Slogan Champion Hans van Dijk

“If everyone’s like me, the world won’t do well.”
Classic #1

“I never made movie commercials but I have seen people crying with laughter at commercials for Centraal Beheer. Even Apeldoorn bellen. So witty. It would raise the roof.”
Classic #2

“A similar thing happened in England during a British Airways commercial. A man walks through Paris with a pretty lady and all of sudden there’s a voice in the audience saying: ‘William, is that you?’. The man says: ‘Yes, Mary, it is me.’ And then the lady in the audience and the man on the screen start a conversation. Fantastic. Obviously the lady had to be at every show but it was fantastic. It was about return tickets to Paris being cheaper.”

Classic #3

“It happens more and more often that a good commercial becomes news and hits the headlines. You people from news broadcast will encounter some difficulties there. You’ll have to figure out whether something is a real riot or a setup? Take Renault who wrote this letter to female buyers. People were outraged. I wouldn’t know for sure but I suspect it was a scheme.”
Who is Hans van Dijk?
Born: 16th August 1949 in Amsterdam

Education: Calvijnschool and hbs-b at the Christian Lyceum West in Amsterdam
Career: 1967 – 1976: various jobs at NCR, 1976 – 1985: copywriter at Ogilvy & Mather, 1985 – 1997: 
partner & copywriter at Kuiper & Schouten (1989: common brain with Bart Kuiper behind ‘We at WC-eend advise WC-eend’), 1997 – 1999: copywriter and partner at Skipintro 2007: writer of the book ‘Zapklare Brokken, alles wat je moet weten over reclame’ (‘Byte-size, Everything you need to know about advertising’) Van Vliet Publishers, ISBN 978-90-78263-03-6
King, emperor, admiral.  They all know Hans van Dijk.


Just like everybody knows the commercial rhyme for Popla-loo paper everybody knows Hans van Dijk’s prize-winning work.

Hans van Dijk’s office is in a garden house behind a horrifying canal house. Horrifying because it looks like neo-Stalinist architecture built for a bank. According to Van Dijk there is indeed a huge concrete safe under the garden. Whatever happens there isn’t quite clear. The bank left a long time ago and cosmetics took over. They have the view onto the pretty garden with the garden house which you access through a garage on the other canal. The interior of the garden house, the office of advertising agency Skipintro seems Spartan. 
Where is your trophy-cabinet?
“I don’t have one. But I did win them. Effies, Lamps and a couple of others.”
So where are they?

“I’m afraid they’re gone. The agency you work for is the actual prize winner. That agency will have the trophy-cabinet. You don’t get to keep the prizes once you leave the agency because you won them for them. On the other hand though, once you have closed the door behind you they take your trophies out of the cabinet because you don’t work there anymore.”
‘We at WC-eend advise WC-eend’ has been proclaimed the commercial slogan of the century. No once can take that away from you.
“My old mate Bart Kuiper and I are still fighting about that one. He thinks I made it up and I think he made it up. Our fight is easier and at any rate friendlier than quarrelling about either of us claiming it. That’s how these vulgar and narrow-minded battles occur like with the slogan for Heineken. I think there are at least five people who believe themselves responsible for making that one up. The votes for WC-eend were internet votes. No Style was the motto and that’s why it won. 

In 2001 I was part of a jury that chose a slogan of the century too. We chose: ‘I want Bolletje’. That one’s better. The strange thing is that this time around it wasn’t even nominated.’”

What are all those prizes worth?

“Advertising is a village, everybody knows everybody. It’s nice to recognise each other’s work through prizes.”

Is that village situated within the Amsterdam canals?
“Everybody used to be within the canals. But now three of the biggest agencies are located in one of the most depressing streets of Amstelveen. Professor Keesomstraat in a suicide-invoking area. The inspiring thing about the canals is that you’re part of the action. The way it used to be for newspapers when the big ones were still situated at the Nieuwezijds Voorburgwal.”

Was that during your time? The newspapers moved to the outskirts decennia ago.
“Yes, I’m from 1949. Amsterdammer, born in Stolwijkstraat in the west behind Hoofddorpplein. That’s where we lived until 1963 when we moved to Zwanenburg, one of those horrible metropolises. From Zwanenburg, halfway between Amsterdam and Haarlem, I cycled every day to the Christian Lyceum West in Amsterdam. A temporary building made of wood.

In 1972 I moved to the Bijlmer. As pioneer. The H-neighbourhood existed already and I moved into the K-neighbourhood. With time the area got a bad name but that was terribly unjustified. Nobody could have guessed that so many Surinamese would come and live here when Surinam turned independent on 25th November 1975. The Bijlmer was their only option. And the Bijlmer was a great place. The housing corporation would give funds for collective space and funnily enough all buildings wanted their own café.” (laughs)
What brought you from Zwanenburg to Advertising Village?
“A long detour. I started working in 1967. I had a minor shock the other day, when I realised that I’ve been working for forty years now. With pleasure though.


My father worked for the Nederlandsche Bank, he was the head of automation. In that time this still meant punch cards, the beginning of the age of computers. I had done hbs-b and he thought, this one understands mathematics, he has to become a programmer, that’s the trade of the future. He was completely right about the latter. 

After my final exam he traditionally pulled some strings and got me a job at NCR, the company that provided the bank with their computers. The National Cash Registers. But they found educating a youngster to become a programmer too expensive so I started a job as administrative worker in their maintenance department. A bit of a bookkeeping department.

So the ten of us sat there in one room supervised by a boss with a telephone that he would answer with a lot of aplomb. Sometimes the call was for me and then he would shout:’ Mr. van Dijk, I believe I have a call for you’. In a tone of voice that implied: don’t let this happen too often.’

When I finally got to programming I had already had the chance to see what theses people did and I didn’t like one bit of it. I had to somehow avoid that and wound up at marketing. That was still very much in marketing’s early stages. I met a very nice man there, Mr. Vergouw. He gave me a text for a brochure that I had to rewrite. I gave it back to him after one day and he said: ‘I would leave a few of the commas but the rest I would like you to do again.’ At least I was allowed to give it another try and that’s how I got into writing. Typing brochures, press releases, translating English texts. Somewhere along the way I realised that advertising and advertising agencies existed and that people earned a living there. Once I had realised that, I knew what I wanted to do: copywriter at an advertising agency. It wasn’t a very accessible branch, however. I had job interviews at various agencies and in the end I was allowed to start as junior at Ogilvy for the minimum wage in 1976.”
What did your father make of this?

“He didn’t mind. He also liked writing. Even if he thought it a shame that I didn’t continue with computers. That was where the future lay. But via a tremendous detour I got there anyway when I joined the first internet advertising agency, Lowe Digital, in 1997”.
Which was a comeback since in 1997 you bade quite a farewell to the advertising village.
“The party was called, It was Fun. Mostly it was saying goodbye to my mate Bart Kuiper. We were famous for making fun advertising but he really wanted to stop, that’s why ‘It was Fun’. He had grandchildren and wanted a change. I wasn’t quite done yet but I also wanted a change.”
And after 20 years of gobbling you had made it?
“Made it – it’s what you call economically independent, isn’t it? I had been an enthusiastic computer-user since 1985 already and internet fascinates me. Advertising can apply it for new things.”

Like what for instance?

“ABN AMRO was one of our first clients. They knew me from the ‘Dé Bank’-campaign that I had initiated for them. We made the first consumer-sites with information about their products. The first modules for instance for customers to work out what they need to get a mortgage. Very common now but pioneers then.”
The next step is interactive…
“Yes, I often call it interpassive. (laughs) That is: you click something and then we show you something else. It’s a little cynical because nobody ever does anything in return. The whole term is a little weird. 
But the changes are overwhelming. I always liked the newspaper. I’d hear that the best paper was The New York Times but you couldn’t get that in Europe. Sometimes I’d find one in the airplane and was thrilled. Now, with internet, I leaf through the NYT daily. For inspiration but you can get inspiration from the whole world by now. If you worked for an English company they would often give you a videotape about their other branches’ production. Now you can check what’s happening on a daily basis. And you can go crazy while doing so. If everyone’s like me, the world won’t do well. Then no one will ever make anything anymore. I’m extremely curious to know what it’ll be like in thirty years.
Newspapers will get stuck. News is for free but most of it comes out of the papers and who will continue to pay for that? The less people are prepared to pay for news, the more media will have to rely on advertising.”

If papers or TV-broadcasters are completely dependent on advertising-income, does that threaten the media?

“As a medium I would remain critical. Even if I’m an advertiser I don’t think that we should nametag and leave our mark on everything. If for instance Mercedes-Benz feel they’re constantly being criticised by a particular paper and subsequently say: we won’t advertise in that paper anymore, that would be rather sad, stupid and very childish. As if a funny but badly placed article would harm a brand that is a hundred thousand times larger than the paper itself. If that’s the case then the whole brand doesn’t mean much to begin with. On the other hand you have to let people know, that things aren’t for free.”

How does the youngest servant of Ogilvy become one of the most celebrated advertising people within 20 years?

“Luck. During the first years Shell was my client. They were practically thrown in front of my feet. More so, Shell knew exactly what they wanted. They had thought of a campaign under the motto ‘Shell helps minimising car expenses’. My merit was to shorten this to ‘Shell helps’. That was after ‘Shell helps to avoid car problems before they start costing money’. This was about brochures delivered by the postman in the daily mail for years. It cost a fortune and was a great success for about six or seven years. Every potential customer was presented with it: this is what we do for Shell. It was a great start to my career. 


Nowadays they speak of integrated advertisement where all advertising – whether this is radio, TV, magazines, newspapers, cinemas or internet – aims at one another. The Shell campaign did that even before the expression was invented.”

That was before apartheid became an issue in South-Africa?

“Yes. And the second oil crisis. They then said: Shell helps itself. But that’s always what happens in good advertising.”

What if Rita Verdonk asks for a campaign around her ‘movement’?

“I wouldn’t like that. I don’t want to make political advertising. Within one’s own agency one wants to be able to think freely, everybody should be allowed to say anything. Agencies in Holland that do do it, basically do it to rub up against power, I think. 

I like what SP are doing though. They are the only party that have good advertising. They hire befriended advertisers. Right now it’s a famous design agency called Thonik.


I only make advertisements for commercial products. Then it’s clearly advertising. I was raised reformed and I still like things to be clear. Straight forward.”

There’s a poster on the wall, an advertisement for the Rijksmuseum: a painting of a brothel in the Golden Age with the text “Divorced Fathers, take your children to the brothel some day”. It brought Van Dijk a prize by Telegraaf op Zondag.

You do campaigns for the City Archives of Amsterdam and for the Rijksmuseum. Does that say something about your current status in Advertising Village?

“Presently the heroic acts happen among those people who have ABN AMRO lying on their desks. That’s heavy. That’s where you have to prove yourself. I did ABN AMRO for ten years and have therefore made my contribution.”

Is an advertisement topper perishable?

“Yes. I can string along for a while longer but the top is also connected to fashion and the drift to be part of that.”

 Are campaigns for the City Archives and the Rijksmuseum undeveloped territory?

“Yes. This hasn’t happened yet in The Netherlands. And I’m thoroughly enjoying it. Our idea for the Archives was two hundred posters on two hundred different locations depicting something that happened there. “This is where Carmiggelt lived” but also “This is where an actress jumped out of the window”. This was about Fien de la Mar in Beethovenstraat. Some people thought it was about Kim Petit who fell out of a window in Maastricht in September. That lead to a little riot.

Little riots will often happen because one lesson goes: we’ll think of something that the press will write about or where TV will be present. That is happening already. Look at the Stiletto Run in PC Hooftstraat where ladies run on high heals. A great idea. On the other hand think of Unox’ New Years dive. All brands want some sort of comparable event now and then it becomes mediocre. But you can’t always be original.”

Not even Hans van Dijk?

“No, of course not.”

But in advertising coke, booze and the ladies keep you going, don’t they?

“I can hold quite some liquor, yes. But drugs aren’t my thing. I smoked one of those little cigars when I was 18 and it made me sick. And I only used up one lady, remarried once and I don’t have children.”

The image of sex, drugs rock’n roll is a myth?

“There’s a group of about three people that believes in this myth. Most of the people that the village considers good you wouldn’t spot on the street. They’re clumsy, messy types.”

Do you collect royalties on the classic campaigns that go for years?
“No, I would get a salary and if things went well I got a thirteenth month. It’s weird but once the client has paid the bill, he owns the rights.”

Can one learn the trade or do you have to have a basic feeling for it, a basic insanity?
“The education-programs nowadays are good. But the trade is time-consuming before you get the knack of it and a bit of an artistic quality is necessary. And most of all it is hard, really hard work.”

According to some creative calculators a brand represents value. A year ago ABN AMRO would have been worth millions. And now?
“Luckily enough I have nothing to do with them anymore but I would clearly say: ABN AMRO is over and done with. There are too many negative associations with the brand, take the loss and call it a day.

Call it all Fortis, that’s still an empty page. I do have a little idea as to what they should do with that brand. The base is ‘Fort’ and then add different letters according to the activity they’re meant to describe. Fortis for banking, Fortam for insurance, Fortix for whatever.

I think it’s deeply sad that ABN should come to an end like this. They wanted to reach the top-5 but didn’t get any further than the top-20. Then twelve people or so among the superiors said: in that case we give up. I find that bizarre. There are hundreds, thousands of banks in the world that keep on existing. Most of all it’s tragic for the people who work there. They spent years helping to make it a big brand, dealing with reorganisations and the likes only to see it come to this.”
