Field Report
This report will be exploring my interest in notions of the body, and how they play a role in ritual practice at Skanda Vale. The Skanda Vale community are a multi-faith community located in Wales. They hold religious worship rituals, named Pujas, five times a day, every day, and pilgrims travel to worship there from across the United Kingdom. My focus during our short stay there was on how these pujas linked with the Skanda Vale communities concepts of the body.
We only stayed at Skanda Vale for one night in mid February, but over the period we were there I was able to interview many of the monks and pilgrims, and attend six pujas, essentially following the day that one of the many who make the pilgrimage to Skanda Vale would follow. We went as a large group of aspiring anthropologists, so had to find the balance between gaining a true experience as a pilgrim would and staying in an anthropological scholarly mindset. A longer stay would have allowed all of us a better insight into the happenings at Skanda Vale and their connections to our chosen research focuses.
I entered Skanda Vale not fully sure of what I would focus on, but with some desire for it to focus around the body, perhaps how the long working days and pujas affected my body and if the monks experienced them differently to me. I didn't settle on an aim until the stay was over. 
My observation lead me to the following conclusion, which I shall discuss throughout this report.
The body has a central role in the ritual practices at Skanda Vale. These ritual practices demonstrate and reinforce notions of the body that have implications not only within the religious and spiritual contexts, but also across political and social aspects of life at the Skanda Vale community. 
There is already much existing scholarship in anthropology devoted to these subject areas. Amongst others,  Margret Lock discusses the discourse surrounding culturally constructed body concepts, Catherine Bell discusses the ritualised body, and Judith Butler writes on performative gender as a tool for reinforcing body concepts and gender roles (Bell 1990, Butler 1993, Lock 1993). These are the three scholars that have formed the basis of my knowledge in my evaluation of the Skanda Vale community.
At Skanda Vale their concept of the body appeared to be rooted in their religious belief, as that is the reason that the community have gathered together the religious culture shapes their daily lives, body concepts included. The theory that immediately stands out in this discussion is that of culturally constructed bodies. My basis for my understanding for this field stems from Margret Lock's writing on bodies, she discusses how the boundaries between people’s bodies and their experience of the world are present, but different, in all societies. This creates a social order that bodies must conform to, and shapes our understanding of many cultural practices. The culture that a body is born into shapes where they place these boundaries and interpret the world. Lock states
'fluid boundaries, between individuals and society and between individuals and nature, are normative constructions that have significance for the creation of explanations about inequality, misfortune, illness, and for the moral order' (Lock 1993:138)
These boundaries that we make around our bodies shape how we interpret cultural practices that do not comply to what we may perceive as normal (Lock 1993). At Skanda Vale this was constantly apparent to me, as my understanding of my body did not match that of the apparent concept of the body held by their community. 
As expected, at Skanda Vale the body appears to hold a significance in ritual practice, such as the puja rituals that are held several times a day. They cater to every sense, and prepare the body before and after the puja takes place. Catherine Bell has made an extensive study into the body in ritual, and how we should approach the study of ritual as a whole. The role of ritual itself has been heavily disputed by anthropologists, the most prominent theories are that rituals help a culture cope with change, as in the rite of passage rituals discussed by scholars such as Arnold Van Gennep, and that rituals help reinforce social order, a theory which likely stems from the study of totemism in worship, as discussed by Emile Durkheim (Van Gennep 1909, Durkheim 1915). As the purpose of ritual at Skanda vale does not appear to be to aid change, it is safe to assume that it serves to reinforce social order, under the guise of religious worship. In Bell's words, 'ritual was recognized as having a type of efficacy or power—not the power that it might claim, but a special ability to shape social organization' (Bell 1990:299) The body is a tool in ritual to affirm this social organisation. The ritualised body is separate from the regular body, as it holds a power that other bodies do not have. these ritualised bodies are created by putting the body through some kind of process that marks it as separate from the regular body (Bell 1990). At Skanda Vale this would be removing shoes, and the placement of the body in the temple. As the overt role of the puja is to worship the so called 'divine' in order to receive energy, the covert role is organising the social gender roles and power structures that shape everyday life at Skanda Vale, via the organisation of the bodies in the temple and therefore their access to the 'divine energy'.
Gendered bodies follow different roles at Skanda Vale, during pujas and elsewhere. The organisation of men and women in the temple parallels the power structure present outside of the pujas. By adhering to the segregation during the puja the nuns reinforce the segregation that they are subject to in daily life at Skanda Vale. This fits with the theory that gender is 'performative', each gender is defined by the traditional roles and uniforms culturally ascribed to it (Butler 1993). In my time there I did not get a chance to talk to any of the nuns, as they never seemed to appear outside of the pujas, all the important roles and responsibilities being taken on by the monks.
[bookmark: _GoBack]While at Skanda Vale I was conscious of my methodology, having never performed any fieldwork before. I tried to participate as wholly as possible while still keeping a critical state of mind, so as to use participant observation to the best of my ability. I kept a field journal throughout the experience, trying to bear in mind Geertz's thick description as I took notes in the greatest detail possible, in order to garner the deepest possible level of understanding and the richest data (Geertz 1973). I practiced interviewing beforehand and asked consent of all I spoke to before using recording our conversations. With this methodology I can confidently claim that the information I acquired is as reliable as was possible to get with only a day's visit, and was ethically sound.
When we first arrived at Skanda Vale one of the monks, Brother Andy, told us many stories of the community and the guru. He spoke of the gurus teachings, that we are all divine, this divinity is in everything and everyone, we just have to find it. This sense of the divine and its involvement in life at Skanda Vale became more prominent over the course of the visit.
Each puja at Skanda Vale follows the same basic process, it is these fundamentals that are key in the discussion of the body in ritual as they all involve one of the senses, and serve to construct and enforce social order. Upon entering any temple, with the exclusion of the Sri Ranganatha Temple as it is outside, you must take your shoes off and collect a pillow to sit or kneel on. The women are all seated on the left and the men on the right. A woman may not enter the temple if she is menstruating. Incense is burned. The pujas are always run by monks, the nuns occasionally lead the prayer songs, but the monks always perform the physical act of blessing the statue(s) with a flame, before the flame is passed through the temple to bless each person. Monks first, then male attendants before women and nuns. Two powders, that are to be pressed to the forehead, and two liquids, that are to be ingested, follow the flame in the same order. Then the pillows are replaced and shoes are put back on upon leaving the ritual.
During some down time we had, before the last puja we attended, we were given the opportunity to interview one of the monks. This shed some light upon the shared body concepts of the Skanda Vale community. One particular quote on the subject of mentality during the pujas stood out to me as it presented a link between the focus on the divine at Skanda Vale, and the supposed purpose of the pujas,  ‘if you can be mindful, present, and focused, you can gain so much energy’. When pushed on the topic, the monk described the 'divine' as a pure energy at the core of everything. So by being present during the pujas you can access this energy, linking the body to the divine. The Skanda Vale community view the body as a vessel for the divine, and therefore must be kept pure. The monk reinforced this observation, as he stated that ‘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’. Ritual at Skanda Vale serves a religious purpose in linking bodies to the divine, and a practical purpose in setting an order for these bodies to follow.
It is important to recognise that the ritual activity seen at Skanda Vale must be seen in the wider political context of the community. The patriarchal power structure is reinforced by ritual, with the segregation and the order the flame blessing is passed around, as the ritual holds the power to influence social order (Bell 1990). The social roles are ascribed to gender and biology. Performing these gender roles reinforce the power imbalance in the society, but as I did not have the opportunity to interview any of the nuns I cannot indicate if there is any desire to change the current state, or if they perceive any imbalance at all. 
The concept of the body as a vessel for the 'divine', is central, and catered to in the puja rituals. Each sense is linked individually, with the sound of the sand prayers, the smell of the incense, the sight of the grand temples, the feel of the powders and the floor under your feet, and the taste of the two liquids. By feeding each sense they enforce the importance of each sense and the body in their culture. By keeping these senses 'pure' while outside of ritual worship, they link the social, culturally constructed, body to the conceptual 'ritualised body' (Bell 1990, Lock 1993). The organisation and prioritisation of the bodies in the pujas reflect and construct the organisation in the community, and this in turn reflects the perceived importance of each within the community. The body is key practice at Skanda Vale, as it is at the core of their religious belief, and therefore their culture.
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