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Details of the experimental workshops of the methodological tool
42, The Meaning of Life: playing cards for telling stories 

THE TOOL
“42 - THE MEANING OF LIFE”: PLAYING CARDS FOR TELLING STORIES TOGETHER 
A deck of 42 words, one for each card, which can be used in many ways, in small or large groups, to share 
stories or allow people to tell something. 

THE CONTEXT 
“Stories are us” was one of the italian local actions of the Storytelling project Common Stories of Europe, 
at the International Library for Children “Edmondo De Amicis” from November 2013 to March 2014. The 
training course involved 15 people from different associations that already used storytelling in different social 
contexts: librarians, volunteers, educators, teachers. The main aim of the course was to connect people who 
work about the same theme, to shares tools and experiences, and to create with the group a new tool for 
storytelling. 
In the last part of the training course, after using a variety of tools for sharing stories, we ask each one to 
choose one novel for tell something about himself to the group. 
The question was: “Tell me who you are, with a story”. 
From all the stories we told we choose the words most significant and with these we created a deck of 42
cards, called 42 the meaning of life, and we translated all words in english and in the languages of the
partners. 
We created a graphic using the logo of the project,  and we have printed 20 copies, each of  which is
contained in a box, on which all the elements of the project description and, inside, instructions for use. 
The boxes with the cards have been distributed to all participants in the training course and its European
partners. A copy was donated to the Library for experimentation in activities with children and adults. 



HOW TO USE THE CARDS 
There are many ways to use them: 
You can draw a card from the deck and tell the group something about yourself related to the word (a story 
of life, a memory, a story you heard). 
You can dispose all the cards on a table and pick a few. 
You can match them to images (photos, illustrations) and invent new ways to use them. 
You can use them combined with some questions (i.e.: "when is the last time you heard that word?", "Do 
you remember a novel, or a film that talks about this?"...). 
You can use them as a starting point for making up stories. 
In general, they are an excellent tool you can use with groups of people to facilitate conversations: 
everybody has something to say about a word. You can use them at school, with groups of children (from 9-
10 years), with older kids, with groups of adults or elderly people (associations, libraries, bookstores, 
hospitals, etc.), with working groups, for manage a philosophical coffee... or in the streets, with people 
passing by. 

THE THEME 
The theme of the cards was chosen from one of the stories told during the training, "Hitchhiker's Guide to 
the Galaxy" by Douglas Adams. In the novel by Adams, a super computer is in charge of providing the 
answer to the fundamental question about Life, Universe and Everything. After seven million years of 
waiting, his response is, in fact, "42". “Forty-two! Is that all you've got to show for seven and a half million 
year's work?” “I checked it very thoroughly” said the computer “and that quite definitely is the answer. I 
think the problem, to be quite honest with you, is that you've never actually known what the question is” 
(Douglas Adams, Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy.) 
We love and choose this story, among other reasons because, more than answers, we love to ask questions, 
which are the heart of our social and educational work. 

THE WORKSHOPS WITH EUROPEAN PARTNERS 
During the project meeting of March 7, as part of the Storytelling Festival in Genoa, we have planned two 
sessions of workshop with cards, involving partners. 
Organization and management of the day and workshops attended by the whole group of students. 

The first workshop, was planned and conducted by Beatrice Poggio, visual artist who has collaborated in the 
project. The workshop was attended by 25 people: the group was composed of italian students and 
european partners.
During the workshop each participant received one of the cards, and an invitation to illustrate it using the 
technique of collage. At the end of the work, each participant told the group their graphic interpretation of 
the card. 



The second workshop, held in the afternoon, was designed and conducted by the group of people who 
participated in the training course, and involved 30 people, divided into 4 groups of participants and 
partners. Each group had an italian facilitator, who led the work using a track of work prepared by the 
course coordinator, and gathered the results of the work.

The purpose of the working group was to look at the cards and try to think of how to use them in different 
situations, with small or large groups. 
each conductor of the groups, before starting the discussion, ordered all the cards on the table, and 
suggested some input to the group, using the questions. 
For example, you draw a card at random and you answer the question: What was the last time you heard 
one of these words? 
Or what was your favoUrite word when you were a child? 
What word (or words) you put in your suitcase when you go on a trip? 
What would you like to receive as a gift for your birthday? 

After working with the questions the conductor asked participants how they would like to use them in 
situations where they work, and took note of what was said.

Conclusions: The goal of the workshop was fully achieved. The group of course participants has worked 
hard to involve partners and to lead groups, and it is easily created a good working environment. 
The experimentation of the cards worked well: we have verified that the cards work, and lend themselves to 
very different uses.
Each participant had the opportunity to share their experience, and to make suggestions for use, and all 
partners have expressed a desire to use them in their own work context.








