Documentary Review of ‘Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret’

This documentary presents an insight into Egyptian mummification (specifically in the Eighteenth Dynasty) which is hindered by a lack of textual evidence. Depictions of mummification were guided by religious conventions whereby scenes of evisceration conflicted with the idea of the ‘pristine’ individual in the afterlife. Rather than relying solely on the writings of Herodotus (as an external observer of mummification) it was suggested that recreating mummification should be achieved through experimentation. This was a lengthy procedure (approximately 93 days) - beforehand Dr Stephen Buckley conducted 149 separate experiments, trialling the effects of desiccation and the process of decomposition on pigs (sharing similar physiological and anatomical characteristics with humans).[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Swindle, M. et al. (1994), pg. 1] 


We followed Alan Billis, diagnosed with terminal cancer, who applied to be mummified following a newspaper advertisement. He wished to contribute to scientific, archaeological, and Egyptological discourse, reflecting how treatment of the dead signified the society in which they lived. Shown in the programme was the procedure, scientific methods, Alan’s thoughts throughout and interviews with his family. Duality between Egyptology and Science was demonstrated by Egyptologist Dr Joann Fletcher and Dr Stephen Buckley, specialising in analytical chemistry. Forensic anthropologists, Dr William M. Bass and Dr Rebecca Taylor, provided additional perspectives. Dr Bass explored the effects of decomposition on bodies, in a different environmental climate to Egypt (Tennessee), presenting an interesting comparison. Experienced pathologists Professor Peter Vanezis and Maxine Coe[footnoteRef:2] discussed the natural decomposition of the body following death.  [2:  Vogels, R. (2013), pg. 1 ] 


The usage of natron in mummification, widely debated in scholarship, was discussed. Using non-invasive tomography, flakes of natron were identified within the tissue of Queen Tiye (a hallmark of the Eighteenth Dynasty). Until this point, dry natron was considered the main desiccant of the body. The documentary explored submerging the body in a natron bath, with osmosis drying out the body. I was surprised by the connection between the possible deliberate positioning of the temple of Amenhotep III to the Nile. It was implied that the annual inundation (and recession) of the Nile created the illusion of Amenhotep being reborn through water (in line with Bryan 1992[footnoteRef:3] and Assman 2005[footnoteRef:4]) replicating the “primordial mound emerging from the waters of chaos”[footnoteRef:5]. This may explain why rulers at this time were mummified this way. I now realise that mummification was often reflective of the time in which it was practised, e.g., the removal of the brain was not always an adopted practice. [3:  Bryan, B.M. (1992), pg. 73–124 ]  [4:  Assman, J. (2005)]  [5:  Toonen, W.H.J. et al.(2019), pg. 196] 


Alan’s stoicism was conveyed sympathetically, the modern dichotomy between the idea of death and mummification was handled carefully. I expected a simplistic narrative towards the mummification and those involved, but the documentary reinforced the significance of a loved family member passing, yet still being physically present in the lives of their family. This was epitomised when Alan’s wife interacted with him, touching and speaking to him following the completion of mummification. Conversations with Alan’s family reiterated an immutable ideal, as central to us now as it was to the Egyptians. The pathologists were visibly affected, Maxine became emotional at how recognisable Alan was near the end of the process. As some people have a natural curiosity towards morbidity, I expected there to be a bias on the processes, but it was balanced by a humanistic approach. The production felt restrained, using minimal ‘special effects’ and subdued audio, displaying respect to the delicate matter discussed and to those involved.

The visceral nature of the documentary arguably was necessary to convey the entirety of the process, balancing the cultural background and awareness of the empirical science involved. Pryluck (1976) raised questions about the intrusion of filmmakers into the participants’ lives. “…the ethical problem of the relationship of filmmakers to the people in their films becomes more amorphous.”[footnoteRef:6] Pryluck prioritised the rights of the participants, especially in emotionally challenging situations. In ‘Mummifying Alan’, respect was maintained towards Alan and his family, emphasising Alan’s consent at the start of the process (stating on camera that it was his wish). It was clear through the number of experiments conducted and the length of time involved (8 years) that serious dialogue had occurred between all the parties to ensure that Alan and his family were fully aware of the process.  [6:  Pryluck, C. (1976), pg. 21] 


Performing experimentation on human remains is contentious, undoubtedly, we have come a long way since primary Egyptological research was conducted through public unwrapping of mummies[footnoteRef:7]. Modern technology varies in terms of invasiveness, how intact the body is often deciding the level of invasive processes[footnoteRef:8]. However, recent developments in non-invasive methods have received increased attention in scholarship (Loynes 2015)[footnoteRef:9]. The Egypt Centre studied a ‘mummified package’ (EC308[footnoteRef:10]) harnessing recent technological advancements. Using non-invasive tomography (X-Ray) it was identified as a snake and, in collaboration with Swansea University, a 3D replica skeleton was produced, invaluable for researchers and students, in ascertaining its cause of death, and for the wider public as an accessible tool in understanding the intricacies of mummification. [7:  Nielsen, N. (2020), pg. 118]  [8:  Kaufmann, I.M and Rühli, F.J (2010), pg. 16]  [9:   Loynes, R. (2015)]  [10:   https://egyptcentre.abasetcollections.com/Objects/Details/5214?SavedSelections=$Search-EC308$Page-1 [Date Accessed: 2/10/21]] 


Displaying human or mummified remains lies in contention. Recently, museums have called for human remains to be treated in accordance with the beliefs/interests of the body’s societal origin[footnoteRef:11]. As Meg Swaney (2013)[footnoteRef:12] astutely points out, whilst other communities may share the same set of beliefs to their ancient ancestors, the burial rites of the ancient Egyptians have not been practiced for thousands of years. This blurs understanding of Egyptian ideological practices and potentially creates a ‘them’ distinct from ‘us’, especially as we may be unable to consult potential ancestors, as Holm concludes[footnoteRef:13]. Perhaps ‘Mummifying Alan’ sought to bridge this gap, giving an insight into the Egyptian mindset. Forging meaningful connections between the deceased and living improves knowledge whilst retaining individuality and memory of specific mummies. As shown, the immediate family naturally have a longing to preserve the memory of the deceased (explicit in ancient Egypt), which was achieved through Alan being accompanied by family photos and his grandchildren’s drawings.  [11:  International Council of Museums (2006), pg. 8.]  [12:   Swaney, M.M. (2013), pg. 3]  [13:   Holm, S. (2001), pg. 437-49 ] 


Beyond being a valuable resource for Egyptologists, (concerning the re-interpreted use of natron) this documentary, although honest in its depiction, may find favour with the wider public, introducing them to a new aspect of Egyptology. The discussion of potentially unfamiliar specialisms like forensic anthropology demonstrates the importance of collaborative research towards revealing a wider narrative. Death is a universal subject, experienced by all, but as respect for the deceased can be a culturally specific notion, our approaches differ wildly. By airing this programme, we can glean understanding of the preservation of the dead through mummification, and through Alan’s wife’s various stages of grief, we experienced vicariously what any Egyptian would have felt at this time.
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