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Near Eastern Plant Domestication? 

Mark Nesbitt 
Royal Botanic Gardens: Kew <m.nesbitt@kew.org> 

Introduction 

In this note.1 concentrate on the first part of the Neolithic, 
the PPNA (defined here chronologically, c. 10,200-9,500 
uncal. BP). Some contributors to this workshop have 
proposed that this period has been relatively well under- 
stood for, some time; particularly with regard to plant 
domestication. In contrast, I believe that the publication 
in the last decade of high-quality archaeobotanical data, 
from both P P N A ' ~ ~ ~  PPNB sites, suggests a radically 
different scenario to that based on the classic excava- 
tions of the 1960s/70s. New data both allow us to criti- 
cally re-examine some older views, e.g., of the "Levantine 
primacy school", and to compare regional trends in much 
greater detail than before. 

Reassessing Levantine Plant Domestication 

A key piece of evidence for the primary role of the Levant 
(in the traditional, narrower definition of the region) in 
plant domestication is that'the earliest remains of domes- 
ticated plants are found at sites in the region. There is 

still no evid ce for PPNA domestication in other regions, 
but the PPNA evidence fiom the Levant now looks less 
secure (see ~esbi t t  2002 for full review and citations). 

There were two important sites fiom the 1960s/70s 
period. PPNA Tell Aswad has convincingly domesticat- 
ed emmer grains, but no direct dating and, from the new 
excavations (see Stordeur's article) no evidence for the 
PPNA. The well-known material from Jericho reached 
full publication in 1983, by which time virtually all the 
domesticated material had been reassigned to the Pottery 
Neolithic, and the remaining PPNA period material (still 
dubious) is dated 9,300-9,200 BP. 

In the 1990s Iraq ed-Dubb appeared to provide further 
evidence of PPNA domestication: however the small 
quantity of plant remains is compromised by the lack of 
direct dating, and the known intrusion of plant materi- 
als from upper levels to lower. 
h conclusion: there is no archaeobotanical evidence - 

the only reliable form of evidence for plant domestica- 
tion - in the Levantine PPNA, and therefore no evidence 
that agriculture started there first. 
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