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INTRODUCTION

What can the Nevada desert
teach marketers about
connection?
How can you convey the spontaneity, wonder, and relationship-building of an experience like Burning
Man using 0s and 1s?
When Helix Wolfson and Elliot Jobe set out to build The Infinite Playa, a part of the Burning Man
Multiverse, they solved this problem by sharing their experience through PureWeb’s powerful distribution
platform. This platform delivered two critical capabilities:
1. The ability to share a photorealistic, 3D experience to any and every device.
2. The ability to facilitate several unique and interactive user experiences in real time
to replicate the feeling of socializing and interacting.
This technology delivered an environment where attendees could be curious about their surroundings,
interact with fellow participants, and discover mutual interests without relying on text chats or video
streams.
What can larger companies focused on virtual trade shows, event marketing, or online education
have to learn from the technological challenges of an event with zero marketing?

Turns out, quite a lot. Burning Man events focus on community building and authenticity. So The Infinite
Playa’s key performance indicator was a feeling, not a deliverable tied to shareholder value or sales
targets. As a result, The Infinite Playa’s technology needs were entirely focused on one question: How do
we create a truly interactive experience?
In a post-COVID world, events will become physical-virtual hybrids, and the way brands engage with
large audiences will change. The companies that create authentic, social, and accessible virtual
experiences will succeed in the race for engagement.
Understanding the steps The Infinite Playa took to create this experience for Burners serves as a case
study for companies interested in using the right technology to distribute interactive 3D experiences and
facilitate meaningful online interactions.
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The Problem:
How do you build a virtual
event to remember?
When asked about Burning Man in 2014, Elon Musk reportedly said:

“If you haven’t been, you just don’t get it.”1
Quotes like this usually heighten the mystique around Burning Man. But in 2020, they only inspired grief.
In April, Burning Man cancelled the year’s event due to the coronavirus pandemic. Regular Burners
wouldn’t reconvene with their cherished community and hopeful Burners would miss their
highly-anticipated entry into this famous experience. Instead, old and aspiring Burners alike would have
to wait and see what the organization offered as a replacement.
Creating a substitute Burning Man experience would be easier said than done. Other events, like trade
shows and concerts, had shifted online. They used webinars, live streams, and other channels, but they
weren’t ideal replacements. They provided one-to-many experiences instead of one-to-one experiences
which left attendees craving real interactivity. For The Infinite Playa, interactivity was the entire point of the
event, so an online Plan B had to be different.
Spontaneity, exploration, and curiosity were not “nice-to-haves” in the Burning Man experience. They
were the backbone of the entire event.
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“In The Infinite Playa, you can walk around and walk up to a random person and engage with
them and then go discover things together. Or explore with your friends, check stages out,
and have conversations. You can sneak away from the crowd for a one-on-one interaction.
All of that is done within the experience rather than going off to a breakout room.”

— Helix Wolfson, co-creator of The Infinite Playa

Burning Man is often called a festival, but it doesn’t refer to itself that way. Instead, it calls itself a
“community” and “temporary city”.2 This isn’t a marketing exercise. It’s a directive that dictates the
choices the organization makes. The concrete features that would’ve made the shift from a physical event
to a digital event a straightforward proposition didn’t exist. Aside from the established days in the desert,
there’s no official schedule. There are no assigned stages, or booths. Instead, Burners show up, set up
camps, and the camps arrange their own performers, DJs, stages, and art installations.

The event becomes “the event” in real time
based on the people who show up.
This presented a problem for The Infinite Playa’s masterminds.
How could they create the sense of being “there” when “there” relied on:
1. Real-time interactions (not pre-scheduled events)
2. An accessible “space” when there was no physical space
3. The ability to populate the space with content like art, stages, and cars
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The Creation: What are the specs
for a technology that supports
real connection?
The Infinite Playa’s co-creators Helix Wolfson and Elliot Jobe faced two major challenges: a short time
frame and limited resources. But they also had three massive advantages: an understanding
of technology, experience with events, and a strong commitment to preserving the ethos of Burning Man.
The two creators needed the right combination of technology to incorporate core Burning Man tenets,
such as communal effort and participation, into the online event’s fabric.
At first blush, these principles presented a challenge to the event's ability to adapt to a digital format.
The focus on decommodification, for example, meant that Burning Man couldn’t turn to event sponsors
to fund a massive virtualization effort. On the flip side, Burning Man’s adherence to its principles over
decades meant that it had a passionate, engaged community rooting for its continuity.

“We’re trying to connect with people emotionally and that
means as intuitively as possible, so that they’re not really
thinking. That’s what creating a virtual world does.”
— Helix Wolfson, co-creator of The Infinite Playa
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Building The Infinite Playa
For Helix and Elliot, the goal of The Infinite Playa was to create a homecoming experience for Burners. It
would elicit the feelings of spontaneity, wonder, and interactivity that Burners experience when pulling up
to the desert camp.

“The benchmark of success was to create the feeling of being transported home. I wanted old
Burners who would miss this annual pilgrimage to feel like, “Oh, I got a little taste of that”, and I
wanted to give new Burners a sense of the wonder and awe and the experience of being there.”
— Helix Wolfson, co-creator of The Infinite Playa

From a technological and project management point of view, this meant being extremely clear about what
they could live without and what had to be included in the final product. It was an incredibly hard exercise
considering all the pieces that make Burning Man meaningful. As Mashable’s Chris Taylor described,
Burning Man is:

“The playa dust in your hair, blast of fire art on a cold night,
clever costumes constructed of EL wire and art you can
touch on a vast desert canvas...random encounters and
generous gifts on offer”.3

After cataloguing every small, but meaningful feature that made Burning Man what it is, how could Elliot
and Helix prioritize?
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Ultimately, they decided on a few non-negotiables:
• The experience had to be photorealistic. They wanted to ensure a life-like virtual representation of
Nevada’s Black Rock Desert.
• The interactivity had to be equal. The streams of information sharing had to be symmetrical and
bi-directional. Unlike a livestream where the performer shares most of the content and the interactivity
is asymmetric (audiences can only respond via comments or chat), The Infinite Playa’s participants
would need to both provide experiences and enjoy experiences.
• The experience had to be accessible and inclusive. The experience could not be limited to people with
expensive technology and sophisticated GPUs for 3D rendering. It had to be something anyone could
access from their device.

From a tech point of view, this meant that The Infinite Playa would need two vital resources:
1. A game engine to create photorealistic 3D graphics and effects.
2. A powerful interactive 3D distribution platform that would allow consumers to access the experience
from any device and interact in real time with other attendees.

But the final problem was making the event interactive and full of delight and wonder for participants.

“What people have come to expect from virtual events is this very kind of static, stagnant
Zoom experience,” says Helix. “And even at the better events where they incorporate video
content and live performance, there’s no deep interactivity. There's no chance, really, for
discovery. This idea of discovery is so much of what’s missing when you make the leap from a
real event to a virtual event. This feeling of, “Hey, what's over there?” or, “Oh my God, is that
my friend over there” and you walk up and get to see them and go to talk to them. Or meeting
someone new. All of those things are very hard to duplicate in a sort of flat box context. So
that's really a big part of what we were trying to bring back into the equation.”

With their photorealistic 3D assets created, and more ideas coming in from the Burner community, the
team turned to PureWeb. PureWeb was the only solution on the market that could offer the unique,
interactive experience essential to The Infinite Playa.
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The Solution:
Distributing real interactivity
on a global scale
Today, we consider virtual event disadvantages unavoidable. Virtual Events:
• Introduce friction to spontaneous interactions or conversations
• Cause miscommunications because of limited non-verbal cues like body language or facial expressions
• Act as an inferior substitute to in-person interactions for relationship building
• Create an asymmetric dynamic, because the presenter or the host shares most of the content while
participants have a smaller amount of interactive power through text or video chat

PureWeb’s distribution platform challenges many of these assumptions about virtual events. Our
technology rejects the notion of virtual events as a begrudgingly-accepted, functional alternative. Instead,
our technology encourages virtual events to become a natural extension of physical events.
For this reason, PureWeb’s Reality platform specifically focuses on sharing photorealistic 3D content
through the cloud. Our platform is designed to obliterate many of the challenges associated with
traditional digital experiences. Challenges that The Infinite Playa team also faced.
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Accessibility & Photorealism
With PureWeb, a Burner with a laptop and browser had the same visual experience as an attendee with a
powerful GPU. The platform secures the source files at the server level and only transmits the rendered
image to the end user’s device, limiting the need to leech their computer’s GPU.

“In terms of distribution, the idea was to try and make it as available as possible, particularly
for those who aren't already technologically minded or video game-player minded,”
— Elliot Jobe, co-creator of The Infinite Playa

Interestingly, this interactive experience marked the first time Burning Man could fully realize its principle
of inclusion. The physical event’s barriers to entry included tickets which cost hundreds of dollars, time
off work, travel expenses, car rentals, camping equipment, and lots of planning. The virtual Infinite Playa
eliminated all of these obstacles and opened up the experience to more people.

Real Interactivity
Platforms like YouTube or Netflix offer uni-directional streams, and in some cases offer asymmetric
interactivity through comments or live chat. PureWeb’s platform ensures that creators like The Infinite
Playa team can deliver a stable, globally interactive experience by:
• Facilitating the bi-directional stream of information between the interactive 3D experience and the user
• Managing several bi-directional streams between the interactive 3D experience and multiple users, so
everyone creates their own unique experience that ties into the larger virtual world
• Ensuring scalability and stability so that one user’s interaction with the interactive 3D experience
doesn’t adversely impact another user’s interaction with the 3D experience

“Being able to deliver an experience in 60 seconds to
someone directly on pretty much any device...That's pretty
hard to argue with,” says Elliot.
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Connection to the 3D Experience Value Chain
Many creators and companies that use Unreal Engine to create their interactive 3D experiences use
PureWeb to distribute them. This is thanks to PureWeb’s existing compatibility with Unreal Engine. In fact,
this natural connection to the 3D experience value chain made working with PureWeb an obvious choice
for The Infinite Playa team.

“We were on a crazy tight timeline, so we were also careful not to reinvent any wheels,” says
Elliot. “That PureWeb had worked with Unreal, had done pixel stream-type deployments,
and could help us in other ways as they’d done for other clients, made choosing them a
no-brainer in terms of how we were going to actually make this happen in 60 days or 45 days.
I don’t think there would have been another way to do it.”

Over the course of a week, The Infinite Playa had the capacity to greet over a million attendees from
around the world and from any device. PureWeb’s powerful distribution capacity allowed The Infinite
Playa the ability to convert the intangible into 0s and 1s and share that experience with people around the
world.
The Infinite Playa was Helix and Elliot’s first project for their new business venture, Infinite Reality. It’s a
fitting debut since their company wants to focus on creating authentically interactive experiences. They’re
eager to apply lessons from The Infinite Playa to future events.

“This opportunity extends far beyond COVID, because what's happened is that the doors
have been opened,” explains Helix. “Physical events are always going to have practical
limits that virtual events don’t. For example, Burning Man can get about 80,000 people into
Burning Man. There’s a world of people who are curious about Burning Man who could never
get tickets or make the journey. Well, now those people all around the world have the
opportunity to engage with Burning Man and experience the culture.”

“I think after COVID we’re going to see a hybrid of physical events being extended by the
virtual events. Physical events are expensive. They come with a lot of logistics. Now that this
technology has been accepted widely, I think there’s going to be an opportunity for companies
to say, “Do we really need to have this giant physical conference when we can do this
virtually?” What Infinite Reality is offering is a way to do it at the highest level in a way that’s far
more engaging than the typical Zoom-type of experience.”
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CONCLUSION

The Future: What can event
organizers learn from
The Infinite Playa?
Let’s return to our earlier question: What can event organizers and marketers learn from The Infinite Playa
experience?
First, they can learn that the desire to connect is incredibly powerful and people are waiting for the most
effective ways to fulfill that desire. Currently, consumers, audiences, and attendees are patiently
accepting the static, asymmetrical experiences available. There’s proof that there’s a need. Since social
distancing measures went into place, feelings of isolation have jumped and people report a desire for
more meaningful interaction.4 The companies that figure out how to go beyond “functional” online
experiences will succeed.
Second, consumers and audiences are willing to accept new channels for connection, so long as those
channels don’t dilute their experience. Again, there’s a need. COVID-19 disrupted the over $73
billion-dollar professional sports industry5 and the $2.1 trillion entertainment industry, with the
latter contracting by 5.6% in 2020.6 It has postponed important gatherings and cut people off from their
support networks.
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Unsurprisingly, this has initiated a huge shift towards remote technologies, even within populations where
adoption had been traditionally low. Moreover, people are seeing just how much – ranging from teaching
to learning to working to governing – they can accomplish online. As a result, there will be a strong
consumer appetite for well-developed physical-virtual hybrid events.
Finally, the third lesson that organizers and event marketers can learn is that the technology exists. As
The Infinite Playa’s PureWeb-enabled experience demonstrates, it is 100 percent possible to turn these
lessons into action. In fact, some companies have already started. Car manufacturers have begun
transforming their static photo libraries into interactive 3D car shows that potential buyers can view from
any device. Consumer expectations evolve fast and as these experiences become the norm, customers
will flock to these brands and leave the others behind.
Translation: The future is here, and our definition of “connecting” has evolved. It’s time for event
organizers and events to evolve, too.

CONTACT US
to learn more about how PureWeb can help you bring your
entertainment, sales, and marketing events to your guests, members,
fans, and customers anywhere in the world, through real-time cloud
streaming and our fully managed service.
www.pureweb.com
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