“MATE, YOU'RE A TRAVELLER. YOU'RE PASSING THROUGH.”
‘IT IS ONLY WHEN WE RECOGNISE THE TRANSIENT NATURE OF EXISTENCE
THAT WE RECOGNISE ITS IMPORTANCE." DISCUSS.

Hannie Rayson’s four-person ensemble play, Extinction, explores the environment,
interpersonal relationships and our responses to both looking at both the impact of the past
and present on the future and legacies we might leave behind. Rayson explores the
impermanent nature of reality and its effects on the environment and interpersonal
relationships as well as the unpredictability of the future and what we leave behind.

A major plot point of Extinction is Andy’s disease GSS. A hereditary genetic mutation which
killed his and Heather (Dix), his sisters’ grandfather. Andy holes to relieve the burden on his
sister and insists that Piper, his girlfriend, is “only a traveller” and is impermanent, that their
“relationship has no future” past the “two years” they agreed on. Andy pushes away Piper
and Dix so that when he passes, it might not have as much of an effect on them so that they
can go about their lives normally. It isn’t until Harry points out to Andy that Piper may no
longer be his girlfriend anymore because Andy, “lost that race a long time ago”. It is only at
the climax of the play when Harry points it out for Andy, that he realises he should tell Piper
about his disease rather than push her away, back to San Diego. Rayson teases out this
reveal to Piper over two acts not only to add conflict and tension to the play, but also to build
Andy’s character in front of her audience. The audience sees Andy “stumble” for the first
time and his own surprise at the beginning of his end. Rayson similarly builds Pipers
character in front of her audience, displaying her care for Andy, for wildlife and the Australian
bush. Her endless compassion is why Andy doesn'’t tell her about his disease, instead, he
lets her imagine a future where she “has (his) babies” and they’re happy together, rather
than his imminent future of “gibbering dementia”. The “pity” in Pipers eyes is inevitable
however as she immediately cancels her flight back to San Diego ad looks to face Andy’s
future with him, optimism in hand. The tiger quoll, which can be interpreted to represent
many things in the play, in some ways represents Andy. Its final appearance on Piper’'s
phone gives Rayson’s audience hope, not only for the species on the “brink of extinction” but
also for Andy.

Another major plot point of Extinction is the “best use of government dollar” to best conserve
wildlife that “stand a chance of survival” after a major disaster. According to Dix’s Dixon-
Brown Index with a “refined algorithm”, the new “magic number” is 5,000. While many people
understand that it's important to conserve as much of an ecosystem as possible, it asks
audiences to consider why populations must get so thin to be considered “worth saving”.
Instead of a species-by-species approach, which only cauterises the issue, why not a holistic
approach? Rayson seems to indicate to her audience that one of the main causes of this
displacement of animals is “dirty energy”. Rayson acknowledges the arguments made by
those who are still investing in the “old ways” as they claim, “solar, wind...” cannot “generate
your baseload energy” and that coal is “abundantly cheap”, however, audiences can see by
the end of the play, that the private energy sector and their claims is not what will give hope
for the future. The long-lasting effects of coal mining are seen by the animals that are driven
to the “brink of extinction”. Despite tiger quolls being “party animals”, there are hardly any left
in the wild. It is only when Harry hits one and takes it to the vet that the tiger quoll project
becomes initiated to find more despite being well below Dix’s “magic number”. Rayson’s
audiences can see that there are very permanent effects as a result of our actions on the
world, while we’re “just passing”, those after us will be the ones who will have to endure
whatever comes as a result of our initial actions.

For a play dealing with the destructions of the environment, Rayson maintains optimism for

the future, a constant, ever-changing yet ever present thing. The legacy we leave behind
becomes something to contemplate. Harry’s world gets thrown upside down following his
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divorce with his ex-wife Stephanie Jewell and he attempts to “do something right” and “make
things better”. The legacy of his actions will become permanent with time. Dix experiences a
similar situation. While Stuart Decker gets an award and a “suntan” for his research on the
Great Barrier Reef, she’s “chained to (her) desk” filling out paperwork. While she is
comfortable with the work she does, her excitement to embark on a project to save the tiger
guoll cannot be looked over. It is well below the threshold of the Dixon-Brown Index, yet she
still takes on the project for the possibility to not only save the tiger quoll, but to also let
herself “pat (herself) on the back”. The possible long-term effect of this project becomes
permanent, yet Harry, Piper and Dix recognise its importance. Rayson’s audience can see
that there are things that are “just passing” such as a relationship but the world we live in is
not one of them.

In exploring the morality of the characters, their actions on the environment and each other,
Rayson’s audience comes to understand that what we do as humans can have a long-
lasting effect on the environment, such as coal mining and preserving ecosystems, but within
our relationships with each other, we just come and go. The threat of losing something is
what makes it all the more important.
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