate from college and beyond.  I was a piano major at the University of Dayton (Ohio) and graduated with a teaching degree.  After two years as an elementary music teacher, I knew that this was not my calling.  So I went in search of other opportunities within the music field.  When I got my foot in the door at a TV station in Cleveland, Ohio (WEWS), an ABC Affiliate, I learned how to run the Assignment desk, find and shoot feature stories as a field producer, read copy for air and edit news stories.  I was in my element!  But when I heard about a Union Editing position opening down the street at the NBC station (WKYC), an owned and operated by the network, I jumped at the opportunity to hone my skills to be strictly an Editor.  
     After two years, my desires grew larger.  I decided to relocate to a larger market where I could work on higher profiled projects while also doing so in a warmer climate.  So I took a four day trip to Los Angeles which ultimately resulted in a news editing position at KABC.  Besides the normal news deadline, I also edited multiple part mini-documentaries.  One ten-part series that I edited was on the Jackson Five.  This caught the attention of the Jackson family who called my producers and specifically asked who edited the series. They were currently working on their own documentary and wanted it to look like ours.  I was not in Cleveland anymore! 

     Also one night I was driving home from work.  I heard this great song on the radio but it had not yet been released to the public.  I felt that this piece would work well for another series that I was working on.  So I spoke to our music director the next day.  Someone drove down the street and got a pre-released copy and I was able to cut with it that day.  I definitely knew that I wasn’t in Cleveland.
     I continued to have a desire to work on more creative projects, preferably with music.  So on the low level of the newsroom, there was a highly acclaimed local show that I started pursuing.  It was an editor’s show…very creative, with highly charged music and visual effects editing.  

     I had taken a CMX editing course and really banged hard on the show’s door (“Eye On LA”) to let me work for them.  It worked and I thrived there!  I learned pacing, how and when to change the energy of a piece and did lots of music and visually effected work.  I received multiple Emmy nominations and a win there.    I was going up my own ladder.  At one point, the chain of command went through a drastic change.  The show producers were forced out and the news producers took over the show.  And the show changed.  

     So I decided to request a move to another department at ABC network which strictly built graphics for show opens…my need to continue growing on my technical skills.  My urge to become the best editor continued until I felt like I had learned everything that I could at ABC.  
     Then I received a call one day from one of the “Eye On LA” s original producers. He wanted me to work on a new show called “Sightings” for Henry Winkler and Ann Daniels.  So I jumped at the opportunity and my freelance world began.
     As a freelancer, I wanted to be a “no problem” editor.  The words “I can’t” or “I don’t have the shot” didn’t come out of my mouth.  I always think about a work around because I am a trouble shooter by nature.  But one day I had no choice.  I had to say “I can’t”. I was working on a multicamera film shoot for ABC about Alan Menken, a prolific feature film composer for Disney’s animated feature films.   On one of their sound stage shoots, the filming ended just before the last musical chord was played.  So the song didn’t have the ending.  Fortunately there was another scheduled shoot.  So I recorded what we had to a cassette tape in order for Alan to hear the original key and finish out the song.  I attended the next shoot, explained to Alan what I needed, and boom.  Problem solved.
     There was another incident where I had worked on a “Biography” program for Arts and Entertainment.  The writing, interviews and the material that was shot was all pretty weak.  But I made my chicken salad.  Surprisingly, The Hollywood Reporter’s TV reviewer, Joan Van Tassel, reviewed this show.  Needless to say the review was not good except for one area…the editing.  She said this:  “Lead Editor, Mary Ann Benson does an excellent stitching together of a well-paced and visually seamless show.”  That is always my goal but I had never seen it on from a critic.  It just so happened that the day this was published, I had an evening Film editing course at UCLA. Just before our half-way break, the instructor mentioned that we were going to go over “seamless” editing when we returned.  I couldn’t resist!  So when we broke, with my Hollywood Reporter in hand, I told the instructor that I already knew this and showed him that day’s article.  When the class re-adjourned, he announced this to everyone.  It was embarrassing.  But at the end of class, I was approached by a director and as a result I ended up editing my first film with her.  If only everyday could be like this!
     After seven years of freelancing on several shows, three independent films and at various post production houses, I received a phone call from my old boss at ABC about an opening on the Daytime Drama, “General Hospital” and its new spin off show, “Port Charles”.  I confided with my editing mentor and he said that this would be a perfect stepping stone to situation comedy work.  Since I love sitcoms, I decided to take it.  It was the beginning of over a decade of Daytime Drama work.   On the ABC shows, I was both an Offline and Online editor.  I also added sound effects and ultimately mixed every show that I edited for air.  A couple of years later, I got a call from a past co-worker who left ABC to start up another new Daytime Drama for NBC called “Passions”.  I was told that they needed another editor to help get the show off the ground.  So I started two weeks before it went on the air and stayed with it for a decade, when the show was cancelled.  
     When I started at “Passions”, the media management (AVID) was a mess.  After convincing the post production supervisor to allow me to spend a weekend to fix the problems, we were able to work with media online for all future shows.  There were other start up problems like keeping track of footage for the clearance department and crediting our directors properly…since one show was usually shot on multiple days with different directors.  I facilitated this issue by decomposing the show sequence and by sorting the footage by shoot days and specific tape footage; I was able to accurately and quickly determine where credit was due.  The show loved music montages and I knew where to find footage and how to cut appropriately to the mood of a song.  Changes were usually minimal.  So when the show realized my various skills, they made me a part of their DGA team which allowed me to be responsible for both creative and technical decisions.  I was able to work on a show alone, address the executive producer’s notes and wrapped the show for air.  Once when a show was over four minutes short, I created a retrospective of a storyline, which was very well received and used for air.  

     When the cutbacks started to come at “Passions”, our Online Editor was let go and I was moved into that position.  Since the show had a supernatural storyline, I was responsible for exporting and importing shots to our After Effects artist and making sure that the effected shots were ultimately incorporated back into the show.  I also made use of advanced color correction, motion tracking and sapphire effects using the AVID Symphony.  I also prepared the audio for our Protools department.  Between transferring to and from After Effects and Protools, the File Sharing process became very fluid and fast.  Also because of my strong music cutting skills, I usually edited or recut music montages and musical numbers…what I loved most.  

     When post production ended, on October 2008, I found a very different working environment around town.  The phone had long stopped ringing from past shows.  I now make my own calls.  I have been freelancing as a Finishing Editor for the ABC Primetime Promo Department.   And I began more training…now with Final Cut Pro, Motion and Motion. 
    One of the genres that I am ready to work on is a Primetime Comedy.  As a viewer, I love sitcoms.  Many of the “Passions” actors came from that background.   And the shows writing team (one of the writers was a prior standup comedian) had that quirkiness of a sitcom.  This was a perfect training ground.   Also, I must admit that I am starting to watch Reality shows and really like a few of them.  I also enjoy the challenges of commercial work.  Eye-candy combined with a succinct, memorable story is very appealing to me.  So I am also interested in adding these genres this to my list of television credits.  It’s a new decade with new pursuits.  
Mary Ann

