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Pollen and plant macroremains from rock shelters of central Sahara give information about
environmental conditions during the Holocene, and adaptive strategies of human groups living in
the area. Wild cereals were long-time exploited and are prevalent among plants selected and
transported to these sites. Spikelets and grains of Panicoideae are the most abundant plant remains
found at Takarkori, a rock shelter in the Tadrart Acacus Mts. (SW Libya). They have been studied
by means of morphological and molecular (ancient DNA) analyses.

The excavation by the Italian-Libyan Archaeological Mission in the Acacus and Messak
(Sapienza University of Rome and Libyan Department of Archaeology) exposed a surface of 140
m2. The deposit includes stone structures, fireplaces, plant accumulations and a burial area. The site
(dated 10,200-4,600 cal yr BP) was occupied throughout Early and Middle Holocene, a pivotal
period for human development as include the transition from hunter-gatherer subsistence to food
production. Peculiarity of the sequences is the surprising preservation of organic matter.

Systematic morphobiometrical analysis was carried out on 1,450 spikelets of Panicum,
Echinochloa and Sorghum selected on the basis of their different cultural contexts. The records
showed uniform size in each genus. aDNA was extracted testing different protocols and then was
studied by the DNA barcoding technique using four chloroplast markers. Bioinformatic analysis of
the results allowed to inspect the phylogenetic relationships between the archaeobotanical records
and the modern species of African wild cereals.
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