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Elite pyro-designers are like rock stars. They have the power to make 
people shriek rabidly, chronically flick Bics, wear idiotic glow-in-the-
dark doodads, binge drink and take all sorts of mind-altering 
chemicals. They incite us to fall in love, propose marriage and 
conceive children. Or make war, fighting and trashing the city en 
route to suburban homelands. Pyro-designers even have groupies. 
And critics. 
 
The odd critic knows the formal names for explosives, such as 
Screaming Meany and Howling Monkeys. But only the most dedicated 
fan can spot the pyro-celebrities among the 400,000 revellers who 
trek to English Bay for the Celebration of Light competition. With its 
lineup of four international teams, this is the fireworks equivalent of 
Lollapalooza. 
 
"I will be in the crowd, anonymous," says Michel Rioux, pyro-designer 
for the Canadian team. "I don't like to be with the VIPs. It's better with 
the people." Ditto for Yves Relave, French designer for the Chinese 
team. "There's so much anticipation in the air, it is like a rock 
concert," he says. 
 
Sweden's pyro frontmen Jonas Hultgren and Magnus Cieslak prefer 
to work on the barge, firing their bombs manually instead of by 
computer. 
 
After spending months synchronizing music to fireworks -- each 
minute of every 25-minute show takes five hours to plot -- designers 
turn the show over to computers, pyro-technicians, the mobs and a 
jury that decides who will go home with gold at one of the world's 
most prestigious fireworks events. 
 



Canada is a dominant force in pyrotechnics, thanks, in part, to Relave 
and Rioux. Both have backgrounds in theatre, but neither liked 
playing with matches as children. Relave caught the pyro-bug when 
he met Spanish fireworks specialists while planning a parade. The 
theatre stage seemed pretty dull after that, and during a 1981 trip to 
Quebec, Relave found a kindred spirit in Canadian event producer 
Frank Furtado. 
 
Together they attended a competition in San Sebastian, Spain, and 
agreed they could pull off a more artistic, nuanced event by 
synchronizing explosives to music. "I proposed a Canadian festival," 
says Relave of the 1985 Symphony of Fire competition in Montreal, 
which Furtado later produced in Toronto and Vancouver. 
 
Rioux, then a 20-year-old theatre technician, worked at that event 
"by accident." Furtado recruited him as a pyro-tech, the industry 
equivalent of the roadie. "It was like they were painting the sky, but 
with a new painting every second," says Rioux. "I said, 'I must do this.' 
" He went to Europe to study the craft and returned to look for work 
at one of Canada's existing fireworks companies. When he talked 
"emotional odyssey" and "quality over quantity," most laughed in his 
face. So Rioux started Concept Fiatlux (Latin for "Let there be light"). 
 
Within two years his was the youngest team to win silver at Toronto's 
1987 Symphony of Fire. In 2002, the team won gold in Vancouver; 
now it's looking to take last year's title away from the Swedes.  
 
In a field of less than 100 designers (all friends) lucrative contracts 
like Olympics ceremonies can be scooped up with one victory. "Most 
important is to do a show close to what we imagine," says Rioux.  
 
He's setting the bar high for this year’s opening night with his “Jazz 
in the Sky” program, his trademark minimalist sensibility and a goal 
to make our "souls quiver." 
 



This year, Relave was inspired by the human voice. Meanwhile 
Sweden's designers, who have a background touring with European 
heavy-metal bands, are featuring obscure Scandinavian ambient-goth 
musician Ulf Söderberg on five of their six tracks. There's also an 
ABBA medley. 
 
After the smoke clears, Rioux "feels so high" while Relave tends to get 
blue. "For one hour at least I'm completely empty. It's like a 
depression, you know," Relave explains. 
 
But there's no time to mope. The Swedes will go to Quebec, Relave to 
Brazil and Rioux to Cannes, without having signed a single 
autograph. 
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