Mummifying Alan

[image: ]The documentary, Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret by Dr. Stephen Buckley and Dr. Joann Fletcher, intendeds to show the process of mummification. Specifically, it aims to recreate the method of mummification used in the 18th Dynasty of Ancient Egypt. One of the primary examples of 18th Dynasty mummification used in the documentary, is that of Tiye, a mummified royal of the 18th Dynasty.[footnoteRef:1] Before this documentary, the general consensus was that the Ancient Egyptians used Natron to cover the body in order to mummify a body.[footnoteRef:2] Dr. Stephen Buckley, however, suggests that during the 18th Dynasty, the bodies may have been bathed in a natron bath to incite mummification.[footnoteRef:3] This is because the mummifies of the 18th Dynasty had salt crystals in the organic tissues. The only logical way that salt would have been able to enter the tissues would be through the diffusion of salt into the body via the osmosis of the natron solution. This is unlike the mummies of other dynasties which do not contain salt crystals within the tissues. It is therefore likely that the unusual method of mummifying a body using a natron bath is a distinctly 18th Dynasty method.[footnoteRef:4] [1:  ‘Mummy of Queen Tiye’, Egypt Museum, 4 May 2023 <https://egypt-museum.com/mummy-of-queen-tiye/> [accessed 3 April 2026].]  [2:  Salima Ikram, ‘Mummification’, UCLA Encyclopedia of Egyptology, 2010 <https://escholarship.org/uc/item/0gn7x3ff> [accessed 3 April 2026].]  [3:  Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret, dir. by Kenny Scott (2011).]  [4:  Scott, Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret.] 
Figure 1 Image of Mummified Tiye, Egypt Museum (2023)

[image: ]The documentary focuses not only on the method in which the body was mummified. But it also focuses upon the more cultural aspects of mummification. It shows the lives of those who were mummified, and makes a good comparison between Alan Billis, the man who was mummified, and the figures of Ancient Egypt.[footnoteRef:5] The documentary makes sure to focus upon the life of Billis and his reasons for being mummified. The large emphasis on Billis’s life and the constant cuts to interviews with him and his wife show who was as a person. The interviews allow the viewer to see into the life of Alan Billis and connect with him as the tombs and mummified bodies of the Ancient Egyptians intended for their deceased to be connected with. This is continued later in the documentary when his wife, Jan Billis, first sees the mummified body of her husband and comments on how she can see that it’s him, even after having undergone the process of mummification.[footnoteRef:6] This shows how the intention of mummification is to retain as much of the original person as possible.  [5:  Scott, Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret.]  [6:  Scott, Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret.] 
Figure 2 Image of Alan and Jan Billis, NBC News, (2010)

[image: ]The documentary shows the process of mummification in its entirety. It begins with the internal organs being removed from the body, however, unlike most mummifications, the brain is kept within the skull as it was with Tiye.[footnoteRef:7] Then, the body was covered with a layer of sesame oil and beeswax in order to protect it from the acidity of the natron bath.[footnoteRef:8] The body was then placed in a natron bath as Dr. Stephen Buckley suggested.[footnoteRef:9] Billis was left in the natron bath for 35 days to mimic the process that the Ancient Egyptians may have used. After the 35 days, the natron bath had turned red from the haemoglobin leaving Billis’s body. This is particularly effective in showing the Ancient Egyptian beliefs about death, the afterlife and rebirth.[footnoteRef:10] The blood bath seems to mimic the start of life itself, a homage to the act of birth. The body then remained in a room for two weeks; the conditions of the room were designed to replicate Egypt and so had a high temperature and a low humidity.[footnoteRef:11] However, after the two weeks, maggots were found in Alan Billis’s ears and so resin was injected into the ear canal in an attempt to stop the spread of the maggots, and eventually flies. It is believed that tree resin was used as a natural insecticide in Ancient Egypt, according to Dr. Stephen Buckley.[footnoteRef:12] Alan was then wrapped in linens just as the ancient Egyptians would have been, with him was placed many things of importance, such as pictures of his grandchildren. The ancient Egyptians often had items of importance placed with them to signify who they were in life and to aid them in the afterlife. These items often reflected the things that the ancient Egyptians believed would be needed in order to have a fulfilling afterlife, such as food and servants.  [7:  Scott, Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret.]  [8:  Scott, Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret.]  [9:  Scott, Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret.]  [10:  ‘Burial and the Dead in Ancient Egyptian Society’, n.d., doi:10.1177/1469605302002001595.]  [11:  Scott, Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret.]  [12:  Scott, Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret.] 
Figure 3 Image, Alan Billis, NBC News, (2010)

The documentary places a large focus upon the meaning of mummification as an art and as a way of preserving not just the body of the dead, but the memory as well. The mummified remains are treated with the utmost respect, at many moments throughout the process, Alan’s body was spoken to and treated as if he were still alive and conscious of what was happening around him. This could be seen as a way that we, as modern humans, can connect with our ancient ancestors. While belief in the afterlife is dwindling in modern times, the treatment of the dead continues to be respectful and the way that the archaeologists and scientists treated Alan reflect the long held ideas that the soul does not leave just because life has left. It is easy to imagine ancient Egyptian Embalmers treating the bodies of the Pharaohs and the other mummified bodies in the same way that Alan was treated during this process. 
It is a truly touching experience to be able to witness the continuation of human emotion and belief that has withstood the passage of thousands of years and connects both ancient civilisation to modern civilisations. The documentary has revealed much about the process of 18th Dynasty mummification and should be continued to be researched for many years to come. 
To conclude, Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret is a brilliant documentary that researches the process of mummification while also respecting the lives of those involved, both past and present. It’s ability to draw connection between Ancient Egypt and the modern day should be commended. 
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