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HED had CharterSills design the lighting for the 
project. The two firms often collaborate on significant 
projects like this one.

The Challenge
Striking the right balance was the key. While making 
the space more modern to appeal to younger 
clientele, it was critical to maintain a sense of stability 
and integrity, so as not to alienate the bank’s long-
standing existing clients.

“They didn’t want something so distinct that it would 
be jarring,” says Enrique Suarez, Principal at HED. 
Creating “a bridge from old to new” was the goal 
of the HED design team, which included Suarez, 

Introduction 
Established in 1889, Northern Trust is one of Chicago’s 
bedrock financial institutions. Its reputation of strength 
and permanence is conveyed in its historic, classical-
styled headquarters building, which has stood for 
more than 100 years in the heart of the Windy City’s 
financial district. 

However, within the building, Northern Trust wanted to 
create an experience that reflects its forward-looking 
vision and global presence. Architecture firm Harley 
Ellis Devereaux was tapped to renovate the building’s 
19,000-square-foot ground floor lobby — both to 
better serve Northern Trust’s high-end clientele, as well 
as to introduce a more contemporary feel. In turn,  

along with Arthur Smith, Principal, Discipline Leader 
for Architecture + Design; Leonora Georgeoglou, 
Associate, Discipline Leader for Interior Architecture; 
and Kevin Hense, Project Architect. The design 
strategy focused on keeping the palette simple and 
monolithic, while using high-quality materials. For 
the lighting team, it meant developing solutions that 
would be elegant and streamlined.

The Solution
The centerpiece of the renovation is a new, modern 
entrance. It is situated at the midpoint between 
two nondescript entrances, each at the end of a 
concourse that spans a city block.  

Above the new entrance, the HED team designed a 
glass canopy that seems to float as it extends from 
the outside into the lobby, becoming the reception 
area ceiling. They tasked CharterSills to backlight the 
canopy. Suarez says, “We imagined it would be lit in 
a certain way, to create a plane of light. We wanted 
the lobby free of down lighting.”

The CharterSills team recognized that with a structure 
depth of only 4 inches, the canopy presented a lamp 
imaging challenge. “We took a look at it and started 
doing mockups to make it happen — comparing 
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THEY ARE ECSTATIC.
- Enrique Suarez
 Principal 
 Harley Ellis Devereaux

various fixtures and glass opacities,” says Erin Held, 
Design Director at CharterSills.

Ultimately, CharterSills decided to mount 3000K 
linear LED strips to the ceiling of the canopy, spacing 
them on 3-inch centers. For the exterior of the 
canopy, additional color-changing RGB strips were 
installed in between the warm, clean white pieces, 
enabling the bank to create a seasonal glow during 
holidays and special occasions. Inside, a contrast 
ratio of 3:1 sets the entrance off from general 
concourse circulation.

Another new element that HED designed is a feature 
stone wall — a visual cue of strength and stability 
as it runs the length of the concourse. Since the 
wall’s material and curvature made cove lighting a 
challenge, the CharterSills team knew they would 
need to manage reflections in the surface, while 
still providing light distribution down the wall. They 
worked with a manufacturer to develop a 4-inch wide 
custom curved fixture that follows the exact radius 
of the wall and utilizes a linear T5HO fluorescent. 
Recessed into an 8-inch wide ceiling slot, the fixture 
benefits from the added width, allowing greater 
vertical illumination and a smoother gradation, while 
a micro prism lens helps manage reflections in the 
specular wall finish.

“The lens provides a finished appearance and a 
continuous line of light,” says Held.

Additional features in the lobby include a backlit wall 
behind the main reception desk. The wall, made from 
a specialty glass material with embedded metal mesh 
fabric, is internally illuminated by additional LED strips. 
CharterSills also mounted inground uplights in front 
of the wall to highlight the metallic aspect of the glass 
and the applied metal signage.

Nearby, the team selected a UV-free fiber optic 
lighting system to illuminate historic items housed 
within a museum-quality display case.
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HED also reconceived what had long been the retail 
banking area. From the space, the team carved out a 
new conference center with adjoining reception area 
— for larger meetings with clients and staff, as well 
as for hosting after-hours events. Smaller rooms were 
added for more private meetings. HED changed out 
the dark, dated interior finishes for solid, sophisticated 
ones. Meanwhile, CharterSills’ lighting concept included 
streamlined fixtures and lighting controls to integrate 
with the audiovisual system.

Throughout the conference areas and lobby, CharterSills 
specified lighting to subtly showcase pieces from 
Northern Trust’s substantial art collection. 

All lighting in the spaces is dimmable and connected to 
a lighting control system. A separate DMX touchscreen 
with timeclock and calendar function controls the 
exterior canopy and its color-changing fixtures. The 
architectural lighting can be adjusted during the day 
to account for daylight contribution from the large 
windows throughout the concourse.

The Result
Northern Trust now offers a gracious entry into a clean, 
contemporary space that still resonates strength and 
stability. Suarez says, “The client is most pleased. They 
are ecstatic.”

Held adds, “The space feels very balanced. It’s really 
comfortable — beautiful and purposeful.”

With the renovation, the bank can put its best foot 
forward to continue a legacy of providing outstanding 
service to the world’s most sophisticated clients.


