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If you have been anywhere online in the past month, you will have heard of the breakout queer hockey drama, Heated
Rivalry. This six-episode TV show has been adapted by Jacob Tierney, best known for the Canadian sitcom, Letterkenny.
It has become one of the most-watched programs on streaming platforms Crave Canada and HBO Max. Originally a
novel by Rachel Reid, this series shows a new perspective on queer relationships and how they are portrayed on TV
within the sports industry.

The show focuses on Canada’s Shane Hollander and Russia’s Ilya Rozanov, who play for Montreal and Boston in the
NHL. Both of these characters are at the center of the story, not pushing their experiences as queer players to the side of
the narrative. Their emotional connection and draw to each other are the story, with all other plot points moving around
them. This series creates a new space for queer intimacy and emotional connection, with small moments of vulnerability
and conversation serving as the device that drives it. The character evolution of Shane and Ilya allows them to exist, be
flawed, and be drawn to each other despite reasons they shouldn’t be. It shows being queer as something that is worth
fighting for, despite being a sports drama.

For many members of the LGBTQ community, Heated Rivalry creates something that isn’t often seen in media, a love
story that is solely focused on the love, not just the struggles of being queer. This type of representation is affirming for
the community, especially seeing queer men portrayed as desirable and capable of deep love. It has also built a
massive online fanbase on social media apps, turning this show into a shared experience not just among members of
the community but with others as well.

Heated Rivalry shifts the narrative of masculinity and how sports stories are told on TV. Hockey has been a sport that is
usually associated with masculinity and unspoken expectations of heterosexuality, as can be seen with the struggle for
character Scott Hunter. Scott is featured prominently in book one of Rachel Reid’s hockey romance books, where he
struggles with whether or not to come out and go public with his boyfriend, Kip Grady. This story, as well as Shane and
Ilya’s, has challenged norms and negative stigmas in professional hockey, opening the door to more conversations
about inclusion and the queer community.

Hudson Williams, who portrays Shane Hollander, has spoken about messaging men in professional sports who are still
in the closet. Williams, as well as Connor Storrie who portrays Ilya Rozanov, have both noted how fun the show is, but
also how it can be truly relatable for some professional athletes today. Williams said, “Oh, so this is a fun show, and it’s
celebratory, but also, sometimes it’s just hitting people right in the nerves.” This reaction shows that this show isn’t just
entertainment, but represents real emotions and experiences that athletes navigate in silence.

The success of Heated Rivalry has shown that there is a very large audience demand for queer-centered stories. Its
performance on HBO Max has shown that storytelling that is developed and told with passion can resonate with
audiences beyond its initial target. The success of this show shows that taking risks pays off. It represents a step forward
in representation for the LGBTQ community, within genres that have historically excluded them. Heated Rivalry sets a
new precedent for how queer stories are told in mainstream media.
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