Best OutfestNEXT 2026 Picks: Top Queer Films and Events in Los Angeles
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Shoppers of culture and cinema-goers are flocking to Los Angeles as Outfest launches OutfestNEXT, a four-day celebration of independent LGBTQ+ cinema at the Village at Ed Gould Plaza from July 23–26, bringing premieres, panels, and receptions that matter to queer storytellers and audiences.
Essential Takeaways
When and where: July 23–26 at the Los Angeles LGBT Center’s Village at Ed Gould Plaza, screenings in the Renberg Theatre and Outfest Microcinema. 
Headliners to watch: Kristen Stewart–executive produced Barbara Forever and Lilly Wachowski–executive produced Something You Should Know About Me. 
Program mix: Narrative features, documentaries, short-film blocks, workshops and industry panels for filmmakers. 
Atmosphere: Intimate screenings, courtyard receptions, and a microcinema that feels hands-on and community-driven. 
Practical tip: Book early for evening slots and plan time for pre/post-screening receptions in the Village Courtyard.
Why OutfestNEXT feels like a homecoming for queer film fans
The festival's programme is built to feel personal, with a compact four-day run that invites repeat visits and conversation. The Renberg Theatre offers a more theatrical vibe while the Outfest Microcinema keeps things low-key and chatty, with a faint smell of popcorn and earnest debate in the air. According to Outfest's event listings, this mix of venues lets audiences bounce between big premieres and more experimental shorts without losing momentum.
Outfest began in the spirit of grassroots curation back in 1982 at UCLA, and that DNA shows in this weekend's tight curation. Panels and workshops in the Microcinema put practising filmmakers up close with industry folks, so it's as much about craft as it is about celebration. If you're making something yourself, pack a notebook; if you just love queer stories, expect to meet creators who are generous with context and anecdotes.
The films to mark in your diary
Standouts include Barbara Forever, a documentary executive produced by Kristen Stewart that revisits the work and influence of filmmaker Barbara Hammer, and Something You Should Know About Me, a trans coming-of-age romantic comedy with Lilly Wachowski as executive producer. There's also Test, a sports drama centred on an Ohio bodybuilder, and Maspalomas, a Spanish-language feature about displacement and ageing.
These selections point to a clear editorial thread: lived, specific queer experiences rather than broad-stroke representation. That means you might laugh, you might wince, and you might leave feeling like you’ve learned something new about a corner of the community. If you pick only one slot, choose a pairing that mixes a documentary with a narrative piece to see different storytelling tools at work.
Panels, workshops and the chance to learn from insiders
Outfest's schedule includes industry-focused panels and filmmaker workshops inside the Microcinema, designed to support both emerging and working creatives. The festival website lists sessions aimed at production, distribution and archival practice, which makes sense given Outfest’s long partnership with the UCLA Film and Television Archive.
For indie filmmakers, these events are the practical gold: conversations about microbudget strategies, how to approach festivals and what to expect from sales agents. For curious viewers, panels are a rare chance to hear a director discuss a shot or a producer explain why a film was financed. Bring a business card or a polite question.
The vibe: intimate, celebratory and a little starry
Between screenings you can wander into the Village Courtyard for pre- and post-screening receptions, which are a lovely way to catch up with friends or bump into artists. Sponsors such as Delta Air Lines and Art & Rev help keep events accessible, and the festival’s campus-style layout keeps energy high without feeling overwhelming.
OutfestNEXT intentionally cultivates a communal experience rather than the red-carpet gloss of larger festivals. Expect earnest conversations, hopeful chatter about distribution and the odd celebrity executive producer turning up to lend support. It’s the kind of weekend where you leave with both a new favourite film and a stack of recommendations from strangers.
How to make the most of the weekend
Plan screenings around the Microcinema workshops if you want to network; book evening premieres early; and check runtime and content warnings so you're not caught out by intense material. If you travel in from outside LA, sponsors sometimes mean discounted travel or promo codes, so glance at the festival site for offers.
Finally, bring comfy shoes , the Village is strollable and you’ll be on your feet between venues and receptions. Take a moment between screenings to sit in the courtyard and let the films settle; it's where the festival's best conversations happen.
It's a small festival format with big intentions , go curious.
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