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In the Alpine region of Austria lies Stams, one of the most successful - and very elite - 
ski boarding schools in the world. The students here come to follow their dreams, but 
with being all too aware that only two percent of them will make it to the top. 

Director Bernhard Braunstein takes a look behind the scenes and shows the meticulously 
timed daily routine of extreme physical training, not-so ordinary school classes, sparse free 
time and everyday boarding school life. How do these young people deal with the constant 
pressure to perform, the high risk of injury, and the power relationships within the sports?

Over the course of one year, STAMS follows the youngsters through their ups and 
downs and shows what it means to go all-in on a sports career at a very young age.

Synopsis



Director’s Note

As a child, I was a passionate skier and watched ski races with 
my parents, as many Austrian children do. We cheered them on, 
our great heroes, and we suffered and celebrated with them. 
During important ski races, the entire nation gathered in front of 
the television and children were given the day off school. That‘s 
how entire generations were shaped. Later I became aware of 
the importance of skiing for the Austrian society. The World 
Wars left the country in ruins, and the destroyed self-confidence 
was rebuilt by successful skiing heroes. Skiing took on an 
almost religious significance and became a source of identity. 

Even today, numerous children and adolescents dream of 
a successful racing career. The ‘Skigymnasium’ Stams, the 
boarding school for skiing in Tyrol, is considered a place of 
longing where one can fulfill this dream. Upon entering the 
school, the first thing you see is a wall several square meters 
in size, on which the greatest competitive successes of the 
graduates are engraved. Stams stands for Olympic and World 
Champions. Being able to look behind the scenes of this famous 
institution interested me a lot.

I didn‘t want to make a typical sports film, I didn‘t want to use 
the classical hero narrative, but instead – with a precise and 
empathetic view – I set out to describe the everyday life of 

young people growing up. The militarily clocked daily routine
consists of school hours, schoolwork, homework, tough training 
routines, countless competitions, encouragement and demands 
from the coaches, and the frequent feeling of not being enough. 
This results in exhaustion and often frustration, like the feeling 
of being in a tunnel.

The film focuses on the inner life of the young athletes. 
I wanted to make this visible through a clear focus on the 
bodies and through close observation of faces and facial 
expressions. „Am I my body or do I have a body, can you 
separate mind and body?“ The philosophy teacher’s question 
in one of the lessons runs as one of the many threads through 
the film.

When you take a look around in the school, crutches, casts 
and leg braces are part of everyday life. I found it shocking 
that the extremely high injury rates are accepted with such 
matter-of-factness. How the aggressive racing material, the 
permanent pressure and overload naturally lead to injury. 
I developed great empathy for the adolescents, their silent 
suffering touched me deeply. They find comfort in their fellow 
students. The collegiality and friendship I experienced among 
them was surprising and did not fit the cliché that athletes are 

egoistic and lone warriors. Many of them see each other not as 
competitors, but as allies. Thus, in this special boarding school 
in the Tyrolean mountains, a fascinating community of destiny 
emerges.

It was very important to me to give the young people a voice, 
and I was fascinated by the way they cleverly reflected on their 
situation with each other. I believe STAMS can open up a space 
of experiences that moves us. We experience the hope and 
fight, the rigor and consistency the students bring up for their 
burning dream. How they grow and fail, get injured and yet 
do not give up hope. This hope is something special, something 
very human.

I understand the enthusiasm for high-performance sports and 
do not want to condemn anyone. STAMS rather questions a 
cruel system based mainly on performance, which is also sprea-
ding in many other areas of society and hardly reflects on itself.

Bernhard Braunstein



Note on 

Founded in 1967 „as the first of its kind“, the ‘Skigymnasium 
Stams’ in the Tyrolean Oberland is one of the oldest and most 
successful boarding schools for winter sports worldwide. Only 
those who successfully pass a sporting as well as scholastic ent-
rance examination are admitted to be trained in five different 
disciplines: alpine skiing, ski jumping, cross-country, biathlon, 
nordic combined and snowboarding.

The school provides a dual training concept in order to combine 
academic achievement with athletic development. The duration 
of the training is usually five years, due to the time-consuming 
sporting training and education, which can be completed with 
a final examination (‘Matura’).
About one third of the Alpine women‘s and men‘s squads of the 
Austrian Ski Federation (ÖSV) are made up of graduates of 
the ‘Skigymnasium Stams’. Together, they have already won 48 
Olympic and 81 World Championship medals, including Toni 
Innauer, Benjamin Raich, Marlies Schild, Stephan Eberharter, 
Anita Wachter, Gregor Schlierenzauer, Manuel Feller, Johannes 
Strolz, Katharina Liensberger, Johannes Lamparter, Sara Marita 
Kramer and many more.

In 2017, there have also been reports on Stams in the context 
of the MeToo discourse initiated by Nicola Werdenigg and 
a former student gave an interview in the daily newspaper 
‘Der Standard’ about the ritual of ‘pastering’ (a controversial 
initiation rite) in the 80s and 90s.

Principal photography of STAMS took place from April 2019 
to July 2021. A fundamental requirement of the production 
was to shoot the documentary in complete independence and 
under no influence from the school administration, which was 
fully fulfilled by the school headmaster and his staff.

“Schigymnasium Stams”



Eva-Maria Kofler
Alpine Skiing (inactive)

Born in 2002 in Tyrol and attended the “Schigymnasium Stams” 
from 2016 to 2021. During this time she took part in various 

slalom and giant slalom competitions. Since autumn 2021 she 
has been studying at the University of Innsbruck and has 

completed an internship in the field of environmental protection.

“Since my injury I think to myself that I should try to be a bit more 
patient and that I don‘t have to force everything so much. And 

then, at least mentally, you feel a bit better.”

Sophia Waldauf
Alpine Skiing (active)

Born in 2001 in Lienz in Tyrol, Sophia attended the 
“Schigymnasium Stams” from 2015 to 2019. She skied for the 
first time at the age of 3 and competed in her first ski races at 
the age of 6. During her time in Stams she has already taken 

part in country cups, FIS races and championships. In 2018, she 
was accepted into the ÖSV squad and is competing in slalom 

and giant slalom. In the winter season of 2022/23, she 
celebrated her World Cup debut at the Semmering slalom. 

“I also believe that I wouldn‘t be myself without skiing.”



 

Martina Ambrosi
Ski Jumper (active)

Born in Italy in 2001, she attended the “Schigymnasium Stams” 
from 2017 to 2021. She started ski jumping at the age of 12 
and took part in various competitions. In 2017, she became 
Junior Vice Champion at the Italian championships. In 2022 she 
qualified at two World Cup jumping events for the first time. 
Currently, in the season of 2022/23, she is competing in 
Continental Cups and the World Cup of ski jumping.

Pascal Mair
Alpine Skiing (active, injured status)

Born in 2000 in Ehenbichl in Reutte/Tyrol and attended the 
“Schigymnasium Stams” from 2015 to 2020. At the age of two, 
he started skiing and has since taken part in various FIS races 
and European Cups. Among other prizes, he finished 3rd place 
in the giant slalom and became Tyrolean champion. He is cur-
rently recovering from an injury.

“After six runs, I don‘t get tired in my legs, but in my head.”
“You are a human being, but you have to deliver like a machine.”



Bernhard Braunstein

Born in Salzburg in 1979, he studied communication science 
at the University of Salzburg with a focus on audiovisual com-
munication. During a stay in Paris of several years he made the 
documentary film ATELIER DE CONVERSATION. The film won 
the Special Jury Prize at the Karlovy Vary International Film Fes-
tival, the ARTE Documentary Award at the Duisburg Film Week, 
opened the Cinéma du Réel Documentary Film Festival at the 
Centre Pompidou and was shown at the French Parliament. Sin-
ce 2009 he regularly collaborated with Swiss artist and film-
maker Daniel Zimmermann, whose films STICK CLIMBING and 
WALDEN he co-conceived and edited. Bernhard Braunstein lives 
and works as a documentary filmmaker in Salzburg.

Filmography

STAMS
2023, documentary, 97 min.
Berlin - Berlinale Panorama (World premiere)

ATELIER DE CONVERSATION
2017, documentary, 72 min.
Paris - Cinéma du Réel (opening film), KarlovyVary - KVIFF (Special 
Jury Award), Duisburg Film Week (Arte Documentary Award), 
Zurich - ZIFF (Golden Eye Award nomination), etc.

THE BENEVOLENT DICTATOR
2016, documentary, 35 min, 
co-directed with Albert Lichtblau and  Martin Hasenöhrl
Paris – Cinéma du Réel, Jihlava – East Silver Market, 
Lissabon – IndieLisboa, Tel Aviv – DOCAviv, etc.

SLEEPING IMAGE
2015, experimental film/film essay, 30 min, 
co-directed with Lucile Chaufour.
Lisbon - Indie Lisboa, Beirut - Beirut Art Center, 
Marseille - FID, Paris - Coté Court Film Festival, etc.
 

PHARAO BIPOLAR
2008, documentary, 60 min., 
co-directed with David Gross
Graz - Diagonale (Best Short Documentary)

REISEN IM EIGENEN ZIMMER – 
DER SCHRIFTSTELLER GERHARD AMANSHAUSER
2006, documentary, 56 min., 
co-directed with David Gross
Graz - Diagonale (honorable mention)



 

The title of your new film STAMS refers to a place that needs no 
introduction to insiders. For all those who are not fans of top-class 
winter sports – what is behind this name? 

BERNHARD BRAUNSTEIN: Stams is the training ground of Aus-
trian skiing. It is a boarding school in the Tyrolean mountains 
which admits students from the age of 14 if they pass the very 
demanding entrance examination. Even if you come from the 
village of Stams you have to live in the boarding school, in order 
to comply with the incredibly full daily schedule. You can 
specialize in the disciplines of biathlon, Nordic Combined, 
snowboarding, skiing and ski jumping. I didn‘t want to cover the 
whole range in the film, so I concentrated on the two biggest 
sectors: alpine skiing and ski jumping.

What sparked your personal interest in this school?

BERNHARD BRAUNSTEIN: As a child I was passionate about 
skiing. To the extent that every summer I would be looking 
forward to winter, so I could go skiing again. I was very 
attracted to the idea of looking at a place where young people 
try to live the dream of a successful career in skiing. 

The camerawork makes it clear from the outset how much the 
focus is on the young people: you generally keep the thematic/
linguistic focus off-screen, while your gaze remains on their 
faces. What is the idea behind this powerful focus on faces 
and individual personalities?

BERNHARD BRAUNSTEIN: This approach, taking the time to 
look calmly and very precisely at faces, expressions and body 
language, derives from the aim of rendering the person’s inner 
life visible. Ideally, you can see in the face and the body 
language how the person feels at the moment when he or she is 
being filmed. I think there’s a big difference between someone 
telling me how he or she got on in a certain situation and my 
observing it and thus experiencing it directly. That’s also we why 
didn’t use interviews and attempted to convey the content purely 
from observation. I am convinced this made the effect of the film 
more intense. Our DOP Serafin Spitzer did an excellent job. 
It takes a great deal of mutual trust, a sensitive and well-
coordinated team and a feeling for the right distance. Some 
situations demand great sensitivity about how close you can 
get to someone without being intrusive. 

In the first scenes of STAMS we see athletes who are wrapped up 
in warm coats, with crash helmets and equipment, each concen
trating hard, each for himself or herself. „The school sets up a 
very ambivalent structure, where the students have a sense of to
getherness but also have to develop an attitude where they think 
only of themselves - and compete against each other. Was this 
one of the questions you focussed on during this project?

BERNHARD BRAUNSTEIN: The tension between individual and 
community, the fact that they live in a group and are at the same 
time in competition with each other, interested me very much as 
a theme. I noticed in my observations that there is quite a lot 
of solidarity and not as much rivalry as might be expected at 
a school like that. In the end, it‘s all about who gets a place on 
the team, for example. The person who is a little bit better, faster, 
and maybe more popular will move forward on the career path. 
Loneliness and homesickness, on the other hand, are often an 
issue. The younger ones in particular suffer from not being able 
to see their families for weeks on end. If they are injured and no 
longer „function“ athletically, they are very much thrown back 
on themselves, and that experience can be very bitter.

Interview



prospect; a place where they can pursue their passion and at 
the same time graduate from high school. And then, I believe, 
many of them experience very powerful disillusionment. A lot of 
the passion is destroyed by the rigid routines and the pressure to 
perform. Will I get into the squad? How quickly can I get back 
on the slopes if I‘m injured? Can I make it through the school 
despite all these requirements? There is very little time for 
anything other than school, food and sports. Some people feel 
they‘re in a tunnel. The feeling is communicated that every 
minute must be used. This is problematic, because they have 
already made incredibly large sacrifices: very little free time, 
a very reduced group of friends, little family life, sole focus on 
sports, training and school. There is something very courageous 
about making this sacrifice, but if the dreams don’t come true, it 
can shake a young person to the core. 

Did working on STAMS also bring you surprising insights?

BERNHARD BRAUNSTEIN: I was infected by the strong phy-
sicality. I‘ve been doing a lot more sports since shooting the 
film, which is very good for me. The camaraderie and solidarity 
also surprised me, as did the sensitivity, wisdom and ability for 
reflection displayed by many of the athletes. And it would be 
wrong to think that no aspect of the big dream ever comes true. 
There are also bright spots, the joy of success, of experiencing 
one‘s own strength. Mastering a technique that enables you to 
plunge down a steep hill and then fly for 120/140 metres is a 
great thing. And mastering something so demanding and dan-

gerous also creates a sense of happiness, fulfilment and gran-
deur. The film does convey a critical attitude in two main areas: 
the large number of injuries, and the way some coaches interact 
with the youngsters. The constant demands, without considering 
what could be given to the young people going beyond sports. 
STAMS raises a very general question about the principle of 
performance and its multiple consequences. A question that also 
interests me very much outside of competitive sports.

Interview: Karin Schiefer, AUSTRIAN FILMS, 
December 2022 

It is striking that the young people’s sportswear is already 
adorned with the logos of sponsors. How early do the young 
athletes become part of a machine ultimately designed to 
promote the business interests of the sports industry through their 
sporting performance?

BERNHARD BRAUNSTEIN: The logos really are very apparent, 
and it is striking how early these young bodies become 
advertising spaces. The commercial interests of a huge industry 
are at stake, and it has taken on a dimension that is unhealthy 
for both the individuals and the sport. But I also appreciate that 
the expenses are considerable, going beyond the school fees: 
equipment, travel and accommodation costs are enormous, 
because they constantly compete in races. All that has to be 
paid for. That’s also why they try to find sponsors as early as 
possible, so they can absorb the costs. Which, of course, only 
works if a certain level of performance is achieved in return.

The impression is conveyed that you focus on the young female 
athletes, and in particular on the young sport of women‘s ski 
jumping. Was that a conscious decision?

BERNHARD BRAUNSTEIN: It wasn’t a conscious decision. I 
spent a lot of time at the school, I got to know a lot of people 
and to appreciate them. Some people intuitively convey the 
impression that filming with them would work well, because 
they’re expressive and act authentically in front of the camera. 
Another factor that played a role was that I was very fascinated 

by the complexity and elegance of ski jumping, especially 
women‘s ski jumping, which is a young sport currently on the 
rise with very successful athletes from Austria. 

When it comes to the trainers, everything seems to be in the 
hands of men?

BERNHARD BRAUNSTEIN: The training of young athletes is 
clearly a male-dominated field, and it certainly is a problem 
that the girls are mainly trained by men. There’s a scene in the 
film where a jump suit is measured and then sewn tighter, 
because the dimensions must adhere to very strict regulations. 
The fact that the suit has to be adapted for competition is 
completely normal, but in my view it’s problematic that this is 
done by a man on a young girl. It’s very important that there 
should be more female trainers, and more awareness of how 
the trainers behave in such a delicate situation. 

You manage to create some very fine moments with the young 
people. How did you build up that relationship with them?

BERNHARD BRAUNSTEIN: The rapprochement arises on the 
one hand through the time factor, and on the other hand through 
your behaviour, as a director, and that of the whole team. How 
do I explain to people what I want from them? I always act very 
openly and honestly. I never try to tease something out of 
people that they themselves don‘t want to give. I often felt 
there was a need to address certain issues, and I realized that 

the film can give a voice to young people who are often not he-
ard. What’s required of them is predominantly performance. So 
I tried to create situations where they can talk about topics that 
really concern them. 

Sports such as ski racing or ski jumping are primarily known 
from television images. Was it important for you to convey, in 
few very impressive sequences, the steep gradients and the 
speed that the athletes subject themselves to?

BERNHARD BRAUNSTEIN: It was important for me to convey a 
real feeling for the high speeds. The static shots, where someone 
just flashes through the image in a fraction of a second, seemed 
ideal for this purpose. It was also clear that I didn’t want to 
reproduce the familiar pictures from television. I wanted a 
different, accurate and subjective view. What I wanted to show 
is the skill of these young athletes: their strength, the elegance of 
their movements.

One of the girls says: „Without skiing, I wouldn‘t be me.“  One 
of the boys remembers the free skiing of his childhood, which 
has now been completely replaced by targeted skiing… and he 
misses it. All the children come to this school because of their 
enthusiasm for skiing. What happens to that passion?

BERNHARD BRAUNSTEIN: That’s an absolutely core question. 
For all of them, it starts with an incredible desire for skiing. And 
in that context the school in Stams constitutes an attractive 



PANAMA Film

PANAMA Film stands for films that give expression and space 
to challenging questions, lingering observation and lost 
longings. We work with filmmakers who approach their projects 
with an individual style while casting an undisguised glance at 
the world with all its fractures and subtleties. Our productions 
are sometimes created in cooperation with international 
production companies that share our enthusiasm for cinema.

PANAMA Film was founded in 2018 by the producers Lixi Frank 
and David Bohun as a joint initiative with the directors Stefan 
Bohun and Sebastian Brameshuber.

Our first (co-)production, Sebastian Brameshuber‘s documentary 
MOVEMENTS OF A NEAR MOUNTAIN, was awarded the 
Grand Prix at its world premiere at 2019 Cinéma du Reel in 
Paris. Sandra Wollner‘s feature film THE TROUBLE WITH BEING 
BORN, a co-production with The Barricades and ZDF/Das kleine 
Fernsehspiel, won the Special Jury Prize in the Encounters Com-
petition at the Berlinale 2020 and four Austrian Film Awards, 
including Best Film. Our current production STAMS will celebrate 
its world premiere at the 73rd Berlinale in the Panorama section.

We are currently finishing DIE THEORIE VON ALLEM by Timm 
Kröger and we have started the pre-production of THE GREEN 
PARROT by Elsa Kremser and Levin Peter and IN CURRENT 
TRAFFIC by Sebastian Brameshuber. We are working on the 
development of new projects by Sandra Wollner as well as 
Lilith Kraxner and Milena Czernovsky.

Filmography

STAMS
Documentary, AT 2023, 97 min., 
directed by Bernhard Braunstein 

DIE THEORIE VON ALLEM
Fiction, DE/AT/CH 2023, 120 min, 
directed by Timm Kröger, in co-production with Ma.ja.de., 
The Barricades, Catpics and ZDF/Arte

BUILDING VISIONS
Docu-series, AT/CL 2022, 4x26 min, 
directed by Diego Breit-Lira, in co-production with Nikolaus 
Geyrhalter Filmproduktion, Glaciar Films, and SWR/Arte and ORF

SOLDAT AHMET
Documentary , AT 2021, 76 min., 
directed by Jannis Lenz

THE TROUBLE WITH BEING BORN
Fiction, AT/DE 2020, 94 min, 
directed by Sandra Wollner, in co-production with 
The Barricades, ZDF / Das kleine Fernsehspiel and 
Filmakademie Baden-Württemberg

MOVEMENTS OF A NEARBY MOUNTAIN
Documentary, AT 2019, 85 min, 
directed by Sebastian Brameshuber, in co-production with Mischief 
Films and Le Fresnoy - Studio des Arts Contemporains.




