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1  A ‘loo’ is a clearing in a forest, whereas the prefix ‘Hoge’ stands for high.  As Hoge Loo is situated on 
one of the highest points of the Hondsrug the latter is easily understood.
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1.  Introduction

There is a long tradition in West-European prehistoric archaeology to interpret monu-
ments placed in linear arrangements as reflecting the locations of pathways or roads 
(Müller, 1904: 53; Modderman, 1955: 61; Bakker, 1976: 77-79; Klok, 1982; Jager, 1985).  
In particular the linear positioning of monumental barrows could suggest placement 
along routes and paths (Johansen et al., 2004: 37-39; Bakker, 2008; Løvschal, 2013: 242; 
Johannsen & Laursen, 2010: 33-41; Uckelmann, 2013: 410), but it has also been suggested 
that such linear arrangements reflect lineage or dynastic successions (Barrett, 1994: 112-
115; Bogucki, 1999: 277-278; 286; Kristiansen & Larsson, 2005: 57; 218; Garwood, 2007: 
44; Needham et al., 2010: 31) or territorial boundaries reified through ancestral presence 
(Woodward & Woodward, 1996: 277; 288; Watson, 2001: 207; 213; Hanks, 2008: 262, 
cited in Bourgeois, 2013: 7; 16).  Unfortunately, traces of the actual paths themselves rare-
ly preserve (but see: French, 2003: 154; Mischka, 2011: 745-746), necessitating precarious 
interpretation of monument placement by scholars (e.g. Thrane, 1998: 273-274; Johannsen 
& Laursen, 2010: 41; Bang, 2013; Bourgeois, 2013: 13-21; 189).  In this contribution, we 
discuss whether the linear arrangement of Neolithic graves uncovered at Noordbarge 
could reflect the location and orientation of a prehistoric pathway.

2.  Noordbarge-Hoge Loo: excavation history,
     main results and physical geographical location

The site to be discussed here is Noordbarge-Hoge Loo, gemeente Emmen, situated in the 
southeastern part of the province of Drenthe, The Netherlands (Fig. 1A-B).  The site is 
situated on one of several higher ridges of the Hondsrug complex, that consists of Saale-
period glaciation boulder-clay plateaus delimited by erosion valleys (Fig. 1B; Rappol, 
1984; Rappol & Kluiving, 1992: 75-76; Van Smeerdijk et al., 1995: 453).  After the Saale 
period, during the Weichselian coversand was deposited locally (Castel & Rappol, 1992: 
119; De Mulder et al., 2003: 206-210) and peat accumulation throughout the Holocene 
encapsulated the higher situated boulder-clay ridges (Vos & Kiden, 2005: 14).  These 
elevated areas were used for human activities throughout the Holocene, and relics from 
activities from periods spanning the Mesolithic to the Mediaeval period can be found in 
the direct vicinity of Noordbarge (Fig. 1C).  The part of Noordbarge here discussed is 
situated on a dry sandy strip south of the Hoge Loo (a small oak forest) on the highest 
part of the former es (plaggen soil or plaggic anthrosol; Van Doesburg et al., 2007) to the 
south of Noordbarge (Kooi, 1979: 10, 12; Lanting, 2007/2008: 183)1.  This arable was 
situated on the narrow ridge running from Westenesch to Erica.  Before c. 1850 there 
was a lake called the Bargermeer about 3/4 km east of the excavation site.



In 1845 several small bronze and terracotta figurines from the Roman period were found 
at the Hoge Loo and thanks to this discovery ample attention has been paid to this location 
since (see for an historical overview of the research Kooi, 1979: 10, 12, 14 (with further 
references) and in addition Harsema, 1994: 69-71; 1997: 147-152; Van Zeist, 1981: 173, 178, 
fig. 2; Lanting, 2007/2008: 183).  Several professional excavations have been undertaken 
and together an area of c. 3.2 hectares has been uncovered.  The first trenches through a 
dyke near the ‘Hoge Loo’ were dug under the supervision of A. E. van Giffen in 1920 (Van 
Giffen, 1934).  Neither this excavation nor its follow-up in 1935 could confirm Van Giffen’s 
idea that the dyke represented the remnant of ramparts belonging to a fortified native 
settlement (the long-lost legendary town of Barnar; Van Giffen, 1934, 89) from Roman 
times.  In 1949, excavations were required due to preparations for the new housing estate 
‘Bargermeer’.  The most extensive archaeological investigations however date to the pe-
riod 1972-1974, when the construction of a road to Zuidbarge, as part of the road system 
around Emmen, required further excavations (Harsema, 1976).  A minor part could be 
added in 1993, when a fastfood restaurant was built (Harsema, 1994).  The ample excava-
tions undertaken at Noordbarge have recovered traces from various periods, comprising 

Fig. 1 – Location of the site of Noordbarge (star symbol) in the Netherlands (A), and on a palaeogeographical map (B) for 
the Netherlands around 3800 BC (after De Mulder et al., 2003: 228, fig. 143) and within the wider distribution of
archaeological sites as mapped by Wieringa (1958: 103, fig. 1).  Legend: 1 = uninhabitable and impassable areas; 
1a = stream valley soils; 1b = raised bog; 1c = former lake; 2 = boundary between 1a and 1c; 3 = dry sandy soils;
4 = moist sandy soils; 5 = loamy moist sandy soils; 6 = very loamy, moist to wet sandy soils; 7 = driftsand; 8 = old arable; 
9 = findspot Mesolithic; 10 = findspot/barrow Neolithic; 11 = m egalithic tomb (hunebed); 12 = findspot/barrow Bronze 
Age; 13 = settlement site/barrow Iron Age; 14 = urnfield Iron Age; 15 = Celtic field Iron Age; 16 = undated barrow; 
17 = important track-rut; 18 = cemetery Migration Period; 19 = corduroy road in the bog area; 20 = cult site Iron Age.



Bronze Age to Roman Period settlements as well as cemeteries.  The urnfield features 
have thus far received most attention (Kooi, 1979: 10-26), yet the prehistoric settlement 
traces have recently been restudied (Arnoldussen & Albers, 2015).  Remarkably, a series of 
Neolithic graves uncovered in the various excavation campaigns (Fig. 2) has received little 
to no attention (yet see Lanting, 2007/2008: 183; Arnoldussen & Albers, 2015: 151-152).  
Therefore, the next section will consider these Neolithic burials in more detail.

3.  Neolithic burials

Nine or ten Neolithic burials have come to light in the area under consideration.  Two or 
three of them are assignable to the youngest phase or horizon 7 of the TRB West Group; 
this phase can be dated to c. 2900-2850/2800-2750 BC (cf. Brindley, 1986: 104-106 & 
fig. 10; Brindley & Lanting, 2003: 123; Lanting & Van der Plicht, 1999/2000: 32, 67-68).  
The excavation campaign in 1920 has produced two pits (Fig. 3) each containing an earth-
enware necked bowl and cremation remains (Van Giffen, 1934: 90, fig. 2; Bakker & Van der 
Waals, 1973: 46 note 19, 28, fig. 10).  Presumably a similar vessel found at Noordbarge-
Hoge Loo (1896.VII.7) at the end of the 19th century also stems from a burial.

Fig. 2 – Excavated area (white), contours at 0.5 m interval in meters above
Dutch Ordnance Datum (NAP; grey outlines) and the locations of the Noordbarge Neolithic graves (black symbols).
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The six burials of the Single Grave Culture (c. 2800-2400 BC) all seem to represent ‘flat 
graves’, i.e. it looks like they were never covered by a barrow2.  A brief description of 
their main features is listed below.  For each grave, a (simplified) figure with its context 
and datable finds has been incorporated.

3.1.  Grave I

The top part of grave I was intersected by one of the ring ditches belonging to the urnfield 
(Kooi, 1979: 10-26; Arnoldussen & Albers, 2015: 154-165).  It comprised a partially dam-
aged a beaker of type 1e, albeit not a classical one as not all the impressions are oblique 
(some are upright3; Fig. 4C).  The Noordbarge vessel (find no. 212) was recovered from 
the southernmost part of the Late Neolithic grave pit lying on its side, with the mouth 
pointing to the SE.  The upper face of the beaker was found at 25.25 m above NAP (Dutch 
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Fig. 3 – General location (A), context (B) and details (C) for the Noordbarge Middle Neolithic Funnel Beaker Period 
graves (after: Van Giffen, 1934: fig. 2; Bakker & Van der Waals, 1973: 26, fig. 10).  Numbers 20, 21 and 1896.VII.7 are to 
the same scale: the actual height of the latter is 8.4 cm.

2  The arguments that can be forward for this stance are the absence of an actual burial mound as well as 
podsolisation of the subsoil.  Nowhere a circular iron pan was observed indicating the former presence of 
a burial mound.

3  The typology of the Single Grave Culture beakers used here is after Van der Waals & Glasbergen (1955).



Ordnance Datum).  More or less at this level, the grave pit had a sub-rectangular shape 
and a length and width of c. 2.1 m and c. 0.95 m respectively.  Its orientation was NNW 
to the N-SSE to the S.

In addition to the vessel, three pieces of flint (nos. 212a-c) were unearthed in the south-
ern section of the feature, two of them at a distance of less than 0.1 m of the beaker, 
the third one c. 0.3 m east of the vessel4.  They were lying at 25.23 m, 25.22 m and 
25.18 m above NAP respectively.  Underneath the grave pit, which had originally been 
dug c. 0.5 m into the ground – the old surface level is estimated to have been situated 
at c. 25.70 m above NAP – a natural feature could be identified.  Perhaps it concerns a 
filled-in tree throw.  At 24.95 m above NAP it measured c. 1.7 m by 1.1 m and was N-S 
oriented.  According to the notes by A. E. Lanting, who participated in the excavation, 
the latter may have determined the orientation of grave I.  The disturbance had a more 
or less oval ground-plan, with a bulge in the eastern long side.  Charcoal came to light in 
the southernmost section of the underlying feature, where it was surrounded by infiltra-
tion fibers.

4  Unfortunately, the authors have not yet been able to study these finds and it therefore remains to be seen 
what they comprise.  In the documentation of A. E. Lanting they have not been described in detail.

Fig. 4 – General location (A), context (B) and details (C) for the Noordbarge Late Neolithic Single Grave Culture period 
graves I and II.  Vessels a and e are to same scale; their actual height is 16.8 cm and 7.3 cm respectively.



3.2. Grave II

The top of this feature (Fig. 4B-C) was also disturbed by a reclamation trench that had 
destroyed part of the pit’s western half.  At 20 cm depth, two stones were dug up from 
the western half of the grave pit.  The feature was bean-shaped at 24.86-24.89 m above 
NAP.  The eastern half contained two more stones, lying close together (Fig. 4:f).  At 
its bottom level (24.20/24.19 m above NAP) the E-W orientated grave pit had a sub-
rectangular ground-plan measuring c. 1.35 m by c. 0.75 m.  Just W of the center a 
beaker of 1b type (find no. 218; Fig. 4:e), c. 7.4 cm in height, was found lying on its side, 
the mouth pointing eastwards.  Also, a rim sherd of a vessel with short-wave moulding 
(Wellenbandbecher or -topf in German; golfbandbeker or -pot in Dutch)) was recovered 
from the upper part of the remaining grave pit (find no. 214; Fig. 4:f).  Originally, this 
sherd must have been located about halfway down the feature, as the grave pit appears 
to have been dug down c. 1.35 m into the soil.  In other words, the old surface was situ-
ated at c. 25.56 m above NAP.

Fig. 5 – General location (A), context (B) and details (C) for the Noordbarge Late Neolithic Single Grave Culture period 
grave III.  Actual length of stone battle-axe (no. k) and flint axe (no. o) 11.7 cm and 4.8 cm respectively.






























