The Skanda Vale Experience
Thoughts and Assumptions
Prior to the first lecture I felt I did not have a wide knowledge of anything about skanda vale, only what i had read in the handbook on moodle, and a little from speaking to other students and lecturers. Upon arriving at the first lecture I realised that a lot of the class seemed to be people I had not really met yet, and I was curious to get to know them. The lectures gave me a solid groundwork for what to expect and how to behave while doing field work. The key things to know about skanda vale (as i will make reference to them) are as follows; They are multi-faith, worshiping frequently throughout the day in pujas. They are vegetarian, and rely on donations for food. Every pilgrim and visitor brings a donation. We will not be allowed electronics while there, and they request that we do not consume meat or alcohol for 3 days before our visit. It is a no smoking area. We will be working for 4 hours in exchange for the opportunity to spend time there. There are 3 temples and they worship around 5 times every day. Some temples you cannot enter if you are menstruating and the monks only can run the pujas.
I initially was keenly interested in how the pujas would run if they were multi-faith, but as we discussed the trip more my interest shifted onto the physicality of the experience. How the residents at Skanda Vale see the mind and the body and how they use ritual worship and routine to link those concepts to their beliefs. Would my experience match theirs when I did not hold the same beliefs?
A Short Pilgrimage
Getting on the bus there was a sense of excitement and dread. The news says its set to be the coldest week we’ve had for 5 years, and everyone’s already warned us that skanda vales cold as it is.
There’s some discussion on the bus about what to expect, all our information is very technical, I think knowing more would have spoiled the experience.
When we arrive we meet Brother Andy, an ex school teacher. He tells us many stories of the guru throughout our trip, and relays what he can of the gurus teachings. We learn that the core of their belief is that God is in everything and everyone, we are all divine, and we just have to find that divinity. This makes it seem as though they believe that their body is inherently linked with the divine, and their goal is to link their mind to that part of their body. The pujas did seem to support that theory.
Brother Andy tells us how the guru was strict, but they trusted him and loved him still, as they knew his job was to make them better people. Pick out their flaws so they could better themselves. He helped them focus themselves on the divine. On the way down to the main site we paused briefly to visit gurus grave, before visiting vali the elephant. We all fed her some fruit, patted her trunk and spoke to the monk who had trained her the entire time she had been at skanda vale. 
Before the first puja i got to speak to a pilgrim about why he chose to make the journey. He said he watched a video of a Cambridge astrophysicist meeting the Dali lama discussing and agreeing on everything, and it threw off his entire world view. He realised he could find faith in life without dropping his scientific belief. He said the pujas always ‘affect’ him which i never got a chance to ask him more about as the puja then began. 
The Puja Recipe
Every daily puja seemed to follow the same pattern, shoes off before you enter, sit on a pillow, girls on the left, boys on the right, open the curtain, the monks run the puja, sing prayers with a drum, waft a flame around each symbol of worship as a blessing, periodically ring a set of bells, visit first the monks, then the men, then women, with the flame, then 2 powders, first the grey one then the red, then 2 liquids, first a rosewater then a yogurt and honey.  They liquids are the same ones that get used to bathe statues in other pujas, effectively connecting your body to the represented body of the holy symbols, as in Christianity with bread and wine (Mintz and Du Bois 2002). This reinforces my thoughts on how they strive to link their mind and body to the divine. 
The variation in this pattern comes in the weekly pujas, Mahabishekam being the one I got to experience. In the Mahabishekam puja, you do not take off your shoes as it is in the outside Sri Ranganatha Temple. The monks ritually bathe the statues and burn incense in addition to the usual process and it takes two hours as opposed to the usual thirty minute average.
They appeal to every sense in every puja, the sight of the grandeur of the decorations in every temple, the smell of burning incense, the melodic sound of the prayers, the feel of the washing over you and the powders you press to your forehead with the ring finger of your right hand, and the taste of the rosewater and yogurt as the puja finishes. This attention to the senses and the key roles they play in pujas I did not initially notice, until later in the trip, but seems to be quite significant to the residents of skanda vale.
The pujas as I experienced were far from what I expected, there not being a sense of communitas until after we left the temple, perhaps not at all. Though everyone joined in the sang prayers each person had a deep individual experience, in a positive way or not. I found that each time the pujas had me thinking about a different part of my life, as hard as I tried to observe as fully as possible, bearing in mind Geertz’s thick description (Geertz 1973). Each puja had something which seemed to have a strong link to different experiences in my life despite being a completely new experience. An example being the food offerings in the very first puja we attended, reminded me so heavily of my trip to morocco last year, in which we gifted similar food offerings to the nomads that we drove hours to visit. I left every puja feeling energized, though I would attribute this to the positive memories the puja elicited, not the worship itself.
Energy
We got the opportunity to group interview one of the monks before the last puja we would be attending, I managed to miss his name unfortunately. Amongst other questions I asked him how they had the energy to work such full, long, days. He admitted that it was hard work to attend and run pujas from 5AM to 9PM, whilst doing maintenance jobs around the site, but that when attending those pujas ‘if you can be mindful, present, and focused, you can gain so much energy’. In his explanation this energy came across as though it was the divine presence that Brother Andy had talked about at the start of our trip. When pushed he described this divine energy in a more scientific way, referencing quantum theory he described the divine energy as the base material before the light and sound waves that are usually considered the start. The purest form of energy. Although I’m not sure if the science is correct there it does align with the running theme I was noticing at skanda vale; that followers of the guru all in some shape or form feel their body is linked to the divine, and that they strive to be ‘present and focused’ in their mind in order to access this link. Brother Andy spoke initially of the divine being in all things, the pilgrim I spoke to briefly explained how he could let his belief in science and the divine co-exist at Skanda Vale, and the Monk we got to interview spoke of divine as the energy that fuels their minds and bodies allowing them to achieve as much as they can in a day. Though I did feel energized after the 5 am puja it did not last long, by my interpretation the monk’s belief, this would be because I was not focused purely on the puja and my belief in the divine.
Later in the interview, when asked why they restrict the use of the internet and electronics at Skanda Vale, the monk stated ‘what you see and hear is as much food as what you put in your mouth. You have to look at what you put into your body in every sense’. This philosophy on pollution and purity in the body does make sense in the context of their pujas. As I pointed out before, they pay attention to every sense in each puja, which seems overwhelming, but I assume if you can achieve the focus they speak of then it serves to channel the divine energy through every sense. As the culture I come from is different to the culture at Skanda Vale, I interpret that stimulus is different (Classen 2010). Looking back, the monks running the Mahabishekam puja appeared to demonstrate this focus, seemingly unbothered by the heavy snowfall while we all watched shivering in blankets. 
Where Next
I came out of Skanda Vale a little stunned, the experience made me confront a few of my own beliefs. Having come from a atheist household but a Christian primary school I always had some small amount of inner conflict over faith. Leaving Skanda Vale I felt almost as if that little amount of faith was restored, but in a nostalgic way. Starting the day with the Lord’s Prayer (amongst others) was very reminiscent of the start of each school day for what was a large part of my life. That being said I would hardly call myself converted. The first thing I did arriving back home in Lampeter was take a long nap, the Skanda Vale experience was exhausting, and I only lived it for a day. 
The things that stood out to me about my visit all revolve around the body and its connection to ritual worship. The study of the senses in ritual practice I have found to be an interesting area to begin to research. I found a lot of my previous reading on ritual practice did not focus at all on the body or the senses, but predominantly focused on structure and how to approach the study without simplifying the experience down to a few steps as some of the influential anthropologists such as Arnold Van Gennep did (Bell 1992, Van Gennep 1909).
My attempts to follow Geertz’s guidelines for participant observation were not very successful, I am far too easily distracted as it seems, so I plan to practice paying attention to the small details in a situation. I initially wrote eighteen pages of observations while at Skanda Vale (in my large, hundred-and-fifty-words-a-page, font), but even that initial writing goes wildly off track at times. Method is definitely an area I can improve on, both observation and interviewing, as I realised when I could not find the names of two of the people I interviewed. Skanda Vale has made me look at my values, processes, and where my interests in anthropology are strongest. 
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