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Abstract: The use of Light Emitting Diode (LED) lights in microscale vegetable production is
more and more widespread. In this context, the effect of light spectrum on photosynthesis,
growth, shoot yield, pigment content, and nutritional status of einkorn seedlings (Triticum
monococcum L. ssp. monococcum), germinated and grown in a nutrient solution, was investigated.
Plants were subjected to six different LED light treatments, all having a photon flux density (PFD)
of 200 µmol m−2 s−1. Two light treatments were monochromatic (red or blue), three dichromatic
(blue and red in the proportion), and one of a wider spectrum (selected as a control). All the light
treatments affected the morphological, biochemical, and nutritional status of einkorn seedlings.
Overall, the dichromatic treatments were the most effective in stimulating biomass production,
CO2 assimilation, and evapotranspiration, as well as contents in chlorophyll a and b and carotenoids,
and additionally nitrogen, phosphorous, manganese, iron, and zinc. These results are of relevance for
the beneficial effects of dichromatic LED treatments in maximizing einkorn shoot yield and nutritional
values, and in limiting energy consumption in indoor cultivation.
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1. Introduction

Over the last decade, there has been a sharp increase in indoor vegetable production as it offers
many advantages when compared to conventional field vegetable cultivation. This methodology
is based on the growth of plants in soilless systems under controlled conditions of temperature,
relative humidity, photoperiod, light intensity, and nutrient and water supply. This approach also
includes limited incidences of pest and disease attacks. Furthermore, it allows for the shortening
of the growing cycles and the obtaining of high-quality products. Moreover, well-designed indoor
systems (e.g., hydroponics) can minimize water and nutrient inputs, as well as the use of herbicides
and pesticides [1]. If properly implemented, this technology could also contribute to coping with global
food demand and reducing environmental pollution [2,3]. Finally, indoor systems are less exposed to
threats related to climate change [3].

In the production of indoor vegetables, an increasing share is represented by microscale vegetables.
In this context, sprouts and microgreens of a wide range of plant species, including niche species,
have gained considerable interest. In particular, they are appreciated by consumers for their unique
taste, and it has been shown that they could have healthy properties [4,5].
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In indoor systems, the energy supply for photosynthesis is mainly provided by artificial lights,
with there being an increasingly widespread use of Light Emitting Diode (LED) lamps. LED lamps
can be designed to deliver light to plants with only specific light wavelengths. This possibility allows
for the improvement of light use efficiency, reducing power consumption and stimulating particular
physiological and biochemical processes [3,6]. All these positive effects permit the obtaining of high
yield and high-quality products at a low cost. In addition, some studies have reported that LED
lights could reduce microbial contamination and improve post-harvest ripening and/or preservation
of fruit and vegetables [7]. The ability of LED lights to influence crop growth and yield depends on
the photoperiod, light intensity, and spectral composition [3,8].

However, the responses of the plants to these lamps are species-specific [8]. Plant light
perception is managed by sophisticated photoreceptor systems that can affect growth and development.
In particular, they operate by activating/inactivating and modulating very complex processes that
influence the morphology, physiology, and metabolism of plants [9]. This regulation controlled
by the photoreceptors also has implications on the plant uptake and use of nutrients, chlorophyll
content [10], and production of secondary metabolites and antioxidants [7]. In particular, blue and red
lights are more effective than other wavelengths in the specific activation of the photoreceptors in
plants [11]. For instance, three families of blue photoreceptors (i.e., phototropins, cryptochromes,
and phytochromes) regulate stomata opening [12]. Moreover, chlorophylls show strong absorption
in the red (chlorophyll a and b at 633 and 642 nm, respectively) and blue (chlorophyll a and b at
430 and 453, respectively) regions [13]. Furthermore, blue light allows plants to achieve normal leaf
anatomy, high stomatal density, and enhanced photosynthesis [14]. On the other hand, plants cannot
develop optimally with monochromatic red light alone [15].

To date, researchers have mainly focused their studies on the impact on plants of different
combinations of red and blue light [3]. As for microgreens, the effects of the light spectrum have been
studied for several species, including einkorn wheatgrass [16–18]. In particular, 1–2-week old shoots
of einkorn seedlings, mainly used for the production of juices, showed very high polyphenol, phenolic
acid, and antioxidant content [19,20]. Furthermore, Benincasa et al. [18] investigated the effect of light
spectrum on wheatgrass that was obtained by sprouting grains with distilled water, highlighting its
impact on phenolic content and antioxidant activities.

To date, however, no study has paid attention to the possibility of growing einkorn seedlings on
a substrate containing a nutrient solution, in order to obtain einkorn shoots from repeated cutting.
In this sense, the joint action of the light composition and changing the spectrum with a substrate
containing nutritive elements would determine significant effects on photosynthesis and growth of
wheatgrass, as well as on the content of pigments and nutrient uptake.

For the abovementioned reasons, this work aimed to study the effects of monochromatic
blue, monochromatic red, and dichromatic blue/red lights, combined in some different blue/red
proportions, on gas exchange, plant morphology and growth, pigment content, and nutrient uptake of
einkorn seedlings.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Plant Material, Growth Conditions, and Light Treatments

Einkorn seeds (Triticum monococcum L. ssp. monococcum, cv. Monlis) were sown in plastic trays
(0.36 m × 0.22 m, 40 mm high) filled with washed and dried quartz sand (3.5 kg per tray) at the crop
density of 400 seeds per tray. Trays were irrigated with an excess of Hoagland’s solution diluted
two times. After dripping, the tray held 960 ± 14 g of solution, corresponding to a field capacity
of 38.0 ± 0.6% (v/v). Trays were then placed into a growth chamber under controlled conditions
(T = 20± 1 ◦C, relative humidity (RH) = 70± 5%) and kept in the dark until the emergence (i.e., coleoptile
tips becoming visible), Zadoks’ 10 [21], which occurred 72 h after sowing.
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Afterwards, the plants were exposed to different light spectra, all having a constant photon flux
density (PFD) of 200 ± 20 µmol m−2 s−1 and 14/10 h light/dark photoperiod, using the LED lamps
described in Tosti et al. [22]. According to a completely randomized design with two replicates
(trays), we applied six different combinations of blue (400–500 nm wavelength band), red (500–600 nm),
and intermediate wavelengths (500–600 nm), namely, blue monochromatic with a peak at 450 nm
(B100); red monochromatic with a peak at 656 nm (R100); blue/red dichromatic that was 75% blue
and 25% red (B75R25), 50% blue and 50% red (R50B50), and 25% blue and 75% red (B25R75); and a
wide spectrum (WIDE) as a control treatment, composed of 18% blue, 18% red, and 64% intermediate
wavelength, with a peak at 520 nm (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Light spectra in the six experimental light treatments. Photon flux densities (PFD) were
recorded by a LI-180 spectrometer (LI-COR inc., Nebraska, NE, USA).

Trays were sub-irrigated three times a week during the entire crop cycle to restore the water-holding
capacity of the substrate.

2.2. Measurements

All measurements were carried out 18 days after emergence (DAE) when plants reached Zadoks’
stage 12 (collar of second leaf visible).

2.3. CO2 Gas Exchanges and Growth Parameters of Seedlings

The CO2 gas exchange was determined for each tray using an original glass chamber of 24 L
of internal volume connected to an infrared gas analyzer (IRGA) from an ADC-LAC3 system
(Delta T devices, United Kingdom), assembled to run as a closed system. The air leaving the chamber
was passed through a drier column before entering the LCA3 IRGA. The CO2 concentration inside
the chamber was recorded every 30 s for approximately 10 min, starting 5 min after placing the chamber
over the tray. Then, the chamber was covered with a black envelope and, after 5 min, the CO2

concentration was recorded every 30 s for approximately 10 min. The net CO2 assimilation rate (Anet)
and the respiration rate in the dark (Rd) were calculated as the angular coefficient of the first order
regressions “CO2 concentration vs. time” in the light and dark, respectively. The regressions were
calculated within the CO2 concentration in the range 380–480 ppm for both assimilation and respiration.
For all measurements, the goodness of the regression was always very high, i.e., R2 > 0.98.

On DAE18, the trays were irrigated and weighted at the beginning and the end of the light period.
The average evapotranspiration rate was calculated as the weight loss over the 14 h, considering
the increase in plant biomass weight due to net assimilation being negligible. Immediately after this,
side and top pictures of each tray outside of the lamps were taken, and shoots and below-ground parts
(i.e., roots and grain residues) were harvested. Shoots were cut at the base and the below-ground
parts were carefully harvested and washed. Subsamples of both plant portions were immediately
stored at −20 ◦C, while the remaining subsamples were oven-dried at 60 ◦C for 72 h. The shape (length
and width) of the first leaf blade was measured for 20 individuals, randomly chosen for each tray.
The leaf area was determined using a leaf area meter (Delta-T Devices Ltd., Cambridge, UK).
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2.4. Content of Chlorophylls and Carotenoids

Chlorophyll (Chl-a and Chl-b) and carotenoid determinations were performed on shoots. Samples
of the shoot tissue (1.5 g of fresh weight (FW ) per tray) were extracted in a mortar, using a pestle,
with 85% (v/v) acetone, adding small amounts of sand of quartz. The resulting suspension was then
filtered, and the absorbance (A) was determined spectrophotometrically at 452.5, 644, and 663 nm,
according to Metzner et al. [23].

2.5. Nutrient Concentrations in Shoots

All the nutrient determinations were carried out on shoot samples dried at ±60 ◦C until a constant
weight was reached. For each sample, we carried out chemical analyses in duplicate.

Nitrogen quantification was carried out on shoot (1.0 g) acid digested with 12.5 mL of H2SO4

96% (v/v), 7.0 mL of H2O2 30% (v/v), and one Kjeldahl tablet. After cooling, samples were added
with 80.0 mL of NaOH 32.5% (w/v). Total nitrogen (N) was determined by titration with H2SO4 0.1 N,
according to Kjeldahl [24]. For sulfur determination, dried shoots (1.0 g) were digested with 9:4 HNO3

96% (v/v) and HClO4 70% (v/v). Then, S concentration was determined by using barium chloride gelatin
turbidimetric assay, according to Tabatabai and Bremner [25]. A total of 0.25 g of shoots were added
to 7.0 mL of HNO3 65% (v/v) and 3.0 mL of H2O2 30% (v/v) and were digested at 90 ◦C. Suspensions
were then filtered, and P, K, Ca, Mg, Na, Fe, Mn, Zn, and Cu were quantified by Inductively Coupled
Plasma (ICP) spectrometry [26].

2.6. Statistical Analysis

The effect of treatments was evaluated by one-way analysis of variance according to a randomized
block design with two replicates (n = 2). The basic assumptions for ANOVA were tested by using
graphical analysis of residuals. In the case of significance of the F-test (p < 0.05), we carried out pairwise
comparisons among means on the basis of the Tukey’s HSD (Honest Significant Difference) by using
the “emmeans” package in the R statistical environment [27].

3. Results

3.1. Gas Exchange in Einkorn Seedlings at Zadoks’ 12

Significant differences in Anet were recorded between the high value of B25R75 and the low values
of B100, R100, and WIDE. A non-significant decrease of Anet was observed in dichromatic treatments
with increasing blue/red ratio. Differences among light treatments in dark respiration were found to be
negligible and never significant (Table 1).

Table 1. Net assimilation, dark respiration, and evapotranspiration of einkorn seedlings at Zadoks’ 12.
SEM: pooled standard error of the mean. ** and *** indicate that the values are significantly different for
p < 0.01 and p < 0.001, respectively; n.s. indicates that the values are not significantly different. Means
followed by the same letter are not different for p < 0.05 (Tukey’s HSD test).

Treatment
Net Assimilation Dark Respiration ET Rate

µmol CO2 m−2 s−1 µmol CO2 m−2 s−1 mmol H2O m−2 s−1

B100 8.21 b 10.58 5.82 b

B75R25 9.31 a,b 10.17 6.53 ab

B50R50 9.49 a,b 10.44 6.78 a

B25R75 10.54 a 10.59 6.44 ab

R100 8.02 b 9.39 4.48 c

WIDE 8.72 b 10.18 6.13 ab

SEM 0.276 0.258 0.165
F-test ** n.s. ***

The ET was significantly the lowest in R100, while it varied within less than 1 mmol H2O m−2 s−1 for the other
treatments, with only the difference between B100 and B50R50 being significant.
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3.2. Crop Yield and Biomass Partitioning

Light spectrum significantly affected whole plant biomass production (Figure 2), which varied
between 459 ± 10 g m−2 in B25R75 and 400 ± 4 g m−2 in B100.
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Figure 2. Upper histogram: whole plant biomass yield and biomass partitioning between shoots,
(upper bars) and below-ground parts (bottom bars). Means followed by the same letters are not
statistically different for p < 0.05 (Tukey’s HSD test)—small letters refer to significance for whole plant
biomass, capital letters refer to significance of shoot biomass. Letters for below-ground biomass were
omitted as the effect of treatments was not significant. Error bars represent +1 SEM for whole plant
(top), shoot (middle), and below-ground (bottom) biomass. Lower pictures: side views of seedlings at
Zadoks’ 12.

Treatments differed only for shoot yield (SY), while root biomass was unaffected (range
210–240 g m−2, pooled standard error of the mean (SEM) = 8.9, n.s.). The highest SY was observed
in R100 (231 ± 0.6 g m−2) and the lowest one in B100 (183 ± 1.7 g m−2). SY was found to decrease
in dichromatic treatments, with increasing proportions of blue photons (SY = −0.399 Blue% + 229,
R2 = 0.948). SY in WIDE was similar to that of B50R50 and B25R75.

The canopy architecture was strongly affected by light treatments (Figure 2, bottom). It was denser
and shorter with higher proportions of blue, whereas the canopies appeared disheveled and pale green
in R100 and WIDE.

3.3. Leaf Morphology

Treatments did not significantly affect the average leaf area (range 5.6–6.9 cm2, SEM = 0.38),
but they greatly affected the leaf shape (Table 2).

Table 2. Dimensions of the first leaf (cm). SEM: pooled standard error of the mean. * and ** indicate
that the values are significantly different for p < 0.05 and p < 0.01, respectively. Means followed by
the same letter are not different for p < 0.05 (Tukey’s HSD test).

Treatment
Leaf Length Leaf Width

cm

B100 19.0 c 2.95 a

B75R25 23.7 b 2.28 a,b

B50R50 24.3 b 2.40 a,b

B25R75 26.6 b 2.37 a,b

R100 34.5 a 1.83 b

WIDE 31.2 a 2.20 a,b

SEM 0.54 0.184
F test ** *
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In R100 and WIDE leaves were the longest, followed by those of dichromatic treatments and then
by those of B100. Leaf width in R100 was significantly lower than in B100, while each of these two
treatments did not differ significantly from dichromatic treatments and WIDE.

3.4. Photosynthetic Pigments in Shoots

Figure 3 shows the contents of chlorophyll a and b, and carotenoids found in einkorn shoot
samples subjected to six different light treatments.

Agronomy 2020, 10, x FOR PEER REVIEW 6 of 12 

 

WIDE 31.2 a 2.20 a,b 
SEM 0.54 0.184 
F test ** * 

In R100 and WIDE leaves were the longest, followed by those of dichromatic treatments and 
then by those of B100. Leaf width in R100 was significantly lower than in B100, while each of these 
two treatments did not differ significantly from dichromatic treatments and WIDE. 

3.4. Photosynthetic Pigments in Shoots 

Figure 3 shows the contents of chlorophyll a and b, and carotenoids found in einkorn shoot 
samples subjected to six different light treatments. 

 
Figure 3. Chlorophyll (left) and carotenoid (right) content in einkorn shoots subjected to six light 
treatments. Means followed by the same letters are not statistically different for p < 0.05 (Tukey’s HSD 
test). Errors bars represent +1 SEM. 

Chl-a, B75R25, and B50R50 determined the highest increases in the pigment content. B100 
exerted an effect statistically comparable to the abovementioned treatments. Contrarily, significant 
decreases of Chl-a were found in B25R75 and, in particular, in R100 and WIDE, when compared to 
B75R25 and B50R50. As for Chl-b, a similar trend was ascertained. In particular, B100, B75R25, and 
B50R50 raised the content of this pigment, even though they did not statistically differ from each 
other. The other light combinations decreased the content of Chl-b in the following order: B25R75 > 
R100 > WIDE. As for carotenoids, it was found that the treatments B75R25 and B50R50 sharply 
increased the pigments’ concentration. In addition, under B100, the content of carotenoids was not 
significantly different from the abovementioned treatments. The carotenoid drop was found to be 
higher in B25R75 and more severe under R100 and WIDE. 

3.5. Nutrient Content 

Table 3 illustrates the content of macro- and micronutrients ascertained in einkorn wheatgrass 
subjected to different light treatments. 

Table 3. Shoot content of mineral elements found in einkorn plants grown under six different light 
treatments. Means followed by the same letters are not statistically different for p < 0.05 (Tukey’s HSD 
test). SEM: pooled standard error of the mean. * and ** indicate that the values are significantly 
different for p < 0.05 and p < 0.01, respectively; n.s. indicates that the values are not significantly 
different. 

Treatment 
N P S K Ca Mg Na Fe Mn Zn Cu 

mg g−1 DW μg g−1 DW 
B100 38.8 a 3.22 a,c 2.32 8.27 1.69 0.590 b,c 0.130 38.1 a,c 26.2 41.8 a,b 4.55 

B75R25 37.0 a,b 3.90 a,b 2.32 7.96 1.35 0.654 a,b 0.108 45.2 a,b 33.2 40.2 a,b 4.69 

Figure 3. Chlorophyll (left) and carotenoid (right) content in einkorn shoots subjected to six light
treatments. Means followed by the same letters are not statistically different for p < 0.05 (Tukey’s HSD
test). Errors bars represent +1 SEM.

Chl-a, B75R25, and B50R50 determined the highest increases in the pigment content. B100 exerted
an effect statistically comparable to the abovementioned treatments. Contrarily, significant decreases
of Chl-a were found in B25R75 and, in particular, in R100 and WIDE, when compared to B75R25
and B50R50. As for Chl-b, a similar trend was ascertained. In particular, B100, B75R25, and B50R50
raised the content of this pigment, even though they did not statistically differ from each other. The other
light combinations decreased the content of Chl-b in the following order: B25R75 > R100 > WIDE.
As for carotenoids, it was found that the treatments B75R25 and B50R50 sharply increased the pigments’
concentration. In addition, under B100, the content of carotenoids was not significantly different from
the abovementioned treatments. The carotenoid drop was found to be higher in B25R75 and more
severe under R100 and WIDE.

3.5. Nutrient Content

Table 3 illustrates the content of macro- and micronutrients ascertained in einkorn wheatgrass
subjected to different light treatments.

For N, the highest content was found in samples treated with B100, B75R25, and B50R50. Differently,
the nutrient content was found to be lower in B25R75 and WIDE than in B100. On the other hand,
R100 showed a more marked decrease in N content.

As for P, the highest content of the nutrient was found in the samples grown in the presence of
B50R50, B75R25, B100, and B25R75. Differently, the P content started to significantly decrease when
einkorn was exposed to R100 and WIDE.

Mg reached the highest values in samples exposed to B50R50, B75R25, and B25R75. Thereafter,
all the other treatments reduced the content of this nutrient when compared to B50R50, following
the order B100, R100, and then WIDE.

As for Fe, the highest nutrient content was found in B50R50, B75R25, B25R75, and B100. R100 and WIDE
showed significant reductions in iron content when compared to other treatments (Table 3).

For Zn, the highest content was recorded in plants exposed to B50R50, B100, B75R25, and WIDE.
In contrast, B25R75 and R100 exerted a progressively decreasing effect on the content of this nutrient
when compared to B50R50.
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Regarding the contents of S, K, Ca, Na, Mn, and Cu, we found differences among the different
light treatments to not be statistically significant.

Table 3. Shoot content of mineral elements found in einkorn plants grown under six different light
treatments. Means followed by the same letters are not statistically different for p < 0.05 (Tukey’s HSD
test). SEM: pooled standard error of the mean. * and ** indicate that the values are significantly different
for p < 0.05 and p < 0.01, respectively; n.s. indicates that the values are not significantly different.

Treatment
N P S K Ca Mg Na Fe Mn Zn Cu

mg g−1 DW µg g−1 DW

B100 38.8 a 3.22 a,c 2.32 8.27 1.69 0.590 b,c 0.130 38.1 a,c 26.2 41.8 a,b 4.55
B75R25 37.0 a,b 3.90 a,b 2.32 7.96 1.35 0.654 a,b 0.108 45.2 a,b 33.2 40.2 a,b 4.69
B50R50 36.3 a,b 4.47 a 2.37 7.62 1.66 0.792 a 0.110 46.7 a 27.5 58.8 a 5.48
B25R75 31.6 b,c 3.06 a,c 2.15 7.05 1.29 0.618 a,c 0.097 39.8 a,b 26.2 25.0 b 5.09

R100 28.8 c 2.96 b,d 2.22 6.70 1.35 0.578 b,c 0.114 30.2 b,c 24.8 22.0 b 4.09
WIDE 31.9 b,c 1.58 d 2.51 5.90 1.23 0.463 c 0.106 24.1 c 17.0 30.7 a,b 3.49

Pooled SEM 0.98 0.242 0.19 0.481 0.209 0.0313 8.5 2.60 2.61 4.73 0.40
F-test ** ** n.s n.s. n.s ** n.s ** n.s. * n.s.

4. Discussion

The effect of the light spectrum depends on the plant species and genotype [12,28]. Our results
indicate that Anet in einkorn seedlings was high in the presence of dichromatic light and that
monochromatic treatments, particularly the red light, tended to reduce the CO2 net assimilation.
These results are in line with the evidence obtained for cucumber, tomato, and chrysanthemum
plantlets [29–31], and with the work of Huché-Thelier et al. [12], who reported that blue (similarly to
our B100) or red light alone (similarly to our R100) reduced the photosynthetic activity. To explain
this behavior, it should be considered that blue light has a lower relative quantum efficiency compared to
red light, due to the modest capacity of the pigments to absorb blue and transfer energy (i.e., carotenoids).
Furthermore, such an effect could be due to those pigments that are unable to perceive blue light
(i.e., anthocyanins) [32]. On the other hand, Dueck et al. [33] reported that prolonged exposure of
the species to red light alone could worsen their photosynthetic performance. A similar effect was
also reported by Dong et al. [34]. These authors found that in wheat seedlings under red light,
the increasing length of epidermal cells between stomata led to a lower stomata density per unit leaf
area, causing a reduction in the CO2 assimilation.

The low photosynthetic rate of the polychromatic treatment (WIDE) was not expected, on the basis
of the high density of the canopy and light spectrum. In fact, due to the high proportion of intermediate
wavelengths, the overall light color tended to green. Some authors reported that in dense canopies,
green light drives photosynthesis of lower canopy layers because this color can pass through the upper
layers [35]. However, the einkorn seedlings showed a markedly erectophile canopy, and thus a light
penetration into the lower leaf layers was also possible for the blue and red wavelengths. Thus, our data
are consistent with experiments conducted in growth chambers, where wheat photosynthesis was
enhanced in the presence of blue light [36].

Dark respiration accounted for 53% (SEM ± 1.5) of gross photosynthesis on average. Such a
value is higher than that reported by Gifford [37], who found that the ratio of respiration to gross
photosynthesis (R:P) was relatively constant in wheat (0.40–0.45). However, when the remobilization
of carbon reserves from storage organs is still occurring, as in the case of young seedlings, the R/P ratio
could reach higher values [38].

The evaporation depends on the photon’s energy, which, according to Planck’s law, is inversely
proportional to the radiation wavelength. Thus, given the same total PPFD for all treatments,
the monochromatic blue light was expected to promote the highest water consumption. In contrast, ET
values were low in B100, significantly lower than in B50R50, although not as low as in R100. Such an
effect can be explained by considering the stomatal conductance, which has been found to be higher in
the case of dichromatic blue/red light [39].
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Data on shoot yield and leaf shape as a function of light treatment appear in line with evidence
obtained for several other species and einkorn wheatgrass [18,22,36,40]. Red and blue light are
confirmed to have opposite effects. As far as root length is concerned, the lack of difference observed
in our experiment would seem to conflict with results by Benincasa et al. [18], who found that
the monochromatic red light significantly increased root length. However, in that experiment,
seeds were sprouted on sterile cotton, exposing root to the direct light. Differently, in our experiment,
the roots grew in a 40 mm sand layer, which protected them from the direct light. Since differences
among treatments in root biomass were not significant, the monochromatic blue significantly
reduced the shoot/root ratio compared to monochromatic red. This result is in agreement with
findings of Johkan et al. [40] in lettuce seedlings. The effects of light spectra on vegetative plant
growth are consistent with the literature for adult plants reviewed by Demotes-Mainard et al. [28]
and Huché-Thélier et al. [12]. In particular, blue light is necessary for photomorphogenesis,
involving cryptochromes and phototropins, and reduces cell expansion and promotes a certain
plant dwarfing [10,16,22,40]. On the other hand, red light causes pseudo-stem elongation in wheatgrass
and favors leaf elongation in wheat, like in many vegetable crops [16,18,22,36,40]. Moreover, such long
leaves prostrated, losing the erectophile arrangement (Figure 2). For these reasons, ground cover
and light absorption determined cumulative effects during the entire growing period, with the main
factors affecting seedlings grown under monochromatic red light, therefore explaining the highest
shoot yield recorded at harvesting (DAE 18, Zadoks’ 12).

Differences in the light spectra can influence the content of chlorophylls and other pigments due
to the plant’s capacity to sense small variations in the quality of energy through photoreceptors [41].
Of these photoreceptors, phytochromes are red light sensors, capable of promoting seed germination
and flowering. Cryptochromes and phototropins respond mainly to blue light and regulate the circadian
rhythms, pigment biosynthesis, and the relocation of chloroplasts [42]. Moreover, chlorophylls show
maximum light absorption in the blue and red regions [43]. For this reason, there is a profound
connection between their content and the light spectrum [44].

Figure 3 shows the effect of the different light treatments on the content of chlorophylls
and carotenoids. As for Chl-a and Chl-b, the increase in the blue fraction raised the content of these
pigments, and B75R25 and B50R50 were the most effective combinations. Differently, the chlorophyll
content decreased by progressively increasing the red fraction to 100%. Finally, the einkorn treated
with WIDE showed an exceptionally low content of chlorophylls, as a consequence of the different
components of its spectra. In particular, WIDE had the lowest content of blue, which was 18%,
compared to the dichromatic treatments. Therefore, WIDE and R100, for the smaller or missing blue
fraction, were less effective than the other light treatments in inducing the cryptochrome-mediated
responses. Such an effect led to decreases in the content of the Chl-a and Chl-b. On the basis of our
data, we conclude that a fraction of blue of 50% or higher positively affects the chlorophyll content in
einkorn seedlings.

Despite these results, it should be noted that the literature indicates that the effect of light spectra
on chlorophylls can vary between species, showing completely different responses. This behavior
is due to light spectra that, depending on its composition, can inactivate or activate photoreceptors,
and their co-action is generally unpredictable and can be synergistic or antagonistic [45]. However,
the stimulatory effect of the blue on the chlorophyll content, particularly when in combination with red,
has been ascertained by some authors for spinach, radish, and lettuce [29,42,46]. These findings can be
explained by considering the effect of blue light on cryptochromes, which in some species consists
of the induction of the chlorophylls’ biosynthesis and chloroplast development. Kasahara et al. [47]
pointed out that the blue light can also promote the organization of chloroplasts, inducing their
movement toward the cell surface to increase their efficiency [48]. Similarly, Liu et al. [30] pointed
out that blue light is necessary for the optimal development of the chloroplast in cherry tomato since,
under red light alone, chloroplasts can have scattered grana and vague lamellae structure.
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Particular attention deserves the question of how the composition of the spectra can affect
the content of carotenoids since they are considered secondary metabolites of importance for
human nutrition. Carotenoids can exert protective actions against cancer, cardiovascular diseases,
and age-related macular degeneration [49]. Carotenoids, classifiable as lipophilic tetraterpenoid
pigments, act in plants as photosensitizers and face oxidative perturbation, scavenging reactive oxygen
species (ROS) [50]. Moreover, carotenoids harvest and transmit the light energy to chlorophylls [51].
Our experiments showed that the treatments with dichromatic lights, having an equal proportion of
blue and red (B50R50) or a predominant fraction of blue (B75R25), greatly affected the content of these
pigments. Contrarily, higher fractions of red light exerted an opposite effect, reducing the carotenoid
content in einkorn shoots. Finally, WIDE showed a similar trend to R100. The stimulatory effect of
the blue light on carotenoid content can be related to its specific action on photoreceptors. In particular,
it has been documented that blue light, through cryptochromes, regulates a variety of physiological
and biochemical functions in plants [6]. Among these, stomatal opening, biosynthesis of anthocyanins,
and carotenoids have been considered [17].

Indoor cultivation based on LED lights can improve the acquisition of nutrients by plants when
compared to traditional growing systems. Therefore, the content of minerals in the edible tissues can
be increased with the composition of the light spectra [3]. This aspect is of fundamental importance for
the repercussions on human health due to the consumption of vegetables containing high nutrient
values [52]. Our experiments showed that the dichromatic lights, particularly with blue and red in
equal proportion, or with a higher fraction of blue, generally increased the content of N, P, Mg, Fe,
and Zn in einkorn wheatgrass (Table 3). As for monochromatic lights, blue was particularly effective
in increasing the N plant content, while red light reduced it. WIDE negatively influenced the ability
of einkorn to acquire nutrients, with the only exception of Zn (Table 3). These results highlight,
as in the case of chlorophylls and carotenoids, the beneficial effect of the blue component of the light
spectra. However, it is to be emphasized that low contents of blue and red in the spectra, and high
content of intermediate wavelengths, as in the case of WIDE, generally resulted in a dramatic loss of
nutrients (Table 3). Similar effects on plant nutrition have been reported for shoot tissues of broccoli
microgreens, where the exposition to blue light increased the content of P, Mg, Mn, Zn, and Fe [43].
Such an effect was associated with increased transpiration and stomatal conductance. Furthermore,
blue light has been reported to increase the content of K and Ca in lettuce, while a combination of
blue and red enhanced the content of N, P, Mg, and Fe [53]. Pinho et al. [54] investigated the effect
of four LED light spectral combinations on lettuce. The authors found that LED lights stimulated
plant growth and the uptake of K, Ca, and Mg when compared to traditional high-pressure sodium
lighting [54]. Furthermore, the spectral changes of the red and blue lights influenced the uptake
of Fe and Zn [54]. Another study investigated the effects of the red and blue spectral components
in lettuce [55]. In this case, a predominant fraction of the red raised the concentration of N, P, K,
and Mg in lettuce leaves. Finally, Pennisi et al. [3] found that the mineral nutrient content in basil was
particularly increased when the red/blue ratio was 3. However, the authors underlined that the limited
number of studies and the variability in the experimental designs do not allow for the finding of a
right combination of blue and red that could guarantee an optimal nutrient uptake for all species.

5. Conclusions

In conclusion, this work demonstrated the feasibility of growing einkorn, using different
proportions of blue and red lights, in a substrate containing a nutritive solution. We showed how all
the light treatments investigated affected gas exchange, plant morphology, growth, pigment content,
and nutrient absorption. As a general trend, we found that dichromatic treatments had a positive
impact on some pivotal physiological aspect of the seedlings (net CO2 assimilation, evapotranspiration,
and biomass), the content of pigments (chlorophylls and carotenoids), and mineral nutrients (N, P, Mg,
Fe, and Zn). These results are remarkable since high contents of pigments and minerals could have an
outstanding nutritional value.
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