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Blog #103:  
James R. Thompson Center  

Walking into an architecturally significant space is an awe-inspiring experience. Soaring atri-
ums, vibrant color and unexpected features create a visceral response in all of us. I think 
this is what the major churches had in mind generations ago when parishioners from hum-
ble dwellings entered places of worship to experience an immediate sense of community. 

The James R. Thompson Center in Chicago is a perfect post-modern equivalent of awe-
inspiring spaces.  Industrial, with open elevators and escalators proudly exposing their me-
chanical works, the building’s government offices rise dramatically in a 17-story, all glass ex-
terior around a skylit atrium. Designed by Helmut Jahn, it leads the eye upward. 

 

The Atrium of the James R. Thompson Center in Chicago 

Revealing the secrets behind  
unforgettable photography 
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Great Window above the Entry 

There are a number of photo opportunities in a space like the Thompson Center. The front 
of the building has the most dramatic view with the two columns framing the atrium, but 
by walking into the center of the atrium, an impressive view of the great window on the 
south of the building offers a stunning contrast of the traditional, square building in the 
curved window.  There is also the symmetrical perspective of looking straight up into the 
sky-lit center of the building. To get this shot, I actually laid on my back in the center of the 
circular floor and shot upwards.    

Merging  

19  

Photographs 

Capturing this grand scale is no 
easy task. To accomplish this, I 
returned to a photo stitching 
technique. A series of eighteen 
photos was taken of the entire 
space, with each photo overlap-
ping the photos on their left and 
overlapping top to 
bottom.  These images were 
merged with photo stitching 
software available on many pho-
to software packages or availa-
ble as separate photo stitching 
software. After merging the 
photos, the image was cropped 
and corrected for exposure, 
lighting, contrast, and color. 

I got a few funny looks, but the re-
sulting phot was worth it! This is also 
a building where photography bene-
fits from a return visit. The reflection 
through the windows, the way the 
light enters the southern window and 
the atrium, and the overall brightness 
of the atrium can vary dramatically 
from early morning to mid-day to 
dusk. Each offers wonderful photo-
graphic options for capturing a spec-
tacular space and strengthens your 
experience as a photographer. 
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TAKEAWAYS 
1. Have your camera with you. 
2. Look up. Look down. Take in the setting from different angles (including from 

different floors). 
3. Don’t rush. If you’re on your own, give yourself the luxury of your own time to 

take all the alternative shots you want to consider for editing. 
4. Take lots of shot with different angles and exposure, including with and with-

out a polarizing filter. 
5. If you can't capture the whole view in a single shot, experiment with photo 

stitching. Take multiple sets of photos so you have a back-up in case one set 
can't be merged. 

6. Consider returning to a photo site. A second trip can provide great perspective 
and shots you missed. The same building in full daylight is completely different 
at sunset or when lit by evening lighting. 

Looking Up 


