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In honor of my Mexican brother Abraham Flores Urban 
 
Let me introduce myself 
My name is Paul Philipsen and I own a company named Pyrofoor de Amsterdam BV. 
(www.pyro4.nl)  I have been in the business for the last 15 years. 
After an accident in Holland, I transformed my company from  display company into a indoor 
special effects company. Beside technical support, renting pyrodigital systems and 
programming shows abroad, we now focus on stadium sized close proximity events.  
We try to specialize in complex shows with short build up time. 
 
This is not a lecture about the history of pyromusicals. 
Fireworks and music share an very long history together This started  long time ago and got 
quite famous in Europe with the royal fireworks in France, Italy and England. Special gardens 
and constructions were build to support the fireworks and entertain the audience. In the 
beginning the displays were  more a combination fireworks and music or alternating fireworks 
with music. Change of  taste as well as new technologies resulted in the new phenomena 
pyromusical. Fireworks and music  always have been a very strong combination, surviving 
the ages. We as an industry always tried to invent new combinations and designs for 
contemporary events  Firework shows always have been part of culture, often religion related, 
but commercial as well. I am still surprised by the diversity of fireworks around the world 
Looking at the gardens built for fireworks in France. Listening to the specially written music 
for fireworks in England.  Enjoying the effects used during rock and roll  shows. Running and 
jumping in front of the toritos in Mexico.  Entertainment parks using the very strong 
emotional impact of fireworks on the public on a daily basis. Remember the powerful images 
of the Olympic shows or more recent the inauguration of the palm island in Dubai. You can 
see that fireworks are never considered old-fashioned . Due to the hard work and the passion 
of fellow pyrotechnicians who took the effort to listen to the heartbeat of their age. Electing 
new opportunities given by each era. Fireworks  always give this  magic touch in the air.  
I would like to show you my journey into sound and house music. 
 
 
App 15 years ago my company started to work for a Dutch  production company ID-T This 
company organized dance events in Holland. In the beginning of the 90s those events 
attracted thousands of young people. Though the music was all electronic and the scene avant 
garde underground. Parties in general were loud and wild. But the so called house/dance 
music evaluated into a new youth culture. During the years it became more divers and 
mainstream.  And the Dutch are very good in selling it. For the older generation it seems very 
strange that a DJ, a person who plays records, now can reach the level of fame of a popular 
rock star, but they do.  It sounds like this for at least seven hours (sample DJ music) 



After a few years the time was ready  to develop bigger events. So in 1999 we started the first 
dance event in a soccer stadium. The first edition of this show, called Sensation, was a huge 
success. App 25.000 people attended the first edition. Very different in style from previous 
dance events. Never before the dance industry spent so much money on decoration stage 
building , lights and lasers.  
The first year the pyro was not very special, but this would change in the next seven editions 
of the event. 
Due to the nature of these events; long duration,  loud trance music, the goal was to add extra 
stimulus during the event. Pyro looked like a nice way to achieve this. I can assure you it is 
very difficult to beat the lights, sound and lasers in an indoor stadium setup.  
After the first edition we decided to go for two shows in a row. The creatives liked to be more 
in charge of parts in  the event, so we used the introduction of each DJ to tell a story within 
the actual theme of the night. Each year the new edition of Sensation had its own theme. 
(Space show, Oak of Love, Dream show, Ocean of white, etc) This gave us the opportunity to 
pre-program and design six short shows . Apart from these intro’s, we  invented a thing called 
Megamix. Half an hour of premixed music with the sole objective to maximize the effect of 
all the available technique.  
The first year we did not use time code and all cues for laser light and pyro were traditionally 
cued. For me this was not very satisfying because I knew with time code my sequences could 
be more precise and effective. So next year I asked for time code. Did not succeed, due to 
technical problems. But I programmed my effects on the wav file so I decided to start my 
show at the beginning of the track of the megamix . This worked ok at the beginning, but after 
the decision of the Duncan , the ID-T boss, to pitch up the cd 10%, we clearly  ran out of 
sync. So next year I insisted on time code and finally we got it, and we have been working 
with it  the last five editions.  Since it is not possible to do an entire pyromusical indoors, we 
had to focus on sequences and images. In order to amplify the venue and emphasize the 
hugeness of the event I started to work not only on stage but also all around the venue as well 
as above the crowd. For my designs I always take inspiration from the experiences I have 
abroad. So after a visit to Valencia I adapted the  mazcleta concept from Spain. Placing over a 
hundred of concussions in surround configuration. It made the crowd go wild. Nothing 
compared to the real thing, but very effective. And fun to do. 
One year they placed  scaffolding towers in the crowd. I adapted  them as Mexican torres. 
Shooting effects in the middle of a crowd 



 



In Mexico and Malta I saw the use of flares behind an object. I loved this idea, so simple and 
effective. So when the theme of the Sensation was Oak of  Love I decided to construct 8 huge 
hearts and fly them above the audience. Added some flares and gerbs. Looks great. 

 

 
 



I love flares. Starting in center stage , leading to a very togetherness feeling in the crowd, 
crossfading to surround setting, lighting the whole venue. One entire minute with the warm 
red light and smoke.  

 



Since space on stage for pyro is always limited I look for alternative places. If the venue is 
large enough this can be around the audience, but also above them. It takes a lot of time to 
mount the effects, and it takes a lot of preparation to make the effect safe, but it is worth the 
effort, I think. 

 
 



Or just follow the substages and do this very expensive shot with 30 mm ultrafast comets.  

 
 



Every year I go to the creative meetings starting in January in order to develop new ideas. 
Last year we decided to change the use of the effects. The show designer Sander Vermeulen 
and I both felt that we needed less sequences (seen that, done that) and more eye catching 
images The stage was very different from previous years, as you can see. The theme of this 
show was called Ocean of White.  

 



The center stage was rigged with 8 huge water basin and coming out of the stage we had a 45 
meter long catwalk. Each catwalk with a  20 m wide water screen for projection . 
and 19 water fountains with a maximum height of 10 meters. Lots of water.. Lots of 
problems. 

 
 

 



Base of the stage design is a 90 meter long bridge with water. This gave me the opportunity to 
think about how to  realize  huge effects within the center of a crowd 

 
Ideas we came up with. 
A true waterfall, dropping in the middle of a 40000 people crowd. Not easy to do, but very 
attempting.  
Use the length of the entire catwalk for pyrotechnic sequences.  
Use the entire catwalk for flame sequences 
Let mermaids ride on dolphins in a mix of CO2 and bubbles 
An other catchy idea was to lift actors above the catwalk as if they were going up in water, 
and then ignite a Catharine  wheel. Everything with very precise timing and turning paste. 
We had to keep in mind that this show will go out at least 25 times next year worldwide. So 
all the effects should be reproducible, resizable, reliable and very safe.  



Easy things first. 
We wanted fire as an antagonism to all the water. So we placed 40 Safex firejets to make 
quick sequences. It took me some time to find a way to waterproof them, but now they run 
smoothly. For previous shows I used a propane system, I love them, you can do lots of cues 
for little product cost, but propane is difficult to use on tour.  For me the advantage of touring  
with this Safex system is the documents that go with the machine. The paperwork is so good. 
Furthermore, propane systems are often prohibited in European  indoor venues. There is no 
European regulation on this topic. I now use a Grand MA lighting desk to sync the flame 
sequences also the timecode. 

 
 
  
 



The Wheel 
The wheel was simple. Electromotor, electronic switch and some specially made 20 sec 10 
feet gerbs from NextFx.. Make a nice design for the wheel and the harness and it looks good.  
To protect the actors we used Nomex underwear. Might be a bit overdone, but better safe than 
sorry. For lifting the persons we use fly cables in dedicated Cyberhoist system. Ignition goes 
through Pyrodigital firing system. The gerbs on the wheel are connected with tapematch. 
 
 
 

 





 

 



 

 
 
 
 

 



Pyro sites on the catwalks 
 
For the sites on the catwalk we had to tackle the water problem. The catwalk is really wet. So 
the effects as well as the firing system have to deal with the sort of rough conditions you see 
in this picture. In front of the standing person’s right leg you can see a firing site. 

 
  



To protect the Pyrodigital  system, we made special waterproof casing. But the actual effects 
we have to waterproof each time individually. I could not find another solution. So me and 
my crew are taping and sealing products for an indoor job. Lots of work, keeps you off the 
street.  

 
 



The Fall 
The fall was a different ballgame.  
One of the main problems was to find a nice fall. I tried several indoor falls, but none of them 
fell deep enough. I needed at least a 12 meter drop. Other problem is that a lot of falls in the 
indoor market look like gerbs, which is not the effect I want. They will spread too wide 
anyway. After a few tries in the stadium I got quite desperate, so I tried the last fall I knew, 
one of the dirtiest I have ever seen. The 20 sec fall 40+ ft fall from Nextfx. This one I tried 
years ago, and I found it too dangerous to use on stage. But now it was above water, no 
problem at all. And it is a genuine fall; just big golden flakes falling down. Perfect. Although 
none of the other creatives liked it too much at first sight, I was convinced this was the one 
fall I would use? At some point in time, the final mix for the Megamix was ready and it 
appeared that the fall had to last 30 sec in duration. So I dropped an email to my friends Russ 
Nicols from Nextfx and Jos Fransen from Precision Europe to ask them if the fall could be 
extended to 30 sec. Possible, but dangerous, was the answer, because the tube would catch 
fire. A very unwanted situation. So I produced 200 steel tubes to mount the fall and prevent 
the tube from burning. Works quite well, mounting is very quick..  

 
 
I decided to mount the falls 40 cm apart and to shoot each squib individually. So I prepared 
little cable trees in order to pre-mount my modules and to make the effect tour ready. This 
way I was able to make a wipe from one end to the other and backwards if needed.  



 
More problems ahead. 
 
Here is a drawing of the truss we had to mount the fall on. As you can see it is a curved truss 
using parts of a 30 meter circle 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I had to mount the falls on this curved  truss. The stage is only 4 meters wide and the water 
part only 2 meters.  Since the wave truss is slightly off center, it leaves me app 70 cm of water 
on one side. If fire falls outside this water it will burn the plastic of the water basin, and you 
can imagine what will happen with the 40.000 liters inside above an audience. For that reason 
it is crucial that the fall drops straight into the water. In order to speed up mounting the lights, 
pyro and cabling, at first the truss is on floor level. When on floor level the truss was more or 
less straight. No way I could predict how the angle of the tubes would end up  if I should fix 
them straight on the truss. For sure the angles of the fall would be like this: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
Not a very wanted situation 
 
 
 
 
 



Therefore I decided to hang them in steels, gravity would do the trick for me. Now the angle 
always will be straight down, whatever the angle of the truss. Very important to prevent fire 
falling out of the water area  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The big advantage of squibbing and firing them individually is that  you can decide to size the 
total length of the fall. This is important, for it is hard to predict where the decoration will end 
exactly. So if the set is finished I can take out falls easily by programming.  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 I hereby would like to thank my wife Anne de Jong for her everlasting support. Jos Franssen 
and Russ Nickel from NextFX for producing and transporting  the outstanding effects in this 
huge amount within the month.  Also I would like to thank all the friends and colleagues I met 
around the world and who took care of me. Specially my Mexican friends Fernando 
Mantecon, Pablo Hernandez, Lino and Rosa Flores Urban and family. In fact the entire city of 
Tultepec, which inspired me so many times, I consider it home.  
Keep in mind I never could do these shows without my beloved crew 
Jasper Borsboom, Annuck Rooda, Yare Bonewald, Daan Oomen, Silvia Blankenburgh, Cecile 
Borsboom and of course Lex de Jong for all the dedicated woodwork and Jean Francois 
Pierlot for being a friend and metal wizard. 
 


