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Documentary Review- Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret 

The documentary, Mummifying Alan, offers an interesting exploration of death and also grief. It is centered on the final wishes of Alan Billis, a terminally ill man who volunteers his body for an experimental mummification process after responding to a public call from researchers at the University of York. Up until Alan's death, the documentary captures his reflections on death as well as his family's reaction to his decision. 
After his death, the mummification process was carried out by archaeologist Joann Fletcher and chemist Stephan Buckley. They worked to preserve his body in a way that mirrored ancient practices, particularly ones from the 18th Dynasty. Alongside this the documentary also explores the historical background of mummification. 
Mummifying Alan presents both a personal story and final decision of one man, and a broader look at how ancient traditions intersect with more contemporary research. 
Mummifaction is described as a ‘secret art’[footnoteRef:0] in the documentary; ultimately this is what the researchers were trying to recreate in this experiment.  [0:  Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret, 22:10 30/03/2013, More4,  time stamp- 2:37 https://learningonscreen.ac.uk/ondemand/index.php/prog/0211F9B7?bcast=95124075 (Accessed 19 Mar 2026)] 


Mummifying Alan is a documentary that was created in 2011 and published on channel 4, it blends together science, archaeology and human story telling. The film follows a team ‘attempting to solve the 3000 year old enigma by mummifying Alan Billis’. [footnoteRef:1] The documentary shows key steps of the mummification process, first the removal of organs, then the drying of the body which is highlighted as a ‘crucial part’ of the process due to it slowing down decomposition.[footnoteRef:2] Once the drying process was completed the body was wrapped in linen. The end results of the mummification process is highly impressive, his body is successfully preserved, showing the leathery characteristics seen in ancient mummies.  [1:  BLINKFILMS. (2012). MUMMIFYING ALAN. [Online]. BLINKFILMS. Available at: https://www.blinkfilmsuk.com/productions/mummifying-alan/ [Accessed 25 March 2026].]  [2:   Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret, 22:10 30/03/2013, More4,  time stamp- 38:36] 


The intended audience of Mummifying Alan is primarily adult viewers due to the graphic nature of the documentary. It is primarily aimed at those interested in science and history. The film appeals to those curious about ancient Egyptian practices surrounding death, as well as those interested in modern scientific experiments and how historical techniques can be used today. At the same time it is also suitable as an academic source for students studying this area of topic. 
The documentary is also relevant to viewers who are drawn to thought-provoking discussions surrounding death and ethics, as this whole experiment is widely debated. Due to its sensitive subject matter, the documentary is less suited to a younger audience and a warning about the footage that is shown should be necessary. 

The purpose of Mummifying Alan is to explore death through an experiment, the way ancient Egyptians believed. The film aims to demonstrate how ancient Egyptian preservation techniques can be studied and potentially recreated using modern methods. As Alan said in the documentary, ‘If people don’t volunteer for things, or offer to do things, nothing gets found out.’ [footnoteRef:3] The film ultimately aims to inform, provoke discussion, and deepen understanding of how people confront mortality in a range of ways.  [3:  Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret, 22:10 30/03/2013, More4,  time stamp- 11.44] 


The film uses a range of techniques to create that balance between the personal tone and the scientific. They use closeup shots and detailed visuals of the mummification process to emphasise the scientific side of the documentary. However these scenes can also be unsettling and quite graphic for some viewers. The range of interviews that are included in the film, for example from Alan, his family and the scientists provide multiple perspectives which further helps balance emotional depth with factual information. The music changes throughout the documentary with it becoming quite exaggerated and exciting when the mummification process was working, and quite emotional when his wife sees him for the first time after the process. When the experiment was taking place the music was quite minimal, allowing the footage to speak for itself. The editing is well paced which helps keep the audience engaged and wanting to watch more. 

One of the main weaknesses of the documentary is the historical context that is explored during the film: some sections of the mummification process are explored in great detail while other parts feel more rushed or underdeveloped. For example, I think they could have explored the spiritual and religious significance of mummification in ancient Egypt a lot more, and also emphasised why it was so important to the Egyptians. Furthermore, at times the focus is heavily on the scientific procedures which often reduced the emotional impact of Alan's story. Moreover, the film does not fully engage with the ethical questions surrounding the experiment. For example the arguments over whether it is appropriate to treat a human body this way, even though consent was given by both Alan and his family. The documentary should have offered a range of viewpoints and show people who might not have been in full support of his project. The one sided approach makes the documentary less critically reflective. As the Daily Mail highlighted before the documentary came out, there were a lot of divided opinions surrounding the programme, asking ‘is it a genuinely fascinating scientific experiment or a macabre and tasteless example of TV sensationalism?’[footnoteRef:4] [4:  KATHRYN KNIGHT. (2011). Married to the mummy. [Online]. DailyMail. Available at: https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2052037/Mummifying-Alan-How-did-Alan-Billis-wife-Jan-feel-f [Accessed 25 March 2026].] 


One of the strengths of this documentary is its compelling and unique subject matter; it is one of a kind which immediately captures the viewers’ attention. The interviews shown allow the audience to connect with Alan while also learning about the process involved. Even for viewers with little scientific background, the clear explanation provided makes the topic more accessible. The documentary is also good at highlighting  the concerns Stephan and the other experts had about the experiment; they were open and honest about how it might not have worked. For example the large concern that was shown when they found maggots in Alan's ear, suggesting he was decomposing; as audience members we were able to see the process of how the experts overcame this issue. Overall the documentary was widely praised, winning a BAFTA and a Royal Television Society award.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  University of York. (2012). MUMMIFYING ALAN WINS ROYAL TELEVISION SOCIETY AWARD. [Online]. University of York. Available at: https://www.york.ac.uk/news-and-events/features/mummifying-alan/ [Accessed 25 March 2026].] 


When reflecting on the documentary, I found myself fascinated but also quite uncomfortable and uneasy at times. The graphic nature of the film was hard to watch and specifically felt quite haunting when watching Alan’s organs be removed at the beginning of the process, while also listening to Alan speak about his decision. However at the same time, it is fascinating to see an ancient process take place in a modern context. 
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