Mummifying Alan: Egypt's Last Secret:
Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret is a documentary made by Channel 4 in 2011 that follows researchers attempting to solve the mystery of Ancient Egyptian methods of mummification by completing a mummification themselves. Alan Billis, a terminally ill taxi driver from Torquay donated his body to this project.[footnoteRef:1] This project was led by Dr. Stephen Buckley (an archaeological chemist) and Dr Joann Fletcher (an Egyptologist).[footnoteRef:2] This documentary was aimed at a general audience of people interested in history, science and archaeology.  [1:  Mummifying alan wins Royal Television Society Award. University of York. (n.d.). https://www.york.ac.uk/news-and-events/features/mummifying-alan/]  [2:  BBC. (2011, October 18). Granddad is first person to be mummified in 3000 years. BBC Newsround. https://www.bbc.co.uk/newsround/15351063] 

The main purpose of this documentary is to present the findings that were made through this experiment. Through performing this mummification, they were able to prove their theory on how mummification was performed during the 18th dynasty based on the research they had performed on mummies from this time. The 18th dynasty was seen as the height of the art of mummification.[footnoteRef:3] However, discovering the exact method used was extremely difficult as there were no written sources that described the exact method. This documentary can be used to show modern understanding of Ancient Egyptian treatment of dead bodies. [3:  ‘The Modern Mummy’, The Modern Mummy | Faculty of Life Sciences & Medicine | King’s College London <https://www.kcl.ac.uk/lsm/centre-for-education/museums/gordon-museum/the-modern-mummy> [accessed 19 March 2026]] 

Before watching this documentary, I had some knowledge about this topic from reading and learning through school and university and a basic understanding of the mummification process, therefore I had an idea of what to expect from this documentary. I was very curious to see what the results of this experiment would be.
This documentary follows the mummification of Alan Billis after he passed away. This process was performed mainly by Dr Stephen Buckley, Professor Peter Vanezis (a forensic pathologist) and Maxime Coe (a forensic technician). This process began with an incision in the abdomen in order to remove internal organs, and then the body cavity is packed with bags of linen, and the incision is sealed with beeswax. The body is then coated in a layer of resin, beeswax and sesame oil in order to protect the skin from bleaching or damage from chemical burns before being immersed in a natron bath for thirty-five days. The purpose of this is to draw moisture out from the body. The body is then removed and left to dry in a chamber designed to replicate desert conditions before being wrapped in linen and left to dry for a further six weeks. During this process, Alan’s body was handled and treated very sensitively and carefully by the team, this shows the respect that they held for him and their dedication to making his donation worthwhile. It is key to wrap the body cautiously in order to protect the body and keep it intact. Within the wraps, Ancient Egyptians would often have charms or amulets, Alan’s family decided to include pictures of them and drawings that his grandchildren had made. After the six weeks, the body was examined and the researchers remark that the body has no visible decomposition other than a more tan or leathery appearance and that the body looks ‘as good as the best of the 18th dynasty royal mummies’.[footnoteRef:4] After the ninety-day process was complete, the body was examined using x-rays and CT scans. The body was successfully preserved, the tissues were stable and the unwrapped face was recognisable. The scans also revealed the same salt crystals as Queen Tiy which was a key part of this experiment as it proved the team’s theory. This experiment was conducted in a forensic pathology lab, which is also where the majority of the documentary was filmed. Alan’s body is now on kept at the Gordon museum. [4:  Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret, Channel 4, 15th September 2011] 

Much of the information used in order to develop the theories required for this project were found by studying the mummified remains of Queen Tiy. Queen Tiy’s mummified remains still contain a brain, although shrunken, this disproves the popular idea that Egyptians would remove the brain before mummification. In the scans performed on Queen Tiy, there are flakes and crystals of salt around the arms. This shows that salt was used during the process but not with the method described by Greek historian Herodotus in 450 BC, as packing the body with salt would not produce these results.[footnoteRef:5] This discovery is what began Dr Stephen Buckley’s research into the methods that would produce this result. This led him to perform experiments in a controlled desert-like experience using gas chromatographer mass spectrometry and scientific trial and error, even experimenting on pig legs in order to confirm his ideas on how salt was used to remove water from the body. [5:  Gunther, M. (2024, June 10). Why I mummified a taxi driver. Chemistry World. https://www.chemistryworld.com/careers/why-i-mummified-a-taxi-driver/2500178.article] 

As well as presenting the research and the experiment conducted, this documentary also delves into the reasoning behind mummification for the Ancient Egyptians. The Ancient Egyptians believed that the body must be preserved after death in order to reunite with the soul. This was especially important for the Pharaohs as it allowed them to maintain power into the afterlife. 
Within this documentary, the interviews were very useful as they allowed each member of the team to explain their reasoning and motivations for wanting to be involved with this project and to discuss their knowledge of the topic. The interviews with Alan Billis and his family before he died showed the importance that this held for Alan and the families’ thoughts on this process, this made the documentary feel more human and personal rather than just focusing on the scientific elements.
When discussing this documentary, it is also key to look at the ethical considerations. Ethics is an important topic within history, archaeology and Egyptology as it is key to respect human remains, however they often have to be disturbed in order to be studied. There are some ethical issues with this documentary as there is the question of Alan’s bodily autonomy and the right to make decisions for himself but also considering the impact this may have on his family. Therefore, it is key that the body is treated delicately and sensitively. It is also important to consider the feelings viewers may have, for example is it right to show the internal organs or would it have been better to not do this as it may be uncomfortable for some.
I found this documentary to be very informative and useful for developing my understanding of the mummification process. Although some parts of the documentary were difficult to watch, I still found it interesting.




References:
BBC. (2011, October 18). Granddad is first person to be mummified in 3000 years. BBC Newsround. https://www.bbc.co.uk/newsround/15351063
Gunther, M. (2024, June 10). Why I mummified a taxi driver. Chemistry World. https://www.chemistryworld.com/careers/why-i-mummified-a-taxi-driver/2500178.article
Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret, Channel 4, 15th September 2011
Mummifying alan wins Royal Television Society Award. University of York. (n.d.). https://www.york.ac.uk/news-and-events/features/mummifying-alan/ 
‘The Modern Mummy’, The Modern Mummy | Faculty of Life Sciences & Medicine | King’s College London <https://www.kcl.ac.uk/lsm/centre-for-education/museums/gordon-museum/the-modern-mummy> [accessed 19 March 2026] 
  

