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To PM DCATS artist, it’s all about the people

By Bob Fowler

Visitors to the offices of the Project Manager, Defense Communications and Army Transmission Systems (PM DCATS) in Ft. Monmouth’s Allison Hall could be excused if they thought that they were in an art gallery rather than a government office building. The source of the possible confusion are the paintings of Marvin Lawrence, a building maintenance worker assigned to PM DCATS. Lawrence is a prolific artist whose work adorns the walls of many of the offices and hallways of Allison Hall.

“I asked to bring in a picture or two, and it took off from there,” said the 44-year old from Neptune, N.J.

Take a quick walk, or rather a slow stroll, through Allison Hall, talk with the workers, and Lawrence’s popularity is obvious.

“I love his paintings” said program analyst Cheryl Apple, “They’re beautiful and really brighten up the workplace.”

Apple, along with office mate Arlene Labudski, count themselves among Lawrence’s biggest fans with seven of his paintings hanging in their office.

“I had just moved into my new office and was speaking with Marvin about how drab it was” said Apple. “Marvin brought in some small samples of his work for me to look at - I wasn’t dropping hints or anything - and the next thing I know, he’s hanging all these beautiful paintings.”

Word traveled fast, and soon everyone was clamoring for Lawrence’s art work. “The people here are so supportive of my dream,” said Lawrence. “It’s all about sharing. There is such a sense of family in this organization.”

Lawrence, an employee of Chenega Technology Services Corporation, works in media including oils, acrylic, and colored pencil, started his journey as an artist at age nine. “When I was a kid, I sent off one of those ‘Paint the Turtle’ things from a magazine. I didn’t realize that it wasn’t going to get there without a stamp,” he quipped. “I was in High School when I got real serious about art.”

The 1979 graduate of Manalapan High School gives a lot of credit for his success to his art teacher, Bernie O’Brien. “He pushed me hard, he was tough on me” Lawrence said of O’Brien. “He really wanted me to be the best I could be.”

Another teacher Lawrence credits with encouraging his success was his science teacher, Larry Clemmonson. “He took me under his wing and helped me turn my grades around. He showed me I was capable of doing anything I set my mind out to do.”

Lawrence keeps in contact with O’Brien to this day. “Whenever I stop in to visit, I have to make sure I bring some of my latest work” he said.

Lawrence, who has continued his art education with classes at Brookdale Community College, said that family and church play an important role in his life and in his art. Maureen Lawrence, his wife of six years, and his two children, Malachi and Makayla, are ardent supporters of his efforts. “When I’m painting, the kids are always helping out,” he said. “Maureen is great, she really stands by me and inspires me when I need it most.”

A sermon by Reverend Otis Jennings, of  Bethlehem Prayer House Church in South Tom’s River, played a pivitol role in Lawrence’s life. “During one sermon, Reverend Jennings was talking about sharing,” said Lawrence. “He said that if you give, God will give you back more than you could imagine. It really made me want to share my art with others.”

Jennings’ words did hit home. “When I brought in the first few paintings and hung them in Cheryl Apple’s office, it made her so happy, I just wanted to do more. When I saw the happiness my paintings brought, I wanted to do more to help people. It’s all about the people” said Lawrence.

Lawrence freely admits that his day job is a means to an end. – for him his dream, his art, is the thing. Away from work, he spends much of his time painting and framing, trying to get in a few hours in every day. His hard work has paid off with exhibits of his work in art shows around the state, including one-man shows at the Wall Township and Long Branch libraries.

For eight years in his early career, Lawrence lived and worked in Atlanta. He did well, exhibiting in galleries and selling many of his works, but returned to New Jersey to be closer to his family. Today, he still exhibits, mostly in one-man shows, and accepts commissions from those wanting specific works.

“Marvin did a painting for me of B.B. King” said Kathy Nangle, a Tamsco employee who works at PM DCATS. “My boyfriend is a big blues fan and I wanted to give him a picture of B.B. King. Marvin is just fantastic.”

Lawrence doesn’t paint in one, neatly-defined style. “I paint things as I see them” he said. “I don’t want it to be like a photograph, it’s my own interpretation.” He sums up his style by saying “God is the only one who can make perfection. All we can do try to imitate His creations because He is the master artist.”
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