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BURNING DESIRE
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rom afar, only pinpoints of flickering orange can be
Fmade out against the darkened hillside. Stepping

closer, the pulsating dots turn into trailing streaks
of luminescent patterns etched into the darkness, weaving
their way around human silhouettes. Low drumbeats
accompany the friendly murmur of laughter and jovial
voices, as people gather to watch and participate in the
evening's featured activity: playing with fire.

A tribal atmosphere permeates this hangout, called
a “fire jam,” an open event where every Thursday night
(unless it rains), Pittburgh's collected amateur and
professional fire artists come together to practice, perform,
teach one another, and socialize. More than just a round
of fire stunts, however, it is also a drum circle and a loosely
organized community gathering where hugs are often
exchanged between both friends and those meeting for the
first time.

The fire jam began four years ago, when fledging fire
spinners Erika May, David Doyle, Jessica Kennedy, and
several of their friends decided to start meeting weekly at
Frick Park to practice their shared hobby. Since then, the
fire jam has grown to dozens of attendees and become the
weekly junction for Pittsburgh's “burn community,” as they
refer to themselves.

Why. playing with fire isn't
suich a bad idea after all.

In recent years, interest in fire arts has become an
“exploding phenomenon,” says May. “I've seen so many
new people show up since we first started. It's just a great
activity. People find it fun to watch, fun to participate in
and fun to drum along to. It's a form of dance, and it's a
community too-that's the one thing that developed that
was never intentional, it just happened. None of us have
to be here, but we keep it going because we want to, and
that's the sign of a good community--when you can just step
back and appreciate being in good company.”

The varieties of performances that are seen at the weekly
fire jam are dazzling. In fire poi, the most popular form
of fire spinning, flaming balls are swung from chains in
circular patterns. There is also fire staff, fire breathing,
fire fans, fire sword, fire rope dart, fire hula-hooping,
and endless variations of the above. A crowd favorite is
“sparkle poi,” a poi variation that uses steel wool in place of
a consistently burning fuel to produce a cascade of spark-
like fireworks, except twirled on a chain.

The history of artistic fire manipulation dates back
thousands of years, and most forms of fire art originate
in Asia and the Pacific Islands. Some, such as fire poi, are
derived from forms of dance (poi is a traditional dance of
the indigenous Maori people of New Zealand), while fire
staff and fire rope dart turn weapons into art.




Interested in becoming an audience
member, participant, or drummer at the
fire jam?

Fire jams take place every Thursday
night in Frick Parkat g:oopm (unless it
rains). Attendance is open to the public,

Formore information on fire spinning
lessons ar booking Steel Town Fire,
contact Erika May through her website,
wiww.ErikaMay.com.

. Also pisit wiww.SteelTownFire.com.







