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CLASSIC REALIST PAINTER
MARC WHITNEY BRINGS

Stroll into the Whitney Gallery on Forest Avenue and
you will instantly feel that it is out of place. In a town
renowned for its art scene, what is noticeably absent
from this particular gallery is the highbrow vibe of Gal-
lery Row. This one instead exudes a sense of modesty, as
do the paintings hanging within. Take a walk around,
and you’ll get the feeling you are being watched, until
you realize—as the paintings begin to draw you in—
that it’s you who is the voyeur. Each work vies for your
attention. As soon as you pull your eyes away from one,
another painting demands your interest. The paintings
speak of everyday life: an unmade bed, a child sitting
cross-legged, a sparsely furnished living room, a ceramic
place setting, a pair of chairs, a kitchen table in the
morning light, flowers, a woman reclining prone. You
can’t see her face, and yet she projects a peaceful mood.
Why is she lying there? You wonder. The painting evokes
such a sense of having captured a moment that you feel
you are not looking at i but watching &er.

Each painting depicts some small personal detail of
the artist. They are still life, yet they are anything but
static. Even the simplest object—a spoon, cup or plate—
is placed within the scene so as to project motion or
activity, as if someone has just left the room. It gives you
a sense of having interrupted someone’s daily routine.

Then, a casually dressed man in his mid 50s interrupts
you.

“This is my daughter Olivia,” the man says, catching
you lost in thought. He smiles as he acknowledges the
painting you are viewing. You look at him, surprised. It’s
Marc Whitney himself, introducing you to his 11-year-
old daughter as if she were standing right next to him.

‘ ‘Gallery Row has
a mood to it. It's
more cutting-edge.
Here on Forest
Avenue, it's a whole
different world.’ ’
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We lived downtown, center city.
While other students were out
painting the countryside, | painted
the inside of my apartment ...
tables, beds.

The Artist's DNA

Born into a family of artists, California native
Marc Whitney sometimes questions the source
of his own talent. “I wonder if it’s really talent or
just a family habit,” he says. Now 55, Marc has
been feverishly testing his genetics since early
childhood. The Laguna art scene of the 1960s
was his artistic world, and he recalls everyone in
his family making art.

“My mother was a frustrated artist because
post-war-era women with artistic talent had
no outlet to pursue art. Their place was in the
home,” Marc says. Nonetheless, she encouraged
him, as did his uncle, renowned sculptor Angelo
Frudakis; and Marc’s cousins. Even his father’s
side of the family has an artistic pedigree. “My
father’s grandfather was a famous Midwestern
poet and philosopher,” Marc says. “Everyone in
his family was writing poetry, whether they were
good at it or not. Even my dad wrote poetry.”

Because art had been a way of life for Marc’s
family long before he was born, it seemed only
natural that he become an artist, too. “My mother
used to tell me stories of her brother coming
home with his drawings of nudes,” Marc recalls.
By conventional family standards of the time,
drawing nudes was taboo, but not in this family.
“A family of artists might not be the most stable,

Marc admits. “We had our eccentricities. Artists
are very selfish, self-centered people. The nature
of the work makes us that way.”

Marc pursued art much the same way other
aspiring artists did—Dby studying the work of the
masters. His formal studies began at the Laguna
Beach School of Art (now the Laguna College of
Art & Design) as a young teen, where he focused
on watercolor painting, which was the popular
medium in Laguna Beach at that time. Marc sub-
mersed himself in art, dividing his time between
painting and studying. During his three-summer
tenure at the school, Marc had the opportunity
to see the artist’s life firsthand, and he saw it as
an honorable profession.

In 1983, Marc followed his family’s footsteps
all the way to Philadelphia. He enrolled first in
his uncle’s art school, the Frudakis Academy
of Art, for five years to study sculpture, then
the University of Arts for a year and finally the
Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts for four
years, where he devoted himself to an intensive
program of classical training and oil painting.
“Three generations of my family have gone to
[PAFA]. It’s like a family tradition,” he says.

Eight months after moving to Philadelphia,
Marc’s girlfriend followed. “My wife and I have
a joke. It’s called the Artist’s Wife Syndrome ... a
woman falls for a cute guy in art school and gets
married, then discovers that it’s not a nice life.
It’s a difficult life.”

Marc and Jackie met when Jackie was just 16
and Marc was in his early 20s. Jackie has long
since been cured of Artist’s Wife Syndrome, and
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she is his biggest supporter. “We’ve been together
for 30 years, and married for 15,” says Marc.

The Whitneys lived in the same small apart-
ment in Philadelphia for 10 years. It was the inte-
rior of that apartment that started Marc down the
path that has become his well-trodden road. “We
lived downtown, center city. While other students
were out painting the countryside, I painted the
inside of my apartment ... tables, beds.”

Living in Philadelphia did have its tough
moments. “Living in the city was hard,” Jackie
says. “At that time, it wasn’t very safe. After Marc
graduated, we made the decision to move back
(to Laguna Beach). It was time.”

The Artist's Shop

The Whitneys returned to the West Coast not
sure what they would do to channel Marc’s tal-
ent and education into a living. “We came back
and contemplated opening our own gallery,”
Jackie says. “So we found a small space we could

afford and then moved up from there.”

While many galleries have moved in and
moved on, Marc’s reputation as a local artist has
endured, and the sole reason the Whitneys have
the gallery is to maintain a presence in Laguna
Beach. The gallery’s current location in the his-
toric Landmark Building at 305 Forest Avenue is
their third location since opening 19 years ago.

“We moved to this location a year ago,” Marc
says, admitting that he’s still adjusting to the new
space after being on Gallery Row for more than
10 years. “Gallery Row has a mood to it. It’s more
cutting-edge. Here on Forest Avenue, it’s a whole
different world. When you move a business, even
if it’s just a few blocks, it changes everything, even
the people who come through the door. But the
new location is nice. Our customers like it.”

For many years, the Whitney Gallery also rep-
resented the work of other regional artists, but
Marec is getting away from that. Jackie manages
the gallery while Marc stays home and paints full

36 LAGUNA BEACH MAGAZINE JUNE/JULY 2010

time. Just as he had spent many hours painting
the interior of his apartment in Philadelphia, his
home in San Clemente is the backdrop for many
of his paintings. He does, however, venture out-
side on occasion to paint landscapes. And on
any given Sunday, he can be found working in
the Whitney Gallery.

“People love to meet him and see what he is
doing because he also paints in the gallery, Jackie
says. “People really enjoy seeing the process and
asking him questions.”

The Artist's Thoughts

Despite his extensive education, Marc has an
interesting perspective on creating art. “You can
train your voice to sing, and then if you have a
song in you, it will come out. You can’t force it,”
he says. “Art is the same way. Painting for me
is an interesting process,” he adds. “When T sit
down and think about what I want to do and
develop a plan, this is really something to keep








