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LETTER FROM THE FILMMAKER

I strive to bring to cinema a
kind of transporting sense of
adventure. Through new images, colors and sounds, the
goal is to explore fresh and
vital

worlds

abandon.

In

with

thrilling

Brimstone

&

Glory we went on a voyage to
capture the world of Tultepec, Mexico, its prodigious
pyrotechnicians,

their

fire-

works and the fiestas thrown
in their honor. Our aim was to
create an experiential rollercoaster ride through the explosions, fire and smoke.
Not long ago, I fell in love with
the writing of Mexican Nobel
Prize winner Octavio Paz. His
book The Labyrinth of Solitude with its essay “The Day
Of The Dead” inspired me to
explore the incredible phenomenon of the Mexican fiesta and the lengths people

Director Viktor Jakovleski.
Photo courtesy of Anastasia Coyto

go to reach the zenith of joyful expression. Paz wrote, “All are possessed by violence and frenzy. Their souls explode like the colors and voices and emotions... The fiesta is a cosmic experiment, an experiment in disorder, reuniting contradictory elements and principles in order
to bring about a renascence of life.” It was also at this time that I learned of Tultepec from a Berlin-based artist who had visited the fireworks festival with his cousin, a pyrotechnician. The artist took photographs that he would later turn into paintings. Seeing these extraordinary images and hearing the outsized tales of his exploits made it impossible for me to resist
visiting. The visual and aural experience of the festival was beyond anything I had imagined. It was visceral and all-consuming, intense and freeing.
Using a combination of shooting styles—from in-the-fray handheld photography, to filming 1,500 frames per second with a
high-speed Phantom, to slapping down GoPro cameras to capture dynamic, as-yet-unseen vantage points—we sought to
offer a viewing experience that most closely represents the feeling of being there. From the pyrotechnicians handcrafting fireworks to the townspeople dancing in showers of sparks, we use cinematic language to articulate how risk and danger are inseparable from acts of extreme revelry, and how such celebration is something fundamentally human.
Viktor Jakovleski
Director, Brimstone & Glory
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INTRODUCTION

The National Pyrotechnic Festival in Tultepec.

Imagine a fusion of Pamplona’s Running of the Bulls and

Photo courtesy of Luis Ramirez

Mardi Gras, with participants dodging fireworks. That describes Mexico’s famed National Pyrotechnic Festival in Tultepec. Now imagine a cinematic poem that celebrates the
energy, danger and technical virtuosity of the artisans who
create the centerpieces of the event. That describes Brimstone & Glory.
Three quarters of Tultepec residents work in pyrotechnics,
and the festival honoring San Juan de Dios (the patron saint
of fireworks makers) anchors their way of life. Artisans intent on impressing festival-goers spend weeks preparing
displays, keenly aware of, but seemingly nonchalant about,
the ever-present chance of deadly explosions. As the film
showcases their efforts, it offers glimpses into a community
that by choice or circumstance lives in constant peril.
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POTENTIAL PARTNERS

KEY ISSUES

Brimstone & Glory is well suited for use in a variety of set-

Brimstone & Glory is an excellent tool for outreach and

tings and is especially recommended for use with:

will be of special interest to people looking to explore
the following topics:

•

Your local PBS station

•

Groups that have discussed previous PBS and POV

•

anthropology

films relating to Mexico or

•

Catholic festivals

holidays/festivals/rituals, including Maquilapolis,

•

celebrations

•

cinematography

•

community

“Key Issues” section

•

folk art

•

Faith-based organizations and institutions

•

identity

•

Cultural, art and historical organizations,

•

machismo

institutions and museums

•

Mexico

Community organizations with a mission to

•

pyrotechnics

•

ritual

•

socioeconomic class

•

symbolism

•

tradition

•

work

El General, Ella Es el Matador (She Is the Matador)
or The Islands and the Whales
•

•

Groups focused on any of the issues listed in the

promote education and learning, such as local
libraries.
•

Academic departments and student groups at
colleges, universities and high schools

•

Civic, fraternal and community groups

USING THIS GUIDE
This guide is an invitation to dialogue. It is based on a belief in the power of human connection, designed for people who
want to use Brimstone & Glory to engage family, friends, classmates, colleagues and communities. In contrast to initiatives that foster debates in which participants try to convince others that they are right, this document envisions conversations undertaken in a spirit of openness in which people try to understand one another and expand their thinking
by sharing viewpoints and listening actively.
The discussion prompts are intentionally crafted to help a wide range of audiences think more deeply about the issues
in the film. Rather than attempting to address them all, choose one or two that best meet your needs and interests. And
be sure to leave time to consider taking action. Planning next steps can help people leave the room feeling energized and
optimistic, even in instances when conversations have been difficult.
For more detailed event planning and facilitation tips, visit www.pov.org/engage
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Tultepec: Mexico’s Fireworks Capital

Tultepec, Mexico.
Photo courtesy of Luis Ramirez

Tultepec is known as the fireworks capital of Mexico. Located about twenty miles north of Mexico City, the town
produces 80 percent of the country’s fireworks and hosts
the National Pyrotechnic Festival, which draws thousands of
visitors each year. The festival honors the town’s patron
saint, San Juan de Dios. The origins of the festival are not
widely known; according to the most prominent legend, San
Juan was a 16th-century Portuguese man who rescued patients from a burning hospital and emerged without a single
burn. The two major events of the festival are the castillos
(castles) contests, which feature enormous wooden towers
adorned with spinning fireworks, and the pamplonas, or running of the bulls, in which hundreds of bull-shaped sculptures are rigged with fireworks and wheeled through the
streets.

The 200-year-old tradition of pyrotechnic production is central to Tultepec’s culture and economy. Forty percent of the
town’s residents reportedly earn a living in the industry.Unlike the town’s patron saint, the Tultepec community has not
come out of these fires unscathed. Every year dozens are injured by the fireworks, many fatally. In December 2016, an
open-air fireworks market was detonated in a chain reaction;
the explosions destroyed 80 percent of San Pablito market’s
300 stalls and killed at least 32 people. Tultepec has experienced a number of fatal explosions in recent years, including
at least three at the San Pablito market.
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Sources:
CBS News. “Site of Deadly Mexico Fireworks Blast Has History of

Handmade pyrotechnic towers for the Castle of Fires
display at the festival.
Photo courtesy of Luis Ramirez

Trouble.” Dec. 21, 2016. https://www.cbsnews.com/news/mexicofireworks-market-deadly-explosion-san-pablito-market-history-trouble/
KMOV.com. “Fireworks Display Pays Tribute to San Juan de Dios.”
http://www.kmov.com/story/28454608/fireworks-display-paystribute-to-san-juan-de-dios
Schmidt, Samantha. “Fireworks Tragedy: The ‘Magical’ Mexican Town
Where Pyrotechnics Are Life—and Too Often Death.” The Washington
Post, Dec. 21, 2016.
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/morningmix/wp/2016/12/21/fireworks-tragedy-the-magical-mexican-town-wher
e-pyrotechnics-are-life-and-too-oftendeath/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.f1c255d8d8da
El Universal. “Presumieron Mercado de Tultepec Como el Más Seguro
de Latinoamerica.” Dec. 20, 2017.
http://www.eluniversal.com.mx/articulo/metropoli/edomex/2016/12/20
/presumieron-mercado-de-tultepec-como-el-mas-seguro-de-al
VisualNews.com. "National Pyrotechnic Festival in Tultepec, Mexico."
HuffPost, Dec. 6, 2017. https://www.huffingtonpost.com/visualnewscom/national-pyrotechnic-festival_b_3467775.html
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GENERAL DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

Thousands of people watch the pyrotechnic display during
the Castle of Fires celebration.

Immediately after the film, you may want to give people a
few quiet moments to reflect on what they have seen or

Photo courtesy of Luis Ramirez

pose a general question (examples below) and give people
some time to themselves to jot down or think about their
answers before opening the discussion:
•

In one word (or phrase), what was your initial
reaction to the film?

•

If a friend asked you what this film was about, what
would you say?

•

Describe a moment or scene in the film that you

At the end of your discussion, to help people synthesize
what they’ve experienced and move the focus from dialogue to action steps, you may want to choose one of
these questions:
•

everyone knew? What would change if everyone

found particularly moving. What was it about that
scene that was especially compelling for you?

What did you learn from this film that you wish
knew it?

•

If you could ask anyone in the film a single question,
what would you ask?

•

If you could require one person (or one group) to
view this film, who would it be? What would you
hope their main takeaway would be?
Complete this sentence: I am inspired by this film
(or discussion) to __________.
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DISCUSSION PROMPTS

A man who has lost a hand builds fireworks.

Dangerous Jobs

Photo courtesy of Luis Ramirez

One local boy says that because of the danger he doesn’t
want to go into the family business, even though his grandmother is sure that “this one has gunpowder in his blood.” If
it was your decision to make, would you encourage your
child to perpetuate community and family heritage by becoming a fireworks maker? How do such choices compare
and contrast to those facing families in mining towns, prison
towns or other communities centered around traditionally
dangerous trades?

One woman reports telling her son that he shouldn’t become
a fireworks maker, but she then says, “Unfortunately, I’m
aware that this is what we do. In this town, this is our job.
There’s not much else.” What’s the relationship between
economic vulnerability and the willingness to engage in dangerous jobs?

Residents seem to accept that making pyrotechnics by hand
is dangerous work. Imagine that Tultepec was governed by
U.S.-style child labor and worker safety (OSHA) laws. What
would the effect on families and the community be? In your
view, what, if any, is a government’s responsibility to protect
workers?
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DISCUSSION PROMPTS

A handmade pyrotechnic bull (“toro”)
is pushed through the street.

Rituals and Celebrations

Photo courtesy of Luis Ramirez

How do the events of the National Pyrotechnic Festival compare with those of other festivals you know? What do they
have in common? What’s different?
One man loves working on the castillos; it’s the fulfillment of

What role do you think machismo plays in the particular rit-

a childhood dream. Others agree with the woman who says,

uals that have come to be the centerpieces of the National

“I don’t like it at all. It has caused me so much pain. My son

Pyrotechnic Festival?

had an accident. A burning bull fell on him and he passed
away.” Despite the divide, the festival continues. What is the
appeal of life-threatening rituals?
A boy explains, “A bull is covered with fireworks so that peo-

An emergency medical worker prepares his crew to handle
the burn injuries the bulls are likely to cause. Do you think
the government should ban the parts of the celebration that
are dangerous to the public? Why or why not?

ple don’t just look at it. It’s for people to feel something and
to take something away with them. A scar or something. The
scars on our skin are from when the saint reaches down to
pull us from the fire.” What do you think people feel during
the parade of the bulls? Can you think of other examples
where scars are viewed as badges of honor?
What role do danger and adrenaline play in rituals and celebrations? What is it about danger that can seem to
bring people together?
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DISCUSSION PROMPTS

Cinematography and Storytelling

Fireworks.
Photo courtesy of Luis Ramirez

Why do you suppose the filmmaker ended with a scene from
the boy’s first Communion? How does that symbolism relate
to the rest of the film?
What did you notice about the ways that the fireworks and
people were filmed? How did the filmmaker’s choices evoke
the spirit (not just the facts) of the events?
What story do you think the filmmaker was trying to

Additional media literacy questions are available at:
www.pbs.org/pov/educators/media-literacy.php

tell? Why is that story important?
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Making fireworks.
Photo courtesy of Anastasia Coyto

Taking Action
•

Create a “video poem,” written poem or other piece of art to reflect the spirit of a community ritual or
event that is important to you.

•

Examine the items you use in holiday observances, including Fourth of July fireworks. Investigate where
those items are made and what conditions are like for the workers who make them.

•

Research the Tultepec festival and compare it to other celebrations that showcase the heritage of a
particular place.
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RESOURCES

The "castles of fire."
Photo courtesy of Viktor Jakovleski

FILM-RELATED WEB SITES
BRIMSTONE & GLORY
brimstoneandglory.com
The film’s official website includes a trailer

POV
pbs.org/pov/brimstoneandglory/
The POV website for the film includes additional resources,
such as a streaming trailer, film clips, a lesson plan and a
reading list.

and contact information.
.
FERIA NACIONAL DE LA PIROTECNIA TULTEPEC

THE NEW YORK TIMES: “DESPITE BLAST IN MEXICO,

facebook.com/FNPTultepec/

A CLAMOR TO REBUILD FIREWORKS MARKET”

This is the official Facebook page of the National

nytimes.com/2016/12/21/world/americas/despite-fatalblast-mexicans-clamor-to-rebuild-fireworks-market.html

Pyrotechnic Festival. Additional background information
about the Festival can be found at everfest.com/e/la-feria-

A report by Paulina Villegas and Azam Ahmed on a recent

nacional-de-la-pirotecnia-tultepec-mexico.

Tultepec explosion gives background and underscores the
danger of residents’ work.

NATIONAL MUSEUM OF MEXICAN ART
http://nationalmuseumofmexicanart.org/
This museum, located in Chicago, IL, celebrates
Mexican art and culture, including a large collection
of Mexican folk art.

TULTEPEC
tultepec.gob.mx/
The official (Spanish language) website of the Municipality
of Tultepec includes a history of the area.
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HOW TO BUY THE FILM

To order the film for home use,
please visit brimstoneandglory.oscilloscope.net.
For educational use, please email info@oscilloscope.net
or call 212-219-4029.

Produced by American Documentary, Inc.,
POV is public television’s premier showcase
for nonfiction films. Since 1988, POV has been
the home for the world’s boldest contemporary filmmakers, celebrating intriguing personal stories that spark conversation and inspire action. Always an innovator, POV discovers fresh new voices
and creates interactive experiences that shine a light on social issues and elevate the art of storytelling. With our documentary
broadcasts, original online programming and dynamic community
engagement campaigns, we are committed to supporting films
that capture the imagination and present diverse perspectives.
POV films have won 37 Emmy® Awards, 21 George Foster
Peabody Awards, 12 Alfred I. duPont-Columbia University Awards,
three Academy Awards®, and the first-ever George Polk Documentary Film Award. The POV series has been honored with a
Special News & Documentary Emmy Award for Excellence in Television Documentary Filmmaking, three IDA Awards for Best Curated Series and the National Association of Latino Independent
Producers (NALIP) Award for Corporate Commitment to Diversity. Learn more at www.pbs.org/pov.
POV Spark (www.pbs.org/pov)
Since 1994, POV Digital has driven new storytelling initiatives
and interactive production for POV. The department has continually experimented with web-based documentaries, producing PBS' first program website and the first Snapchat-native
documentary. It has won major awards for its work, including a
Webby Award and over 19 nominations. Now with a singular
focus on incubating and distributing interactive productions,
POV Spark continues to explore the future of independent nonfiction media through its co-productions, acquisitions and POV
Labs, where media makers and technologists collaborate to reinvent storytelling forms.

Front cover: The pamplonas, or running of the bulls.
Photo courtesy of Luis Ramirez

POV Engage (www.pbs.org/pov/engage)
The POV Engage team works with educators, community organizations and PBS stations to present more than 800 free
screenings every year. In addition, we distribute free discussion
guides and standards-aligned lesson plans for each of our films.
With our community partners, we inspire dialogue around the
most important social issues of our time.
American Documentary, Inc. (www.amdoc.org)
American Documentary, Inc. (AmDoc) is a multimedia arts organization dedicated to creating, identifying and presenting
contemporary stories that express opinions and perspectives
rarely featured in mainstream media outlets. AmDoc is a catalyst
for public culture, developing collaborative strategic engagement activities around socially relevant content on television,
online and in community settings. These activities are designed
to trigger action, from dialogue and feedback to educational opportunities and community participation. AmDoc is a 501(c)(3)
not-for-profit organization.
Major funding for POV is provided by PBS, The John D. and
Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, Corporation for Public
Broadcasting, National Endowment for the Arts and the Wyncote Foundation. Additional funding comes from The John S.
and James Knight Foundation, Nancy Blachman and David desJardins, Bertha Foundation, Reva & David Logan Foundation,
Open Society Foundations, Chicago Media Project, Sage Foundation, Lefkofsky Family Foundation, The Academy of Motion
Pictures Arts and Sciences, New York State Council on the Arts,
New York City Department of Cultural Affairs in partnership with
the City Council, Ann Tenenbaum and Thomas H. Lee and public television viewers. POV is presented by a consortium of public television stations, including KQED San Francisco, WGBH
Boston and THIRTEEN in association with WNET.ORG.

You can follow us on Twitter @POVengage
for the latest news from POV Engage.

The See it On PBS logo is a trademark of the Public Broadcasting Service and is used with permission. All rights reserved.

