Best Frameline Film Festival Picks for the Bay Area’s 50th Celebration
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Shoppers and cinephiles are flocking back to the Castro: Frameline’s 50th edition returns June 17th with reopening fanfare, a freshly renovated Castro Theatre and a stacked LGBTQ+ programme that mixes camp, courage and quiet charm, here’s what to book, where to sit and why these films matter.
Essential Takeaways
Milestone moment: Frameline’s 50th runs from mid‑June with events across Castro, Roxie and New Parkway, and the Castro Theatre reopening for the festival feels festive and cinematic.
Opening-night energy: Lady Champagne kicks things off June 17, a campy sequel starring local drag favourites and guaranteed laughs.
Standout features: Test, Skiff and On the Sea offer strong acting, emotional depth and varied LGBTQ+ perspectives, emotional, funny and quietly fierce.
Shorts to watch: Fun in Shorts and Afternoon Delights contain surprising gems (Dr. Poppers, The Motorcycle) that are colourful, compact and great for festival newcomers.
Practical tip: Mix larger venues for premieres with intimate screenings at the Roxie and New Parkway to balance spectacle with more personal cinema experiences.
Why Frameline’s 50th feels like a homecoming
The renovated Castro Theatre reopens just in time for Frameline, and you can almost smell the popcorn and polish when you walk in. Frameline has been the mother of LGBTQ+ festivals for decades, and this anniversary brings a special blend of nostalgia and new energy. According to festival publicity, the programme spreads across the Castro, Roxie and New Parkway, giving you plenty of choices and atmospheres. If you want the full party vibe, book the Castro events early; for quieter discovery, try the Roxie or New Parkway screenings.
What to see on opening night and why it’s a crowd‑pleaser
Lady Champagne opens the festival with big, campy gestures and a cast of local drag stars that read like a love letter to Bay Area nightlife. It’s built to make people laugh and clap, and that communal glee is exactly what opening nights should be. Frameline organisers point to a celebratory tone across gala events, so expect costumes, cheers and the kind of live energy that only a reopened Castro can amplify. If you’ve ever enjoyed a night at a club, this will feel wonderfully familiar.
Features that surprise, sting and stick with you
Not all the festival’s offerings are broad comedy. Test mixes competitive bodybuilding, steroid culture and identity in a way that’s unexpectedly affecting, while Skiff captures the slow realisation of new feelings with quiet tenderness. On the Sea is a slow‑burn romantic film that leans into atmosphere and chemistry. Frameline’s feature lineup, as listed on their site, reflects a wide appetitive for both polished indie work and daring new voices, so plan a mix of riotous and reflective picks.
Shorts programmes: big impact in 20 minutes
Shorts are where filmmakers take small risks and land them perfectly, and Frameline’s curation this year is vivid. Fun in Shorts is a reliably entertaining block that includes pieces about awkward family lunches and strange weddings, while Afternoon Delights boasts Dr. Poppers and The Motorcycle, films that manage to be romantic and playful in under half an hour. If you’re new to festivals, choose a shorts programme: you’ll leave invigorated and it’s easy to fit into a day of mixed screenings.
How to navigate the festival like a pro
Frameline’s schedule covers multiple venues and ticket types, so a little planning goes a long way. The festival’s “how to fest” guidance encourages arriving early for popular screenings, checking for post‑screening panels and considering passes if you plan several days of films. Split big nights and intimate screenings across venues to taste the full range of Frameline: use Castro for spectacle, Roxie for deep‑dive premieres, and New Parkway for community‑flavoured showings. And bring a light jacket, the Castro is grand, but the Bay breeze never rests.
It’s a small change that can make every screening feel like a proper celebration.
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