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1.	� Summarize  What sparked James Mellaart’s  
interest in archaeology? 

  

2.	� Make Inferences  Why do you think the work 
and findings of archaeologists such as James 
Mellaart are important?
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James Mellaart was a British archaeologist. 

He is most famous for his discovery of and 

excavations at Çatalhöyük, a Neolithic 

settlement in present-day Turkey.

James Mellaart was born in London, England, in 1925, to a 
Dutch-born father who was an art expert and a Northern 
Irish mother. In 1932, because of economic hard times, 
Mellaart’s family moved to the Netherlands. 

During World War II, when Mellaart was just 15 years 
old, the Nazis called on him to serve in the German army. 
Instead, his father sent him away to work at the National 
Museum of Antiquities in the Dutch city of Leiden. This 
decision changed Mellaart's life. Surrounded by ancient 
artifacts, he became fascinated by the ancient world. 

After the war, he studied archaeology at the University 
College of London and graduated in 1951. Soon after 
graduation, as a research grantee of the British Institute 
of Archaeology, Mellaart began exploring vast areas of 
southern Anatolia in Turkey. There, he uncovered several 
unknown sites, including the one for which he is most 
famous: Çatalhöyük. 

From 1961 to 1965, Mellaart oversaw excavations at 
Çatalhöyük, which archaeologists think might be the 
world’s first city and the oldest known permanent 

settlement. Çatalhöyük might have housed as many as 
10,000 people. Mellaart’s team unearthed about 200 
flat-roofed mud-brick houses and other exciting finds. 
They discovered dome-shaped clay ovens and roof 
holes that were likely used as doors for people to enter 
and exit the dwellings. The team determined that the 
skeletons that they discovered were ceremonially buried. 
They also excavated axes and knives, as well as figures 
of female goddesses. All of these findings demonstrated 
that Çatalhöyük was the center of an advanced culture.

Mellaart's discoveries at Çatalhöyük also showed that 
Anatolia was an important area in the development 
of Neolithic people. Çatalhöyük continues to be an 
accessible archaeological site. James Mellaart died in 
London, England, in July 2012.

•	 Job: Archaeologist

•	 �Lucky Break: Job at the National Museum  
of Antiquities in Leiden, Netherlands

•	 Discovery: Çatalhöyük
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