Reeling 2026: Four Standout Films From Chicago’s LGBTQ+ Festival
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A busy cinema, sold-out shorts and stories that lingered well after the credits: Reeling’s 44th Chicago LGBTQ+ International Film Festival made a strong case for regional festivals. From a trans child and a grieving drag performer to a bodybuilder wrestling with desire, these films show the range and emotional reach of queer cinema.
Essential Takeaways
A festival with staying power: Reeling celebrated its 44th edition in 2026 and has opened submissions for its 2027 festival.
Mermaid took the top narrative prize: The festival named Fia Perera’s film its best narrative feature.
Four films stood out: The Chicago Reader’s picks included Un Hombre Libre, Lunar Sway, Mermaid and Test.
The programme reached beyond narrative features: Documentaries and shorts also explored community, music, identity and desire.
Four films, four different kinds of longing
At Reeling, a film about a writer pushed to the margins sat alongside stories of queer desire, grief and self-discovery. That variety is part of the appeal of a festival devoted to LGBTQ+ stories: one screening might invite you to look back at cultural history, while the next takes you somewhere funny, tender or unsettling.
The Chicago Reader singled out four films from the 2026 programme: Un Hombre Libre, Lunar Sway, Mermaid and Test. They don’t share one style or subject, but each finds a way into questions of belonging and connection.
A silenced Spanish writer gets a fresh hearing
Laura Hojman’s documentary Un Hombre Libre follows Agustín Gómez-Arcos, a Spanish writer who found success in France but remained little known in Spain. Spanish public broadcaster RTVE also describes that contrast, presenting the film as an effort to bring his life and work back into view.
The Chicago Reader’s review focuses on how the documentary puts literature in conversation with the history of Spain under dictatorship. It’s a reminder that a film about an author can do more than recount a career: it can make the act of reading feel newly urgent.
Lunar Sway makes room for messy connection
In Nick Butler’s Lunar Sway, Cliff moves through a small desert town looking for love, then encounters Marg, the birth mother who has tracked him down. The Brooklyn Film Festival’s synopsis confirms that their growing connection is complicated by secrets.
The Chicago Reader praised the film for treating Cliff’s bisexuality as part of his character rather than the whole story. Its deeper pull, the review suggests, is the longing to be loved and understood, whether that connection is romantic, sexual, maternal or simply human.
Mermaid turns grief into a story of care
Fia Perera’s Mermaid brings together Cassie, a trans child who dreams of becoming a mermaid, and Pepper, a drag performer coping with grief. Perera’s official synopsis describes the pair as forming a life-saving bond, while RogerEbert.com’s festival preview also highlights the connection between the grieving performer and the child.
The story asks what happens when a child needs support in a town that may not welcome the person offering it. The Chicago Reader found that the film handled its difficult themes with care rather than relying on shock or easy lessons. Reeling later named Mermaid its best narrative feature, giving the film one of the festival’s top honours.
Test looks beneath the bodybuilder’s image
Sam McConnell’s Test follows Eddie, an aspiring bodybuilder in a small Ohio town, as he tries to reconcile his public image with his emerging queer desire. The Philadelphia Film Society’s synopsis also points to his church life, difficult relationship with his mother and pursuit of physical perfection.
For the Chicago Reader, the film’s tension comes not simply from masculinity, but from Eddie’s drive to control and perfect himself. That makes Test a sharper kind of character study: the struggle is as much about finding space to feel pleasure and vulnerability as it is about being seen.
Reeling’s next chapter is already in view
The festival’s official website describes Reeling as a long-running celebration of LGBTQ+ stories from around the world, and submissions are now open for its 2027 edition. Its 2026 awards also put Mermaid in the spotlight, while the wider programme offered documentaries and shorts alongside feature films.
That breadth matters. A regional festival can bring audiences into contact with stories they might not otherwise seek out, and the strongest films can follow them home long after the cinema lights come back on.
Reeling is already looking ahead to its 45th festival, with more stories waiting in the wings.
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