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‘It is a safe space’: Why Lilac Library plays vital
role in city
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Since its founding decades ago, the Rochester Rainbow Union has collected newspapers, magazines, art
and books pertaining to the LGBTQIA+ community. That effort has resulted in one of New York state’s
largest circulating LGBTQIA+ library collections, housed at its Lilac Library on Prince Street.

According to the Lilac Library’s website, the 11.200-item collection includes fiction, nonfiction,
biographies, rare books, early homophile publications, magazines, films, music, an online catalog and a
complete physical run of the Empty Closet, a newspaper focusing on LGBTQIA+ issues and readers.

The Empty Closet came into being thanks to college students Bob Osborn and Larry Fine, the founders
more than 50 years ago of Rochester Gay Liberation Front, a University of Rochester student group that
was a predecessor to today’s Rochester Rainbow Union.

Since its opening, the library has been run by volunteers, including Gerry Szymanski, the lead librarian
for 25 years.

'It is a safe space for queer people who are looking for a novel, a nonfiction book about a particular topic
or a biography of someone, and as such, it helps that community who might not feel safe or feel that
their particular library or bookstore has these materials that shows them in print, Szymanski said.

The library is also for allies of the LGBTQIA+ community, whether it be for professors doing research or
people who want to learn about the community, for instance, grandparents looking for resources to help
their grandchildren.

Books either have a queer author or focus on a topic of interest to Rochester’s LGBTQIA+ community.
Library users may check out books for three weeks at a time.

The library also serves as a space for community building and fellowship, including the Spotted Rabbit’s
art club, a sober Craft and Draft, guest lectures, ice cream socials and more. Andrew Moran, president of
the Rochester Rainbow Union, said the library provides the third space that the LGBTQIA+ community
looks for.

According to Moran, the library’s primary funding source comes from small donations ranging up to
$100 a month. Occasionally, 'we do get some small grants and one-time larger gifts as well, he said.

Since the Lilac Library is a privately owned nonprofit, it is immune to pressures and complaints that
some schools are experiencing.

‘We have things here that no one is censoring, that no one is pressuring us to not have on the shelf. It’s
an alternative, if you will, and it’s because it was built by our community, you know?' Szymanski said.

'Luckily, we live in New York state, so we do, thankfully, have a lot of state-level protections, Moran
said.



'As a wise colleague once told me, ‘We still have the tools of resistance that worked for our queer
ancestors,” Moran said. 'From government neglect during the AIDS crisis to now, our community has
endured and survived, creating a future where we can thrive with justice for all members of the LGBTQ+
community.

Contact Justice Marbury on Instagram @justice-marbury and by email at jmarbury@gannett.com .

Since its opening, the Lilac Library has been completely run by volunteers. Gerry Szymanski, pictured,
has been the lead librarian for 25 years. PHOTOS BY Justice Marbury/Rochester Democrat and
Chronicle

The Rochester Rainbow Union has one of New York state’s largest circulating LGBTQIA+ library
collections, featuring 11,200 items.
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