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or many Australians, long-running

television drama Neighbours is as

quintessential as Coronation Street
is to the Brits or Days Of Our Lives to North
Americans.

The show has survived decades of social
change and, while it enjoys healthy competition
from rival Home And Away, Neighbours is as
much an Aussie icon as Vegemite, Qantas and
the speedo.

Soon to clock up its 8,000th episode, this is
the neighbourhood that once housed the three
Hemsworth brothers, Russell Crowe, Margot
Robbie, Guy Pearce, Jesse Spencer, Natalie
Imbruglia, Delta Goodrem and, of course, Kylie
Minogue.

Contributing to the longevity of the show
has been the producers’ and writers’ efforts to
move Erinsborough and its residents along with
the times. In the past few years it has broken
new ground with the introduction of LGBTIQ
characters and storylines.

Backin 2004 a same-sex kiss between Sky
Mangel (Stephanie McIntosh) and Lana
Crawford (Bridget Neval), the show’s first
lesbian characters, stirred up controversy,
mirroring the prickly social climate of the era.
In 2010, Chris Pappas (James Mason) moved
into Ramsay Street, came out, and found a
love interest in Aidan Foster (Bobby Morley),
creating the show’s first gay male couple.

That storyline attracted less criticism than the
lesbian kiss some eight years earlier, indicating
that times had changed. Jump forward to
2018, where Australian same-sex marriage
has finally been legalised and our current gay
neighbours, Aaron Brennan (Matt Wilson) and
David Tanaka (Takaya Honda) are about to tie
the knot in what is guaranteed to be a ratings
bonanza. But for the producers, writers, actors,
crew and fans of the show, this particular story
arc means a lot more than figures clocked up on
the Nielsen charts.

For Matt and Takaya, the significance of their
characters’ marriage is something they don’t
take lightly, especially considering last year’s
historic same-sex marriage win for Australia.

“As actors, we're really fortunate to be given
the opportunity by the writers and production
team to play these roles, and to be put in
this position where we are the first same-sex
marriage in an Australian television drama
since it was legalised,” says Takaya. “That’s
something really special; being the first, and
that’s something we’'ll always have.”

“We've both felt the responsibility from the
get-go,” says Takaya. “It's something we've been
working towards for a long time, and we've
tried to foster a relationship that the audience
would barrack for when the time came where
we could get married. Fortunately, it seems like
the audience is on our side. This moment has
worked out in a really beautiful way.”

Matt agrees and points out an interesting
coincidence. “When we originally filmed the
proposal scene, which was actually the failed
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There’s a lot of trust
between us. We
don’t have to ask
permission... We've
been butt-naked
together!

proposal before the successful one, it went to
air the day before gay marriage became legal
in Australia. So while we didn’t know that
would happen at the time of filming, we did
get an insight into how much all this means.
It's just unfortunate it wasn't the successful
proposal scene!”

A same-sex kiss between two policemen on
Britain’s The Bill made world headlines in 2002.
With Neighbours sold into 60 countries, can
we expect similar noise around Ramsay Street
this month? According to Matt, the interest has
already begun.

“We've already had a lot of noise,” laughs
Matt, “so much noise, in fact, and I'm hoping
we can get as much as possible. There was a
lot of press on the actual day of filming the
wedding, and we got Magda Szubanski to play
the celebrant. That was her Neighbours debut,
and she’s such an important person to have
involved. Having a résumé like hers, you'd
expect a bit of ego but she just didn’t have an
ego at all, and was so humble. Ilove her.

“She said that when she was my age, when
there was a gay kiss on television, it was quite
risky because you didn’t know what kind
of reception it would get. But to her, a gay
wedding, especially on an iconic show like
Neighbours... well, she could not have imagined

it happening. It seemed impossible. So for
us to have come this far, it’s a huge deal and
especially for Australia’s longest running soap.”

Takaya agrees and is quick to point out
the importance of highlighting LGBTIQ
issues around the world using the medium of
television. “Representation matters,” he says.
“When that happens on a show that’s iconic
and considered a pillar of Australian culture,
the importance, as Magda explained to us, is
how these moments can save lives. It’s as simple
as that. You can talk about soaps being silly and
over-dramatised, but moments like these hold
incredible weight and are important. In fact, it’s
important that these moments are celebrated
in every country. Those countries still holding
back on gay marriage can see that thisis a
positive shift, not a negative one and that the
sky is not falling in. The louder the message,
the better it will be for the entire world and the
equality of the planet,” says Takaya.

Playing a gay character on television can
bring a certain level of responsibility. In last
month’s DNA, Tim Draxl, who plays the gay
doctor on A Place To Call Home, spoke about the
messages he receives from the show’s gay fans,
often recounting their own stories. It's a similar
scenario for both Matt and Takaya, given the
show’s popularity and their accessibility on
social media.

“We get a lot,” says Matt, “in fact, we get so
much that it really gives our job a lot of weight.
You realise the importance of this job when you
get these sorts of responses on social media.
What we film doesn’t go to air for three months,
so it’s easy to forget about the stuff we’ve shot
and to forget that it’s having an impact on
people. It’s not until we receive these messages,
that we think, ‘Wow’!”

“I'was lucky in Neighbours, thatI was given
the storyline of David coming out as a mature
adult,” says Takaya. “It’s not a storyline seen >>
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>> on screen all that often. Also, coming
from a part-Japanese background, I
understand what it’s like to be a minority
and that feeling of ‘otherness’. I got plenty
of messages explaining how the strength
that David showed in coming out to his
family and friends inspired courage to do
the same, and that’s the best payment we
can ever receive. Why else do you tell a
story, but to try and send a message and
help somebody else?”

Both Matt and Takaya are straight. Do
fans assume they are gay in real life?

“Yep!” says Matt. “And when I tell them
I'm not they still don’t believe me, but I
think that’s good because it means we're
doing the job right. Sometimes even my
girlfriend, Jess, will be talking to her
little cousins and, you have to remember
that TV can seem real to some people,
and they’ll say to her, “Isn’t your
boyfriend gay?”

She says, “Well, sometimes even I don't
know!”

“My girlfriend doesn’t mind the
intimacy stuft,” says Takaya. “It’s only
when I do the looks at Matt, the same
looks that I give her, that it makes her feel
uncomfortable because it feels real.”

Creating a character for an audience
is one thing, but this is a unique
relationship not only between the
characters of Aaron and David, but also
between the actors, Matt and Takaya.
Have there been any barriers between
the couple - or the actors?

“Not with us!” says Takaya laughing.
“We've been really lucky that we have
good chemistry and that’s not something
you can manufacture, it either happens
or it doesn’t. Sometimes you work with
people and no matter how good an actor
you are, it either clicks or it doesn’t. You
can have negative chemistry that works
because there’s a power in it or there can
be a positive energy, which is what I think
we have. There’s a lot of trust between us
and we don't have to ask permission with
anything. We just go with whatever comes
up because we're comfortable, and we've
had that trust from the start.”

“We try to have as many catch-ups and
dinners as we can,” says Matt.

There’s a real-life camaraderie between
the two actors. It’s little wonder that
they’re comfortable enough to take on
some recent cheeky storylines. Earlier
this year the two were caught completely
naked in front of a crowd.

“But back when I did the scene with
David'’s previous lover Rafael (played by
Ryan Thomas), in bed, one of us had to
have our shirt on. That was the rule. But
now, our rating has changed, it’s PG, the
door is more open,” says Takaya. “We've
now been butt naked together, but you




want to have some idea of the context - in
that particular scene there was a comedy
edge and a nice pay off, which worked well.”

“Our characters get a lot raunchier than
the others do,” says Matt. “It’s still an
individual thing for an actor, though. Some
actors can be quite conservative about
itbut I don't really give a fuck. [Laughs.]
Everyone’s seen a naked body before. There
were so many people on set that day I was
having a joke with the director, saying how
all these extras kept having a cheeky peek. I
didn’t really care, but it was hilarious!”

While both actors are definitely easy on
the eye, and Wilson was a DNA cover boy
backin issue #192, they are flattered to be
hailed as the Sexiest Neighbours Alive this
issue. So, who do they consider the sexiest
men alive?

Matt: “It sounds like a cliché but I'd
say David Beckham. When I saw him at
the royal Wedding I thought he stole the
show. And George Clooney, too. They
just get better with age. Someone who's
got confidence within their own world,
but also openness to others, makes them
pretty sexy. And that applies to anyone
really, not just guys.”

“Ihave a man crush on Dwayne ‘The
Rock’ Johnson,” admits Takaya. “He’s
proven that hard work and positivity can
be fruitful. You don’t have to create your
own drama or publicity though negative
things, which happens often. He has such
abeautiful message and I can’t turn away
from someone who brings a lot of positivity.
Matt Wilson does that too,” he says, with a
cheeky grin, to which Wilson blushes.

While both actors are currently enjoying
stardom on Neighbours, they're naturally
eager to follow in the footsteps of other
famous Ramsay Street residents. But until
Hollywood beckons, the boys are content to
continue life as newly weds on Australia’s
most famous street.

What would the pair say to appearing
on that other famous Australian street -
Oxford? Come Mardi Gras, could we see an
Aaron and David Neighbours float?

“Yes!” resoundingly from both.

“We'll be on top of that, no worries!”
says Takaya. “We could have giant David
and Aaron bobble heads and recreate the
marriage ceremony.”

“Would we have to do the dancing
ourselves?” asks Matt. “Maybe we could
have volunteer dancers for that! I reckon
we could even rope in Magda and Kylie
Minogue.”

MORE: The Neighbours wedding screens
September 3 on Channel Eleven. For more:
tenplay.com.au
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