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In this document we are going to analyse as a
game the Camino to Santiago de Compostela, a
pilgrimage to this town located in the north-west
of Spain which dates from the medieval age. De-
spite of its religious origins, it has became popu-
lar for its experience even among agnostics.

1 The pilgrimage: origins and
current situation

As related in a document calledConcordia de An-
tealtares from the year 1077, during the reign of
the king Alfonso II (791 - 842), a hermit called
Pelayo was living in Solovio, close to his church
dedicated to Saint Felix. He had a revelation that
in the surroundings of Solovio, the tomb of Saint
James the Great (one of the twelve apostles of
Jesus) was placed, at the same time as several
members of the congregation of the church de-
clared to have seen lights over a certain place.
This was communicated to Teodomiro, bishop
of the diocese of Iria Flavia, who checked the
lights by himself and found what he determined
to be the tomb of the apostle. The king was
notified about the finding and came all the way
from Oviedo, finally ordering the construction of
a small church.

Front face of the cathedral of Santiago (wikime-
dia commons)

Despite of the several issues of trust into this
story (it is not even clear whether Saint James the
Great was buried in Spain, notice that this shows
up in Spain in an age of pressure by the Arab

threat and the fear of the lose of Christianity), the
church got popularly converted into a pilgrimage
destination at the time, but it would not be until
the XI century, when the Jacobean phenomena
had been consolidated, that the civil and eccle-
siastic authorities started participating in the pro-
motion or organisation of the pilgrimage. A se-
ries of buildings, marks and even laws to protect
the pilgrims were elaborated. The church was
remodeled, replaced and amplified several times
along the history, eventually being consecrated
as a cathedral during the reign of Alfonso IX in
1211. Nowadays, the town of Santiago de Com-
postela, born after the finding of the rests and cur-
rently declared World Heritage Site by UNESCO,
surrounds the cathedral.

After some centuries of low popularity, in the
middle of the XX century great efforts were made
to restore the pilgrimage to Santiago. After the
big promotion received by the government with
motive of the jubilee year in 1993, hundreds of
thousands of pilgrims walk along one of the of-
ficial routes to the town, getting this number in-
creased every year (getting to 327.378 people in
the year 2018). The Camino is mantained with
the help of several associations of Amigos del
Camino (friends of the camino), which help with
the management of free hostels, marking of the
routes, defense and preservation, and the elab-
oration of publications and maps.

While a lot of people makes the Camino for
religious or spiritual reasons, it is increasingly
gaining popularity as an sportive or ludicrous
way to expend time and visit new places. The
most common itinerary is known as the Camino
Francés, which comes all along the north of the
peninsula, starting even further than the Pyre-
nees, but 286 different routes have been cata-
logued to the moment, travelling along more than
80.000 Km in 28 different countries. Since the
Camino was born, it has been considered a great
place of reunion and cultural exchange among
the European population, being considered part
of the generation of a common European con-
sciousness.
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2 The Camino as a game

The Camino has been and is still origin to many
different games (from the Templars times, when it
is attributed to be the origin of the popular board
game of the goose [1], to our days with games
like El Códex del Peregrino [9]). Despite of this,
we want to analyse theCamino itself as a gaming
activity, to try to understand some of the keys of
its success from a gaming perspective.

To certify that they have completed the
Camino, the Church authorities offer to those ar-
riving in pilgrimage to the Pilgrim’s Reception Of-
fice in the Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela,
an accreditation known as The Compostela (pop-
ularly, and incorrectly, called Compostelana):

“In order to get a Compostela, a pilgrim must
fulfil three basic requirements: they must have
taken the Camino for spiritual or religious rea-
sons; they must have completed at least 100 km
on foot or on horseback, or 200 km by bicycle,
on any of the routes that make up the Camino.
And they must be able to accredit the distance
covered” [3].

To accredit this distance, a pilgrim must pos-
sess a Pilgrim’s Credential. This document, sim-
ilar to a passport, must be stamped in hostels,
churches, Friends of the Camino associations,
cafes or Correos post offices along the way, at
least two times per day. This way, the Camino
can be interpreted as a game where the goal
is to get the Compostela by traveling along the
routes and getting the required stamps. Some
other certifications can be achieved at certain lo-
cations, as it is the case of the Pedronía, that can
be achieved by walking from Santiago to Padrón
(a nearby town placed where the capital of Iria
Flavia used to be) and visiting some places re-
lated to the Camino in the town. In this case, we
could consider it some kind of pervasive game
[7] as it expands both spatially, socially and tem-
porally the “magic circle”. A pervasive game in-

vented several centuries agowith theological pur-
poses which nowadays works as a massive en-
gine for tourism.

An analysis of the mechanics, as described
in [8], can be really complex and hard to ap-
ply in the case of such a big, real activity. We
could limit ourselves to identify them as walking,
which changes the player position, and collecting
stamps, required to “win” the game. But this, of
course, would fall really far away from the real
experience: the players have tons of methods
to alter the game state: they eat, they talk to
each other, they sleep, they can use money ex-
changes, etc. A better approach can be then to
try to identify gameplay design patterns [4], as
they allow for higher levels of abstraction.

An obvious approach to this is to part from
the clearly identifiable Game World Exploration1.
Most of the people who do the Camino make
for exploration reasons, and this is encouraged
by the requirement of the stamps, which we can
identify as an instance of Check Points. The
stamps work also as Progress Indicators, which
is a common consequence of the use of Check
Points. The pilgrims have also an identifying
symbol, the scallop shell, which not only identi-
fies them but also mark the milestones who al-
low them to follow the several official routes, we
can identify these as an instance of Diegetically
Outstanding Features, converting this stones in
some kind of Landmarks pattern.

We can also observe a Value of Effort, as pil-
grims are expected to go on foot, horse or bike
rather than by other easier methods of trans-
portation (more on this in section 3). Despite
of Value of Effort being a mean to instantiate
some kind of Tension, it is really hard to iden-
tify Tension as a fundamental part of the Camino.
While there is some Tension inherent to the ex-
ploration and lack of knowledge about the places
that you will find, the Camino is conceived and
performed more like a relaxed exploration of the

1Texts marked in italics here and in the following paragraphs are meant to indicate the reference to gameplay design
patterns rather than the simple use of the words. A description to all the patterns mentioned can be found in [4].
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world. There is no presence of Enemies or
Traps for example. At the core of the Camino
we rather identify Emotional Attachment, gener-
ated both by the beautiful views and the social
interaction. We can observe then here that Col-
laborative Actions and Altruistic Actions, which
emerge naturally along the Camino are in big part
responsible of supporting the Emotional Attach-
ment. Notice that this actions are not directly sup-
ported by the “rules” to obtain the Compostela,
but they emerge from the social contract around
the Camino (see 3).

The Value of Effort as a main point in such
a long journey implies that both the Compostela
and the stamps represent Grind Achievements.
Some authors [10] have identified grinding as a
temporal dark pattern. It is true that the Camino
favors time over skill, which from a gaming per-
spective could be seen indeed as a negative
thing. However, there is no darkness in the use of
grinding here, as the player is not fooled or mis-
taken about howmuch time she is gonna expend.
Pilgrims usually know how long the Camino will
take them and prepare accordingly. Consequen-
tially, there is no trap or time usurpation in it,
grinding is cleanly incorporated as part of the
Camino way to work.

3 The social contract

An important part of how the Camino works
is completely implicit, there is a social contract
which defines how the people should interact
along it. They are expected to be open to meet
each other and collaborate to solve the problems
they might have. More important than that, there
is a golden social rule that structures the game:
to really earn your reward, you have to walk to
it (or do it by bike or horse), i.e. it should re-
quire your effort. Of course, a pilgrim could lie,
just go by car or train from place to place and ob-
tain the Compostela, but this would go against
the implicit rules of the game. Since the main re-
ward, the Compostela, has a purely social value,

it is enough for this rule to keep in a social level:
players know for themselves the game makes no
sense if one cheats at this, there is no need for
bigger effort into checking it by part of the church
authorities. Somehow, by skipping it they are
not fooling anyone else but themselves (which
resonates with the self-exploratory part of the
game). This kind of “honor code” is a part of the
role they take, they know they are lying to them-
selves about the value of the final reward (as the
Compostela has no “real value” unless for reli-
gious purposes), but they accept it and assimilate
this lie as they know the experience itself will be a
reward, and that a lot of non-measurable, enjoy-
able things will come up by following this simple,
more clear objective.

The culture generated around the pilgrimage
conforms an important set of rules which are not
written anywhere, they are just share from a pil-
grim to the other, or to and from the people living
in the towns along the way.

4 MDA components in the
Camino

In [6], the authors describe a formal model to
analyse and design games based on three main
components: mechanics, dynamics and aesthet-
ics. Looking for these three components in the
Camino can help us understand better how it is
composed and how this parts work together.

First, we have the mechanics component,
which “describes the particular components of
the game, at the level of data representation and
algorithms” [6]. We can interpret this to be, in the
case of the Camino, the Compostela and the dif-
ferent tasks / elements needed to obtain it: the
stamps, walking and following one of the routes,
the route marks as well as the routes themselves
and visiting all that is placed on them: hostels,
churches and other monuments, etc. These me-
chanics make arise the different dynamics that
we can observe during “gameplay”, i.e. along the
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pilgrimage. The dynamicsmay include things like
the sharing of information among the different pil-
grims or with the people they find along the route,
getting lost and exploring new places, visiting
monuments, thinking about yourself and your in-
ner feelings and thoughts, feeling in contact with
culture and nature, etc. Notice that the Camino is
not a competitive game, it is more a collaborative
exploration, which may be a competition against
oneself in capacity but also a contemplative ex-
perience. It is specially interesting how it keeps
a deep feeling of player agency while it presents
a fundamentally passive approach: the pilgrim is
there to visit, to see, not to create. But this con-
templation is also produce by interaction, by con-
versation and by actions, it is an active passivity
in some way. Notice that even the route is prede-
fined, after choosing a starting point, the pilgrim
does not have much of a choice of which path to
follow in the bigger scale.

Finally, dynamics are the basis to create the
aesthetic experiences. In the same taxonomy
presented by Hunicke, LeBlanc and Zubek [6],
we could say the aesthetic goals for the Camino
can be Sensation, as it provides a pleasure expe-
rience in many cases; Fellowship, as it works as
a social framework to meet and interact with new
people while making a journey together; Fantasy
(although maybe is not the best word to use in
this case), as it has a part to make-believe for
those making it by religious purposes, strength-
ening their faith; both Discovery and Expression,
as a way of self-discovery, and Challenge, as it
can be really challenging physically depending
on the weather, time and distance chosen. We
could also contemplate some kind of Narrative in
it, more like a secondary aesthetic and formed
by several smaller stories along the Camino, to-
gether with the general story about both Saint
James and the discovery and construction of the
cathedral. It talks also about the history and cul-
ture of Europe and its christian basis.

5 GNS perspective

We could also take a look at the Camino from a
GNS perspective, as described in [2]. The GNS
consists of three different ways to look at role play
games: gamist, narrativist and simulationist. It
is not clear whether the Camino would be a role
play game, but it surely fits into some ideas and
ways to work of a role play game, specially if we
are attending to the reasons why people decide
to perform it, i.e. to play the game. Doing it, the
player assume a very defined role: the pilgrim.
They obey a series of social rules (as described
in section 3) and put themselves in that collabora-
tive, exploratory and contemplative perspective,
effectively changing their way to interact with the
world around them.

From a gamist perspective, the Camino of-
fers the Challenge aesthetics that we mentioned
in section 4. It offers a physical challenge, a com-
petition against oneself which can be adapted to
the capacities of each player. A gamist perform-
ing the Camino might decide to expend less time
visiting the places and put more interest into the
distances travelled, the speed achieved, the dif-
ficulty of the route, etc. A significant part of the
people performing the Camino by bike looks at it
from this perspective.

From the perspective of a narrativist, instead,
the Camino offers a real-life experience which
can be more or less interesting in a literary
way. Apart from the historic and cultural contents
along the route, it also generates a large series of
small stories that the participants construct all to-
gether. Every single pilgrim who arrives to Santi-
ago de Compostela brings with him several small
stories to tell, fragments of the game which com-
pound a closed, complete narrative with both in-
troduction, conflict and resolution.

Simulationists are usually interested in explo-
ration, not only exploration in spatial terms but
also in the internal logic of the journey. The
Camino is a really suitable experience for this
kind of players, as they might be able to ex-
plore several topics like the cultural relationships
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among the villages and towns in the Camino, the
religious traditions behind them, their way to un-
derstand and relate to the world and (maybe)
their faith, etc.

6 Spatial rewards
The stamps obtained along the way and the route
exploration can indicate that the Camino is some-
how centered on spatial rewards, both of envi-
ronment and exploration [5]. As the players ad-
vance from place to place, they are rewarded with
a new stamp, and they can proceed to explore
new places with new situations waiting for them.
In the end, the game is placed on the real world
so the challenges for the players are endless and
can show up in lots of unexpected ways.

The stamps themselves, are more then than
a simple requirement to get the Compostela: they
act like score systems, as well as social rewards.
This can be easily checked as pilgrims share with
proud their collection of stamps, and it is not un-
usual for them to collect more stamps than the
ones required to obtain the certification. These
most frequent rewards than the final one help to
keep players engaged in the game, helping them
not to give up along the way. Of course, we can-
not deny that the other aspects of the game, as
they are meeting new people, the beautiful views
or more simple things like maybe some special
food found along the way, help in great measure
to keep pilgrims going on and on towards their
final goal (see aesthetics in section 4). Notice
also how the final reward is expected to be big-
ger in several senses: all routes converge to San-
tiago, where the cathedral and the apostle are
found. Both in a religious, a cultural and a social
ways the final reward is substantially more attrac-
tive than the minor, intermediate ones. This (or
maybe the promise of this) effectively engages
the player into finalising the route arriving to the
end of their journey.

Minor social rewards are used sometimes to
promote tourism to other places, as it is the case
of the Pedronía, mentioned in section 2, which re-

wards players who visit Padrón and the Camino-
related places there with an special certificate.
These kind of rewards also encourage explo-
ration as part of the experience.

7 Conclusions
Taking a gaming perspective, we have seen how
exploration is at the heart of the Camino and how
the stamps collection and the social interaction
based on collaboration work to keep pilgrims en-
gaged with the experience andmake their adven-
ture interesting. We analysed how the different
kinds of gamers can feel attracted to it and how
the different layers of the MDA framework work
to build the experience. By the complex nature
of the phenomena, the pure gamist analysis can-
not cover all the points that led the Camino to
its current popularity: there is an important part
of marketing, politics and theology involved in it.
However, it allows to explain how it becomes an
enjoyable experience which suppose the core for
the popular advertising: many pilgrims will make
the pilgrimage because some relative or friend
who made it before has talked to them about it.

The observations made here could be easily
extrapolated to some kinds of games, like walk-
ing adventures, whose similarities are trivial, and
ideas from the Camino could be used to make
out of these games a more complete experience.
Moreover, most of the characteristics analysed
can be generalised to a wider pilgrimage context
and used to compare different pilgrimage routes
in how they differ from or are similar to each other.

We can also induce some of the lacking ex-
periences in the Camino which could be used to
make it even more interesting. Optional quests
solving puzzles across towns could be organ-
ised, for example, to generate more tension.
Time rewards [5] could be added offering some
special certification by completing certain dis-
tances in certain amounts of time. Taking it as
a LARP, an story about medieval age pilgrims
could be organised to add some more dramatic
context appealing to themore narrativist profiles.
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