
 
Hannie Rayson’s play Extinction, set in the dense Australian Cape Otway’s, conveys the destruction 
caused by a culture of negligent human decisions in an Anthropocene epoch as of 2013. In 
positioning the multidimensional characters on opposing sides of clashing ideals, namely 
pragmatism and idealism, coupled with the overarching goal of restoring the tiger quoll population, 
Rayson unveils mankind’s fatal flaws. Furthermore, the egocentrism of those individuals primarily 
motivated by wealth and sexual magnetism inherently renders them as remissive toward their 
inimical actions. Moreover, when the threat of mortality is an imminent reality, individuals become 
driven to turn away those they love most with enduring acts of stubborness and ruthlessness 
without regard for the isolation that results. However, human collaboration actively mends soiled 
relationships by channelling honesty, love and commitment. Therefore, individuals become so 
engrossed by their self-serving motives that they recklessly destruct their own relationship and 
natural world, thereby damaging their connection with place, time and people.  
 

Rayson presents society’s overtly grotesque obsession with money and sexual power as hindering 
campaigns toward restoring the environment. Coal mining tycoon, Harry Jewell, symbolises human 
destruction to the environment. Rayson communicates this through imagery when Andy 
prejudicially dubs his expensive Range Rover car as a “cruise missile” which brings death and 
destruction to the natural world. By indicating that Harry’s wealth is tantamount to a lethal wartime 
weapon, Rayson is emphasising him as remiss toward his gargantuan contribution to environmental 
damage through profiteering intentions. Moreover, Harry’s altruistic facade in his “crusade” to save 
the tiger quolls by doing “everything in [his] power” is debunked when he travels to Kangaroo island 
on a “plane” - an act epitomising human ignorance and scarring the rainforest with “CO2 emissions”. 
This remissive act not only contributed to “deforestation” but also compromised the integrity of “Mr 
Evil’s” project to rehabilitate the rainforest; therein failing to conceitedly conserve his “happy” 
childhood memories of when tiger quolls were “running around”. Thus, Rayson positions 
contemporary audiences, who can relate to Harry’s materialism, to become aware of the harmful 
externalities of their own negligence and condemn Harry’s compromised judgement. Moreover, his 
inability to commit to his principle of “believ[ing] in your own species” is elucidated through 
dramatic irony to the audience when explaining that “you have to be rich” to “make a difference to 
the environment”, but his affluence only contributes to becoming “the biggest greenhouse gas 
polluters in the world”. Deceit exacerbates ontological extinction. Hence, Harry’s drive to invigorate 
the “heartbeat” of hope towards saving the quolls from “the jaws of extinction” stems mostly from 
money. Despite Harry’s previous devotion of never being “unfaithful to [his] wife”, he engages in 
two fleeting sexual liaisons, augmenting his egoism where he makes a “shitload of money”. 
Moreover, the overuse of the personal pronoun “I” in pointing out that “[he] should go” when D-B’s 
insecurities of being “a bit old” unravels, Harry conforms to cynicism in his patriarchal world. Harry 
callously disregards the emotions of women when heeding only casual sex, revealing that economic 
funding is at the core of his interest in D-B. Additionally, his animalistic nature of having “as much 
sex as [he] can” led him to retribution by valuing his gratification above D-B and Piper’s own 
relationships. Furthermore, when “sack[ed]” by the board of “Powerhouse” for his unethical 
relationships, Harry spirals as he endures the prodigious consequences for his avariciousness; 
discovering that his wife “hates” him and thwarted from enacting change to the forest. Therefore, 
Rayson reveals to her audience that humankind’s innate duplicity and lack of genuine compassion to 
restore the natural world hinders progress at the root.  
 



Women are often victims of patriarchy, succumbing to their fiery lust for vengeance which trumps 
their reasoning, and thereby disregarding the outcome of their actions. While Piper tenets that she 
“want[s] to marry [Andy] and have babies”, Andy’s reluctance to “commit for the long haul” entraps 
her in a world of isolation where men control her aspirations; thereby yielding to “betrayal” as a 
coping mechanism. This unraveling vengeance against Andy is elucidated through her seductively 
“transformed” appearance when adorning herself in a “black cocktail dress”, devoid of cogitation. 
Her precoital costuming exemplifies her drifting environmental values in merging with Harry’s 
“Powerhouse project” when clouded by her lust for retribution. Therefore, Rayson ruminates on the 
damage that deplorable behaviors can bring on both relationships and the environment when bereft 
of heartfelt “love”. Despite referring to Harry as a “con man”, Piper’s vindictive persona is revealed 
when she engages in a fleeting tryst with him, exhibited through stage directions as 
“frenzied...energy” in the “illuminated tent” against a rainforest backdrop. Through the playwrights 
espouse of lighting, in a brief moment of illumination and clarity amid a rainforest of “vast 
darkness”, Piper felt confident in her decision despite later recognising her “mistake” in being a “bad 
judge”. Hence, the notion of stepping down from one’s “moral high ground” enables individuals to 
recognise the gravitas of infidelity. Moreover, when D-B becomes “naive[ly]” engrossed by the 
prospect of dalliance with Harry, this instigates her “compromising”, pragmatic, acceptance of his 
“dirty money”, refuting her claim that her university is “not a casino”. Thus, D-B relinquishes her 
professional ethics and ecologist position. However, this “unethical” involvement with “Mr Evil” also 
imperils her bond with Andy, who claims that he will fight against her tactless acts of “environmental 
vandalism” until “the day [he] can no longer stand up”; augmenting his impending death. Further, D-
B vitriolically frames Piper when an incriminating email detailing her “covert sexual relationship” 
with Harry is exposed, with the intention of conserving D-B’s grandeur ‘reputation” from ignominy 
by magisterially forcing Piper to “step aside from the project”. This arouses resentment from 
contemporary audiences who blames her vindictive self-centredness for her deteriorating 
relationships. Thus, Rayson exemplifies the traditional notions of females being ruled by emotions 
rather than rationality and logic, fomenting havoc to the world around them through exploiting 
power.  
 

The threat of imminent death causes some individuals to become embittered in their attitudes and 
deteriorate relationships by dissociating from loved ones as a means to deflect the burden they pose 
to others. “Stubborn” in nature, Andy decides to travel the forlorn “road” to “blindness and 
gibbering dementia” in “solitary” and stoic silence; rebuffing the concern and solace of his Sister, D-
B, who “want[s] to be there for [him]”. Moreover, through the indifferent portrayal of Andy, Rayson 
manifests the conventional masculine paradigms which exacerbates inner torment where the stage 
directions signal that the “lights turn off on Andy”. Further, the dramatic irony of Andy’s staunch 
idealism in being unable to “commit for the long haul” when realising that “she’ll want kids” is 
delineated as an act of altruism to mitigate the “burden” of his “genetic illness” on Piper despite her 
perception of his cowardice. Thus, sacrificing his own comfort of her “embrace” for her liberation. 
Through Andy’s repetition in explaining that “[he] can’t” fulfil Piper’s aspirations of a foreseeable 
future with “babies”, Rayson focuses on the indelible hardship of death and unwavering idealism 
which unhinges seemingly robust relationships. This spurs sympathy from the audience toward his 
deterioration, but also chides his explicit fostering of enmity with his sister through Andy relying on 
profane language when telling her to “fuck off” and gesturing “I rest my case”; estranging D-B from 
his torment and sorrow. Thus, Andy sacrifices his relationship with D-B when referring to her as “a 
pin-up girl for mining”, “myopic[ally]” refusing to accept the environmental benefits of Harry’s 
project; hindering restoration of biodiversity. Further, feminist audiences condemn his bleak 
response to imminent death in further inflicting fission in his relationship with Piper. Moreover, in a 
moment of mutual pain when given the onerous responsibility as a vet, Andy resonates with the 
“dying tiger quoll” when he “euthanizes” it; ultimately opting for death when they both have “no 
chance of surviving”. Similarly, in a state of magnified distress where his daughter claims that he 
“destroyed [her] life”, Harry also succumbed to his dilemma when heedlessly driving while on the 



“phone”, ultimately resulting in the death of the quoll. Therefore, humans fail to intervene and bring 
prosperity to the deteriorating antipodean “flora and fauna” when the reality of impending death 
imperils our functional relationships. However, Rayson paints a vivid canvas of the power that 
human collaboration can yield on making unfeigned decisions when love and compromise emerge. 
By surfacing honesty in admitting that he is physically plagued by “a brain disorder”, Andy reveals a 
light of optimism, coming forth with the truth as a sacrifice for his “future” with Piper when laden 
with demise. Thus, Rayson tenets that the values of heartfelt emotion and morality can cultivate and 
rejuvenate the buttress of fulfilling relationships. Moreover, Piper’s unyielding commitment of “not 
leaving” Andy, even in the face of death and “sadness”, is extolled by the audience through the re-
emergence of the tiger quoll with its “heart beating” on the monitor when the play concludes; 
symbolising that human intervention can protect endangered species. Thus, Piper is exemplified as 
bestowing reason and consideration of the outcomes when deciding to travel the “road [that] just 
leads to sadness” with Andy through the coalesce of “love”. This endorses notes of hope and 
optimism amongst audiences that through glimpses of pure selflessness and loyalty, the heinous 
effects of global warming on native species can be ameliorated. Moreover, the power of emotion 
and language reveals Harry’s redeemed devotion and drive toward restoring the forest through his 
distress in outbursting to Andy that he “screwed up”, foreshadowed by the superimposition of the 
imagery that Andy “handed [the coal mining industry] the forest on a plate”. Evidently, Harry’s 
earnest idealism emerges when his source of power is removed. Therefore, it is when individuals are 
bereft of power they are most driven to spurge the crisis of global warming and “deforestation” 
around them.  
 

Ultimately, Rayson portrays human negligence to seethe through functional relationships and 
thereby destruct rationality within character constructs. The continuation of life on earth is hindered 
by the fatal flaws of mankind in failing to work in unity. Thus, the prejudice that prevails in society is 
underpinned by the myriad disputes and clashes between characters when decisions lack 
contemplation of the result. Therefore, it is “not about one master of the universe saving the 
planet”, but the synergy of thoughtful decisions which strengthens both the mentalities of 
individuals and the prosperity of biodiversity.  
 


