Review of Mummifying Alan

Mummifying Alan[endnoteRef:1] is a scientific documentary aimed at viewers interested in history, archaeology and ancient Egypt. It explores an experiment by a group of professionals to recreate the ancient Egyptian mummification process using a real human subject named Alan Billis, who volunteered after being diagnosed with terminal cancer. The documentary works to find out how ancient Egyptians achieved their high standard of preservation and whether their techniques can be replicated today. [1:  Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret, read by Demetri Goritsas, dir. by Kenny Scott, performed by Alan Billis and others (National Geographic, 24 October 2011) <https://learningonscreen.ac.uk/ondemand/index.php/prog/0211F9B7?bcast=95124075> [accessed 24 March 2026].] 

The main purpose of the documentary is to investigate the methods behind Egyptian mummification, specifically those used during the 18th Dynasty, which is often considered the peak of mummification practices. It also attempts to merge the past and present by combining modern scientific techniques, such as CT scans and chemical analysis, with what we can extract of ancient practices. The message shown is that ancient Egyptians possessed extremely impressive knowledge of preservation, and that modern science can validate and learn from these historical methods.
Before watching the documentary I had a basic understanding of what mummification involved, such as removing organs and drying out the body, but I did not know the specifics or the scientific reasoning behind it. I expected to see a general overview of the process, but was surprised by the detailed and experimental recreation. I was particularly curious about how accurate our understanding of ancient techniques can be, especially since, as highlighted in the documentary, there are no written instructions.
The documentary follows a team of experts, including embalmers, archaeologists, and forensic scientists, as they attempt to mummify Alan using reconstructed ancient methods. Firstly, they analyse existing mummies and identify substances such as natron (a natural salt), beeswax, oils, and resins. They began by testing their theories on pig tissue, which is considered a close substitute for human flesh, before applying the process to Alan. After his death, the team carefully begins the mummification by making a small incision in his side to minimise visible damage, reflecting the Egyptian desire to preserve the body’s appearance. The removal of internal organs is one of the most significant stages. The intestines, stomach, and liver are removed, reducing the amount of bacteria responsible for decomposition. The lungs are more difficult to remove due to their delicate attachment, and the heart is intentionally left in place, reflecting ancient beliefs about its importance. The body is then packed with linen to help maintain its shape. Unlike some traditional accounts, the brain is not removed in this process to align with evidence from the royal mummies of Queen Tiye and Pharaoh Amenhotep where the brain remained inside but dried out naturally.
The use of natron is crucial to the experiment. Instead of simply covering the body in dry salt, the team immerses Alan in a concentrated natron bath for several weeks. This allows the salt to diffuse into the tissues through osmosis, drawing out moisture from within the body rather than just drying out the surface. This method is inspired by the discovery of salt crystals inside ancient 18th Dynasty mummies, suggesting that Egyptians may have used a similar technique specifically in this time period. During this stage, the body undergoes visible chemical changes, including the breakdown of fats into more stable compounds, which slows decomposition. After this, Alan’s body is placed in a controlled environment designed to replicate the conditions of Egypt for the drying process to continue, further reducing moisture. However, this stage also brings challenges, particularly the risk of insect activity. The documentary shows how flies can detect decomposition quickly and lay eggs, leading to maggots. To combat this, the team uses a mixture of resin and other natural substances as an insecticide, attempting to echo ancient preservation techniques.
Finally, the body is wrapped in linen to protect it from physical damage and help regulate the final stages of drying. This step is also emotionally significant, especially for Alan’s family, as it marks the transformation from a human body into a preserved mummy. Scientific analysis, including CT scans, confirms that the process has been successful, the tissues are stable, the skin has taken on a leathery texture, and there are no signs of ongoing decay.
The process of mummification is presented in fairly deep detail. The documentary explains clearly how decomposition begins within minutes after death and is driven largely by water and bacteria, making dehydration essential. The use of the natron bath is particularly interesting as it challenges previous assumptions and provides new insight into ancient Egyptian practices. The combination of chemical preservation, physical protection, and environmental control highlights the complexity of the process.
However, alongside the scientific interest, the documentary also raises ethical questions. Although Alan did give full consent and even expressed enthusiasm for contributing to research, the process still involves invasive procedures performed on a human body after death. At times the clinical and experimental tone risks overshadowing the fact that Alan was a person with a family. However, moments involving his wife and children, such as placing drawings and photographs with his body, serve as powerful reminders of his humanity and help counterbalance this issue. The documentary ultimately presents the process respectfully, but it still prompts viewers to consider whether such experiments blur the line between scientific advancement and the treatment of human remains as objects of study.
For filmmaking, the documentary effectively uses interviews with experts to explain complex ideas.. The camera work is detailed and steady, especially during the mummification procedures, which could be difficult for some viewers to watch. Scientific techniques such as CT scans and X-rays add credibility and allow the audience to see beneath the surface, reinforcing the documentary’s investigative approach. While there are no major special effects, the real-life footage and transformations are compelling enough to hold attention.
One of the most meaningful aspects of the documentary is the final reveal of Alan’s mummified body. The fact that he remains recognisable is both fascinating and moving, highlighting the success of the experiment. This moment reinforces the connection between modern science and ancient tradition, and helps viewers understand why mummification was so important to the Egyptians in preserving identity as well as the body.
Overall, Mummifying Alan is both informative and thought provoking. It offers a rare insight into ancient practices while raising important ethical considerations about modern experimentation. Although some scenes may be uncomfortable to watch for some, the documentary is ultimately respectful and deeply engaging. I would recommend it to viewers interested in science and history, especially those curious about how ancient knowledge can still influence modern research.
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