Documentary review: 
Mummifying Alan- Egypt’s Last Secret (2011), is a Channel Four documentary, documenting the story of Alan Billis, a terminally ill man who donated his body to science, for academics to study and display the process of mummification that the ancient Egyptians may have performed. Mummifying Alan contains extensive scholastic information, giving great insight into the process, alongside professionals in their field. It displays the graphic process of mummification from start to finish, explaining their methodology intertwined with contextualisation from the 18th Dynasty (1550-1292 BCE) burials and mummies. Despite this the documentary has very emotive and sombre themes, shown throughout are interviews and references to the formerly living Alan, this creates a more personal and relatability to the mummification. Due to the scientific-emotive nature of the documentary it appears to be created as an educational tool, both for academics but also as way for the public to understand mummification and ancient Egyptian mortuary processes in a contompary setting using anachronistic methods of the 18th Dynasty.
Mummifying Alan was directed by Kenny Scott, in consultation with Dr Stephen Buckley and Dr Joanne Fletcher as well as additional educational institutes. Buckley and Fletcher are both well versed in Egyptology, presenting much of the contextual information for the start of Alans mumification. This is presented through the cross-examination of Queen Tiye and Amenhotep III preserved bodies, with modern non-invasive methods. These methods are displayed throughout, ranging to: X-ray and CT scans, in combination with 3D imaging techniques. This technology captures chemical compositions of skin and bone, which is then analysed by mortuary professionals. Who note, natron (salt) within the skin and bone, identifying an ‘osmotically’ processed body for mummification, in addition to preservatives. The thoroughness of research and procedure displayed, suggest the director (Kenny Scott) wanted an expansive record of events, as to capture media attention, but also as an experiment to understand and explain the processes of death, transformation (Loynes, 2015, pp. 1), alongside contompary views of death and mummification. 
Mummification was a sacred process in ancient Egypt, as the physical body was seen as an eternal vessel (Taylor, 2001, pp. 12) along with aspects of the spirit, so it was essential to preserve it successfully to transition to the afterlife (Maskell, 2001, pp. 29). Mummification was process of asserting control over decomposition, in which ‘natron dissolves fatty tissues and protects the flesh from bacterial and fungal attack’ (Ikram, 2010, pp. 1). Furthermore, beyond the practical and scientific process, mummification held many symbolic connotations relating to rebirth, protection, and idealised physicality (Spieser, 2019). Thus, through mummification an ancient Egyptian could preserve his lifeforce, both physically and externally from the body (Taylor, 2001, pp 46). Alan Billis had his own rebirth and immortalisation through his historic donation and his body’s preservation in replication of the 18th Dynasty Pharaohs and queens.
The documentary displays the procedure of mummifying Alan’s body in great depth. The process takes place at a well-equipped lab with modern embalmers at the university of Sheffield.  It begins with Alan’s passing, after which his body arrives to have his internal organs removed to stop bacterial build up and subsequent decay. The brain and heart are left untouched to further mirror Fletcher’s research into 18th Dynasty burials, which held symbolic ability to preserve the ‘spirit’ of the deceased. Alan, as aforementioned had a particularly experimental method of mummification in which after his organs removal he was placed in an Alkaline-Natron solution. The Alkaline-Natron solutions goal is to stop decomposition within the tissue through osmosis (Sandison, 1963, pp. 259), it passes through cell walls and kills bacteria while also drawing out remaining moisture in the body (Lynnerup, 2009, pp. 441). However, this solution could cause chemical damage to the skin if it not protected properly, so it is essential to apply a protective layer. This protective layer is created by Dr Stephen Buckley from sesame oil, beeswax, and pine resin (all available resources during the 18th dynasty) to create a protective barrier between the skin and solution but still allowing the osmotic process to occur. Alan is then dried of excessive moisture and wrapped in linen, to limit contact with external pathogens and bacteria. Alan (and his body) is the primary process throughout filming, through which much of Fletcher’s and Buckley’s research coalesce into the processes performed on Alan’s body. Fletcher contextualises many of the methods, techniques and materials used with her own analysis of the 18th Dynasty. Buckley displays his chemical knowledge in replicating the preservation solutions (Gunther, 2017), leading to a seemingly well researched and executed display of contompary mumification. 
The quality of the production and filming varies quite heavily throughout Mummifying Alan. It’s presented in a very slow and drawn-out way, perhaps as to make it easily digestible by the public. Furthermore, despite the academic background, it lacks the concise and succinct link between contextual information and Alan, with seemingly abrupt cuts to Egypt, and over dramatic musical interludes and narration by Paul McGann does devalue the quality of the documentary. Despite this, it does very much capture the emotional nature of Alan’s death and his transformation post-mortem. 
Throughout the documentary there are many interviews with Alan speaking, explaining how he imagines the mummification to appear, as well as why he chose to do it, giving a very interesting insight into the why, how, and the person under the wraps. Much respect and care are provided to Alan’s body, with graphic (and perhaps morbid) filming of his physical form through various stages of mummification, giving an unadulterated experience of mummification, enhancing the viewing experience. In addition, 3D imaging is made great use of, which expands the understanding of organ placement and their subsequent symbolism to the 18th Dynasty (Bianucci et al, 2015, pp. 2). Dr Fletcher and Dr Buckley are both essential to contextualising Egypt, and the chemistry of mummification, respectively, adding much to the documentary’s creditability and weight. 
In retrospect, Mummifying Alan is a very interesting and insightful experimental documentary, in which contemporary understandings in consort archaeological records allow for a reconstruction of the past. Alan’s reconstruction replicates the mummification of Amenhotep III and Queen Tiye, an act essentially immortalising Alan and elevating his body to a kingly status. Moreover, the detailed explanations of the transformation of the body and live display of natron’s affect on the skin was very educational. One surprising inclusion was the interviews with Alans’s wife and daughter, who seemed accepting of his body’s fate, even going so far to add material goods to be wrapped up with him in the linen. Forming a very respectful and authentic mummification experience, as these goods would help to forever solidify Alan’s Identity. Much like the Egyptians, Alan Billis had been prepared for death before the end of his life, and his unprecedented mummification allowed him to transcend death (Baines & Lacovara, 2002, pp.27-28) and may lead to greater discoveries about preservation and as an educational tool for generations to come. 
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