Video review
Of all that is widely known about Egypt in pop culture, perhaps the most famous is the Egyptian mummies. Despite their popularity with phenomena such as Egyptomania and the various movies and media made about them(Trafton, 2004). There is still shockingly little known about the actual process of mummification(Byard, 2025). This was changed by the documentary known as “mummifying Alan”. Stephen Buckley and Joann Fletcher spearheaded the project after 8 years of trying to unlock the secrets of mummification (Scott, 2011). This example of experimental archaeology took place in 2011 and Alan Bilis was mummified in Sheffield Medico centre and this project was mostly funded by Channel 4 for the documentary Mummifying Alan.
This experiment is an extremely important benchmark within Egyptology and is a catalyst to further the academic conversation on mummification. By the very nature of having proof that there was a natron solution used in the 18th dynasty mummification lends itself to answering many more questions about culture as the evidence of natron solution mummification appears and disappears with the 28th dynasty and actually represents rebirth within a depiction of the mother’s womb. This deeply intimate symbolism appears and disappears with the 18th dynasty but produced some of the best results (Stephen Buckley, 2026).
The music and the framing of this documentary is haunting. Although there is backing tracks to scenes that do not involve Alan Bilis. There are many scenes in the documentary that is showing work being done on Alan Bilis and has a voice over of interviews that were filmed before his death. These interviews include Alan talking about leaving behind his family and how he thinks this is a nice idea. Although gallows humour is common among those who are terminally ill (Dean and Gregory, 2004)such as Alan it creates an intimacy with him and the viewer which can actually give a good model of experiencing the mourning of losing a loved one in ancient Egypt(Salah El Dien, Assem and Zekry, 2024).
This whole process was done with Alan bills’ informed consent. However due to the fact that Alan was dead during the actual experiment there does raise an issue of Alan Bilis not being able to withdraw consent(de Tienda Palop and Currás, 2019) however the wife of Alan Bilis a women known as Jan Bilis was able to withdraw and did not decide to withdraw consent throughout the entirety of the project. There are also ethical considerations that must be made for the audience of this documentary. The Documentary includes an actual video of a cadaver (corpse of Alan Bilis) and his organs and viscera being removed from the body. There are also examples of bugs growing within Alans body during this process. Due to a lot of these examples within the documentary there is obviously trigger warnings and age rating applied to the documentary.
This project was not done without careful consideration as Stephen Buckley had previously performed over 200 attempts to mummify pig body parts(0:07:57)(Buckley, 2011). And had been able to look at x-rays of other mummies within the 18th dynasty which is widely regarded as the peak of mummification and the zenith of Egyptian culture in the ancient Egyptian world (14:22)(Buckley, 2011). There is not really an assumption on the knowledge of the viewer, so it works for considerable time to explain what a mummy is and what the process of mummification entails. It also works to explain the basics of mortuary sciences and the speed in which a body begins to decay and also what forces h=the decaying to speed up such as, the bacteria within the intestines(Ikram, 2010). Although the documentary itself does not go into detail about the personal details of mummification. This however was still involved within the documentary due to the emotional connection that is formed between the cadaver of Alan Bilis, the people who are performing the process of mummification and the viewers through voice overs of when Alan Bilis was alive(Buckley, 2011).
The actual act of Mummifying Alan was performed as closely as possible to the way that 18th dynasty era Egyptians would mummify a dead body. Theis involved removing all organs but the heart through a small incision in the left side of Alana body which was noted as especially difficult for the forensic pathologist professor Peter Vanizis, as opposed to his previous 2000 autopsies he had to Soley rely on his anatomical process and expressed worry if he could actually perform the task. Despite anxiety he was able to perform this task with minimal difficulty (0:22:01)(Buckley, 2011). Then after the embalming process is complete there was a conscious decision to leave the brain within the body despite common practices as the model they are using for Alan to replicate has their brain in the body. After coating the body in oils and was the largest question to answer was whether to use a natron solution or not as the commonly accepted idea is that dry natron is used in mummification however Stephen Buckley’s research points to a powerful natron solution was used in order to extract the moisture from the mummified individual(Sandison, 1963).
Alan Bilis is then left to mummify in the natron solution for multiple weeks until he is taken out and checked for damage. Aside from some nails coming off there was no superficial damage however there was maggots growing in Alan’s ear so there was thicker wax injected into Alan’s mouth, nostrils and ears.(1:06:30)(Buckley, 2011), of course afterwards Alan was wrapped and laid to rest with pictures of his family to keep him company and the emotional connection that the team involved in this mummification process, the viewers and Alan have formed during this documentary as this man is laid to rest in a specific type of burial that has not been performed in 5,000 years. After this the entire project was declared a success and Alan was kept secure in a lab for further research.
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