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Documentary Review- Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret.
Mummifying Alan is a documentary film aired by Channel 4 in 2011 observing the work of a team of Scientists and Egyptologists attempting to replicate the Ancient Egyptian methods of mummification by using a modern human body. It is a film created for a varied audience of  those interested and involved in scientific research and also those with a keen interest in medical documentaries, and possibly even those with an interest in the macabre. 
The documentary uses a historic narrative to outline Ancient Egyptian mummification practices and highlights the inconsistencies and lack of knowledge of the embalming techniques used and in doing so provides a rationale for this type of research. 
The body being used is that of Alan Billis a taxi driver from Devon who has been diagnosed with terminal lung cancer (More4, 2013, 10:25). Interviews with Alan show him as a pragmatic and thoughtful individual who has accepted his fate but wishes to provide science with a unique opportunity to explore mummification. 
Throughout the film there are constant reminders of whom Alan is by the use of his own voice to lighten the mood and provide a sense of reassurance and positivity to the audience. He even jokes that he will be ‘Tutanalan’(More4, 2013, 01:11:25).
The main protagonist in the documentary is Dr Stephen Buckley an archaeological chemist who has studied the mummification practices of the Egyptian 18th Dynasty and who believes that he has identified a unique method developed and used during that period to mummify members of the Royal family (More4, 2013, 09:54). Dr Buckley has used modern day technology such as CT scanning to identify that salt crystals were present in the body tissues of mummified 18th Dynasty Pharaohs and their immediate family members (More4, 2013, 13:33 & 40:48). This is unique to this Dynasty and Dr Buckley believes it is due to the use of natron baths to desiccate the bodies (More4, 2013, 43:39).
He is assisted by a team of scientists and experts all of whom visibly treat Alan’s body with respect and grateful appreciation of his decision to assist them (More4, 2013, 21:49). The ethical responsibility of these experts towards Alan and his family is supplemented by family reflections throughout the film. At times, these reflections are emotional but grounded in acceptance of Alan’s wishes. 
The film explores the different stages of mummification from the washing of the body and removal of various organs (More4, 2013, 26:55), to the use of a mix of resin, beeswax and sesame oil to seal Alan’s body (More4, 2013, 46:50), before emersion in a bath of water and natron (More4, 2013, 48:10). We are reminded by Egyptologist Professor Joanne Fletcher that death and mummification in ancient Egypt was not a period of doom and gloom, but a celebration of rebirth (More4, 2013, 01:01:40).
A decision is made not remove Alan’s brain, as is usually the case in Ancient Egyptian mummification. Stephen Buckley has concluded that during the 18th Dynasty this part of the process was not undertaken and the brain was left in the skull, which resulted in it shrinking during the desiccation process, and is therefore clearly still visible on CT scans (More4, 2013, 30:52).
A critical phase during the process was when Alan’s body had been removed from the natron bath and allowed to dry for several weeks, maggots were found in one of his ears, a sign of insect attack (More4, 2013, 01:06:30). An ancient Egyptian remedy was used, the sap from pine trees, a natural insecticide which solved this untimely problem (More4, 2013, 01:07:06).
Alan’s body is them wrapped in linen bandages, a process which is done with absolute respect by the embalmer Maxine Cole, who throughout the film shows a great deal of tenderness and care for Alan (More4, 2013, 01:09:37). During this stage of mummification, the feelings of Alan’s family, particularly his wife, and his love of his grandchildren is conveyed, and is probably the most emotional part of the film (More4, 2013, 01:16:48). 
Several months later when the bandages are finally removed the mummification process has been a complete success. Alan has been perfectly mummified, as well as any 18th Dynasty Egyptian Pharaoh (More4, 2013, 01:34:43). His skin has a leathery texture, his facial features are still present and his brain, as hoped, has shrunk and fallen to the back of his skull (More4, 2013, 01:22:04). Salt crystals are seen in his body tissues during CT scanning (More4, 2013, 01:19:49). Stephen Buckley’s years of detailed research has been substantiated. An emotional Joanne Fletcher says Alan looks as though he is asleep (More4, 2013, 01:39:31).   
Ultimately the success of the mummification process on Alan’s body was a significant step forward in scientific and Egyptological research and has provided an extended narrative to the Ancient Egyptian mummification process, in particular the specific techniques used in the 18th Dynasty (Gunther, 2017, p.6). Alan’s mummified body will remain under scientific examination and study (More4, 213, 01:40:18) and will continue to provide answers to more questions in the future (King’s College London, Nd).
My feelings when watching the film were varied, sympathy for Alan’s fight with cancer and admiration for his decision to donate his body to science. I did question the necessity of making a documentary film of the whole process and considered how ethical this was. Did it abuse or disenchant from the rationale or principal reason for the experiment, particularly as it has now become a public spectacle on social media. Has Alan been forgotten in this process. It is a question that is difficult to answer, but in all probability, Alan would have agreed to this also. The film received widespread acclaim and won both the Royal Television Society ward, and a BAFTA award in 2012 (King’s College London, Nd). 
It is filmed in a sensitive and compassionate manner, using close up photography, when necessary, coupled with a low light background for the laboratory work, and with the blurring of some scenes that may be too graphic for the audience. The background music complemented by the narrator Paul McGann’s calm voice does create a sense of apprehension and passion, which culminates at the end of the film, when the audience is made aware of Alan’s future, to an uplifting and majestic choral piece. Fitting possibly Alan’s unique triumph of immortality.
Alan’s noble and selfless contribution has resulted in a significant breakthrough in knowledge of Ancient Egyptian mummification processes. He has achieved immortality not only through mummification but through historic filmmaking. It was fitting that the final words spoken at the end of the documentary were Alan’s. We are shown Alan during an interview where he acknowledges having had a good life, but that his legacy will be to “ hang around a bit longer” (More4, 2013, 01:41:07). A reminder of his brave and pragmatic attitude to death.
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