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HBO Max (Home Box 
Office)   

,  US-amerikanischer 
Streamingdienst

direct (sth.) [)daI&(rekt]  

,  hier: bei etw. Regie 
führen

explicit   

,  unzweideutig, nicht 
jugendfrei

cute   

,  süß, entzückend 

smut   

,  Schweinkram 

depict sth.   

,  etw. darstellen

trope   

,  hier: Klischee

navigate sth.   

,  hier: sich mit etw. aus-
einandersetzen

limelight   

,  Rampenlicht

devotion   

,  hier: Begeisterung 

first: a ~   

,  hier: Premiere 

reveal sth. [ri(vi:&l]   

,  etw. offen erklären

cover sth.   

,  über etw. Bericht 
erstatten

locker room   

,  Umkleidekabine

Wie tolerant ist der Sport? Eine kanadische Serie über zwei schwule 
Eishockeyspieler hat diese Debatte angestoßen. Bringt Heated Rivalry 
damit nachhaltig etwas ins Rollen? Von MARY BETH MASLOWSKI 

HEATED RIVALRY IS THE LATEST 
worldwide streaming sensation. The 
Canadian TV drama follows its two 
main characters, professional ice hock-
ey players, over a period of eight years, 
as they move from being rivals on the 
ice to lovers away from it.

In North America, the show’s popu-
larity began slowly, but then, HBO Max 
picked it up and social media quickly 
drove up viewing figures and extended 
its reach to Australia, New Zealand, the 
UK, Ireland, Spain, Sweden, Singapore, 
Thailand and Hong Kong. The reaction 
of real-life gay men who’ve seen the 
show has been extremely enthusiastic, 
and it’s also very popular with women.

Heated Rivalry was created, written 
and directed by Jacob Tierney, and was 
based on the second in the series of 
“hockey romance” novels by Canadian 
author Rachel Reid. The books and the 
TV show feature explicit sex scenes. 
(Rachel Reid writes on her website: “I 
like to write cute smut about hockey 
players and other people.”)

However, while there’s a tendency 
in the mass market to depict LGBTQ+ 
characters through the tragic tropes of 
heartbreak and loss, this story is about 

two men navigating emotional intima-
cy and falling in love. For gay men who 
aren’t used to being in the limelight of 
mainstream media, the public’s devo-
tion to Heated Rivalry is a first.

“The last closet”
That doesn’t mean there aren’t some 
struggles in the show. The two protag-
onists, Shane Hollander and Ilya Ro-
zanov, have not yet publicly identified 
as same-sex oriented. 

In real life, the National Hockey 
League (NHL) is the only men’s profes-
sional sports institution in the US that 
has never had an active or former player 
reveal that he is LGBTQ+, Jim Buzinski 
told me. He’s a journalist and co-found-
er of the website Outsports, which covers 
sports with a queer perspective. He said 
that, while all sports leagues are very in-
clusive in their policies, the locker room 
is “still the last closet”.

It’s common knowledge that, in most 
countries, the sports world has histori-
cally been a high-risk environment for 
LGBTQ+ athletes. In Heated Rivalry, 
Shane and Ilya deal with the question 
of whether or not they should publicly 
identify. 

Heated Rivalry
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Rivals on 
the ice – 

lovers away 
from it

SOCIETY

“The last closet”
A “closet” is a cupboard or 
small room in which to store 
things. “Coming out of the 
closet” means the same as 
“coming out” – revealing your 
sexuality or gender identity. 
Here, the locker room is called 
the “last closet”, meaning a 
place where you keep your 
homosexuality hidden.

Overcoming prejudice? Shane (Hudson Williams) 
and Ilya (Connor Storrie)
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closeted: be ~  
[(klQzItId]   

,  im Verborgenen 
bleiben, sich verstecken 

coming-out coach   

,  Berater(in) und 
Mentor(in) für Coming-
Out-Prozesse 

cost: be a real ~   

,  echte Konsequenzen 
haben

therapist   

,  Therapeut(in)

internalized   

,  verinnerlicht

reinforce sth.  
[)ri:In(fO:s]   

,  etw. verstärken,  
bekräftigen

“They’re closeted because of the sys-
tems around them that reward them 
for silence and also punish the truth,” 
coming-out coach Anne-Marie Zanzal 
told me. “Because if these two gay men 
come out in the male sports-driven 
hockey world, there’s a real cost to that.”

Why stay silent?
Lindsey Turner, a sex and couples thera-
pist specializing in queer relationships, 
told me she understood how internal-
ized stigma and fear of rejection often 
keep those who identify as LGBTQ+ 
– particularly male athletes – silent in 
public. 

“The fear isn’t abstract,” she said. “It’s 
about a loss of belonging, safety, career 
opportunities and identity in spaces 
that have historically not made room 
for queerness. Sports culture can inten-
sify this by reinforcing norms around 
toughness, masculinity and confor
mity.” 

In a later episode of the programme, 
the character Shane does come out 
– to his family. However, for the char-
acter of Ilya, it’s not so easy. Although 
he plays for a Boston hockey team and 
then a team in Ottawa, he is Russian, 
and publicly identifying could pose 
personal and professional risks when 
he goes back home to a country with 
some of the world’s most repressive 
laws against LGBTQ+ people.

Anne-Marie Zanzal
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Shane and Ilya during the 
face-off – who will get 
control of the puck?
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facet [(fÄsIt]   

,  Aspekt 

CTV News   

,  Nachrichten-
programm des privaten 
kanadischen Fernseh-
senders CTV Television 
Network  

vigilance [(vIdZElEns]   

,  Wachsamkeit

first-person piece [pi:s]   

,  Ich-Erzählung

inbox message   

,  E-mail im Posteingang

ally [(ÄlaI]   

,  Verbündete(r),  
Mitstreiter(in)

reclaim sth.   

,  etw. zurückholen, 
wiedergewinnen 

participation   

,  Teilhabe 

portrayal [pO:(treIEl]   

,  Darstellung

air sth. [eE]   

,  etw. ausstrahlen, 
senden

Stay tuned! [tju:nd]   

,  Bleiben Sie dran!

The show cracked something open
There are many facets to consider be-
fore a person comes out publicly. But 
Cory Barker, an assistant teaching pro-
fessor of film production and media 
studies, told me that, since Heated Rival-
ry was first streamed, there have been 
examples of former players who never 
made it to the NHL “coming out or talk-
ing about how the show really helped 
them”. 

One of those athletes, Jesse Kortuem, 
a non-professional hockey player, says 
on his Facebook page that the show 
gave him the courage to go public be-
cause seeing something soft, loving 
and real come out of a hyper-mascu-
line sport made him think that maybe 
there’s space for people like himself. 

He told CTV News that he felt he 
needed “to finally release this pain and 
everything I’ve been carrying for all of 
these years”. 

Matt Kenny, who played hockey in 
his youth but stopped “due to the con-
stant vigilance required to survive in 
silence”, wrote a first-person piece on 
Outsports about how, after being in the 
closet with his family and friends, Heat-
ed Rivalry “cracked something open”. 

He shared his story on social media 
and received hundreds of thousands of 
likes, tens of thousands of comments 
and thousands of inbox messages from 
LGBTQ+ athletes, former athletes, fans, 
parents and allies across the globe. 

He also wrote that he was deter-
mined to get back on the ice, to “reclaim 
something I had accepted was lost for-
ever”.

Opening people’s minds
While some athletes, like Kortuem and 
Kenny, have said that Heated Rivalry was 
a factor in their coming out, it seems as 
though it may take more than a televi-
sion programme to give gay and lesbian 
people a reason to reveal their sexual 
orientation.

Abs Osseiran, a committee member 
at Harbour Lights Ice Hockey Club in 
Sydney, Australia – a community sports 
organization that welcomes all sexuali-
ties and genders – told me: “In a country 
with limited LGBTQ+ representation 
at the professional level, real-world vis-
ibility and safe-participation environ-
ments matter far more than fictional 
portrayals alone. People need spaces 
where they can belong, not just charac-
ters they can watch on screen.” 

Since the programme first aired in 
the US, no one there has surprised us by 
coming out, said Jim Buzinski. “It usu-
ally doesn’t work that way. It’s not like, 
‘Oh, this show came out, therefore I’m 
going to come out.’ I think it just opens 
people’s minds to the possibility.”

Fans of Heated Rivalry will be happy 
to hear that it’s been renewed for a sec-
ond series. Will Shane and Ilya come 
out to the public? Stay tuned! 

Cory Barker

Jim Buzinski
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