A real environment becomes intelligible - and comparable - only after it enters language as an instance of place; yet as geographical theorists have suggested, all conceptions of place are inherently and inescapably subjective.

[…]

[T]he notion of place implies the projection of human sensibility upon the natural or built environment. Hence one cannot compare an "actual" place with its literary representation, since there is literally no "place" apart from an interpreting consciousness. The only possible comparison for the critic is thus between a personal, readerly concept of place (perhaps informed by knowledge of an existent site) and a textual, writerly image.

[…]

This distinction forces a rethinking of the status of literary topography, for the salient difference lies not in the relation between real and fictive environments but between textual scenes and the symbolic experiences of place which they inscribe.
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