Documentary Review: Mummifying Alan
Mummifying Alan (2011) is a British documentary produced for a general audience, with particular appeal to viewers interested in Egyptology, archaeology, and forensic science. It combines elements of experimental archaeology and documentary storytelling, aiming to reconstruct Ancient Egyptian mummification techniques through a modern scientific lens. While accessible to non-specialists, the level of detail and expert involvement also makes it highly relevant for academic viewing, particularly in the fields of Egyptology, Archaeology, and Anthropology. 
The central purpose of Mummifying Alan is to investigate how mummification was carried out, rather than why. The documentary seeks to bridge a significant gap in historical knowledge: the absence of a written ‘instruction manual’ detailing the precise embalming process. By recreating the procedure using historically accurate methods and materials, the researchers aim to test scientific theories about preservation techniques.
The main message conveyed by the director is that, despite the lack of written evidence from Ancient Egypt, it is possible to reconstruct and better understand mummification through a combination of scientific analysis and practical experimentation. 
Before watching the documentary, I had a general understanding of the religious and cultural significance of mummification in Ancient Egypt. I was aware that the process was sacred, closely guarded, and likely exclusively transmitted orally. Regarding the physical mummification process, I knew of the importance given to the heart as the seat of wisdom and morality, and that natron salt played a key role in desiccation. 
However, my knowledge was largely theoretical and centred around the symbolic and religious dimensions rather than the technical process itself. In watching the documentary, I anticipated that the physical and chemical mechanisms involved in mummification would become clearer. In particular, the methods deployed by ancient embalmers to achieve such long-term preservation. 
Summary of the Documentary
Mummifying Alan centres on Alan Billis, a taxi driver from Torquay who, after being diagnosed with terminal lung cancer in 2009, volunteered his body for medical science. Through his interview, we learn that his decision was motivated by a desire to contribute to scientific knowledge and education. The documentary follows both his personal story and the scientific process that takes place after his death. 
The project is led by a team of experts, including Egyptologist Dr. Joann Fletcher, archaeological chemist Dr. Stephen Buckley, forensic pathologist Professor Peter Vanezis, and forensic anthropologist Professor William Bass. Together, they aim to replicate mummification techniques used during Egypt’s 18th dynasty - the period Buckley considers the peak of embalming practices. 
The documentary portrays the process in a chronological order, commencing from the day of Alan’s death. On day one, a small incision is made in the abdomen to remove the internal organs (intestine, liver, stomach, and lungs), as these are the primary sources of bacterial decay. The heart is left intact. Linen packs are then inserted into the cavity to maintain the body’s shape, and the incisions are sealed with beeswax. The body is then coated in a mixture of sesame oil, resin, and beeswax to protect the skin from bleaching as it is next immersed in a natron bath. For thirty-five days, the body is immersed in the salt bath to allow the body to dehydrate internal liquids and inhibit bacterial activity. The documentary highlights an unexpected change around day twenty-one when the natron bath turns blood red, suggesting the salt has penetrated the skin and dissolved haemoglobin tissue. On day thirty-five, the body is removed from the bath and placed in a heated chamber to replicate the hot, dry Egyptian climate. After two weeks, the body is then wrapped in linen and left to dry further for six weeks. 
The documentary also incorporates historical comparisons, referencing the salt crystals on ancient mummies such as Queen Tiye and citing Herodotus’ account of Egyptian embalming practices in 450 BCE. 
Analysis of Production Techniques
The documentary makes effective use of sound, visuals, and interviews to convey both scientific information and emotional depth. The sound design is understated but impactful, often deploying minimal background music to maintain a tone that is serious and respectful. This decision enhances the gravity of the subject matter.
Camera work is generally precise and clinical during the procedural stages, with close-up shots used to document the mummification process in detail. These images are sharp and often confronting, reflecting the documentary’s commitment to realism. The use of close-ups, particularly during dissections, emphasises the physical reality of the process.
There are limited special effects employed, but the documentary uses visual overlays and comparisons with ancient mummies effectively. However, the transitions between the modern mummification of Alan and various ancient remains can sometimes feel abrupt, slightly disrupting the narrative flow.  Nevertheless, this does not significantly detract from the overall effectiveness of the documentary. 
Interviews are the central strength of the documentary. The academic experts provide clear, informative explanations that deepen understanding of both ancient and modern processes. Particularly notable are the interview segments with Alan Billis and his wife, which add a deeply human dimension. These segments contrast sharply with the directly clinical imagery, creating an emotional tension that runs throughout the documentary. 
Personal Reflection
One of the most compelling aspects of the documentary is the ability to balance scientific inquiry with emotional storytelling. The interview segments with Alan and his wife were particularly powerful, especially when interwoven with his mummification. These moments humanise the experiment and remind the viewer that this is a complex personal situation, as well as a scientific opportunity. 
The detailed breakdown of the mummification process was especially valuable. In particular, the explanation of the natron salt bath and its internal chemical effects enhanced my understanding of how preservation was achieved. However, the film is also emotionally challenging. The juxtaposition of Alan as a living individual and as a subject of experimentation was jarring at points. This raises important ethical questions over the extent to which modern science should seek to replicate ancient practices, particularly when they involve human remains. While Alan volunteered and gave informed consent, the documentary certainly provokes reflection on the moral boundaries of such research. 
Overall, Mummifying Alan is both informative and thought-provoking. It provides valuable insights in Ancient Egyptian practices while also engaging with broader questions about science, ethics, and mortality. I would recommend it to for academic viewers studying archaeology, forensic science, or Egyptology, as well as to those with a general interest in history. 
