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Bob Connolly, Peter Dombrovskis 
& Olegas Truchanas 
Glenn Barkley
Curator, Museum of Contemporary Art, Sydney

The work and lives of the Tasmanian wilderness photographers 
Olegas Truchanas and Peter Dombrovskis are considered to be 
intrinsically combined. Both worked with the camera and with a 
style of wilderness photography that was similar in outlook and 
subject matter. Their personal connection (Truchanas was almost 
a father figure to Dombrovskis) underlies their shared story and 
a discussion of one leads inevitably to a discussion of the other.

Olegas Truchanas was born in Lithuania in 1923 and migrated 
to Tasmania in 1948. He was one of many migrants who 
came to Australia from Europe following World War Two, 
encouraged by the rapid industralisation of the nation which 
included the Snowy River Scheme on the Australian mainland 
and the construction of a series of similar dams by the 
Tasmanian Hydro Electric Commission (HEC) in Tasmania. 

Truchanas’ work maps two crises. The first concerns the very 
real threat, from the 1950s onwards, of the HEC constructing 
a series of dams unprecedented in their destructive power, 
flooding and changing the Tasmanian landscape irrevocably. 
By the late 1960s, HEC turned its gaze towards the Tasmanian 
southwest and in particular the beloved and remote Lake Pedder. 

The second crisis was that facing photography. Truchanas’ and 
Dombrovskis’ imagery went against the prevailing art world 
orthodoxy of the late 1960s, which sought to dismantle the 
fine art ambitions of the photographic image. ‘Contemporary’ 
photographers found their inspiration in the banal, urban and 
deadpan gaze of such seminal figures as Ed Ruscha; conversely 
precedents for Tasmanian wilderness photography are to be found 
in the colonial and picturesque traditions. The conceptual and 
picturesque approaches overlap however in their recognition of 
the camera as a machine that can be used to impart information.

The exhibition In The Balance presents Truchanas’ audio visual 
work Lake Pedder for the first time within a contemporary 
art context. This work was originally a slide show used by 
Truchanas as he travelled around Tasmania to present to 
community groups and impart the beauty and importance 

of the Lake Pedder wilderness before it was flooded by the 
HEC. This slide show became an important tool in galvanising 
action and was one of the triggers in the establishment of the 
environmental political party United Tasmania Group (UTG).

Lake Pedder, with its soundtrack by Frederick Delius, uses 
picturesque and Arcadian traditions to record the wonders of 
the Pedder environs. Importantly – especially in light of the 
later work by Dombrovskis1 – Truchanas places his own children 
within the landscape as if to compare the transitory innocence 
of childhood against the deep time and space of the southwest 
Tasmanian wilderness. Lake Pedder seems now, in no small 
part due to Truchanas images, an idyllic landscape: as much 
imagined as real. Sitting in a valley of glistening jewel-like white 
and pink sand dunes, it seems almost too surreal to be true.

By 1972 Truchanas realised that the battle at Pedder was lost 
and so turned his gaze to the Franklin and Gordon Rivers, also 
in the southwest wilderness, now being mooted as the HEC’s 
next stop in its damming program. It was on the Gordon in 
1972 that Truchanas, the most able of adventurers, slipped 
and drowned in the river. In an incredible, poignant turn of 
events his body was found by the young Peter Dombrovskis 
who, like Truchanas, was to go on to have a profound effect 
on the preservation of Tasmania’s natural heritage.

The Franklin River now loomed as the next stage in the 
environmentalists’ battle. Again the camera would play a 
crucial role in determining the outcome, and in the case 
of the Franklin Dam, turned the tide against the HEC. 

Bob Connolly’s film Franklin River Journey was one of the first 
salvos in the soon to come conflict between the HEC and 
environmentalist. Commissioned by the National Parks and 
Wildlife Service and the Tasmanian Film Commission it was, as 
described by Connolly, ‘in essence an advocacy film – the first 
and last one I ever made – a propaganda film essentially’.2

Tightly constructed by Connolly with screenwriter and collaborator 
Robin Anderson, the film follows the course of a journey 
down the Franklin from its headwaters at Lake Hermione to 
the sea. Connolly very deliberately used the amateur botanist 
Antonius Moscal, ‘an Olegas Truchanas–type figure’, as 
the human protagonist in the film who is soon dwarfed by 
nature’s majesty as he moves down the river. With stirring 
choral music as its soundtrack, as if to hammer home the 
spiritual nature of the river journey, the film is intentionally 
melodramatic and was made to influence minds – ‘when 
the film was screened there was dead silence, then someone 
got up and yelled out ‘Save the Franklin!’ at which point the 
whole audience, apparently, began to applaud…it wasn’t the 
film they were applauding, it was the concept of the river’.3

Peter Dombrovskis knew this river too. Dombrosvkis was born in 
Germany to Latvian parents in 1945, and immigrated to Tasmania 
with his mother in 1950. Dombrovskis met Truchanas through a 
group of young men that Truchanas mentored by taking them 
to the Tasmanian wilderness camping, rafting and climbing. 
Later Dombrovskis’ skills as photographer were recognised by 
Truchanas who nurtured these abilities within his young protégé. 

Dombrovskis’ image Morning Mist, Rock Island Bend, Franklin 
River, Southwest Tasmania became the central image of the 
environmentalist’s campaign. This photograph uses pictorial 
tropes associated with the pastoral and picturesque, the default 
positing of nineteenth century painting, to present and image 
of the ‘pristine wilderness’ – ‘he was evoking compositional 
conventions that are part of the collective consciousness of 
all the inheritors of the European aesthetic tradition.’ 4

The image was soon recognised by Bob Brown and used by 
the Wilderness Society as a representation of a particular, 
idealised version of ‘wilderness’ that could change the hearts 
and minds of voters, not just in Tasmania, but further afield 
in Melbourne and Sydney. Its most notable ‘deployment’ 
was when it appeared in advertisements on 2 March 1983, 
three days before the upcoming federal election, in the 
Melbourne Age and Sydney Morning Herald newspapers with 
the caption ‘Could you vote for a party that will destroy this?’

In the Balance juxtaposes Morning Mist, Rock Island Bend, as 
represented through campaign ephemera, with two lesser 
known images from Dombrovskis’ oeuvre: The Masterpiece 
Alcove, Deliverance Reach, Franklin River, Tasmania and 
Polished Quartzite above Irenabyss, Franklin River, Tasmania. 
While Morning Mist, Rock Island Bend presents a cinematic, 
macro-view of the Tasmanian wilderness, these two images 

are much more personal, almost as if the photographer 
has pointed the camera downwards towards his feet 
to trace his meanderings along the river’s edge. 
The world of contemporary art can be a cynical, ironic one. The 
works of Truchanas and Dombrovkis display very little, if any, 
of these two traits; perhaps this is why they sit uneasily within 
the contemporary art museum. Connolly’s documentary as a 
piece of propaganda and social history also fits uncomfortably 
within this context. They do however remind us of the 
redemptive power of images, and the camera’s very singular 
potential as a device with which to change the world. 

Notes

1  This distinction is also due to the two photographers technical differences. 
Truchanas used a lightweight 35mm camera while Dombrovskis used a 
cumbersome large format 5x4 inch flatbed field camera.

2  http://www.filmaust.com.au/wilderness/interviews/default.htm,  
accessed 27/4/10.

3  Ibid.

4  Timms, P., ‘Love, death and wilderness photography’, Art Monthly, no.166, 
December 2003–February 2004, pp.36-40.
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Lucas Ihlein:  Environmental Audit
Lucas Ihlein and Glenn Barkley, Curator, Museum of Contemporary Art, Sydney

From July to November 2010 Lucas Ihlein undertakes an informal 
‘environmental audit’ on the exhibition In the Balance and, by 
extension, the MCA. The audit will be live, taking place in the 
virtual realm through a blog and in the real world through a series 
of posters created in collaboration with the Big Fag Press, Sydney.

Following is an edited version of an online interview between 
one of In the Balance’s co-curators Glenn Barkley and 
Lucas Ihlein. A full unedited version can be found at: 
http://www.environmental-audit.net/glenns-questions/

GB: What are the ethical and environmental considerations 
that In the Balance should consider? What are the sustainability 
issues that such an exhibition may bring to the fore?

LUCAS: If the MCA is going to put together an exhibition 
about the environment and climate change, I think 
the question that everybody will ask is this: how many 
resources were consumed in delivering the message? 
I believe that’s where my project comes in…

GB: Regardless of an artist’s good intentions isn’t the 
very nature of much contemporary art environmentally 
irresponsible and unsustainable? How could the exhibition 
avoid becoming unconsciously cynical and even naïve? In 
this brave new world, what can the gallery and museum 
sector do better in terms of its carbon footprint?

LUCAS: The terms ‘responsibility’ and ‘sustainability’ are both 
pretty tricksy. I don’t think art in its nature is irresponsible 
– although it can sometimes be misguided. Art, as we have 
come to know it, often prioritises ends over means, resulting 
in some pretty wasteful practices in the name of a spectacular 
outcome. ‘Sustainable’, unfortunately, has become one of 
those words that’s repeated so often it’s almost meaningless: 
it’s a product adjective designed to sell washing-up detergent. 
However, I believe that it’s in the nature of humans to make 
art (of all sorts). It would be ridiculous to try and ‘abolish’ 
culture altogether as an extreme method of saving the planet. 

As a species, we have invented some sophisticated tools 
and ideas over the millennia – the last thing we should do is 
throw them out. We just need to hone them further, directing 
them towards the precise problem of our own survival.
What this exhibition definitely doesn’t need is despair. 
It should begin to consider everything a museum does 
(not just art) from a more integrated perspective.

GB: Can your project, which combines both old-fashioned 
printing with social media through blogging, provide a model 
of institutional critique that both delivers on the MCA’s good 
intentions, whilst also exposing areas where it can do better?

LUCAS: I’m not a proper, bona-fide ‘Environmental Auditor’. 
There are trained professionals out there who can do a much 
better job than me at tallying up all the carbon emissions of 
the museum’s operations. So what’s my role in all this, then? 
I am an enthusiastic amateur, ordinary bicycle riding, compost-
making suburban do-gooder. I’ve installed a half-flush toilet, I 
use energy-saving bulbs, ‘safe’ toilet paper and I’ve signed up to 
‘green power’, but I don’t really understand whether I’m making 
any difference at all, or just helping myself feel marginally better. 
I hope that doing this project between now and November 
will help me get a bit smarter about all this stuff. I’ll blog 
about my progress as I delve into the MCA’s ways of carrying 
out its business, and I’ll produce some prints which I hope will 
visually synthesise some of the complexities of balancing the 
environmental ledger. I’ll interrogate my own footprint too. 
And maybe some folks will feel moved to join me for the ride.

Project blog:  
http://www.environmental-audit.net

Above, top:
Lucas Ihlein
Environmental Audit  2010
hand-drawn diagram
hypothetical diagram for an artwork shown at MCA, July 2010
http://www.environmental-audit.net
Image courtesy and © the artist
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Lucas Ihlein
Environmental Audit  2010
hand-drawn diagram
incomplete diagram for the Artist as Family, Food forest, July 2010
http://www.environmental-audit.net
Image courtesy and © the artist


