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Architecture privileges “grounded-ness”—as an entity in conversation with gravity; as a locus to 

situate and explore place; and in the clarity of its manifestation. Central to this grounded-ness is 

a clear connection to context, whether in the working process of the architect or as an ambition to 

respond to those who inhabit it. For the past fifteen years, studioSUMO has explored floating, 

and consequently “ungrounded-ness,” in a series of projects in Japan. While designing from a 

distance in collaboration with a building culture with its own specific protocols and language 

puts the exactitude of the material translation of intention into crisis, studioSUMO has embraced 

floating as a tectonic and metaphysical condition that tries to frame exactitude not as an 

extension of fixity but as a form of continual becoming through the process of cross-cultural 

collaboration. Ukiyo-e, the word for traditional Japanese woodcut prints, loosely translates as 

“Pictures of the Floating World.” The intention of these works, precise in their delineation, was 

to create moments of beauty, natural or human, that would lift people from daily hardship, even 

if only for a moment. This talk will explore the relationship to ungrounded-ness in three 

studioSUMO projects from three perspectives: distance, language, and tectonic. Distance, 

whether in space or cultural understanding, creates a gap and consequent obstacle for the 

demands of exactitude, but it also allows for the discoveries that arise from misunderstanding. 

New languages must be created that are based in empathy and shared technique, enabling design 

culture to transcend linguistic barriers. And the evocation of tectonic floating embraces the 

suspension of contemporary life between places, identities, and realities. The three projects, one 

institutional, one cultural, and one residential, will look at how “floating” can be articulated 

across different public and private subjectivities. The architectural objects will also be discussed 

through the lens of the process of their realization, and the methods of working that allow for an 

exactitude of vision to develop rather than to be prescribed from the outset. 


