
The Marriage Of Maria Braun

Downloaded from tracker.dreammachineusa.org by Ty &
Brandt • Books are a uniquely portable magic. • Page 1

The Marriage Of
Maria Braun

The
Enduring
Legacy of
The
Marriage Of
Maria
Braun:
Ambition,
Survival,
and the
German
Economic
Miracle

Few  films  capture  the
raw, amoral energy of

p o s t - w a r
reconstruction  like
R a i n e r  W e r n e r
Fassbinder’s  1979
masterpiece,  The
Marriage  Of  Maria
Braun.  This  sweeping
melodrama  is  not
merely a story of one
woman’s rise and fall;
i t  i s  a  s c o r c h i n g
a l legory  for  West
G e r m a n y  i t s e l f .
Through the character
o f  M a r i a  B r a u n ,
Fassbinder  dissects
the  Faustian  bargain
made  by  a  na t ion
determined  to  forget
the horrors of the past
i n  e x c h a n g e  f o r
material  prosperity.
M o r e  t h a n  f o u r



decades  a f te r  i t s
release,  the  film
remains  a  stunningly
relevant exploration of
ambition,  delusion,
and the hollowness of
t h e  " e c o n o m i c
miracle."

Setting the
Stage: Marriage
Interrupted by
War

The  film  opens  in  the
final,  chaotic  days  of
World  War  II.  Maria
Braun  (played  with
ferocious  intensity  by
Hanna  Schygul la)
marries  her  lover,
Hermann  Braun,  in  a
brief, frantic ceremony
amidst  the  explosions
of  an  a ir  ra id.  The
m a r r i a g e  i s
c o n s u m m a t e d ,
l i t e r a l l y ,  o n  t h e
s t a i r w e l l  o f  a
crumbling  building.
Within days,  Hermann

is  sent  to  the  front,
and Maria is left alone.

This  brief  opening
sequence is crucial.  It
e s t a b l i s h e s  t h e
fundamental  paradox
of  Maria’s  life:  she  is
married,  but  alone.
She has a legal bond,
but no companionship.
T h e  m a r r i a g e
certificate is a piece of
paper  representing  a
future that may never
come.  Th is  in i t ia l
d i s l o c a t i o n — t h e
separat ion  o f  the
c o u p l e  b y  t h e
m a c h i n e r y  o f
war—sets  the  entire
plot in motion. Maria is
not starting a life; she
is waiting for a life to
begin.

The "Waiting
Years" and the
Birth of a
Survivor

As  the  war  ends  and
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Germany  crumbles,
Mar ia  i s  forced  to
conf ront  a  b ru ta l
reality: her husband is
missing,  presumed
d e a d .  U n l i k e  t h e
countless  women who
passively  mourned
their  losses,  Maria
Braun is a pragmatist.
She  refuses  to  be  a
victim.  This  is  where
Fassbinder  begins  to
build  his  complex,
o f t en  un l i keab le
heroine.

M a r i a ’ s  s u r v i v a l
strategy  is  rooted  in
her  sexuality  and  her
fierce  intelligence.  She
secures a menial job in
a  bar  frequented  by
American GIs. It is here
that she meets Bill,  a
Black American soldier
who offers her not just
companionship  but
also  access  to  the
luxuries  of  the  black
market: silk stockings,
cigarettes,  and  real

coffee.  Maria  enters
into a relationship with
B i l l .  T h i s  i s  n o t
portrayed  as  a  love
affair,  but  as  a
transaction.  She gives
h i m  w a r m t h  a n d
affection;  he  gives  her
the physical means to
survive  the  post-war
famine.

This  period  is  often
referred  to  as  the
"Trümmerfilm"  (rubble
film)  era,  and
Fassbinder  captures
t h e  b l e a k n e s s  o f
destroyed cities with a
cold,  calculated  eye.
The  scenery  is  not
romanticized;  it  is  a
wasteland of stone and
memory .  Mar i a ’ s
p r a g m a t i s m  i s
p r e s e n t e d  a s  a
necessity,  but  the  film
never  lets  us  forget
the moral compromise
involved.



The Reckoning:
Hermann’s
Return and
Maria’s Choice

The  central  pivot  of
The  Marriage  Of
Maria  Braun  occurs
when Hermann, having
survived the war as a
p r i s o n e r  o f  w a r ,
re turns  home.  He
w a l k s  i n t o  t h e
apa r tment  Mar i a
shares  with  Bill.  The
scene is a masterclass
in  tension.  Hermann,
gaunt  and  exhausted,
sees  the  evidence  of
Maria’s  relationship
but  says  noth ing.
Maria, for a moment, is
caught  between  two
worlds.

In  a  shocking  act  of
violence  that  defines
her  character,  Maria
kills  Bill.  She  strikes
him  with  a  bott le ,
killing  him  instantly.

Hermann  immediately
steps  forward  and
confesses to the crime,
taking the blame. He is
sent to prison.

Th is  ac t ion  i s  the
cornerstone  of  the
film.  It  is  a  perversion
of  the  marriage  vow.
Hermann  does  not
protect Maria; he takes
her  sin  onto  himself.
He becomes the legal
guardian of her crime.
This  act  of  "love"  is
actual ly  a  form  of
bondage. Maria is now
free, but she is free to
build a new life based
on a debt she cannot
repay. The marriage is
no  longer  a  union  of
equals; it is a ledger of
guilt and obligation.

The Empire of
Absence: The
Economic Miracle

W i t h  H e r m a n n  i n
prison, Maria channels
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her  energy  into  the
most obvious currency
ava i l ab le  t o  he r :
m o n e y .  S h e
understands  that  in
the  new  Germany,
power  is  not  held  by
generals or politicians,
but  by  industrialists
and bankers. She gets
a  j o b  a t  a  t e x t i l e
factory  and  quickly
uses her wits to climb
the ladder.

M a r i a ’ s  r i s e  i s
as ton i sh ing .  She
becomes  the  mistress
and,  eventually,  the
business partner of the
wealthy  industrialist
Oswald. She learns the
l a n g u a g e  o f
c a p i t a l i s m — c o s t ,
profit,  leverage.  She  is
brilliant, but she is also
hollow.  Fassbinder
shows  us  that  her
entire life is dedicated
to  a  phantom:  the
future  l i fe  she  wil l
share  with  Hermann

upon his  release.  She
tells  Oswald  that  she
loves  him,  but  the
audience knows she is
merely renting out her
body  and  soul  while
waiting  for  her  true
husband.  The  house
s h e  b u i l d s ,  t h e
c o m p a n y  s h e
manages—it  is  all  a
stage set for a reunion
that may never come.

This  is  the  heart  of
Fassbinder’s critique of
t h e
Wirtschaftswunder
(economic miracle). He
a r g u e s  t h a t  t h e
German people built a
nation  of  immense
wealth on a foundation
of  collective  amnesia.
They  were  working,
b u i l d i n g ,  a n d
consuming,  but  they
were  emot iona l ly
absent.  They  were
"waiting"  for  a  past
they  cou ld  neve r
retrieve.  Maria  Braun



is  the  personification
of  th is  paradox:  a
wi ld ly  success fu l
w o m a n  w h o  i s
c o m p l e t e l y
disconnected from her
own life.

Hanna
Schygulla’s
Iconic
Performance

I t  is  impossible  to
discuss The Marriage
O f  M a r i a  B r a u n
without acknowledging
the  tou r  de  f o r ce
performance of Hanna
Schygulla.  She  was
Fassbinder’s  muse,
and here she delivers
a performance that  is
both  controlled  and
volcanic.  Schygulla’s
Maria is a chameleon.
She can be the naive
bride,  the  seductive
nightclub  patron,  the
sharp businesswoman,
and the broken lover.

Her  phys ica l i ty  is
crucial. Notice how she
uses  her  body  as  a
weapon.  She  walks
into  a  boardroom  of
skeptical  men  and
c o m m a n d s  t h e i r
a t t e n t i o n  n o t  b y
shouting, but by being
utterly composed. Her
smile  is  a  mask.  Her
e y e s  r e v e a l  a
calculation  that  is
always running in  the
background.  Schygulla
allows  us  to  see  the
c r a c k s  i n  t h e
facade—the  moments
of private despair that
Maria  would  never
show to the world. She
makes  a  potentially
u n s y m p a t h e t i c
character into a tragic
figure.  We  do  not
always  admire  Maria,
but we are compelled
to watch her.

Cinematic Style:
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The Fassbinder
Aesthetic

Fassbinder’s  direction
in  The  Marriage  Of
Maria  Braun  i s  a
blend  of  Hollywood
m e l o d r a m a  a n d
Brechtian  alienation.
He uses the language
o f  c l a s s i c
H o l l y w o o d — t h e
glowing close-ups, the
dramatic  score,  the
emotional  highs  and
l o w s — b u t  h e
constantly  undercuts
it.

The  film  is  filled  with
mirrors,  windows,  and
reflections.  We
frequently  see  Maria
t h r o u g h  g l a s s ,
separated  from  the
world,  as if  she is  an
object  in  a  display
case. The color palette
i s  s t a r k ,  o f t e n
dominated  by  red
( p a s s i o n ,  b l o o d ,
danger )  and  grey

( r e a l i t y ,  r u b b l e ,
industry).  The camera
f rames  a re  o f t en
c l a u s t r o p h o b i c ,
t r a p p i n g  t h e
characters in boxes of
their own making.

F u r t h e r m o r e ,
Fassbinder  uses  the
radio  as  a  recurring
motif.  Throughout  the
film,  we  hear  radio
broadcasts  of  soccer
games,  specifically  the
1954  World  Cup  (the
"Miracle of Bern"). This
is a deliberate symbol.
As Maria’s personal life
crumbles, the nation is
celebrat ing  a  new
identity.  The  noise  of
the  publ ic  sphere
drowns out the silence
of private devastation.
This is one of the most
p o w e r f u l  u s e s  o f
background  audio  in
cinema.



Symbolism and
Motifs Within The
Marriage Of
Maria Braun

The Cigarette:
A symbol of
transaction and
survival. Maria
uses cigarettes
as currency, as a
seduction tool,
and as a sign of
power. She is
rarely seen
without one.
The
Photograph:
Hermann’s
photograph is a
shrine. It is a
reminder of the
absent center of
her life. When
the photograph
is destroyed, the
illusion is
broken.
The False
Pregnancy:
Maria feigns a

pregnancy to
manipulate
Oswald. This
represents the
"potential"
future that is
never realized. It
is a fiction used
to bargain with
reality.
The Gas
Explosion: The
film’s ending is
one of the most
famous in
cinema history.
Without spoiling
the final frame,
the mechanism
of the climax
involves a gas
stove. Gas, in
this context, can
be read as the
repressed
energy of the
past, building up
until it must
explode.
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Critical Reception
and Lasting
Influence

Upon its  release,  The
Marriage  Of  Maria
Braun  was  a  critical
a n d  c o m m e r c i a l
success,  launching
F a s s b i n d e r  i n t o
i n t e r n a t i o n a l
prominence. It was the
first  film  in  his  "BRD
Trilogy"  (followed  by
Lola  and  Veronika
V o s s ) ,  w h i c h  a l l
e x a m i n e d  W e s t
German  society  in
different  decades.

C r i t i c s  p r a i s e d
Fassbinder’s  ability  to
b l e n d  p o l i t i c a l
commentary  with  a
gr ipping  personal
story.  The  film
c h a l l e n g e s  t h e
traditional narrative of
the  "good  German"
who  simply  worked
h a r d  t o  r e b u i l d .
Instead,  it  suggests

that the rebuilding was
fueled by denial, guilt,
a n d  a  d a n g e r o u s
c a p a c i t y  f o r
compartmentalization.

Today,  the  film  is
taught  in  film  schools
and  history  classes
al ike.  I t  remains  a
t o u c h s t o n e  f o r
discussions  about
feminism,  capitalism,
and  national  identity.
The character of Maria
Braun can be seen as
a  precursor  to  many
complex  female  anti-
heroes  in  modern
t e l e v i s i o n  a n d
cinema—women  who
refuse  to  be  victims
but who are destroyed
by  the  very  systems
they try to master.

The Tragic
Paradox of
Modernity

Perhaps  the  most
haunting  aspect  of



The  Marriage  Of
Maria  Braun  is  its
thesis that "the dream
i s  o v e r  b e f o r e  i t
begins."  Maria  spends
the entire film building
a  life  for  two  people.
She  sacrifices  her
present  for  a  future
that she has idealized.
When the future finally
a r r i v e s — w h e n
Hermann is freed—the
rea l i ty  can  never
match the fantasy. The
happiness  she  has
w o r k e d  f o r  i s
impossible  to  inhabit
b e c a u s e  s h e  h a s
become a person who
no  longer  knows  how
to be happy. She has
become a machine for
acquisition.

This is  the tragedy of
t h e
Wirtschaftswunder
as Fassbinder  sees it.
G e r m a n y  b u i l t  a
mansion but forgot to
furnish it  with a soul.

The  film  is  a  warning
about  the  dangers  of
deferring life. It asks a
difficult  question:
"What  happens  when
you  get  exactly  what
you asked for?"

Conclusion:
A
Masterpiece
of German
Cinema

The  Marriage  Of
Maria Braun  is more
than  just  a  historical
artifact.  It  is  a  sharp,
unsentimental  look  at
the  cost  of  ambition.
Hanna  Schygulla’s
performance is  iconic,
and  Fassb inder ’ s
direction is precise and
devastating.  The  film
remains  requ i red
viewing  for  anyone
interested  in  cinema,
history, or the complex
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psychology of survival.
It  is  a  story  about  a
marriage that is never
t ru ly  l i ved ,  and  a
nation that was rebuilt
o n  t h e  f r a g i l e
f o u n d a t i o n  o f  a
forgotten  past.  In  the
end,  the gas  stove is
not just a plot device;
it  is  a  final,  ironic
verdict  on a life  lived

without  authent ic
connection.  The  film
stands  as  a  towering
achievement  in  the
canon of world cinema,
reminding us that the
greatest tragedy is not
the  loss  of  love,  but
t h e  i n a b i l i t y  t o
recognize it when it is
standing right in front
of you.


