
COLLOQUY text theory critique  9 (2005).   © Monash University. 
www.arts.monash.edu.au/others/colloquy/issue9/esplin.pdf 

Mummy: The Inside Story. London: British Museum. Opened July 

1, 2004.  Extended until August 14, 2005. 

Greg Esplin 

The promise offered in the exhibition�s title remains, of course, unreal-
ized: after being herded through this three part installation, one is struck 
with the sense, not that the inside story has been told, but that the sug-
gested depth, once probed, gives way to superficies. What makes 
�Mummy: The Inside Story� so unsatisfying is that its enticement of a sup-
posed revealing whets the appetite without fulfilling the cravings it pro-
vokes. 

The essence of this exhibition is its middle portion, during which the 
audience is guided into an auditorium facing a concave video screen to 
watch a twenty minute 3-D film. Narrated by Ian McKellen, the film guides 
the viewer through an �investigation� into the nature of an unwrapped 
mummy owned by the British Museum. Central to its logic is the fact that, 
unlike foolish Egyptologists of the early twentieth century, who forcibly re-
moved the cloth surrounding the mummified remains, often for the amuse-
ment of idle wealth, technological developments of our era, particularly the 
digital imagining pioneered for medical scanning, enables us to peer into 
the hidden depths without physically damaging the object. With the aid of 
the 3-D glasses included in the price of admission, the viewer is shown a 
digitally produced representation of the mummy�s body. Consistent with the 
current political atmosphere which has ingrained the imperative that the 
natural world ideally should show no trace of human activity, the spectator�s 
enjoyment is increased as the promise of revelation poses no risk of com-
prising the integrity of the object observed. This is but one element of the 
exhibit�s profound ideological underpinnings: we are assured that observa-
tion, if technically sophisticated enough, need not alter its subject. 
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It is not surprising that curators are attempting to connect with the 
throngs of museum visitors enthralled with their digital cameras and the in-
stant gratification of seeing their family members posed next to the remain-
ing artefacts of Western civilization. However, the problem of photography 
is one that must be more directly confronted. More than anything else, the 
camera is now guiding the aesthetic experience of museum patrons. All 
visitors are forced to negotiate their way through exhibition halls as tourists 
seek to capture photographs unadulterated by the presence of other hu-
mans. As Susan Sontag long ago pointed out, photography often functions 
to enable the photograph to appropriate the object within the frame. The 
aristocrats hoarding art objects during the Ancien Régime have been re-
placed by a more democratic, if still distasteful, sensibility of ownership as 
educated tourists catalogue the �Greatest Hits� they recognize from under-
graduate art history class on their pocketsize digital cameras. The situation, 
regrettably, has become considerably worse than the era when Jean-Luc 
Godard filmed that masterful scene during which the protagonists race 
through the Louvre in Bande à part (1962). The phenomenon under review 
is not simply a manifestation of the mass culture enabled by the prosperity 
of capitalism. More fundamentally, the forces of reproduction and represen-
tation are at play. Witness, for example, the visitors queued in front of the 
Rosetta Stone. One notices in many of them that despite the fact that the 
real object is in front of them, the more important concern is the quality of 
the reproduction on their camera�s LCD screen. Once a sufficient pleasing 
image has been captured, they cheerfully move on to snap photos of their 
partners striking foolish poses next to the statues of the Egyptian pharaohs. 
The question is no longer the correspondence between the real and its rep-
resentation. Authenticity now is judged, not against the original, but by the 
simulated world of duplications.  

It was Walter Benjamin who famously diagnosed how the technologi-
cal developments of photography and print affect the aesthetic experience. 
In his essay �On the Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,� 
Benjamin explains in section IV that, �for the first time in world history, me-
chanical reproduction emancipates the work of art from its parasitical de-
pendence on ritual � But the instant the criterion of authenticity ceases to 
be applicable to artistic production, the total function of art is reversed. In-
stead of being based on ritual, it begins to be based on another practice � 
politics.� While such forces of reproduction enable a more democratic art, 
no longer subject to the magical force of �aura,� thereby infinitely more ac-
cessible to larger audiences, these same pressures threaten to engender a 
degree of ideological manipulation on a scale heretofore unseen. Benjamin 
is suggesting that the material limits imposed by the physical presence of 
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the art object have been liquidated by the technology of reproduction, so 
that, in principle, no practical limits exist to curtail the extent of political in-
fluences on art. In the case of the Mummy exhibit, for example, its spatial 
relation inside the British Museum becomes essentially irrelevant, insofar 
as the film and the x-ray slide of the mummy in question that constitutes the 
final exhibit space could very easily be displayed in Indianapolis or Detroit, 
or just as importantly, at both simultaneously. 

Thus, the aesthetic experience is no longer mediated by physical 
presence. Insofar as such material influences once structured ideological 
forces, art now is a matter wholly open for political manipulation. This, then, 
is one problematic aspect of �Mummy: The Inside Story� on a formal level. 
Regarding its content, the guiding political principles at work consist largely 
in its uncritical acceptance of scientific materialism and its accompanying 
metaphysical assumptions. Structured around the possibility of �discover-
ing� the experiential reality lived by this long dead Egyptian, the film exists 
within the strictures of contemporary social and physical science. By elimi-
nating the referent in favour of its simulation, the exhibit leaves little oppor-
tunity for spontaneous aesthetic reception. Such a magical, unplanned, ex-
perience I had after I left the exhibit and wandered into the permanent 
Egyptian collection on the west side of the British Museum. Leaning as I 
peered down into the depths of a stone sarcophagus, I lost my footing. As I 
fell in the direction of the tomb�s bottom, I glimpsed a strangely inviting fig-
ure of a goddess, which I later learned to be Nut, etched into the cavity�s 
floor. With open arms, as if to embrace its occupant, I had the strange sen-
sation of feeling at peace with the constant thought of one�s impending 
death. In that uncanny moment, I felt a sort of dizziness I had just before 
experienced during the 3-D presentation when the viewer�s perspective 
quickly zoomed into the digitally modelled cramped space of a burial 
chamber, a state of perception not unlike what Alfred Hitchcock repre-
sented cinematically in Vertigo (1958) during those eerie point of view se-
quences as Scottie�s spatial dimensions seem to be simultaneously 
collapsing and expanding. However, in contrast to that unpleasant feeling, 
when I slipped over the sarcophagus, the sensation was not disagreeable, 
but intoxicating and euphoric. I seemed to feel, what I interpreted in retro-
spect, a sort of kenosis, as the awareness of myself gave way to a merging 
with Being, as the abyss of anonymous death appeared, for an instant, de-
sirable. In the moment between my initial sense of falling and my instinctive 
reaction of pushing against the side of the sarcophagus so as not to tumble 
in, I felt a lightness, fearlessness, and heady warmth, as if slightly drunk.  

All of that is not to say, of course, that digital simulation does not allow 
these kinds of experiences. Indeed, it could very well be that my uncanny 
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sensation of slipping over the sarcophagus was, in fact, precipitated by the 
3-D film I had exited only a brief time before. Even so, art objects, as Ben-
jamin pointed out, possess an �aura� that is lost in simulation.  

The mysterious relationship existing between the work of art and one 
who experiences it may be unrelated to any knowledge gained through sci-
entific examination. In contrast to the film�s conclusion, which happily as-
serted that the mummy uncovered through digital imagining has achieved 
the immortality he supposedly longed for, albeit in an ironic manner, his 
remains being the central attraction of an exhibit at the British Museum, my 
sensation was not a manifestation of a superior epistemological position, 
but, rather, one where my temporal and spatial bearings seemed to evapo-
rate. 
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