Ancient Lives in Death Assignment 2: Mummifying Alan Documentary Review by Lizzie Mansfield
The title of the documentary is Mummifying Alan – Egypt’s Last Secret. The intended audience was archaeologists, Egyptologists, scientists, forensic scientists, historians and people who enjoy watching these types of documentaries. 
The documentary’s purpose was to explore the techniques that the Ancient Egyptians used to mummify the dead and re-enact them on a deceased person from the Modern day. The main message that the documentary sends out is to inform people on how the dead were mummified in Ancient Egypt. 
I knew about the basic processes of mummification that the Ancient Egyptians employed beforehand.  I also already knew some of what the documentary was about.  I expected to see the extreme details of the mummification process. I had questioned to myself whether this research experiment would work and what his wife thought about the whole ordeal.
The subject of this documentary is a man called Alan Billis, who lived in Torquay with his wife Jan Billis. Alan was diagnosed with terminal lung cancer and when he heard about this research project, he decided to have his body donated after his passing to be the subject of the experiment. The man himself was a huge fan of documentaries of this kind. The documentary is about a project, led by a team of scientists, archaeologists and forensic pathologists, to turn Alan’s body into a mummy using the mummification techniques of the 18th dynasty in Ancient Egypt. The leaders of the project were Dr Stephen Buckley and Dr Jo Fletcher, an archaeological chemist and an Egyptologist respectively. The main events of the documentary were the mummification of Alan’s body and the various stages of the process. The process was as follows. Firstly, Alan’s body was cleaned. Then an incision was made on his left side to create a small gap, through which the internal organs would be removed. All would be removed, except for the heart, which would be left inside the body. The brain would also remain intact inside the skull. Afterwards the cavity was sterilised with alcohol. The abdomen was then packed with balls of linen in order for it to regain its shape and the incision was sown shut and sealed with melted beeswax. Next, his body was completely coated with a substance, which was made from a mixture of sesame oil, pine resin and beeswax, to prepare his body for the natron bath. His body was then lowered into the natron bath, where it remained there for thirty-five days. After this time, his body was removed from the natron bath and placed in a room designed to simulate the conditions of Ancient Egypt. It stayed in there for two weeks. When taken out, it was noticed that he had a few maggots in his ear. Therefore, the next step was to inject resin into the orifices of the head. Then Alan’s body was wrapped in linen wrappings in the style of a traditional Ancient Egyptian mummy. Afterwards his body was further dried for six weeks. It was filmed mostly in Sheffield, as this was where the lab was. The lab was called the Sheffield Medico-Legal Centre. It also had segments where it was filmed in other places in Britain which were Torquay and York, and Egypt.
The sound effects were decent. The music was good, as it sounded Egyptian and so helped set the theme of the documentary. The images were clear. The filming was impressive. They used all sorts of camera angles. Including filming from a bird’s eye view, which gave a much better view of the whole of Alan’s body. The interviews of the documentary were very interesting. Especially the ones with Alan in them. It gave us insight into what he thought about the idea of the experiment, and it also gave us a fuller picture on what Alan was like when he was alive. It did have special effects. These effects were 3D animated models of Alan’s body, which were displayed to show what they would do to the body in the different stages of the research project. 
I really enjoyed watching this documentary. I found it fascinating, and I had never heard of this particular one before. The part of the documentary that I liked the most was watching the mummification process take place. Seeing Alan’s body gradually transform over time into a mummy was extremely intriguing to watch, in my opinion. I learned that the 18th dynasty used a natron bath rather the dry salt to dry out the body of their Royal mummies. It appeared to seem the reason why the Royal mummies of the 18th dynasty are the best preserved Ancient Egyptian mummies that have been found. I was surprised to see that the mummification process that they used on Alan actually worked and had mummified his body properly. The drawbacks to this documentary are the ethical issues it can bring up. Issues such as having the consent of the person and their family to do something like this to their body after death. In addition, there are religious ethical issues. Some religions, such as Orthodox and Conservative Jews and Islam, have the belief that a person’s body should remain completely intact after their death. This means that they are against autopsies and believe that the body should be buried in the ground, rather than cremated. Also, it raises the issue of whether this experiment should have been done in the first place. As this was a practice of a culture from ancient history, did it need to be performed on a person from present day? Moreover, the thought that it was a sensationalised event has been made. However, Alan and his family gave consent for his body to be used for this experiment and they weren’t particularly religious. He wanted it to be done for the scientists to be able to learn from it and to leave a legacy behind for his grandchildren. I would greatly recommend this documentary to a friend, as I found it a highly entertaining and captivating programme to watch. 
