
The ‘Hut of Romulus’: assessing an archaeological site 

 

In literature 
 
‘[C]oming to Evander’s humble home, there were cattle everywhere, lowing in the Roman Forum and 

in the now luxurious district of Carinae. “Come into my poor home and do not judge it too harshly.” 

With these words he led mighty Aeneas under a roof tree of his narrow house and set him down on a 

bed of leaves covered in the Libyan bear hide.’ 

(Virgil, Aeneid 8.360–370; Penguin edition 

translated by D. West, 2003, p. 175) 

 

The so-called ‘Hut of Romulus’ is a historic space which has a plethora of sources to 

support it, from epic poetry and literature to archaeological remains. However, it is 

only through combining all of these sources that we are able to reconstruct an 

understanding of the building as well as the significance of the site for its Roman 

audience. The above quote from Virgil’s Aeneid records a ‘hut’ but it is not that of 

Romulus but that of Evander, an exiled Greek whom Aeneas encounters on his first 

visit to Rome. The Romans had a surpassing appreciation for their humble origins, 

and this is captured both in Livy’s preface to his histories (History of Rome 6) and in 

Aeneas’ visit, where the present glory of the city (e.g. ‘now the luxurious district of 

Carinae’, ‘cattle … lowing in the Roman Forum’) is contrasted with its simple 

agrarian foundations: a narrow house with a bed of leaves and a door of Libyan bear 

hide (perhaps a reference to the eventual subjugation of North Africa, home to 

Carthage and the queen Dido).  

 

Did Romans actually care about a shoddy old hut? Primary sources pronounce a 

resounding ‘yes’: Dionysius of Halicarnassus (Roman Antiquities 1.79) records how 

the site of a humble hut on the Palatine (facing the Circus) was regularly maintained 

by officials and repaired after damage. (This is corroborated by Plutarch, Romulus 20 

and Cassius Dio, Histories 48.43.) Augustus himself chose the site of his home of 

Palatine near Romulus’ original home.  

 

Archaeological evidence 
 

What did these huts actually look like? A few sources survive. During excavations on 

the Palatine in 1946, a team discovered a series of Iron Age remains and organic 

materials (dated to between the ninth and seventh centuries BC, so more likely the 

time of Romulus than Evander). Evidence for the hut consists primarily of six 

concentric holes (where the wooden beams used to be). These beams would have 

supported the house, which was then covered in wattle and daub (twigs and mud or 

clay). That archaeologists have been able to reconstruct an image of this house from 

holes in the ground where wood used to be is fairly impressive (Figures 1 and 2). 
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Figure 2 

 

However, this task has been aided in a number of ways by archaic burials, often called 

‘Villanovan’ or ‘Latial’. The cultures who lived in such huts on hillsides in the Iron 

Age often cremated their dead and then buried the ashes in urns, shaped like houses, 

in the same way as Romans would later model their funerary monuments upon houses 

and temples. These house-shaped urns provide a helpful guide to what these huts 

looked like, even including a flap of animal skin tied across the doorway (Figure 3). 



 
Figure 3 

 

Is there a ‘Hut of Romulus’? 
 

Although it is possible, there is no proof that the Iron Age post-holes on the Palatine 

are the site of Romulus’ hut. However, there are marked similarities between Virgil’s 

description of the humble home of Evander (although these events occurred arguably 

400 years prior to the lifetime of Romulus), the ‘Hut of Romulus’ described in 

Dionysius and Plutarch, and the image of an Iron Age hut depicted on funerary urns 

from the period. While we may not have the right house, the broad range of literary 

and material evidence allows for a fairly good reconstruction of a hut at the time of 

Rome’s foundation in the eighth century BC. The fact that all the sources corroborate 

in this reconstruction allows for a greater sense certainty among scholars (although 

this can never be 100 per cent). Always regard reconstructions of buildings with care 

(especially when they have names like the ‘Hut of Romulus’). While it is useful to 

have an image of a historic building, such as the famous ‘Log Cabin of Abraham 

Lincoln’ in Kentucky, USA, it is also important to understand the limitations of a 

reconstruction and the fact that reconstructions are often combinations of scholarship 

and imagination (sometimes with more of the latter than the former). Knowing the 

quantity and quality of evidence behind a reconstruction is often a good way to assess 

its validity.  

 

Looking up Roman sites 
 

If you are looking for a site or a building in Rome, an older topographical guide to the 

city by Platner and Ashby (Oxford University Press, 1929) is available online 

(weblink below), and this has links to all literary sources. The Rome Reborn site 



(weblink below) offers English translations for a number of primary accounts and 

reconstructions of ancient buildings, though the latter are sometimes of poor quality. 

A forthcoming publication by Jim Packer will include excellent, high-quality 

reconstructions of buildings and monuments in Rome. It is eagerly awaited by many. 

Until then, though, the Digital Roman Forum site (weblink below) is quite good. For 

archaeological information about Rome, Amanda Claridge’s archaeological guide to 

Rome is excellent, containing an incredible amount of archaeological, historical and 

literary information.  

 

Web resources 
 
Platner and Ashby’s A Topographical Dictionary of Ancient Rome: 

http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/Europe/Italy/Lazio/Roma/Ro

me/_Texts/PLATOP*/Casa_Romuli.html 

http://romereborn.frischerconsulting.com/ 

http://dlib.etc.ucla.edu/projects/Forum 
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