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DOCUMENTARY REVIEW: MUMMIFYING ALAN

	This documentary review will be done on Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret. The documentary was uploaded to Channel 4 in 2014; due to it being uploaded to a public owned television channel, it is funded by the government and gets funds through advertisements, it is also a public owned channel; because of this, the intended audience is mainly for educational reasons, potentially for students – whether that be university such as for this assignment or in comprehensive schools for studies. However, it is also intended for the general public for entertainment. In regards to the purpose of the documentary, its seems to primarily focus on education purposes – granted the documentary also has the purpose to generate an income, but due to it being funded by the government and advertisements it does not need to focus its purpose on it, therefore its primary function is to educate the public on the mummification process. In addition to this, the documentary is not only just doing this for the viewer, it has an alternative study within it, being that of the natron bath used on Alan – Stephen Buckley takes a leap in the documentary to prove the Natron bath solution does indeed work and focuses on examples like Queen Tiye of the 18th Dynasty in Egypt.[footnoteRef:1] When considering what message the director wished to get across for the audience, one must take into consideration what the documentary is about – and that would be Alan Billis’ mummification.[footnoteRef:2] Since this is the main theme of the documentary one can assume that the message the director intended to put across was to humanise the process of mummification and the mummified persons themselves. [1:  Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret, 22:10 30/03/2013, More4, 100 mins. https://learningonscreen.ac.uk/ondemand/index.php/prog/0211F9B7?bcast=95124075 (Accessed 19 Mar 2026), 14:00.]  [2:  Ibid, 03:27.] 

	This review is conducted with a minimal prior knowledge of mummification. The process of mummification varies throughout the dynasties, that of Horemkenesei’s mummification is far different to that of Queen Tiye, which the documentary focuses on.[footnoteRef:3] The main difference between these mummified person is that Horemkenesei had his brain removed in the embalming process, using a hooked metal rod into the nostril, usually breaking the ethmoid bone – and drugs being poured into the rest to extract the remainder.[footnoteRef:4] The reason as to why Queen Tiye is different to that of Horemkenesei is because she still retains her brain. Because of the belief of the afterlife in ancient Egypt the body of the dead person would be needed by the spirit, it is believed they developed artificial mummification due to this belief – not only that but a high level of mummification to preserve the deceased in as lifelike condition as possible after death.[footnoteRef:5] Natron which is used to preserve the mummified person is made up of sodium carbonate, sodium bicarbonate, sodium chloride and sodium sulphate.[footnoteRef:6] Through my prior knowledge I was not expecting to see the natron bath. The questions I had in regards to the documentary was few, throughout my watch of the documentary it seemingly answered all my questions up to the conclusion, however, it did entice me to understand more on the human aspect of mummies rather than them as ‘artefacts’ of archaeology. Lastly, insect infestations could have occurred before the persons body was mummified or during the process, although some herbs, spices and oils which would have been put onto the mummified person would have potentially had some repellent properties to discourage insects like flies.[footnoteRef:7] [3:  Taylor, J.H. (1996) Unwrapping a mummy : the life, death and embalming of Horemkenesi. 1st University of Texas Press ed. Austin: University of Texas Press. p. 58.]  [4:  Ibid.]  [5:  Barnes, K.M., Whiffin, A.L. and Bulling, M.T. (2019) “A preliminary study on the antibacterial activity and insect repellent properties of embalming fluids from the 18th Dynasty (1550–1292 BCE) in ancient Egypt,” Journal of archaeological science, reports, 25, pp. 600–609. Available at: <https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jasrep.2019.05.032>. p. 600.
]  [6:  Barnes, K.M., Whiffin, A.L. and Bulling, M.T. (2019) “A preliminary study on the antibacterial activity and insect repellent properties of embalming fluids from the 18th Dynasty (1550–1292 BCE) in ancient Egypt,” Journal of archaeological science, reports, 25, pp. 600–609. Available at: <https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jasrep.2019.05.032>. p. 602.]  [7:  Ibid p. 603 – 604.] 

	The documentary was primarily recorded in Sheffield Medico-legal Centre in 2011.[footnoteRef:8] The documentary was focused on proving that the natron bath dehydrates the corpse in preparation for mummification to preserve the body effectively – and it was successful in doing so.[footnoteRef:9] The main events of the documentary was the natron bath, the build up and execution of this part made it into such a pivotable experience for both the viewer and the experimenters, additionally who Alan Billis was, seemed to hold the most weight for the documentary.[footnoteRef:10] [8:  Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret, 22:10 30/03/2013, More4, 100 mins. https://learningonscreen.ac.uk/ondemand/index.php/prog/0211F9B7?bcast=95124075 (Accessed 19 Mar 2026).]  [9:  Ibid.]  [10:  Ibid.] 

	In the documentary the music creates a tense atmosphere, especially when preparing Alan’s body for the Natron bath, as they put the resin and wax – this scene with the tense music makes the viewer hopeful that the theory will work and that Alan will be preserved through mummification, creating a level of excitement.[footnoteRef:11] Additionally, the sad music that follows shortly over Alan’s dialogue and the showing of his body in the natron bath, feels somewhat cryptic and uneasy to the viewer, however, it creates a comforting reality to the experiment with his mentioning that it is an experiment, and focusing on the learning of mummification through his body.[footnoteRef:12] The interview with Alan and the Embalmers were also welcoming, rather than it focusing on the experiment itself, bringing in the outlook and communications of the people working on it.[footnoteRef:13] [11:  Ibid, 48:28]  [12:  Ibid, 48:50]  [13:  Ibid.] 

	To conclude, the most intriguing and enjoyable aspect of the documentary was when Alan Billis was featured, it was happy, sad, and worrisome every time he was featured in the documentary. In regards to what I had learnt from the documentary was Jo’s theory of mummies in the 18th dynasty being immersed in the water, associating the mummies with the symbolism with birth and rebirth. The main surprise of the documentary was certainly Alan being featured so heavily, but this was a fantastically made part of the documentary and made it unique in comparison to others. To what needed to be added to the documentary to make it more interesting would be the ceremonial and spiritual aspects of mummification such as the amulets, for example: Tutankhamun had a profusion of amulets, and so did Nesperennub – it would have been fantastic to see these amulets placed on the neck and the upper body.[footnoteRef:14] Additionally on the spiritual aspects of mummification the lack of Canopic jars in the documentary were disappointing, despite it being an experiment to prove the 18th dynasty mummies were put in natron baths and not just a dry natron solution it would have been beneficial to show the spiritual nature of mummification in the 18th dynasty. [14:  Taylor, J.H., Virginia Museum of Fine Arts. and British Museum. (2011) Mummy secrets of the tomb. New American edition. Richmond, Va: Virginia Museum of Fine Arts. p. 44.
] 
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