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by Maeve 
Quigley

I
T’S an American classic, the story of a man’s unravel-
ling that will bring seasoned Scottish actor David 
Hayman back to Dublin for work for the first  
time since 1998.

The star of Protection, Sid And Nancy, Trial And Retribution, The 
Boy In The Striped Pyjamas and many more screen and theatre clas-
sics is returning to hit the stage in Death Of A Salesman at the Gaiety 
Theatre from Tuesday, the first role he’s done here since playing Tony 
Brady in Ordinary Decent Criminal.

As the world feels like it’s disintegrating around us, the tale of travel-
ling salesman Willy Loman is all 
the more poignant. It was a role 
Hayman, 77, has always wanted to 
play so when he and celebrated 
director Andy Arnold were asked 
to choose another production fol-
lowing their successful collabora-
tion, Arthur Miller was the one 
that sprung to mind.

‘Last year we did Cyprus Ave-
nue, David Ireland’s wonderful 
play about the North,’ says David. 
‘It was a huge success. So they 
came to us and Andy and I had 
always wanted to do an American 
classic, this was our favourite and 
they jumped at the chance.

‘Things have been going great, 
we’ve been playing to packed 
houses and getting standing ova-
tions from Glasgow to Birming-

ham to Edinburgh – it has been a 
joyous tour so far. The audiences 
seem to be really knocked out by 
it, which is wonderful.’

Though written by the great 
American playwright Arthur 
Miller in 1949, it’s a story that still 
resonates today, given the current 
difficult times.

‘It’s a bit of a brutal world we’re 
living in and I think Death Of A 
Salesman really encapsulates 
that, about a man who is getting 
to the end of his life and the end 
of his usefulness,’ says David. ‘He 
is living in a fantasy world and he 
has dementia, which creates 
many problems within the family. 
His old colleagues have retired or 
are dead and he has lost all the 
connections he once had. 

‘He has to borrow money from 
his good pal Charlie to just exist 
so it is a difficult time for him and 
he is putting extraordinary  

pressure on his sons to succeed 
and be successful, to buy into the 
American dream.’

Loman is tortured by the fact 
that his sons would prefer essen-
tially to be poor but happy rather 
than strive like he has. As an 
actor, Hayman chose the creative 
world, the demands of which 
often separated him from his wife 
Alice and three sons when they 
were growing up.

‘It’s always a difficult choice,’ he 
says. ‘You still have to make a liv-
ing and produce for your family 
but at the same time you have to 
be loyal to your family and be 
there for them. There were many 
times when I was away from home 
for months on end and that’s kind 
of heartbreaking. But you manage 
to do it, you manage to find a bal-
ance that makes sense to yourself 
and to the rest of the family.

‘I’m very proud of my three sons 
and my four grandchildren. We’re 
all fine and healthy and happy.’

Unlike Willy Loman’s brood, all 
three of David’s sons have fol-
lowed him into the business – one 
works in film and TV production, 
one is a director and the other is 
an actor too.

As a father, he was never worried 
about what they might do or how 
they might turn out – apart from 
one thing.

‘I have complete faith in them,’ 
he says. ‘What is important to me 
more than anything else is that 
they are good human beings and 
kind humanitarians.

‘What is great about the play is 
that it seems to affect so many 
members of the audience. So 
many people have stopped me 
outside afterwards and said: 
“This has made me challenge how 
I’ve lived my life, my relationship 
with my sons and my daughters, 
my family and I am going home 
now to sort out all the things I 

haven’t had time to sort out in the 
past.” That is terrific, it shows you 
theatre has the power to change 
lives and affect lives.’

So powerful is Miller’s play that 
Hayman can often hear the audi-
ence gasping and sometimes 
weeping from the stage.

‘The message is still very power-
ful,’ he says. ‘Normally tragedies 
are about kings and queens and 
tyrants and despots. This is a 
tragedy about an ordinary work-
ing man who plies his trade on the 
coast of New England, selling his 
wares out of two suitcases. And 
he’s struggling, he’s failing miser-
ably. That’s why he lives in his fan-
tasy world and he has huge mood 
swings because of his dementia. 

‘He adores his wife but treats 
her really badly. He adores his 
sons but treats them badly, the 
same as his next door neighbour 
and best pal Charlie. He’s a very 
complex character but fascinat-

ing to play and fascinating to 
watch. It’s the last 24 hours of this 
man’s life as it slowly crumbles 
before your eyes.’

Although David is looking for-
ward to getting back to Dublin, 

the last time he was here involved 
another story about an ordinary 
man and his experience was much 
less pleasant. ‘The last time I was 

here I was filming Ordinary 
Decent Criminal, a film with 
Kevin Spacey,’ he says. ‘It was a 
strange film to make. 

‘Kevin Spacey is not a nice 
human being, as you can imagine, 
so that set the tone for a lot of it 
in a way. I didn’t really enjoy it 
when I saw it. It was meant to be 
a comedy and I don’t really think 
it’s very funny.’

The film, loosely based on the 
life of The General, gangster Mar-
tin Cahill, was directed by Thad-
deus O’Sullivan and written by 
Gerard Stembridge. It starred 
Spacey as gangster Michael 
Lynch with Hayman playing 
henchman Tony Brady.

Off-camera though, he says the 
set was tense and while Hayman 
didn’t bear the brunt of Spacey’s 
behaviour, he certainly didn’t 
approve of it.

‘It wasn’t difficult but I just 
couldn’t understand him,’ Hay-

Unease: Kevin Spacey and David Hayman in the film Ordinary 
Decent Criminal, released in 2000. Right, Hayman today

‘I couldn’t get 
through to 

Spacey, he’s  
so self-centred’

‘I saw myself 
surrounded  
by unhappy 
wage slaves’
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man says. ‘He was being terrible 
to everyone so I took him out for a 
pizza one night. I said: “Why are 
you behaving so badly?” And he 
said: “Ah man, I didn’t want to do 
this movie” and so on. 

‘So I said: “Why did you do it? 
You are ruining everyone’s lives, 
you are not being supportive and 
you are reducing people to tears, 
you are chasing young men 
around Dublin, you’re not being 
professional.” But I couldn’t get 
through to him. He is so self- 
centred and selfish that it just 
didn’t ring with him at all.

‘But it didn’t destroy the enjoy-
ment of working with the other 
cast like Colin Farrell. Just being 
in Dublin was such a joy too, it 
was a lift to be in such a great city 
while you were working. I’m look-
ing forward to coming back and 
my wife will be with me for a cou-
ple of days too.’

Hayman’s humanity and con-

cern for others no doubt comes 
from his upbringing in Glasgow. 
His mum Mary was a cleaner 
before working as a clerk in the 
NHS, while his dad Dave worked 
in the steel yard. 

‘We were a non-religious family,’ 
he says. ‘Officially I suppose we 
were a Protestant family but we 
didn’t go to church. My father was 
a quiet, discreet Communist who 
didn’t tell anyone. 

‘That’s why I’m a Celtic sup-
porter – I jumped the chasm. I 
just followed the best football 
team. My father was neutral, he 
hated all the sectarianism and all 
that went with it. He supported 
Partick Thistle. He told me and 
my brother to support whoever 

we wanted so from a young age 
we have been Celtic supporters.’

Initially David followed his 
father into the steel yard as an 
apprentice, until one morning 
something in him changed.

‘I saw myself surrounded by 
wage slaves, deeply unhappy men 
who didn’t have much of a life,’ he 
says. ‘They had more of a camara-
derie with their workmates than 
they had with their wives and 
families at home. I thought it was 
a very dehumanising existence.

‘It was not a conscious effort but 
one day I found myself walking 
out in my boiler suit, covered in 
engineering grease and iron  
filings, and walking up the steps 
of the Royal Scottish Academy of 
Music and Drama.

‘I burst through the door to the 
registrar and there was a woman 
sitting behind the desk. A voice 
said: “I want to be an actor.” I 
thought to myself, who the hell 
said that? And it was me. 

‘My subconscious brought me in 
there but I made the right  
decision. So whether it was my 
guardian angels or not, whoever 
was responsible, they made the 
right decision.’

After college, Hayman spent ten 
years with the Citizen’s Theatre 
in Glasgow, something he says 

would be no longer possible 
because of the way theatre  
has changed. 

‘It is a very tough industry but 
any form of creative industry is 
difficult,’ he insists. ‘You just have 
to have a single-minded determi-
nation and keep it in your mind-
fulness, you know? I say to young 
kids, if you have a dream, imagine 
where you want to be five years 
from now. Meditate on it. Where 
do you want to be ten years from 
now? What do you want to be 
doing? Who do you want to be? 

Meditate on it. 
B r i n g  y o u r 

dreams alive.
‘In fact, I 

have a char-
ity, and one of 
my projects 

is Shooters. 
We make short 

films with young 
people. 

Twenty 

years ago we did a short film in a 
school in North Lanarkshire in 
Scotland. A 14-year-old boy came 
along with dreams of being an 
actor. I remember talking to his 
mother and father and his dad 
asked how he could stop his son 
becoming an actor.

‘I said, “You can’t, you just have 
to love him and support him and 
help his dreams come true.”’

Twenty years later, that child is 
now on stage with Hayman in 
Death Of A Salesman so mani-
festing works. ‘It’s lovely and he is 
a brilliant actor,’ says Hayman. 
‘He made his dreams a reality.’

Hayman’s charity, Spirit Aid, 
does more than just encourage 
children into acting and is  
active worldwide.

‘I have a small school in Afghan-
istan,’ he says. ‘We used to have 
two mobile clinics in the Hindu 
Kush mountains that looked after 
isolated communities and refugee 
camps and women’s groups but 
the Taliban closed them down.

‘We’ve been supporting the 
training of nurses in Palestine for 
the past ten years, bringing them 
over to Scotland for extra train-
ing. We support a refugee camp  
in Bethlehem. 

‘In Malawi, we feed 2,000 kids a 
day. Around 500 of them are in 
high school – this is a bush school 
in the middle of nowhere on the 
border with Mozambique. When 
we started the feeding pro-
gramme, the pass marks went 
from 12 per cent to 96 per cent 
and it’s now one of the highest 
achieving schools in Malawi.’

The graduates have gone on to 
become teachers, nurses, doctors, 
midwives and accountants in 
what is a huge success story, 
transforming the lives of around 
10,000 people in the heart of the 
poorest country in Africa.

‘That’s what makes my heart 
sing,’ says David. ‘I mean the 
world is going to hell in a banana 
skin so it is incumbent in all of us 
to do what we can to make it a 
little better. This is my way of 
doing it. You can sit on your back-
side and watch or you can try to 
do something about it and 
improve the life of people less for-
tunate than you.

‘I was very lucky because my 
mother was an angel barely dis-
guised as a human being and she 
was my role model. She always 
saw the best in people, she always 
believed in the underdog and she 
always supported people less for-
tunate than her. We never had any 
money but my mother always had 
a beautiful, kind heart so I have to 
keep her example going.’

Which is why, in these turbulent 
times, Hayman’s portrayal of Willy 
Loman is all the more necessary.

‘People have lost 
the capacity to find 
the meaning of true 

happiness in the world,’ 
says Hayman. ‘Look at the 
wars, the poverty, the 
amount of injustice. It is 
absolutely brutal and I 
worry for my grandchil-
dren – what kind of a 

world are they going to 
grow up in? So what we do I 

think is like putting a stick-
ing plaster on a serious wound. 

‘But at the same time I can put 
my hand on my heart and say my 
work keeps thousands of kids 
alive and improves their health, 
their education and opportuni-
ties. We should all be doing it in 
some way or another.’

n DEATH Of A Salesman is at 
the Gaiety Theatre from April 
15-19. Tickets from ticketmaster.ie 
and gaietytheatre.ie
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David Hayman is returning here 
in an iconic role but says his last 

visit was marred by a certain 
Hollywood star’s behaviour...
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thousands of 

kids alive’

Latest role: Hayman with 
Charlene Boyd in Death Of A 
Salesman, which opens in 
Dublin next week


