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Contributing Writer

E
ach night for more than five years, art-
ist Clare Johnson has been drawing on 
Post-it notes before going to bed. The 
drawings, often supplemented with a 
caption, are part of what she calls “a 
futile, yet sincere attempt” to preserve 

memories. Today she has over 1,000 of the sticky-backed 
squares, which make up her exhibit, the “Post-it Note 
Project,” on display until Oct. 14 at the Richard Hugo 
House.

Johnson is a native of Seattle, educated at Brown 
University and Central Saint Martin’s College of Art 
and Design in Cambridge, England. She splits her time 
between her two greatest passions: writing and art. 
She won the Michael S. Harper Poetry Prize in 2004 
and her writing has been published in Blithe House 
Quarterly and Cranky Literary Journal. Guy’s Hos-
pital in London purchased her 35-piece drawing col-
lection, “My Parents Told Me Not to Panic.” Her art has 
been displayed at the Center on Contemporary Art in 
Seattle, Q Cafe and the Community Artists Program 
at the Seattle Design Center. She also has a history of 
leadership in advocacy, including events coordination 
for the Sarah Doyle Women’s Center and two years as 
president of Brown University’s LGBTA. 

I met up with Clare at the Hugo House on a Saturday 
afternoon several days before the opening of her exhibit 
in early September. What struck me instantly about 
her was how unaffected she was, something I was not 
expecting from such an accomplished artist. She wore 
no make-up, a simple T-shirt and her only adornment 
was a plastic bracelet made of rainbow stars. “I really 
like...” she begins, pausing mid-sentence to search out 
a specific Post-it from the hundreds on display, “this 
one.” It’s a simple, sketched drawing of two figures in 
the rain. Not a problem it says in feather-light, minus-
cule handwriting. It’s cryptic, as are a lot of the Post-its 
in her exhibit, but in the mystery there is a palpable 
sense of significance. We talked about her “Post-it Note 
Project,” views on art, future projects, advocacy and 
exploring old houses.

So what is the “Post-it Note Project”? 
I draw on a Post-it note at the end of everyday. It’s 

basically either something that happened to me during 
the day or just whatever I’m thinking about at the time. 
So there’s a lot of variety, but the basic idea is to do one 
at the end of each day to the best of my ability and sort 
of record things as they pass. 

What inspired you to start this project? 
I had been really interested in Post-it notes for a very 

long time, and I’m not sure I knew how to justify it or 
talk about it. I went through a really emotional period 
when I was in college and doing study abroad in London, 
in a painting program. A close friend passed away, really 
unexpectedly, while I was there and I couldn’t make it 
back for the funeral. It was a hugely traumatic time, and 
I couldn’t go into the studio for weeks. I couldn’t make 
anything. And then afterward, the only thing I was able 
to make, to kind of transition back into doing stuff was 
little, tiny, incredibly abstract — which is very unusual 
for me — and very detailed acrylic paintings on Post-it 
notes. My tutors were a little baffled and nobody knew 
what to make of them. I didn’t know what to make of 
them. I still have them. I found them in a book the other 
day, actually. When I got back to the U.S. and was with 
my advisor there, she said, “You know, they might make 
more sense if you put a date on them.” And I didn’t do 
anything about that for years. And only it occurred to 
me years later, when I was in grad school, that I wanted 
to do this. And then it kind of all happened at once. 

Was it exhibited anywhere else before Hugo House? 
It’s been exhibited twice: once in Oxford [England], 

at the North Wall Arts Centre, but that was when it was 
in its really early stages, at about 400, 450. And then 
recently I showed them at Barnstorm, which is a three-
night [arts festival] in May that happened in Belltown. 
And there were also a few of them that were published 
in a limited edition book “Undiscovered Artists 2010” 
in London. But that was just about 20 of them.
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See POST-ITS, Continued on Page 11

And it keeps growing. Every time I show it, there are 
hundreds more than there were last time.

What turned you on to the arts in the first place? 
You know I can’t remember, because I have always 

thought of myself as an artist. It’s like my biggest iden-
tity thing. As a kid, I always was making art. It was 
just always a part of who I was. Which sounds kind of 
silly, but I loved — I really loved — drawing. So there’s 
no particular thing that drew me to it. It’s just always 
what I’ve wanted to do. 

You said that you “object to the belief that a painting 
should always be a statement about painting.” What 
do you think painting, or art, for that matter, should 
be about?

I really think it should be about life and the nuances 
and complexities of life. There are all kinds of different 
things you can choose to make art about within that 
framework, but what’s really important is that it stay 
honest about all those nuances. With art, we can’t say 
everything all at once and sometimes that can be limit-
ing: You can get distracted by the fact that you can’t say 
everything all at once. It’s really important just to do 
the piece that you’re doing in an honest way. It’s great 
to be aware of the art world and stuff, but I feel like, 
for me, it can be really alienating, when artists get so 
caught up in one piece’s relationship with the rest of the 
art world, because that doesn’t speak to me personally, 
my daily experience. And I think that doesn’t form a 
connection with other people. 

I really think art should be — and it sounds kind 
of pretentious — something that helps us exercise em-
pathy. That empathy is not always natural to people. 
It’s easy to be stuck in your own situation and helping 
people see other people’s situations, it’s an incredibly 
powerful thing that art can do. And I think it’s kind of 
sad when art at least doesn’t try to do something that 
way.

You say your work is a futile yet sincere attempt to 
locate and recover lost memory. Why is it futile and, 
if so, what is the use of trying to locate and recover 
lost memory? 

Well, it’s futile in the sense that you just can’t hold 
on to everything, you can’t keep it all with you. And I 
say that as someone who has a really good memory, and 
people are often intimidated by the things I can remem-
ber about them. But even so, there are things that, no 

matter how hard you try, you don’t have control over. 
My grandmother has Alzheimer’s right now and that’s 
a perfect example of it: You can’t control that entirely, 
no matter what you do. Things change on you, you lose 
stuff that’s in your head, the landscape around you 
changes too. You can’t recover. So that’s what I mean 
when I say it’s futile. 

And yet, it’s very sincere, because I have that urge. 
I want to hold to those things and I feel a lot of people 
have that urge too. So the only thing I can do with that 
urge is make an attempt and be honest about the fact 
that it’s only an attempt, it would never be a perfect 
solution. But the fact that it can’t be a perfect solution, 
acknowledging that out loud, making that clear in the 
art may be comforting to some people who feel frus-
trated by the same thing.

So, Real Change is a publication about change, obvi-
ously, and advocacy. You have a history of community 
outreach and advocacy. Could you talk about that?

Most of that was during high school, college espe-
cially, because there’s such a wonderful format when 
you’re in a school environment. You’re not trying to 
change the whole world. You don’t have to have the 
solutions for everything. You just have to look at the en-
vironment that you’re in and do your best. And there’s a 
really wonderful empowerment for people when they’re 
in a student environment that way. 

So what groups were you involved in? 
At Garfield High School, we were co-chairs of the 

gay-straight alliance, which, I believe, was the first 
gay-straight alliance in the Seattle public school sys-
tem. And we had a great advisor who gave us a lot of 
support. We got a lot of people involved with things, 
Day of Silence [a day of solidarity that highlights the op-
pression experienced by LGBT people]. Even students 
who weren’t gay got involved. It was great. 

So when I went to college, I ended up running the 
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, [and] Transgender Alliance 
there, which is now called the Queer Alliance, I be-
lieve. And I ran that actually by accident. It was a huge 
organization: It had hundreds of students in it and no-
body wanted to run it. I was supposed to chair it again 
with someone who had a lot of problems that year and 
couldn’t do it, so I got really involved in it. It was a huge 
thing for me and actually, I have some regret about the 

My work is futile in 
the sense that you 
just can’t hold on to 
everything. Things 
change on you, you 
lose stuff that’s 
in your head, the 
landscape around 
you changes.
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I f you’ve walked by the Wells-Fargo 
building on Second and Marion 
downtown, chances are you have 

seen Tony Jeffers selling Real Change, 
smiling and chatting it up with people 
as they walk by.

Tony is 51 and has been selling Real 
Change since January. He was born in 
Washington state and has lived in Se-
attle and the Philippines. 

Tony married his wife, Rosalita, in 
2002, and they lived in 
the Philippines togeth-
er from 2002 to 2010. 
His wife is Filipina. He 
fondly remembers the 
sense of community 
and family that he felt 
while living there.

Tony didn’t pay his 
immigration fees and 
was forced to return 
to the U.S. He has been 
separated from his wife for over a year. 
Most of the money Tony makes from 
selling Real Change has gone to his 
wife, who is currently suffering from a 
myriad of medical issues. 

“My main motivation for selling Real 
Change is my wife, Rosalita,” Tony said. 
“I spend very little money on my own 
self.” 

Selling Real Change is part of Tony’s 
quest to bring his wife to the U.S. He 
hopes that Rosalita will be able to come 
in the near future and that they will be 
reunited. 

“Real Change is steady, it is real 
steady. I could have used this money to 
advance myself, but my priority is her,” 
Tony says. “I can’t let her starve. She 
needs medical care.”

Faith is an important aspect of 
Tony’s life. 

“I need to trust in God every day,” he 
said. “God helps me sell, and I depend 
on God.” 

When Rosalita is finally able to 
come to America, 
Tony plans to move to 
San Francisco to be 
with her. He says that 
he may even sell the 
San Francisco street 
newspaper one day.

One of Tony’s 
fondest chi ldhood 
memories is watch-
ing his idol, children’s 
television personality 

J.P. Patches. He remembers sitting in 
front of the television at 3 years old 
eagerly waiting for the show to come 
on. Wide-eyed and joyful, Tony re-
members those cheerful moments as 
vividly as if they happened yesterday. 
He generously shared his life story, 
but reminded me it is only a small 
slice of his life.

“When you’re 51,” he said, “you have 
been through a lot more than will fit 
into a newspaper article.” n

—Matt Tyksinski

POST-ITS, Continued from Page 7

way my work life is now. But it’s hard to do all those 
things. I struggle to do a lot of different things at once 
with my art and my writing, to keep a lot of different 
projects going, to support myself financially. Doing a lot 
of direct activism is often something that I don’t have a 
good venue for. And the empathy idea definitely stems 
from all that outreach. Because the stuff that works the 
absolute best is when I just got to meet people face to 
face and talk to them, and try to understand what was 
going on with them and try to communicate what was 
going on with me. 

Do your experiences, opinions, frustrations on LGBT 
issues ever come out in your work? 

Yeah, actually. I think it’s more obvious in my writ-
ing. I’ve been working for quite a while on a project 
that’s inspired by snippets of family history and local 
history as well, of the Northwest, and my imagination 
about old buildings and spaces, which is another side 
note obsession of mine. But I use those things to imag-
ine experiences of fictional ancestors for myself. And 
it’s more like I’m trying to create a community of peers 
in the past, because one of the things that was really 
hard growing up as someone who identifies very early 
as queer was having to really dig for your history, for 
people like who you have been successful or meaningful 
in the world. There are tons of them, but nobody wants 
to tell you about them.

And then you do learn about that in the larger world. 
In my family history, there is no one who would talk 
about anything like that. So I’m kind of trying to imag-
ine that kind of precedent for myself. And I think a lot 
of people do for themselves.

And you’ve worked with children as well? 
At this point, I teach art to kids a lot. I used to work 

as a nanny. I’m inspired by children’s literature. I think 
it’s very poetic.

So you say that you find children’s books inspiring, 
poetic. And you work with children, and you often in-
corporate writing in your art. So is there a children’s 
book project in the future? 

Yes, actually. I’ve written a children’s book, an un-
published children’s book. And I’m currently working 
on completing the illustrations, and I don’t know what 
will happen with it. But it is very related to my history of 
LGBT activism, as well, because it’s about a gender-neu-
tral protagonist, which happens in children’s literature, 
but people don’t always realize it’s happening. I think 
it’s an incredibly meaningful thing for a lot of kids when 
a book doesn’t have to adhere to one particular family 
system. And I have continued my activism through some 
teaching of classes. In London, I taught writing classes 
to gay parents who wanted to write kids’ books that re-
flected their kids’ experiences. And I’m hoping to start 
doing that in Seattle, too. I think that’s really important. 

And do you have any other projects coming up? 
Yeah, I’m pretty busy. I’ve got a couple collaborations 

with “quiet,” which is a group that does a lot of different 
kinds of art events, spanning from music and theater 
to art and writing. Their quarterly publication is going 
to feature two of my pieces of writing. And the’re also 
doing an exhibition with a couple of my paintings. I’m 
also in a show in Bridgeport, in England, right now, that 
I’m hoping to see when I go visit. 

And I believe a writer’s course? 
Oh. I’m teaching a six-week class here [at Hugo 

House] about looking at other art forms to inspire writ-
ing. So basically, you’re stealing techniques for your 
writing from painting, architecture, the moving image. 
So I’m very excited. I used to teach that kind of class in 
England, so I’m excited to teach it in Seattle. n

For more information about Clare Johnson,  
visit: clarejohnson.com

The Post-it Note Project runs at Richard Hugo House, 
1634 11th Ave., until Oct. 14. If you like the project, vote 
for it in the City Arts Fest Totally Subjective Opinion Art 

Contest: tinyurl.com/43n6h6g 

Vendor of the Week 
Tony Jeffers

Selling Real 
Change is part 
of Tony’s quest 

to bring his wife, 
Rosalita, to the 
United States.
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