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Jacqueline Ruyak pays a visit to teddy bear
shop Macimiivek in Budapest, Hungary.
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Teddy bear maker Kriszta Simon
opened Macimiivek ten years ago with
her husband. (They are now separated

Macimiivek owner Kriszta
Simon cuddles one of
her creations. Photos
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but remain amicable busi-
ness partners.) The story
started, however, several
years earlier when Simon,
then a ial-education
teacher of children with
speech impediments,

a book in a Budapest

shop about old teddy
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sure to vintage bears—so
different from the ones she
was accustomed to seeing
in toyshops.

1 fell in love with them”
says Simon, her eyes shin-
mg and voice E'-ul:lhlmd with enthusiasm.

“nd | wondered what made old bears,
which were often shabby and missing fur
and eyes, so popular, so lovable. Why, for
instance, did children cherish a bear
handed down from a grandmotherd” She

decided to find the answer to the ques-
tion “Why this toyd"

Simon started by collecting bears,
then making them. She had long
practiced patchwork and loved
sewing by hand. In the late 1990s, she
and her husband decided to open a

gift shop featuring handm:—lde

items, including tedds

tomers soon demanded m
and in the couple abar

the gift shop and opened Macimiivek,

Simon helps & custamer
pick out a teddy begr kit.

which means teddy bear factory.
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“My rtu'ular customers are very, very
good pe " Simon notes. “From thr_
start, | noticed that there was a differ-
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ence between them and customers at the
gift shop. These people have good hearts
and souls, and knowing that makes me
feel full inside.”

Most customers are adults, Simon
says, and pretty evenly split between
men and women. Some buy for children,
some for ather loved ones. But many are
collectors who buy for themselves. The
number of teddy bear collectors in Hun-
gary has grown since the advent of
democracy in 1990, in large part because
of increased access to bears from all over
the world. An annual collectors’ exhibi-
tion is now held each February.

Collectors are most likely to buy the
bears Simon makes. These bruins, which
range in price from $15 to $80, are usu-
ally placed within reach of the counter at
the rear of the shop. She makes two dif-
ferent kinds: “1 like to make bears like the
old bears from 100 years ago and | also
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Left: Macimiivek is located in a
small courtyard off Szent Istvan
Street, near the center of
Budapest. Above: Simon chats
with holiday shoppers. Right
and below: Macimivek offers all
kinds of teddies and bearabilia.

like to make ones that
lock like true bears in the
forest, with realistic ears
and big feet. The latter are
hard to make and there's
little middle ground with
themn. When they're good,
they're very good, but if
they're bad, they're awtul.”

Customers provide Simon with much
of her inspiration, “It's better to see a col-

lector’s Face,” she says, “when he or she
buys a bear. It's good to sit here in my
shop because I get to see my collectors
looking at the bears. That inspires me to
make new ones. If | were just working at
home, | think I may have stopped mak-
ing bears years ago.”

Sometimes, though, she finds herself
unable to make any bears. “If  made bears
only to sell them at the shop, they would-
n't be good bears. Rather, [ prefer to make
them when [ am ready to make them, not
because | must make them, So I must buy
bears from other makers in order to have
the freedom to make bears myself.”

“Teddy bearology” fascinates Simon,
who collects the many bear tales shared by
her customers. “Feople open their hearts
and tell me such stories,” she says. “Some
people who come to the shop think teddy
bears are just childish things, but I think a
person with a healthy soul and heart has
the heart of a child. Having the heart of a
child is important to having a healthy
soul and heart. Many people have for-
gotten that, and that is what makes them
unhappy. I see it all the time."

She recounts the story of a young
woman who showed up one morning at




opening time. The woman
had been released that
morning from the hospital,
where she had been for
three weeks with severe de-
pression. She said she had
other Macimivek bears at
horme and always felt better
when she was holding them.
They were like a medicine to
her and she wanted a new
one. For 5imon, who hap-
pened to be facing a crisis in
her own life, it was “as if the
woman had dropped from
the sky. Her words changed
everything for me too."

Simon also repairs bears
and teaches bear-making
workshops, which are usu-
ally held by request, in a
small room above the shop.
When she started doing the
workshops, she assumed
only women would take
part, but she was pleased
to Find that was not the
case. To date, nine men have
also participated.

A popular item at the shop
are the teddy bear kits, based on Simon’s
bears, which her husband makes. Avail-
able in Hungarian or English, the kits are
sold under the Macimiivek name at the
shop and at handeraft shops in Budapest.

RBunninga small business in Hungary's
current economic climate is a struggle, and
Simon is justly proud of her success.
When the shop opened, there were two

Simon created these tiny teddies.

other teddy bear stores in Budapest, but
now Macimilvek is the only one.

“There have been rough times along
the way," Simon shares, “and my cus-
tomers sometimes worry that [ will go
under. But [ always tell them, don't
worry, don't worry! It's a little business
making a little money. But this is actu-
ally a good location, near the center of

This window on Szent stvdn Street displays some of Macimivek's offerings.

the city. Those who find me once often
come back. And they tell others about it.
That's the reason I'm still here,” &

Irresistible Appeal

Why are old bears popular? Kriszta
Simon has come to several conclusions,
First, they recall a more peaceful time,
befare the two World Wars. Even more,
perhaps, they remind us of our own
childhood. Teddy bears make us feel
safe and secure, but they are also special
because their eyes have life. Because
they seem to be alive, you absolutely
must give them a name. Sit a teddy bear
in an armchair, she says, and yau will
feel that someone is waiting for you
when you come home. /

Teddy bears also go from being new
to old, just as people grow from young
to old. When new, a bear has a smooth
coat, shiny eyes and a good shape, but
as it ages it becomes like an old man,
with patchy hair, dulled eyes and a
crooked body. “But an old bear is nat a
bad thing” Simon says. “It's like an an-
tigue, much like an old piece of porce-
lain belonging to your grandmother,
something made precious through use”
She adds, "An old bear should be
treated with honor and respect.”
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