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When Wolves Became Dogs
The European domestic dog is presumed to have originated in
Southwestern Germany

Tubingen, 03/04/2021. Together with a group of international
colleagues, a research team from the Senckenberg Centre for
Human Evolution and Palaeoenvironment at the University of
Tdbingen studied the beginnings of the domestication of
wolves in Europe. Using a multi-method approach, the
researchers analyzed several Canidae fossils from a cave in
Southwestern Germany. In their study, published today in the
nature journal “Scientific Reports,” they reach the conclusion
that the transition from wolves to domesticated dogs may have
occurred in this region between 16,000 and 14,000 years ago.

Dogs are generally considered the oldest domestic animals.
“‘However, to date it is still not clear exactly when the transition from
wolves to domestic and herding dogs occurred. Scientific estimates
range between 15,000 to 30,000 years ago,” explains Dr. Chris
Baumann of the Senckenberg Centre for Human Evolution and
Palaeoenvironment at the University of Tubingen, and he continues,
“Moreover, the location where this transition from wild to domestic
animals occurred also continues to be uncertain.”

To answer this question, Baumann and an international team
studied several fossil bones from the dog family (Canidae) — which,
in addition to modern domestic dogs, also includes wolves and
foxes — from a cave in Southwestern Germany. “The Gnirshohle is
a small, two-chambered cave in Southern Baden-Wuerttemberg
that is located in the immediate vicinity of two additional caves from
the Magdalenian epoch, an archeological cultural stage in the
younger section of the Upper Paleolithic,” adds Baumann.

The fossilized Canidae bones from the Gnirshdhle were examined
by means of a combination of various methods. The biogeologist
from Tubingen comments as follows: “We linked the morphology,
genetics, and isotope characteristics, which led to the discovery that
the examined bones originated from numerous different genetic
lineages, and that the new genomes sequenced from the samples
cover the entire genetic range from wolf to domestic dog.”
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The domestication of wolves was
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The team of researchers therefore assumes that the Magdalenian
humans tamed and raised animals that came from different wolf
lineages. “The closeness of these animals to humans and the
indications of a rather restricted diet suggest that between 16,000
and 14,000 years ago, wolves had already been domesticated and
were kept as dogs. One origin of the European domestic dogs could
thus be found in Southwestern Germany,” adds Baumann in
summary.

The University of Tubingen is one of eleven universities in Germany that were
recognized as excellent. Within the life sciences, it provides top-of-the-line
research in the fields of neurosciences, translational immunology and cancer
research, microbiology and infectious disease research, as well as molecular
biology. Additional research emphasis is given to machine learning, geo- and
environmental research, archeology and anthropology, language and cognition,
and education and media. More than 27,600 students from all over the word are
currently enrolled at the University of Tlbingen, where they can choose from over
200 study courses — from Archeology to Zoology.

The Senckenberg Gesellschaft fir Naturforschung (Senckenberg Nature
Society), a member institution of the Leibniz Association, has studied the “Earth
System” on a global scale for over 200 years — in the past, in the present, and with
predictions for the future. We conduct integrative “geobiodiversity research” with
the goal of understanding nature with its infinite diversity, so we can preserve it for
future generations and use it in a sustainable fashion. In addition, Senckenberg
presents its research results in a variety of ways, first and foremost in its three
natural history museums in Frankfurt, Gorlitz, and Dresden. The Senckenberg
natural history museums are places of learning and wonder and serve as open
platforms for a democratic dialog — inclusive, participative, and international. For
additional information, visitwww.senckenberg.de.
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