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Personal Information: Family: Surname is pronounced "ful- jum;" born June 4, 1937; raised in Waco, TX; son of Lee (a department store manager) and Eula (Howard) Fulghum; married Marcia McClellan, 1957 (divorced, 1973); married Lynn Edwards (a physician), 1975; children: (first marriage) Christian, Hunter, Molly Jencks (adopted). Education: Attended University of Colorado, Baylor University, 1957, and Starr King (Unitarian) Seminary, 1961; studied at Zen Buddhist monastery, 1972. Religion: Unitarian. Avocational Interests: Observing nature, traveling, singing, dancing, sailing, eating chicken-fried steak, and playing the guitar, bass, and mando'cello. Memberships: Human Rights Watch, Volunteers of America, American Civil Liberties Union, Planned Parenthood, Sierra Club. Addresses: Home: Houseboat on Lake Union, WA. Office: c/o Random House Inc., 31st Floor, 201 E. 50th St., New York, NY 10022. 

Career: Ordained a Unitarian minister, 1961; part-time Unitarian minister, Bellingham, WA, beginning in 1961; Edmonds Unitarian Church, Edmonds, WA, part-time minister, 1966-85, minister emeritus, 1985--; Lakeside School (independent), Seattle, WA, art teacher, 1971-88; painter, writer, and lecturer. Worked variously as a sales trainee for International Business Machines (IBM), a singing cowboy and amateur rodeo performer at guest ranches in Montana, Colorado, and Texas, a counselor to mental patients and prison inmates, a creator of motel art, a bartender, and a folk music teacher. Founder of wilderness camp in Canada. 

WRITINGS BY THE AUTHOR:

· All I Really Need to Know I Learned in Kindergarten: Uncommon Thoughts on Common Things (essays), Villard Books, 1988, title narrative reissued as All I Really Need to Know I Learned in Kindergarten: The Essay that Became a Classic, with a Special Commentary by Robert Fulghum, Villard Books, 1990. 

· It Was on Fire When I Lay Down on It, Villard Books, 1989. 

· Uh-Oh: Some Observations from Both Sides of the Refrigerator Door, Villard Books, 1991. 

· Maybe (Maybe Not), Villard Books, 1993. 

· From Beginning to End: The Rituals of Our Lives, Villard Books, 1995. 

· True Love, HarperCollins, 1997. 

· Words I Wish I Wrote, HarperCollins, 1997. 

All I Really Need to Know I Learned in Kindergarten has been published in ninety-three countries and twenty-seven languages. All of Fulghum's proceeds from True Love are being donated to Habitat for Humanity and from Words I Wish I Wrote to Human Rights Watch.

Media Adaptations: Gail Forman has adapted a number of Fulgham's works, including Burning Beds and Mermaids, Prentice Hall Regents, 1994, and It All Started in Kindergarten: Unforgettable Stories for Listening and Conversation, Prentice Hall Regents, 1994. Ernest Zulia has adapted a stage production of Fulghum's writings. The adaptation, entitled All I Really Need to Know I Learned in Kindergarten, draws upon material from Fulghum's first five works. It has been produced nationally in Chicago, Kansas City, Los Angeles, Louisville, Phoenix and Washington, DC, and internationally in Manila, Singapore, and Kuala Lumpur and is scheduled to open in Prague in 1998. 

"Sidelights"

Unlike some writers who struggle for years to become best-selling authors, semi-retired Unitarian minister and art teacher Robert Fulghum struck gold with his first book, a collection of inspirational essays entitled All I Really Need to Know I Learned in Kindergarten: Uncommon Thoughts on Common Things. The volume--which delves into topics ranging from childhood and adult-life lessons, to the joys of laundry, to the shared experience of a neighbor and the spider that webbed her front porch--won immediate public acclaim and appeared on several bestseller charts. Fulghum's second work, a similar array of thought-provoking compositions called It Was on Fire When I Lay Down on It, experienced comparable popularity, so much so that the author's two books ran for a time in the first and second positions on the New York Times bestseller list. 

In an effort to understand Fulghum's popular appeal, various critics have suggested that the themes explored in the author's essays touch readers with their simplicity, humor, insight, and universal nature. "Fulghum's essays reaffirm the sanctity of the ordinary," explained Patricia Leigh Brown in a review of All I Really Need to Know I Learned in Kindergarten for the New York Times. "He does not preach, and rarely mentions God, but his book has a strong spiritual component. He focuses on the transcendental stuff of everyday life." Asserting that Fulghum is "not quite preacher, not quite regional humorist," Brown concluded that the author is "a hybrid folk fabulist," a cross between "positive- thinking" American cleric Dr. Norman Vincent Peale and humorist Erma Bombeck. 

Fulghum was raised in Waco, Texas in a strict Southern Baptist home. Feeling rebellious after his high school graduation, he embarked on a journey to discover himself and the world around him. He studied at the University of Colorado, obtained a degree in history and philosophy at Baylor University, and a degree in divinity at The Starr King (Unitarian) Seminary. Fulghum held a number of unusual jobs, such as singing cowboy and amateur rodeo performer. Along the way he married his first wife, Marcia McClellan. In 1972 he ventured to Japan to study at a Zen Buddhist monastery and met Lynn Edwards, who, after a divorce from McClellan in 1973, would became his second wife in 1975. 

In conjunction with his ministry, from which he retired in 1985, Fulghum began jotting down daily insights for use in sermons and church newsletter articles. These inspirational essays formed the foundation of 1988's All I Really Need to Know I Learned in Kindergarten. Publishing these ruminations in book form, however, took some twenty years of grassroots evolution. Apparently, one of Fulghum's columns-- about the invaluable life lessons learned in kindergarten-- sparked interest in the Unitarian community. According to Beth Ann Krier of the Los Angeles Times, the essay "was derived from a personal credo [Fulghum's] been writing and rewriting every spring." Krier added that "people liked the piece, photocopied it at the office, hung it on their refrigerators and sent it to friends, who also photocopied it, hung in on their refrigerators and passed it on." Eventually Fulghum's affirmations made it beyond the Unitarian circuit and into the mainstream. The article was read into the Congressional Record by then-Senate Majority Leader Jim Wright, was broadcast by radio commentators Paul Harvey and Larry King, and appeared in advice writer Abigail Van Buren's "Dear Abby" column. The essay also appeared in Reader's Digest magazine and in the Kansas City Times. 

Finally, Fulghum's kindergarten credo meandered into the home of a Connecticut literary agent via her daughter's school bookbag--the girl's teacher had sent copies home with all her students. The agent was impressed with the writing and contacted its author. The end result was the publication of the well-traveled essay and Fulghum's other writings in the 196- page All I Really Need to Know I Learned in Kindergarten. The title piece is typical of the reflections contained in the volume. In the essay, Fulghum urges readers to follow some basic principles: "Share everything. Play fair. Don't hit people. Put things back where you found them. Clean up your own mess. Don't take things that aren't yours. Say you're sorry when you hurt somebody. Wash your hands before you eat. Flush. Warm cookies and milk are good for you. Live a balanced life--learn some and think some and draw and paint and sing and dance and play and work every day some. Take a nap every afternoon." He adds, "Take any one of those items and extrapolate it into sophisticated adult terms and apply it to your family life or your work or your government or your world and it holds true and clear and firm. Think what a better world it would be if we all . . . had cookies and milk about three o'clock every afternoon. . . . Or if all governments had a basic policy to always put things back where they found them and to clean up their own mess." 

Other commentaries in the book include Fulghum's description of a truck driver's unusual flying feat, the author's disclosure about the real joys associated with transportation, his discussion of the simple pleasures derived from using crayons, and his observation of a neighbor who walks straight into a spider web and runs away screaming. He also retells the experience from the insect's perspective. For the reprint rights of his volume, Fulghum was awarded $2.1 million, a record amount for a nonfiction paperback at that time. Although the public received the volume with considerable enthusiasm, various critics reviewed the book with skepticism. Commentators variously labeled the essays as homespun wisdom, inspired observations, and "philosophical tofu"--a reference to the soybean food product that is trendy, bland, and fairly insubstantial. Brown, acknowledging Fulghum's unabashed sentimentality, noted that "reading Robert Fulghum at times can be like drinking 5-cent lemonade; it is only after you've downed the Dixie Cup that you realize how much sugar is at the bottom." Jeff Danziger, writing in the Christian Science Monitor, called the essays "extremely well written with a friendly and economical prose." He added, "Several of the essays will give you the ever-popular lump in the throat." 

Fulghum, who has also written the as-yet-unpublished parody All I Really Wanted to Know I Learned in the Alley behind My House, remarked about Kindergarten's success and its impact on his further ministries in Bestsellers 89: "I realize now that I'm still in a position of ministry in the sense that one has an opportunity to add to the culture, to be influential, to shape what people think and feel--the size of the congregation has changed, but the task has not." He also remarked, "To be a good steward . . . and to use [fame] well--that's a big concern of mine. On the wall of my studio I put in huge letters a quotation from the book of Matthew that said: `What does it profit a man if he gain the whole world and lose his own soul?' And I think about that a lot because fame and fortune are very destructive and to be a good steward would be a mighty accomplishment. It would not only set some good examples for people but it would be using what one had for good." 

On the heels of Kindergarten's success, Fulghum collected commentaries for a second book, It Was on Fire When I Lay Down on It, published in 1989. Also a bestseller soon after publication, the volume contains the author's thoughts on various subjects, including parenting, traveling, joy, and sorrow. The title narrative sets the tone for the diverse discussions that follow. The essay begins, "A tabloid newspaper carried the story, stating simply that a small-town emergency squad was summoned to a house where smoke was pouring from an upstairs window. The crew broke in and found a man in a smoldering bed. After the man was rescued and the mattress doused, the obvious question was asked: `How did this happen?' `I don't know. It was on fire when I lay down on it.'" Fulghum goes on to explain his perception of the story, "I thought, there's the story of my life. I've known most of my life what I was getting into and I went ahead and did it anyhow. And that's kind of the story of the human race. Like Adam and Eve, you know, God said `Don't eat the apple.' And the snake says, `Try it, you'll like it,' and so they ate it. What I do with the story is introduce the book by saying a lot of us run our lives that way. That sense of why do we do what we know we shouldn't and why don't we do what we know we should. There's the great mystery for me of being human." 

Critical reception to It Was on Fire When I Lay Down on It was mixed, although the public response was enthusiastic. While some reviewers deemed the book slightly sugar-coated and mundane, others praised the author's witty stories, remarking on Fulghum's valuable insights. Fulghum's third book of narratives, titled Uh-Oh: Some Observations from Both Sides of the Refrigerator Door, also received similar critical treatment. The work begins by discussing the situations that begin with someone saying "uh-oh," and the ways in which those scenarios can be reversed and overcome. 

Fulghum produced more of his crackerbarrel philosophical musings and pithy anecdotes in Maybe (Maybe Not), which includes essays on ironing a shirt, selling chocolate, and conducting Ludwig van Beethoven's Ninth Symphony. Similar, but perhaps with a more narrow focus, is From Beginning to End: The Rituals of Our Lives, a book that examines the ways in which humans create meaning and give structure to their lives through public rituals. Fulghum examines public events such as weddings, funerals, school reunions, church services, and the like, and he writes about his own reunion with the daughter he had given up for adoption in 1958. Again, critical opinion suggests that these books will more than satisfy Fulghum's many admirers. 

Reviewing Fulghum's work for the Toronto Globe and Mail Sarah Harvey surmised, "Fulghum specializes in the celebration of the everyday event, the little domestic epiphany, the miracle of the meatloaf, the cosmic significance of jelly beans, the fickle finger of fate." And Fulghum's fate, since his rise to bestseller status, has included more writings, numerous interviews, and various television appearances. "I've always made a clear distinction between making a life and making a living," Fulghum told Andrea Chambers and Priscilla Turner of People magazine. He added, "Any fool can make enough money to survive. It's another thing to keep yourself consistently entertained. It's a lot of work, and a lot of fun, to make a life."
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· Booklist, August, 1993, p. 2010. 
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· Current Biography, July, 1994, p. 10. 

· Globe and Mail (Toronto), September 7, 1991, p. C10. 
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