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Our Town

century, but after World War II they
were rapidly replaced by mass-pro-
duced versions made with synthetic
fibers. In the 1970s an American doll
maker named Beverly Port coined
the term “artist bears” to refer to her
one-of-a-kind, labor-intensive col-
lectibles and kick-started a resur-
gence in the popularity of handcraft-
ed bears. Many artist bears are tradi-
tional, dressed in doll clothes, but
there are also knitted bears, minia-
ture bears only a couple inches tall,
and monsterlike “goth” bears. You
can even have a bear made from the
clothing of a deceased loved one.
There are teddy bear museums in
England and Florida, teddy bear
magazines, and teddy bear trade
shows where artists and collectors
regularly meet up. Klayman insists
that collectors aren’t all middle-aged
women in teddy bear sweatshirts.
“That’s like saying all Star Trek fans
are Trekkies—it’s sort of degrading,”
she says. “I’ve seen everything from
kids to old people. It’s not just mid-
western ladies—it’s a whole variety.”

Although she’d never taken a nee-
dle to anything other than the occa-
sional button or patch, Klayman
found a pattern on the Web and
made her own tiny bear out of some

wool she had lying around. “It was
really crude,” she says. Soon after-
ward she bought a how-to book and
started learning different stitches.
The first bear she sold—a tradition-
al-looking mini bear named Charles,
after her brother—went for $20 on
eBay. Making miniature bears was an
obsession for a while. “My smallest
one was under two inches,” she says.
“It becomes a sick perversion—how
small can I go?” But she soon invest-
ed in a sewing machine, a metal 50s
model she calls “indestructible,” to
start making larger bears. She
bought special hand-dyed mohair
fabric imported from Germany,
which can run as much as $150 a
yard, and painted on handblown
glass eyes. For inspiration she mined
Japanese craft books and anime.  

Peng Peng Bears took off quickly.
In a January 2005 article Teddy Bear
Scene noted that Klayman’s art back-
ground had helped her to be “suc-
cessful from the beginning—some-
thing that doesn’t happen to many
bear artists.” Her creations are sold
through her Web site, peng-
peng.com, and a few well-respected
collectibles stores in the U.S. and the
UK, where they’re often spoken for
before they’ve even hit the shelves. “I
don’t have stock lying around,” she

says. The bears, with names like Mr.
Pretzel and Snow Puf, typically sell
for $200 to $400—relatively cheap,
considering some artist bears can
fetch up to five figures. That may
seem like a lot for a stuffed toy, but
as Klayman notes, “it is artistry—it’s
not like a Russ bear at Walgreens.” A
larger bear can take three days to a
week to finish. “I’m really slow and
methodical,” she says. “This one
woman I know, she makes four a day.
I want to know what kind of coffee
she’s drinking, because I can’t possi-
bly make them that fast.” Last year
Klayman introduced a line of sock
monkeys, made from vintage red-
heeled socks she finds on eBay and
then “antiques” using a secret
method. They now account for 30
percent of her sales.

Like a lot of small-business own-
ers, Klayman finds that paperwork
and other office chores eat up a lot of
her time. “With the shops, the corre-
sponding, e-mails, and doing my
own listings, there are days when I
don’t eat breakfast or lunch,” she
says. “[The business is] a machine,
which I should be grateful for.”

Another challenge is keeping her
designs fresh. With one series of
bears she incorporated the “charac-
teristic grin and bulbous eyes” of a

famous bear from 1915, Chittern’s
Master Teddy. As the anime influ-
ence becomes more popular as a
style, her own will have to evolve. “I
don’t want to knock other people—
sometimes your stuff can look like
somebody else’s work,” she says. “But
it’s one thing to be influenced and
disclose your influences from the get-
go. It’s another thing to take some-
one’s characteristics and just pretend
like you don’t know. A lot of people,
they’ll just put the eyes real low. It
takes more than that.”   v

Free Shit

freeshit@chicagoreader.com

Y ou can get more with your Chicago
Public Library card than just the

latest Stephen King. For example,
each branch
library offers
a limited
number of
Great Kids
Museum

Passports—passes good for general
admission to ten local museums, including
the heavy hitters on the lake. Despite the name,
only adults can check out the passes (one per person),
and they can be used by both adults and children. They must be
returned to the branch they came from within a week. Note: they go fast
on weekends. The library’s also started offering free downloadable
audiobooks. All you need is a valid library card and Internet access to
obtain and activate the free software available on the CPL Web site. You
can borrow up to six titles (from a list of about 1,300) at a time, burn
most of them to CD, and there’s never a late fee—the license on each title
simply expires when the book is “due.” The library plans to make
portable MP3 players available for 21-day checkout in the next few
weeks. —Megan Roberts

Chicago Public
Library
chipublib.org or 
312-747-4300

Art & Audiobooks
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