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Monks get their kicks 

BYLINE: Tanya Davies 

BODY: 

The Cup 
Directed by Khyentse Norbu 

It is like no other movie ever made. The Cup is the first feature to come out of the Himalayan kingdom of Bhutan, and the first in the Tibetan language. It was shot in a monastery by a monk who is one of the most important lamas in Tibetan Buddhism. All these celluloid oddities add up to a funny, charming look at a realm few people get to see. 

Based on a true story, the film is set in the summer of 1998, when World Cup soccer fever has struck the globe. Even remote Bhutan, a country of two million people sandwiched between India and Tibet and a haven for Tibetan monks in exile, isn't immune to soccer mania. Team logos are drawn in chalk on the walls of the Chokling Monastery. And the chanting by the younger monks sometimes veers into team slogans. Orgyen and Lodo are two spirited teenagers who sneak out at night to watch the games on a TV in a nearby village. Eventually, they are nabbed by the monastery's disciplinarian, Geko, and threatened with expulsion. But Orgyen convinces Geko and the abbot that since the two fans were punished for sneaking out, not for watching television, the monastery should rent a TV so everyone can enjoy the Cup final. 

Writer-director Khyentse Norbu, 38, short the film at his own rural monastery, and he has captured the simple beauty of the Bhutan countryside. He cast his fellow monks -- who, he says, really are crazy about soccer -- and they lend authenticity to the movie, not to mention an infectious sense of glee. The young monks balance prayers and studies with typical teenage activities, such as passing notes behind their teacher's back and playing kick the can. The Cup moves slowly, but so it should: Norbu has captured the rhythms of life in a place where even World Cup fever cannot dispel an overwhelming air of serenity. 


