CubeFest Transcription


Michael Smith: Hi guys. First of all I want to say a big to Oliver and Guy for organising all this; this isn’t a Mind Candy event, this is a player event. We are very honoured to have been invited to speak today. So the plan is I’m going to have a quick, 5 minute, random, rambling chat about some of the things we’ve got up to at Mind Candy, and where some of the inspiration for Perplex City came from. Then we want to do a Q&A, and you may have seen them around the place, but Adam, Fi[ona], and Dan from Mind Candy are here, and also Jey who some of you may know was a player and recently joined us full time at Mind Candy, which we’re very excited by. So we wanted to make that announcement today. And also this is really exciting for us to sort of get away from our top secret hideaway office and come out and meet you guys {sniggers} In the middle of the south pacific in our volcano tapping away at our keyboards. It’s cool to get out and hear some of your views on the game, what you think is working, what isn’t working so start thinking of some questions for us. Oh, and the only other thing is we’ve prepared a very short 12 question Perplex City quiz to test your knowledge {laughs, cries of “no”} 

So I think there’s only one person here who was at ARGfest NY, Chip. Did anyone watch it on the webcast? {the odd yes} Oh, OK. Well I wasn’t going to read you that whole speech again, but there’ll be elements of that that I’ll be talking on.

So just very briefly, the background to what we’re doing; where this crazy idea came from was Masquerade, the book. Kit Williams had the absolutely fantastic idea in 1979. He wrote this book with a story and these illustrations running through it, and it was designed originally as a kids’ book, and it took the publishing world by storm when it came out because it tapped into something, people’s love of puzzles, their want for treasure, their love of stories, and I was very young when it came out and I didn’t fully understand what was going on, but from researching it nowadays and talking to my parents and a lot of other people who got involved, it seemed like a phenomenal idea and so 25 years on I think it’s time to do something crazy, a similar kind of global treasure hunt. That was the starting point for Perplex City. And when I started to look into Masquerade and thought about how we could adapt that to the modern world. Obviously there’s a lot more media at our disposal and you could do a really cool global treasure hunt. There’s the internet, there’s mobile phones, there’s newspapers and magazines and billboards, radio, and my head started to spin the more that I thought about this and I realised that I’d inadvertently stumbled onto ARGs which has been going for many years as you guys know. And it’s only recently starting to gather a lot of momentum. ARGs are such a wonderful way of telling a story, Hollywood and TV studios are looking at the genre now, trying to figure out how to create new content based around them. The games industry is obviously growing at a ridiculous pace and they’re also fascinated by ARGs. We’re going to see a lot more mass-market products coming out over the next few years. But one of the problems that we had when we were trying to develop this was that we had the concept of a global treasure hunt, but how could we turn it into a business, how could we fund this. A lot of fantastic grassroots games have been running for a while, but we wanted to do something on a much, much bigger level. So we started looking at the different options, there was obviously the book idea like Masquerade, there was the subscription model that has been tried, but at the end we settled on this very unusual card concept which had a very mixed reaction when we first announced it. It’s one of the key parts of our game and I’m just going to explain briefly why we think it’s such a new twist that we hope will work. When I was younger I used to collect football stickers, garbage pail kids and I think a few of you round the table did as well. And more recently there’s been the POKEMON thing, something like $6 billion in global sales at its peak. And we’re fascinated by this card trading pack. You buy a pack, get the one you want, and then it snowballs because you want your friends to buy them so they’ll play as well. And we wanted to create a similar set up for this game. So there are 3 reasons why the cards work so well and tie into this ARG.

1. There are a lot of people out there who find ARGs completely bewildering. I don’t know if you guys have ever tried explaining it to anyone, but you often get met with quite blank stares. The beauty of releasing the cards is that people can buy them and solve them at work, or on the train, or in the playground and they don’t need to visit a single website or do anything deeper. It’s standalone. My mother is an example, she loves puzzles, but she’d never get her head round and ARG.

2. The word of mouth element to the cards. They’re the sort of thing you could see someone doing in a bar and start talking to them. In a way that you wouldn’t take a puzzle magazine to a coffee shop or bar.

3. We want to build a puzzle brand. No-one has ever done this before, and I’ve always felt that puzzles have always been a little bit geeky, mensa with their boring black and white puzzles, or the puzzles you see in newspapers and they’re never the sort of thing you want to have on your coffee table or get too excited about. We’re trying to get designers from around the world to create puzzles for us. We’re just trying to wrap a lot more exciting stuff around them, and if we get that right, there’s so many directions that we could take Perplex City into.

One of the things that I’ve found frustrating about ARGs in the past is that so much effort goes into creating these worlds that last for a few months, and then are gone. This is frustrating not only for the creators, but also for the players as well. And if we get Perplex City right, we want this to last for years and years. So this card game is just the start of it. We’d like to launch a second series using similar characters. There’s so much we could do; we could have a TV show tied into it, or a magazine, or a game and it can span a lot of different directions.

The final thing I want to announce which we haven’t said before is that we’re starting to get sent a lot of puzzles by the players and it’s really cool to be receiving all these different ideas. And as puzzles get more developed and more mainstream through Perplex City, we’d like to launch a big exhibition. A global puzzle design exhibition. We’d get everyone involved, from celebrities to ARG players. We’re going to work with the science museum or the design museum and set up a big gallery space where the best 100 or so puzzles will be on display, we might turn it into a book after that. It’s the sort of event that will capture a lot of press attention and it’s really exciting. So if there are any wannabe puzzle designers out there, this is going to be a great way to get your puzzles into the public domain

So those are the things that I wanted to talk about, so if there are any burning questions that you guys have got, we’d be delighted to answer them. I don’t want to talk for too long because I’m sure you all want to drink beer and chat about other things.

Oliverkeers13: Will the future waves of cards contain the previous ones?

Michael: As you guys know, there will be 256 cards. We’ve had a few teething problems with the randomness of the cards. There are 66 out at the moment, the next 66 that we are going to launch are going to be self contained in the packets, so they won’t be mixed up with the original 66. But the original wave will still be available for those joining the game later. The wave after that, if we can work it out with our printers, will be intermingled. As you guys are probably aware, there have been a few teething problems since the start, so we’re learning lots for the second season.

Mystery person whose face and name I didn’t get: When will we be able to register the solves online?

Michael: We would have loved to have launched everything at the same time, but the technical side proved quite tricky so we decided on a two step program. We’re looking at the start of October. Adam’s our CTO so has been working around the clock to get that solved

Adam: Only that we’re going to have it up very soon, very soon. We’re in the final stages at the moment. We don’t really want to give any concrete deadlines in case we miss them.

Michael: we’re looking at October 3rd as a provisional date so it should be some time around then. The great thing about that is that it’ll pull a lot more mainstream players in, currently they solve the card, visit the site, and it’s sort of a brick wall because they can’t solve it

Guy P: I gave my mum a card and she said “but it doesn’t have the answers on” {riotous laughter}

Michael: A lot of people, surprisingly, think the silver scratch off contains the answer which would be a very strange thing for us to do.

So one of the things I wanted to find out is do you guys all know each other, have you all met before, because you obviously spend a lot of time chatting on the forum. Maybe you should all give your names?

Fi: and your handle too.

Michael: well why don’t you start, Fi?

Fi: I’m Fi on the forums and I’m Fiona Silk

Guy P: I’m Guy Parsons and I’m Guy P

Reason: I’m James and on the forum I’m Reason

Michael: First ever purchase of cards?

Reason: yeah, yeah.

Craig: I’m Craig and my handle’s Craig

Rob_Riv: My name’s Rob and my handle’s Rob_Riv

Unknown speaker who I couldn’t hear (SORRY!)

European Chris: I’m Chris and I’m European Chris

Quadrangle?: I’m Jessica and I’m Quadrangle? On the forum. (I couldn’t hear the name, I think it’s quadrangle)

Oliverkeers13: I’m Oliver Keers and I’m oliverkeers13

Michael: Is that to distinguish you from the 12 other ones?

Sasuntsi Davit: Hi I’m [Unknown, possibly David] and my handle is Sasuntsi Davit

Juxta: I’m Jamie and my handle’s Juxta

Dysper: I’m [censored] and I’m Dysper

Tanner (pointing to his nametag): I’m Tanner

Snowball: Celina, and I’m snowball

Unknown: Unknown

Michael: and Katie may well be the youngest Perplex City player at 7 years old

Tanner: And I’m the oldest

Wishi-San: I’m Jey and my handle is Wishi-San

Wintermute: I’m Pedar [I don’t know how to spell it] and my handle is Wintermute

Danhon: I’m Dan Hon and my handle is Danhon

My name’s Tim and my handle’s Chippy

Mark: My name’s Mark and I’ve looked at the forum but I’m actually not registered.

Michael: a lurker.

Justin: My name’s Justin and my handle’s Old Juxta? [can’t really hear it]

Michael: So as I said at the start it’d be really interesting to get a bit of feedback from you guys. Things you think we’ve been doing really badly, things you’d like to see changed, is it easy enough to follow, is it too slow and fragmented? Any thoughts or suggestions? Or are you ecstatically happy with it?

Adam: I think it’s brilliant

Michael: Thank you Adam. Especially the technical side of things?

Adam: Oh definitely. 

Dan: I’ve got a question about our salary…

Michael: yes, Later Dan.

Adam: Oh I’ve got another question: Who stole the cube, and where is it?

Michael: Ah, unfortunately I have no idea.

Jessica: So are you not writing the story Michael?

Michael: I’m not personally writing the story. No, we have a writer who is secret. She wants to remain secret for the time being. She’s signed a very big book deal with a major publishing firm and so she’s going to become quite a famous name.

Guy P: is she Belle Du Jour?

Michael: You know she may be actually.

Wishi-San: we wouldn’t know

Michael: exactly. But, no, she’s great because she’s into puzzles and she’s a good writer, but a lot of us get involved in the story creation as well.

Guy P: Does she write the story itself or just flesh out your ideas?

Michael: Well when she came on board we’d flashed out a fair bit of what was going to happen, and I’d been dreaming about Perplex City for about 3 years and I had a few characters fleshed out and a few ideas about the world. But I’m no writer, so she came in and took a lot of those ideas and developed new ones. It’s getting to the point where she’s getting help with the writing because there’s so much stuff.

Guy P: is inventing endless names as fun as I imagine it to be?

Michael: No it gets incredibly tricky after a while. I’d run out of random names to come up with. Naming all of the streets was quite tricky as there are several hundred.

European Chris: When you first started, what did you imagine your key demographic to be?

Michael: One of the things we were trying to do was build a really cool ARG, the other thing was to create a game that would click with the mass market. This was our biggest challenge. It’s quite easy to get you guys, the ARG players, interested. The mainstream audience need something simpler. So in terms of demographics, probably 16-29 year olds.

Guy P: none of those 30 year olds?

Michael: No, they’re not allowed to play. But we’re amazed at the age spread. From Katie to people who are 50, 60, 70 at the other end. The key thing is that we found that puzzles are universal. They’re played by different age groups, men, and women. Sudoku has shown that.

European Chris: How much mass market appeal do you think that things which are fairly complicated, like the tower of cubes, it’s fairly complicated mathematical stuff. How much mass market appeal do you think it’ll have?

Michael: Well there are a lot of puzzles that are incredibly difficult, a lot of those are designed to be solved collaboratively. Those are the rare ones, so if you’re just a mass market player, you’ll get mostly reds, oranges, and yellows that are much easier. For this first season of the game, what is probably going to end up happening is it’s going to be quite niche, it’s going to be quite underground, bubbling away under the surface. Then for the second series, it may be a little bit more mass market, some of the puzzles might be a little bit easier. We still haven’t decided. I think it’s much better to build something that’s a bit more niche because it gives it more longevity. If we’d released all the cards at once, say, it’d have burned very brightly, but it would have burnt out very soon.

Justin: Many other ARGs have promoted video games or films, is this promoting anything?

Michael: No-one has created an ARG that’s promoting itself. ILB promoted Halo, the Beast promoted AI. Many people assumed that we were backed by some major entertainment company. People assumed that we would be promoting some sort of Cube. I can assure you that that isn’t the case. This is a very unusual model, where we’re hoping the cards will finance the ARG that we’re creating and then Perplex City will spin off into a whole range of other products, but ones that we’re controlling, so ultimately we would love to make a film or a series of films, like Harry Potter did. Using the characters from perplex city. That’s a few years down the line, we’d need to sell a lot more cards first.

Snowball: This might not be one that you can answer, but when you’re talking about second and third seasons, this season’s for a missing cube, is the next one going to be a missing pyramid?

Michael: have you been reading our story notes? Yes that is the idea, there’ll be different objectives with each season, exactly what they’ll be, we’re not sure yet. It may not be something missing, it may be something completely different. It may tie into a TV show, so clues are in the episodes, then you solve puzzles between shows. Similar to a better version of Push, Nevada and so on. This genre is so young, there are so many different directions it could go in. We get approached by big brands a lot asking “I’ve heard about this crazy ARG thingy, how can I tie my product into it?” I think we’re going to see a lot of very commercial ARGs over the next few years, big brands will make them, not understanding how it all works. The other day we got approached by a cool hunter, they live in this really cool office in the middle of Clarkenwell, did you ever see Nathan Barley? They contacted us saying “wow, this ARG thing, it’s the next big thing, isn’t it? Come and paint the future for us, tell us what’s next.” They sell their reports to all sorts of companies looking to market themselves. So where we are is a really cool place to be. You guys are not just early adopters, you’re like the uber uber ultra early adopters. You’re there way before the traditional early adopters, who get there before the mass market. So who knows where the whole genre is going to end up? But there are a lot of people looking at it.

Chippy: I’ve got a question about the cards. Each card has a unique number, so you’re able to tell where the card was solved. Would there be any sort of geographical thing so that you create specific cards for specific areas?

Adam: We don’t have control over where the numbers go, worldwide. [big elaboration on this point that involves repetition that I can’t hear and isn’t that interesting or important]

Michael: Connected to that, when we were planning the puzzles, we had loads of meetings where we talked about all of the crazy stuff we could do. One of the ideas was, I probably shouldn’t be saying this, to put an ID chip or a tracker in a card. This cost way too much, but prices are falling so… When you bought that card it would be tracked so everyone would know where this ultra-rare card was. You could see its history, traded from person to person. Maybe players would have to track it down. There are all sorts of things you could do with it. We didn’t want to get too sinister. We know where you are at all times.

Guy P: the daily Mail article was inevitable.

Juxta: The Cards of Doom

Guy P: Will someone ban this sick filth?

Michael: We know we haven’t made it until we’ve had a daily mail article about us.

Guy P: you were actually in it though.

Michael: we were, but they were nice about it. They said nice things about us. I saw this great T-Shirt saying “ The Daily Mai Hates Us”. There will be all sorts of problems that they pick up on, something like we shouldn’t be sending mysterious packages to people without them knowing. Is this game subverting our youth? When Dungeons and Dragons came out there was a whole thing about kids getting into the occult. I think there are loads more positive elements to this than negative. The social thing and the forum, and the puzzles themselves. The educational aspect, learning through puzzles and loads of crazy new stuff, we’d like to do more things with schools. We think we could improve schools no end by introducing puzzles to the classroom.

Rob_Riv: Why did you decide to release the cards in waves, was it a lack of confidence?

Michael: If we’d released them all at once, they’d have been up on the internet in hours. We were worried about that from a commercial point of view. It would have severely inhibited new players coming on board. And we hadn’t created them all yet. We wanted to see which were the more popular forms, see which people interacted with before creating a second wave. So who knows what’ll happen in season 2?

Mark: What’s the distribution ratio and why hasn’t it been stated anywhere?

Michael: Well one of the reasons is that our publisher didn’t do it exactly as we wanted, so in some packs you’d get exactly the same six, which wasn’t great. We’re trying to iron out those problems. I think in rough numbers it’s about 1 in 10 packs has a silver in, but it seems to be less than that. Maybe our printers are nicking the silvers to sell on ebay.

