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A
s a child, Abhijit Chit-
nis spent hours amid 
nature.

Today, he worries 
about children who do not un-
derstand earthy touches as 
lives, he fears, have been lim-
ited to screens. Which is why 
Chitnis today takes his chil-
dren to an agro-tourism centre 
and petting farm near the city.

“My son is eight; daughter 
is four. Gadgets have made peo-
ple lazy. Not many kids today 
know how farms work. So I 
took them to an agro-tourism 
centre near the Khadakwasla 
Dam,” he said.

Chitnis said the visit 
turned out to be a smashing 
success. “They enjoyed it so 
much that we have now started 
farming on our own field near 
the city. We regularly visit the 
place to  let our children enjoy 
nature at its best,” he added.

There are others who be-
lieve children need a touch of  
nature.  

Parent Archana Sankhol-
kar said gadgets have severely 
reduced playtime outside.  

“People working on farms 
was a regular sight when we 
were growing up. But children 
today find that sight exciting.  
Visits to an agro-tourism re-
sort or petting farms have 
helped  my children experi-
ence activities such as the  
milking of  a cow or the churn-
ing of  milk to make ghee,” she 
said.

Owner of  The Barn House, 
Ranjit Kher, said several par-
ents want their children to get 
a taste of  the old days.  

“People in the city don’t 
have many places to go to, be-
sides malls or an assortment 
of  restaurants. This has 
caused some prob-
lems. Many chil-
dren today fear 
farm animals. 
Some have 
never gone 
close to cow 
This has made 
agro-tourism 
click,” Kher 
said. At his re-
sort, Kher caters to 
several regulars who 
visit at least twice a month.  
“We have a variety of  animals 
here. Kids can feed them, play 
with them and more impor-
tantly, become part of  a natu-
ral process. They can actually 
see how vegetables are grown 
or where milk comes from. 

Many regulars have also been 
allotted a patch of  land at the 
resort where they can farm. 
We tend to crops in their ab-

sence and deliver produce to 
their homes,” Kher 

said.  
Owner of  the 

J a p a l o u p p e 
Equestrian Cen-
tre, Rohan More, 
said parents 
want to help 

children under-
stand  nature. 

“We have been 
running our petting 

farm for over 10 years now. 
Lots of  people pay to spend 
time with animals amid na-
ture. We have an assortment 
of  animals such as rabbits, 
guinea pigs, sheep, goats, pigs, 
a donkey, a cow and several 
horses. Horse riding as a sport 
is growing and we constantly 

see new people indulging in it,” 
he said.

Another retreat near Lava-
sa is offering patrons a chance 
to engage in farming. “With 
the current generation una-
ware of  how crops are grown 
or what crop is grown in what 
season, we are providing cus-
tomers a chance to engage in 
farming. For example, at the 
onset of  monsoon, our patrons 
plant paddy while around Di-
wali, they harvest it. We have 
plantations according to the 
season and those who visit get 
a hands-on experience. We also 
have turkeys, hens, cows and 
much more. We have been get-
ting a good response from 
youths who venture out to try 
their hand at some new activi-
ties rather than spending  
holidays within concrete jun-
gles,” Rohit Jagtap, owner of  
The Farmstead, said.
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T
he man behind the statue of  
R K Laxman’s iconic Com-
mon Man at the Symbiosis 
University on Senapati Ba-

pat Road, Vivek Khatavkar, has long 
been known as one of  Pune’s most 
famous sculptors.

But little does one know that 
Vivek’s father, Dattatray Shridhar 
alias D S Khatavkar, started the art 
college at Bharatiya Vidyapeeth. Nor 
does one know how Vivek’s two sons 
are fast becoming sculptors in their 
own right. The three generations have 
produced most of  Pune’s most impor-
tant murals and statues and are 
known for their contributions, espe-
cially at the time of  Ganeshotsav.

“My father took up sculpture and 
painting as a hobby.  He started mak-
ing use of  mythological subjects for 
the Ganesh festival. In 1952, he made 
the first movement-oriented decora-
tion at Tulshibaug during Ganeshot-
sav. He continued working for their 
Ganeshotsav until 2015,” saidVivek.

It is rare for a single artist to work 
on only one project. “It is now tradi-
tion. The Tulshibaug Ganpati is also 
known as Khatavkar’s Ganpati. At the 
time, there used to be a huge crowd,” 
he said.   

It was also the time when fibre-
glass, as a material, was new. “In 1973, 
my father went on a world tour. He 
visited Rome, Paris and London and 
all the art hubs. He wanted something 
different for Pune’s Ganeshotsav. In 
1975, it was the year of  the Amrutma-
hotsav, or the 75th year of  Tulshibaug. 
My father produced the first transpar-
ent fiberglass idol of  Ganesh. The idol 
gained worldwide acclaim. It was a 
very good medium. One can now find 
it everywhere,” Vivek said.

D K Khatavkar was also the vice-
principal of  the Abhinav Kala Mahav-
idyalaya until 1989. “He first set up 
the Bharati Kala 
Mahavidyalaya 
at the Bharati-
ya Vidapeeth 
in a small 
c l a s s ro o m . 
Today, there 
is a building 
to his name. 

The staff  there were his students. 
However, I told my father to focus on 
sculpting and painting instead. His 
style of  water colour painting  — In-
dian decorative nature painting —  is 
famous,” Vivek added.

After finishing Class X from the N 
M V High School in Pune, Vivek com-
pleted a BA from S P College. “I want-
ed to focus on sculpting and 
painting. I would also work 
with the students who met 
my father. I did my BA in 
Philosophy and Psychology 
from SP College. I then took 
admission in the Abhina-
va Kala Mahavidyalaya 
for a foundation 

course. My father was a stickler for 
discipline; all assignments had to be 
finished the same day. I was also 
thrown out of  class a few times.”

 Vivek then completed his course 
in sculpture from the Sir J J School 
of  Art in Mumbai. “I got an award in 
the first year. I also secured a scholar-
ship. After completing my course, I 
was left wondering what to do next 

when father asked me to make an 
idol of  Ganesh. So the idol in 

Tulshibaug was my first major pro-
ject,” said Vivek.

After dabbling in set design in the 
film industry, Vivek’s turning point 
came in 1999, when he was commis-
sioned to sculpt the Common Man 
statue at Symbiosis. “That was 
how I came to be known as a sculp-
tor in my own right. S B Mujumdar, 
the founder of  Symbiosis Society, 
once asked R K Laxman about a 
possible statue of  the iconic Com-

mon Man over dinner.  Laxman 
agreed  and that’s when Mujumdar 
reached out to a few artists. I was one 
among them.”

Vivek even remembers the day of  
the all-important appointment. 

“Mujumdar told me to make 
whatever Laxman wanted. He then 

fixed an appointment for me to meet 

with Laxman on May 4, 1999 at 4.15pm. 
At the office, I was promptly inter-
viewed and even though I couldn’t 
speak good English, on that day I was 
able to communicate with Laxman 
perfectly. But my hands were trem-
bling. When I was done speaking 
about the process, Laxman simply  
said, ‘Okay, well done’.”

Vivek added: “I told him I would 
need at least seven days to make the 
model. But Laxman gave me 15 days.”

Vivek said when Laxman arrived 
to inspect a model of  the statue, he 
was an epitome of  how a famous art-

ist packed both humility and 
heart. “I experienced that 

quality that day. This is 
how Laxman’s sched-

ule worked: He would 
arrive in Pune, come 
directly to the stu-
dio, make correc-
tions on the statue, 

go to a hotel for a half  
hour and then return 

to Mumbai.”
On the day Laxman ar-

rived at Vivek’s studio, he saw 
the model from a distance and was 
very appreciative. “But he then came 
closer and said, ‘Vivek the shoes are 
not proper; the folds are wrong’. This 
way, he kept making corrections right 
until even the hair was correct. It was 
then that I realised the model was 
100% flawed. But I was encouraged by 
the fact that he was appreciative at 
first. I made a second model, and there 
was again a visit and corrections. 
Similarly, there was a third visit. Mu-
jumdar even asked Laxman if  the 
artist should be changed. But Laxman 
looked at him and asked: ‘Why? He’s 
a good artist. The Common Man stat-
ue  will be made only by Vivek Khata-
vkar’. I still get goosebumps when I 
think of  that moment,” Vivek said.

Vipul (27) and Viraj (18), are now 
the third generation of  Khatavkars 
who will be getting into the field. Vi-
pul, known for his murals at the Ger-
man Bakery is fast becoming a sculp-
tor. “We get to carry on what our 
grandfather started and this is a big 
thing,” he said.

But the family still continues its 
work on Ganeshotsav.

“People who work for the festival 
are often not considered artists. But 
people need to remember that those 
who work for the Ganesh festival are 
true artists. Ganeshotsav is a bril-
liant platform for one to bring out the 
utmost in terms of  talent and art. 
The festival offers a platform to con-
nect with the common man because 
a person living in the slums also 
comes to a pandal as does the person 
living in a mansion. The festival is 
even celebrated abroad. It is the best 
platform to showcase creativity as all 
art can be presented through this,” 
Vivek said.
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The family that’s known for some 
of the city’s most iconic artworks

Farm visits let children 
witness a vital process
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A GUIDING HAND: Vivek Khatavkar works on pieces with sons Vipul and Viraj. 
They are the third generation of Khatavkars, who continue to create art for Pune  

CLOSER TO NATURE: Guided tours at certain resorts near the city 
help children understand how farms actually work
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I
t’s still a few hours until day-
break. But amid the stillness 
around, a four-storied building 
in Budhwar Peth is humming 

with activity. Boys barely aged 
nine or ten are up and about, gath-
ering their books, ready to begin 
their lessons. They sit in a circle 
around their avuncular teacher 
and, on cue, begin to recite the San-
skrit slokas learnt a day earlier.

 Welcome to the world of  Ved 
Pathshalas. With renewed interest 
in tradition, these institutions are 
alive and kicking. In Pune alone, 
there are nine Ved Pathshalas — 
some more than a century old.

 At the 138-year-old Pune Ved-
pathshala in Budhwar Peth, as in 
other such institutions, the thrust 
is on learning by committing to 
memory. “We follow the oral tradi-
tion of  learning. Students learn by 
listening to the teacher. Books are 
for students to check if  pronuncia-
tion is correct,” says Vaze guruji 
Rugved Smail Chhodamani.

 Established on October 12, 
1881, the residential school has 40 
students between the ages of  nine 
and 23. “As per Vedic tradition, we 

admit those who are Brahmins. 
Students come here after their 
thread ceremony and after they 
have attained the age of  8. Gener-
ally, most come after they have 
studied till the fourth or the fifth 
standard in a regular school,” he 
says.

Instruction here is through the 
Gurukul system. It is focused on 
Rig Veda — Shakal branch and 
Krishna Yajurved — Taittiriya 
branch. In addition, students also 
learn ‘Yadnik’ in detail, which is 
essential for Karmanushthana,
says Chhodamani.

Which Veda one needs 
to study depends on 
one’s family’s vedic tra-
dition. 

According to Chho-
damani, it takes more 
than 12 to 15 years to 
study one single Veda. 

“Rig Veda has 
around 10,500 vers-
es. Yajurveda samh-
ita includes around 
1,875 verses that 
build on the founda-
tion of  verses in Rig 
Veda. The middle 
layer of  Yajurveda text in-

cludes Satapatha Brahmana, one 
of  the largest Brahmana texts in 
Vedic collection. The youngest 
layer comprises the newest collec-
tion of  Upanishads.”

 Remembering all these man-
tras is a very difficult task, which 
leaves students with hardly any 
time to do anything else. But only 
after a student has completed the 
entire training module, can he be 
called a Vedik.

 Since the entire focus of  vedic 
education is on a student’s ability 
to recall verses verbatim, the ad-
mission process involves assessing 

an applicants’ ability to 
memorise lessons and 

pronunciation. “We 
hold a workshop 

for one month from 
April 16 to May 15 
every year, during 

which we figure out 
the students’ ability to 

memorise the Vedas and 
whether they can stay 
here. Our entire sys-
tem of  education is 
oral; we don’t have a 

written 

exam,” says Chhodamani. The 
academic session begins from 
June.

 In keeping with the times, Pune 
Vedpathshala has introduced sub-
jects such as History, Geography, 
Science, Maths, Marathi, Hindi, 
English and even Computer Sci-
ence for those who want to move 
into the general stream later on. 

“We prepare students for all 
subjects until about Class IX 
so that they are able to 
easily appear for the 
Class X board exams. 
Since we don’t teach 
Class X here, we give 
a Class IX pass cer-
tificate with the 
help of  which stu-
dents can either take 
admission in a regular 
school or appear in the 
board exam as an external 
candidate,” says Ulhas Anant 
Phadke, an official. 

But those 
who want to 
concentrate 

only on Vedic 
studies  can 
continue their 

lessons here, 
he adds.

 A typi-
cal day be-

gins here at 4.30 
am when stu-
dents wake up 
to revise their 
lessons. They 

have breakfast around 8.30 am fol-
lowing which they learn new les-
sons. They are taught in groups 
according to the class they study 
in. The boys study till noon and 
then break for lunch. Studies 
again commence from 2pm till 
about 5.30pm. From 5.30pm to 
about 6.30pm, they participate in 
sports. After the arti, around 
7.30pm, they study till 9.30pm and 

have dinner at 10pm. They 
have to be in bed by 

10.30pm.  
Every year, the 

Ved Pathshala ad-
mits between five 
and 10 students. 
“Since we have a 
limited capacity, we 

cannot admit more 
students. Moreover, 

they study here free of  
cost. Their food and lodg-

ing are taken care of  too,” says 
Phadke. 

Mostly, students from the Mar-
athwada and Konkan regions of  
Maharashtra, Karnataka and Goa, 
come to study at the ved pathshala. 
“This year, we got two students, 
aged around 8, from Lucknow,” 
says Chhodamani.

Nearly 18 km away, Ved Bhavan, 
in Kothrud’s Paud Road, has been 
keeping alive the tradition of  
teaching the ancient scriptures for 
the past 73 years. Here, students 
are imparted lessons in Dashgran-
thas, namely the Rigved Samhita, 
Aitareya Brahmana, Upanishads 

(Aranyakas), Vedanga, Shiksha-
chatushataya, Ashtadhayayi, 
Nairukta Shrauta and Griha 
Sutras. “We focus entirely on Rig 
Veda unlike other Ved Pathsha-
las,” says Moreshwar Vinayak 
Ghaisas, the Pradhan Acharya.

 “Students stay here for a mini-
mum of  10 to 12 years to complete 
their studies. Some students stay 
much longer since it takes several 
years to complete each of  the texts. 
For example, one has to spend 
around four-and-a-half  years to 
complete Rigved-Sanhita. Aitareya 
Brahmana contains 40 Adhyayas 
(chapters), and takes one-and-half  
years to complete,” he says.

Though students are admitted 
in April, actual studies start on 
Vijay Dashami. 

“Veda adhyan starts after doing 
sankalp on Vijay Dashami. That is 
why Vijay Dashami and Dussehra 
are important to us,” says Ghaisas.

 Ved Bhavan too follows the Gu-
rukula system of  learning and 
students stay here until age 25, fol-
lowing which they 
enter the second phase 
of  life, known as Gri-
hastha (householder).

“Currently, there are 
16 students at the academy. 
Most students come here from 
across Maharashtra, but we 
have a few students from 
Himachal Pradesh and 
Kashi (Varansi)too. This 
year, eight students came 
from Karnataka to study 

here but we could not admit them 
due to their unfamiliarity with 
Devanagari script,” he says. “De-
spite the strides made by modern 
system of  education, interest in 
vedic studies has remained alive 
over the years mainly due to the 
eagerness of  the people to learn 
about their roots. Hopefully, it will 
continue to draw students several 
years hence,” says the Pradhan 
Acharya.

It has become 
a tradition now. 

Tulshibaug Ganpati is also 
known as Khatavkar’s 

Ganpati because of this. At 
the time there used to be a 

heavy crowd
— Vivek Khatavkar |

SCULPTOR

People in the city 
don’t have many 

places to go to, besides 
malls or restaurants. This 

has caused some problems. 
Many children today fear 

farm animals
— Ranjit Kher | OWNER,

THE BARN HOUSE

A unique mix of the old and 
the new at some of the city’s oldest 

institutions of Vedic learning  

GAMES AND TECH: A game of 
cricket often keeps students busy 
towards the end of the day. The Web 
also allows students to stay up to 
date. Pune has nine Ved Pathshalas, 
some over a century old 
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Interest in vedic 
studies has remained 

alive mainly due to the 
eagerness of the people to 

learn about their roots

— Moreshwar Vinayak 
Ghaisas |

PRADHAN ACHARYA
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