Best Iris Prize 2026 Shortlist: 35 Bold LGBTQ+ Shorts to Watch This Autumn
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Shoppers of culture and queer cinephiles are tuning in as the Iris Prize announces its 35-film shortlist for the 2026 festival, a global selection screening in Cardiff from 12–18 October , and it matters because the winner gets £40,000 to make a new LGBTQIA+ short film in Wales.
Essential Takeaways
35 films chosen: The 2026 Iris Prize shortlist features 35 short films from 22 countries, spanning 14 languages and formats.
£40,000 prize: The winning filmmaker will receive £40,000 to produce a new LGBTQIA+ short in Wales, a rare commissioning prize.
Themes range widely: Expect stories about grief, older lesbian love, queer travellers, family friction and queerbaiting , emotionally textured and varied.
Anniversary feeling: The festival happens during the Iris Prize’s 20th anniversary year, with organisers reflecting on pioneers and long-term impact.
Practical viewing tip: The festival runs 12–18 October in Cardiff; check irisprize.org for screenings, events and student and Best British strands.
Why this shortlist feels like a milestone
The festival director speaks with a tangible swell of feeling , this is the Iris Prize’s 20th anniversary, and the shortlist reads like a tribute to queer storytelling. The films arrive with textures you can almost sense on screen: the quiet ache of grief, the brittle air of family gatherings, the soft bloom of late-life love. For viewers, that variety makes the programme immediately human and surprisingly intimate.
The Iris Prize has long been a launchpad for short-film talent, and £40,000 to make a new film in Wales is more than a trophy; it’s an opportunity to keep a queer voice working and visible. If you like discovering emergent directors before everyone else does, this is the festival to watch.
What’s in the mix , highlights and hooks
Shorts that centre older lesbian love, like Jennifer Drake’s God Is Grey, are already attracting attention for their tenderness and honesty. There are also punchier pieces: Olivia Cade’s Lesbian Ditch Day interrogates queerbaiting and audience expectations, while David McDonagh’s Queen Lizzy documents the life of queer travellers with documentary grit.
Across the selection you’ll find dramas, documentaries and experimental pieces , 14 languages and films from 22 countries means this is genuinely international programming. That variety matters: it lets queer audiences see lives that resonate across cultures, and gives non-queer viewers honest windows into different experiences.
Picking a film at the festival , a quick how-to
If you’re planning to attend, scan the programme early and pick one thematic thread to follow , for instance, the films about family tensions or those focused on older LGBTQIA+ lives. Short programmes often pair films that converse with each other, so see what screenings cluster together.
Book ahead, especially for the popular slots, and arrive early if you want the best seats. And if you can’t make Cardiff, keep an eye on Iris Prize announcements , winners and some finalists often get further screenings or online showcases later in the year.
The wider Iris Prize ecosystem , more than one competition
The Iris Prize structure includes not just the main international prize but also student awards and a Best British strand. That means alongside established festival favourites you’ll find student work that’s scrappy, inventive and occasionally brilliant in a way only emerging filmmakers can be.
According to Iris Prize materials, the festival aims to support both established and new voices; the financial prize coupled with mentoring can turn a short into a career. For filmmakers, that’s the real draw , funding plus industry support can change trajectories.
What this shortlist signals for queer cinema
There’s an unmistakable sense that queer storytelling is widening its emotional palette. Subjects like older lesbian relationships and queer traveller lives rarely had this kind of platform a decade ago. The shortlist suggests the field is maturing, diversifying and leaning into nuance, not just activist outlines.
For audiences, that’s reassuring: queer film festivals are not only celebratory spaces but places where complicated human stories get airtime. The next step will be how these films travel beyond Cardiff , through distributors, festivals and streaming.
It's a small change that can make every screening feel like finding a new favourite director.
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