
Pony Island: Please Insert Your Soul to Continue 

Welcome to island of ponies. I could imagine there must be many cute ponies 

around in the game. I shall have fun playing with ponies.  

 

Pony Island must be a pretty fun game. As we can tell from the opening interface, 

the game is full of colors, brightness, and joyfulness. We are the adorable pony. In fact, it 

is a cute purple unicorn. Our goal is to clear each stage by leaping over gates and blowing 

away butterflies. Pony Island is essentially a side-scrolling game 



 

I apologize what I have just said is totally wrong. Maybe it is not totally wrong, 

but partially wrong. Pony Island does have a cute purple pony. However, as we press the 

new game button, the lovely music is gone, and we are introduced to a dark-scale 

computer screen with two unappealing white unicorns on it. Now the game reveals itself. 

Pony Island is not a game about a cute purple pony happily living in a colorful grassland. 

It is something else. 

The concept of a game within a game is not new. However, what particularly 

unique about Pony Island is the whole experience behind the game. Players are not only 

required to play the game such as complete each stage by controlling the pony to leap 

over fences, but also they are asked to code the game, fix bugs, solve puzzles, and even 

“delete” the game.  



 

The picture shown above is where players are asked to solve various coding 

puzzles. Most puzzles focus on moving a key from a starting point to an end point. There 

are a few different types of symbols that players have to understand in order to solve the 

logic puzzles. Players do not have to worry too much about interpreting each symbol’s 

meaning. The game will teach you how to solve the logic puzzles by gradually increasing 

the level of difficulty. This technique is commonly used by a large number of game 

designers. They never specify how to play or become good at certain parts of a game 

through prompting text hints. Instead, they present players with a simple version of the 

game that can be easily understood. Then they gradually increase the level of difficulty as 

players spend more time playing the game. Another example can be found in Braid. The 

game does not explicitly explain how to play with the shift button. Players can always get 

a deeper understanding of shift button as the game progresses and becomes more difficult 

to get puzzle pieces. 



 

Music and interface design is undeniably essential to construct the overall theme 

of a game. However, a lot of designers underestimate the importance of typography to 

game design. Apparently, designers of Pony Island have done well on this aspect. There 

are a few details worth mentioning. There are two main characters in the game, and their 

names are both displayed in an unconventional type. For example, the name of hopeless 

soul, previous player whose soul have been stolen by the game, is displayed as 

h0peles$0uL. The name of Lucifer, the Satan, is displayed on the screen as 1U@iF#r. 

undoubtedly, game designers did not randomly create a series of symbols to construct 

these two names. I believe they are intended to make names display in such form. Firstly, 

they increase the level of confusion to guest, the player, in the game. Both of Lucifer and 

hopeless soul started the conversations with guest first when players are dragged into an 

unknown place from a familiar screen. Secondly, they only live in the world of binary 

code. Their names suggest that there are some bugs in the code that require guest to fix. 

Lastly, the unconventional font mixed with the dark-scale interface add more creepiness 



to the game. Besides the names, there are more to say about the weird font in the game. 

Some texts are followed by weird symbols. Some are mixed with random arithmetic 

symbols that make the text hard to read. They all work toward the same goal: they make 

the game more confounding. 

 

The classical side-scrolling part of Pony Island makes it similar to a lot of other 

arcade games. We, as players, have to control several buttons to make the cute pony leap 

over fences. When enemies, butterflies in this case, are around us, we command the pony 

to attack them. Similar to other 2D side-scrolling games, our goal in Pony Island is to 

reach the end of the map so that we can level up our pony. 



 

As I have mentioned earlier, Pony Island is not all about a cute unicorn jumping 

over fences and blowing away butterflies. When the screen gets darker and the colorful 

opening interface is gone, players are introduced to a totally different Pony Island: the 

game becomes a Meta game. It quickly becomes apparent that the initially adorable Pony 

Island is the work of Satan, who tries to capture every player’s soul. We are just guests 

on Satan’s computer. Trapped in the arcade game, we, as players, are trying to free souls 

from purgatory that is the multiple versions of Pony Island. As we try to find faults in the 

code and attempt to escape, Lucifer regularly calls us a cheater. The complicity of the 

idea in the game along with the interesting graphic design have attracted thousands of 

players. 

It is worth noting that the original usage of non-diegetic and diegetic information 

contributes to the overall success of Pony Island. As the game constantly tricks its players, 

it shows that the successful mixture of non-diegetic and diegetic increases the level of 

immersion and even makes players hard to distinguish fantasy from reality. For example, 



there is an interesting non-diegetic information in the game that attempts to trick players. 

A small window that takes appearance of Windows pops up and pretends to crash 

players ’ operating system. This design actually makes some players frustrated because 

they thought they have done something wrong that makes their computers crash, and they 

need restart playing the game again. Another instance of usage of non-diegetic 

information can be found when the game pretends to be players’ friends in Steam and 

leaves messages for them. Most players are usually not able to tell the authenticity of the 

messages from their friends that are actually faked by the game. All of these usages of 

diegetic and non-diegetic information are designed to bring players closer to Pony Island. 

Sometimes it is funny to see when players are overly immersed in the game and have a 

hard time distinguishing what is real and what is unreal. 

Some players come across that Pony Island is less interactive than other games. 

This is true only if they limit the definition of interactivity as participation with designed 

choices and procedures. Admittedly, players of Pony Island are not provided with an 

abundant number of choices they can make in the game. However, explicit interactivity is 

not the only criterion when we judge interactivity of a specific game. Pony Island is a 

perfect example of cognitive interactivity. The game interacts with our emotion, 

psychology, and intelligence directly. We feel frustrated when the game pretends to crash 

our operating system. We are satisfied when we defeat bosses and free thousands of souls 

from purgatory. Our intelligence is being tested when we are trying to solve the logic 

puzzles. We become skeptical whether to follow the game’s suggestion and delete the 

game or quit the game and restart the cycle. Pony Island is constantly interacting with its 

players cognitively.  



Due to its multilayered design, Pony Island provides its players with different 

player-subjects. Firstly, players can be a cute pony whose goal is to leap over stages and 

reach to the end of the map. In this subject, players usually get bored very fast because of 

its simplicity. Players can also be a hacker, or a modder, in the back end. Players now are 

facing a completely different goal: they are required to break the code by finding a 

correct way for moving a key from its starting point to an ending point. The logic puzzles 

are usually not easy to solve. Sometimes the game has devils to interfere with players. 

Moreover, players are sometimes a soul trapped in the game. In this case, players are 

facing the same fate as HopelessSoul, and they are all trying to escape from Satan’s 

torture. The last layer of play in Pony Island is when players are owner of Steam and a 

member of the community. Players become “real” person with an actual soul and actual 

Steam friends. 

 

Video game development industry has been booming for over a few decades, but 

a problem is always there: the industry is lack of creativity. Over thousands if not 



millions of games are similar to each other. They are all copied version of a successful 

model. Even though there are group of people trying to subvert players’ expectations and 

initiate a revolution known as Indie Game Revolution, the problem seems to be unfixable. 

Pony Island is undeniable one of the games that try to play with the medium and fix the 

problem. As a critical exemplar, Pony Island paves the way for new thinking in design 

and gaming. Even though it has low graphics and only requires basic controls, Pony 

Island has its unique and original idea that enables it to stand out among thousands of 2D 

side-scrolling games. 

Pony Island firstly presents players with a classical 2D runner style platformer, as 

players make a cute pony jump over gates to complete stages. After getting more familiar 

with the game, we find that the real core of Pony Island lies in players trying to escape 

from Satan’s control by solving Devil’s puzzles and finding faults in the code. However, 

through reading various narratives and making connections to its core, I progressively 

realize the game is not just about escaping Satan’s clutches. There is a bigger idea behind 

Pony Island that the designer Daniel Mullins is trying to speak: video game designers are 

facing a huge amount of frustration and pressure that come from game publishers and 

shareholders. They set up a number of rulebooks for designers that confine their 

imagination, in comparison to Satan who builds up the purgatory that traps millions of 

players’ souls.   


