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The Flower Contest between Two Divine Rivals
A Study in Central and East Asian Mythology

Manabu Waida

:,:r::::.m?— In Central and East Asian mythology, two antag-
Er:v;,j: fjmnc_ beings (e.g., Maitreya and S:{k‘vamum]_ are often
1]1 C I Ehlxplulu. vying \\'1II:| each other for sovereignty aver
'ie Warld, an island, a piece of land, or over the human destiny.
w::)}f ll'ici'ide 0 scule the dispute by a ﬂuwgr contest; the one
be Ih‘r\‘ﬂu[rl be the first to see a flower bloom in midnight ﬁlfllnuld
t‘xlun:' ﬁf\‘\'fftzlgn. This myth ('Jt the h'nwe_lr contest is 101![1;1
if!emj-g'lﬁuy in the. Ryukyus, Ilwrea. and Lcntr:_i] Asia. After
i ‘}lr'-g the various thematic contexts into which it rlm.-_: been
Snrnijlpeti I_ would suggesl that _ti:e myth probably _ungm-.uml
B tere in Central Asia, possibly among tElcl ﬁur:ats.‘undcr
r‘!si(:r ;ﬂ_g influence of syncretistic frunm.n lradillun?. ,l'f.i‘.'f“'rdtf
"'"i'r'wlm orea, rﬁe Ryukyus, mythology, Maitreya and Sakyamuni,
Stous dualism, folklore]

;“’:“bt} Waida, Ph.D., trained in the History of Religions
I‘ e University of Chicago; Professor at the University of
an:}“:ia- Cﬂn_ad.a_ Current |'L‘.~src1}rch centres around myths, rituals,
pub“'c.'&{'ﬂitru:-;hc phenomena in R)rul\'_yq Isllnnds. Jap'.m._— His
Asion -lll!t.:lnne:"mi:hlde: Myths of the Origin of Death: the (.‘e:_ural
Figin '*'rpt' (Temenos 1982); Central Asian Mythology of the
1'Hlor\-u{ Death: A Comparative Analysis t:ﬂ Its Slruclpru and
Siberiy "*S””?”'f?f’&' 1‘}8?1: and Problems of Central Asian and
atnd q'lr?h hm:n:lnim?‘ _U\umen 1983); many ar{llcics on n'_lylhs
Elta(ig anis in the l*.nniycigp-tth:l ol RL_EJ.IEIU-II. ed. h_\" :E/:[II‘L‘EE.[
= (New York 1987). His “La religion des Japonais™ is 10

% iL_“‘C!'-lded in the fm'lhcoming fourth volume of M. Eliade’s
oire des croyances et des idées religieuses™ (Paris: Payot).

Introduction

i[l“ rlngﬂ the Japanese folklorist Miyata made public
(the Yth of the flower contest found in Miyako
Mmam island of the Miyako group) of the
[h};”k)’u A:fch_ipclugu, “In olden times,” so runs
yal ”‘}‘th- Miruku [Bt!ddhist Bodhisattva Maitre-
e ﬁﬂh. born on the island of Miyako. He was
eamgpdmme with drooping ears, but he had a
Wit ul heart; he provided the poor and needy
. ‘Ip_kmly of food and gave even children to
the LBuldIcss. One (Ia__v. Saka-botoke [Sakyamuni,
Buddhuuidha] and Miruku-botoke [Maitreya, the
and g, 3.T_ got into a big quarrel with each other,
€Y decided to settle the quarrel by watching

0 : :
c- Would be the first to see a flower of the peony
“ome to full bloom; the one who would win

Lre,

this flower contest should remain in Miyako and
become its guardian, while the loser should leave
the island for China and become its protecting
god. In the meantime Miruku-botoke inadvertently
fell into a doze, and it was Saka-botoke who was
the first to see the blooming peony. Consequently,
Miruku lost the contest and left Miyako for Chi-
na, taking with him all kinds of delicious fruits
growing on the island™ (1971: 255, 1975: 286).

In retrospect, Miyata’s publication of this sto-
ry was a significant event in the history of folklore
studies in the Ryukyus, for it anticipated the dis-
covery of a remarkable number of variants of the
myth after 1972 when these islands were restored
to the Japanese Government. Japanese students
of folktales, most notably. Professors A. Fukuda,
H. Iwase. and S. Endd, have since been energet-
ically engaged in collecting and analyzing myths,
legends, and other folktales orally transmitted for
decades (see, e.g., Fukuda 1979; Fukuda, Iwase,
and Endo 1980; Iwase, Endo, and Fukuda 1983:
Fukuda 1989). Among these tales are found those
involving two Buddhist divinities, Maitreya and
Sakyamuni, to which we shall return shortly. At
the moment, let us attempt a brief analysis of the
myth published by Miyata.

It comprises two motifs: (1) the motif of
sharp conflict on matters of sovereignty that exists
between Maitreya and Sakyamuni, a conflict that
could be said to be almost on the verge of dualistic
tension, and (2) the motif of the flower contest, by
means of which this conflict or tension beiween
the two divine rivals is dissolved; the one who
would be the first to see a peony flower blossom
in the midst of night should be the ruler over the
island. Maitreya loses the contest because he falls
asleep, and it is Sakyamuni who first discovers
the blooming of the flower. In addition to these
two motifs constituting the myth, one may also
note the Messianic or paradisiacal images char-
acterizing Maitreya, It is true that he is said to
be ugly because of his drooping ears, a feature
reminding us of that of Pu-tai, a fat, laughing,




