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            Abstract
The dichotomy between early Homo and Paranthropus is justified partly on morphology1,2. In terms of diet, it has been suggested that early Homo was a generalist but that Paranthropus was a specialist3. However, this model is challenged and the issue of the resources used by Australopithecus, the presumed common ancestor, is still unclear. Laser ablation profiles of strontium/calcium, barium/calcium and strontium isotope ratios in tooth enamel are a means to decipher intra-individual diet and habitat changes. Here we show that the home range area was of similar size for species of the three hominin genera but that the dietary breadth was much higher in Australopithecus africanus than in Paranthropus robustus and early Homo. We also confirm that P. robustus relied more on plant-based foodstuffs than early Homo. A South African scenario is emerging in which the broad ecological niche of Australopithecus became split, and was then occupied by Paranthropus and early Homo, both consuming a lower diversity of foods than Australopithecus.
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Figure 2: 
                        Sr/Ca ratios of hominin and bovid enamel.
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Figure 3: 
                        Ba/Ca ratios of hominin and bovid enamel.
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The hominin Paranthropus robustus specialized in eating plants — a factor thought to have contributed to its extinction about a million years ago — whereas early Homo had a more varied diet that included meat. This study of isotope ratios in fossil teeth of South African Australopithecus species — presumed forerunners of both Paranthropus and Homo — suggests it had an even more varied diet than Homo. The authors speculate that Australopithecus occupied a broad ecological niche that became split, and was filled by more specialized Paranthropus and early Homo species.
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