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TWELVE MINUTES TO MIDNIGHT
Discussion Notes

• The book is set in Victorian London. As a group, discuss what you all know about this 
time in history.

• In the first chapter, how does the author build tension?

• Discuss the relationship between Penelope and Monty. Think about the differences in their 
ages and who seems to have the most power in their relationship.

• Why do you think Bethlem Hospital was known as Bedlam? What does this mean?

• How does the author’s description of Bedlam influence your first impression of the hospital?

• How do you think Penelope feels, having to hide her identity and work with Monty to try 
and discover what is going on in the hospital?

• From the first few chapters, have a go at predicting what you think is taking place in the 
hospital.

• The writings of the patients are called the ‘Midnight Papers’. How does this name add to 
the eeriness of the papers?

• Brainstorm some words that could be used to describe the first visit to Bethlem Hospital. 
Was it a successful visit? What questions does it leave Penelope with?

• How does the setting of the book in Victorian London influence the story? How do you 
think the story would differ if it was set in the present?

• What barriers does Penelope face whilst she is trying to solve the mystery? How does she  
cope with these? Brainstorm a list of words to describe Penelope and her methods of  
investigation. 

• Lady Cambridge has become obsessed with power and finding out the future. If there was 
a way of finding out your future, would you want to? Why/why not?

• What language techniques does the writer use when describing the poisoning of Penelope? 
E.g. ‘she felt the black silken threads of the web tighten their grip’. 

• A lot of people underestimate Penny and she doesn’t take credit for her own stories. How 
do you think this makes her feel? Have you ever experienced anything similar?

• How shocked were you when Lady Cambridge appeared at the party? How did the author 
build up to this scene effectively?

• How do you think Penelope feels, having to go to the one person she has been avoiding to 
ask for help?

• Why do you think stories of the future made everyone feel trapped, sending them mad? 

• Penelope manages to solve the mystery and put everything back to normal, but she has to 
keep the story secret. How do you think this made her feel?

• What do you think Penny’s new story might be?
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TWELVE MINUTES TO MIDNIGHT
Activity Ideas
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SETTINGS – Research Victorian London. You could split the group up to look at different areas such as 
housing, family life, technology, hospitals and the difference between rich and poor. Present your findings 
to the group. What are the biggest differences between life today and life in Victorian London? Is anything 
similar? You could also have a go at drawing a scene from Victorian London, such as inside a house or down 
a street.

NEWSPAPERS AND MAGAZINES – Penelope runs The Penny Dreadful, which is full of stories. As a group, 
plan your own edition of a magazine. What would you call it? What would the main features be? Brainstorm 
some idea for stories; are they going to be mysteries, or a different genre? Split into smaller groups, or work 
individually to write your own feature for the magazine. Put all of your work together to create your very own  
version of The Penny Dreadful.

INTERVIEWING A SUSPECT – Solving a mystery cannot be done quickly and requires a lot of skills. Either 
using the same mystery as in the book, or a new mystery such as people going missing or a strange smell  
taking over the town and run a drama exercise. Half of the group should pretend to be suspects and half of 
the group should pretend to be the detective. What questions might you want to ask? Does the suspect have 
an alibi or are they hiding something? Swap over after fifteen minutes, and try being both the suspect and the 
detective.

HOW TO WRITE A MYSTERY NOVEL – Writing a mystery novel requires a lot of planning. As a group,  
or as individuals, brainstorm ideas for your own novel. Think about each of the following points:

• Who is the detective? Think about their age, their family, why they have decided to become a detective 
and what their special skills are. Do they have any sidekicks or people helping them?

• When is the story set? Is it in the past or the present? Why have you chosen this setting? What will be the 
affect of the setting on the story itself? Where is the story set? Is it in a city, a small village or a different 
country?

• What is the mystery? Is there something strange happening? How many people are involved? How has 
the detective found out about the mystery?

• Who are your suspects? Why are they suspicious? Where do they work?What do they look like?

• What are the steps to solving the mystery? Are there any unexpected twists?

19TH-CENTURY NON-FICTION – Read the extract on the following page from Charles Dickens’ essay 
‘Night Walks’ which was published in 1859. Here, Dickens describes how when passing by Bethlehem  
Hospital (Bedlam) at night he wonders how different its inhabitants are from the rest of us. What  
similarities does he describe? How do the ideas Dickens describes here link to the plot of Twelve Minutes to 
Midnight?



TWELVE MINUTES TO MIDNIGHT
Extract from ‘Night Walks’ 

by Charles Dickens 
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I chose next to wander by Bethlehem Hospital; partly, because it lay on my road round to Westminster; 
partly, because I had a night fancy in my head which could be best pursued within sight of its walls and 
dome. And the fancy was this: Are not the sane and the insane equal at night as the sane lie a dreaming? 
Are not all of us outside this hospital, who dream, more or less in the condition of those inside it, every night 
of our lives? Are we not nightly persuaded, as they daily are, that we associate preposterously with kings and 
queens, emperors and empresses, and notabilities of all sorts? Do we not nightly jumble events and personages 
and times and places, as these do daily? Are we not sometimes troubled by our own sleeping inconsistencies, 
and do we not vexedly try to account for them or excuse them, just as these do sometimes in respect of their 
waking delusions? Said an afflicted man to me, when I was last in a hospital like this, “Sir, I can frequently fly.” 
I was half ashamed to reflect that so could I--by night. Said a woman to me on the same occasion, “Queen 
Victoria frequently comes to dine with me, and her Majesty and I dine off peaches and maccaroni in our 
nightgowns, and his Royal Highness the Prince Consort does us the honour to make a third on horseback 
in a Field-Marshal’s uniform.” Could I refrain from reddening with consciousness when I remembered the 
amazing royal parties I myself had given (at night), the unaccountable viands I had put on table, and my 
extraordinary manner of conducting myself on those distinguished occasions? I wonder that the great master 
who knew everything, when he called Sleep the death of each day’s life, did not call Dreams the insanity of 
each day’s sanity.

Glossary
fancy: an idea
personages: people
vexedly: worriedly
viands: foodstuffs 


