Model of 20th-century car park by Michael Blampied highlights educational and urban redevelopment debates
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A 1:50 scale model of a distinctive 20th-century car park designed by Michael Blampied for Debenhams in 1970 exemplifies a unique architectural typology born from the need to store vehicles vertically for intermittent periods. This once-prominent structure, noted for its load-bearing diagrid façade, was demolished in 2019 after less than fifty years, a casualty of shifting urban functions and policies such as London’s congestion charge. The site has since been repurposed for an upscale hotel, reflecting broader trends of urban redevelopment and changing priorities in city centre land use.
The model, created in 2008 by three postgraduate students in an intensive survey exercise over three days, stands as both a pedagogical and investigative tool. The students undertook careful measurements following a stringent risk assessment and documented the building’s concrete surfaces marked by years of exposure to oil, fumes, and weather. Structural engineer Alan Conisbee provided crucial guidance on potential alterations to the car park’s fabric, including feasible removals of horizontal elements and the technicalities involved in reinforcing columns and repairing damaged edges. While the project’s proposed adaptive reuse for educational purposes was speculative, it served as a valuable exploration of reuse, repair, and the spatial occupation of children, grounded in tangible, hands-on understanding.
This project reflects the strengths and challenges of postgraduate architectural education, especially within a ‘unit system’ prevalent in many academic institutions. Such a system encourages design specialisation each year through different studios, fostering a cumulative acquisition of design, technical, and conceptual skills essential to professional practice. However, there is ongoing debate about what should be prioritised in architectural curricula amid rapid changes in technology, society, and the profession. The demands of specialisation, technical knowledge, and conceptual depth often compete for limited curriculum space, raising the question of whether there remains sufficient time and space for design driven by curiosity and foundational principles.
Recent showcases of student work, such as those at London Metropolitan University, shed light on this educational balance by emphasising materiality and structural understanding through model-making—a practice echoing the kind of detailed analysis seen in the car park project. Units like Unit 9 ‘Convivial City’, focusing on London’s housing crisis, and Unit 8 ‘Neos Kosmos’, addressing refugee housing in Greece, illustrate how students apply critical structural and material knowledge to pressing contemporary issues. These examples underscore the importance of integrating technical rigour and social relevance in architectural education, validating the approach of combining thorough, hands-on investigation with broader design ambitions.
The ongoing conversation within and beyond academia about the content and methods of architectural teaching highlights a tension between evolving societal needs and the preservation of core educational values. Understanding existing buildings through detailed surveys and structural analysis, as demonstrated by the car park model, remains a foundational exercise, offering insights into both the history and potential future of architectural forms. Such work exemplifies the benefits of an education rooted in both theory and practicality, preparing students for the complexities of real-world architectural challenges.
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