


Personal Background

Nicholas Sparks was born in 1965 in Omaha, Nebraska, the second
of three children. His father, Patrick Michael (Mike), was a graduate
student for much of Nicholas’ early life, so the family lived in a num-
ber of college towns before settling in Fair Oaks, California, when
Nicholas was eight. Nicholas’ mother, Jill EmmaMarie (Jill), worked as
both a homemaker and optometrist’s assistant. All three Sparks chil-
dren, including Nicholas’ older brother, Micah, and younger sister,
Danielle, were born within a three-year period, and the closeness in age
created a strong bond between them.

Education and Work Experience

Nicholas excelled in high school, graduating valedictorian of his class
and earning notice as a middle-distance runner. He accepted a full ath-
letic scholarship to the University of Notre Dame and set a school record
as part of a relay team, but he found himself hampered by an Achilles
tendon injury the summer after his freshman year. With time on his
hands and little to do but recover, Nicholas wrote his first novel, The
Passing, which was never published. According to Nicholas, it will never
be, but the experience began to hone his writing skills.

Nicholas graduated from Notre Dame in 1988 with a degree in
finance and married his wife, Cathy, in 1989, a year that would also
bring a deep sadness to Nicholas’ life—his mother passed away at the
age of 47 from a horseback riding accident. That year was also when
Nicholas wrote his second novel, The Royal Murders, which also remains
unpublished.

Over the next three years, Nicholas experimented with jobs in a
number of industries, including real estate appraisal, home restoration,
food service, and dental supply sales. With little training in medical
sales, Nicholas then started an orthopedic products manufacturing com-
pany that brought in little income. He experienced two bright spots
during that time, though, including the birth of his son Miles and the
chance to coauthor a book with Olympic gold medalist Billy Mills, enti-
tled Wokini, a title that went on to sell over 50,000 copies.

In 1992, Nicholas experienced more change, more joy, and more
tragedy. He sold his company, took a job in pharmaceutical sales, and
moved to North Carolina; he and Cathy also learned that Cathy was
pregnant with their second child (Ryan, born 1993). That same year,
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however, Nicholas also learned that his sister had developed cancer, an
illness that would later claim her life.

Early Published Works

At the age of 28, Nicholas decided to make another concerted, even
more serious, effort at writing. To that end, he spent the second half of
1994 writing a novel he called The Notebook, scheduling his writing time
around his family’s schedule. A year later, while living in Greenville,
South Carolina, where he was transferred for his pharmaceutical sales
job, Nicholas was offered a contract by a young, new agent with no pub-
lished novels to her credit. Despite her inexperience, however, Theresa
Park was able not only to sell the manuscript to Warner Books but also
to secure a $1 million advance, much to the Nicholas’ shock . . . and 
elation! Ms. Park, along with United Talent Agency, also sold the film
rights to New Line Cinema.

The next year also brought a mix of success and tragedy: Nicholas’
father died in an automobile accident at the age of 54, just a month
before Nicholas embarked on a 45-city tour to promote The Notebook.
That novel eventually spent 55 weeks on both The New York Times hard-
cover and The New York Times paperback bestseller lists and was trans-
lated into 45 languages.

Over the next several years, Nicholas continued to write, saw sev-
eral of his novels adapted into film, and welcomed three more children
to his family. Today, Nicholas lives in North Carolina, where he con-
tinues his prolific writing career and lives with his wife Cathy and their
five children: Miles, Ryan, Landon, and twins Lexie and Savannah.

Career Highlights

Each of Nicholas’ novels has ranked as an international bestseller.
After The Notebook, additional novels followed in rapid succession,
including Message in a Bottle, published in 1998, and A Walk to Remem-
ber, published in 1999. After that came The Rescue in 2000, A Bend in
the Road in 2001, Nights in Rodanthe in 2002, and The Guardian and
The Wedding in 2003. Sparks coauthored Three Weeks with My Brother
with his brother, Micah, in 2004, and then returned to solo works with
True Believer and At First Sight in 2005, Dear John in 2006, The Choice
in 2007, and The Lucky One in 2008.
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In 1999, Message in a Bottle became the first of Nicholas’ novels to
be released as a movie. With stellar casting—including Kevin Costner,
Paul Newman, and Robin Wright Penn—the movie grossed more than
$120 million and hit the number-one box office spot. A movie version
of A Walk to Remember was released in 2002, followed by The Notebook
in 2004 and Nights in Rodanthe in 2008.

An Interview with Nicholas Sparks

Can you describe your process for writing a novel?

After I decide on a story, the process is relatively straightforward. I
write 2,000 words a day, three to four days per week, usually between
the hours of 10:00 a.m. and 3:30 p.m. Sometimes, writing may take
three hours, sometimes seven or eight hours. At this pace, I finish a
novel in four to five months, and the editing process is usually straight-
forward. Editing a novel may take an additional two months, but for
the vast majority of that time, my agent, editor, or copy editor is doing
the markup. Then I weigh in on the editing process by revising the man-
uscript in accordance with their notes—this process usually involves a
few days of work.

You’re a prolific writer who has a wealth of story ideas. From
where do you draw inspiration for your stories?

From events in my life, from people I know, from articles that I read,
or conversations I overhear. The question I always seek to answer first
has to do with the primary conflict (what keeps the characters apart).
I’ve learned to keep my mind open to ideas from any source.

Several of your novels have been made into movies. How
involved are you in the process of translating a novel to a screen-
play, and then into film?

Generally, I’m involved only in the editorial process, once a screen-
play draft has been turned in by the screenwriter. I might visit the set
once or twice, go to the premiere, and help promote the movie. I have
no involvement with casting, budgets, locations, directing, or editing.
I’ve also written screenplays myself, and in those instances, I work with
the producers and directors to craft the best screenplay possible. After
that, my role reverts to what it usually is.
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Since your novels began to make the transition into movies, do
you notice that you’ve begun to write with the eyes of a filmmaker
as much as that of a novelist?

No. I’m a novelist at heart. My sole intention is to write the best
novel possible. I don’t think about the film potential at all.

In what other ways, if any, has your writing process or style
changed over the years?

On a technical level, I think I’ve improved my literary style, and
some aspects of writing come easier. My writing schedule has become
more structured over the years. With that said, writing well remains dif-
ficult. It’s easy to write something average or even something good. But
writing well is quite challenging.

Your novels are set in small North Carolina towns that figure
prominently in the stories. Why have you chosen this bucolic set-
ting for your stories?

There are a few reasons I choose to set my novels in small North
Carolina towns. First, it’s what I did when I first wrote The Notebook,
and I’ve always believed that readers ought to have some idea of what
to expect when they see one of my novels in the store. With that in
mind, I’ve made the decision to adhere to three general truths when it
comes to my novels: There will be a love-story element to the story, the
novel will be set in eastern North Carolina, and the characters will be
likeable. Then, I make each novel unique through differences in voice,
perspective, age and personalities of the characters, and of course, plot.

Finally, I think that setting a novel in a small town taps into a sense
of nostalgia among readers. People tend to believe life is different in
small towns, and frankly, it is different. The pace of life is slower, there’s
less traffic, and people tend to know their neighbors; each town has its
distinct idiosyncrasies and charms.

When you were writing your first novel, did you have any idea—
or even a hope—of how wildly popular it would be? Or did you
assume the manuscript would sit in a drawer for the rest of your life?

I thought The Notebook had a chance to be very successful, even
before writing the first sentence. The story struck me as truly memo-
rable, and I knew the structure would work. And yet, I wasn’t sure I
would be able to pull off the actual writing of the novel. It’s one thing
to have a great story, but it’s an entirely different thing to commit the
proper words to paper.
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I was certain, however, that the emotional intensity of The Notebook
occurred in the final third of the novel. For that reason, I wrote the final
section first, and then I wrote the majority of the story about Noah and
Allie’s young love. I wrote the prologue last. My thinking went some-
thing along these lines: The final third of the novel has to be great, but
I don’t know if I have the ability do that, so I’ll write the last section
first. After all, there’s no reason to labor over the beginning if I’m not
going to be able to pull off the ending.

It took a while and a ton of editing as I wrote (I remember cutting
and pasting full paragraphs and tweaking Noah’s voice for weeks until
the pacing and tone felt exactly right). But once I had it, I knew it.

At the same time, none of those things guaranteed that the novel
would be successful, and I was well aware of the business nature of the
publishing world. Yet, when I sent my novel off to agents, I confess I
was shocked when most of them declined to represent it. Fortunately, I
already had interest from Theresa Park, who is still my agent to this day.

In The Notebook, the narrator says that “the romantics would
call this a love story, the cynics would call it a tragedy.” Could that
analysis be applied to all your novels? Is that how you see your nov-
els, as tragic love stories?

Without question. I try to create modern-day versions of the Greek
Tragedies. Sophocles and Euripides wrote their plays with the intention
that the audience experiences the full range of human emotion, includ-
ing both love and tragedy. More than that, they wanted to genuinely
evoke these emotions without being manipulative. To read those plays
is to “experience all the emotions of life.” Shakespeare did the same
thing with Romeo and Juliet, as did Hemingway with A Farewell to Arms.
Modern day examples include Love Story by Erich Segal, The Bridges of
Madison County by Robert James Waller, and The Horse Whisperer by
Nicholas Evans.

Essentially, in this genre, the requirements are these:

• The story must evoke genuine emotional impact across the full
range of human emotion without being manipulative.

• The story must be dramatic without being melodramatic.

• The characters, plot, and story elements must be universal (feel
“real” to the reader), interesting, and original.
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MFAs in creative writing are wildly popular these days, yet you
did not choose to pursue formal schooling for your writing. 
How did you hone your craft when you were first starting out?

Strangely, I didn’t do much at all to hone it. I wrote my first novel
at 19, a second novel at 22—neither of which were any good at all. At
25, I co-wrote a book with Billy Mills entitled Wokini. I wrote The Note-
book when I was 28. In the years between these sporadic writing efforts,
I didn’t write at all. I did, however, read an average of 100 books a year
and often found myself wondering what made good stories work.

Why then, was The Notebook so much better than my first two nov-
els? I don’t know. I will say that it was the first novel that I tried to “write
well,” as opposed to simply “write.” At 28, I was more mature than I
was at 19 or 22. I had also absorbed more literature. Still none of those
things truly explain the difference.

In all honesty, I’m sometimes at a loss when it comes to explaining
when and where I learned to write.

How do you hope to be remembered?

I’d like to be remembered not only for my body of work but also for
specific novels. Ideally, I want to be remembered in the same way as
Stephen King, who defined and exemplified excellence in the horror
genre in the late 20th and early 21st century. I hope to be remembered
as an author who defined and exemplified excellence in crafting the
modern love story.
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INTRODUCTION
TO THE NOVEL

The following section is provided solely as an educa-
tional tool and is not meant to replace the experience of
your reading the work. Read “A Brief Synopsis to enhance
your understanding of the work and to prepare yourself for
the critical thinking that should take place whenever you
read any work of fiction or nonfiction. Keep the List of
Characters and Character Map at hand so that as you read
the original literary work, if you encounter a character
about whom you’re uncertain, you can refer to the List of
Characters and Character Map to refresh your memory.

A Brief Synopsis  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .9

List of Characters  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .9

Character Map  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .11
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A Brief Synopsis

The Notebook is a contemporary love story set in the pre- and post-
World War II era. Noah and Allie spend a wonderful summer together,
but her family and the socio-economic realities of the time prevent them
from being together. Although Noah attempts to keep in contact with
Allie after they are forced to separate, his letters go unanswered. Even-
tually, Noah professes his undying and eternal love in one final letter.
Noah travels north to find gainful employment and to escape the ghost
of Allie, and eventually he goes off to war. After serving his country, he
returns home to restore an old farmhouse. A newspaper article about
his endeavor catches Allie’s eye, and 14 years after she last saw Noah,
Allie returns to him. The only problem is she is engaged to another
man. After spending two wonderful reunion days together, Allie must
decide between the two men that she loves.

This story is framed by a contemporary man who is reading to a
woman who suffers from Alzheimer’s. The woman is understood to be
Allie . . . but which of her two loves is the man reading to her?

List of Characters

Noah Calhoun Initial narrator and protagonist; Noah falls in love
with Allie the summer after graduating from high school, and even
though they go their separate ways, he never stops loving her. When
she unexpectedly re-enters his life, he discovers she is engaged.
Although he longs for Allie to stay and tells her that, he knows that
loving someone sometimes means letting them go.

Allison Nelson (Allie) As a young woman she falls in love with
Noah, a boy beneath her family’s social class; when Allie per chance
sees a newspaper article about Noah restoring a house, she needs
to return to see her summer love, even though she is engaged to
another. Allie falls in love all over again and then must make a deci-
sion between the two men that she loves, and although she does
not want to hurt either one, inevitably, she will.

Introduction to the Novel 9
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Lon Hammond, Jr. Allie’s fiancé; Lon is a good lawyer from a
good family who will provide a good life for Allie. When he real-
izes that Allie is seeking out Noah, he drops everything to be with
her, demonstrating for the first time that he is able to put her ahead
of his career.

Fin and Sarah High school friends of Noah; they introduce Noah
and Allie the summer after Noah graduates from high school.

Morris Goldman Noah’s boss at the scrap yard; it’s Morris’s gift to
Noah that enables Noah to purchase the house that he is restoring.

Gus Noah’s best friend and neighbor in 1946 New Bern. Gus is the
one who identifies Allie as the “ghost” of Noah’s past.

Anne Nelson Allie’s mother; she does not approve of Allie’s rela-
tionship with Noah. She is also the one who keeps Noah’s letters
to her daughter a secret when they arrive; she neither reads nor
destroys them, but she eventually gives them to Allie when she
arrives to inform Allie that Lon is on his way to New Bern.

Dr. Barnwell The doctor at the Creekside Extended Care Facility

Janice The night on-duty nurse at Creekside; Janice enables Noah
to slip into Allie’s room, even though she is not supposed to per-
mit it, on the day of their 49th wedding anniversary.

10 CliffsNotes on Nicholas Sparks’ The Notebook
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Character Map
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CRITICAL
COMMENTARIES

The sections that follow provide great tools for supple-
menting your reading of The Notebook. First, in order to
enhance your understanding of and enjoyment from reading,
we provide quick summaries in case you have difficulty when
you read the original literary work. Each summary is followed
by commentary: literary devices, character analyses, themes,
and so on. Keep in mind that the interpretations here are
solely those of the author of this study guide and are used to
jumpstart your thinking about the work. No single interpre-
tation of a complex work like The Notebook is infallible or
exhaustive, and you’ll likely find that you interpret portions
of the work differently from the author of this study guide.
Read the original work and determine your own interpreta-
tions, referring to these notes for supplemental meanings only.

Dedication  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .13

Miracles . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .14

Ghosts  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .18

Reunion  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .27

Phone Calls  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .31

Kayaks and Forgotten Dreams . . . . . . . .32

Moving Water  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .34

Swans and Storms  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .36

Courtrooms  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .38

An Unexpected Visitor  . . . . . . . . . . . . . .39

Crossroads  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .40

A Letter from Yesterday  . . . . . . . . . . . . .41

Winter for Two . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .42
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Dedication

The Notebook is dedicated “to Cathy,” a person identified as “my
wife and my friend.”

Commentary

The dedication to The Notebook mirrors everything else about the
novel: It is straightforward and seemingly simplistic. In fact, many, if
not most, readers probably skip the dedication entirely. Yet, the dedi-
cation establishes the tone for the entire text, not only mentioning the
three most important words—love, wife, and friend—but connecting
the three in what is clearly the most important person in the life of
Nicholas Sparks. In interviews, Sparks admitted that the genesis of The
Notebook was from his own family history, and in the dedication of his
debut novel, he confirms for the entire reading population the signifi-
cant effect his wife has on his own life. The Notebook is not only the
love story of Noah and Allie, but also it is essentially the love story of
Nicholas and Cathy.

Critical Commentaries: Dedication 13
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Miracles

Summary

The Notebook opens with an unnamed narrator asking “Who am I?”
Readers realize that this narrator is also an older person because 30 years
ago the narrator’s daughter knitted the sweater that is being worn; soon
after, readers learn that this nameless narrator is 80 years old. The nar-
rator provides two choices for the reader, claiming that this narrative is
either a love story or a tragedy, depending on whether you are a roman-
tic or a cynic, and yet, the narrator considers it a little bit of both.

Without revealing specifics, the narrator states that the life path that
the narrator has chosen to follow was indeed a choice, and the major
difficulties, or problems, began three years ago. The mention of both a
nurse and crying suggest a nursing home or some other extended care
facility, and when the narrator quotes a nurse, the narrator’s gender is
finally revealed—he is a male.

He walks down the hall into a room and chats with the two nurses
who are in the room. Then he settles in to his usual chair, knowing that
the crying will soon stop. The woman he is visiting does not know who
the narrator is. The narrator mentions both God and the power of
prayer. And then he starts to read from a notebook, in hopes that the
miracle will again prevail.

14 CliffsNotes on Nicholas Sparks’ The Notebook

From Nicholas

1. Can you describe how the idea for The Notebook came to you?

The novel was inspired by my wife’s grandparents. In many ways,
Noah and Allie’s story paralleled the story of her grandparents: They’d
met as teenagers, moved away from each other only to reunite years later
on the verge of her wedding to another man. They lived a long and happy
life together until one of them developed dementia. Theirs was both a
wonderful and tragic story, and most importantly, it was a story that I
thought I could write. The relatively simple story embraced two major
characters and two major settings, and yet the story struck me as having
infinite possibilities from the very beginning. Because I had such confi-
dence in the story, I devoted most of my writing time to the literary style,
in order to make Noah’s voice and tone as memorable as possible.
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Commentary

The title of the opening chapter establishes the motif of miracles.
Although readers are not aware of which specific miracle the title refers,
a safe assumption is that it has something to do with the person to
whom the narrator is reading from the notebook—presumably because
this notebook is the one mentioned in the title and has some impor-
tant significance. Throughout The Notebook, a number of different mir-
acles occur, and all of them involve either one or both of the two main
characters: Noah and/or Allie.

The title of the chapter is followed by two questions. The opening
question “Who am I?” establishes the importance of gaining an under-
standing of self. This begins the development of one of the most impor-
tant thematic topics of the novel, and this quest for self-understanding
also serves as an important part of the development of the main char-
acters.

This understanding of self is also explored throughout Walt Whit-
man’s collection of poetry, Leaves of Grass, which serves as an important
intertext for The Notebook. The second question asks “How . . . will this
story end?” The question specifically refers to the narrator’s story but
also symbolizes the story of everyone’s life and the uncertainty that peo-
ple face during their existence.

The narrator’s uncertainty in regards to his future introduces another
thematic topic—that is, the relationship between fate and free will.
Oftentimes, people view these two as contrasting, mutually exclusive
ideas, yet The Notebook seems to suggest that people exercise free will
even as they move toward their fate. People commit actions, and these
actions have consequences. What role, if any, fate has in relation to these
actions and consequences is explored throughout the remainder of the
novel.

The conversational tone established by the narrator reveals the per-
sonal nature of the narrative and serves to pull in the reader by creat-
ing a sense of intimacy. This informal tone enables readers to connect
with the narrator, becoming emotionally invested in the story. The
informal tone and easy-to-read narrative are deceptive because the ideas
and characters in The Notebook are not as simplistic. Sparks’ style enables
him to both reach and connect with a wide audience.

The narrator repeats the word “common,” referring both to himself
as a man and his thoughts. This word usually has a neutral if not 
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negative connotation; however, in this chapter, the word occurs imme-
diately after the narrator compares his relationship to a blue-chip stock,
a stock whose success is virtually guaranteed over time. The word “com-
mon” is also an investment term (blue chip stocks are actually well-
regarded shares of common stock).

Therefore, Sparks not only continues his metaphor, he develops the
character of the narrator, demonstrating a degree of modesty as well as
insight. The narrator is one who “loved another with all my heart and
soul” and for him “that has always been enough.” Clearly, love is not
common at all. And The Notebook explores the nature of an uncom-
mon love. At this time, the narrator does not say all of this, yet readers
are able to infer this information. The Notebook is an exploration of
enduring, committed love.

By the narrator’s own admission, his story is both a love story and a
tragedy—in fact, it is better to identify it as a tragic love story, one along
the lines of Romeo and Juliet. And although similarities exist, the paral-
lels are neither perfect nor identical. Yet, texts do not have to be iden-
tical to influence one another.

Another important repetition is the narrator’s use of the word path.
Not only does it emphasize the walk of life that everyone takes, it estab-
lishes the mood, or atmosphere, of the text. A sense of acceptance and
strong sense of faith permeate the opening pages of The Notebook and
continue throughout the novel.

A number of important images take place in this opening chapter.
The narrator compares himself to an “old party balloon.” This image
works on two levels, indicating both the physical as well as the emo-
tional and spiritual well being of the narrator. He is currently only a
shell of his former self. The chair that has “come to be shaped like me”
indicates the amount of time that he has spent sitting in the chair, pre-
sumably reading the notebook, the one that has been read “a hundred
times.” This detail appears to be a statement of fact and not of hyper-
bole. Another indication of the amount of time that he has spent here
is the familiarity the narrator has with the nurses.

The attitude of narrator reveals an important thematic statement of
The Notebook. The narrator states, “A person can get used to anything,
if given enough time.” On the surface, this sentence could have both
positive and negative connotations; however, based on the context of
the chapter, this indication is definitely a positive one. The narrator is

16 CliffsNotes on Nicholas Sparks’ The Notebook
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a character who is clearly making the best of a bad situation. He seems
to have accepted the conditions of his life.

Just as the nurses “say nothing directly to me,” the narrator is not
saying many things directly to the readers. The indirection is a stylistic
technique used by Nicholas Sparks to build suspense. One of the most
important things that is not stated directly but is easily inferred is the
fact that the patient to whom the narrator is reading is suffering from
Alzheimer’s. But the narrator has already revealed himself to be a man
of faith and then states that he believes “anything is possible” and that
“science is not the total answer,” reinforcing the idea of fate, free will,
and miracles. The repetition of the word miracle echoes the title of the
chapter while simultaneously emphasizing its importance. Miracle as a
word also has religious connotations, another important motif used to
develop both character and theme.

The single sentence used to end the chapter focuses readers on the
hope that the narrator has, connecting readers to the desire he has for
yet another miracle associated with the notebook.

This first chapter has two primary purposes: to establish the frame
narrative and to build both suspense and mystery. This chapter intro-
duces an 80-year-old narrator whose story is in the present. This nar-
rative surrounds the flashback story that is told in subsequent chapters.
Suspense and mystery is created through a variety of means—the name-
less narrator (who is he?), the unknown person to whom he is reading,
the mentioning (without identifying) of a problem, and the notebook
itself. Clearly, this introductory chapter raises more questions than it
answers.

Readers are not immediately aware of what is thematically and sym-
bolically significant and cannot possibly fully understand and appreci-
ate their inclusion in the first chapter until rereading the chapter after
completing the entire novel.

Glossary

blue-chip stock stocks of high-quality, financially-sound corpora-
tions; the term suggests a safe investment

listless indifferent, spiritless

Critical Commentaries: Miracles 17
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Ghosts

Summary

The narrative flashes back to October 1946 and a character named
Noah Calhoun. Noah enjoys thinking about nothing in particular in
the evenings after a hard day at work repairing the house he purchased
in New Bern, North Carolina. The house was originally built in 1772,
and Noah has spent the past eleven months fixing it up.

Both his guitar and his memories of his father occupy Noah’s time.
Noah does not currently have a job, but he is not particularly concerned
with finding one because he still has a few months worth of savings left.
Noah has a hound dog, Clem—short for Clementine—and at 31 years
old, he is beginning to feel lonely. He has not dated since he returned
to New Bern.

Memories of his father include the mention of “God’s music,” a ref-
erence to the sounds of nature, the sounds that enabled Noah to help
keep his sanity during the chaos and confusion during the time he spent
fighting in a war. After drinking his tea, Noah gets his copy of Walt
Whitman’s Leaves of Grass, and quotes an entire poem.

18 CliffsNotes on Nicholas Sparks’ The Notebook

From Nicholas

Noah’s dog, Clementine, is missing a leg. Did you see this as
a metaphor for the part of Noah that’s missing; was it to show
that Noah has a great capacity for love and acceptance; or what
is simply an interesting detail to make Clem memorable?

The missing leg was meant to be a metaphor of sorts: Both Noah and
Clementine were wounded. Noah’s love and companionship ensured that
Clementine was able to overcome her “wound,” just as Allie’s love ensured
that Noah would heal as well.
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Readers learn that although Noah has been away from New Bern
for 14 years, he still considers it home. His newest best friend is his
neighbor Gus, a 70-year-old black man who lives down the street. Often
they visit, play music, and share a drink on Noah’s porch.

The reason for Noah not marrying is not stated. But one of the rea-
sons may be that he missed the opportunity to marry the one girl he
would have liked to have married, his summer love of 1932, the year
of his high school graduation. Fin and Sarah, two of his friends, intro-
duced Noah to her—the woman he would want to spend the rest of
his life with. Not only do the two of them become inseparable that sum-
mer, they share their virginity with one another. Noah even points out
the house that he plans on buying and restoring for them. When Noah
talks to Gus about the one who got away, Gus proclaims her to be the
“ghost” that Noah is running from, equating the word ghost with the
word “memory.”

Critical Commentaries: Ghosts 19

From Nicholas

Even though Noah’s father has passed away by 1946, Noah
refers to him often and describes the lessons his father taught
him. Your own father passed away the same year The Notebook
was published. Is Noah’s relationship with his father similar to
your relationship with your father?

Not really. My dad was a quiet intellectual, a professor who taught
business and public administration, and a kind man. But he wasn’t the
type of father who took an active role in the lives of his children. Often,
when I was struggling with a problem, I’d go to him, but he seldom, if
ever, offered advice. Instead, he asked me questions, prodding me into
discovering the answer on my own. He was a father and a mentor, but
our relationship was different than the relationship I imagined that Noah
had with his father.
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The chapter then shifts to the story of Allie. She wonders if she has
made the right decision, leaving her fiancé Lon, lying to Lon about the
reason for her trip, a trip that requires traveling over two hours from
Raleigh to New Bern. Lon and the lady with the secret had known each
other for four years and are both socially matched. He is a lawyer. But
she needs to confront her own ghost, her own memory of her summer
love, and she finds that it is impossible to explain this to Lon.

The narrative shifts back to Noah and his work day. During this
time the narrator reveals that Noah’s father was the person responsible
for instilling a love of poetry—particularly Whitman and Tennyson—
in his son. When Noah remembers his love, he finally mentions her
name—Allie. Fin had predicted that Noah and Allie would fall in love.
He also predicted it would not work out. And Fin was correct on both
accounts. Although Noah wrote her letters after Allie left at the end of
the summer, the letters were never answered. Noah eventually leaves
New Bern, for two reasons: to help him forget Allie and to find signif-
icant employment. He eventually settles in New Jersey, working in a
scrap yard for Morris Goldman.

20 CliffsNotes on Nicholas Sparks’ The Notebook

From Nicholas

Family is deeply important to Noah, yet he feels comfortable
living alone, with few friends and no nearby relatives. Does this
blend of comfort being alone, yet with a respect for family, speak
to his maturity?

As the novel flashes back to 1946, Noah could best be described as
“emotionally wounded.” In the first draft of the novel, I explored Noah’s
war-time experiences, including his involvement in the Battle of the
Bulge, and I envisioned him as a bit scarred from the experience. In the
end, however, I ended up cutting those pages. I felt they added little to
the overall story, since his demeanor and lifestyle prior to Allie’s return
suggests the emotional wounds he’d suffered in his past. His war-time
experience, the recent loss of a father he loved, and lingering memories
of Allie, made Noah retreat within himself, and he found comfort in the
steady act of repairing an old country home. Like everyone in the world,
he was molded and formed by his history, and by rebuilding the coun-
try house, he was in essence trying to rebuild his life into something that
made sense again.
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Three years after he sent the last letter, Noah went to Winston Salem
in an attempt to find Allie; however, her family had moved, and her
father had left the company for whom he had worked, and there was
no forwarding information. Eventually Noah dates a few women and
even gets serious with one, but no one can fill the void in his heart left
by Allie.

When World War II breaks out, Noah enlists and spends three years
in the service. Just as he was getting discharged, Noah finds out that
Morris Goldman had died, and the liquidation of his assets provided
Noah, who received from Morris the gift of a small percentage of the
scrap yard, with almost $70,000. Noah used this money to purchase
the house he was refinishing. Noah’s father died from pneumonia about
a month after Noah showed him the house and explained his plans for
the remodeling. As Noah is settling in with a Budweiser and a collec-
tion of poetry by Dylan Thomas, the narrative again shifts back to Allie.

The second poem quoted in the chapter is Allie’s remembrance of
Noah reading to her. She recalls the poem and many other fond mem-
ories as she travels to his house. When she arrives, he comes off the
porch, moving toward her car, until he identifies her. Then he stops
cold in his tracks.

Critical Commentaries: Ghosts 21

From Nicholas

Noah says that perfect love “changed him forever.” Yet that
love ended suddenly, inexplicably? Why did the loss of such a
perfect love not make him bitter and cold?

Because love of any kind leaves ripples, and Noah found it easier to
find beauty in the ripples than sadness. Underlying that notion is the
belief that true love is a gift we not only give to another, but to ourselves.
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Commentary

The opening sentence of the second chapter provides the setting of
the inner-story of the frame narrative. Although it is not stated directly,
readers have a sense that this story is the one that is recorded in the
pages of the notebook.

The narrative point of view shifts from a first person to a third per-
son perspective. An omniscient narrator begins telling the love story of
Noah and Allie. This choice of narrator is significant, for it enables read-
ers to know what is happening in the minds of both main characters.

At the beginning, the text does not directly state that Noah’s father
is dead, nor does it state that Noah served in the war, though astute
readers will infer both of these things. These examples illustrate Sparks’
style of narrative being used to support the development of both char-
acter and theme.

Noah’s attitude, as stated in this chapter, is significant: “It would
work out for him . . . it always did.” The attitude is particularly reveal-
ing in regards to Noah’s character development because it serves as a
sign of both faith and fate—two topics that have already been estab-
lished in The Notebook and serve to foreshadow future revelations.

Noah’s return to what is probably his home town as well as his lack
of dating since his return further develop his character. These two details
demonstrate that Noah has a sense of roots and family and that he is
holding on to something extremely personal and important. When the
narrator tells us that Noah contemplates if he were “destined to be
alone,” this again refers to the idea of fate. Noah’s fond remembrance
of the simple sounds of the country develops Noah’s character while
simultaneously developing the thematic topic about what is indeed
important in life.

One of the most important symbols in the novel—the Walt Whit-
man collection of poems called Leaves of Grass—is introduced in this
chapter. The old book with a torn cover reveals the importance of the
book for Noah. Although knowledge of this poetry collection is not
essential to an understanding of The Notebook, it does serve as an impor-
tant allusion. Readers familiar with Whitman’s seminal text and its
importance to the development of Whitman as an artist will gain sig-
nificant insight into Noah’s character.

22 CliffsNotes on Nicholas Sparks’ The Notebook
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The poem to which Noah refers is “A Clear Midnight,” a poem that
illustrates both Whitman’s and Noah’s tender side. The poem moves
from the individual to the greater world, moving outward like a prayer.
This poem is one long sentence, expressing the paradox of compression
and expansion all in one. Clearly the speaker of the poem symbolizes
Noah, and the apostrophe to the Soul creates a spirituality that exists
within him. The Soul foreshadows the idea of soul mates—and by the
end of the chapter, Allie is clearly Noah’s soul mate.

The poem “A Clear Midnight” is not merely emotional, nor is it
merely intellectual. But definitely, it is spiritual. The connection between
the speaker of the poem and his soul mirrors the connection that Noah
has—albeit yet unknown to new readers—with Allie.

Critical Commentaries: Ghosts 23

From Nicholas

Noah’s love for poetry, music, and the outdoors all play
important roles in The Notebook, not only adding interest to a
number of scenes but also deepening Noah as a character. How
did you choose such divergent interests for this character?

A couple of the choices—his love of the outdoors and music—are,
and always have been, intrinsic to the south, so those choices seemed nat-
ural. The choice to include a love of poetry, however, stemmed from my
original belief that the story needed an almost lyrical aspect to the writ-
ing style to make Noah’s voice come alive. Noah needed a “poetry of
thought” so to speak. The movement and length of sentences and para-
graphs in the final third of the novel were anything but arbitrary: I
would estimate that those pages went through hundreds of variations
until they finally “felt right.”

Because I felt Noah’s voice needed an element of poetry, I made the
decision to include poetry throughout the novel. In other words, I wanted
the story to feel consistent. I wanted Noah’s tone and voice to make per-
fect sense, to feel correct, and for that, poetry needed to have been a major
part of Noah’s life all along.
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Leaves of Grass is the poetry collection that Walt Whitman spent his
entire life editing, rewriting, and adding to. Whitman was heavily influ-
enced by transcendentalism and the romanticism that inspired it, thus
indicating forms and influences of particular importance to Nicholas
Sparks and The Notebook. Some of the elements of romanticism—the
remote setting, an emphasis on emotion rather than reason, and an
improbable plot—are found in The Notebook.

In a seemingly throw-away line early in the chapter, the narrator
reveals that although Noah never married, “He had wanted to [marry]
at one time.” This comment also foreshadows the nature of the rela-
tionship between Noah and the unnamed lady from his past. By the
end of the chapter, readers not only know her name—Allie—but they
realize that Noah’s ghost is no longer haunting his past; she is visiting
his present.

In the flashback readers get to see Noah and Allie share their
dreams—his to see the world, hers to be an artist—and this bond
demonstrates that their relationship is not just physical. They are con-
necting as two people truly interested in the lives of one another.

Noah’s neighbor, Gus, states an important theme—people work
extremely hard on a particular project for one of three reasons:

1. They’re crazy.

2. They’re stupid.

3. They’re tryin’ to forget.

You can safely assume that Noah is neither crazy nor stupid, so
clearly he is trying to forget someone or something. Gus’ advice also
can be applied to people who do not understand the actions of others.
Gus’ comments are another aspect of the universality of The Notebook.

In another seemingly throw-away line, the narrator mentions that
Noah writes in his journal before going to bed at night. Not only does
this develop Noah’s character, but also the writing provides another bit
of foreshadowing.

Readers instinctively know that Allison Nelson the 29-year-old
woman is also the girl from Noah’s past. The circular narration enables
Sparks to build suspense, as intuitive readers recognize the particular
details and are able to connect the dots before the picture is fully drawn
for them. Another connection that is fully drawn but not fully identified

24 CliffsNotes on Nicholas Sparks’ The Notebook
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social inequality and the effects of social class on standing and advance-
ment and judging others. The Notebook suggests that true love tran-
scends the boundaries of time and socio-economic conditions.

Allie remembers lines from “Song of Myself,” one of the poems
Noah reads to her during their summer of love. “Song of Myself,” one
of the poems from Leaves of Grass, explores notions of the self and the
relationship that oneself has with nature. “Song of Myself” states, par-
adoxically, that the self is both individual as well as universal. The poem
is about sexual and spiritual union, obviously symbolizing the nature
of the relationship between Noah and Allie, reiterating that their sum-
mer romance was not one of teenage lust but rather one of young adults
falling deeply in love.

The chapter ends with the narrator echoing Gus’ earlier sentiments
that Allison is the ghost that has been haunting Noah, yet the title of
the chapter is “ghosts,” indicating that Noah is also a ghost for Allison.

The narrative not only switches from Allie’s day to Noah’s day (and
back again), until the moment when their two separate stories once
again combine, it also toggles between past and present, creating for the
reader a sense of memory and re-memory. Sparks uses this technique
to fulfill the four equally important purposes of the chapter: to provide
exposition, to build suspense, to introduce the main characters, to intro-
duce the primary conflict.

Glossary

Orion, Big Dipper, Gemini constellations, or various groups of stars,
that are identified by the shape of their grouping

Pole Star the brightest star and handle of the Little Dipper con-
stellation

Walt Whitman American poet noted for his unconventional use of
meter and rhyme

Leaves of Grass a famous collection of poems by Walt Whitman

Caste system social structure where class is determined by heredity

Tennyson Alfred, Lord Tennyson. Famous British poet of the Vic-
torian era

Liquidated converted into cash

Dylan Thomas British poet of the early modern period

26 CliffsNotes on Nicholas Sparks’ The Notebook
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Reunion

Summary

Noah and Allie stand in silence, each lost in his and her own
thoughts and memories and feelings. Finally, Allie breaks the silence,
greeting Noah. Awkward silence is followed by awkward, stilted con-
versations. Allie asks and Noah confirms that no significant other exists
in his life, yet then she admits that she is not only engaged to be mar-
ried, but that the wedding is in three weeks.

Noah asks all the right questions about the nature of her relation-
ship, and Allie provides all the right answers; still Noah cannot help but
wonder if Allie truly loves Lon or if she is merely trying to convince
herself that she does. He then invites her to stay for a crab dinner. Allie
follows Noah to the dock. While he inspects the crab cages, she inspects
the dock and finds the inscription “Noah loves Allie,” which was carved
in the dock just days before she left, 14 years prior. Allie admires the
house as Noah prepares dinner.

During their conversation, Allie reveals her mother’s attitude toward
social class, and Noah questions her as to why she never responded to
any of his letters. Allie reveals that she never received any of them.

Allie almost admits that she felt compelled to come after she saw the
newspaper clipping about Noah’s restoration of the old house. During
the course of their continued conversation, Noah is shocked to learn
that Allie no longer paints; she is just as shocked to realize he not only
remembered but also a painting of hers hangs in his living room.

Allie wonders if she still loves Noah. When talking about Fin and
Sarah, Noah tells both Allie and readers that Fin was killed in the war.
By the end of dinner, Noah is sure that he has fallen in love with the
new Allie and not just the memory of the Allie of his summer love. He
states that loving Allie is “his destiny.”

Another new poet is mentioned—Browning. As they continue to
share the evening, readers find out that Allie and Lon have never been
intimate. She keeps the shirt he lent her during dinner in an effort to
avoid staining her shirt. Noah asks to see her tomorrow, promising to
show her a special place, and Allie agrees to meet him. She then turns
away before Noah is able to attempt to kiss her.

After Allie leaves, Noah has no desire to play the guitar or to read
poetry. He does not know how he feels or what he feels like doing. The
chapter ends with the image of Noah crying on the porch.

Critical Commentaries: Reunion 27
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Stylistically, the closing of the chapter mirrors the beginning, end-
ing with a single-sentence paragraph. The final sentence is commen-
tary by the narrator, focusing on Noah’s inability to control or stop his
tears. Noah is overcome by his emotions and so too are most readers.

Critical Commentaries: Reunion 29

From Nicholas

The Notebook was your first novel made into a movie. Can
you describe what that process was like? Did you, at any point,
feel as though you had lost control of your story?

The film sold to New Line Cinema in 1995; filming, however, 
didn’t begin until 2003. There were long stretches during that period
when nothing seemed to be happening, and until they actually began
production, I suppose I’d come to believe that it would never be made.

The delay was caused by a multitude of factors: It took six months to
find a screenwriter, who then took six months to write the screenplay.
The studio, New Line Cinema, asked for a rewrite, which took another
six months, but they still weren’t happy. New Line then spent six months
or so deciding whether or not to hire a different screenwriter. Eventu-
ally, they did, and the screenplay took about a year to get exactly right.
At that point in time, rumors began to float that an extremely well
known director and actor were interested in the project, so the studio
waited for a year and a half to see whether they’d move on the project.
It never happened. Around the same time, New Line Cinema ran into
financial troubles: For a while, it was unclear whether the studio would
survive. Fortunately, they took a chance on Lord of the Rings, and the
trilogy was a spectacular success. They then hired a director, who spent
about six months on the project and then, for some reason, either left the
project or was asked to leave. Finally, after another few months of inac-
tion, they hired Nick Cassavetes, who loved the project. He eventually
ended up directing the film and did a first-rate job.

It’s also important to realize that this circuitous was by no means
extraordinary—it’s more the rule than the exception. Every adaptation
has its challenges, but I was fortunate that Mark Johnson, the producer,
never gave up.
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The purpose of this chapter is twofold: to establish the conflict and
to illustrate the depths of their love. Although Noah is not involved in
any personal relationship, Allie is engaged to be married. Yet, their mem-
ories and their reunion illustrates that they both have loved each other
and have been in love with each other since the first summer they met,
14 years prior.

Glossary

Chasm literally a gorge; metaphorically a gap; used here to indicate
the emotional distance between Allie and others

Browning Robert Browning, a famous British poet of the Victor-
ian era

30 CliffsNotes on Nicholas Sparks’ The Notebook
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Kayaks and Forgotten Dreams

Summary

This chapter begins by alternating the perspectives of the former
lovers during the next morning. It begins with Allie, who had slept in
Noah’s shirt, and after a restless night, spent the early morning remem-
bering special times from their summer together. Her thoughts turn to
Noah and the present, wondering if he too was enjoying the coming of
dawn.

And he is. Noah wakes early and takes a kayak up the river, allow-
ing his time on the river to refresh both his body and his mind. He
spends most of his time on the river contemplating why Allie had come
to visit him. Noah returns home after spending two hours on the river,
chops wood, and gets ready for Allie’s arrival.

Switching back to Allie, the narration returns to her morning. She
spends her time wandering downtown and thinking about Lon. She
finds an art gallery, though she is unimpressed with most of the work.
After leaving the gallery, she goes to a department store to purchase
some art supplies—paper, chalk, and pencils—and spends the remain-
der of the morning rediscovering her talent. On her way out of the
hotel, the manager stops Allie to tell her that Lon had called four times
the previous evening. Allie is momentarily concerned about the impor-
tance of the repeated calls but rationalizes that she cannot reach him
now because he is in court and leaves to meet Noah, entirely dismiss-
ing the missed calls, and not knowing or caring that two minutes after
she leaves Lon attempts once again to reach her.

Commentary

The morning parallels their innate connection—both spend time
doing something they love and are somewhat pleasantly surprised to
find they had spent two hours doing it. This indicates the old cliché
that “time flies when you’re having fun.” It also indicates the maturity
of the relationship, for both Allie and Noah are doing things inde-
pendently of one another, indicating that their relationship is not co-
dependent but rather co-enriching.

32 CliffsNotes on Nicholas Sparks’ The Notebook

04_460092-ch01.qxp  5/26/09  8:09 PM  Page 32







demonstrates that Noah has a connection with and an understanding
of Allie as a person and an artist, a connection and understanding that
is currently missing in Allie’s life.

The chapter ends with suspense and anticipation: What is it that
Noah wants to show Allie? And what effect will it have on their reunion?

Glossary

Osprey a large hawk, also known as a fish hawk

Mullet a cylindrical, gray fish, also known as a goatfish

Critical Commentaries: Moving Water 35
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Swans and Storms

Summary

Noah’s surprise is a small lake that is filled with Tundra swan and
Canada geese. They sit in silence for a while, admiring the beauty and
splendor of nature. Allie feeds some of them bread, and the moment is
only ended by the sound of thunder in the distance. Although Noah
paddles quickly, they are unable to beat the rain back to Noah’s house,
and by the time they arrive, they are soaked. Allie puts on some of
Noah’s clothes.

Allie watches Noah stoke the fire. They share a drink in front of the
warmth, rekindling the logs as well as their love. Noah admits to Allie
that she was his first love as well as his first lover. Allie admits that she
wrote Noah letters but never mailed them. Noah then admits to Allie
that he loves her—not the memory of her but the Allie of here and now.
After his profession of love, Allie tells Noah that she has never physi-
cally been with another man. After a few more memories, they succumb
to their passion, to their love. Noah and Allie spend the day together,
making love, and rediscovering each other all over again.

Commentary

The title of the chapter is a juxtaposition of beauty and violence. A
swan is also highly symbolic. Often swans are associated with divine
inspiration, as well as beauty and creativity. According to legend, swans
also mate for life. The committed love that Noah has had for Allie as
well as Allie’s lack of sexual intimacy with another man indicate that
they have both, in a sense, mated for life with one another.

Although storms are violently powerful, Allie claims they have always
seemed “romantic” to her. This comment is the closest readers have seen
Allie wanting to initiate and act on the romantic relationship she pre-
viously had with Noah. The previous night, she was unwilling and
unable to allow Noah to even attempt a kiss goodnight. Now, after an
honest sharing of emotions, she is both willing and able to re-consum-
mate their relationship. The emotional connection precedes the phys-
ical, which is important for it demonstrates that this feeling is not just
a sexual attraction and sexual compatibility that two have. The sex
scenes are neither graphic nor gratuitous; rather, they are truly the
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Courtrooms

Summary

Lon makes an unusual request to suspend the current trial until
Monday. His request is agreed on by opposing counsel, and reluctantly
the judge grants it. After receiving the postponement, Lon leaves for
New Bern.

Commentary

This chapter is the shortest in the novel, and the pace of the chap-
ter matches the brevity of its length. Lon’s shaking hands indicate his
nervousness and apprehension; they are a physical representation of his
fear of the unknown. But, by leaving a trial for the first time, Lon is
demonstrating his love for Allie as well as his fear of losing her. Finally,
he is putting his relationship ahead of his career.

In addition to developing the character of Lon, this chapter is needed
for the conflict of the main story line—although Allie loves the moment
she is currently sharing with Noah, she needs to see Lon and figure out
in person what she is going to do. Like the cliché statement, Lon is cur-
rently “out of sight, out of mind.” But when he is back in sight, in per-
son, Allie faces a much tougher decision. She is caught up in the
moment of love and passion and romance, but she also has to take a
logical look at the status of her life and make a well-thought-out assess-
ment as to what will really make her happy and what is truly the right
thing to do.

38 CliffsNotes on Nicholas Sparks’ The Notebook
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Winter for Two

Summary

The narrative returns to the original, outer frame story, and the
unnamed narrator closes the notebook. The narrator admits that he is
going to reveal some of his secrets. First of all, he reveals that he has
been married for almost 49 years, and although he is not supposed to
see his wife at night, he sometimes breaks this rule.

The narrator knows that the woman he is reading to is dying, though
she does not. As the narrator talks about his experiences, he quotes from
a poem. Then he talks about visiting and reading to other residents.

After finishing reading from the notebook, he takes his wife’s hand;
she asks if he wrote the story and he admits he did. She asks which one
did she marry, and he replies that she will know by the end of the day.
He is convinced this day is going to be a good day. His wife does not
know who he is, and thus she asks him, “Who are you?”

42 CliffsNotes on Nicholas Sparks’ The Notebook

From Nicholas

The structure of The Notebook is unique: It begins and ends
in the present day, spends the majority of the story in 1946, and
flashes back to 1932 and the years in between. Why did you
decide to tell it this way, instead of chronologically?

Pacing, structure, chronology and timelines are tools; if effectively
used by an author, they aid in generating authentic emotional power.
While the analogy might not be perfect, try to think of those tools as
musical notes. It’s possible to arrange those notes in an obvious pattern
(low pitch to high pitch) for example. The resulting tones might even be
lovely. Yet, by varying the pattern, the music might resonate more deeply.
The same rules apply in writing.

In this case, I employed structure and chronology to move the reader
through the story in such a way as to allow the reader to identify strongly
with Noah, especially toward the end. The love Noah felt for Allie felt
real to the reader, and consequently, so did Noah’s heartbreak.
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Before he answers, the narrative flashes back, explaining that they
have lived here for three years. The reader learns that the narrator has
arthritis, which prevents him from holding his wife’s hands with their
fingers interlocked, and this is sad for him.

Returning to the present, readers now know for almost certainty that
the narrator is Noah, for he refers to his daddy, yet he tells his wife that
his name is Duke, and he tells her that her name is Hannah. Because of
previous slips of the tongue, Noah has hurt Allie during their time here,
and Noah is determined not to do that again, and thus, he lies.

Again Noah quotes from another unidentified poem, although he
does identify the poet as Whitman. After this, Noah provides an
overview of his married life with Allie, mentioning that she became a
famous artist. In the present, Noah now spends his time wooing Allie,
slowly and gently.

He then quotes a line from Sir Charles Sedley. After that, he talks
about Allie’s last year before moving to the extended care facility, after
she was diagnosed with the beginning stages of Alzheimer’s. Noah shares
some of the letters Allie wrote to him and that he wrote to her.

In Noah’s final letter, he recounts telling their children about the
decision Allie had to make and that is how readers find out about her
decision to stay with the one man she has always loved.

Critical Commentaries: Winter for Two 43

From Nicholas

Allie’s fiancé is a good man, who loves her, earns a fine living,
and is considered a good catch in her circle. Yet with Noah, Allie
shares an indescribable passion. Do you believe readers respond
to this novel because of that passion, because of the difficult
choice between financial security and social acceptance on the
one hand and passionate love on the other?

Of course. In life, we have to make choices, and often the hardest are
those that ask us to choose between what our heart wants and what the
mind thinks is best. It’s universal and inevitable, which is why the choice
rings so true. For the reader, the beauty of her final decision lies in the
fact that Allie’s passionate choice ended up being the right choice.
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In Noah’s final letter to Allie, he writes, “I am who I am because 
of you.”

Noah compares the progression of Allie’s Alzheimer’s to other
patients who are at the home; he admits that mornings are extremely
difficult for her, and she cries inconsolably; Allie also sees gnomes.

Some days, after Noah reads to her, Allie’s condition improves, and
she wants to remember the day that he spends with her. On her good
days, they eat dinner together in Allie’s room. This time, at the win-
dow, Allie concludes that the woman in the story chooses Noah. She
then remembers and calls him Noah. And then she gets frightened of
losing this memory and these feelings, but Noah responds, “What we
have is forever.”

But the moment is ruined when Allie sees the gnomes.

The nurses come in response to Noah’s hitting the button, and eight
days after Noah’s good day with Allie, he suffers a stroke. Noah spends
some days in and out of consciousness and partially recovers, but he has
right side paralysis. After Noah is released from the hospital, he returns
to the home, and in an evening of loneliness he reads the last letter Allie
wrote to him. She mentions her return after breaking her engagement
to Lon; through her letter, readers find out that Allie is the one who
commanded Noah to write their story down and read it to her.

After reading the letter, Noah decides to go to Allie’s room, even
though it is against the rules.

44 CliffsNotes on Nicholas Sparks’ The Notebook

From Nicholas

For Noah, having truly loved is the hallmark of his life; it is
what gives his life meaning. Do you believe that everyone, no
matter what else they may achieve, yearns to experience this sort
of love?

The desire to be loved unconditionally is nearly universal and at first
glance, that seems to be the subject of the novel. The true theme, how-
ever, is just the opposite. The Notebook (as told from Noah’s perspective)
actually explores the beauty and power of loving, as opposed to being
loved. Framing the story in this way suggests that love is a gift, one that
not only benefits the one who’s loved, but also the one who loves as well.
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The next poem that is mentioned by author but not by title is “Con-
tinuities” by Walt Whitman. This poem, also included in Whitman’s
Leaves of Grass, seems to explicitly address Allie’s Alzheimer’s, especially
the line “appearance must not foil, nor shifted sphere confuse thy brain.”
Noah simultaneously reassures Allies, readers, and himself that the lit-
tle white lie he is telling is not problematic, for the sense of resurrec-
tion and rebirth mentioned in the poem symbolize the occasional good
days that Allie has. And those few good days are enough to survive the
difficult other days.

The next poem that Noah recites to Allie is credited solely to a “wise
poet,” and that poet is non-other than Nicholas Sparks, illustrating that
he has success as a poet as well as a novelist. In fact, the final three poems
cited in The Notebook are actually written by Sparks himself. And it is
this combination of roles that is responsible Noah’s next insightful obser-
vation. Noah compares his relationship with Allie to dusk, the time of
day when day becomes night. He states that “there cannot be one with-
out the other, yet they cannot exist at the same time . . . always together,
forever apart.” This is the struggle Noah has reading daily to Allie, not
knowing if that day will be a miracle day or not. Noah recounts that he
first wrote this to Allie in the last letter he wrote to her, and she was
reading it at twilight. That same later reveals how the love that Noah
and Allie shared together lead to being incredible parents to their chil-
dren, as Noah revealed to his adult children (in addition to readers) the
story of Allie’s goodbye to Lon and the difficulty she and he both had
saying goodbye to one another. Noah’s statement, “I am who I am
because of you,” takes into account their first summer, their years apart,
as well as their years together.

It is rather coy that Noah constantly mentions and recites lines of
poetry. Many critics see these references as indirect critiques of Lon’s
question regarding Allie’s painting, asking her what it was supposed to
be, when it was an abstract painting whose purpose was to elicit
thought. The lines of quoted poetry fit specifically to the plot of The
Notebook at the time they are being used. However, they provide a
deeper understanding of character and thematic development when
readers understand the original source material.

Two important statements in this chapter serve as direct statements
of theme for The Notebook. The first is when Noah says that “life is sim-
ply a collection of little lives, each lived one day at a time. That each
day should be spent finding beauty in flowers and poetry and talking
to animals.” The second is “a day spent with dreaming and sunsets and
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Glossary

Everglades a swampy yet partially forested region in southern Florida

Vanna’s a reference to Vanna White, the hostess for the TV game
show Wheel of Fortune

Eliot T.S. Eliot. Famous British poet of the modern era

John Wayne famous American actor, star of westerns, known as
“Duke”

Alzheimer’s a progressive form of dementia that begins with grad-
ual memory loss and eventually leads to complete helplessness

Gnomes fabled race of dwarflike creatures

Mozart Amadeus Mozart, famous and prolific Austrian composer
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Noah

Noah is the main character (protagonist) of The Notebook. He is the
hero. Noah represents true love, true faith, and true artistry. In one
sense, The Notebook is similar to a medieval morality play, and Noah is
a contemporary “Everyman.” The characters in a morality play were
symbolic representations used to illustrate an idea; Noah represents true,
faithful, committed love. Noah remains true to Allie even when he does
not know if he will ever even see her again.

In many regards, Noah is the ideal man—he is faithful, idealistic,
strong, good looking, a poet, and helpful to those in need. The Noah
of the main narrative is almost too good to be true. He has a strong rela-
tionship with family and friends and is respectful to both nature and
authority. He seemingly has no faults.

The Noah of the frame story is older yet still exhibits the same char-
acteristics; he is also loyal, faithful, committed, strong, and realistic. The
dedication he demonstrates to both his wife and the other residents of
the extended care facility is utterly amazing.

Finally, Noah can be seen as a symbol for Nicholas Sparks himself,
and The Notebook, which is dedicated to his wife, who is his best friend,
is Sparks’ own love story. The story inspired by Cathy’s grandparents is
one long love letter from the man who truly seems to be practicing what
he preaches.

Allie

Allie wants the best of both worlds as she represents the different
types of love that exist. In essence she is the embodiment of a thematic
topic. As Allie grows and matures, so does her understanding of love.
Her growth symbolizes the development of real love—from a potential
summer fling through a tough decision to a career-creating relationship
that yields children who are the product of that committed love.

Her relationship with Noah reveals the essence of true love—where
one is able to develop one’s own talents, skills, and abilities. Allie is able
to develop as an artist, and a character, because of Noah’s love for 
her. Yet, she is not dependent solely on Noah, for she makes important
decisions—she chooses to seek him out, she chooses him over Lon, and
she chooses to write an emotional an insightful letter to Noah in order
help him deal with her illness.
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Lon

Lon is the stereotypical, self-obsessed individual who realizes too late
that his self-absorption is going to cost him his fiancée. Lon is also the
embodiment of the conflict in The Notebook. As a character, he is the
one readers know as the obstacle to Allie’s love. He is a dynamic char-
acter, but his change is a little too late.

Anne

Anne is the antagonist. Although she works to keep Noah and Allie
apart, she cannot be considered a villain, for she is not evil. Anne rep-
resents the difficulties that many parents have when trying to steer their
children to adulthood. Fourteen years later, she attempts to atone for
earlier mistakes, first by preparing Allie for Lon’s impending visit, then
by offering her support without being pushy. She also finally gives
Noah’s letters to Allie, and her final words may be encouraging Allie to
follow her heart.
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Narrative Techniques: Sparks’ Literary

Form

Instead of starting at the beginning and telling the story in chrono-
logical order, Nicholas Sparks begins The Notebook near the end of what
would be a linear narration and then employs both the framing tech-
nique and flashback to tell his tale.

The main storyline is the reunion of Noah and Allie and the con-
flict that they face as they must decide the path their lives will now take.
This particular event only lasts three days in 1946; however, important
information that shapes their reunion occurred weeks and years earlier.
If you imagine a picture in a frame, the reunion is the photograph. And
the opening and closing chapters of the novel are set in the present,
some 49 years later. The present-day storyline frames the reunion story.
Although the frame represents the present and current storyline and the
picture represents the reunion, within these two main storylines are
other stories, some are episodes and others are vignettes, which are told
in the form of a flashback. These stories, told within the context of the
other storylines, fit within both the picture and the frame. And some
of these smaller stories of earlier events frame even smaller stories of
other events. Each story is distinct within itself while simultaneously
being an integral part of a greater whole; every individual picture is a
part of a bigger picture.

This framework technique provides the structure of the plot, and
flashback is the technique Sparks uses to tell the stories. Characters reveal
these “framed” stories through their shared and private memories. Often
the reader shares a flashback with a character that is not shared with any
other character.

The narrator also provides information. The narrator of The Note-
book in the opening and closing chapters is Noah. But the narrator of
the middle chapters provides a limited, third-person omniscient point
of view. This perspective sometimes allows the readers into the mind of
a character—typically Noah and Allie—but sometimes does not—such
as Anne and Lon. This technique is important because it allows the sto-
ryline to flow seamlessly from past to present and back again.

Stylistically, the narrative techniques work well because The Note-
book is not just a love story; the novel also explores the nature of fate
and free will and the way people interact with one another. The intri-
cacies of relationships parallel the intricacies of poetry and the framing
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technique enables Sparks to weave the past together with the present,
leading to the emotional climax and creating a compelling read along
the way.

Fate versus Free Will

Are people truly responsible for their actions? This question has puz-
zled humanity throughout history. Over the centuries, people have pon-
dered the influence of divine or diabolical power, environment, genetics,
even entertainment, as determining how free any individual is in mak-
ing moral choices. The ancient Greeks acknowledged the role of Fate
as a reality outside the individual that shaped and determined human
life. In modern times, the concept of fate has developed the misty halo
of romantic destiny, which is how fate is viewed in The Notebook.

After spending just one summer together and then not being able
to contact one another for fourteen years, the article spotting could be
coincidence. Or it could be fate. Regardless of how that specific inci-
dent is viewed, Allie still has the power to act on her knowledge and
feelings. She chooses to seek out Noah. She chooses to spend the
evening and the next day (and the next night) with him. And she
chooses to break off her engagement with Lon. The reader cannot know,
nor speculate, the events that do not transpire outside the pages of The
Notebook, but you can analyze what does occur.

Noah does agree to visit with Allie. Noah does invite her to spend
the next day with him. And Noah does profess his love to her. Still, Allie
chooses to leave Noah and face Lon before making any decisions. It is
utterly romantic to believe that Noah and Allie are fated to be together,
and that is the thematic essence of The Notebook. Nicholas Sparks, in
an interview, stated that as an author, he is “addressing different aspects
of love: everlasting love, first love, and second chances at love.” These
are important themes in all of his novels, and these themes “provide the
subtext of the novel in addition to providing the unwritten subtext of
the novel that the reader experiences. The subtext—what the author
endeavors to show without explanation—gives the novel deeper mean-
ing.” Thus, the complex relationship between fate and free will is mir-
rored in the complex relationship between different aspects of love.
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CliffsNotes Review

Use this CliffsNotes Review to test your understanding of the original text,
and reinforce what you have learned in this book. After you work through
the review and essay questions, identify the quote section, and the fun and
useful practice projects, you are well on your way to understanding a com-
prehensive and meaningful interpretation of The Notebook.

Q&A

1. What is the name of Noah’s hometown?

a. Winston Salem

b. New Bern

c. Ashville

2. With which poet is Noah primarily associated?

a. Emily Dickenson

b. Ralph Waldo Emerson

c. Walt Whitman

3. Noah shows Allie which animals?

a. A doe and her fawn

b. Swan and geese

c. Bunnies and chicks

4. What is the subject of the sketch Allie draws for Noah after their reunion?

a. A contemporary Noah and his house

b. An older Noah with his house

c. Clementine on the dock

5. Why is it so important for Noah to visit Allie on the final evening in the
novel?

a. It is Allie’s birthday.

b. It is Noah’s birthday.

c. It is Noah and Allie’s anniversary.

Answers: (1) b. (2) c. (3) b. (4) a. (5) c.
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Identify the Quote: Find Each Quote in 

The Notebook
1. “A person can get used to anything, if given enough time.”

2. “Poetry wasn’t written to be analyzed; it was meant to inspire without rea-
son, to touch without understanding.”

3. “Follow your heart.”

4. “You can’t live your life for other people. You’ve got to do what’s right for
you, even if it hurts some people you love.”

5. “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.”

Answers: (1) Noah, as an older man in the opening chapter commenting
upon his daily routine and the daily routine of all the residents of Creek-
side. (2) Allie, thinks this after her reunion with Noah, as they are sitting
in the dark on Noah’s porch. (3) Anne, Allie thinks she hears her mother
whisper these words as Anne exits Noah’s house. (4) Noah, as he attempts
to convince Allie to stay with him instead of going back to Lon. (5) Noah,
as he is visiting Allie at night. This is the last line of the novel.

Review Questions and Essay Topics

1. Note the role of Gus in the second chapter (“Ghosts”). How is his role
important? What key information does he provide? What statements pro-
vide thematic commentary and which foreshadow future events? Make a
list of the other minor characters. What important roles do other minor
characters play in The Notebook? Be sure to consider how they develop the
characters, plot, and theme of The Notebook.

2. Is any character in The Notebook truly a villain? Is there a bad guy? Differ-
entiate between an antagonist and a villain. If no villain exists, how do you
explain the difficulties that Noah and Allie endure? How does the lack of
a clear-cut villain support the development of characters, plot, and themes?

3. Compare and contrast the relationship that Noah has with his father to
the one that Allie has with her mother. What is the significance of this
juxtaposition? How do the relationships Noah and Allie have with their
parents significant to the relationships they have with their own children?
What is the thematic significance of this?
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4. Identify the different settings in The Notebook and analyze their signifi-
cance for developing character, plot, and theme. Pay particular attention
to areas of isolation and how characters share their personal isolated areas
with others.

5. Are Noah and Allie more accurately categorized as fully developed char-
acters or caricatures? Are the realistic elements of The Notebook believable?
Which parts, if any, push the limits of reality?

Practice Projects

1. Perspective and point of view are essential to understanding any literary
text. Instead of focusing on Noah, think of Allie and consider the events
that transpire in The Notebook from her perspective. Then prepare an argu-
ment in which you make the case for Allie being considered the protago-
nist of The Notebook instead of Noah. Be sure to discuss the thematic
significance of such an interpretation.

2. In the first chapter the narrator provides the option of considering The
Notebook either a love story or a tragedy. Make a two-column chart in
which you list all the elements of The Notebook that could be considered
a love story on one side and all the tragic elements of The Notebook on the
other. Study the list and determine which side more fully captures the
essence of the novel. Write a memo to the advertising department of the
book’s publisher explaining your decision, which will obviously affect the
way the book is marketed to the public. After receiving the memo, assume
the role of an advertiser. Prepare a marketing campaign for The Notebook.
Consider purpose, audience, and mode of communication. Be sure to
develop a multi-media ad campaign.

3. Sparks’ novel is rich in detail about things that are common in North Car-
olina. Consider how these details help develop characters, particularly
Noah. Then consider how these details affect thematic development.
Finally, create a display of things that are unique to the area in which you
live. How would these things help outsiders understand you?
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CliffsNotes Resource Center

The learning doesn’t need to stop here. CliffsNotes Resource Center shows
you the best of the best—links to the best information in print and online
about the author and/or related works. And don’t think that this is all
we’ve prepared for you; we’ve put all kinds of pertinent information at
www.cliffsnotes.com. Look for all the terrific resources at your favorite
bookstore or local library and on the Internet. When you’re online, make
your first stop www.cliffnotes.com where you’ll find more incredibly use-
ful information about Sparks’ The Notebook.

Books and Periodicals

This CliffsNotes book provides a meaningful interpretation of The
Notebook. If you are looking for information about Nicholas Sparks,
check out these other publications:

Cohen, Adam Buckley. “Heroes of Running 2008: The Philan-
thropist: Nicholas Sparks.” Runner’s World, November 1, 2008.

Gaston, Elaine. “Sparks Writes about Life Choices.” The Sun News
(Myrtle Beach), September 23, 2007.

“Nicholas Sparks.” Contemporary Authors: New Revision Series. Vol-
ume 151. Detroit: Thomson/Galem 354-359.

“Nicholas Sparks, Author of Nights in Rodanthe and The Notebook.”
The Washington Post, September 17, 2008.

“Sparks, Nicholas.” 2001 Current Biography Yearbook. New York:
The H. W. Wilson Company, 511-514.

Sparks, Nicholas. The Notebook. (1996). New York: Warner Books,
2004.

Valby, Karen. “True Believer.” Entertainment Weekly. September 10,
2008, pp. 38-42.
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It’s easy to find books published by Wiley Publishing, Inc. You can
find them in your favorite bookstores (on the Internet and at a store
near you). We also have three Web sites that you can use to read about
all the books we publish:

• www.cliffsnotes.com

• www.dummies.com

• www.wiley.com

Internet

Check out these Web resources for more information about Nicholas
Sparks and The Notebook:

“Nicholas Sparks Homepage”:
http://www.nicholassparks.com

“Reading Group Guide”: http://www.reading-
groupguides.
com/guides3/notebook1.asp

“Bookreporter: Nicholas Sparks Interview”: http://www.book
reporter.com/author/au-sparks-nicholas.asp

Warner Brothers’ The Notebook at www.warnerbros.com:
Search for The Notebook on this site, and you can watch the movie trailer 
and download a version of the poster, a screensaver, and other fun 
accessories.

Films and Other Recordings

Message in a Bottle, Warner Brothers, 1999. A feature film based on the
novel, starring Kevin Costner, Robin Wright Penn, and Paul Newman.

A Walk to Remember, Warner Brothers, 2002. A feature film based
on the novel, starring Mandy Moore and Shane West.

The Notebook, New Line Cinema, 2004. A feature film based on the
novel, starring Ryan Gosling, Rachel McAdams, James Garner, and
Gena Rowlands.

The Notebook. Audio CD. Hachette Audio; Unabridged edition
(November 13, 2007).
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Nights in Rodanthe, Warner Brothers, 2008. A feature film starring
Richard Gere and Diane Lane.

Send Us Your Favorite Tips

In your quest for knowledge, have you ever experienced that sub-
lime moment when you figure out a trick that saves time or trouble?
Perhaps you realized you were taking ten steps to accomplish something
that could have taken two. Or you found a little-known workaround
that achieved great results. If you have discovered a useful tip that helped
you study more effectively and you want to share it, the CliffsNotes
staff would love to hear from you. Go to our Web site at www.cliffs
notes.com and click the Talk to Us button. If we select your tip, we
may publish it as part of CliffsNotes Daily, our exciting, free e-mail
newsletter. To find out more or to subscribe to a newsletter, go to
www.cliffsnotes.com on the Web.
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