Documentary Review – Mummifying Alan

“Mummifying Alan” is a 2011 documentary that follows Dr. Joann Fletcher and Dr. Stephen Buckley recreating the mummification process of Alan Billis. This documentary holds a strong education purpose, as it demonstrates Buckleys research in Ancient Egyptian embalming techniques and the chemistry behind it. Even though it does follow a more educational structure, Fletcher supports all the steps with archaeological and historical context, allowing watchers who are not educated in the topic to have an easier watching experience. This widens the intended audience from students and lecturers to members of the everyday public, allowing their research to be widely viewed.
The purpose of “Mummifying Alan” is rediscovering the techniques used in Ancient Egyptian royal funerary practices and combining it with modern day technologies. The documentary involved other researchers and professionals, such as, Maxine Coe, Peter Vanezis and William M. Bass. These three professionals focus on the forensic aspects of “Mummifying Alan”, preparing Alans body for the rebirth and his trip into the afterlife following mummification. With all these specialists being involved, it further emphasises the work, and dedication gone into the project.
Before watching the documentary, I had limited knowledge of the subject. I knew the main process that the embalmers used in pre 18th Dynasty, this included the removal of organs and the brain nose, also the body being buried in natron salt to desiccate the body. I also had knowledge of Ancient Egyptian burial customs, such as grave goods, and the manifestation of the persons life after death, this is followed by shabtis and stela. However, because I watched the documentary a few hours after the rest of the group, I had other people’s opinions about the documentary before I could make my own. The main prior conclusion I came to was that it was a graphic documentary, that I needed to watch on an empty stomach. The main questions I had before watching the documentary was how accepting would Alans family be of him being mummified? And how can they recreate the conditions of 18th Dynasty Egypt in 21st Century Sheffield?

The documentary followed Alan Billis and his journey into the afterlife. Alan Billis was a Devon taxi driver, who died at sixty-one in 2011 of terminal lung cancer. There was an advertisement in the newspaper asking for if anyone with a terminal illness would be willing to donate their body to be mummified. Alan contacted the number on the advertisement and signed up to be mummified, one of his reasons was “people have been donating their bodied to science for year, it’s not going to go away is it.”. Once he had passed his body was sent to Sheffield Medico-Legal Centre, where Stephen Buckley, Maxine Coe, and Peter Vanezis started the mummification preparation for Alans body. This included cleansing his body, removal of organs (stomach, lungs, liver, intestines), repack his body with bags of linen, and then stitch up the entry to the abdomen. After that the body was coated with a mixture of sesame oil, resin and beeswax, to protect the body from a natron bath, the body is left in the tub for 35 days, then they left his body out to dry in a room that replicated the aridity of Ancient Egypt. He dried out for 35 days, before he was wrapped in linen they found four maggots in his ear, upon finding this they filled his ears and mouth his natural pine resin, trying to stop anymore contaminating the body. Then his body was wrapped and left in the room for another month.
There is a respectful tone held through the documentary. They used no sound effects, with only quiet background music playing occasionally, just to add or emphasise the moment in the documentary, for instance when they were talking to Alan and his wife before he passed. I think that this fits the tone of the documentary, as it is all about dealing with a dead body, and ethically it cannot be a flashy video, with loads of sound effects and vibrant colours, as it must fit an educational tone, but also one of respect.
When it came to filming, they again held the same respect and educational setting. Allowing the watchers to feel the morbidity of the documentary. They did use some up-close shots on Alans mummified body and the process of mummification, like his hands and feet. I don’t think they documented many up-close angles of his face; I do think this came out of a place of respect.
The use of interviews in the documentary was used in a very emotional way. Seeing him before he had passed, made it a more intimate experience, almost like we knew him. They use voice lines from the interview throughout the documentary, personally I thought this amplified the moments, hearing his voice whilst looking at the mummified body, almost remind you that he was someone, and that it wasn’t just an experiment.
With the aspect of showing respect and ethical issues, I think that they held a high level of modesty for him. Firstly, they let him tell his own story, no voice over, just an interview with him and his wife, or even just him alone. Secondly, when they were showing his dead body, they made sure to modestly cover him up, and never be to revealing with his body. The team also showed high levels of respect of his body, in the sense of handling it. At all times, with whatever they were doing they always had one hand holding him, supporting his body.
The impactful part of the documentary for me was when Jan (Alan’s wife), visited the body for the first time, and she brought family pictures with her to leave with Alan. Even though this does not directly follow Ancient Egyptian funerary practices, I believe this is one of the most emotional parts of the documentary, and it was vital that they showed it. The was Jan did instinctively go to hold Alan’s hand just shows the impart of mummification, of how that grief might be easier, as they are technically still there. Alans body was preserved in time, almost like she never really lost him.
From the documentary I learned about the process of mummification, or the difference between 18th Dynasty mummification and earlier/later mummification practices, and the tediousness behind it.
I thought one of the drawbacks of the documentary was showing the body farm. As it shows how Alan is taken care of with the upmost respect, and then the people in the body farm are just thrown face down in the dirt. I understand that they do donate their bodies for educational purposes, however it really does add a new light to it.
I would highly recommend this documentary to anyone who is interested in history or the Ancient Egyptians. I think it does explore aspects that I haven’t seen before in a documentary, and it is very educational. I feel I have a new understanding of the Ancient Egyptians and their outlook on rebirth and death.
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