Vesper
Rivista di architettura, arti e teoria
Journal of Architecture, Arts & Theory

No. 9 | Lavversario | The Adversary
Autunno | Inverno 2023
Fall | Winter 2023

ISBN 978-88-229-2139-0
ISSN 2704-7598
DOI10.57644/Vesper009

Indice DOI|DOI Index

Fundamentals
202 -203
An idea

Keywords
Parole chiave

Abstract

Indice DOI|DOI Index

Paolo Bosca DOI 10.57644/Vesper009_021
Synchysis. The Path of Fluid Knowledge

Synchysis, Michel Serres, mingle, aesthetic of taste, epistemology
Sinchisi, Michel Serres, mescolanza, estetica del gusto, epistemologia

Synchysis. The Path of Fluid Knowledge

Synchysis is a word usually used in rhetoric and medicine and indicates, in general, confusion and chaos. Michel
Serres, in his The five senses, rehabilitates this term to suggest a precise type of conjunction: the word named
the act of conveying two fluids together and can help to think about the mingle of things overcoming the difficul-
ties that usually lead only to chaos. Synchysis seems the perfect adversary of the linearity that modern thought
chases after. As soon as the gaze moves beyond the pretensions of analytical purity, one realizes that in fact syn-
chysis indicates a play of forces made up of mutual thrusts and involvements completely bound up with the flow
where they occur. Synchysis, in the sense suggested by Serres, configures a mingled interaction that is free and
repulsive with respect to the tools of objectification.

Synchysis. The Path of Fluid Knowledge

Sinchisi € una parola solitamente usata in retorica e in medicina che indica, in generale, confusione e caos. Michel
Serres, nel suo / cinque sensi, riabilita questo termine per suggerire un tipo preciso di congiunzione: la parola
nomina I'atto di convogliare due fluidi insieme e puo aiutare a pensare alle cose nella loro mescolanza, superando
le difficolta che di solito portano solo al caos. La sinchisi sembra I'avversario perfetto della linearita che il pensiero
moderno insegue. Non appena lo sguardo si sposta oltre le pretese di purezza analitica, ci si rende conto che in
realta la sinchisi indica un gioco di forze fatto di spinte e coinvolgimenti reciproci completamente legati al flusso in
cui si manifestano. La sinchisi, nel senso suggerito da Serres, configura un’interazione mescolata, libera e repulsi-
va rispetto agli strumenti di oggettivazione.

Vesper|Lavversario



Rivista di architettura, arti e teoria

~ Autunno|Inverno 2023

0
]
!

|

tg

21
&
Y

2‘ 213
88-200-
~7598

%

N9

7[88
IS?

VESPER No.9

ISSN 2704

-.:9

|
.z

VESPER No.9

' Department of Architecture and Arts

~ Universita luav di Venezia



Vesper
Rivista di architettura, arti e teoria

Vesper ¢ una rivista scientifica semestrale, multidiscipli-
nare e bilingue, si occupa delle relazioni tra forme e pro-
cessi del progetto e del pensiero. Ponendo lo sguardo al
crepuscolo, quando la luce si confonde con il buio e l'og-
getto illuminante non ¢ piu visibile, Vesper intende leg-
gere l'atto progettuale seguendo e rendendo evidente il
moto della trasformazione. Pitagora identifico nel pianeta
Venere sia la stella della sera (Hesperos) che quella del mat-
tino (Phosphoros), i due nomi si riferiscono allo stesso astro
ma posto in condizioni temporali differenti. Vesper dichia-
ra quindi una posizione piu che un oggetto e privilegia il
situarsi che ne profila lo statuto. Non ¢ qui accesa la luce
tagliente dell’alba, che promette giorni completamente
nuovi e alti sol dell’avvenire, ma quella che fa intravedere
nella penombra una possibilita nell’esistente.

Richiamando e rinnovando la tradizione delle riviste car-
tacee italiane, Vesper ospita un paesaggio articolato di moda-
lita narrative, accoglie forme di scrittura e stili differenti,
privilegia I'intelligenza visiva del progetto, dell’espressio-
ne grafica, dell'immagine e delle contaminazioni tra lin-
guaggi. Larivista ¢ pensata nella sua successione di numeri
tematici come discorso sulla contemporaneita, nello spa-
zio di ogni singolo numero ¢ articolata in un insieme di
rubriche che gettano luci differenti sul tema. Nel proce-
dere delle diverse sezioni — editoriale, citazione, proget-
to, racconto, lezione, saggio, inserto, traduzione, archivio,
viaggio, ring, tutorial, dizionario — mutano i riverberi tra
idee e realta, si accende I'intreccio tra evidenze concrete e
loro potenzialita, potenziali trasformativi, immaginari. Le
rubriche sono pensate non per aggiornare istantaneamente
ma per indagare condizioni progettuali e per fornire stru-
menti e materiali dall’'ombra lunga.

Vesper
Journal of Architecture, Arts & Theory

Vesper is a six-monthly, multidisciplinary and bilingual sci-
entific journal which deals with the relationships between
forms and processes of thought and of design. Gazing into
the dusk, when light slowly merges with darkness and the
illuminating object is no longer visible, Vesper aims to inter-
pret the act of designing through tracing and revealing the
movement of transformation. Pythagoras identified in the
planet Venus both the evening star (Hesperos) and the morn-
ing star (Phosphoros), assigning the two names to the same
star observed in different temporal conditions. Vesper thus
states a perspective rather than an object, privileging the
condition that defines its status. Rather than the sharp
light of dawn, heralding a brand-new day and promising a
brighter future, it is the twilight that allows you to have a
glimpse at the potential of what is already there.

Following the tradition of Italian paper journals, Vesper
revives it by hosting a wide spectrum of narratives, wel-
coming different writings and styles, privileging the visual
intelligence of design, of graphic expression, of images and
contaminations between different languages. The jour-
nal is conceived as a series of thematic issues that build a
discourse on the contemporary. Each issue is divided into
sections that offer a range of diverse perspectives on the
theme analysed: editorial, quote, project, tale, lecture, essay,
extra, translation, archive, journey, ring, tutorial, dictionary.
Throughout the different sections, reverberations between
ideas and reality change, connections emerge between tan-
gible facts and their potentials, transformative prospects,
collective perception. The principal aim of these sections is
not to provide instant news, but to offer an in-depth investi-
gation of different instances of design and to provide tools
and materials that have a long-lasting effect.
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Synchysis. The Path
of Fluid Knowledge
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Luca Vianello, Untitled (detail), 2016.
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It is precisely where the reach of the imagination meets the friction of
materials, or where the forces of ambition rub up against the rough edg-
es of the world, that human life is lived (Ingold 2013, p. 73).

Synchysis (c0yyvoig) is a Greek term that generally indicates confusion.
Almost all occurrences have a negative meaning: betrayal, bustle, loss of
functionality, entanglement. Michel Serres in 7he Five Senses. A Philosophy
of Mingled Bodies chooses this term to indicate something more than con-
fusion, a contradictory but sensible unity of elements mingling along
a track recognisable only through the body. It is an idea that straddles
ontology, epistemology and aesthetics, in which these three domains
of knowledge blend without blurring, in the belief that ‘what we hear,
through our tongue, is that there is nothing in sapience that has not first
passed through mouth and taste, through sapidity’ (Serres 2016, p. 164).
Through synchysis Serres convincingly critiques some of the assump-
tions of Western thought and opens the door to a sensitive knowledge of
‘the given’, an encounter that becomes possible where thought is usually
forced to freeze in the face of an overly threatening adversary.

In rhetoric, synchysis is a particular type of hyperbate in which the order
of the sentence is reversed through a play of interlocking semantic com-
ponents. The risk is to make the period unintelligible because of the obscu-
ritas that the mixtura verborum casts over the proposition. Some examples
are ‘mentre increspava le dal sol percosse / del suo fiotto inegual spume
d’argento’ (S. Bettinelli, A/ Signor Abate Benaglio, in Versi sciolti, vv. 29-30),
the so-called Epitaffio di Virgilio ‘come pastore agricoltore cavaliere pasco-
lai coltivai vinsi / le capre i campi nemici con il bastone con la zappa con
la mano), or ‘il divino del pian silenzio verde’ (G. Carducci, 7 bove, v. 14).

In medicine the term indicates the entanglement or softening
(Schepens, Neetens 1987) of certain internal membranes of the eye that
occurs as a result of inflammation or trauma and causes the loss of vision.
Alongside these two, there are numerous other instances in which the
meaning of the term varies from confusion to ruin, from trouble to
treachery, swindle, stun, or breach of agreement.

Sinchysis is composed of ovy, ‘together’ and yéo, ‘pouring, mixing
liquids’ and means ‘the act of directing several currents from different
sources or urns into the same channel, one confluence uniting numerous
affluents’ (Serres 2016, p. 162). It indicates the behaviour of fluids that mix
to the point of making impossible to identify the source substances in a
‘chaos that will not be unscrambled’ (7bid.). If we take a close look at the
two liquids in the act of blending, we can see why the word ‘confusion’
does not fit, or rather, leaves room to a reflection on the blending itself.
Both stopping at confusion (the identity of the two poured) or denying
the actual unity resulting from mixing are false solutions. In the blending
of two liquids lies a blind spot for the thought, beyond which we have no
other words but chaos, but actually it ‘only appears to be chaos because
one does not yet have a good theory of chaos. My work is at the point just
before everything gels. (Serres, Latour 1996, p. 89). Synchysis is precisely
a piece (or rather, for reasons that we’ll see at the end, a place) of Serres’
theory of chaos. Western thought has not been able to think about the
mixing of two liquids, which is why synchysis has a negative meaning.
It is a real epistemological problem that Serres recognises and stresses.

Everything is important in the few lines in which the term occurs: that
we are talking about liquids, that Serres’ book is devoted to the senses,
that the chapter begins with a bottle of 1947 Yguem, that the book seeks
to outline a philosophy of mingling. Let us now consider these aspects
one by one and in their murual relations.

Figuring out the relationship between two mixing fluids means chal-
lenging the epistemology that privileges vision as the main epistemo-
logical sense. The eyes tell us nothing but units, first two units and then
one after a few seconds of indecision. If we try to see the play of the two
liquids gradually mixing we get a kind of visual nausea. Serres questions
the aesthetic and cognitive privilege of vision, highlighted in recent phi-
losophy. Vision ‘enables us to distinguish things clearly’ (Watsuji 2014, p.
131), locates objects and presumes a percipient subject as a point of view.
Nothing changes if we go beyond the individual: think of a map bird’s-
eye kind: we see infinite points of view perpendicular to the ground, an
abstraction even more radical than the one of a visual-percipient sub-
ject immersed in a set of relations. Relation, for objectifying knowledge
expressed in the subject-object paradigm, is first and foremost a perpen-
dicular facing, a being ‘in front of’, against, of the subject with respect to
the object of knowledge (Gegen-stand). For this epistemology to work we
must be facing solids in a linear framework of time and space. Liquids,
or rather liquidity does not meet most of the conditions necessary for
visual-objective knowledge to do its work. Fluid is the terrain of knowl-
edge not bound to vision but capable of involving the senses considered
to be minor: taste, smell and touch. Conversely, it is those latter senses
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that offer the greatest (aesthetic, cognitive) openness to the phenome-
non of mingling, central to Serres’ text and a relevant issue for philos-
ophy today. ‘An idea opposed to another idea is always the same idea,
but affected by the negative sign. The more you oppose one another, the
more you remain in the same framework of thought’ (Serres, Latour 1996,
p. 81): synchysis indicates a view of the world that comes out of this face-
to-face, linear, dual framework, in a mostly unexplored direction that
we are trying to account for with and beyond the French philosopher.

Let me return to the map for a moment. We have said that the traditional
map needs one or more viewpoints, it serves to orient someone, and it does
so by offering an external and privileged viewpoint on the territory below.
The space of synchysis, however, rejects the external viewpoint, which rec-
ognises nothing but confusion. To understand the mixture of two liquids
we cannot just look at them but, as Serres does, we must, for example, taste
them. In the chapter The Animal Spirits there are two tongues: the first is
the one that speaks, argues, and supports visual rationality internal to the
subject-object paradigm, a tongue that re-knows with language the objects
faced. The second, ‘displaced and overtaken by the first’ (Connor 2005, p.
309), is that which opens through taste and smell. It is a tongue through
which it is possible to know as with the first but in a different way, taking
differently from a different (wider) ‘given’. It is this second tongue that guides
the author within the ‘map of mixtures’ (Serres 2016, p. 162) that is drawn
in his mouth when he drinks Yguem. Yguem is a white wine from the union
of several grape varieties, the result of an authentic synchysis. Looking at
the bottle there is no trace of the two starting liquids and we are tempted to
think that there is a solid unitary object in front of us. Yguem is a unit, but
‘absolutely contradictory’ (Nishida 2002-2009). It is easy to see that itis pre-
cisely the contradiction that is difficult for rational thought to unravel that
represents the richness of that specific encounter with the ‘given’ represent-
ed by the bottle of Yguem. The components of that wine are as important as
their unity, and the word that can convey the idea of the play of identities
and differences that happens in such a bottle is precisely ‘mingle’. We can
slightly modify the definition of Nishida Kitaro cited by Watsuji to ‘abso-
lutely unrepresentable unity’, it would not be anything too different. In fact,
to represent means to place oneself in front of something at an adequate
distance in order to have a coherent and, indeed, representational drawing
of it; in this case, a case made up of fluids and taste, doing so is impossible.
What the second tongue does is to ‘follow blended, fluidic, liquid pathways,
flowing in knotted confluences’ (Serres 2016, p. 161) and, in doing so, follow
the unseen map of an unseen territory, constituting an unseen knowledge
resulting from an unseen thauma of the world, a philosophy of mingled bodies
involving all the senses as mingled themselves.

Now, one could argue that this all comes down to one word or thing.
Only to wine, only to liquids and so on. This is not the case. Serres himself
chooses synchysis as a ‘localised tool’ (Serres, Latour 1996) for the fluid,
also because in the behaviour of fluids resides a truth of what we denote by
‘mingle’. To know more about mingle it is useful to start with the fluid, but
not to stop to it. Serres states that we would be nothing if we were not min-
gled, and the awareness of being ‘commingled’ has obvious ethical impli-
cations. This co-dependence is a relationship that goes far beyond: “What
flows together appears confusing to the first tongue, but is as divine as a
sip of Yguem to the second’ (Serres 2016, p. 164). It is clear that for Serres in
the senses lies the possibility of a vital philosophy, a thought that instead of
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colliding with the phenomena that cannot comprehend manages to ‘corre-
spond to them’ otherwise, as Ingold puts it, constituting a sapient, sapid life.
To confront Serres’ thought is to confront the difficulties of his meth-
od and the slipperiness of the terrain on which he moves (Serres, Latour
1996). In the reflections so far I have tried to clarify, where possible, some
of the indications that the term synchysis can give to those who seck to
push their knowledge where the tools of traditional epistemology stop.
It is important to conclude with two orders of problems, one method-
ological (corresponding, roughly, to the subjective) and one territorial
ot ‘topological’ (objective). Even man’s position changes in Serres’ para-
digm. There’s nothing in front of him, nothing behind; mingled is pri-
marily the men himself and the things.
The skin is a variety of contingency: in it, through it, with it, the world
and my body touch each other, the feeling and the felt, it defines their
common edge. Contingency means common tangency: in it the world
and the body intersect and caress each other. I do not wish to call the
place in which I live a medium, I prefer to say that things mingle with
each other and that I am no exception to that, I mix with the world
which mixes with me. Skin intervenes between several things in the
world and makes them mingle (Serres 2016, p. 80).

The only way to grasp what Serres means here is to situate ourselves in time,
to temporalise philosophical discourse in a continuous contingency, to use
the skin as in a caress rather than an x-ray. To become an ‘absolutely contra-
dictory unit’ with what we try to comprehend. The same applies to space: to
grasp how things mingle without blurring one has to spatialise his point of
view, to enter inside things by moving ‘from place to place’ (Serres, Latour
1996, p. 93) along the flow of their relations. Let us return for a moment to
the rhetorical figure: by breaking the order of the sentence what is shattered
is the linear structure in which all the elements of the sentence normally
take their meaning. Syntactic space knots on itself creating a play of light
and shadow in which the semantic connections, if they are to survive, must
acquire an unprecedented dynamism and three-dimensionality that opens to
an understanding that is not only rational, semantic, visual, but synaesthet-
ic (or, to use a neologism, synchysical). Carducci’s silenzio verde (green silence)
does not make us see anything, but inevitably generates in us a fusion of sen-
sations that is difficult to locate, it jumps here and there between the senses.

Itis clear that we are far away from a method, from a neatlist of guidelines
onwhat and how to look for synchysis. However, in conclusion, let me make
a suggestion about the experiences through which we can more easily give a
consistency to this concept. I am thinking about circumstances of great per-
sonal relevance, things, people, important moments in our lives. ‘Weakness
and fragility mark the spot of their most precious secret. I seek to assist the
birth of an infant’ (#bzd., p.101) is in this sense an illuminating indication: the
birth of a child is an event that involves us at such a deep level that a seg-
mented understanding, limited to one sense or another, to one moment or
another in time, is impossible. Any approach that does not have the cour-
age to confront such experiences head-on is insufficient (although it takes
courage to overcome it, and it cannot be said that Serres has not demon-
strated this through the philosophical choices he has made in his career). I
believe that precisely those intimate, very personal moments that are every-
where inside and outside of us; those moments from which philosophy risks
demurely distancing itself, may be the most fertile ground for the idea of
synchysis. Love, passion, art, crattsmanship, fear; trembling, rejoicing, feel-
ing a current pushing on our back and going along with it without trying to
separate the affluents from the river, but also without reducing the river only
to the visible water; following the path of fluid knowledge.
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