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Pony Island, a game developed by Daniel Mullins, is a hard game to describe. The game 

was developed at a game jam in 2014 under the guise of creating an entire game on a single 

screen. Over the next year he and a few others developed it into a multi-layered play 

experience that mixes elements from many different game genres. Mullins describes Pony 

Island as “…a suspense puzzle game in disguise,” but really it’s so much more. To begin to 

understand the layers of the game, we can first look at the popular Steam tags for Pony Island. 

The tags include things that seem like complete opposites. How can a game be both “cute” and 

“psychological horror?” or about “demons” and “horses?” Pony Island subverts both 

expectations and genres, while maintaining a complex relationship with the player.  

Pony Island is a game where the player plays many different roles. The premise of the 

game is that you play has a player (for the sake of this paper named “Guest”) playing an arcade 

version of Pony Island. This game is very black and white with a simple objective – control the 

pony by jumping over fences to reach the end goal. Has the game progresses it becomes clear 

that Pony Island isn’t the game you’re playing, instead “…you are in limbo, trapped in a 

malevolent and malfunctioning arcade machine devised by the devil himself. It is not a game 

about ponies.” (Mullins). Mullins use of the word “you” here is also interesting, because while 

he’s referring to the Guest, he’s also referring to you, the player. The line between the player 

character and the player is always being challenged. Guest must hack their way out of the 

machine and fight multiple bosses along the way, all while playing different versions of the 

Pony Island arcade game. It’s a game within a game, and at times the layers are even more 



complicated. Guest (and the player) play many different versions of Pony Island these include: a 

text-based version, an adventure mode, and a 3D version.  

The player is made to question their relationship to the game. In the beginning you are 

playing as the pony. Then as Guest in a hacker type scenario, before returning to control the 

pony. The final act of the game starts to refer to the players themselves, instead of Guest. It 

makes you question if you’re playing the game or if the game is playing you. This is done 

through alternating layers of diegetic and non-diegetic information for both the Guest and the 

player.  The game messes with the player by turning the non-diegetic information into diegetic 

information on both the Guest’s level and the player’s.  

The first level of Pony Island is the diegetic information given to the Guest – in simplest 

terms, it’s the Arcade version of Pony Island. This is where the player is the pony. The Guest 

also has non-diegetic information. These are seen in the “hacking” portion of the game, in 

which the player has to solve pseudo-code puzzles in order to progress. It’s a game behind the 

game. The player must navigate the innards of Pony Island, the arcade game, to play the actual 

Pony Island.  

These pseudo-coding bits of the Guest’s non-diegetic information are important 

because they come into play later in the game. In Pony Island V2, another version of the arcade 

game that you’re forced to play, the pseudo-coding becomes diegetic for the Guest. The exact 

same mechanics are used in “Puzzle Breaks,” except that the components are designed to look 

different. When the pseudo-code was non-diegetic for the Guest it took on the appearance of 

the innards of the machine - they are simple and reminiscent of computer code. The Guest’s 

objective is to try to get a key to a lock. When playing with the pseudo-code within Pony Island, 



the arcade game, the appearance takes on something cuter and more colorful. The Guest’s 

objective changes to try to get a butterfly home. This is effective in messing with the player’s 

psyche because it gives you the feeling that the game is learning from you. For the Guest, it’s 

making previously non-diegetic information into diegetic information.  

The player also has non-diegetic and diegetic information. This include both of the 

layers above and more. The player also gets diegetic information like being able to see the 

edges of the arcade machine gather dust and cobwebs, helping them establish some kind of 

timeline for the game and can observe some flashback and/or dream sequences (Pony Island 

never makes it explicitly clear what the scenes are supposed to be). While this information 

could be helpful in trying to figure out what is happening in the game, at times it actually makes 

things more confusing. The scenes in an old arcade make sense, the ones with castle and palm 

trees, not so much. The cobwebs and dust on the arcade machine also makes you question how 

long the Guest’s been playing, but also makes you reflect on how long you’ve been playing 

(which is even more interesting when considering that Pony Island can be completed in one 

play session). This is another way that Pony Island messes with the player – by making the 

player feel like they’ve been playing the game for much longer than they actually have. 

When taking in account the player’s non-diegetic information the game gets a lot more 

interesting. This is where Pony Island continues the trend of making the non-diegetic diegetic. 

This begins when the game starts to refer to the player, instead of the Guest. The best example 

of this is in the final boss battle against Asmodeus. His main gimmick is to distract the player 

into giving wrong answers. At one-point Steam messages start to appear on the bottom of the 

screen as if one of your friends was watching you play. It becomes obvious as the messages 



switch from the inane “lol!” to variations on “YOU PATHETIC FOOL,” that there is no friend 

watching you. The Steam messages are just another layer of the game. The game uses Steam, a 

site that they inherently trust, or at least trust enough to give payment information, to 

deliberately mess with the player. Another segment of the fight imitates a Windows application 

crashing, causing the player to believe that Pony Island is indeed crashing, when it’s not. The 

game messes with the player’s head. The final cutscene of the game tells the player to uninstall 

Pony Island and then closes the game. The game shuts itself down. At this point you start to 

question if the game was even talking to Guest at all or if it’s always been you.  

Pony Island also has a secret boss battle. This boss is only unlocked through finding 24 

tickets, or secrets, throughout the game. The game even comments on the fact that you must 

want a more “complete” ending which is why you discovered all the tickets. This makes the 

game good for both Achievers and Explorers. Some of the secrets can only be found by 

exploring the game in new ways and going off the beaten path. The Steam community was very 

active in this on the forums - trying to find new secrets and areas of the game. Pony Island has a 

lot of beyond-the-object interactivity because the secrets can bec long and complicated, such 

as translating binary code that gives you a phrase which then leads to another clue, so on and 

on. Many of the tickets continues the game’s theme of using non-diegetic information in 

interesting ways. Some of the tickets must be found through the various versions of the arcade 

game’s title screens, which is non-diegetic to the Guest. One of the tickets is found in the 

player’s non-diegetic menus - they must pause the game and go into the graphics menu to find 

it. Along with rewarding achievers and explorers, the game further tries to mess with player’s 

head by making the pause menu part of the game itself. 



Pony Island comprises of three main boss battles and in each the player has a slightly 

different relationship to the game. The main mechanic of the first boss battle is the pseudo-

hacking code puzzles. This places the player in the role of the Guest trying to break out of the 

arcade machine via their non-diegetic information. The second boss battle is based off Pony 

Island, the arcade game, in which you properly fight the boss in the form of a pony using the 

ludic phronesis that you’ve gained playing different versions of the game. The final boss battle 

is the quiz-like simulation which directly addresses the player. This is different than the other 

two bosses, which are more directed at the Guest. It’s not about the Guest, instead it’s entirely 

about the player’s ability to concentrate and pay attention. The player can’t get used to one 

type of boss fight because the formats of all three are so vastly different. The game seemingly 

adapts to what the Guest is doing, which further messes with the player’s head. 

Pony Island manipulates the divide between diegetic and non-diegetic information to 

confuse and mess with the player. By turning non-diegetic information into diegetic information 

the player comes to doubt the confines of the entire game and is placed at odds with it. When 

the pause menu, Steam, and your computer become part of the game, the player has no clue 

whether Pony Island is referring to the player character or the player themselves. The player is 

placed into many roles during the game: the pony, the Guest, and themselves. The game 

deliberately taunts and frustrates the player in order to illicit some type of reaction. It uses the 

player’s expectation of what a game is against them. In the end, Pony Island causes a player to 

reflect on our own influence on games and our expectations of what we believe a game is.  

 


