Review of Mummifying Alan, A documentary.
[bookmark: _Int_ltJg3gOB][bookmark: _Int_pZC74Ubs]Mummifying Alan: Egypt's Last Secret is a documentary filmed by Channel 4 (Box of Broadcasts, 2013), produced by Laura Jones and directed by Kenny Scott (Channel 4, 2011). As per the title, it details the process and experiment of mummifying volunteer Alan Billis using Ancient Egyptian techniques, techniques without documentation from the period but following several experiments done by Doctor Stephen Buckley and Doctor Joann Fletcher. The documentary itself is easy to follow and clear, while it is graphic, this is arguably to be expected when watching a human body being mummified. At least it is graphic in the UK cut, when released in the USA the documentary was cut to sixty minutes with a third shorter version on YouTube as forty-seven minutes.
This documentary follows several experts such as Buckley, Fletcher and others including pathologists and anthropologists, specifically Forensic Pathologist William M. Bass - famous for his ‘body farm’ intended to study how bodies decay under different circumstances, who follows the procedure over video - as they experiment with eighteenth dynasty style mummification techniques using a process reconstructed by Stephen Buckley. Methods of ‘mummification’ as it is commonly referred to, were never written down in Ancient Egypt, or at least not that we have evidence of.
[bookmark: _Int_xHKIgQdu]Due to this Buckley as an archaeological chemist and Fletcher as an Egyptologist over nineteen years studied the x-rays of the eighteenth dynasty mummies (Box of Broadcasts, 2013, 6:30), some of the best-preserved mummified persons today, and the notes of predecessors. Studying these, they discovered salt crystals in the tissue some that did not happen to mummified persons outside of the eighteenth dynasty. This would require the salt diffusing into the salt tissues something, not possible with the dry natron mummification of previous and later techniques, realising this would require a natron bath of salt and water, experiments began.
Previous academics dismissed the notion of a natron bath as it ran in direct opposition to everything known of placing the deceased in water, something that would result in faster decomposition. However, over the course of eight years and many experiments Buckley and Fletcher proved it was possible the only thing left to do was try it out on a human person as opposed to the body parts of pigs (Box of Broadcasts, 2013, 7:54).
Wherein lies Alan Billis’ contribution, responding to an ad for requests for the terminally ill to donate their body to the experiment, Alan’s contribution allowed the experiment to go forwards. Pathologists Maxine Coe and forensic pathologist, Peter Vanezis, prepared the body, cleaning the body, removing the internal organs as was done in ancient Egypt through a small cut in the (his, Alan) left side of the lower abdomen. The caustic reaction of the natron is prevented through a mix of beeswax, sesame oil and resin coating the skin before being submerged in the bath (Box of Broadcasts, 2013, 21:41).
The experiment itself, though not perfect ends in success as does the documentary. Despite being a niche area of study and of interest to many academics, the documentary caters to all, in part due to the production, with clear views of the process interspersed with interviews, other information into Ancient Egypt and pictures outside of the experiment but still relating to ancient Egypt and mummification such as pyramids and canopic jars (Box of Broadcasts, 2013, 25:59). However, the explanations by Fletcher, Buckley and the rest of the team working on this experiment, are also easy to follow and to understand even if without prior knowledge of mummification or even of Ancient Egypt.
[bookmark: _Int_VTCseQw7][bookmark: _Int_NBKxVA9t][bookmark: _Int_HLE6ObUh]Therefore while, prior knowledge is likely expected in those watching this documentary whether it be academics, students or hobbyists, it is not necessary. Providing a fascinating, educational and emotional watch for all, though likely with age restrictions due to the graphic nature. 
[bookmark: _Int_qxxgOzGF][bookmark: _Int_xriFTMh1][bookmark: _Int_91mGFcvy]Made almost a decade ago, it is not necessarily up to modern technological standards it does, however, have a steady and clean picture with multiple angles and clear sound, making the documentary an easy watch. The parts outside of speaking done by the team are narrated by a clear masculine voice keeping attention, providing further explanation and keeping the viewers' attention even during quiet parts. 
[bookmark: _Int_gsw5BLQA]The interviews are particularly impactful not least those done by the team as you learn just what went into reaching this point in time but the team working on the deceased and not only their pride working on such a project but their attachment and respect of Billis who was instrumental in the experiment happening at all. The interviews of Alan and his wife Jan were particularly impactful, watching Jan be surprised by how heavily her husband's body impacts her (Box of Broadcasts, 2013, 1:25:08) is one thing, but hearing Alan interspersed throughout the documentary is particularly emotionally confusing. While the viewer is aware that it is Alan on the table during the experiment, that he is deceased hearing his voice and him talking, it’s nearly expected that he’s going to pop up at the end, to be able to see the outcome, with the video ending on his speaking of his death, legacy and hoping he’ll be missed while watching his family miss him can be particularly impactful. Especially seeing the teams, particularly Coe’s, respect and attachment to Alan throughout the documentary.
[bookmark: _Int_JjHUgpp6]There is little to be said in critiquing the documentary maybe in wanting for further updates or versions of the experimentation. The only thing to consider is that in a modern context with numerous trigger and content warnings on media, there does not seem to be any for the removal of the internal organs or more graphic moments, for those who do not have any prior knowledge on the process the visual may be alarming. Death is of course expected for a documentary about mummification.
In conclusion, the documentary does what it sets out to do, providing insight into a groundbreaking experiment into the first Ancient Egyptian mummification in thousands of years, perfectly or not it is successful. It caters towards its intended audience of scholars while being accessible to the casual viewer and does so without a pinpoint focus on science, creating an emotionally impactful documentary as well as an academic one. 
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