
AIDS, ARCHIVES, AND MEMORY

Rochester’s Rainbow Dialogues
Activating Archives

Tamar W. Carroll

As livingmemories of social movements fade, participants worry that younger gen-
erations will not know and benefit from their legacy of struggle. Often, these fears
lead to efforts to shift the location of memories of struggle from personal and com-
munity settings to institutional ones. For example, concerns over the loss of the gen-
eration of African American civil rights leaders who came of age in the 1960s lent a
sense of urgency to efforts to bring their stories into archives and museums, includ-
ing the Smithsonian National Museum of African American History and Culture.1

Where I live and work in Rochester, New York, LGBTQ activists who came of age
during the gay and lesbian liberation movement and lived through the devastating
early years of the HIV/AIDS crisis similarly worry that young people in particular
lack awareness of these struggles and their lessons for confronting social inequality
now and in the future. Through the RainbowDialogues, a series of community con-
versations at Rochester Public Library, veteran LGBTQ and AIDS activists have
been able to share some of the history that, they worry, might otherwise be forgot-
ten. In addition to telling activists’ stories, the Rainbow Dialogues serve as a forum
for activists tomemorialize loved ones that died fromHIV/AIDS and tomakemean-
ing from their losses. By raising awareness of social and political contexts of the epi-
demic, activists hope that their loved ones will not have died in vain, and that people
will be inspired to demand and achieve social justice.
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Due to its vibrant history of LGBTQ organizing, tradition of progressive
politics, and the strength of the University of Rochester Medical Center, Rochester
has been and remains a center of AIDS treatment, activism, and research.2 None-
theless, Rochester has the second-highest rate of HIV infection per capita in New
York State, outside New York City, with infection rates growing fastest among young
African American and Latino men.3 It is also one of the poorest cities in the United
States, with 16.1 percent of residents living in extreme poverty (i.e., at half or less
than half of the federal poverty line) and 51.9 percent of children living in poverty
in 2017, with an overall poverty rate of 33.1 percent.4Much of this poverty is racial-
ized and concentrated in a few urban neighborhoods; racial segregation is persistent
in Rochester and its surroundingMonroe County, and African American and Latinx
residents experience significantly worse social and economic outcomes, including
health outcomes, than do white residents.5 The long-standing racial residential
and social segregation and inequality have shaped LGBTQ organizing, leading
African American and Latinx activists to form their own organizations to meet
their needs. Such organizations include theMen of Color Health Awareness Project
(MOCHA), founded in 1996 to provide HIV/AIDS prevention and treatment to
African American and Puerto Rican men.

The Out Alliance, the largest LGBTQ organization in Monroe County, and
the Rochester Public Library recently initiated an innovative partnership to pre-
serve community archives related to LGBTQ history and HIV/AIDS, including
MOCHA’s, and to use that history to engage and educate residents. This article
introduces that partnership, known as the Anthony Mascioli Rainbow Dialogues,
in honor of the Rochester native who moved to New York City and became a suc-
cessful entrepreneur, owning and operating gay bathhouses, and whose bequest has
provided financial support for the partnership.6 I have been a member of the plan-
ning committee for the Rainbow Dialogues. In this article, I draw on my own expe-
rience, as well as oral history interviews I have conducted with Rainbow Dialogues
organizers and longtime HIV/AIDS activists and care providers in Rochester.

A key theme in the interviews is the significance of preserving in the archives
the individual, personal stories of people most impacted by HIV/AIDS. This includes
not only AIDS activists and medical professionals that provided treatment but also
members of the community who became infected early on in the epidemic, prior to
the development of effective treatment, and those who lost loved ones to the disease.
Programming that draws on those archives and presents first-person narratives
strengthens the public memory of the epidemic and generates appreciation for the sig-
nificance of activism and advocacy in achieving better outcomes for those living with
HIV/AIDS.While my interviewees were enthusiastic about the Dialogues, it is impor-
tant to note that my racial identity as white and my status as a member of the planning
committeemay have led some tomute their criticism, and that the planning committee
should continue to solicit critical feedback and incorporate it into future programs.
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We suggest that the Rainbow Dialogues may be a source of inspiration for
other communities seeking to promote the intergenerational transmission of knowl-
edge of social movements through the activation of archives.7 This activation of the
archives occurs in multiple ways in the Rainbow Dialogues: documents and objects
from the archives are incorporated into discussion, participants are offered tours of
the archives with representative materials pulled out for display, attendees are
encouraged to donate their own LGBTQ-related archives to the Rochester Public
Library and indeed have done so as a result of the program, and theDialogues them-
selves are recorded and accessioned.

The driving force behind the RainbowDialogues is Evelyn Bailey, a self-taught
historian who has made it her mission in life to preserve Rochester’s LGBTQ history
and whose oral histories became the basis for the documentary film Shoulders to
Stand On: The LGBT History of Rochester.8 Bailey is an out lesbian, former Cath-
olic nun, and radical peace activist; she was also a board member of Helping People
with AIDS (HPA), a grassroots organization founded in Rochester in 1986 to raise
funds for the AIDS Clinic at Strong Memorial Hospital to assist patients with the
costs of treatment. She recalled the surge in grassroots activism and advocacy
around HIV/AIDS in Rochester in the early years of the epidemic as well as the pro-
found loss of life: “It was an amazing time. It was a very overwhelmingly sad time.
People in the early mid ’80s, late ’80s—I went to a funeral almost every week of
someone whom I knew. A whole generation of eighteen- to twenty-five-year-olds
was wiped out.”9 For Bailey, one of the hardest aspects of those losses were the
instances in which family members denied gay men’s sexuality and refused to
allow their partners and friends to attend funeral services. She hopes that by high-
lighting Rochester’s history of HIV/AIDS activism through the sharing of personal
stories in the Rainbow Dialogues, young LGBTQ people in particular will experi-
ence a sense of connection and an affirmation of their identities, and also under-
stand the importance of taking positive action to support other members of their
community.

By 2017Bailey had gatheredmore oral histories and archival collections than
the Out Alliance could reasonably house. She thus established a partnership with
Christine Ridarsky, city historian and manager of the Local History and Genealogy
Division of the Rochester Public Library (RPL) to transfer the materials from the
Out Alliance to the RPL. Bailey also applied for and won New York State Archives
Documentary Heritage Program grants to identify records of individuals, groups,
organizations, and agencies, “including African American, Hispanic, Haitian, Lat-
ino, LGBTQ, transgender, and women’s community documenting their response to
the AIDS crisis” to be surveyed and potentially transferred to the RPL.10 Bailey
coordinates between the RPL Local History Division and individuals and groups,
including MOCHA, who decide how much and which of their records to give to the
library.
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Because some of these organizations have closed or been absorbed by larger
nonprofits due to lack of funding, the Local History Division offers stability for the
preservation of the records that is otherwise lacking. As Ridarsky explained, this is an
important model for local archives: “We are creating a partnership that allows the
community a lot of control over the archive, but then it is entrusted to a public insti-
tution that has a source of secure funding and a mission that is to ensure access and
preserve the materials. It’s the best of both worlds. We can plan for long-term sus-
tainability and community involvement.”11 Thus far, the feedback from community
groups whose records are being archived at the Local History Division has been
positive: they recognize the significance of their history and the urgency of efforts
to preserve records, given their vulnerability to loss as AIDS organizations close or
change missions. Another challenge is gaining the support of local African Ameri-
can and Puerto Rican community and church groups that are not LGBTQ identified
but that provided significant AIDS care, for sharing relevant records with the Local
History Division as part of the Rainbow Dialogues. As this initiative grows, it will
be necessary to continue working out what meaningful community control of the
archives entails in practice, and how this may change with the evolving needs of peo-
ple in Rochester’s LGBTQ communities.

The Rainbow Dialogues have already led the Local History Division to
acquire and catalog dozens of LGBTQ history collections, including several sig-
nificant collections related to HIV/AIDS activism.12 This collection focus is “com-
pletely new” for the RPL and allows the library to expand its holding strengths
in social reform and local organizations.13 For the Out Alliance, being a custodial
archive was “cost-prohibitive,” and so partnering with the RPL was a way to keep
the archives in Rochester while ensuring their long-term preservation and accessi-
bility.14 The partnership also centers LGBTQ history physically, making it visible in
the historic and architecturally impressive Rundell Building in the heart of down-
town Rochester. As Bailey states: “The Rochester Public Library is identified as the
keeper of Rochester history. By putting those archives there, they become included
in that history.”15

The visibility of local LGBTQ history is a key goal for Bailey, who believes
that “in order to instill pride in a community, you have to present them with their
own image. . . . [Through the partnership with the RPL] people will have an oppor-
tunity to see themselves.”A central component to the partnership is public program-
ming, including a yearly Rainbow Dialogues event, held at the Rundell Building,
celebrating the archives and featuring discussions of the relevance of their history
today. Attendees are encouraged to tour the archives with RPL staff and are invited
to come back and make use of them. The first Dialogues took place in 2018 and
included an intergenerational panel on HIV/AIDS featuring speakers who have
been living with HIV/AIDS for more than thirty years, along with a young trans per-
son who recounted the challenge of maintaining their treatment regimen while
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being homeless. Additional panel discussions and an archives fair focused on
regional LGBTQ collections.16 The 2019 Dialogues marked the fiftieth anniversary
of the Stonewall uprising and featured Rochester activists who had witnessed it.
Speakers also included activists who founded the Gay Liberation Front at the Uni-
versity of Rochester in 1970; local scholar Bek Orr, who discussed the Lesbian Her-
story Archives and how community archives can bring generations together to learn
from each other; and queer activists of color from Rochester Black Pride and the
Human Rights Campaign of Western New York, who described the legacy of Stone-
wall and the struggles they currently face in their organizing work.

Connecting past struggles for social justice to present ones remains a guiding
principle for the program. The 2020 Dialogues featured a workshop by Paul Scheib,
cofounder of the Rochester chapter of AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power (ACTUP),
under the theme “Intersectionality in Social and Political Change.” Approximately
one hundred people attended the Saturday event, including high school and college
students who posed questions such as, “How do I organize a protest?” after hearing
Scheib recount organizing Rochester’s first Pride Parade and Kiss-In in 1988.

Scheib’s workshop was both autobiographical and memorial; attendees con-
nected on an affective level to his narrative and, as the student’s question indicates,
were moved to action themselves. Scheib shared his own history of activism, which
began in 1987 when, at age twenty-three, he took part in the National March on
Washington for Lesbian and Gay Rights and viewed the NAMES Project AIDS
Memorial Quilt on the National Mall.17 “It was the most overwhelming moment
inmy life,” he said. “I dedicatedmyself to keeping the quilt from growing any larger.”
Scheib recounted how he became a physician assistant to treat people with HIV/
AIDS and later instituted an HIV/AIDS treatment program at a federal prison in
Florence, Colorado. Scheib held up a teddy bear given to him by ACTUP Rochester
cofounder Martin Hiraga, a beloved friend who passed away in 2010. He recounted
how Hiraga, a sign language interpreter and member of the Deaf Pride Movement
who was also active in the Asian American civil rights movement, would travel
monthly to ACT UP New York meetings in the city and bring back information
and ideas to the Rochester group. Scheib played video footage of Hiraga, who was
a compelling speaker, explaining to local news media the urgency of increased HIV/
AIDS research and treatment as well as the necessity of protest and civil disobedi-
ence. Scheib passed out “Silence=Death” stickers to the attendees and encouraged
them to take action to combat injustices in their communities. Scheib’s personal sto-
rytelling, which mixed political analysis with his own affective response to the his-
tory he recounted, created a strong emotional resonance among attendees and fos-
tered participants’ connection to the importance of HIV/AIDS activism.

Sustaining community consciousness about HIV/AIDS activism is particu-
larly important because changes in federal and state health funding have led to
the loss of a key community organization dedicated to meeting the health and social
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needs of African American and Latinx residents. The 2020 Dialogues also featured
Stanley Byrd, a long-time AIDS activist and first chairperson of MOCHA. Founded
by Americorps volunteer Gary English in 1996 with funds from the New York
State Health Department AIDS Institute, MOCHA evolved to serve the needs of
the African American and Puerto Rican communities in Rochester and Buffalo.
According to Byrd, MOCHA “really took off ” when it became a “social center for
folks to come in.” Centrally located in downtown Rochester, it “became a shelter in
addition to providing prevention services” and treatment and case management.
Although the project had been founded with cisgender gay and bisexual men in
mind, cisgender women and trans people also sought its services, and so the mission
expanded; as part of this shift, women volunteers began providing support ser-
vices.18 In 2015, MOCHAmerged with Trillium Health (which was itself the result
of the 2010merger between two otherHIV/AIDS care providers, formerly known as
AIDSRochester and Community Health Network).19This allowed the organization
the stability to provide at least some of its critical services, but the loss of an auton-
omous organization devoted to providing HIV/AIDS prevention and treatment to
queer Black and Latinx people removed an important site for the transmission of
active memory of political struggle.

One of the most significant challenges for the RainbowDialogues, then, is to
provide a new space for the transmission of memory at a time of both generational
and institutional change. Knowledge once passed on informally through friend-
ships, relationships, and personal encounters is now being shared through public
archives, events, and exhibitions. The Rainbow Dialogues have privileged first-
person accounts to help audiences connect to people and stories that they do not
already live in relationship to. But gathering these accounts and presenting them
publicly carries the possibility of reproducing, or even amplifying, existing ten-
sions and imbalances of power among disparate groups, including those of racism
and transphobia. As Marika Cifor and others recently argued, “It is challenging to
address these issues of marginalization and archival representation of communities
without negating the historical, social, and political differences within the commu-
nities.”20Diversifying theRPLLocalHistoryDivision’s archival records depends on
recognizing these differences and building and maintaining trust with members of
marginalized communities in Rochester. Given historical and contemporary racial
segregation, this trust building is necessarily an ongoing and incomplete process,
but one that the Rainbow Dialogues aspires to contribute to.

The challenge of archival representation of marginalized groups presents
opportunities as well as dangers. For example, conflicts can arise over how to prior-
itize content or allocate space and time in the Dialogues and related exhibits. Often,
but not always, these conflicts are related to identity: Are white gay men being over-
represented? Does content on Deaf gay men and lesbians belong alongside content
on Black queer activism under the rubric of “intersectionality” if the Deaf group
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was primarily white? Coming to consensus on these questions can be difficult and
time-consuming work. Yet listening and acknowledging historical differences of
experience within LGBTQ communities can also offer a means to forge new polit-
ical and personal alliances across lines of race, gender, and gender expression as well
as age in the present.

The Rainbow Dialogues partnership led to a community-curated exhibit of
Rochester’s LGBTQ history, Stonewall: 50 Years Out, on view at the main branch
of the Rochester Public Library from April 5 to July 20, 2019.21 The exhibition
featured displays on HIV/AIDS activism, including displays on ballroom culture
and pageantry curated by the founder of Rochester Black Pride, Adrian Elim, and
Christopher Goodwin, a staff member of MOCHA and an HIV/AIDS activist.22

According to Ridarsky, Elim and Goodwin’s curation contributed to achieving
a “very diverse” audience, including more young, visibly queer people of color at
library programs that have often drawn an older, straight white audience in the
past.23 As the RPL and Rainbow Dialogues recognize activists like Elim and Good-
win as archival stakeholders, a fuller memory gains institutional backing, and
archives can be activated to reach younger generations of Rochester residents.

Documenting the history of HIV/AIDS in Rochester, and other smaller cit-
ies like it, is important to building a more representative narrative of the history of
responses to the AIDS epidemic in theUnited States. Preserving the records of indi-
viduals and organizations active in the struggle is an important step, but activating
those archives through the sharing of first-person narratives in public programs and
exhibitions is crucial to sustaining public memory of the epidemic and promoting
intergenerational knowledge transfer about the role of activism in achieving social
change. By intentionally centering the stories of members of marginalized commu-
nities, organizers work toward institutionalizing a more inclusive memory.

Tamar W. Carroll is associate professor of history at the Rochester Institute of Technology. She is
the author of Mobilizing New York: AIDS, Antipoverty, and Feminist Activism (2015).

Notes
I would like to thank editors Dan Royles and Emily Hobson, Stephen Vider and the
participants in the Histories of HIV/AIDS Activism working group, and Michael Brown for
their feedback on earlier drafts of this article. I would also like to thank Evelyn Bailey, Stanley
Byrd, and Christine Ridarsky for participating in oral history interviews with me.
1. Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee president, legendary civil rights organizer,

and later Congressman John Lewis was “the chief proponent” of a national Black museum
and a driving force in the establishment of the National Museum of African American
History and Culture. Fleming, “Impact of Social Movements,” 68.

2. Students and community members founded one of the first Gay Liberation Fronts in the
country at the University of Rochester in 1970; it is now known as the Out Alliance and is
still the home of the Empty Closet Newspaper, founded in 1971 and one of the oldest

Carroll | Rochester’s Rainbow Dialogues 203

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/radical-history-review/article-pdf/2021/140/197/916826/197carroll.pdf
by HOBART AND WILLIAM SMITH COLLEGES user
on 18 August 2021



continuously published gay newspapers in the country. Rochester elected its first gay city
council representative, Time Mains, in 1985, and in 1994, the city extended benefits to
domestic partners of city employees. ImageOut, the annual Rochester LGBT film
festival, began in 1993 as the Rochester Lesbian and Gay Film & Video Festival and is
New York State’s largest LGBT film festival. Rochester’s history of AIDS treatment and
activism includes community organizations such as AIDS Rochester, founded in 1983;
Helping People with AIDS (1986); and the Men of Color Health Awareness Project
(MOCHA) (1996). The University of Rochester Medical Center was designated an HIV/
AIDS Center of Excellence in 1987, the same year that its Victory Alliance unit began
developing and testing HIV vaccines, while its Center for AIDS Research was established
in 1988. Dr. William Valenti, a pioneer in AIDS treatment who in 1989 cofounded a
community-based AIDS clinic, the Community Health Network in Rochester, has
published a memoir about the early years of the epidemic and his experiences in
Rochester. Valenti, AIDS: A Matter of Urgency. The Valenti Collection of Early AIDS
Imprints is housed in The Rochester Medical Museum and Archives.

3. City of Rochester, “Mayor Lovely A. Warren Encourages Young.”
4. Murphy, “Rochester’s Poverty Rates Worse.”
5. Doherty, “Hard Facts: Race and Ethnicity.”
6. Tony Mascioli, video interview by Evelyn Bailey, November 29, 2011, Rochester,

New York, Voices of LGBT History, University of Rochester Digital Collections.
digitalcollections.lib.rochester.edu/ur/video-interview-tony-mascioli-november-29-2011,
accessed November 19, 2020. Additional funding for the Rainbow Dialogues has come
from grants from Humanities New York, as well as the Friends of the Rochester Public
Library. Faculty from the College at Brockport State University of New York and the
Rochester Institute of Technology, along with volunteers from the Out Alliance and pub-
lic library staff, compose an advisory committee that meets monthly to plan the annual
Dialogues.

7. For more on the concept of “activating” an archive, see Cifor et al., “‘What We Do
Crosses over to Activism.’”

8. Bailey conducted dozens of video oral history interviews for her documentary film about
Rochester’s LGBTQ history, Shoulders to Stand On; these interviews are available
through the University of Rochester website, digitalcollections.lib.rochester.edu/ur
/rochester-new-york-voices-lgbt-history, accessed November 19, 2020. It was through the
process of conducting these interviews that Bailey began to acquire archival collections
from individuals and groups in the community that led her to partner with the Rochester
Public Library to preserve them.

9. The Helping People with AIDS records are now housed in the Archives Center of
National Museum of American History in Washington, DC: americanhistory.si.edu/blog
/2012/12/helping-people-with-aids-organization-records-donated-to-the-archives-center
.html, accessed November 19, 2020. Bailey, oral history interview with author.

10. Bailey, “Project Description,” application for the NYS Archives Documentary Heritage
Program, undated, in author’s possession.

11. Christine Ridarsky, in conversation with author, Out Alliance, July 2, 2019.
12. These collections include the papers of John Altieri, a long-time HIV/AIDS activist; Sue

Cowell, a nurse practitioner who was one of the first medical personnel in Rochester to
provide treatment to people with AIDS and a cofounder of the Rochester Area Task
Force on AIDS; the records of the Rochester Area Task Force on AIDS; as well as the
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papers of Ralph Carter, which provide information on religious institutions’ responses to
the epidemic.

13. Christine Ridarsky, interview by author, November 18, 2019, Rochester Public Library,
transcript in author’s possession. All recordings and transcripts from the oral history
interviews conducted by Carroll will be added to the Rochester Public Library’s Local
History holdings.

14. Evelyn Bailey, personal communication with author, Out Alliance, July 2, 2019.
15. Evelyn Bailey, interview by author, November 19, 2019, transcript in author’s possession,

p. 32.
16. Other panels, all of which took the format of first-person accounts, included “The

Influence of Gay Liberation on Faith Communities in Rochester,” “Marriage Equality:
What It Takes to Create Change,” “Cinema Makes Gay Culture Visible and Vital,”
“An Evolutionary Process: From TVA to Transgender Today,” and “The Liberation
Movements: Where and What Do They Look like Today?”

17. For more information on the Names Project and Quilt, see www.aidsmemorial.org/about,
accessed November 19, 2020.

18. Stanley Byrd, interview by author, January 20, 2020.
19. Susan Jordan, “MOCHACenter Merges with Trillium Health.”
20. Cifor et al., “‘What We Do Crosses over,’” 81.
21. Rochester Public Library, “Stonewall: 50 Years Out.”
22. Photographs and a review of the Stonewall: 50 Years Out exhibition are available as links

from ffrpl.libraryweb.org/stonewall-50-years-out/. Like in Detroit and other cities, Black
and Latinx participants in Rochester’s ballroom culture participated in HIV/AIDS preven-
tion and education. See Bailey, “Performance as Intravention” and Alio et al., “Project
VOGUE.”

The 2021 Rainbow Dialogues will be virtual because of the COVID-19 pandemic. The
2022 Rainbow Dialogues will coincide with and take place at Up against the Wall, an
exhibition of AIDS education posters at the Memorial Art Gallery, which will draw on the
more than eight thousand posters from the Dr. Edward C. Atwater Collection of the
University of Rochester, encompassing posters made from 1982 to the present in more
than one hundred countries and sixty languages. The posters can be viewed online at aep
.lib.rochester.edu/.

23. Ridarsky, interview by author, November 19, 2019. Rochester Black Pride held a fund-
raiser at the exhibition, “Black Glamour: A Met Gala Affair.” Rafferty, “Black Pride:
History and the Work Ahead.”
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