
by Michael Dorland 

The symptom s Were clea rly compul
s ive: at precisely 8 o'clock Sunday eve
nin gs, I'd rush to th e TV, turn it to CBC, 
a nd eage rly wa it for the Vanderberg 
theme and those marvelous opening 
s hots of Ca lgary's corpo ra te canyons. 
Eight came and wen t : no Vanderberg. 
Nine o'clock: s till no Vanderberg . At 11 
I'd turn off th e set in disgust. This went 
on for a month of Sundays until, jus t 
before Christmas, th e awful truth finally 
sa nk in . I had actually seen all th e six 
episodes of Vanderberg (Oct. 9-Nov. 20) 
and, pine away as I might in front of the 
TV, there weren't going to be anymore. 
That's when I knew I had a bad case of 
Vanderberg withdrawal. 

Today the pain is still there. A small 
part of me understands that only six 
episodes were promised and, as prom-

ised, were delivered . But anoth e r, larger 
part of m e fee ls much like th e lame 
c h.ild in "The Pi ed Piper of Hamlin" who 
heard the piper's e nchan tin g musi c but 
cou ldn't walk fast e nough to van is h into 
th e magic mountain . For seeing Va n
derberg was seeing the promised land . 

Watchin g Vanderberg was a main
lin e hit into th e national neo-cOl' tex, an 
ecstatic plunge into th e Ca nadia n 
my/has, the tran sce nde nt reve lat ion of 
con temporary Canadianity. I was to tally, 
utte rly, complete ly, addictive ly cap
tiva ted by it : every second, eve ry shot, 
every charac ter, every lin e. 

Va nderberg does for th e Canadian 
presen t what Empire Inc. began to do so 
s uccessfully for th e Canad ian past ; 
name ly, use the natio nal dream-machine 
(CBC te levision ) in order to un ve il the 
corporate face of the national dream. 
The dream itself is so banal as to be 
unimportant ; it is the dream of a ny se lf
respecting denize n of a modern capital
ist society: the dream of monopolisti c 
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Reguiem 
for a Canadian hero 

acquIsit IOn In our socie ty w hat m a tt e rs 
more than th e dream it se lf is th e actua l 
process of acqu is ition (of raw ma terial s 
and/ or women ) and th e conve l's ion of 
raw ma te rials into commoditi es, som e 
of which are tangibl e (cars, houses, 
wives) and so m e intangible (power, 
wea lth, love ). And it was prec ise ly thi s 
p roductivist thrill , th e tension be twee n 
acquis ition and co mmodifica ti on, th a t 
was at th e heart of Vanderberg . For th e 
series was th e dramati c fac e of th e 
corpora te age ; appropria tely, a saga of 
re la ti ons of pI'oduction . 

As of th e opening plunge through th e 
sky line of Ca lgary - the se ri es' s tro ng 
regiona l e lements on ly co nfirmed th e 
homogene ity of Ca nada as a head-offi ce 
from sea to sea - one is immediat e ly 
aware that Vanderberg is a drama tic 
symbolization of the corpora te version 
of the Good Life. Vanderberg was e n
tirely shot with all the self-conscious
ness of a commercia l, but more than a 
mere six-hour advertisement for posses-

s ive individualism, Va nderberg is an 
as tounding romp th rough th e co nt em
porary co rpora te un co nsc ious. "-

Vanderberg is a la te 20 th ce nturv 
morality play, a "Pilgrim 's Progress" fo~r 
th e m odern manage r. It is a ca utionarv 
tal e a bout man age m ent s ty les and th e 
fate s of two co mpan ies, Cree la nd Gas, a 
tl'a nscont ine ntal pipe line venture , and 
Maggies, a chain of c lothin g s tores , both 
part of th e Va ndoo co nglomera te whose 
c ha irma n of th e board is Hank Vande r
berg (Mic hae l Hoga n ). 

Cree la nd is m asculin e a nd virile ; 
Hank Vanderberg's brainchild. Il ndeed 
one co uld take Cree land as a symbol for 
a pri va te Ca nadia n entre pre ne urial 
pe ni s- fant asy of su pplying New World 
e ne rgy to tired , old Europe ). Maggies is a 
fri vo lou s, fem a le' venture a nd is, of 
course, los ing money in a h e mmorhage 
of capi ta l that endangers the very health 
of Vandoo itself. A strong, female man
ager is neede d to stem the flow. She is 
Sandra Evans (Jennifer Dale ), wife of 
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forme r Van doo exec RI 'a n EI'a ns 1,·\l1 a n 
Roya l) w ho ca n 't keep u p th e pace a nd is 
o n hi s w ay ou t. Sa ndra, th ough , has the 
r ig h t s tu ff :" I'd c h a nge w ha t I'I'e go t and 
se ll things peop le vva nC" FOI' th a t a tt i
tude, sh e becom es V\' es te rn manager of 
I\l aggies, 

T hi s, the n , is th e wo rld of th e image o f 
to ta l, corpora Ie commitme nt ; a world 
w h e re nothi ng is p e rso nal a nd o ut s ide 
the vicious c irc le of buyin g a nd se lling 
there is only e mptiness. Va nde l'be rg's 
wife Liz (Susa n Hoga n ), in he r futil e 
s truggle for autonomy, exemplifie s the 
m eaningless quest for perso na l s ignif
icance outside re lation ships of own er
s hip . As does, but to a lesser e xt e nt, 
Vande rberg's fa th e r (Jan Rubes ) w ho 
foregoes retire m ent and buvs himself a 
socce r franchi se, . 

He re, the n, is the i\iel\' World : a res tless 
universe w h e re a ll is in a s ta te o f pe r
pe tua l flu x, And th e secre t is to keep a 
cool h ead as a ll abo ut I'OU o thers a re 
losing th e irs. T he Vand~o fortune rises 
a nd falls; executive s d ese rt , shares 
p lumme t ; the e n eq~y d eal with th e Be l
gia ns collapses ; Calvin Rich a rds (Ste
phe n Markle ), Vande rbel'g's o n-again, 
off-aga in partne r, can ' t be trus te d . But 
throu ghout , Vanderbe rg keeps hi s cool. 
And seemingly so does Sandra Evans, at 
least long enough to have an affai r with 
th e boss, 

But her e th e cautio nary co nt ras t in 
m a nagement s tyle re tu rn s, w ith a sexis t 
ve ngeance . Sand ra's commitme nt is not 
utt e rly s ince re ; she is faking he r cool ; 
sh e's cut corn e rs, cooked th e books , 
skimme d the profit s, a nd wors t o f all. 
got cau g ht a t it by \ 'andoo acco un ta nt
lal\'ve r Pierre Sy lva n (Yvo n Po n ton !. 
Vande rbe rg, o n th e o the r ha nd , never 
le ts e motion ge t the be tt e r of him . With 
hi s I'is io n firmly fix ed on the corporate 
bull seye, he takes the Be lgia n fa ilure in 
s tride and heads for Italy w he re he 
m akes a d ea l w ith th e Mafia (dis rega rd
ing Pie rre 's m ora l rev uls io n ), a dea l 
th a t le ts Vanderbe rg the n unde rc ut th e 
Italia n oil compa nies and crea te the 
" largest s ing le e ne rgy d ea l eve r put 
togethe r by a single priva te corpora
tion ." As he makes th e triumphant 
a nnounceme nt in th e ni ck of tim e to th e 
Cree la nd board in the concludin g e pi
sad, Creeland's fortun e is successfully 
ass ure d : Ca ll'in Richard 's na tural gas 
w ill be tanke red to It a lv a nd Va ndoo's 
campa ign to " ta ke Europe " has been 
cons ummate d in the soft Itali a n unde r
b e lly. 

Va nderberg did not ge t ca ught. He 
regre tfully puts the relationship with 
Sandra on ho ld a nd re turns to wife Liz 
w ho is with c h ild. In th e e nd , some
w ha t shaky but fund a m e nta lly w hol e
som e fa mily values prevail. 

Th a t is w h ere th e seri es a bruptly 
s topped , h avin g crashe d into th e rea l 
world of limite d resources, the rea l 
world o f a udi e nce ra tin gs a nd harri e d 
newspaper T\ ' c r itics , awash in th e d e
tritu s of an impe rialis t c ulture w he re 
the a lie nation is so d e nse tha t Cana
dia ns couldn' t recognize th e re a l thing if 
they saw it w ith th e ir very own eyes. 

Because Va nderberg bo m bed 
ra tings-wise a nd criti cs-wise . And th e 
CBC b linke d o nce or tw ice, then kill e d 
the se ries, the only conceivable response 
in th e face of w hat was perce ive d as a 
loser p rogra m , Th e re is some evide nce, 
however, th at this d e cis ion not only 
threw out the baby w ith the ba th-water, 
but w as tantamount to killing the baby. 

Vanderberg o nly las ted six weeks, not 
a long time in which to change the face 
of Canadian dramatic television , which 
is w hat Vanderberg in its all -too brief 
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TV 
li fes pa n ach ie ve d , 

Va n d e rberg d e monstra ted conc lu
s ive lv tha t a qu a n tu m lea p fOI'l I'ard has 
occured in the Can a di a n a b il itv to a tta in 
preC isely industr ia l s ta ndards of e n te r
ta in m e nt productio n . For Va nderbe rg 
m a rk s a number of fi rsts th a t a re cl e a rl v 
1I'0rth u nd erlining : it is th e firs t-eve'I' 
outwardly looking Cana di a n dra m a ti c 
ser ies , Vanderb e rg is th e firs t te le vis ion 
inkling of a Canadia n claim to glo ba lism : 
a conquest of the territorial limit s o f the 
Ca na di a n imaginary .- FO I' th e first tim e , 
th a t a nguis hin g, int e rn a l re fu sa l-to-be 
th a t is so ce ntra l to th e Ca nadi a n se lf 
has bee n o ve rco m e, (Wh v It a lv, o f a ll 
pl aces, h as o f la te beco m e' the b'utt of so 
much Cana d ia n a nimus need not pre
occupy us he re.) 

Re la te d to th a t, Vanderberg man aged 

to gu abo ut its bu s il1 e s~ without o nce 
be tl';lvin g th e s li ght es t ;t wa re ness o f a ny 
sort uf p reu('(;upa ti o n w ith th e exis te nce 
of th e crea ture to the ~() u th , Whil e th a t 
p reo cc u pa tion Ill ay ind e ed be th e l'e in 
te rm s o f a fo re ign sa le , it is no t in the 
se ries itse lf. ,\nd th a t is l-vha t is m ost 
s trikin g a bo ut th e se r ie s : it s comple te 
se l t~c[) nfid e nee , 

Va nderberg reveals t he fa ce o f 100 ';:, 
Ca na di a n co nt e nt. It 's as though o ne 
we re se e in g unese lf a t las t for th e ve ry 
firs t tim e. Or more a cc ura te ly th e image 
that so m e would like to have of us, no t 
a s yo u o r I, but as a na tion th a t views 
itse lf as a full y rea li zed techn o log ica l 
socie ty, as Ca na d a In c. with limitl e ss 
resources, 

T he Vanderberg nati o n is on e wh e re 
th e s ta te Iwhic h us ua ll v lurks s pec tra lly 
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in the ce ntra l Canadian imag in a ti o n as 
tlw cuunt er- pu int to pve l'-presl' nt fo re ign 
d o min a ti o n ) h as with e n !d away, 
dll'indlin g int o a di s ta nt a dmini s tra ti ve 
bod \' w hose onl v fun c ti o n wo uld se e m 
to b'e to ha nd o~t li ce nses tu bus in ess. 
The view fro m Ca lgary is thus tre m e nd
ou sl\, e ffecti\'e: rath e r than s nuff o ut 
region a li sm in its present a tion of Cana
dia n co nt e nt. Vanderbe rg builds o n it s 
regio na lis m to obt a in a n e ntire ly fres h 
na tio na l pe rs pective . lOne 'may non e
th e less re fl ec t that a ll thi s priva te-enter
pri se mytholog izing is be ing brought to 
you by th e stat e broa d cas tin g corpora
tion , but pe rh a ps a ll corpora tions sh a re 
a comm o n world- vie w .) 

If so m e o f the fore ign sce nes, pa rti 
cularly th e Pa ri s bit s, seem ed pretty 
unreal, tha t is a minor complaint - espe
ci a llv give n the se ri e s' o uts tanding 
s tre ngth s. As w ith Empire In c., us in g co
dire c to rs - Pe te r Row e for the fi rs t three 
e pisod es, William Frue t fo r th e las t 
th ree - wo rke d bea utifully . One w o uld 
neve r know there w as a n eight month 
tim e-ga p be tween th e firs t three a nd th e 
las t three episod es , 

The actin g throu gho ut w as uniformly 
fin e: Je nnife r Dale has d evelope d a 
w onde rful velvetiness in h e r portraya ls 
of the a ll-Ca nadian b itch ; Michael Hogan 
as Va nde rbe rg was th e compleat cor
po ra te he ro, e mbod yin g the technol
ogica l will to po wer , but a lways com
fo rtab le in th e huma niz ing garb of a 
blue-d e nim shirt ; Susan Hoga n as Liz 
sensiti ve ly conveyed so m e of the angst 
of th e do m estic commodity ; and Ste
ph e n Markl e 's m arve lou s lv un co uth 
Ca lvin Richard s was jus t gra~d as one of 
\\' es te rn Ca na d a 's b lue-eyed sh e iks. 

If imme nse c re dit goes to series head 
word sm a n Rob Forsvth who wrote the 
firs t three e p isod es , it I\'as no accide nt, 
fin a lll ', th a t th e ge nius behind Vander
berg was executi ve produce r Sam 
Leve ne, \\'h o, like hi s lege ndary nam e
sake , has fully gras pe d th e requi re
m e nt s o f th e tim e. 

Like Cre e la nd Gas, \\'hose gamble if 
s uccessful w o uld "c ha nge th e face of 
th e industry in this co untrv", Vander
berg ga mble d and ch a nged th e face of 
Canadia n dra mati c te levis ion . 

Its reward for having done so was 
swift e xte rmination . Vanderberg'S fate 
is a s tunning reminde r of the Iife-and
dea th s takes at issu e in the struggle for 
Can adian culture . 

It was Brecht who once quipped that 
if you didn 't agree with " the people", 
you could a lways dissolve them, Yet that 
is exactly th e fun c ti o n of mas s media, 
And if th e re is any doubt re maining as to 
th e ove rwhe lming ability of Ameri can 
p rogra mmin g's powe r to dissolve Cana
di a ns, look a gain a t Vande rberg. That 
\\'e won' t be abl e to is the prec ise 
m e asul'e of Canadia n cultural dissolu
tion , • 
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