Mummifying Alan – Egypt’s Last Secret: A Documentary Review 
Mummifying Alan – Egypt’s Last Secret is a documentary that explores the recreation of ancient Egyptian mummification using modern scientific methods. Aimed at a wide audience –particularly those interested interest in ancient Egyptian history, archaeology, science and human-interest stories -- the film successfully combines scientific experimentation with a deeply personal narrative. The dual focus makes it both informative and emotionally engaging, while also raising important ethical questions surrounding the treatment of the human body.
The primary purpose of the documentary is test whether the mummification techniques used in ancient Egypt – especially the techniques of the 18th dynasty – can be accurately replicated today.[footnoteRef:2] Through this experimental approach, the documentary argues that ancient Egyptian embalming practices were highly sophisticated and grounded in practical scientific knowledge. However, beyond its scientific aims, the documentary also invited the audience to consider the ethical implications of using a human body in such a procedure, even with full consent. The film is primarily set in Sheffield, UK, where the experiment takes place, but it also includes footage and references to Egypt to provide historical context and footage from the University of Tennessee Anthropological Research Facility (known also as The Body Farm) where the stages of decomposition are shown. [2:  Matthew Gunther, Why I Mummified a Taxi Driver (2017) https://www.chemistryworld.com/careers/why-i-mummified-a-taxi-driver/2500178.article [accessed 19th March 2026]] 

Prior to watching the documentary, I had an understanding of mummification from my own studying, such as the removal of key internal organs but not the heart, and the use of natron salt to preserve the body. However, I had never seen the process carried out in detail and did not consider the precise chemical processes involved. I was particularly curious about how in depth and accurate modern scientists could be when recreating these ancient techniques. Additionally, I wondered whether the experiment would be successful and how closely the results would resemble real ancient mummified people.
The documentary follows the story of Alan Billis, a man from Torquay who was diagnosed with terminal lung cancer and chooses to donate his body to science so researchers can attempt a full mummification using authentic ancient Egyptian methods.[footnoteRef:3] [footnoteRef:4] It documents the step-by-step process carried out by Egyptologist Dr Joann Fletcher, archaeological chemist Dr Stephen Buckley and medical experts, including Pathologist Professor Peter Vanezis. First the body is carefully prepared and then the majority of the internal organs – including the lungs and intestines – were removed through a small incision in his left side, notably the researchers chose to leave his brain like Queen Tiye, as discussed in the documentary[footnoteRef:5]; then his torso was padded out with linen. The removal of organs was to prevent decay. Dr Buckley then used a protective layer of pine resin, sesame oil and beeswax before the body is put into a natron bath for thirty-five days to dry out. This decision is discussed in the documentary as not in line with earlier theories of Egyptians using dry natron salt; however, it had been suggested before[footnoteRef:6] and Buckley’s research shows salt crystals inside mummified ancient Egyptians, suggesting the use of a natron solution.[footnoteRef:7] [footnoteRef:8] This process was to make Alan’s body more resistant to decomposition by driving out internal liquids, starting the breakdown of fat and for natron crystals to form inside Alan’s body. However, the use of a natron bath rather than dry packing may raise questions of authenticity, suggesting that any reconstruction is inevitably shaped by contemporary interpretations rather than direct replication. Afterwards, Alan’s body was placed in a chamber for two weeks with a high temperature and low humidity, to simulate the climate of Egypt, which emphasises the importance of environmental conditions in preservation, while also highlighting the difficulty of recreating ancient practices outside of their original context. Alan was then wrapped in linen bandages which had been treated to complete the mummification process. This stage reflects both the practical preservation techniques and the ritualists aspects of ancient Egyptian burial practices. Mummifying Alan demonstrates how detailed and time-consuming the process is, highlighting the skill and knowledge of ancient embalmers.  [3:  Kenny Scott (dir.), Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret [DVD]. United Kingdom: Blink Films. (2011).]  [4:  NBC News, Taxi Driver Mummified Like Pharaohs (2011) https://www.nbcnews.com/id/wbna44945455 [accessed: 20th March 2026]]  [5:  Scott, Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret, 2011.]  [6:  Alfred Lucas, ‘The Use of Natron Salt by the Ancient Egyptians in Mummification’, The Journal of Egyptian Archaeology Vol. 1 (1914) 119-123 https://www.jstor.org/stable/3853520 [accessed 21st March 2026].]  [7:  Scott, Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret, 2011.]  [8:  Alexnader H. Tullo, Mummy Preservation, When Frankenstein Came to Life (2011) https://cen.acs.org/articles/89/i44/Mummy-Preservation-Frankenstein-Came-Life.html [accessed 20th March 2026]] 

Despite its scientific achievements, the documentary also raises significant ethical issues. One key issue is whether it is right or appropriate to use a human body in this way, even with informed consent. Alan Billis willingly chose to participate, framing his decision as a contribution to scientific knowledge. This consent provides a strong ethical justification; however, it does not entirely resolve concerns about how his body is used and presented. The transformation of his human remains into a subject of public viewing blurs the lines of scientific research and entertainment.
Furthermore, Mummifying Alan invites comparison with ancient Egypt beliefs about mummification. For the Egyptians, preservation of the body was closely tied to the afterlife and spiritual continuity. In contrast, Alan’s mummification is conducted for scientific and educational purposes. This shift in context raises questions about whether the process retains any of its original cultural meaning or becomes something fundamentally different. It could be argued that the documentary, while respectful in tone, still participates in the objectification of the human body by presenting it as a site of experimentation. 
Additionally, the inclusion of footage from the Body Farm in Tennessee could be a concern. While this material provides valuable knowledge of decomposition, it also introduces potentially disturbing imagery that may been seen as sensationalist. This again highlights the tension between education and entertainment, suggesting that the documentary may at times prioritise the viewer over ethical sensitivity. 
The use of interviews throughout is particularly effective in addressing these complex ethical issues. Contribution from the experts provide scientific credibility, while interviewing Alan and his family – especially his wife Jan – add emotional depth. These personal perspectives serve as an important reminder that mummified remains are not simply objects of study, but people who once had lives, relationships and identities. This balance between scientific analysis and human experience is one of the documentary’s greatest strengths.
In conclusion, Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret is both a fascinating and thought-provoking documentary that successfully combines scientific experimentation with ethical reflection. Its detailed reconstruction of the mummification process demonstrates the sophistication of ancient Egyptian practices, while also revealing the challenges of interpreting and replicating them in a modern context. At the same time, the documentary raises important questions about consent, respect and the representation of the human body. While some aspects may be uncomfortable for viewers, the film ultimately provides valuable insight into both ancient scient and contemporary ethical debates. For these reasons, it is a compelling watch and worthwhile documentary that I would recommend, particularly to those interested in archaeology, history and the intersection of science and ethics.
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