DESPITE ITS FOCUS ON DEATH, ULTIMATELY EXTINCTION IS A
HOPEFUL PLAY. DISCUSS.

In a pursuit to save the environment from unethical harm, Hannie Rayson’s 21st Century
play, ‘Extinction’, presents a complicated dilemma between death and hope to its modern
audience. Rayson invites the audience to navigate the murky intentions of the characters
within the play, and discover the truth about humanity’s response to complex situations
which extinguish signs of hope. Additionally, she challenges the use of power which causes
harm to the fragile ecosystem. Furthermore, Rayson exposes a battle between idealism and
pragmatism to comment on humanity’s perception of death. She overall illustrates the faults
within the way humanity deals with difficult situations and advocates for humanity to seek
hope in order to find success.

Hannie Rayson focuses on death and mortality to explore how characters respond to difficult
situations. While some characters attempt to distract themselves from the inevitable death in
their lives, others choose to face it directly. Rayson utilises watermelon tequila as a symbol
to reveal how characters manage their fears of death. The characters in ‘Extinction ’are often
found to be using the sweetness of the “watermelon” to cover up a generally sour
conversation. Furthermore, it hides the shadow of death which constantly surrounds them
through the extinction species, as well as Andy’s deteriorating condition. Their decision to do
so removes them from communication with each other, ultimately resulting in a loss of hope
for those suffering.

After hitting an endangered tiger quoll in the opening scene, Harry Jewel contemplates the
extinction of species and questions whether death of endangered animals is truly as
significant as it is made out to be. Harry believes that extinction is an inevitable part of
“natural selection” because “there’s always a last one, isn’'t there?” However, after the
injured quoll is euthanised, Harry confronts Andy, reminding him that “you do what you can
to keep an endangered animal alive.” Harry’s quick change of view encourages the audience
to understand how setting impacts on an individual’s response. Harry changes his belief due
to his sudden evoked emotional connection to the quoll because of his childhood pet, “Errol
Flynn.” Rayson reminds the audience that humanity is influenced by their past experience,
and this can result in a fluctuating response to death because of their confused perspective.
Andy’s own deteriorating body is an inevitable reminder of life’s only outcome. His blunt
announcement that he has a “terminal iliness” expresses his acceptance that life has nothing
more to offer, and that this is what defines him. Rayson constructs the story in a linear
fashion which acts as a constant reminder of passing time. The uninterrupted, progressive
plot reflects Andy’s slow and constant deterioration. This burden on his life compels Andy to
isolate Piper from himself because he “can’t commit for the long haul.” Whilst Andy has
given up hope for his own life, he shows glimpses of hope for Piper and reminds her that her
“life is set on the most amazing course.” As a result, Rayson elicits a sense of sympathy in
the audience as she highlights the self-sacrificing nature of those who are most vulnerable.
Piper’'s compassionate response to her suffering pet, Beast, emphasises her caring nature in
the face of death. Rayson reminds the audience that “if you loved someone who was dying,
you would do everything you could to help them.” Hence, Rayson confronts the audience
with the varying responses of the human condition, but ultimately reminds them of
humanity’s inherent desire to help others whom they love.

The delicate use of power enables the human response to death and hope. Rayson
investigates how characters use their power to impact on the growing rate of extinction
within their environment. The Dixon-Brown index strips thousands of endangered species on
the brink of extinction the chance of survival. Dixon-Brown explains that the “magic number”
is five-thousand, and any species with numbers less than this is “beyond the point of no
return.” By implementing the index, Dixon-Brown uses her power to essentially sentence
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species to death because they are not “worth saving.” In doing so, Rayson comments on the
difficult decisions humanity is forced to make, and how their power has the ability to strip, or
evoke, senses of hope.

Andy’s lack of communication in the opening scene leads to his controversial decision to
“euthanise the quoll.” His action to do so rips the concept of survival away from not only the
individual tiger quoll, but its entire endangered species. Andy’s use of power invites the
audience to feel shocked when they hear that “the heartbeat stops. Silence.” Despite
growing pressure that Andy “needed to at least try,” his controversial action allows Rayson to
showcase the growing degrees of discouragement in humanity, and how people often opt for
“the most convenient [option].”

Harry uses his power to justify the damage caused by coal mining on the environment. He
emphasises that his company will go back and “fill in [the] holes” and will “bring jobs and
people back to [his] home town.” Whilst this may spark hope for the economy of the small
town, Harry’s manipulative nature hides the devastating environmental impact that he is
prepared to cause. Rayson illustrates to the audience how abuse of power ultimately leads
to dampened hope for environmentalists who are forced to endure the death of what they
live to care for.

Rayson suggests that a battle between idealism and pragmatism ultimately decides whether
an individual seeks hope in their life, or succumbs to the tragedy of death. Dixon-Brown’s
logical thinking exposes the bare truth that institutes “don’t have the money to save [all the
species].” Her realisation that “this is living in the real word” positions the audience to
understand the harsh reality that society faces when it comes to the environment. Rayson
emphasises that government funding ultimately decides which species are “worth saving”
because “the rate of extinction is out of control.” She exposes the raw truth that sacrifices
must be made when it comes to caring for the natural world, and ultimately, extinguishes
glimpses of hope for thousands of species who are taken by death.

Harry’s pragmatic thinking leads to him causing devastating impacts on the natural
environment. Undeterred by Andy’s persistence that renewables are a much better source of
energy, Harry argues that these do not generate “enough base load power” to keep society
progressing, and that coal is essential to “turni[ing] the lights on.” Harry’s strong belief in coal
mining essentially sentences the environment to death. Thus, he crushes the perspective of
idealistic thinking and doesn’t allow hope for the environment to flourish. As such, Rayson
comments that there is a fault in humanity where powerful, pragmatic thinkers are able to
overcome passionate idealists. She invites the audience to explore this fault in the real word,
and to question the negative environmental impact that is occurring as a result.

However, despite confrontation of death, Rayson utilises Piper’s idealistic thinking to remind
the audience that “you’ve got to believe in your own species.” Thus, despite the harmful
impacts that humanity can have on the environment, Rayson encourages the audience to be
hopeful that humans can in fact have positive impacts, if they learn to work together in a
combination of ideal and logical thinking.

The final image of the tiger quoll reminds the audience that, at times, human intervention can
help a species. As well, although there is uncertainty surrounding the future of Piper and
Andy’s relationship, the fact that they are together when the hopeful image of the quoll
appears, implies that there is still an element of hope for their future together. This contrasts
the exits of Harry and Dixon-Brown, two determined pragmatic thinkers. Their lonely exits
remind the audience that hope is lost through one-minded pragmatic views. Hence, Rayson
makes use of the symbol of the tiger quoll to promote the idea that idealistic, hopeful thinking
allows individuals to find success in life.

Overall, Rayson explores the notion that there is a fault in humanity where the most
vulnerable are able to see hope for others except themselves, yet those with an abundance
of power and resources are often oblivious to senses of hope. The responses of the
characters within ‘Extinction 'to death and mortality allows Rayson to showcase the darkness
that society falls into when confronted with difficult situations. The use of power within the
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play demonstrates that those that yield it extinguish the survival of matters not in their
interest, and thus the hope that coincides with it. Rayson explores the battles between
idealism and pragmatism to suggest that nothing is black and white and whilst there are
elements of hope which shine through the darkness of the play, it is the mindset of the
characters which decides whether or not they find hope in the end. Thus, Rayson overall
comments that the values in which society holds have a strong impact on their responses to
death and that humanity as a whole must recognise their flaws in order to find the glimpses
of hope that come after darkness.
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