
My craft business  
is all about love!
Helen Lang puts her signature style down to falling in love, and 
it’s certainly proved to be a recipe for success… By Karen Dunn

Before we even get in to Helen Lang’s 
flat, we’re greeted by an adorable 
bundle of fur in the shape of Border 

Terrier Desmond, who can’t wait to say 
hello. Illustrator Helen admits she’s used 
to being upstaged by her adorable dog as 
she puts the kettle on and tidies away her 
paints. Working from her small living room 
in South London, every available space is 
crammed full of paper, paints and gorgeous 
prints ready to be packed up and sent to 
happy customers – and with Valentine’s 
Day on the horizon, there’s a lot of work 
waiting for the postman.

It’s impossible not to smile when you see 
all of Helen’s personalised prints stacked 
up ready for happy couples all around the 
UK to receive. Helen, 36, admits that falling 
in love helped her change to a style which 
makes her handmade prints so popular 
at this time of year. The illustrator also 
reveals how she grew her business from 
pitching up at every market to having the 
confidence to approach John Lewis… 

“Three years ago I was working for a 
publishing company in Camden, North 
London and getting utterly fed up with 
my commute from South London every 
day. Anyone who has been in Camden first 
thing on a Monday morning will know 
it’s hardly the most glamorous of places – 
especially when you arrive at work to find 
the police fishing a body out of the canal 
next door! The company I was doing design 
work for was great, but the recession was 

biting and I knew they were in trouble. I’d 
always been an illustrator, but while I was 
having to work for someone else, I started 
working on my own designs, too. Another 
person at the company was getting a group 
of artists together to exhibit their work 
and I jumped at the chance. I did a small 
run of limited edition prints and couldn’t 
believe it when they all sold out. This gave 
me the confidence to start preparing to go 
freelance and sell my own work. 

“Soon after that the company went into 
administration and I was made redundant. 
I’d spent six months saving money, finding 
an agent and getting designs together, 
but it was still scary making the leap and 
starting out on my own. When I told my 
mum that I was going to sell my own 
artwork all she could say was: ‘But how will 
you pay the mortgage!’ She thought I was 
mad and maybe I was a bit, but I thought if 
I don’t try now I never will. It was around 
the same time that I met my partner 
Danielle and falling in love meant my work 
became a bit more lovey dovey, too. 

“I didn’t have a business plan at all – 
which I’m a bit embarrassed to admit – but 
in June 2011 I set up my Etsy shop and 
started signing up to every market going. 
I did everything from big trade fairs to 
school fêtes and made anything from £10 
to £700. I had an old laptop and went to 
the local library to use their A2 scanner. I 
said yes to everything. I was exhibiting in 
cafés and picking up online retailers. Some 
worked and some didn’t, but I soon learnt 
which were right for me. Things were 
starting to go well, so one day I decided to 
contact John Lewis and to my surprise they 
asked me in for an interview and decided 
they wanted to print my designs on to 
wash bags. I blagged it a bit and I think 
they thought I had a much bigger business 
than just me and my dog Desmond in my 
lounge. Luckily they liked my work enough 
to put me in touch with a manufacturer 
and before I knew it my products were in 
John Lewis stores all over the UK. I’m very 
glad now that I wrote that email, closed my 
eyes, crossed my fingers and hit send!

“Up until this point, I wasn’t doing any 
personalised prints and I have to thank a 
complete stranger for giving me the idea! 
I was doing large personalised paintings, 
but I couldn’t figure out how I could 
produce them quicker and cheaper. I got 
chatting to a lady on a stall near mine who 
suggested I took a design, made some space 
on it and simply set it up as a template so 
I could just add each person’s details as Ph
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“I decided to contact 
John Lewis and to my 

surprise they asked me in 
for an interview”



Clockwise from left: Helen and Desmond the Border 
Terrier relax at home surrounded by some of Helen’s 
intricate prints; you might have spotted some of 
Helen’s designs on the shelves in your local Tesco; 
finding a way to create personalised artwork quickly 
and simply was the turning point for Helen’s business



needed. It suddenly seemed so obvious, but 
it completely revolutionised my business. 
I signed up to Not On The High Street, 
because they particularly love personalised 
presents, and my sales grew and grew. 

“It’s lovely being a part of people’s 
important occasions. I still do a few bespoke 
prints and I’m currently working on one for 
a couple who are using it for their wedding 
invitations and place settings. It’s a lot of 
pressure to get it just right, because it’s such 
an important part of their special day, but 
it’s lovely to get the opportunity to be so 
creative, too. 

“I’ve had some celebrities hanging my 
work in their homes as well. Adele and 
Lauren Laverne both have my prints and 
the author India Knight was given one. She 
actually tweeted about it at the time and I 
ended up getting tons of hits on my website 

that day, so it seems a bit of celebrity 
endorsement really does work!

“I love working from home, there’s 
nothing quite like being able to get a  

bacon sandwich whenever you want 
and having a dance around your lounge. 
However, it is getting a bit cramped in here 
now with my stock hidden everywhere, and 
my printer is taking over the whole lounge. 
I don’t have space to screenprint so I go to 
this fantastic guy’s studio in Debenham, 
Suffolk. I drink a lot of tea and look out 

“Adele and Lauren 
Laverne both have my 
prints in their homes”

WetpaintArt
To see more of Helen’s pretty 
personalised prints, visit 
WetpaintArt on etsy.com or 
follow her (and Desmond) on 
Twitter at @Helen_Wetpaint

Get the right stockists for you 
When I started out I was just so pleased that 
people liked my stuff that I agreed to every offer 
and stocked it everywhere, but actually I find 
that if you have just a few stockists who really 
believe in your work, like the Calm Gallery did 
with me, you do sell more in the long run. 

Always find out where your 
shoppers first heard of you
If you sell at markets as well as online or 
through other outlets, it’s always a good idea to 
ask your shoppers where they heard about you 
so you can work out which markets, websites 
or shops are working for you. I’ve done some 
markets where I’ve sold nothing on the day, but 
got tons of sales later online so it turned out that 
they were worth doing after all. If I didn’t ask I 
wouldn’t know which were a waste of money. 

Do a focus group
I was doing a workshop one day and one 
woman told me that my dinosaur design was 
a little bit babyish for her taste. I changed it 
to suit her style better and now it’s one of my 
best-sellers. Hearing that one comment in my 
workshop was like running a free focus group, 
which is brilliant because while friends will give 
you an opinion, they won’t want to hurt you so 
they often won’t be as honest as you need. 

Helen’s top  
three tips

at the countryside and try and spot barn 
owls while he does all the hard work. I’ve 
recently started doing more design work 
for companies like Tesco on the side, but 
nothing compares to the day when I realised 
that my Etsy sales were comfortably paying 
my mortgage – it was then that I knew I 
had a really successful business in Wetpaint. 
This year, I’m planning on moving house 
so I have somewhere bigger to work and 
then –finally – the London commute may be 
behind me forever.” 

From top: All of Helen’s work 
uses her signature, romantic 
style; Helen starts every design 
by hand; this South London 
home is a haven of love
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