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Ancient Lives in Death.                


‘’Write a review of the documentary ‘Mummifying Alan’ commenting specifically on the process of mummification and potential ethical issues.’’              


                                 ‘Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret.’

The 2011 documentary ‘Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret’ follows a team of experts as they strive to recreate the art of Mummification, as practiced by the Ancient Egyptians, practicing the process on Alan Billis: the answer to Egypt’s ‘last secret’. 

A Scientific Purpose. 

The documentary centres largely around three individuals: Project lead Stephen Buckley, whose years of experiments and theories inspired the project; Joann Fletcher, an expert in Egyptology; and Alan Billis, the heart of the documentary, who made the project possible having volunteered after being diagnosed with terminal cancer in 2009.  

Decades of discovery within Egypt have informed us of the elaborate ideology the Ancient Egyptians held surrounding death and the afterlife, however whilst we have some understanding of why the Ancient Egyptians went to such great lengths to preserve their dead, the documentary emphasises that we have very little evidence of how they practiced and perfected their funerary art. For years prior to the making of the documentary, experts such as Buckley have been attempting to understand the intricate processes that would have needed to take place in order to achieve such preservation. 

Buckley was particularly intrigued by the mummies of the 18th Dynasty, such as the incredibly well-preserved Queen Tiye, grandmother of the famous King Tutankhamun. 
He notes early in the documentary that the Egyptians of the 18th Dynasty had ‘’perfected their art, [leaving us] with fantastically life-like mummies’’ (Buckley, 2011). It was these mummies that Buckley looked to as examples of how to best perform his experimental mummification. 

The Experiment: A Faithful Recreation.

In 2011, 61-year-old Alan lost his battle to cancer, and the practical core of the project was underway. Buckley had assembled a specialist team, equipped to carry out the sensitive task. Members of the team were experienced in forensic pathology, knowledgeable on care of the deceased, in order to ensure the best possible chance of success.

With the body prepared, the team had to start removing Alan’s internal organs, as the Egyptians would have. This is because the internal organs hold moisture that would inevitably encourage the breeding of bacteria, thus enabling decay. Despite this need to remove organs, the Ancient Egyptians wished to do as little visible damage to the body as possible, keeping the sacred dead recognisable for the Gods in the next life. Maintaining their recreative accuracy, the team make a small incision on the left of the abdomen, about four inches wide. Through this incision, they can remove the digestive system and other internal organs. Next, the team must remove the lungs, a task which the narrator notes as ‘’most delicate’’ as the lungs are protected by the ribcage, with the heart also in the way. The heart must remain untouched, as Egyptians regarded the heart as ‘’the seat of wisdom, intelligence and intellect… much as we regard the brain today’’ (Fletcher, 2011). The lungs are successfully removed before the team can restore the body’s outward appearance, packing the internal cavity with linen- the same material accessible to and used by the Egyptians. The documentary then draws attention to Egyptian handling of the brain. Joann Fetcher explains that it is common knowledge that Ancient Egyptians removed the brain through the subjects’ nose. However, Buckley’s x-ray of Queen Tiye’s skull shows that whilst shrunken from dehydration, this key mummies’ brain remains intact in the skull, therefore removal or this organ is not necessary for the preservation of the subject. The team therefore decide against removing Alan’s brain. Every step the team takes is to ensure successful preservation but more importantly, faithful recreation of ancient practice. 

The Experiment: Putting ‘Theory’ into ‘Practice’. 

Focus then returns to the remains of Queen Tiye as Buckley asserts that Salt crystals discovered under the skin of the 18th Dynasty mummies may have been the key to successful preservation. Therefore, it is decided that Alan’s body should be submerged in a natron bath, a concentrated solution intended to dry out the body’s tissue from within. The documentary notes that prior to Buckley’s findings, the idea of a natron bath had been dismissed by Egyptologists, as typically, exposing a body to moisture would only increase the speed of decomposition and so it is emphasised that what the team are doing is innovative. Alan’s body is coated in a natural mixture based on Egyptian ingredients before being submerged in the solution. After removing Alan from the solution, the team carefully wrap him, in Egyptian mummy fashion. 


Narrative Tone. 

The process of decay takes on an antagonistic role, as it opposes the teams’ goals. For example, the narrator notes that ‘’70% of Alan’s body mass still threatens  to destroy the rest’’. This personification of decomposition as an antagonist reminds the viewer of the high stakes at hand, whilst also giving the documentary a more narrative flow to encourage engagement with the project as we (the viewer) hope for the teams’ success. 

The high-stakes are further supported by the dramatic, orchestral music that reaches an emotional climax whilst the team try their highly experimental method of submerging Alan. The documentary also carries the emotional weight of dealing with the recently deceased. Senior Pathology Technician Maxine Coe states that she has a ‘’duty of care’’ to Alan, as he had ‘’given them a great gift’’ in donating his body.

The music softens to reflect the emotional anchor whenever we hear the voice of Alan or see him and his Wife Jan, offering us an identity that we can connect to.

Ethics and Consent. 

The documentary assures the viewer throughout that the use of Alan’s body was done so with his complete consent, as we hear his voice discussing his lack of concern for his body beyond death. Alan can be heard sharing the sentiment that he is happy to donate his body to science, and to further knowledge because ‘’it’s interesting’’, and he won’t need his organs or body when he’s ‘’gone’’. The viewer is assured that he was at total peace with his decision, and therefore the question of informed consent does not need to be raised. Additionally, the team express their wish throughout, to treat Alan’s body with respect and care.  

Conclusions: 

The team conclude that they are happy with their efforts, as crucially, Alan’s identity and body are preserved. The team successfully defeated the process of decomposition, and as CT scanning of the body demonstrates, Alan remains recognisable in death- the most important detail of all, as it would have been to the Ancient Egyptians. 

Whilst the team successfully maintain scientific integrity through their practical measures, it is perhaps a greater credit that they were able to carry out the project with similar attitudes to those of the Egyptians, as they each had the opportunity to meet Alan in life, notably ‘’growing attached’’ to him as Pathologist Coe confesses. 

Despite its morbid nature in dealing with human remains, the documentary tastefully handles the subject matter, with a consistent emphasis on Alan as an individual and as a person, rather than solely an ‘object’ of scientific endeavour.  Beyond their scientific success in replicating the art of mummification, remaining true to the ancient methods, the team were successful in capturing the spirit of the ancient mummy-makers who honed their craft long ago and now Alan’s body and identity are immortalised. 



‘’This isn’t about death and gloom, and doom and                                                                                 despondency, this is a celebration of life.’’  - Joann Fletcher, Mummifying Alan (2011). 




Sources: 

Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret. (2011) National Geographic. Directed by Kenny Scott, Narrated by Denny Heide. 
















