
	
	



Task 2: Documentary Review: Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret
[bookmark: _Int_4JPj6V4o]Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret targets at an adult audience, from interested historians and Egyptologists to scientists. A collaboration between Doctor Stephen Buckley, Archaeological Chemist and Professor Joann Fletcher, Egyptologist, amongst others, the documentary seeks to recreate 18th Dynasty mummification practices. There are no surviving records of the mummification process (Ikram, 2010: Ikram, 2023). Terminally ill [10:32] Alan Billis donated his body for the project enabling the team to test the science of, and recreate how, New Kingdom mummification was conducted.  Tissue sampling and digital x-rays of mummified remains in Thebian Tomb KV35 identified salt crystal flakes in and around the arms [40:47]. Following extensive mummification experiments on porcine samples the team were able to successfully mummify Alan using a natron solution, confirming a potential method used by the 18th Dynasty embalmers.  
[bookmark: _Int_chm3n5n6][bookmark: _Int_uJEQS4Tg][bookmark: _Int_5bmF3K4r]Filmed across a number of locations in the UK and Egypt and explaining the science behind the mummification process the documentary avoids re-enacting the ceremony and ritual employed by the Ancient Egyptians, yet does not disarticulate the science from the purpose of mummification. The Ancient Egyptian ceremonial acts linked to religion, the afterlife and rebirth are narrated through the filming in Egypt which intersects the scientific cinematography.  Artistic devices such as out of focus and long shots are used to mask the audience from some elements of dissection. 
[bookmark: _Int_jrOqk2kf]Alan’s enthusiasm for the project is a constant throughout, from talking candidly about his altruistic body donation decision [10:46] to discussing benefits to science, and there being nothing he wants to keep [31:44] it is unambiguously evident that  ‘appropriate consent’ (Human Tissue Act 2004, Section 3; Buckley and Fletcher (2026)) has been thoroughly discussed.  Consent has to be comprehensive, engaging both the donor and family, and encompass explaining the intended process, the invasiveness of the procedure, preservation and destruction (disposal of organs) , managing foreseeable deviations, procedures in the event that the mummification was not or was only partially successful and ongoing care for the successfully mummified remains along with potential future interventions, monitoring and further research. Advance consent directions are essential as a donor cannot change their mind postmortem. As a documentary intended for TV in the UK the requirements of Ofcom legislation, Section 1 protecting the under 18s, and Section 2 which requires that material which may cause harm or offense, including violation of human dignity, is justified by the context must be observed (Ofcom, 2026).  Shown after the watershed to protect under 18s, the extreme surgical nature of the organ removal was clearly justified by the context, but a towel was required to cover Alan’s genitals to avoid violating his dignity. 
There is an ongoing ‘duty of care’ [22:40] towards Alan including requirements to protect from harm, maintain dignity and confidentiality, avoid disrespectful treatment, unprofessional behaviour, and safeguarding of the mummified remains (Fürholzer, 2023, pp.533-537; Tomasini, 2009, pp.448-449). Other non-moral ethical considerations exist such as the economics of maintaining the remains. 
Setting out to test a hypothesis of mummification which left salt crystals deposited in the mummified remains of Tomb KV35, the team followed a counterintuitive methodology of a natron bath to desiccate Alan [44:09]. Mummies from other periods do not display this trait and historically Egyptologists debunked these theories due to the caustic nature of natron and the fact that bodies in water decompose quickly (Sandison, 1963, p.265; Lucas, 1932, p.129-130) and no evidence of natron bath containers has been identified (Panzer et al, 2023, p.50) despite literature references (Dawson, 1927, p.43).
[bookmark: _Int_DeXHkpHM]Transferred to the Sheffield Medico-Legal Centre Alan’s remains were processed using natural ingredients available to the Ancient Egyptians. A small incision was made in Alan’s left side, through which his internal organs were removed, leaving the heart in place.  The cavity was packed with bags of natron and the cut sewn. The brain, not always removed, was left in place. Alan’s skin was protected with a mixture of sesame oil, resin, and beeswax [46:56] (Buckley and Evershed, 2001, pp. 837-841) before being placed in a tank filled with a natron solution. Whilst in the tank the breakdown of muscle haemoglobin caused the natron solution to turn red symbolistic of rebirth [1:00:59]. Recognisable on removal, Alan had suffered some skin bleaching and pinching from restraints. Further damage, hair loss and the loss of a toenail was explained by Buckley and Fletcher (2026).  Transferred into a temperature and humidity-controlled chamber to continue drying, maggots were identified in his ear cavity, with pine resin used to treat the infestation, a natural insecticide used in Egypt [1:07:13]. (Abdel-Maksouda, El-Shemyc, and Abdel-Hamiedb, 2025, pp.52-53).    Decomposition was halted and Alan’s skin had taken on a tanned appearance with a leathery texture as in Brier (2001). Alan’s remains were wrapped with linen to prevent physical harm and to regulate the drying process. Following a further drying period Alan was x-rayed indicating a density of salt in his tissue, presenting as streaks of white [1:20:47]. Buckley asserts insufficient time had elapsed for salt crystals to form to replicate the crystals found in the 18th Dynasty mummified remains [1:21:37]. Natron arrested the decomposition of Alan’s brain which had settled at the back of his skull, as with the mummified remains in Tomb KV35 [1:22:45]. Alan’s CT scan indicated uniform changes, soft tissue with some pliability, a tanned colour and stability within deep tissues, above all he was still recognisable. 
The documentary coherently articulates Buckley’s natron bath mummification hypothesis for a non-scientific audience. The salt crystals evident in the mummified remains in Tomb KV35 are not present in Alan's mummified remains but streaks of salt are, Buckley maintains these will form into salt crystals over time. There has been no further examination of Alan, and the research has not been published, so detailed findings are not yet available either for the amateur or scientific audience (Buckley and Fletcher, 2026) as with Brier (2001). Whilst the documentary is factual Buckley and Fletcher (2026) acknowledge that the research into mummification misses the point if the impact on relatives is not addressed. The documentary articulates the key reasons for Ancient Egyptian mummification, and the link to belief in the afterlife and in closing remarks, Buckley links the science into this belief by asserting Alan had been reborn and his soul would have recognised him [1:38:25]. The offerings of photographs and grandchildren’s drawings left with Alan by his wife are a modern equivalent of goods entombed with Ancient Egyptian Kings, items to sustain them in the afterlife, a single reflection of the humanity shown throughout the documentary.  
An excellent watch drawing together a scientific research project (how) whilst presenting 18th Dynasty belief systems (why) and never diminishing Alan’s exceptional gift.
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