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•Once upon a time, every room in the house 
was built with the workings for a light fixture 

smack in the center of the ceiling. If extra lighting 
was needed, floor lamps, table lamps, and under-
cabinet fluorescents did the trick. Recessed ceiling 
lights made their appearance in the 1950s, sparking a 
bit of a revolution in illuminating homes. Nowadays, 
the revolution is in full swing, and it’s the rare home-
owner—or builder, interior designer, or architect, 
for that matter—who has the bandwidth to keep up 
with the ever-changing and increasingly higher-tech 
lighting options. 

Enter the certified lighting designer, a relatively 
new sort of professional that is quickly becoming 
recognized as a crucial part of the residential design 
team. Lana Nathe, of Boston’s Light Insight Design 
Studio, says that while certified independent lighting 
designers are still fairly rare (“There are only about 
4,000 of us in the world,” she notes), they have a 
growing influence. “We impact projects quite sub-
stantially and, if we get involved early in the building 
or remodeling process, we can save a great deal of 
time and money while we make the home beautiful 
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In Detail

ABOVE: Recessed 
ceiling lights and 
under-mount lights 
illuminate tasks in 
the kitchen, while 
hanging fixtures set 
the mood in the sitting 
and dining areas in 
Wolfers Lighting’s 
plan for a great room. 
LEFT: Doreen Le May 
Madden played off 
the spare architecture 
of a home designed 
by Marcus Gleysteen, 
with path lighting of 
embedded LED lights 
to create a sense of 
rhythm. The built-in 
console at the top of 
the stairs also has an 
inset uplight.

Let There Be Lights
Far from being a luxury, professional lighting designers can enhance 

every home and, in the long run, make good financial sense.
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as certification updates every three years. “I go to 
two conferences every year to update myself on the 
technology and the psychological and physiological 
aspects of light,” she says.

So how can a certified lighting designer help? 
Take something as seemingly simple as the ubiqui-
tous LED. “All LEDs are not equal,” Le May Madden 
cautions. Each generation of LED bulbs offers new 
options, in quality of light output, color, and dimma-
bility. “There are specific dimmers for specific fixtures. 
You can ruin a fixture by using the wrong dimmer.” 

Lighting designers are also aware of new products 
that might not yet be widely available, she adds. “We 
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and the lighting disappear,” she says. Doreen Le May 
Madden, owner of Lux Lighting Design, says people 
should understand that there is a difference between 
a lighting sales person and a professional lighting 
designer. “I am a professional consultant, not trying 
to sell product for a particular line or showroom. I 
deal with everyone on a project, and I prepare all 
drawings for lights and controls.”

Le May Madden explains that certified indepen-
dent lighting designers undergo a rigorous testing 
process administered by the National Council on 
Qualifications for the Lighting Professions, which 
includes requirements for working in the field as well 

Photography clockwise from top left: Greg Premru, courtesy Stern McCafferty Architecture 
+ Interiors, Greg Premru, Doreen Le May Madden/ Lux Lighting Design, Inc. 

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: The wood ceiling of an old Berkshires 
farmhouse, designed by LDa Architecture & Interiors with inte-
rior design by Weena and Spook, precluded recessed lighting, 
so Lana Nathe suspended small, unobtrusive modern fixtures. 
Because glossy surfaces could have caused “hot spots” in this 
Weston, Massachusetts, house designed by Stern McCafferty, 
Sladen Feinstein relied primarily on indirect cove lighting and 
frosted bulbs to soften glare from the square downlights. 
Nathe’s plan for a suburban Boston landscape by Site Creative  
is a masterful blend of ambient and practical, including down-
lights in the stair railing. Le May Madden made a California 
living room glow by giving the ceiling coffers a gold and amber 
finish and rimming the upper edges with tiny lights.
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There’s an emotional, as well as practical, aspect 
to lighting, too, Arnold says. “I worked on one 
kitchen that was very elaborate. The task lighting 
was under-cabinet light with a high-quality CRI 
[color rendering index] and a lot of light, so that the 
color of the food would be true and very bright.” At 
the same time, the homeowners wanted to be able to 
change the mood to match the occasion, so Arnold 
installed an RGBW LED tape light—a technology 
that uses red, green, blue, and white subpixels—so 
they could play with the lighting color. 

Certified lighting designers are 
technology specialists, but they are also 
experts in the complicated and evolving 
field of lighting psychology and physiol-
ogy. “We still don’t have all the informa-
tion on what the new lighting technology 
does to our health,” Nathe says. “I have 
a client who is sensitive to blue light. 
Anyone with epilepsy can’t have flicker-
ing light.” 

Says Le May Madden, “I have been in 
the industry for twenty-five years, and 
I believe that we are still in the infancy 
of lighting science.” For a client whose 
eyes could not tolerate direct light, she 
devised a plan that relied on indirect and 
reflected light. Another client did not 
want sconces, chandeliers, or recessed 
ceiling lights. “I integrated the lighting 
into the structure, in the stairway steps 
and baseboards, through slots in the 
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can pull those new products into a project, so the 
homeowner isn’t buying old technology.”

Some lighting designers, while certified, do work 
for showrooms, including Susan Arnold of Wolfers 
Lighting. “Lighting design isn’t about picking out 
fixtures,” Arnold says. “Individual fixtures are like 
jewelry: the accents you can switch out.”

Instead, she explains, “We talk about all aspects of 
the lighting, including how to get light on the steps so 
that it’s safe, how and where to install recessed lights, 
and where to put the dimmers and switches.”

Photography clockwise from top left: Doreen Le May  
Madden/ Lux Lighting Design, Inc. (2), Peter Vanderwarker

LEFT: Custom fixtures mimic the gas lanterns and 
torches of yesteryear in this old castle home in 
Gloucester, Massachusetts, but the house is fully 
outfitted with smart home technology, Le May 
 Madden says. ABOVE: Well-placed lighting can turn 
any niche into a design statement. BELOW: Wood 
floors, ceilings, and cabinetry have low reflective 
value, so Sladen Feinstein used a combination of 
direct and indirect lighting to brighten a historic 
Boston house renovated by architect Scott Slarsky. 
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ceilings and walls, hidden in molding to 
shine up onto to the ceiling,” she says. 
“The building itself was the light source; 
that’s why some people will call me a 
lighting architect.”

For older clients, Le May Madden says, 
it’s important to have crisp, white light 
for daytime tasks, while evening lighting 
should be warm because white or bluish 
lights can disrupt sleep patterns. Tuneable 
lighting technology means some fixtures 
can even switch between white and 
warmer light, Le May Madden says. And 
colored light is an increasingly large part 
of her work, as clients ask for chromather-
apy schemes for a spa-like master bath or 
a soothing meditation room.

Julie Rose, a principal at Sladen Fein-
stein Integrated Lighting, points out that 
the lighting designers in her office all have 
architecture and design backgrounds, a 
career path shared by Nathe and Le May 
Madden. “It helps a lot that we under-
stand the building process,” Rose says.

Her firm specializes in corporate 
buildings and multi-level residential 
towers. “The lighting requirements for 
corporate spaces are more performance-
based, while residential spaces are more 
atmospheric and multi-faceted,” Rose 
says. “We draw on the recommendations 
of the Illuminating Engineering Society of 
North America, which spells out specs for 
all kinds of places and situations.”

All the designers agree that their 
work should never be an afterthought. 
“I suggest to people that, once they have 
their permits, they come and talk to me 
about the lighting,” says Arnold. “People 
often don’t understand the value and cost 
savings if you develop [a plan] from the 
beginning.” 

“The designer Celeste Cooper has said 
that you should get what goes into the 
walls and ceilings right the first time,” 
Le May Madden adds. “We may be an 
added expense, but we save money in the 
long run.” 
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