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Abstract 

Critics and readers often consider Nicholas Sparks’ novel The Notebook to be a romance 

novel, while Sparks himself considers it a love story. Sparks claims that there are no 

similarities between the two genres. Therefore, this paper investigates the differences and 

similarities between the romance genre and the love story genre, while simultaneously 

exploring The Notebook’s storyline, the characterization, and the marketing surrounding the 

book in order to understand the novel’s classification. The purpose is to discover if The 

Notebook can be identified as a romance even if it never was Sparks’ intention. The only 

aspect that differs between the genres is how the ending is written, other than that there are no 

remarkable differences. There are also several elements that validates that The Notebook has 

romantic features. Both of the protagonists have romance characteristics, the cover of the 

novel is a characteristic romance cover, and the storyline itself is based on a romance 

structure and it follows all of the essential romance elements. The conclusion of this paper is 

that The Notebook has romance elements and therefore can be placed in the romance genre 

even if that never was Sparks’ intention.  

 

Keywords: Characterization, Romance Elements, Literature, Love Story, Novel, Romance, 

Contemporary Romance, The Notebook, Nicholas Sparks. 
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Introduction  

The Notebook was the third novel written by Nicholas Sparks but the first one to be published, 

and it immediately became a success. The novel tells the story of a young couple, Noah 

Calhoun and Allie Nelson, who met and fell in love during the summer of 1932 in New Bern, 

North Carolina. At the end of the summer the couple drifted apart only to be reunited fourteen 

years later. This kind of love story; boy meets girl, boy loses girl, and they reunite and live 

happily ever after, is not unusual. It is in fact rather popular, which could be the reason why 

The Notebook was such a success. 

 The Notebook is frequently identified as a romance novel and critics regularly call 

Sparks a romance writer. Sparks has deemed this as untrue and upsetting. He is known for 

taking a stand against the romance genre and refuses to call himself a romance writer. Sparks 

claims that he writes love stories and not romance novels by declaring:  

It's an error; that's what bothers me. It's like saying two plus two equals five. It 

just bothers me for that sake and the simple fact that it's wrong. It's not what I 

write in any way. I haven't written a single book that could even be accepted as a 

romance novel. I mean, there's a completely different voice.  They've got very 

specific structures; they've got very specific character dilemmas; they end 

completely differently; and they've got certain character arcs that are required in 

their characters. (Rivera) 

In the quote, Sparks provides a few examples of what makes him different from a romance 

writer. However, he does not explain how the structures are different or what the specific 

character dilemmas are. He simply states that it is wrong to claim his work as romance. 

 The meaning of a text can be interpreted differently by different people (Eaglestone 84). 

Eaglestone mentions the debate about who has the correct interpretation of what a text means; 
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is it the authorial intention
1
 or the reader’s intention

2
 that matters (79-80)? It is important to 

remember that the author’s opinion of their work is essential if it is obtainable. However, it is 

equally essential to understand the readers’ interpretation. The author is essentially doing the 

same work as all the other readers when interpreting his/her own texts. With this, the author is 

no longer the central figure and instead ‘dies’ (86). When the author dies, the reader is 

essentially born (89). Burke explains that when the author “dies” the text converts to “an 

‘open sea’” (23). This leads to all readers being able to interpret a text in whatever way they 

want, which results in different meanings from the same text (Eaglestone 89). Sparks and the 

readers who define The Notebook as a romance seem to be an example of the debate on who 

has the correct interpretation. The debate creates an interesting topic to analyze and bring to a 

discussion; why do some readers keep insisting on defining Sparks’ novel The Notebook as a 

romance when Sparks himself says that it is not?  

 

Aim and Research Question 

One aspect of literature is that, once published, it is free to be interpreted differently by every 

individual reader. A novel can have several well-grounded interpretations by diverse people 

and that is why it is important that the readers’ interpretations are understood and respected.  

The fact that Sparks is upset over others’ interpretations could be seen as controversial and 

demeaning towards his readers. Also, since many still place his novel in the romance genre it 

might be of interest to investigate the possibility of that classification and therefore this study 

is of relevance.  

 The aim of this paper is to investigate if The Notebook can be placed in the romance 

genre. Therefore, the paper identifies what separates love story from romance in order to 

discover any parallels between the romance genre and The Notebook. However, I want to 

                                                           
1
 What the author means with his/her text.  

2
 How the reader interpreters the text.  
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make it clear that my goal is not to state that The Notebook is not in the love story genre. 

Rather, the aim is to research the possibility that the novel can be placed in both genres. 

 I have constructed two questions that will help me identify the differences between the 

two genres as well as if The Notebook can be classified as a romance novel: 

 What are the main differences between the romance genre and love story genre? 

 Can The Notebook be identified as a romance novel? 

 

Method 

The main reason for analyzing The Notebook’s possible connection to romance is because 

Nicholas Sparks refuses to have his work be labeled as romance, even though some readers 

and critics define it as such. Sparks does not shy away from telling the readers that they are 

wrong when the readers’ interpretation of his work does not fit into his interpretation.  

 The definitions of love story and romance are clarified since they are discussed 

throughout the paper. I have, with the help of the definitions, investigated the differences and 

similarities between romance and love story, since Sparks states that there is a difference 

between the two genres.  

 I have also analyzed different aspects of The Notebook, such as the plot, the characters, 

and the marketing of the novel, as well as compared it with distinctive romantic features in 

order to examine if it is a romance novel.  

 

Previous Research 

This investigation has required several different sources in order to answer the two research 

questions. The sources are a combination of academic texts, articles written about Sparks, and 

interviews where Sparks himself has discussed his work as well as the love story genre and 

the romance genre. It was difficult to find previous research for this paper’s topic since there 
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is little research done about Nicholas Sparks or The Notebook. The scholarly texts found 

about Sparks were not considered relevant for this study and therefore are not represented. 

Instead, I have chosen to mainly present research focused on the romance genre in general. I 

have also strived to find research that criticizes the romance genre since Sparks frequently 

does criticize it. 

 The most relevant academic text about Sparks and The Notebook is “Master of 

Sentiment: The Romances of Nicholas Sparks” by Sarah Churchwell from the book Must 

Read: Rediscovering American Bestsellers from Charlotte Temple to The Da Vinci Code. This 

text discusses several aspects of Sparks’ novels that are similar to the questions raised in this 

paper. Churchwell discusses Sparks’ criticism towards the romance genre as well as 

explaining what Sparks’ definition of a love story is. In my study, Churchwell’s paper is 

mostly of use in the analysis of the genre of The Notebook and why Sparks refuses to call The 

Notebook a romance novel.  

 Pamela Regis and her book A Natural History of the Romance Novel is included in 

analyzing the definition of a romance novel. Regis describes the definition of romance as well 

as characteristic romance genre elements, e.g. she explains the portrayal of typical characters 

in a romance novel. Barry Feig’s book Hot Button Marketing is represented during the 

clarification of how a romance novel is marketed. Although this is a book about how to sell 

products and not an academic text, it provides valid information when discussing the 

marketing of The Notebook. 

 Since there is limited scientific research about Nicholas Sparks and his views about the 

love story genre, this study is compelled to include informal interviews with the author to gain 

information. I am aware that interviews are not academic but Sparks’ thoughts are essential to 

present in order for me to describe the differences between love story and romance. I 

acknowledge the fact that it would have been better to use different views on love story rather 
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than solely Sparks’ views, since it could have affected the description of the genre. However, 

I do not find it to be a considerable issue since this study is made on the basis of his views and 

I believe the research that has been found is valid and relevant for this paper and its result. In 

addition, as mentioned earlier, the question of whether the author has the sole authority over 

his/her text is a relevant one to ask, and on that matter interviews with the author are relevant 

sources.  

 

Sparks’ Intention and His View on Love Story 

Nicholas Sparks states that he does not write romance novels, but love stories and that if he 

were to submit any of his novels as romance those novels would be rejected (Lockstein). 

However, Sparks’ publishing house, Grand Central Publishing, has categorized 17 out of his 

21 novels as romance and The Notebook is one of those 17 (grandcentralpublishing.com “The 

Notebook by Nicholas Sparks”).   

 As mentioned above, according to Sparks, romance novels and love stories are not the 

same. He defines the romance genre as stories that are about extraordinary characters that 

have extravagant lifestyles (Branch). For instance, Sparks states that Cinderella is a typical 

romance because it is a fantasy romance story and it is an escape (Newman). Love stories, on 

the other hand, are universal (Churchwell 311). He says: 

“Universal” means you feel as if they are real. You feel like you can know them. 

I don’t write stories about astronauts or CEOs of Fortune 500 companies or 

millionaires or movie stars. These are stories of everyday people put into 

extraordinary events that are also very real in ordinary people’s lives: accidents, 

a past you want to get away from, a husband that got violent. (Branch) 
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This indicates that readers of love stories should relate to the characters in the novels, as well 

as the setting (Lamb). Sparks believes that if readers cannot relate to a character, they should 

know someone that can relate to a character in a love story (Branch).  

 Love stories allow readers to feel a variety of emotions during the reading (Branch). 

This indicates that love is not the only emotion that needs to be evoked. For instance, anger, 

betrayal, and hope are a few emotions that ought to be incorporated in love stories. Sparks’ 

intention with his writing is that he wants his readers to feel both positive and negative 

emotions (“Nicholas Sparks’ DOs & DON’Ts”). This will subsequently cause the readers to 

relate to the characters (Corsello). Also, a love story should not be melodramatic; the readers’ 

emotions must be genuinely evoked by the plot (Breznican).  

 It is important that the actual love story is central in love stories (“Nicholas Sparks’ 

DOs & DON’Ts”). A love story cannot be labeled as such if there is no focus on the actual 

love and if the main characters are not prepared to sacrifice everything for their relationship 

(“Nicholas Sparks’ DOs & DON’Ts”). It is also important that the female protagonist is an 

independent and strong woman who does not allow anyone to stand in her way. It will be 

easier for readers, and the hero in the story, to respect the female protagonist if she respects 

herself (“Nicholas Sparks’ DOs & DON’Ts”).  

 Sparks believes it is vital for love stories that they are created by the difficulties the 

characters experience (“Nicholas Sparks’ DOs & DON’Ts”). The characters must experience 

a few obstacles before they can be together. The obstacles are internal and/or external. 

Internal obstacles are those conflicts that the characters deal within themselves. In these 

situations, characters usually ask themselves if they love their partner or they wonder who 

they should choose if they have multiple suitors. External obstacles are caused by another 

character, such as a parent or a former partner, and these conflicts hinder the main characters 

to be together (“Nicholas Sparks’ DOs & DON’Ts”). However, it is important that the 
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characters that cause the external obstacles are not villainized, but rather humanized. Sparks 

states that humanizing a ‘bad’ character will make a story more interesting, as well as help the 

readers to see them in a good light at the end of the novel (“Nicholas Sparks’ DOs & 

DON’Ts”). 

 A central aspect of love stories is tragedy (Newman). Sparks claims that all great love 

stories end tragically. How great of a love the protagonists share, the larger the tragedy will be 

when one of the protagonist pass away (Newman). Sparks claims that Romeo and Juliet by 

William Shakespeare, A Farewell to Arms by Ernest Hemingway, and The Bridges of 

Madison County by Robert James Waller are love stories (Lockstein). These three stories 

have one aspect in common; they end with either the death of the heroine or with rejection 

(Churchwell 310). The exception is Romeo and Juliet since it ends with both of the main 

characters dying; however Juliet is the last one to die. Sparks states that novels can reflect 

readers personal lives and some readers may not have their ‘happy ending’, and that is why 

love story endings can be bittersweet (“Nicholas Sparks’ DOs & DON’Ts”). 

 One aspect that Sparks is unclear about is whether or not love stories are unpredictable. 

In an interview, Sparks states “… the themes in love stories are different. In mine, you never 

know if it's going to be a happy ending, sad ending, bittersweet or tragic. You read a romance 

because you know what to expect. You read a love story because you don't know what to 

expect" (Breznican). However, in an another interview, Sparks contradicts himself and 

explains that he does not want to write a story that many people do not want to read because 

the story is not what his readers expect from him. He explains “People kind of know what to 

expect in my stories. They’ll be in small towns in North Carolina. There will be characters 

and voices people know and can relate to. There will be moments of emotional intensity at 

certain points throughout the book" (Corsello). He does not want to disappoint his readers 

with a story that is not a ‘typical Nicholas Sparks story’ (Corsello). 
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Romance as a Genre 

The romance genre is often misinterpreted, and to define a romance novel is difficult because 

critics and authors define it differently (Langbauer 63). According to Regis, a romance novel 

is usually a work of fiction about a heroine and her road towards true love (19). The Romance 

Writers of America
3
 state that for a novel to be viewed as a romance it must contain a love 

story which has an ending that will emotionally please the readers (Harzewski, Chick Lit and 

Postfeminism 26). The story should contain one or several obstacles that make the main 

characters struggle to be together. Hansson states that those who are avid romance readers 

will expect a story of a heroine and hero fighting for their love (178).  With these definitions 

from Regis, Harzewski, and Hansson it is clear that a romance novel should contain the 

promise of everlasting love and happiness.  

 Romance novels are sentimental and some critics dislike that they evoke certain feelings 

in readers (Solomon 225). The critics frequently consider sentimental literature to be 

manipulative, superficial, and tasteless (225). Critics believe that a sentimental novel provides 

readers with a false view of the world and that it changes the readers’ understanding of the 

real world (225). For instance, one emotion that can be evoked in readers, especially female 

readers, is the desire to get married and start a family, and particularly in females who are 

struggling to find the right partner or conceiving a child. However, according to Solomon, 

there is nothing wrong with being sentimental and provoked by literature because it gives 

readers a chance to be in touch with their feelings (226). 

 People’s reactions to novels will vary since they react differently to diverse situations 

and emotions (Walton 43). According to Walton, a person’s personality reflects their reaction 

to a specific genre (43). Readers use their imagination when visualizing the characters and the 

                                                           
3
 A non-profit association for romance writers. 
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setting. They do not solely reflect on the characters’ reactions, but also on how they 

themselves would react instead (38). This is where the readers start to identify with the 

characters (38). 

 

How to Market a Romance Novel 

Radway claims that the marketing strategies for romance novels are adjusted according to the 

needs and beliefs of readers (20-21). The marketing strategies have to change since most 

readers of romance are women and their needs and beliefs change (20-21). Likewise, if 

authors want to reach a specific audience they will tailor their writing for that audience (21). 

Barletta mentions that in order to sell a product one must find an aspect that the consumers are 

influenced by (75-76). The marketing must be adjusted to what matters to the consumers and 

what they enjoy. Most readers purchase romance novels in order to satisfy their desires and 

emotions. Readers choose to read novels of this genre because they know that the novels will 

take them on a satisfying and emotionally pleasing adventure (Philips 97).  

 The cover of a romance novel can reveal the plot and characters, or it can provoke 

feelings in readers, consequently making them want to purchase the novel (Phillips 19). 

Romantic interest and sexual interest are two strong emotions commonly triggered in people 

(Feig 190). This indicates that consumers will become intrigued by a product when it is 

marketed through romantic and sexual interests. These interests can be provoked in readers if 

the cover of a romance novel consists of a sensual image (190). Such emotions can be 

difficult to ignore, which causes the readers to purchase the novel (190).   

 

Historical Overview 

Romance as a genre derives from ancient Greece (Regis 20). However, the actual term 

romance originates from the French language and initially it was used to describe medieval 
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romances that were composed in verse and in French (Harzewski Chick lit: the New 

Woman’s Fiction 31).  

 Early modern romance saw its light during Shakespearean time and the term romance 

went from describing only prose fiction, to also including different kinds of texts (Lamb & 

Wayne 2). However, it was in the early 19
th

 century that the romance genre truly gained its 

momentum in English with the novels of Jane Austen (Percec 5).  

 The romance genre started to take over the middle-class readership during the end of the 

19
th

 century (Percec 5). This was mainly because subgenres within romance expanded and 

subgenres such as urban gothic and adventure came to light. The subgenres are a reason why 

romance is still popular to this day (Percec 9). As the view and position of women in society 

has changed over the years the romance genre has changed with it (Philips 2). This has led to 

new subgenres. They are becoming more known and this exposes the romance genre to 

several different groups of readers (9). 

 

Romance and Its Subgenres 

Romance is one of the world’s most popular genres; however, it is important to know that 

there are different types of romance novels (Gill 219). According to Philips, the romance 

genre is a compound category since it breeds sub-genres (1). There are five main subgenres of 

romance; regency, suspense, paranormal, historical, and contemporary romance (Wyatt 121).  

 All stories in each of the subgenres have one key element in common; the main 

relationship is built on the conflicts that are hindering the protagonist to be together (121). 

Each story in the different subgenres provides readers with an emotional connection to the 

characters and all of them must keep the sense of familiarity of romance while having 

different twists. The stories must have the elements of romance but still be unique (121). 
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 Novels classified as contemporary romance often tell stories that are set after World 

War II and are about the modern heroine who meets her hero who turns her world upside 

down (122). The contemporary romance subgenre does not have a specific style; it rather 

integrates different features of other subgenres in romance (122). This also affects how the 

characters are described (Ramsdell 49). The characters can vary as well as the plot and setting 

(49). They can be successful, wealthy people living in large cities, but, more often than not, 

they are ordinary people living in small towns (48). It is vital that readers are able to relate to 

and identify with the characters (49). 

 It is also important to note that heroines in contemporary romance novels are 

independent women who live their own lives and follow their own dreams (Wyatt 122). They 

will solve their own problems and not rely on anybody else (Ramsdell 49). The contemporary 

romance hero could either be described as the alpha-male (the strong man who sweeps the 

heroine off her feet and is somewhat emotionally unavailable) or the beta-male (a sensitive 

and sympathetic man who has a soft and gentle side to him) (50). Nonetheless, the common 

description of the hero is a combination between the alpha-male and the beta-male (50). 

 

Elements of Romance 

For a novel to be considered romance it requires certain narrative events (Regis 27). Regis 

lists eight critical elements that a novel must have in order to be categorized as a romance 

(30). If a novel lacks one of the eight elements it cannot be classified as a romance (38). There 

are also few elements that are not necessarily essential but that can help a novel to be viewed 

as a romance. There is no correct order for the elements to appear in, nor do they have to be 

written in on purpose, i.e. some elements can be accidental (30). 
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 Society defined
4
 is the description of the society in which the two main characters are 

dating in. The society is sometimes flawed and imperfect. It is also against the courtship of 

the heroine and hero, and it oppresses the main characters (31).  

 It is important that the first meeting between the main characters is explained. It is 

clarified in the beginning of the story or in a flashback. The barriers are also important to 

introduce in this element, but they are also mentioned throughout the novel (31-32). The 

barriers are the obstacles that hinder the two main protagonists to be together (32). 

According to Regis, there is usually one main barrier that is explained through several small 

ones (32). The barriers can be external and/or internal and they can be created by essentially 

anything (32). The internal barrier is created by the values and/or beliefs held by either of the 

two protagonists (32). An internal barrier is something that is within the protagonists of the 

story; it is something that they (typically) can change (32). The external barrier is an 

occurrence that the protagonists cannot control, such as societal and/or economic differences 

and physical separation. The barriers are one of the most important parts of romance novels, 

especially when it comes to their fall (33). They are often connected to the heroine’s freedom 

from whatever is keeping her from the hero and the couple will have their happy ending when 

the barriers fall (33). 

 The attraction between the heroine and hero can be affected by different factors; such 

as friendship, sexual chemistry and/ or sharing the same goals/feelings (33). It is vital that 

readers truly believe that the main couple belongs together. The story will not be convincing 

if this does not happen. The attraction that they share is what is going to conquer all the 

barriers and obstacles (33).  

 The declaration is when the heroine and hero proclaim their love for each other (34). 

The storyline is dependent on the placement of the declaration scene since it can occur 

                                                           
4
 The elements are marketed in bold. 
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anywhere in the plot. If the declaration is written early and is coincidental with the meeting 

scene it becomes a love-at-first-sight story (34). If the declaration scene comes at the end of 

the story it often marks the conclusion of the barrier (34).  

 Point of ritual death is the element where the ‘happy ending’ is in danger and when the 

readers start to believe that it is impossible for the couple to overcome the barrier (35). 

Typically it is the heroine who suffers the most in this element. She does not die; rather the 

‘death’ is ritual since her happiness is threatened (35). Eventually, the heroine is liberated 

from the ritual death (35). Her liberation is often linked with the recognition, which is when 

new information comes to light that will break the barrier. During this element the heroine 

recognizes and comes to term with her feelings towards the hero. This new information is 

what puts the betrothal into action (36-37). The betrothal is the happy ending. Often, it 

would mean a wedding between the two protagonists. However, this has changed during the 

end of the twentieth century (38). The happy ending does not have to be a literal wedding. A 

happy ending is an ending where it is clear that the heroine and hero end up in a relationship 

(38). A wedding, dance, or fete between the two protagonists can be included, however it is 

not essential (38). As stated by Regis, this element is not always dramatized, but it is 

promised in more or less every romance novel (38). 

 The characters that are against the courtship of the heroine and hero can either be exiled 

or converted. In the element scapegoat exiled, the character who prevents the main couple to 

be together and/ or marrying is removed from the society created by the heroine and hero’s 

union (39). However, the bad converted is the character that has opposed the relationship, 

but who has a change of heart and accepts the relationship at the end (39). Unlike the 

‘scapegoat’, the ‘converted’ character is accepted by the society that is created by the union 

(39). 
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 It is important to take note that if a novel ends with the main couple not in love, it is not 

a romance novel since it does not end in the liberation of the heroine, or the hero (114). 

 

Analyzing The Notebook 

The analysis of The Notebook is presented in this section. First there is a brief summary of the 

novel, followed by a section where the differences and similarities between romance and love 

stories are discussed. After that, the content of The Notebook is compared to what is typical 

for a romance novel. The portrayal of the characters in The Notebook is also investigated to 

see if they share any resemblances with typical romance characters. It has already been 

established that The Notebook is a love story and that is something I am not trying to 

invalidate. Therefore, I will not be comparing The Notebook with love story but only with 

romance. 

 

Plot Summary 

The Notebook is a story about an elderly man who reads to an elderly woman about a teenage 

boy and a teenage girl who fell in love during the summer of 1932 in New Bern, North 

Carolina. After a summer filled with love and happiness, the boy, Noah Calhoun, and the girl, 

Allie Nelson, broke up and went their separate ways. Noah lived a common life; as a teenager 

he worked together with his single father at a lumberyard after school, while Allie was from a 

wealthy family and dreamed of becoming an artist. Allie’s parents did not approve of Noah 

since he was not from the same social class as Allie and her family. 

 After 14 years apart, Allie who is engaged to a wealthy lawyer, Lon, decides one day 

that she wants to locate Noah in New Bern and meet him. Even though she is engaged and in 

love with her fiancé, Allie cannot let go of her old feelings for Noah. The couple rekindle 

their romance during their reunion. When Allie learns that Lon is trying to find her in New 
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Bern she is forced to decide if she wants to stay with Noah and leave Lon, or go home with 

her fiancé and forget about Noah forever. 

 Before the reader finds out whom Allie chooses, the novel changes to present time 

where the elderly man and woman are presented. The narrator tells the reader the story of how 

he reads his notebook to his wife who is suffering from Alzheimer’s disease. The notebook 

that the elderly man is reading tells the story of how he and his wife met and ended up 

together. This is when it becomes clear to the reader that the elderly man is Noah and his wife 

is Allie. Allie’s brain is stimulated when Noah reads to her and she is every so often able to 

regain her memory, but only for a short time. The novel ends with Allie regaining her 

memory and the couple embracing in a kiss and possibly making love. The reader never finds 

out if Allie ever loses her memory again. 

 

Love Story and Its Connection to Romance 

The main similarity between the love story genre and the romance genre is the actual love 

story that is being told. The relationship between the heroine and hero is very important and is 

the focus of novels in both genres.  

 Another similarity between the genres is the inclusion of obstacles. As mentioned 

earlier, according to Sparks, the obstacles are what create the love stories (“Nicholas Sparks’ 

DOs & DON’Ts”). The barrier element in romance is very similar to the obstacles in love 

stories, and they are vital for romance novels because there is no happy ending without a 

resolution for the characters (Regis 33). Essentially, the barrier is the part of a romance story 

that hinders the protagonists to be together (3). The barriers in romance can be external as 

well as internal and they have the same meaning as the internal and external conflicts in love 

stories. Internal obstacles are created by problems that the characters face within themselves 
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while external obstacles are problems that are created by a third party and something that the 

characters cannot control (Regis 32-33, Nicholas Sparks’ DOs & DON’Ts). 

 The two genres also share the same view on how to portray the antagonists. The 

antagonist should be humanized in a love story since it creates a deeper story and makes it 

easier for the readers to see them in a favorable way at the end of the novel (“Nicholas 

Sparks’ DOs & DON’Ts”). This is similar to ‘the bad converted’ element in romance. The 

character that opposes the relationship between the main couple has a change of heart and 

accepts the relationship at the end of the novel. 

 The characterizations are very similar in both genres. For instance, they define the 

female protagonists in the same way. The heroine should be independent; she strives to follow 

her own dreams and does not let anything stand in her way (Wyatt 122, Ramsdell 49, 

“Nicholas Sparks’ Dos & DON’T’S”). Both genres also have characters and settings that are 

easy to identify with (Ramsdell 49, “Nicholas Sparks’ DOs & DON’T’S”), although there 

might be a minor difference in the characterization since the characters in love stories must be 

as ‘real’ as possible (Churchwell 311). They cannot be luxurious people with extravagant 

jobs.  However, in romance novels the character description is not as limited. There is no rule 

to what line of profession the characters must have or what problems they have to face. They 

can be described as common people with ordinary jobs or they can be socialites with 

extravagant professions (Lamb). 

 Another difference is how the ending is described. It is crucial that there is a happy 

ending in a romance novel. According to Regis, a novel cannot be considered a romance if 

there is no happy ending (114). Contrary to popular belief, this does not necessarily mean that 

the story needs to end with a wedding. A happy ending counts as a long as it is clear to the 

readers that the two main characters end up together and are in love (38). There is no clear 

explanation to what kind of ending a love story has to have. Sparks mentions that love stories 
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can end happily, but because love stories should be possible to identify with it is also 

acceptable to have bittersweet endings (Breznican, “Nicholas Sparks’ DOs & DON’Ts”). It is 

because life is not always perfect and not everything ends happily (“Nicholas Sparks’ DOs & 

DON’Ts”).  

 

The Notebook’s Connection to the Romance Genre 

Sparks states that he does not use the same formula as romance authors when writing his 

novels (Churchwell 311-312). It is believed that the formula for romance is ‘boy meets girl’, 

‘boy loses girl’, ‘boy weds girl’ and they live happily ever after (Churchwell 309). In The 

Notebook, Sparks uses the same formula for romance, however, he adds another section in 

between the wedding and the happily ever after. In The Notebook, Noah meets Allie and later 

loses her, which is the first section of the romance formula.
5
 After reuniting, Allie chooses 

Noah over Lon and eventually they marry, which is the second section.
6
 After their marriage, 

Noah loses Allie, again, to Alzheimer’s disease. When Allie remembers Noah, the novel ends 

and the couple are happy together, which indicates a happy yet bittersweet ending, and this is 

the final section of the formula.
7
 

 As already mentioned, in order for a novel to be considered a romance it must include 

eight narrative elements in its storyline (Regis 27). If one of the eight elements is not included 

it is immediately disqualified from being regarded as a romance. Since Sparks claims that The 

Notebook is not a romance, the following elements will be analyzed to see if they can be 

found in the novel. 

 According to Regis, society defined is the definition of the society in which the heroine 

and hero live in. The society is often against the relationship between the couple (31). It is 

                                                           
5
 ’boy meets girl’. 

6
 ’boy weds girl’. 

7
 ’they live happily ever after’ 
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very clear that Allie and Noah come from two different worlds and that there is a difference in 

the social class they belong to. Allie explains that “… in the caste system of the South, family 

name and accomplishments were often the most important consideration in marriage. In some 

cases, they were the only consideration” (Sparks 18). It is clear that this system has an impact 

on Allie’s parents since they do approve of Lon as an acceptable husband to Allie. The reason 

why Allie’s parents approve of her relationship with Lon is because he is a successful lawyer 

and soon to be a politician (32). He comes from a family that is one of the most powerful and 

influential in the state (44). Allie’s mother even says that “…sometimes, our future is dictated 

by what we are, as opposed to what we want” (Sparks 58). This verifies that Allie’s parents 

care more about their family’s social status than Allie’s feelings for Noah and that they do not 

consider Noah to be deserving of their daughter because he comes from a lower social class 

(58-59).  

 The meeting between the heroine and hero is often described early in the novel (Regis 

31). The meeting can also be introduced in a flashback (31). The Notebook follows this 

pattern in that Allie and Noah’s first meeting is described in a flashback at the beginning of 

the novel. It is love at first sight and the couple soon become inseparable (Sparks 13). It is 

hinted to the readers that Allie and Noah will face obstacles in their relationship during the 

introduction of the couple’s meeting. The readers are told that Fin, Noah’s friend, predicted 

that the relationship would not work due to the obvious differences in the couple’s social 

classes (25).  

 The barrier(s) that the protagonists must overcome is typically one main barrier that is 

explained throughout several small ones (Regis 32). These barriers can either be internal or 

external (32). In The Notebook, Allie and Noah always have some barriers that make it 

difficult for them to be together, but they are continually able to overcome them. One of the 

first barriers that Allie and Noah are faced with is external; Allie’s parents’ disapproval 
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(Sparks 20, 25). The disapproval does not hinder the couple and they spend an entire summer 

together against Allie’s parents’ wishes. However, Allie has to move back to her hometown at 

the end of the summer and they are forced to be separated (25). Noah tries to make the 

relationship last by writing Allie letters, but she never receives them and both of them move 

on (25, 27, 59).   

 Another external obstacle is Allie’s illness. Allie has memory loss because of her 

Alzheimer’s and Noah becomes essentially a stranger to her. However, this barrier does not 

prevent the couple from being together. They decide to move into a nursing facility so that 

they can receive the proper care for both of them, since Noah is also sick, when they find out 

about Allie’s illness (161). Noah reads to Allie their life story from a notebook that she wrote 

when she was healthy.  

 An internal barrier is Allie’s engagement to Lon. Lon is someone who her parents 

approve of. He comes from a wealthy family and is successful in his line of work. This makes 

it difficult for Allie to choose between Noah and Lon. 

 The attraction between the characters can be affected by different factors, such as 

sexual chemistry and friendship (Regis 33). It is described early that it was love at first sight 

for Allie and Noah (Sparks 13). Their reunion makes Allie feel like she has finally come 

home (38). The attraction between the couple and the love they have for each other is far too 

strong to ignore.  

 The declaration is the element where the heroine and hero declare their love for each 

other (Regis 34). The Notebook has two declaration scenes. The first one is when they are 

teenagers and it is love at first sight (Sparks 13). The second, and more important, declaration 

comes when Allie is freed from her Alzheimer’s and remembers Noah. The novel ends with 

them starting to make love (213). As mentioned before, the declaration scenes can be placed 

wherever in the novel (Regis 34). According to Regis, if the declaration is placed in the 
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beginning it becomes a love-at-first-sight story (34). Usually this means that the heroine has 

strictures, for instance parental rules, that keep the hero from marrying the heroine (34). It 

was love at first sight for Allie and Noah, and Allie had parental strictures that kept her from 

Noah.  

 Regis states that it is usually the heroine who must overcome the last obstacle if the 

declaration scene comes towards the end (34). The second declaration comes fairly late in The 

Notebook and it is Allie who overcomes her Alzheimer’s and remembers Noah (Sparks 173-

174, 213). 

 Point of ritual death is when the happy ending is at risk. Here it seems to the readers 

that the couple might not end up together, and it is often the heroine that is the target of this 

element and the one who should be liberated (Regis 35). In The Notebook, there are two 

scenes where the point of ritual death occurs, and Allie is liberated in both. The two barriers 

that make the readers doubt the happy ending is when they are led to believe that Allie will 

choose Lon over Noah as well as when she forgets Noah after remembering him the first time 

(Sparks 140-145, 151, 190-193). At the end, Allie is the one who breaks the barriers when she 

chooses Noah as well as remembering him at the conclusion of the novel (173-174, 213). The 

first liberation gives Allie a happy life with Noah. She becomes a famous artist with paintings 

in museums around the world (165). They marry, have kids and grandkids, and travel together 

(166). The second liberation is her remembering Noah (213). The novel ends with Allie not 

sick and reunited with her great love.  

 The recognition is where information occurs that will make the barriers fall, and the 

heroine has a central role in this element (Regis 36). The recognition takes place in The 

Notebook when Allie’s mother visits Allie and Noah. It is revealed that Mrs. Nelson is the one 

who kept all of Noah’s letters from her daughter because she felt that Noah was not suitable 

for Allie (Sparks 136). However, she gives the letters to Allie during her visit. Furthermore, 
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Mrs. Nelson tells her daughter that no one can make the decision for her and that she should 

follow her heart. Deep down, Mrs. Nelson knew that her daughter’s heart belongs to Noah 

(136). Yet again, Allie is at the center of an element. She is the one who now must make a 

decision, either go back to Lon or break up with him and get back together with Noah. The 

letters along with her mother’s hidden blessing has an impact on Allie’s decision.  

 The betrothal is the happy ending (Regis 38). Sparks ends The Notebook with:  

She murmurs softly, “Oh, Noah … I’ve missed you.” Another miracle–the 

greatest of all!–and there’s no way I can stop the tears as we begin to slip toward 

heaven itself. For at that moment, the world is full of wonder as I feel her 

fingers reach for the buttons on my shirt and slowly, ever so slowly, she begins 

to undo them one by one. (Sparks 213)  

The novel ends with the sick Allie remembering Noah and them embracing in a kiss, and 

possibly making love. This is a happy ending because they end up happy together no matter 

what obstacles occurred. Noah does say that they “begin to slip toward heaven itself” (Sparks 

213). This could perhaps be the bittersweet ending that Sparks claims love stories have 

because he might be implying that they are going to pass away. Even though there is 

possibility that they pass away, it does not exclude the notion of it being a romance ending. 

According to Regis, it is symbolic in romance that the heroine becomes free at the end of the 

novel (15). Allie becomes free from her Alzheimer’s disease and the couple is finally together 

after everything they went through, and both of them are happy.  

 Regis states that the wedding does not have to be dramatized, but can be promised (38). 

This is the case with The Notebook. The wedding, dance or fete is mentioned even though it 

is not dramatized in the novel. Noah and Allie are married at a small chapel shortly after Allie 

left Lon (Sparks 204). Their life together is briefly explained in excerpts of Noah’s letters that 

he wrote to Allie during their marriage (170-171).  
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 The bad converted is Allie’s mother since it is her that keeps Allie and Noah apart. 

One could say that Mrs. Nelson is redeeming herself with the reader when she comes to visit 

the couple, and eventually accepts their relationship (Sparks 136). According to Philips, it is 

not unusual that the mother of the heroine is portrayed as an unkind character in romance 

novels (131). Sparks used the mother as an obstacle and he resolved it by having Mrs. Nelson 

redeem herself with the reader when she gives her hidden blessing to the couple.  

 

The Characterization of The Notebook 

The readers are more exposed to characters’ actions rather than their developing progress 

while reading romance novels (Harzewski, Chick Lit and Postfeminism 28). The Notebook 

does not expose the readers to Allie and Noah’s entire development from teenagers, to adults, 

to seniors. The focus is rather on Allie and Noah’s actions, and this could spark some 

emotions in the readers. For instance, when Allie was a teenager she made a painting for 

Noah, who saved it for 14 years and hung it in the new house he built. It is explained that 

Allie called the painting “the picture of her dreams” (Sparks 55). The readers can recognize 

Noah’s connection to Allie during all those years they spent apart since he did not throw the 

painting away after their break-up, stating that the painting made him “feel alive” (63). If 

some readers would identify with Noah in this situation it would not be odd. Many people 

hold on to specific gifts from a loved one and cherish it for life.  

  Romance novels frequently depend on having unexpected characters resolve, or help to 

resolve, a situation instead of letting the situation casually resolve itself (Harzewski, Chick Lit 

and Postfeminism 28). This specific factor can be found in The Notebook when Allie’s mother 

comes to visit. Although, Mrs. Nelson does not resolve the situation alone, she helps Allie 

with her choice. Sparks applied a common technique that is typically implemented in romance 
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novels in order to resolve an important turning point. Allie may never have chosen Noah had 

she not received the hidden blessing from her mother. 

 Love story characters should be regular, common people that are easy to relate to 

(Lamb). However, romance characters can also be ordinary and this can particularly be 

noticed in contemporary romance novels (Wyatt 55). Noah is a “common man” who lived an 

ordinary life (Sparks 2). Noah works hard in order to support himself as well as the family he 

created with Allie. Many readers are acquainted with how it feels to work hard in order to 

support their family and/or oneself and that is why Noah is an easy character to relate to.  

 Harzewski clarifies that the romance hero is regularly portrayed as better and superior to 

other male characters (Chick Lit and Postfeminism 28). The hero’s actions are pleasing; he 

makes the readers like him even more due to the way he is and what he does. Sparks portrays 

Noah as a gentle and hardworking man who is stubborn at times but also very humble. Noah 

is a romantic; he knows how to show affection to the one he loves. He is also loyal and 

demonstrates his love through his actions, e.g. by cooking Allie a dinner or taking her on a 

canoe ride. He also displays his romance through the way he speaks to Allie, “You are the 

answer to every prayer I’ve offered. You are a song, a dream, a whisper, and I don’t know 

how I could have lived without you for as long as I have” (Sparks 127). While reading how 

poetically Noah speaks to Allie, the reader grows fonder of him. It is visible that Sparks 

focuses more on describing Noah’s actions rather than his development. Sparks does not 

allow the readers to see Noah’s development from a young teenage boy to an adult man, but 

rather focuses more on describing what kind of man Noah is and describing his actions, such 

as keeping Allie’s painting. Noah has very similar characteristics of a contemporary romance 

hero. A contemporary romance hero is traditionally a strong and tough man who is also 

emotional and sensitive (Ramsdell 50). Noah is strong and tough; he worked in a lumberyard 

and went to war, but he is sensitive, sentimental and romantic as well. He is also portrayed as 
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the better fit for Allie because he loves her passionately and allows her to be her true self. He 

supports her and her dreams; she may never have become a famous artist without the support 

from Noah. 

 Allie, on the other hand, comes from a wealthy family and is a socialite. Sparks gives an 

example that romance characters are privileged people, such as CEOs or movie stars 

(Branch). Socialites are well known people who are rich and since Sparks portrays Allie as a 

socialite it can be indicated that Allie has romance characteristics. 

 The heroine in a romance novel is regularly described as a beauty with intelligence and 

passion. She is not deceitful or insincere when it comes to her relationships with men 

(Harzewski, Chick Lit and Postfeminism 29-38). More specifically, in a contemporary 

romance, the heroine is independent and does not rely on a man to solve her problems (Wyatt 

122, Ramsdell 49). Sparks portrays Allie as passionate and beautiful; however Allie is only 

passionate during the time she spends with Noah. She admits that the attraction that she feels 

for Noah is something that has not repeated itself with any other man. Allie believes that 

passion is something that is unnecessary in her relationship with Lon (Sparks 61). In one 

paragraph in the novel, Allie’s life with Lon is explained:  

And though she wouldn’t describe theirs as a passionate relationship, she had 

convinced herself long ago that this wasn’t necessary to be fulfilled in a 

relationship, even with a person she intended to marry. Passion would fade in 

time, and things like companionship and compatibility would take its place. She 

and Lon had this, and she assumed this was all she needed. (Sparks 105-106) 

It is clear that Allie missed a passionate relationship after the days she spent with Noah, thus 

making her fall in love with him again (70).  

 Allie’s passion for painting also resurfaced when she was reunited with Noah. Allie 

loved to paint as a child and she majored in art in college, but stopped painting after her 



Kapic 27 
 

parents said that a woman like her should not do it for a living (63-65, 104-105). She came to 

believe that her passion for painting was not important. Once she left Lon, Allie marries Noah 

and becomes a successful artist, consequently showing that she became once again passionate 

about life and love (Sparks 205).  Furthermore, in romance novels the heroine is never 

materialistic when it comes to men; she never chooses the man who has more money, but the 

man she truly loves (Harzewski, “Tradition and Displacement in the New Novel of Manners” 

40). This is very similar to Allie’s actions. Even though Allie spent most of the novel engaged 

to Lon, in the end she ended her engagement with him. Allie’s heart belongs to Noah. She 

decided to choose the common man with less money over the successful and wealthy lawyer.  

 

Marketing The Notebook as a Romance Novel 

Authors write what they believe their readers want to read (Radway 21). Sparks has admitted 

that he often writes stories that people expect from him (Corsello). He is acquainted with what 

kind of novel his readers want, as well as expect, and that is what he strives to deliver. The 

Notebook is often called a romance. It is categorized as a romance by The Notebook’s official 

publishing house (grandcentralpublishing.com “The Notebook by Nicholas Sparks”).  Even 

the book review magazine Kirkus calls The Notebook a romance novel. It praises and 

compliments the story in the novel, describing it as very emotional and romantic (kirkus.com 

“The Notebook by Nicholas Sparks”). By reading a review about The Notebook, such as the 

one from Kirkus, one can understand why people would purchase the novel. If readers have a 

desire to be in touch with their feelings they will read emotional literature. Their desire for 

emotional literature will cause them to find it tempting to purchase a romance novel (Solomon 

226). 

 The romance genre is linked to two strong emotions: romantic interest and sexual 

interest (Feig 190). When romantic and sexual interests are stimulated through a product it 
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becomes difficult for the consumer to resist to purchase the product (190). Publishers promote 

novels through romantic and sexual interests since romance is linked to these emotions. The 

promotion is usually done by creating a cover that will spark interest in a consumer (190).  

According to Phillips, the cover of a novel can reveal the plot and characters, or it can 

provoke a certain feeling in readers, thus making them want to purchase the novel (19). 

Readers are more drawn to images that suggest the possibility of something happening, for 

instance having two people almost kiss (Feig 193-195). It is typical for romance novels to 

have covers that suggest the possibility of something happening, such as a kiss (See Figure 1). 

Figure 1. The cover of Patience For Christmas by Grace Burrows.  This figure illustrates a 

typical romance cover. “Patience For Christmas”. grandcentralpublishing. Grand Central 

Publishing. 2019. Web. 1 May 2019. 

Feig states that by showing a sensual image on a product, two sections of the consumer’s 

brain will be stimulated, causing them to want to purchase the product, in this case, the novel 

(193-195).  

 The Notebook has two covers; the first cover portrays a picture of a porch overlooking 

what seems to be a backyard. However, after the film adaption of the novel, the original cover 

was changed to a still from the film (See figure 2).  
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Figure 2. The second cover of The Notebook.  This figure illustrates romance elements in the 

marketing of The Notebook. “The Notebook”. hachettebookgroup. HachetteBookGroup. 

2013. Web. 24 August 2013. 

The second, and more recognized, cover of The Notebook portrays the actors from the film 

adaption being close to kissing each other in the rain, which also happens to be a famous 

scene from the movie. The second cover of The Notebook has the kind of suggesting image 

that Feig mentions. This indicates that romance readers would most likely believe that The 

Notebook is a romance novel just by observing the cover. 

 

Conclusion 

The goal with this paper was to answer two questions; what is the difference between the 

romance genre and the love story genre, and can The Notebook be identified as a romance 

novel even though it never was the author’s intention. Other than the ending and the 

characterization there are no differences between the two genres. On the contrary, there are 

more similarities than differences. The main focus must be on the actual love story in both 

genres. If a novel lacks a story about love it cannot be categorized as a romance or a love 

story. Both genres must have characters that are easy to relate to and identify with. It is also 

essential that the protagonists in the two genres encounter obstacles that will interfere with 

their love. These can be internal and/or external in romance novels as well as love stories.  
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 One could argue that love story is a subgenre to romance, in particular contemporary 

romance. Sparks’ definition of love story is very similar to how contemporary romance is 

defined. The characters and setting have the same characteristics in both genres, ordinary 

people in ordinary places. The heroine should be independent and the hero does not have to be 

the alpha-male. The similarities between contemporary romance and love story would be an 

interesting topic for future research to explore.  

 There are several factors which confirm that The Notebook has romantic features, from 

characters and content, to formula and marketing. The fact that The Notebook contains all of 

the eight essential elements, as well as two other elements that are common but not crucial, 

proves that The Notebook does in fact have romantic features.  

 Nicholas Sparks is justified in calling The Notebook a love story, because it is a love 

story. The novel has love story aspects. However, the analysis that has been presented in this 

paper demonstrates that it is not inaccurate to classify The Notebook as a romance novel. The 

foundation of the content in the novel is created on a formula deriving from the romance 

genre. The plot of the novel follows all of the elements that a romance novel must follow. The 

characters have typical romance characteristics and it is likely that it was marketed as a 

romance novel because of the second cover. 

 Sparks wrote the novel and he knows it best, and this is important to understand as well 

as to respect. However, readers interpret a novel in whichever way they want, thus creating 

their own meaning of the novel. If the readers can respect the author’s interpretation it is 

equally important that the author respects the readers’ interpretations. After all, literature is 

free to be interpreted differently by every individual reader. 
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