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Cathy Petersen  

Understated and impressive, 

this debut vividly brings to life 

two sides of the German 

experience under the Nazi 

regime.  

This is without doubt an impressive 

debut. The sparseness of the writing 

makes this a novel that is easy to get 

into but it is also very deceptive. The 

narrative is both chillingly insightful 

and full of emotion as you shift 

between the two plotlines. Peter’s 

experiences on the Russian Front are 

very well done. At first full of 

ideological faith in the cause, his 

conviction is gradually whittled away 

as terrible deprivation, starvation 

and death take their toll. No word is 

wasted here and the horror of what 

the soldiers endured themselves and inflicted on the local populations is 

harrowing but quite compelling. 

Meanwhile Katharina in Berlin at first embraces the Nazi regime and takes 

advantage of the benefits. Here, it is in the small details within the text that 

Magee truly enhances the horror of the regime, such as changing the name on a 

watch from Samuel to Peter, and later the realisation of her true ‘worth’ to the 

party. I found it impressive that within such a sparse text, Magee manages to 

covey so much; loyalty, sacrifice, love and above all hope are all here and 

although I wasn’t quite convinced by the ending, it didn’t spoil the whole. 



 

Sue Broom  

The WWII experience from the German perspective.  Peter endures the grim and 

gruelling push east towards Stalingrad, his wife Katharina the bombings and 

shortages back in Berlin (and here we see the different conditions for Nazi party 

members and their families, profiting from Jewish property).  Peter’s parents 

are potentially interesting characters (and a counterbalance to Katharina’s 

parents) and I’d have liked to see them developed more.  Not a happy story, but 

I enjoyed the pacy and illuminating dialogue.  Very well researched and 

written, a debut novel for the author to be proud of and I look forward 

to more from her. 

 

Sarah Hamid  

I found this a challenging yet compelling read that I couldn't put 

down until I'd finished it. This is a story about choice and necessity,  

bravery and loss.  

This novel tells the story of a marriage of convenience between Peter and 

Katherina, two young Germans. It is set in Germany and Russia, during WW2. 

I would recommend it to people who enjoyed Ken Follett's ‘Century’ books and 

Sebastian Faulks' ‘Birdsong’. 

At first, I struggled with the sparse style of writing. I usually prefer a more 

poetic style with the descriptions of people and places fleshed out more (no pun 

intended). There is a lot of dialogue which moves the story on, where it could 

have got bogged down in harrowing detail. The main characters' situations are 

complex and the reader gains more understanding of the decisions they make as 

the book moves on.  

Overall, an interesting read which has helped me to understand WW2 more 

from the German perspective. 

 

Genevieve McAllister - @genmcallister 

Audrey Magee’s novel illustrates how war compounds the lack of 

choice open to people – including those left behind at the ‘home front’ 

– and even more sadly, how pride leads to lost opportunities.  

Set at the time of the Siege of Stalingrad, the novel tells the story of Peter and 

Katharina, German citizens who marry without even meeting each other for the 



good of the country.  Their loyalty to the German cause is tested with 

heartbreaking results, and our hindsight, of course, reveals the bleak certainty 

of an unhappy outcome. 

Magee’s writing is spare and eloquent.  She draws empathy from the reader for 

both Peter and Katherina’s situations, even while writing about their failings.  

The narrative doesn’t flinch from detailing the horrors of war and maintains 

tension throughout.  We know that this love story will be tested, even though we 

hope throughout that Peter and Katharina’s love for one another will make their 

suffering worthwhile. 

 

Alison Layland  

A chilling perspective of ordinary lives in World War II Germany.  

The undertaking of the title brings two ordinary people together in an artificial 

situation that is a result and symptom of the wider devastation – physical and 

moral – of World War II. After a brief, surprisingly warm, meeting they are 

forced apart again. Peter’s experiences on the Eastern front, as his unit travels 

through Russia towards the devastating Battle of Stalingrad, are harrowing 

and his memories of his wife and child are a beacon he holds onto. The 

harshness of the soldiers’ lives is highlighted by the contrast with Katharina’s 

often more mundane deprivations in Berlin, as she gets caught up in her father’s 

attempts to seek favour with an influential Nazi family in order to maintain and 

improve their living standards – because she knows nothing different. 

The portrayal of the characters is unsentimental. There are some flashes of 

warmth and sympathy in their commitment to their strange marriage; the 

return of Katharina’s brother from the front is moving, as are aspects of the 

comradeship of the men in Peter’s unit. Ultimately, however, I found the two 

protagonists naïve and even unsympathetic, apparently unquestioning of the 

wider events around them, whether it is the fate of the Jews in Berlin or of 

peasant villagers in Russia. Despite feeling sympathy for the experiences each of 

them suffer, I found this to be a chilling insight into how ordinary people could 

get caught up in the propaganda of the war. 

 

Nicola Foster - www.mygoodbookshelf.wordpress.com 

This powerful, compelling novel explores the atrocities of World War II from the 

perspective of a German soldier and his new wife- a woman randomly selected 

from a catalogue in order for him to gain honeymoon leave from the Eastern 



Front. It is a story about an ordinary family set during the most extraordinary 

of times. 

Far from being a tale merely about war, a marriage of convenience or even 

about Nazi Germany, this novel had a lot of important themes and featured 

some interesting- though not particularly likeable- characters, characters that 

at times remained fairly distant from the readers. The narrative viewpoint 

alternates between the harsh realities of life on the front and of a somewhat 

decadent lifestyle in Berlin, making for some startling contrasts and prompting 

some ethical questions. In such times of atrocity, people would do anything in 

order to survive, which certainly makes for uncomfortable reading, though the 

repercussions and guilt following such behaviours aren’t really addressed in the 

aftermath of the war, which I felt was a missed opportunity within the 

storyline. This seemed strange as the rest of the book feels so thoroughly well 

researched. 

Multi-layered and evocative, ‘The Undertaking’ does not shy away 

from the sheer hell of war and despite all of the coarse, graphic 

descriptions of disease, death and brutality, remains beautifully, 

albeit sparsely written. It’s difficult to say that I ‘enjoyed’ this book given its 

complex themes and slightly glossed-over ending, though it indeed kept me 

riveted all the way through. It is a novel that I would indeed recommend for 

fans of historical fiction, though possibly not to the squeamish! 

 

Cheryl Kinney - @cheryl_bookworm 

Great Read from a different perspective  

I really enjoy stories set in and around the Second World War. ‘The 

Undertaking’ is written from the German perspective. It is really interesting to 

read about how the war affected ordinary German people. There are some 

difficult situations to read about but the writing style ensures it is handled in a 

sensitive way. The author does not go into too much detail but its enough to feel 

what the character is going through. This is not a happy book as it is not a 

happy subject however it is a really good book, in fact it is a great debut!  

I really like the character Peter (a German solider) how he deals with life in 

Russia as winter sets in and all the struggles he faces. 

Can not wait to read more from this author! 

 

 



Sarah Musk  

A haunting, chilling book set in World War Two Germany, superbly 

depicting the contrast between the delusions of the Berliners and the 

terrible ordeals of the soldiers on the Russian Front.  

This is a haunting, chilling book.  The two storylines running alongside each 

other - one set in Berlin and the other at the Russian Front are revealed to be 

two sides of the coin. 

One storyline follows the delusional Berliners at home.  Their steadfast inability 

to see the reality of the progress of the war and their terrible, cold beliefs in the 

sacrifices they should be making for their homeland.  Although the total 

hypocrisy of the ones in power is shown when they refuse to help Katharina, 

who is supposedly their 'dear' friend when her child falls sick.  They are only 

prepared for others to make the sacrifices not themselves. 

The true reality is that experienced at the Russian Front - the growing 

disillusionment and awareness at how little their lives are valued and the 

pointless sacrifice of their young lives is hauntingly depicted.  I felt terrible 

sorrow throughout the book but I am glad I read it because Audrey Magee 

through her understated writing baldly portrays the sheer horror and waste of 

war - the ruined lives and destroyed dreams.  It is a book that should be read by 

everyone to curtail any belief that war is a glorious undertaking. 

 

Joy Bosworth  

How wars are run on the pettiest of detail - which is all encompassing for those 

living through it.  

A couple of strangers marry hoping to gain benefits in Germany during WWII.  

Each becomes the other's reason to survive. 

The triviality of Hitler's chocolate cake is as all encompassing as the soldier's 

effort to put one foot in front of the other.  The endless round of butchery and 

excrement, of social striving and mental disintegration.  The possibility of 

German failure suddenly becoming even thinkable after years of adherence to 

the state.  All these are endured simply because there is no option.  When does a 

loving father become a tool of the Reicht and condone the destruction of his own 

flesh and blood? 

This atmospheric book conveys the grey, cold, mind-numbing ordeals endured 

daily, yet still manages to reflect the flashes of hope amongst the drear despair. 



The story is so compelling one can hear the ranting rallies and 

Wagnerian background sounds to the lives of these ordinary people 

as if watching a newsreel from the times. 

 

Suzanne Beney  

A no holds barred, poignant tale of the power of love in all its guises 

during WWII.  

I’d never come across the concept of marriages of convenience during the war, 

so I was intrigued by the subject of ‘The Undertaking’. The story is a real eye 

opener, which beautifully depicts how harrowing and disruptive war is, for 

those at home and on the front line.  

Whilst the story relies heavily on conversation, rather than descriptive 

paragraphs, it doesn’t detract from the picture it allows you to build. It’s a 

really emotive book, and although it’s very somber it still somehow manages to 

engage you. 

I really enjoyed how complex the relationships were and how, as time passed, 

you see these change as a result of real hardships and pressures. Whilst the 

central thread is the love between Peter and Katharina, you can see how 

entwined ‘love’ from family, friends and even society has on all the characters. 

A few pages in, I didn’t think I would enjoy the book as it is a really tough 

subject that is written with a no holds barred approach, but I actually 

thoroughly enjoyed reading it and didn’t want to put it down. 

It really isn’t a fairy-tale of love conquering all, but it is definitely a poignant 

tale of the power of love in all its guises. 

 

Ann Peet  

Original, moving, gripping, powerful WWII story.  

This is one of those books that makes a deep impression and will stay in your 

mind. It made me think about the Second World War from a new perspective as 

it is the story of a German couple - Peter, a soldier on the Eastern front, and 

Katharina, a typist in Berlin, who make a marriage of convenience. The 

relationship that develops between them underlies the story but it is their 

experiences of the horrors and hardships of war that is so gripping. Much of the 

story is conveyed through dialogue which works very well. The violence and 

appalling conditions of the soldiers in Russia and of the families in Berlin where 



working with the Nazis is the only way to survive are vividly brought home to 

the reader through the austere and almost understated style of the writing. You 

might think the stark and unsentimental style would be off-putting but I found it 

made me care about and empathise more with Peter and Katharina than would 

have been the case with more description. 

Amazing that such an accomplished, powerful and well written book 

is a first novel. 

 

Barbara Middlemast-Neal  

An astonishingly perceptive and accomplished début novel written 

from an unusual perspective for British readers - that of a relatively 

ordinary German family during WWII.  

Peter Faber (gentle teacher by profession), a conscripted infantryman in the 

German army, is fighting on the Eastern front in Russia; Katharina Spinell 

works in a bank in Berlin. They are introduced through an agency which seeks 

to match couples who will marry and produce fit, healthy children (a “Nazi 

breeding stunt” according to Peter's father). Peter receives “honeymoon leave", 

during which he meets Katharina for the first time and consummates the 

marriage.  

On Peter's return to the Eastern front, it is his desire for Katharina which 

sustains him and keeps him fighting to stay alive. The appalling conditions and 

privations he endures are starkly contrasted with the life Katharina is enjoying 

in Berlin. Her parents – her father in particular – are ambitious and have 

friends in high places, enabling access to good food and luxurious clothes. The 

family moves from their squalid flat to a beautiful apartment recently “vacated” 

by a Jewish family.  

The only means of contact between Katharina and Peter – letters – ceases 

completely as the war with the Russians progresses, with catastrophic losses on 

both sides, but mostly to Germany's detriment; Peter is probably dead. 

Katharina is counselled by her father and friends to re-marry someone in the 

Nazi hierarchy. What ensues is heartbreaking, as the fall of Berlin approaches.  

Well-researched and beautifully written, this novel is not to be missed. I couldn't 

put it down. 

 

 



Michelle Hemmingway  

I really enjoyed ‘The Undertaking’ by Audrey Magee.  It's the story of Katharina 

and Peter who marry without ever having met during the second world war.  

They find themselves in love and waiting for each other through the horror of 

Stalingrad and the fall of Berlin. 

It was really interesting to read a book that was told from a different 

perspective and there were parts of the book that I found quite unsettling.  In 

particular, the reaction of Katharina and her family being given a confiscated 

Jewish apartment and the actions of Faustmann on the front.  Both are written 

as normal, sympathetic characters and yet both are capable of committing 

terrible crimes against others.  I also thought Katharina's father was a fantastic 

blend of cowardice and pragmatism that made him at once someone you 

despise and someone you feel sorry for.  There were moments of real sadness 

and these were written with sensitivity, and throughout the book you get a 

sense of the banality of evil and tragedy.  Because the book is told through the 

eyes of those living in Nazi Germany you get a real sense that maybe we are all 

capable of terrible acts and opinions.  I think this is because the characters are 

so well realised as ordinary men and women and was a real strength of the 

book.   

Personally, I would have preferred there to be more focus on Katharina's life in 

Berlin rather than Peter's time at the front as it did feel as though this would 

have been the more interesting story.  I wanted to know more about life in 

Berlin for the Nazis as I think the stories of the horrors of the Eastern Front 

have been told before.  That part all felt very familiar.  Overall though it was a 

thought provoking and original story that was extremely readable 

and enjoyable. 

 

Ian Tyreman 

A book that entices the reader from page one, bringing history alive and 

sensitively showing a view point from German families. Unable to put this book 

down and will without doubt purchase additional copies as gifts. It would make 

an ideal novel for a book club as it will stir many discussions and 

leaves the reader considering the story and 'what if ...' for longer 

than it takes to read. A spellbinding book. 

 

Susan Walsh - twitter @truckermercedes 



War is never easy, so when 2 strangers come together in an unuasual way it 

can lead to many things. Love. Heartbreak. Trust. Honesty. 

The very things which will make or break a marriage. 

Take two strangers. A War. Put them together & you will find how they will 

cling together, just to survive. 

A fabulous Novel, which will take you through the horror of the 

German/Russian borders of the Second World War. 

Relive the lives of the German people in Berlin & the unfortunate Soldiers who 

nearly froze or starved to death on the Russian front. 

A soldier who desperatly wanted leave, arranges to marry an unknown 

woman, on meeting they are both physically drawn together & the start of a 

brand new life is born. 

Follow one families rise up where hunger & poverty is a thing of the past... 

Only to be taken back down to being worse off than the people they left behind. 

Deaths, Rape & crime all come into play in this amazing book... 

A real page turner that will stay with you. 

10/10 the best book I’ve read in a long while. 

 

Fiona Maclean - twitter @fionamaclean 

This book seemed unlikely and so unpromising for the first few 

pages - and then became increasingly compelling.  An excellent read.  

I thoroughly enjoyed ‘The Undertaking’.  Both main characters were carefully 

portrayed and totally convincing.  The initially unlikely sounding plot became 

compelling very quickly and the twist which turned the destiny of Katherina 

and Faber was movingly portrayed. 

I probably wouldn't have picked this book had I been aware of the issues 

covered.  It is a moving and detailed account of war crimes and of the impact on 

humanity.  The characters are treated with compassion and dialogue is nicely 

paced. 

 

Rachel Bridgeman  

A beautiful, stunningly realised story of Peter, a young German desperate for 

reprieve from the front in WW2 and Katerina, a young woman advertising her 



availability thorugh a marriage bureau.  

This World War 2 set novel of a German soldier desperate to have leave from 

the violence of the front, and Katerina, a young woman selling her only 

commodity (her hand in marriage) for a pension and respectability is 

beautifully written. It is genuinely hard to believe that this is a debut novel, so 

well written is it, the characters are so realistic yet described so sparsely that 

your mind fills in the gaps. They marry without meeting, for their own reasons, 

but will they make a marriage out of these bare bones? Will they ever love each 

other or are their brief days together enough to sustian them through war time? 

It is highly recommended reading and would press it on any of my 

friends as one of the best books I've read this year. 

 

 


