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Located in Raleigh, North Carolina, the three-story main building at Dorthea Dix Hospital was designed 
by renowned New York architect Alexander Jackson Davis and completed in 1856 as the North Carolina 
Hospital for the Insane. Davis reportedly drew inspiration for the design from leading examples of 
modern asylum planning in the United States, as well as his previous study of English institutional 
architecture in the 1830s. The original building consisted of two equal-length wings set back from an 
east-facing central Tuscan Revival-style pavilion with three-bay arched entrance portico. Paired window 
openings flanked by pilasters were equally spaced across both wings. Masonry exterior walls sat atop a 
rusticated stone base, and were finished on the exterior with scored stucco to resemble cut stone. 

The building has undergone multiple generations of modifications, resulting in the eventual loss of 
nearly all of the structure’s original design elements. Over the course of the twentieth century, the Davis 
building has become increasingly intertwined in an extensive hospital complex that includes scores of 
buildings. In August 2017, a study was conducted by Joseph K. Oppermann – Architect, P.A. (JKOA) to 
identify remaining early building fabric of the Davis building as part of the initial phase of re-imagining 
the hospital campus as a city park. 

Methodology 

Study of the evolution of the building and identification of early fabric was based on a preliminary 
research phase which informed a subsequent on-site investigation. Research relied upon extant modern 
drawings, historic photographs, maps, and the 1990 National Register Nomination for Dix Hill. A two-day 
site visit on August 15-16, 2017 focused on identifying remaining early material. Areas of concentration 
were areas which typically experience fewer changes over time, such as basement levels, closets, and 
mechanical rooms. 

AutoCAD base drawings of the basement levels were prepared in advance and used on site for field 
notations. Location and basic sizing of key early elements such as foundation stone, masonry walls, and 
window openings were recorded.  

Following the on-site investigation, the drawings were revised and a SketchUp model was created to 
illustrate the evolution of the building. An approximation of the original Davis design was modeled 
based on modern elevation drawings and early historic photographs of the central pavilion. Additional 
layers show the building in its current form and highlight remaining early fabric. The model is 
diagrammatic in nature and is intended as a visual aid only. 

Design Evolution 

Modifications to the original design began as early as 1892, when two stair towers were added to the 
east façade of each wing. 

A devastating fire in 1926 destroyed the majority of the north wing, necessitating an almost complete 
reconstruction inspired by the original design. To match the new construction, significant cosmetic 
modifications to the south wing were carried out concurrently. Modifications were chiefly at the roof 
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level, and included the conversion of the pitched roof to a sloped shed design; resulting in the removal 
of the west cornice and the addition of tall parapet walls on the south and east elevations. 

In 1951, the central pavilion was completely demolished and replaced with an incongruous modern, six-
story tower; and in the 1960s, decorative elements such as cornices and pilaster caps were removed 
from both wings.  

Remaining Early Fabric 

South Wing 

Although the footprint and exterior envelope of the original south wing have been retained; early 
material is limited to the basement level and the concealed masonry massing of the exterior walls. All 
early interior finishes beyond the basement level have been replaced, including the early wood-framed 
floor structure. Basic organization of the early elevations remains. However, the window openings have 
been modified to conform to modern windows, and the exterior surfaces have been repeatedly re-
stuccoed. The south and west elevations have been partially obscured by later additions. 

The basement retains much of its original spatial organization and consists of three longitudinal 
corridors with a room at the south end spanning the full depth of the building. The central and western 
corridors have modern poured-in-place concrete floors; the eastern corridor has a dirt floor with 
portions of stone or brick beneath (Figs. 1- 3). The modern poured-in-place concrete slab flooring 
system of the first-floor level is exposed. Joist pockets for the original wood floor structure remain in the 
brick walls. 

The original stone foundation is exposed at the base of the exterior walls. The stones have roughly-
squared edges and rusticated faces, ranging in size from 1’-5” to 5’-8” long by 1’-2” to 1’-6” tall. The two 
outermost corridors are divided into bays by early brick interior walls with shallow-arched openings 
spaced approximately 10’-0” apart (Figs. 1, 3). The brick interior walls are keyed into the common wall 
between the corridors, as well as the exterior masonry wall above the level of the stone foundation  
(Fig. 4).  

Each bay shares a similar organization; one window opening near the corner sits at the top of the stone 
foundation, most with corbelled brick sill below (Fig. 4). Most have wood timber lintels consisting of 
three parallel members measuring 6 ½” square by 2’-5” long; however, some have later concrete lintels 
(Figs. 4, 6). The placement of the window opening is mirrored in the next bay, resulting in paired 
openings on the exterior. The majority of the window openings have been modified to accept modern 
metal-framed casement windows. In some cases, the window openings have been enlarged to 
accommodate louvered vents for the HVAC system (Fig. 5). Intact early window frames were observed in 
the east corridor at the northern stair tower, and in one of the northernmost bays (Designated as Rooms 
A16 and A24 in the field drawings). The early frames are joined by mortise and tenon, and are composed 
of members measuring 6 ½” wide by 2 ¾” thick (Fig. 6). 
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Ceiling openings in two east bays, each adjacent to an added stair tower, open to vertical chases which 
extend the full height of the building (Figs. 7-8). Both chases are lined with a mixture of likely early 
plaster and later clay structural tile. Some portions of plaster are painted a shade of green commonly 
associated with the late nineteenth century. 

North Wing 

Early material is even less prevalent in the north wing, which was largely reconstructed after the 1926 
fire. The interior organization of the basement varies from the south wing and consists of a corridor 
along the east exterior wall which accesses rooms along the west wall. The floor and ceiling are poured-
in-place concrete (Figs. 9, 11).  

Early foundation stone matching that of the south wing can be seen on the majority of the exterior 
walls. On the northern end of the east wall, portions of the stone foundation appear to have been reset 
to accommodate the reconstructed wing’s slightly extended footprint, as indicated by the 1926 
construction drawings. On the west elevation, the early stone terminates at this extension point and 
continues as a brick wall (Fig. 10).  

Original brick masonry extending above the basement level stonework is primarily limited to the 
southern end wall, once shared with the central pavilion, and in small portions extending to a height of 
about 4’-0” above the foundation at the southern end of the east and west exterior walls. The original 
brick masonry terminates at a similar point on both walls; just beyond the north face of the southern 
stair tower. A small segment also remains at the northern stair tower (Fig. 11). Portions of original brick 
masonry are delineated by wall thickness; early masonry rests nearly flush with the foundation stone 
below, while modern masonry is thinner, forming a shelf at sill level (Figs. 9, 11). 

Design Iteration Drawings 

A collection of design drawings related to the Davis building were retrieved from the New York Historical 
Society Museum and Library in September 2017. The collection contains several design iterations, 
including four separate plan schemes and six front elevation schemes for the hospital in Raleigh.  

The drawings illustrate a variety of concepts being considered in the design phase; however, none 
reflect the building as it was actually constructed. No records of the early interior exist. It is therefore 
impossible to rank the interior schemes in terms of relevancy or plausibility. Many of the elevations 
present can be instantly discounted as total departures from what was built; however, even those which 
closely approximate the finished product vary from proportions and fenestration seen in historic 
photographs. 
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Figure 1: View of east corridor looking 
north showing typical arched brick 
openings and bay spacing. 

Figure 2: View of central 
corridor looking north. 
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Figure 4: Oblique view of typical bay 
in east corridor. Note window 
opening with concrete lintel and 
corbeled sill. 

Figure 2: View of west corridor 
looking south showing typical arched 
brick openings and spacing of bays. 

Figure 2: View of west corridor 
looking south showing typical arched 
brick openings and spacing of bays. 

Figure 3: View of west corridor 
looking south showing typical arched 
brick openings and bay spacing. 
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Figure 5: Enlarged louvered opening 
in Room A6 at previous window 
location. 

Figure 6: Infilled window opening 
with intact early frame in Room A24. 
Note wood lintel. 
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Figure 7: Vertical chase in Room 
A8, looking upward. 

Figure 8: Partially covered 
vertical chase in Room A17. Note 
green painted plaster at right. 
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Figure 7: Partially covered 
vertical chase in Room A17. Note 
green painted plaster at right. 

Figure 9: View near southern 
end of corridor in north wing, 
looking south; dotted outline 
highlights early fabric. 

Figure 10: Termination of 
original north wing foundation 
near northern end of west 
elevation.  
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Figure 11: View of north wing 
corridor at northernmost stair 
tower, looking south; dotted 
outline highlights early fabric. 



524 *DRAFT* DOROTHEA DIX PARK MASTER PLAN

Approximation of Davis Building ca.1856
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McBryde East Building (1951) 
Replaces Central Pavilion 

Davis Building in Present-Day Context (Areas in white represent original fabric)

Original South 
Wing

Reconstructed 
North Wing (1926)

South Wing: 
Remaining Brick Masonry 
Envelope/Massing and 
Stone Foundation

North Wing:
Remaining Stone Foundation 

and Portions of Brick Masonry 
Walls

Davis Building: Remaining Original Fabric
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