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PG video: The horror convention
Life goes on for zombies at horror film conventions

Autograph hounds pay to hobnob with horror film zombies
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By Erich Schwartzel, Pittsburgh Post-Gazette
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Leonard Lies holds a plastic machete as he talks about his career in the film industry. He played the Machete Zombie in George Romero's "Dawn of the Dead."

Leonard Lies was 23 years old and into good vibes the night he became the Machete Zombie.

It was 3 a.m., and he was a lowly grip on the "Dawn of the Dead" movie set who'd asked for a bit part on a whim. With tubes pumping fake blood down his hairline, he wondered, "Am I putting negative energy into the universe?"

They shot his scene, and now more than 30 years later Mr. Lies spends about five weekends a year selling his autograph for $20 to fans.

Leonard Lies is in the movie for 19 seconds.

Welcome to the hierarchy of independent horror films and the conventions that celebrate them. Here, Mr. Lies's role as a zombie with a machete-parted skull qualifies as an iconic character. The small world of scary movies with minuscule budgets has spawned a cottage industry in which less than 15 minutes on the screen can translate into a lifelong 15 minutes of fame.

Armed with glossy photos, merchandise and a black pen, retired and working stars of the horror movie industry maintain a personal brand, counting on devoted fans to shell out cash for a souvenir and the fleeting conversation that comes with it.

The online database Ominous Events counts more than 175 horror conventions nationwide, and celebrity guests are considered an event necessity. One of the world's largest comic book conventions, Comic Con in San Diego, can boast a celebrity guest list of more than 100. Convention guest pedigree can range from the real Freddy Krueger to the body double in "Creature from the Black Lagoon."

At least 20 stars made their way to Pittsburgh this weekend as part of the Horror Realm Convention at the Crowne Plaza Pittsburgh South hotel in Bethel Park.

More than 1,000 fans -- some coming from as far away as England or California -- are expected to meet such guests in the hotel's ballrooms this weekend, organizer Sandy Stuhlfire said. She owns a consulting firm called Starfire Business Solutions in Pittsburgh, but she's also the CEO of The Lifeless LLC, the business throwing the convention. The name is twofold, she explained: There's the obvious undead homage, and the tongue-in-cheek admission that the friends who join her for scary movie marathons on Saturday nights have no life, socially speaking.

The guests are a main draw, but there also are panel discussions and movie screenings.

"We had to turn some celebrities away," she said.

The low-budget horror movie industry is a world unto itself, completely insulated from the commercial concerns of Hollywood. A big budget in this off-Elm Street market is still less than $1 million. And any world -- even one already floating on fantasy -- needs its heroes.

A revolutionary concept can persuade big-time indie actors to work at the Screen Actors Guild minimum of $100 per day, said Tiffany Shepis, a scream queen heading to Pittsburgh this weekend. But if it's just another generic "ho-hum, let's get naked and torture someone" movie, top-flight actors can demand up to $5,000 per day, she said. She's been in both kinds.

The loose scheduling of the film shoots allows working actors to supplement their income with convention appearances.

Most convention regulars seem to start attending not out of financial necessity but financial convenience.

Take Ken Foree, a towering actor best known for playing Peter Washington in the original "Dawn of the Dead," filmed in Monroeville. He's usually attending six conventions a year since he started in the late 1990s.

A series of bad investments in the restaurant business -- including a seemingly cursed deli in Long Beach, Calif. -- forced Mr. Foree to re-examine the convention invitations he'd been mailed.

"I was looking for any kind of income," he said.

While the appearance fees and merchandise revenues are nice, Mr. Foree has so taken to the convention scene that he'll attend some pro bono, and he's serving as a creative consultant for Horror Realm this year. He's especially drawn to Pittsburgh, a city that holds a "special warmth" in his heart with fans loyal to his Western Pennsylvania oeuvre.

"It's nice to be loved and to share that love," said the man who played the character Big Joe Grizzly in Rob Zombie's "Halloween" remake.

Mr. Foree helped guide convention planner Rich Dalzotto into the mysterious world of celebrity appearances.

Mr. Dalzotto said most regulars have their own booking agents and escape clauses so that if a movie is offered to them, they can abandon the appearance.

The Horror Realm convention compensates the celebrity guests' room and travel accommodations, but other events may offer appearance fees.

The autograph business that's now a fixture at conventions of all sizes wasn't always a mainstay, said Mr. Dalzotto, who works as a financial planner in the South Hills by day.

"Ten or 15 years ago, you didn't see as much charging for autographing," he said. But since then eBay and other online auction sites have given rise to more attendees cashing in on the inked 8-by-10s.

Mr. Lies was invited to his first convention long before he knew of his own worldwide presence. There, fans sought autographs on Machete Zombie paraphernalia as far-flung as Japanese book covers.

That was in 2000, and he was a different man than the unlikely star back in 1978 -- a husband and father in Mt. Lebanon -- when he was invited to the Cinema Wasteland convention in Ohio. It seemed stupid -- people paying for his autograph.

He charged $5 per autographed photo and sold a pile.

"I went home with a serious mortgage payment, and I wasn't even charging that much," he said.

Since then, he's worked about five conventions a year, charging about $20 per photo. It's a rate he says puts him in the "middle echelon" of horror convention regulars. He'd thought about a price increase but decided against it "with the economy the way it is."

Charging for autographs is a polarizing debate, said convention enthusiast Jane Considine.

"There's a lot of argument in geekdom about whether they should charge. But hey, everyone has a house payment, everyone has a car payment, so I don't mind," she said.

Sitting in the hotel lobby before the convention even kicked off, Ms. Considine said she would be meeting longtime friends in person for the first time this weekend. Many attendees traveled in to finally meet their online message board compatriots in the flesh.

It was a reunion of sorts for the celebrities, too. They mingled together, catching up and asking about the kids, oblivious to the adoring stares they received from fans.

The stars are a sensitive lot for a group who can spend days on set, drenched in fake innards. A repeating refrain of convention celebrities talks of the immediate camaraderie with fans.

Even Mr. Lies, initially uneasy with his ubiquitous double identity, eventually determined the Machete Zombie's energy output for fans to be "totally positive, like a bright light." His devotees are the people who answer "What's your favorite horror movie?" by asking, "Can I give you two?"

"I'm thrilled that anyone wants my freaking autograph. I'm not Julia Roberts," Ms. Shepis said.

The kinship continues behind the guest tables into an industry so small Ms. Shepis called it a "knitting circle." She's networked at the events and secured "tons" of work and it shows: She's booked through the first half of next year.

It's a long way from age 16 when she made her premiere as Peter, a bodyguard in "Tromeo and Juliet" (a classic in this world). Since then, her credit list has grown to be pages long, but don't expect her to jump ship for the mainstream market.

"I want to make bigger horror movies, not be on 'Dawson's Creek,' " Ms. Shepis said.

Ms. Shepis supplements her income from horror movies with convention appearances: "You're not going to get rich off it, but there's money to be made," she said. It's a one-scream-queen show; Ms. Shepis is her own manager.

That means she buys her own movies wholesale and then sells them at a markup. She's also had trading agreements with companies to use her image on anything -- the list includes calendars and poker chips -- in return for free copies to sell (or, she admits, give as Christmas gifts).

As one-person brands, many celebrities see the conventions as a more immediate marketing technique than viral methods such as Facebook or MySpace. Mr. Foree has four movies coming out this year -- among them, "Live Evil" and "Zone of the Dead" -- while Ms. Shepis said she hawks films as early as three months before their release.

Retirement from the business hardly means leaving it.

Mr. Lies now owns Dream Catchers Films Inc. in Dormont, a film production and conversion studio.

Most of the time he doesn't tell people he's the Machete Zombie at all, but some do a double-take because of his unchanged eyes. When they find out, they shake his hand a second time, as though they're meeting him all over again.

He doesn't want to be the Machete Zombie guy forever, but his recent projects do continue an unmistakable thread from his best-known role. One feature in production, "Mr. Buckethead," stars a superhero who saves the universe with a bucket over his head. Another, "Even If I Was a Cat I Should Be Dead," follows the survivor of a traumatic brain injury. A third, "Diary of a Zombie," tells the story of a zombie who survives.

Photos from his 19-second life line Mr. Lies' office. There's a picture of him standing with a fan, a young man who has his arm turned to show a tattoo of the Machete Zombie on his forearm; really, a tattoo of Mr. Lies in makeup.

"Of all the things I could be known for -- being a good father, filmmaker, someone who has an effect on people. That image is going to outlive me," he said.

"And that's scary."
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