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Abstract 

Paper Towns (2008) by John Green is a young adult novel about the shy teenager Quentin 

Jacobson, his coming of age and quest for Margo Roth Spiegelman who has disappeared 

from their suburb of Orlando, a typical American suburb of the 21th century in the United 

States. I claim that Paper Towns both conforms and breaks with the dominant conventions of 

the coming-of-age genre. I analyse Green’s usage of three metaphors organizing the coming-

of-age process and analyse how he treats the theme of love and the searching for identity, in 

order to argue that Paper Towns constitutes a novel which makes and breaks the coming-of-

age genre conventions. 
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Introduction 

Paper Towns is a young adult novel by the American author John Green published in 2008 in 

the USA. Green is an American author of young adult fiction, a critic, a vlogger and an 

educator. He has written inter alia: Paper Towns (2008), Looking for Alaska (2005), The 

Fault in Our Stars (2012) and An Abundance of Katherines (2006). Paper Towns and The 

Fault in Our Stars have had so much success that they have been adapted to the cinema.  

I will focus on Paper Towns in terms of genre because it is a function of the text that 

the novel conforms and breaks with the coming-of-age genre in an American fiction. But all 

Green’s novels relate to the coming-of-age genre in similar way.  

Before the analysis of Paper Towns itself, it is important to define young adult 

literature and the coming-of-age genre. Foremost, according to John Moore, young adult 

literature sets a teenager around 15-20 years old as the main character growing up and 

experiencing the coming-of-age process and adolescence difficulties. Naturally, the age of 

transition depends on the society and country within which the character lives and the age of 

transition is also influenced by the age of sexual maturity or even by the age of religious 

responsibility. This kind of literature is dedicated to adolescents and young adults. Indeed, 

every adolescent goes through the coming-of-age phase which is the transition from 

childhood to adulthood, and the problems and concerns of that phase are reflected in coming-

of-age literature. Moreover, a coming-of-age novel deals with a moral or a hidden message 

intended for youth. (Moore, 30) 

In the case of Paper Towns, the main characters live in the USA. The novel takes 

place in and around a fictional suburb called Jefferson Park located in suburban Orlando in 

Florida. The novel focuses on the narrator and main protagonist Quentin Jacobson and his 

neighbor Margo Roth Spiegelman, who is also Quentin’s childhood love interest. Quentin 

Jacobson is a rather shy and unpopular boy. On the contrary, Margo R. S. is an adventurous 
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protagonist and one of the most popular girls at her high school, admired by everyone but 

who feels alone and stripped of any identity. Quentin was obsessed for years by Margo and 

her perfect image. At the end of the novel we discover that his expectations of her were 

unrealistic. She takes the decision to run away from home to find her real identity, and at the 

end of the novel we discover that his expectations of her were unrealistic.  

Margo describes herself as a “paper girl” who lives in a “paper town” (73). The title 

reflects the way Margo describes her town and her point of view about her existence in 

Orlando. The usual definition of a paper town is an imaginary trap town. Margo first 

introduces the term saying “Orlando is a paper town.”, “All the inhabitants in paper living in 

paper houses” and “Everyone wants finer things, things as fragile as a piece of paper” (73). 

The term of “paper town” actually introduces the plot. The novel starts illustrating the 

friendship of two ordinary children and flashes forward to present-day Quentin and Margo as 

high school students. They have grown apart from each other but one day Margo shows up at 

Quentin’s house in the night with a revenge mission on a group of people who have hurt her 

for years. The day after the revenge night, Margo disappears and Quentin manages to retrieve 

her during a roadtrip. Along his search he finds the “real” Margo in a mysterious paper town.  

I claim that Paper Towns both conforms and breaks with the dominant conventions of 

the coming-of-age genre. I analyse Green’s usage of three metaphors organizing the coming-

of-age process and analyse how he treats the theme of love and the searching for identity, in 

order to argue that Paper Towns constitutes a novel which makes and breaks the coming-of-

age genre conventions. I have divided this essay into two parts representing the “Make or 

Break” duality of Paper Towns: First, I discuss how Green makes and complies with the 

expected features of a coming-of-age novel and second, I show how it breaks with the 

conventions of this genre.  
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Background 

Green’s works of fiction are all part of young adult literature, written in the coming-of-age 

genre and feature adolescents with difficulties: characters suffering from cancer in The Fault 

in Our Stars, gay characters in Will Grayson, Will Grayson, and boys obsessed by mysterious 

girls in Looking for Alaska, An Abundance of Katherines and Paper Towns. The specificity of 

Green’s works is that they never end happily, therefore they break with the romantic 

convention of a happy ending. The Fault in Our Stars and Looking for Alaska end in a tragic 

way with the death of the main character, and Papers Towns ends with the separation of 

Quentin and Margo.  

I want to explain why I have chosen to work on Paper Towns. Paper Towns presents 

both conformity and difference. It also uses and abuses the coming-of-age genre in 

interesting ways in relation to several conventional themes such as friendship, the quest for 

identity and love. Plus, the closure is more tragic than the reader may expect in relation to the 

plot and the relationship between Margo and Quentin. A completely conventional closure 

would be a fantastic reunion between Quentin and Margo, such as a happy ending and “they 

finally live happily together”, but the ending is more complicated than that. My reading is 

focused on this tension between genre markers in the text and the way in which the text 

ultimately departs from genre conventions. 

The reader can find in Paper Towns intentional links to another novel by 

Green, Looking for Alaska. Green expresses during his press conferences that in many ways 

he has failed in Looking for Alaska adequately to address the danger of imagining our 

romantic interests as something more or greater than human. Looking for Alaska was Green’s 

first story portraying women as mysterious nymphs who float into the lives of men, change 

those men for the better and then float away. But in Paper Towns women were more than 

that. The novel was partly inspired by the difficulty of imagining others in a complex way.
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 Paper Towns is a contemporary novel which belongs to young adult literature. 

According to Moore, young adult literature appeared in the 1920s when the young began to 

be seen and treated as a separate generation. The genre focuses on a young character 

experiencing the specific challenges and problems of youth. The reader directly feels 

emotions and lives situations in the way the character sees and resolves them. (Moore, 30) 

For instance in Green’s novel the reader experiences the process of quest and can identify 

with Margo and Quentin.  

Kenneth Millard writes that the coming-of-age genre is a category of young adult 

literature and a literary genre that focuses on the growth of protagonists from youth to 

adulthood passing through the coming-of-age process, as Quentin Jacobson does in Paper 

Towns. (Millard, 50) Steven VanderStaay states that the characteristics of the coming-of-age 

genre are memorable characters, a sense of humor, a clear writing style, tension and a shock 

effect. The major themes discussed in the coming-of-age genre are: Identity, sexuality, 

science fiction, depression, suicide, drug abuse, alcohol abuse, familial struggles, bullying, 

love, friendship, race and money. Moreover, the coming-of-age genre is a particularly 

effective vehicle for expressing, exploring and problematising various aspects of a culture. 

(VanderStaay, 48)  

Reviewers of Paper Towns discuss its specificity as young adult fiction. Usually 

reviewers such as those publishing in The Guardian say that the plot and the trail of clues 

keep the reader’s attention. Reviewers point out the choice of three sections with chapters to 

divide the novel which represent a specificity rather rare in young adult novels which are 

usually divided in chapters in a whole section. According to the reviewers, the key to Green’s 

success according to reviewers is his vivid and engaging characters. In Paper Towns 

secondary characters such as Ben and Radar deal with the crisis through humor. The crisis 

that is the quest for Margo, becomes a metaphor, and Ben and Radar are trying to find joy by 
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distancing themselves from reality. The Guardian concludes the review saying that the novel 

balances between comedy and tragedy, because Green knows the feel of unchallenged lives 

and that is the reason why the author has decided to conform and to break the coming-of-age 

genre conventions. (The Guardian, “Paper Towns by John Green”) 

I said above that the novel breaks with the romantic convention of the happy ending. 

Walter Pape’s definition of the happy ending is that the happy ending in literature is an 

ending of the plot in which everything turns out for the best for the protagonists except the 

villains. It is usually epitomized in the standard fairy tale ending phrase “And they lived 

happily ever after”. The happy ending is seen as a literary convention and defines a part of 

the romantic genre. In conventional texts which can be categorized as belonging to certain 

genres, heroes must live happily ever after. (Walter, 40) To my mind, satisfactory happy 

endings are pleasant for the reader, since in that way the characters the reader sympathized 

with are rewarded. If the text does not grant the reader this type of pleasure, like in Paper 

Towns, what is offered instead might be a possibility for the reader to create the character’s 

destiny. 

 

Analysis and Discussion 

How Paper Towns conforms to Coming-of-Age genre conventions  

The first part of my analysis deals with ways in which Paper Towns conforms to the literary 

conventions of the coming-of-age novel. It does so in particular in relation to characters’ 

personalities, the searching for identity, the complicated lovestory between Margo and 

Quentin, the mysterious plot, then finally the American roadtrip and graduation as the end of 

the coming-of-age novel.  

First of all, the main characters conform to coming-of-age genre conventions. Margo 

Roth Spiegelman represents the object of desire of a coming-of-age novel. She is appreciated 
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and admired by everyone in her high school because she is an ideal of beauty and a smart girl 

who likes literature and especially Walt Whitman’s poetry. Margo seems to be an intrepid 

girl with a taste for adventures. She wants to escape the boring daily routine in Orlando. 

Quentin says: 

Margo left often enough that there weren’t any Find Margo rallies at school or 

anything, but we all felt her absence. High school is neither a democracy nor a 

dictatorship—nor, contrary to popular belief, an anarchic state. High school is 

a divine-right monarchy. And when the queen goes on vacation, things change. 

Specifically, they get worse. It was during Margo’s trip to Mississippi 

sophomore year, for example, that Becca had unleashed the Bloody Ben story 

to the world. And this was no different. The little girl with her finger in the 

dam had run off. Flooding was inevitable (17). 

This passage shows the fact that Margo is the center of everyone’s attraction and the subject 

of discussion before and after she runs away. In my mind, the text sets Margo up to be 

complex; the reader has to be conscious that he is only seeing Margo through Quentin’s eyes, 

and that Quentin, at least for much of the novel, knows absolutely nothing about the girl he 

says he loves. Margo’s last name even has a meaning. “Spiegelman” which means “mirror 

maker” in German. According to my reading, Margo functions as a mirror between her and 

the other characters or even between her and the reader. Margo works as a mirror with the 

reader because of the reader’s identification with Quentin. What the characters see when they 

look at Margo ends up saying a lot more about them than it says about Margo herself. I think 

Margo is supposed to be someone the reader can recognize as himself/herself. In this way, the 

reader can learn to empathize with her, as the ordinary character we empathize with in every 

coming-of-age novel, the person who makes very different decisions in comparison with 
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most of us but whose decisions have a kind of internal consistency and integrity that make 

them morally defensible.  

In the first part of the text, Margo seems to be the character who the reader follows 

throughout the lines of the novel and who experiences the coming-of-age process. However, 

the reader follows the coming-of-age process of Quentin Jacobson through his perception of 

Margo’s identity and his own identity perception. Quentin seems to be the protagonist whilst 

Margo seems to be his antagonist because she is a mirror maker and may rather represent his 

devil doppelganger in the mirror. Quentin represents the young boy obsessed with a girl and 

the love he feels for her. Indeed, Margo is the child love interest of Quentin and she is still 

the girl he would like to share his life with until his last days.  

Quentin’s entourage is extroverted while he is more introverted. Garcia Antero points 

out the convention that every coming-of-age novel protagonist goes through his coming-of-

age process rather alone. According to him, this is a very old convention in storytelling: 

people who narrate stories tend to be naturally a bit introspective, because other people 

around them are busy out living their lives rather than obsessively trying to chronicle life. 

Actually, Green illustrates this convention putting Quentin out of the band, simply because he 

has no built-in social network. “Most of my friends were in band, and most of my free time 

during school was spent within twenty feet of the band room. But I was not in the band, 

because I suffer from the kind of tone deafness that is generally associated with actual 

deafness” (3). The author and critic of Romantic conventions Anne Kaler explains that 

“Instead of actually hearing her [Margo] when she is talking, all he is seeing is himself 

reflected back, which makes him think that he and Margo are perfect for each other and 

create the unshared love story of the romantic conventions” (105). In the text, Quention is 

isolated, and in this way when Margo talks about her own feelings of social isolation, 

Quentin will recognize himself as isolated as her.  
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According to Millard, “Coming-of-age fictions usually star two opposite teenagers 

engaging in a friendship and a possible future love-story” (120). Most of the time one of the 

two characters is in love with the other while the other one avoids his/her feelings or 

unfortunately does not share them at all. Kaler states that the Love Story represents one of the 

major themes in the coming-of-age genre. In Paper Towns, Quentin and Margo’s love story 

is not mutual but explains Quentin’s part of the plot: he is in love with her and will not leave 

her alone. However, Quentin is his own obstacle in his quest for the mysterious Margo. In 

fact, Quentin has so profoundly and constantly misimagined Margo that he cannot find her, 

not because she is hard to find but because in a sense he is looking for the wrong person. 

Besides, Margo’s identity is fragmented: she appears as the coolest girl in her high school, 

Quentin sees her as the perfect girl, Radar and Ben hate her and her family does not know 

her. Therefore, the only way to analyse the identity of Margo is Quentin’s views of her 

identity, since the story is refracted through his point of view.  

At the beginning, Quentin is viewing Margo very one-dimensionally. She is paper-

thin to him: I think she is nothing but the object of his affection. In the second part of the 

novel, he is seeing a girl who is half there and half not, so he is thinking about her with more 

complexity but still not really thinking of her as a human being. At the end of Paper Towns, 

to my mind, his growing ability to imagine her with more complexity reconnects him to her, 

albeit not in the way he might have hoped. According to Kaler, “The theme of love is also 

used to show how we romanticize the people we love” (88), and this is one obvious coming-

of-age convention that Paper Towns reflects and revolves around. Especially when Quentin 

sees Margo as an object of desire. “I’m so pissed at her. For . . . for, I don’t know. Not being 

the Margo I had expected her to be. Not being the Margo I thought I had finally imagined 

correctly” (51). The coming-of-age genre is full of examples of people imagining their 

romantic others as more than human. Besides, in Paper Towns when Quentin starts his quest 
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for Margo because he thinks that she is going to die, after resisting it for a while he starts 

feeding his notion of knight-in-shining-armor-saving-damsel-in-distress heroism, which in 

Quentin’s defense is so deeply celebrated in the American culture that it would take 

superman effort to escape it. 

Millard says that “Road trips are a good example of a thing teenagers all do in real 

lives that is a metaphorical action. When a teenager goes on a road trip, he is not only hoping 

that his geography will change, he is hoping that the literal journey will be accompanied by 

an emotional or spiritual journey, and that he will come home different” (95). In relation to 

Millard’s definition of the typical coming-of-age plot, we can see that the way Margo 

manages to find her identity by escaping her life and the way Quentin goes through his 

coming-of-age process amount to precisely such a conventional storyline. Quentin finally 

drives his car from Orlando to Agloe (Margo’s paper town) just before the graduation.  

Millard also states that “From Huck Finn to A Confederacy of Dunces roadtrips have 

become one the most distinctively American symbols” (96). Roadtrips and American 

specificities such as American high schools or the typical American graduation ceremony are 

very important to be used by an American writer. Indeed, half the book takes place in an 

American high school. The characters are in their last year waiting for their graduation. They 

are all planning to go to different but prestigious universities except for Margo who does not 

understand people’s expectations. During the night revenge she says to Quentin, “College: 

getting in or not getting in. Trouble: getting in or not getting in. School: getting A’s or getting 

D’s. Career: having or not having. House: big or small, owning or renting. Money: having or 

not having. It’s all so boring” (7). Then Margo disappears few days before graduation and 

Quentin’s quest has an impact on his oral participation in class and grades but he does not 

care. He wants to graduate and be accepted at his university but retrieving Margo is more 

important. Millard points out that the graduation ceremony usually takes place at the end of 
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coming-of-age novels. The graduation and the acceptance at university are some of the goals 

of every teenager. (Millard,199) The reader does not follow the characters after high school 

and it really means that the transition to adulthood is completed.  

The most important areas where Paper Towns conforms to genre conventions are: the 

mirror between Margo and the reader, the lovestory of Quentin and Margo, Quentin’s 

isolation, the identity confusion, and the American symbols throughout the novel. 

 

How Paper Towns breaks with Coming-of-Age genre conventions 

We have seen that Paper Towns conforms to several literary conventions typically defined as 

integral to young adult fiction in general and the coming-of-age genre in particular. In fact, 

Paper Towns in some ways appears to present the quintessential coming-of-age story. 

However, the text also breaks with genre conventions in a number of significant ways. In this 

section, my reading of the novel will show that Margo’s and Quentin’s relationship 

ambiguous ending, the switch of tense, the usage of literary canon, the connection to reality 

and the three metaphors organizing the storyline and Quentin’s coming-of-age process are 

not conventional.  

The principal element which makes Paper Towns special compared to other coming-

of-age novels is the ending of Quentin’s and Margo’s relationship. According to Pape’s, a 

coming-of-age novel usually has a happy ending which includes a plot development which is 

generally positive for the main characters. The coming-of-age conventions include happy 

endings because they are pleasant to read especially for teenagers. (Pape, 43) However, in 

most of Green’s novels the ending is more or less tragic and the ending of Paper Towns is 

sad, moralizing and ambiguous:  

She screams at me now, pulling herself up by my shirt so she can get in my 

face. ‘Oh, bullshit. You didn’t come here to make sure I was okay. You came 



	 14	

here because you wanted to save poor little Margo from her troubled little self, 

so that I would be oh-so-thankful to my knight in shining armor that I would 

strip my clothes off and beg you to ravage my body.’ I shout, which it mostly 

is. ‘You were just playing with us, weren’t you? You just wanted to make sure 

that even after you left to go have your fun, you were still the axis we spun 

around.’ She’s screaming back, louder than I thought possible. ‘You’re not 

even pissed at me, Q! You’re pissed at this idea of me you keep inside your 

brain from when we were little! (51)  

According to Chris Richards, when Green breaks the romantic conventions of the happy 

ending “he makes the ending more interesting for the reader and demonstrates that he sees the 

reader as the master of the characters’ future” (Richards, 46). In this passage, we realize that 

Quentin and Margo’s last exchange is extremely uneasy. The reader learns that Quentin 

finally finds Margo after days of research and a journey across the USA; however, she rejects 

him and expresses her need to construct her life alone. According to my reading, this sad 

ending is necessary for Quentin and beneficial for a new start without Margo in his life and 

that is the reason why the ending is moralizing. Margo and Quentin are in a place that is fair 

to them and fair to the reader. In my opinion the author leaves ambiguity at the end of Paper 

Towns for the reader to decide, because an ambiguous ending brings several questions and 

interpretations. That fact can represent one of the pleasures of reading and can explain the 

choice for an ambiguous ending instead of a conventional happy ending.  

VanderStaay explains that the conventions set coming-of-age novels in the past tense 

(VanderStaay, 80). However, one of Green’s writing styles in Paper Towns is that he 

switches from the past to present tense. According to my reading, the switch refers to real 

people themselves switching from past to present tense while telling stories, sometimes even 

in the middle of a sentence. Often, they do this because whatever they are describing in the 
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present tense feels so immediate and unresolved to them that it seems as if it is still 

happening, even though the events of the story occurred in the past. In my opinion and 

according to my reading of the novel, this switch from past tense to present tense also gives 

the reader a sense of immediacy and disquiet when for instance, Quentin switches to the 

present tense. When Quentin narrates in the present, he is talking about things that shake him 

so deeply that he does not feel like they happened, he feels like they are still happening. To 

conclude, the switch from past to present tense is essential in Paper Towns but is usually not 

conventional in coming-of-age novels. 

According to VanderStaay, coming-of-age novels are fictions trying to put distance 

between reality and the world of fiction. These novels usually avoid to mention real facts or 

authors building a completely different and separated world. (VanderStaay, 67) In Paper 

Towns, the story takes place in the fictional suburb of Jefferson Park but we know that the 

suburb is supposed to be in the USA and precisely in Orlando in Florida. During my reading, 

I have noticed that Green introduces Walt Whitman and Herman Melville who are real 

authors and refers to them several times. For instance, Margo possesses Leaves of Grass by 

Walt Whitman and studies “Song of Myself” for her own reading. According to my reading, 

the famous writer of poetry is introduced to improve both Quentin’s and the reader’s 

knowledge, because of the reader’s identification with Quentin. By improving the reader’s 

knowledge about poetry and real poet through Quentin’s perspective, the reader feels the 

connection between Paper Towns’ world and the reality. 

 In highschool Quentin also studies Moby Dick by Herman Melville. According to 

VanderStaay, Moby Dick is one famous literary canon studied by most of the students all 

around the world. (89) Using Moby Dick as the major study in Quentin’s Literature class is 

another connection between the world of fiction and the real world. In my opinion, Ahab’s 

obsession with the whale is used as the mirror of Quentin’s obsession with Margo. The 
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connection shows that Quentin’s obsession with Margo is inherently objectifying. Quentin 

does not see Margo as a person, he is sees her as Ahab sees the whale. According to my 

reading, the connection explains once again that the reader usually tries to avoid the reality 

by reading coming-of-age fictions but the world of fiction in Paper Towns is linked to the 

reality. The reader recognizes himself/herself in the characters, realizes that Paper Towns is 

not so far from the real world. In this way the reader also realizes the ordinary mistakes 

teenagers do during the coming-of-age process, such as Quentin’s quest and obsession for 

Margo. 

Another example demonstrating how Paper Towns breaks with genre conventions is 

the title, its meaning and the structure of the book. Richards argues that coming-of-age novels 

are usually divided in many chapters in a whole, or divided in two parts symbolizing the 

period before or the beginning of the coming-of-age process and the period after or the end of 

the coming-of-age process. The structure of Paper Towns with the three sections does not 

follow the conventions, that is mark the periods before and after Quentin’s coming-of-age 

process, but really traces each step of his coming-of-age. Indeed, the structure is focused on 

both Quentin’s perception of Margo and the progression of his transition. (Richards, 57) The 

title refers to geography, maps and location. I have said above in the introduction that a paper 

town is an imaginery and trap town. In the novel Margo is looking for a paper town to 

reconstruct her life and personal identity; she knows that a paper town is a trap town 

therefore a town that nobody lives in and nobody comes to. That is the reason why she 

chooses this kind of place to escape her normal life. A paper town symbolizes a place where 

Margo can find her ‘’real’’ identity without any influence such as her level of popularity in 

her highschool, her parents’ expectations, or Quentin’s feeling for her. Everyone has his own 

opinion about Margo and she feels that she needs to build her own.  
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Paper Towns is divided in three sections called “The Strings”, “The Grass”, and “The 

Vessel”. Each individual part is named for a specific metaphor used considerably in that 

section. Each section organizes Paper Towns in compliance with the metaphors representing 

Quentin’s transition from childhood to adulthood. Every short chapter refers to the 

progression of Quentin’s coming of age and especially the date of the characters’ journey to 

give a chronology for every event in the book.  

 The first part about the strings refers to the beginning of the novel with the dead body 

found by Margo and Quentin, and Margo’s reaction about the dead man’s broken strings. 

Later in this section Quentin tells Margo that “When the guy died, you said maybe all the 

strings inside him broke, and then you just said that about yourself, that the last string broke” 

(13). According to my reading, the strings metaphor is introduced because there is an 

emotional life inside of us but it is very difficult to talk about. Every teenager experiences the 

transition to adulthood, every coming-of-age novel goes through the theme of identity and 

sorrow because that is one of the genre conventions. But the storyline of Paper Towns is 

more ambigious and metaphorical, in such a way that it organizes the coming-of-age process 

unconventionally, referring to the complicated system of strings inside use and to decisions 

taken by teenagers experiencing the coming-of-age process.  

The second section about “The Grass” refers to Leaves of Grass and especially to 

“Song of Myself” by Walt Whitman, Margo’s favourite book about the identity. Leaves of 

Grass is used by Quentin to find Margo’s clues after her departure. In this section Quentin 

learns the definition of paper town. According to Richards, Paper Towns’ second part is more 

abstract because this “movement toward abstraction in symbolic thinking is a big part of 

adolescence” (Richards, 65). In my opinion, the grass metaphor represents the movement 

toward abstraction of Quentin during his coming-of-age process because this part is one of 

the hardest part for Quentin during the story. Quentin has to translate the symbols on Leaves 
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of Grass pages into ideas. However, teenagers usually struggle with Literature, it is usually 

complicated for them to create interpretation, to establish ideas and arguments or to guess 

what symbols actually mean.  

The last section, “The Vessel”, refers to the story of a cracking vessel told by Margo 

to Quentin when he found her. “When did we see each other face-to-face? Not until you saw 

into my cracks and I saw into yours. Before that, we were just looking at ideas of each other, 

like looking at your window shade but never seeing inside. But once the vessel cracks, the 

light can get in. The light can get out” (55). To my mind, the vessel represents Quentin’s 

image of Margo and the light represents truth. Once you see someone as a person and as they 

truly are there is no going back. From imagining the other as a sealed vessel to imagining the 

other as a cracked one is the journey of adolescence. According to my reading and 

interpretations, the three metaphors are used to organize the novel in a way which departs 

from the most common forms of structure, to represent the evolution of Quentin’s coming-of-

age process, therefore to make it more similar to the reader’s coming-of-age process which 

means a complicated process with many steps, many difficulties and many decisions to take.  

 

Conclusion  

As demonstrated in this study, John Green’s novel Paper Towns follows two logical aims. 

Green as a successful young adult writer knows the coming-of-age conventions and how to 

manipulate the norms. However, the author also chooses to break with these conventions in 

Paper Towns. I classified, interprated and analysed the two aims of Paper Towns in terms of 

genre, this has been the purpose of my study. I have investigated what the coming-of-age 

genre conventions are and how Paper Towns conforms and how it differs.  

I have particularly analyzed the way in which the text focuses on the searching for 

identity and the theme of love, thus the usage of three methaphors to structure the main 
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character’s coming-of-age process. My reading indicates that the theme of identity with a 

persistent mirror-making between the characters and the readers, the complicated lovestory 

evolving throughout the lines, and the metaphors which structure the novel and the storyline, 

can be used to understand the tensions between conformity and genre transgression.  

In the first part of the discussion, I bring attention to some literary conventions of the 

coming-of-age genre as they can be identified in the novel, and how Paper Towns conforms 

to them. The reader follows the ordinary Quentin Jacobson’s coming-of-age process, through 

a mysterious plot in typical coming-of-age settings.  

The author gives complexity to conventional characters, such as Margo’s function of 

object of desire. Margo also works as a mirror because of Quentin’s identification with 

Margo and the reader’s identification with both of them. The loneliness and isolation of 

Quentin Jacobson is another complexity given to a conventional character.  

However, some conventions remain compulsory in a coming-of-age novel, if readers 

are going to find that their expectations are heeded and critics are going to categorize the text 

as such. Green has chosen to isolate Quentin from his friends most of the time, in compliance 

with the conventions: to make Quentin go through the coming of age process alone and feel 

rejected like Margo. The author needs to include conventions to better illustrate his 

characters’ behavior.  

There is often a conventional lovestory between a girl and a boy in coming-of-age 

novels, in Paper Towns this complicated lovestory between Quentin and Margo lead to a 

mysterious plot/quest. The lovestory shows the reader that mystery, obsession and 

misunderstanding lead to confusion of your own identity and demonstrates the difficulty to 

understand the other. 
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At the end of the first part, I have analyzed the very ending of Paper Towns which is 

conventional, because it refers to the graduation and university acceptance which are symbols 

of social distinction in America.  

In the second part of the discussion, I explain that the text includes specificities in 

terms of genre, I relate to usual conventions to demonstrate that Paper Towns also breaks 

with coming-of-age genre conventions. 

The end of Quentin’s coming-of-age process is not conventional because the reader 

does not see the end he/she has expected throughout the lines. However, the ending of 

Quentin’s and Margo’s relationship in Paper Towns needs to be ambiguous to represent a 

moral and to illustrate a realistic transition to adulthood. 

The switch of tenses is used because ordinary storytelling is told by a person who 

switches from past tense to present tense. Thus Paper Towns story can be told and read by 

anyone. The switch gives more realism and immediacy; in this way the storyline easily 

affects the reader’s feelings.  

A link persists between Paper Towns’ world of fiction and the real world, which is 

not conventional. Instead of creating a separated world, Paper Towns directly relates to the 

reality. I analyse the connections as other mirrors created between the characters and the 

reader and transmission of knowledge, for instance by introducing literary canons.  

At the end of the second part, I have explained that when Green breaks with the 

conventions using metaphors to structure the storyline and Quentin’s coming-of-age process, 

he does that to create another link between Quentin and the reader. In this way, Quentin’s 

coming-of-age process refers to the reader’s coming-of-age process.  

My analysis of Paper Towns has shown that, when it comes to making or breaking in 

the area of genre, the following of norms and belonging to the genre has been “made” to 

remind the reader of his or her expectations, and to some extent fulfil them. However, a 
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partial ‘break-up’ can be effective as a device for taking the reader through a coming-of-age 

reading process in relation to literary conventions. The reader can expand his/her 

imagination, ideas and interpretation on his/her own coming-of-age process and on the 

coming-of-age process in general. The reader is the master of his/her own destiny but 

becomes also the master of the character’s destiny after the end of his coming-of-age process. 
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