‘MUMMIFYING ALAN’ – DOCUMENTARY REVIEW :
 
Initially airing on the 24th of October 2011[footnoteRef:1], ‘Mummifying Alan’ is a documentary on ancient Egyptian mummification. Set out to educate viewers on the science and processes behind mummification, specifically that of the 18th Dynasty, it follows the story of Alan, a terminally ill taxi driver from Torquay, who donated his body for this experiment. [1:  https://www.channel4.com/press/news/mummifying-alan-egypts-last-secret - accessed 01/10/21] 

Before watching this documentary, I had a fairly good knowledge on mummification as it is something that I have researched before. However, it was surprising to see that they used natron salt baths for preserving the tissue as mummification generally requires a lack of moisture. Once the science had been explained with a short, animated clip it made much more sense. Salt helps to preserve tissues and the easiest way to get it inside the tissues themselves would be though osmosis, the movement of salt from a higher concentration to a lower concentration through a semi-permeable membrane – in this case the skin.
‘Mummifying Alan’ was filmed in a variety of locations. Whilst the scenes of the mummification were carried out in the medical legal centre in Sheffield, filming often moved to other areas to support and explain the decisions being made, helpful as then you had a visual aid. For example, the Knoxville Tennessee body farm was visited when we needed to learn about decomposition, specifically moisture and insects. Although I was initially surprised to see images of the farm, I feel they were helpful to the documentary. From Egypt Joanne Fletcher goes into the beliefs behind the use of the salt bath, suggesting that it is to do with the idea of going back to the water of the Nile to be reborn after death.
It is widely known that many mummies had their brains removed, however Alan’s was not. This is said to be because he was modelled after Queen Tiy and her proposed mummification process, who’s brain remained, though this decision could be further questioned when we consider the difference between views on the brain in ancient Egyptian culture, and modern Western culture. The brain was not important to the Egyptian’s though the heart was, as it was thought to essentially be the essence of the person, so this was left in the chest. However, to us the brain is what makes the person them and so it is possible that it was decided to not remove Alan’s brain for moral reasons.
Throughout the documentary we were shown clips of an interview had with Alan and his wife Jan before his death. Here he voices his consent and enthusiasm for the experiment to be carried out, making the whole experiment more ethical as he knew exactly what he signed up for.
When Alan’s face was revealed at the end of the experiment an awe-filling sound was played. This is one of the few times that his face is shown after death, though there seemed to be no issue in showing other parts of his body. To add on to this, the faces of the bodies in the body farm were not shown, except for one brief look at a half-covered skull. Queen Tiy’s face, however, is shown more frequently. I find it interesting that the most identifiably human part of the body is shown less. It is possible that this is done to lessen the discomfort of the viewers, though it is equally likely that this done for ethical reasons. Although Alan clearly gave his consent for this experiment and the deceased of the body farm chose to donate their bodies, they died far more recently than Queen Tiy. Despite some graphic scenes not being shown in head on detail, the images shown throughout are in sharp focus and remain informative. Something I had issues with in this area was the continuous zooming in on Alan’s feet, instead of other parts of the body. Personally, I found the act of viewing the feet more unsettling than the act of viewing the rest of the body. This does make one wonder why it is that the feet are deemed more acceptable, and I assume it must be done out of respect for the dead and their privacy as it seems a common angle when showing the dead on screen.
Unfortunately, although the documentary is educational, it is not for the squeamish and definitely not kid friendly. The mummification of ancient Egypt is a popular topic to learn in primary schools, yet the displaying of human bodies and the graphic scenes in the process means that this is not a suitable audience, hence why it originally aired after the watershed. Another issue I had was that the approaches taken were very modern. Although it was the process and not techniques that the experiment was aiming to achieve I felt that some of the steps, such as the sesame oil and beeswax protective layer, were too modernised. Whilst we have the technology now to evenly spray the body with the layer, the ancient Egyptian’s would have had to paint this on, likely resulting in a much thicker layer. It is quite possible that this could have affected the outcome, and as we saw the layer rubbed away in places during the natron bath - would this have happened if it had been painted on thickly?
My favourite part of the documentary was learning about the science of decomposition and beliefs behind mummification. I believe that the documentary could've gone into the beliefs more deeply as they were only touched upon briefly, but as the subject was more on the process of the experiment and so this was not essential. Additionally, I would've liked to learn more about why the 18th Dynasty employed different minification methods and why they stopped and feel like there should've been more consideration put into the presence and prevention of insects, as the lab was far more sterile than an embalming tent would've been.
To conclude, I found ‘Mummifying Alan’ a highly educational documentary. Through usage of different filming areas, it was able to visually back up the reasons for why different methods were used, something I found helpful. Although I would not recommend it to younger viewers, I feel that this is a great documentary to watch for those who wish to learn more about ancient Egyptian mummification.
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