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“There are days when I would like to draw something very philosophical 
and meaningful, something to touch the hearts of everyone, and find it 
absolutely impossible. One solution I use at these times is simply to get 
back to basics. Cartooning is, after all, drawing funny pictures, something a 
cartoonist should never forget.”

— Charles Schulz, 1975



5

Alexander Theroux

Peanuts:
The Sagacity of  
Common Sense

During his life, Charles M. Schulz took pains to say that he did not see his car-
toons as “serious art.” There was no torturous presentation in evidence. It was a 
comic strip simple enough in conception, a conduit over half a century covering 
just about all the timeless subjects of art possible, except the heartbreak of 

psoriasis: loss, mistrust, obedience, sports, cheerfulness, frustration, affection, friendship, 
bewilderment, loyalty, annoyance, bouts of betrayal, love crises, and many anomalies of 
the age. It is difficult to come up with any of the basic verities, no matter on how small a 
scale, that were not covered in the comic strip, as the longest running story in the history 
of mankind ran its tender course. As to the instructive aspects of the strip, it was all about 
simple truths. Intellection, no; common sense, yes. Much of Peanuts is what I call “soft 
knowledge,” in the way that certain college subjects like sociology and psychology are. To 
me, the strip is basically about cognition; in various ways, all the characters are engaged in 
trying to figure things out — in a very real sense looking to solve the same crises that we 
idiotic adults try to solve. Schulz, who had the “answers to the test” — as a friend of mine 
would say, making reference to the secret schoolboy key to studies and exams — got to 
the solid bottom of things. I tend to see Peanuts as “civilization by instinct,” with kids 

like cutter ants encountering and trying to deal with the various, if basic problems of life. 
Foibles. Simple hobbles. Irksome reversals.

The strip, to my mind, fulfills the sense of Aristotle’s word ethic (ηθική) because 
the character of the patient and resourceful “hero” (and his ilk) is displayed in action 
guided by reason. Aristotle explained that the dominant motive of action in the Odyssey 
is strong on portraiture of character. By the word reason, I mean, not so much hard-driving 
ratiocination, but rather the sagacity of common sense, the brave attempt of little people, 
vital as opposed to self-conscious, devotedly trying to coax or persuade some kind of logic 
out of daily life.

I see Schulz’s comic strip essentially coming out of the world of Mark Twain, 
specifically Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn, the latter novel being the one that Ernest 
Hemingway famously claimed that “all modern American literature comes from.” 
Children have a kind of power, both innocent and willful, that is almost always in conflict 
with the society, never mind the emotions and personal complexities, they face. Twain’s 
masterpiece, according to Andrew Levy in Huck Finn’s America, was written at a time when 
the country was nervous about reckless youth and “uncivilized” hoydens, and a debate 
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was raging about education. The myth of a carefree childhood is gainsaid in Peanuts, in 
which a winning set of children are trapped in the kind of myths the missing adults have 
left them to face alone. The strip documents the escapades, opinions, and reactions of 
this small group to that culture, fighting for “freedom” — freedom of self, freedom of 
identity, freedom of their sense of place. Human comfort is found in their vitality. Looking 
back, I see the comic in its relative ease, its repose, as a kind of running condolence and 
reassurance to readers during a period of some of the most hair-raising horror and war 
ever seen, the last decade of the 20th-century.

As everyone knows, Peanuts focuses entirely on a miniature society — the 
whimsical interrelations of a bunch of young children and a zany beagle, without any 
reference to adult characters. Grown-ups are never shown. Homely values predominate. 
The main character, Charlie Brown, is a sweet, gentle underling, a nervous but reflective 
little boy who lacks self-confidence — a lovable loser who frequently suffers but tries 
to figure things out. He is unable to kick a football, win a baseball game, or fly a kite. “I 
like to have Charlie Brown to be the focal point of almost every story,” Schulz said of 
his quirkily endearing protagonist. Short squat characters populate Schulzheim. They 
are innocent, unimpeachable, irreproachable. It is an uncomplicated and wholesome 
Ronald Reagan-idea-of-a-world (Schulz and the President were in fact friendly 
acquaintances). Guile, when it appears, is fairly harmless. With a lot of emotion in the air, 
there is a prevailing sense in the strip of a feminine sensibility at work. Double-dealing 
and trickery appear, but truth, openness, sincerity prevail. There are bullies. Overcoming 
tormentors is a big theme in the strips — in fact, this may have been Schulz’s main 
go-to subject matter. The Peanuts gang is passingly cerebral, to a degree. Is it the big 
heads? Round heads are invariably young heads. The art is clean, scrubbed of messiness, 
of specific locale. There is a quality of standstillness — or is it predictability? — from 
panel to panel, strip to strip. I mean to say it is a guileless neighborhood, a locale that 
we return to over and over. The dialogue reminds me of little ping-pong matches; there 
are original “takes” on subjects, it is true. Mainly, however, it is all — or much of it — a 
compendium of bromides, an art that is full of the “All you need is love. But a little 
chocolate now and then doesn’t hurt” syndrome.

The edifying and instructional, cozily apothegmatic aspects of Peanuts give it 
a sermonizing quality, as well, one distinctly homiletic, even when Schulz seems to be 
reaching past a gentle laugh in hopes of making, well, a social “statement,” which is one 
of the reasons the cartoon proved to be just right for popular greeting cards. I mean, sales 
on cards for all occasions is a cottage industry for the Schulz brand, no? Capricious is the 

word for it. Schulz examines moods and temper, notions and impulse, dispositions and 
tones, flavors and propensities, desires and dreams. I have been told that over the years 
many of the cartoons, many of the characters, have become the subject of serious, well-
framed, and effective religious sermons, pulpit stuff! Schulz is very big indeed on the 
didactic front. It is a major rubric of the Peanuts strip: lessons have to be learned.

From all that I have read, not a lot, Schulz was personally and blessedly himself 
uncomplicated, something of a remote man, a conventional fellow who loved to ice skate, 
was an avid hockey fan, grew enthusiastic over the U.S. space program. I tend to regard 
the fellow in my mind’s eye as a genial Midwestern man, the very kind of 1950’s person 
who would be born in Minnesota. (Was it because as I read through decades of Peanuts 
strips, I saw no signs, for example, of the ocean, seafood, odd or striking animals, Europe 
and European allusions, general exotica?) Randy Kennedy writes in a book review of David 
Michaelis’ Schulz biography,

 “Looked at simply as a narrative problem, it is not hard to see why any biographer 
would want a strong framing device in trying to tell the story of Mr. Schulz. He 
was a homebody workaholic whose passions, other than his strips, were golf 
and hockey. He was a Sunday school teacher who was not only a teetotaler but 
disdainful of drinking and those who did it. His favorite ice cream was vanilla. A 
woman who knew him at the height of his early fame described him as a ‘genius 
at becoming invisible.’”

I have always been struck by the unadorned, unembellished nature of the Peanuts 
comic strip, the sparseness, the austerity, the clean lines, the lack of adornment, the 
absence of decoration. Backgrounds in the strip panels were invariably little clouds, a 
scrimp landscape of green, a plain house, a wobbly fence. The kids have small mouths, 
unfrazzled faces, dots for eyes. In the Theroux family, we have two children, Shiloh and 
Shenandoah, both age three, very bright, responsive girls, and reading to them nightly 
as we do I am struck repeatedly at the often impenetrable, convoluted, and bewildering 
messes of many children’s books that I have seen. Far too complicated. Brambly and 
tangled. Confusing.

Overcontrivance — which Schulz always avoids — can kill. You have to know 
when to stop, understand when the delivery has been made. I would point to the noisy 
complications in Richard Scarry’s illustrated children’s books, where the graphics, often 
puzzlingly over-precise, are jammed together. I love a remark that peckerwood Flem 
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UPDATE THIS SPREAD



Snopes makes when pondering buying an old horse in William Faulkner’s The Hamlet, 
when, deciding against it, his suspicious reflection on the sales explanation is, “It can’t be 
right. It wasn’t complicated enough.”

Schulz wanted to reach a good many readers. So Attic simplicity went down well in 
the Peanuts comic strip. I suppose the fundamental equation is that if you want to convey 
this simplicity with your characters, in your panels, there cannot be too much linear 
noise, no ingraining, no fine tuning, nothing along the way with Ben-Day techniques, no 
zoo-like whipsnadery reaching out to grab the reader. When people refer to the strip as 
“refreshing,” they invariably mean to convey that it was “simple” and “unpretentious” and 
“endearing.” Girls, young women, all through the 1960s, loved Peanuts and used to cut out 
strips to tape on their walls or — yes — hand them to me, with soft smiles. I think young 
girls in handing out selected panels were trying to flirt with guys, to make manifest their 
best side. 

I am convinced that it was surely one of the waking dreams of Charles Schulz to 
have passionate, dedicated readers snip out strips and send them to friends or tape them 
to refrigerators as a kind of reinforcement of the fuzzy-warm verities that he was selling. 
I know that this happened all the time, which is invariably the case with sentimental art. 
Still, to deny tenderness, grace, and soft affection to Charlie Brown et cie is unquestionably 
in itself a vice. Schulz was surely an innovative cartoonist and caught the dreams and 
dynamic of watching, reading America in a very real way. I have read that the comic helped 
cement the four-panel gag strip as the standard in the United States, and together with 
its merchandise earned Schulz more than $1 billion. Reprints of the comic strip, syndicated 
to this day, still run in almost every U.S. newspaper. The world adores Peanuts. A skeptic 
once declared that the most difficult part of success is finding someone who is happy for 
you, as if such a response were a rather rare and uncommon finding. Given the career of 
Charles M. Schulz, that barking cynic will have to eat crow.

Alexander Theroux is an award-winning novelist, poet, and teacher whose prose works 
include Laura Warholic: Or, The Sexual Intellectual, Estonia, and the two artist mono-
graphs The Strange Case of Edward Gorey and The Enigma of Al Capp. Anthony Burgess 
selected Theroux’s novel Darconville’s Cat as one of the 99 greatest post-war novels. He 
lives on Cape Cod in West Barnstable, Massachusetts with his wife, the artist Sarah Son, 
and their two daughters, Shenandoah and Shiloh. 
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