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Abstract 
Understanding of wheat evolution has benefited from improvements in identification 
techniques for archaeological wheat remains, and from the development of genetic 
characterisation of current-day wheats, most recently using DNA variability. Archaeological 
and botanical evidence agree well in locating the domestication of einkorn (Triticum 
monococcutn) and emmer (Triticum dicoccum) in the fertile crescent of the Near East at about 
7500 years BC (uncalibrated). DNA characterisation offers excellent potential for narrowing 
the area of origin, and tracing the sprcad of crops to Europe. The origin of spelt (T. spelta) is 
more complex. Biological and archaeological evidence agree that spelt first results from the 
hybfidisation of a cultivated tetraploid wheat and Aegilops tauschii near the Caspian Sea or in 
Transcaucasia. However archaeobotanical evidence for spelt in this region or on its putative 
routes to Europe is still scanty and is based on doubtful identifications. The sudden appearance 
of spelt in Early Bronze Age central Europe may be the result of a local hybridisation of 
free-threshing hexaploid wheat ( T  aestivum) and cmmer wheat. The time and place of the 
origins of European spelt await resolution. 

INTRODUCTION 

The size of  the literature on  the history and evolution of the wheats reflects two 
factors: firstly, their central role in agricultural economies and l~urnan culture over the 
last ten millennia, and secondly, the rich and fascinating variety of forms of wheat and 
their complex genetic basis. John Percival made significant contributions in both areas 
-to the history of  human use of  wheat through his archaeobotanical analyses of  ancient 
wheat remains from archaeological excavations (Carruthers, 1992), and to the history 
















































