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Award-winning author and teacher John C. Inscoe provides the most comprehensive exploration of Appalachia on film since J.W. Williamson’s Hillbillyland (1995). Movie-Made Appalachia examines twenty narrative films released from 1921 to 2012, ranging from silent films to Hollywood feature films and independent art films to made-for-television movies—from the “iconic” (Coal Miner’s Daughter [1980], Matewan [1987]) to the “obscure” (Foxfire [1987], Menace on the Mountain [1970]) (3).
Inscoe, a leading historian of race, slavery, and the Civil War in Appalachia, readily acknowledges the prevalence of popular depictions of Appalachia as populated by backward, ignorant degenerates, yet his “contention” is movies have done “more than” merely promulgate “crude and demeaning stereotypes of mountain people” (3). Following Robert Bent Toplin’s Reel History: In Defense of Hollywood (2002), Inscoe advocates “cinema as a teaching tool” in large part because storytelling on film invites audiences’ attention to tone and emotion, giving students access to “sympathetic and often complex Appalachian characters” in a range of times and places (3) and inviting them “into discussions of the realities conveyed—or merely suggested—onscreen” (4). Inscoe selected films for inclusion based on whether “central characters come across as admirable or identifiable to American audiences at least as often as they are diminished or demeaned” (4). 
Movie-Made Appalachia is comprised predominantly of close readings of the selected films, interwoven with welcome attention to critical reception and the ways in which production details such as filming locations, directors, screen writers, and actors likely shaped content and reception. Inscoe organizes his chapters according to themes: attachment to farmland, African American experiences, the Civil War, feuds, missionaries, and coal mining, allowing him to situate the Appalachian-set films in conversation with other similarly themed films set elsewhere.
Among my favorite of Inscoe’s insights is the way in which The Journey of August King (1995) can be used to highlight vibrant trade and commerce in antebellum Appalachia via scenes at “trading posts; drover stands; and along roads, fords, and campsites” more so than in the ‘wilderness’ or on isolated farms (59). Another is the extent to which Appalachian-set Civil War films like Cold Mountain (2003) realistically emphasize grueling experiences on the home front versus the official battlefield, lending themselves to anti-war sentiments. Though uneven in its efforts, Hatfields & McCoys (2012) does at least attempt to complicate popular understandings of feuds by acknowledging the role of economic competition (“control of land and its resources” and ensuing profits [132]) in the escalation of longstanding contests for power. Inscoe offers details of African Americans’ actual experiences in Appalachia that are altered in the films, including historical freedpeople’s agricultural settlements that serve as a contrast to the fictional and idealized bi-racial collaboration romanticized in Sommersby (1993) (69), and the historical Black United Mine Workers of America organizer Dan Chain, known as “Few Clothes,” who is adapted into a fictional character in Matewan (74-5). 
Incoe’s important contribution to the ongoing “invention of Appalachia” (Batteau 1990) appears at a moment when examination of race in Appalachia is expanding and when Appalachian Studies appears on the cusp of incorporating a postcolonial lens. As such, Inscoe’s careful attention to the presence and absence of Black characters is usefully paired with Meredith McCarroll’s Unwhite: Appalachia, Race, and Film, which examines ways in which Appalachian whites are racialized in feature films, and with recent work by Stephen Pearson and others on settler colonialism and regional identity that offer stark reminders of the context for white Appalachian characters’ land claims.
Inscoe recognizes that “positive images of the region may be no more historically accurate than the negative images,” but argues that the films he discusses “humanize and complicate mountain people” (17). Given scholarship warning that dehumanization of the region’s inhabitants likely exacerbates and accelerates American acceptance of suffering in Appalachia—including the suffering of poor, Black, Indigenous, Latinx, AppalAsian, queer, disabled, and other stigmatized residents—Inscoe’s effort to draw students and readers into sympathetic conversation about the people of the region is a valuable addition. 
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