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PREMISE OF THE STUDY: While brinjal eggplant (Solanum melongena L.) is the second 

most important solanaceous fruit crop, we lack firm knowledge of its evolutionary 

relationships. This in turn limits efficient use of crop wild relatives in eggplant 

improvement. Here, we examine the hypothesis of linear step-wise expansion of the 

eggplant group from Africa to Asia.   
METHODS: We use museum collections to generate nuclear and full-plastome data 

for all species of the Eggplant clade. We combine a phylogenomic approach with 

distribution data to infer a biogeographic scenario for the clade. 
 
KEY RESULTS : The Eggplant clade has Pleistocene origins in northern Africa. Dispersals to 

tropical Asia gave rise to Solanum insanum, the wild progenitor of the eggplant, and to 

African distinct lineages of widespread and southern African species. Results suggest that 

spread of the species to southern Africa has been recent and likely facilitated by large 

mammalian herbivores, such as the African elephant and impala feeding on Solanum fruit. 
 
CONCLUSIONS: Rather than a linear �µ�2�X�W���2�I���$�I�U�L�F�D�¶ sequence, our results are more 

consistent with an initial dispersal event into Asia, and subsequent wide dispersal and 

differentiation across Africa driven by large mammalian herbivores. Our evolutionary 

results will affect future work on eggplant domestication and affect the use of wild 

relatives in breeding of this increasingly important solanaceous crop. 
 
KEY WORDS biogeography; chloroplast genome; crop wild relatives (CWRs); 
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phylogenomics; Solanaceae.  
 
 
 
Crop wild relatives (CWRs) are likely to play a significant role in 
securing 21st century food security (Dempewolf et al., 2014), be-
cause of their potential use in breeding to withstand adverse effects of 
climate change, increasing scarcity of nutrients, water and other 
inputs, and new pests and diseases (Hopkins and Maxted, 2010). 
Understanding the phylogenetic relationships, geographic origins, and 
spread of CWRs is critical for improving their use in future plant 
breeding in the face of environmental and climate change.  

Th e brinjal eggplant, Solanum melongena L. (also known as the 
aubergine; Solanaceae) is the second most economically important 
solanaceous fruit crop after the tomato, with a total production of 
approximately 51 Mt in 2016 (FAO, 2017). The brinjal eggplant has a 
long history of cultivation (see Daunay and Janick, 2007; Wang et al., 
2008), and is thought to have been domesticated in Asia sev-eral 
times (Daunay and Hazra, 2012; Meyer et al., 2012). Increasing 
genetic diversity in the cultivated crop is a major target in brinjal 
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