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What are the themes in Holstad's 2020s poetry? 

 

Scott C. Holstad’s poetry in the 2020s continues his legacy of **visceral, unflinching 
realism**, blending dark introspection with sharp social commentary. His recent 
collections, including *Shadows Before the Maiming* (2023) and *Surviving 
Immortality Again* (2025), explore existential dread, mental health struggles, and the 
search for meaning in a chaotic world. 

 

## Overview of 2020s Work 

 

Holstad’s recent output maintains his reputation as a **"Bukowski-esque"** voice, 
characterized by gritty language, raw emotion, and a refusal to shy away from 
uncomfortable truths. Critics describe his 2020s work as **"hauntingly dark,"** 
**"introspective,"** and **"superlative"** in its ability to challenge readers’ 
perceptions of life and death. 

 

## Core Themes: Mortality and Existence 

 

A central pillar of Holstad’s 2020s poetry is the **inevitability of death** and the 
absurdity of existence. In *Surviving Immortality Again*, he envisions a **"modern 
Prometheus destined for a dystopian future,"** pondering a paradigm where 
immortality oƯers no escape from earthly suƯering. 
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His work often frames life as a **"noisy silence"** one must navigate, with poems that 
confront the **"utter shock of life"** and the **"shattered pieces of survival."** The 
title *Shadows Before the Maiming* itself suggests a looming, inevitable violence or 
decay that defines the human condition. 

 

## Mental Health and Inner Turmoil 

 

Holstad’s personal struggles with **bipolar disorder** and addiction remain potent 
themes, evolving from his earlier collection *Cells* into his newer works. His 2020s 
poetry delves into **self-hatred, dementia, and psychological fragmentation**. 

Critics note that his work transcends mere "darkness" to become **"engorged with 
pain,"** where morality becomes irrelevant in the face of such intense internal 
suƯering. Poems often function as **dark inner monologues**, exploring the 
**"craziness that lurks inside all of us"** and the casualties of mental illness. 

 

## Social Criticism and Human Nature 

 

Holstad continues to act as a **moral observer**, expressing **disgust with mindless 
violence, excess, and societal pathology**. His recent work includes **character 
studies** of society's margins—prostitutes, addicts, and the evicted—blending 
**brutality with compassion**. 

He portrays a **"malignant society of pathological liars"** and explores the **"lowest-
common-denominator of human existence."** Despite the bleakness, his language 
portrays the mundane with **"fresh and engaging word-plotting,"** forcing readers to 
look deeper into the diversions that define life. 

 

## Spirituality and Healing 

 

Paradoxically, amidst the lamentations, Holstad’s 2020s work contains **implied 
prayer** and a **spiritual dimension**. Reviewers have compared his emotional 
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weight to **"lamentation Psalms,"** noting that he **empathizes with the grief of self-
hatred** while highlighting the **"strength in healing day by day."** 

 

While his poems are **"not happy,"** they are described as the work of a **survivor** 
who finds a ghost of understanding through the nightmare. The act of writing serves as 
a **crutch and a gun**, a means to navigate a predestined future filled with guilt and 
anguish, yet ultimately seeking a form of **reconstructed wholeness**. 

 

 

What specific imagery defines Holstad's 'Bukowski-esque' style? 

 

Scott C. Holstad’s "Bukowski-esque" style in the 2020s is defined by **visceral, 
unpolished imagery** drawn from the gritty underbelly of urban life, mental instability, 
and physical decay. His work rejects aesthetic refinement in favor of raw, 
confrontational visuals. 

 

## Gritty Urban Landscapes 

 

Holstad populates his poems with the **marginalized figures** of the city: prostitutes, 
addicts, the homeless, and "bad boys" running the streets of the West. He depicts 
settings like **alleys behind copy shops**, **ER wards**, and **bombed-out 
buildings**, capturing the "dirt and ground glass" of existence. His imagery often 
focuses on the **"lowest-common-denominator"** of society, portraying a world 
where "taggers, homeless, families and lovers" coexist in a throbbing, chaotic pulse. 

 

## Physical Decay and Self-Mutilation 

 

A defining feature of his recent work, particularly in *Surviving Immortality Again*, is 
the graphic depiction of the **damaged body**. He uses metaphors of **cutting and 
scarring** to describe emotional pain, with lines detailing "wicked scars" on torsos 
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and arms. His imagery includes **"track marks"** described as a "river of small lakes" 
on torn bodies, and words that are "clear and sharp as knife cuts." This focus on **self-
mutilation and dementia** creates a visual language of "blood and death" that is 
unsettling and immediate. 

 

## Violence and Weaponized Language 

 

Holstad frequently employs imagery of **weapons and violence** to describe the act 
of writing and living. He envisions poems as **"razorblades cutting through skin, 
tendons, even bones,"** creating "rivers of life" from blood. His work contains 
references to **"bullets whistling past,"** "severed heads," and "torture techniques." 
This violent lexicon serves to shock the reader, mirroring the "mindless violence" of 
the society he critiques. The imagery suggests that survival itself is a violent act, 
where one must navigate a world of "car crashes," "broken glass," and "rusty razored 
underwear." 

 

## The Mundane and the Grotesque 

 

Despite the extreme subject matter, Holstad grounds his imagery in the **mundane 
realities** of daily struggle: **food stamps**, **coƯeehouses**, **landladies**, and 
**beer**. He juxtaposes these ordinary elements with the grotesque, such as playing 
with a cat before contemplating death or finding "tearshapes" in a single droplet of 
water on a leaf. This blend creates a **"sadly comedic"** tone, where the divine 
"center cannot hold," and the reader is forced to see the "exquisite nakedness" of a 
painful reality. 

 

 

How do critics view Holstad’s graphic imagery? 

 

Critics view Scott C. Holstad’s graphic imagery as **transcendent rather than merely 
"dark,"** describing it as so **"engorged with pain"** that it renders traditional 



5 
 

morality irrelevant. While some readers report physical reactions like nausea, the 
critical consensus praises his ability to blend **brutality with compassion**, creating 
work that is both unsettling and deeply humanizing. 

 

## Transcending Darkness 

 

Reviewers consistently argue that Holstad’s violence exceeds the label of "dark 
poetry." Jonathan Penton of *Unlikely Stories* noted that his work is **"so violent, 
angry, and self-eƯacing that [it] seem[s] to transcend darkness,"** functioning instead 
as a raw exposure of the human condition where questions of right and wrong dissolve 
under the weight of suƯering. This intensity is often described as **"hauntingly 
dark"** yet **"superlative,"** forcing readers to confront the **"utter shock of life"** 
without the buƯer of aesthetic distance. 

 

## Visceral Physicality and "Psychic Wounds" 

 

The critical reception highlights the **physical impact** of Holstad’s imagery. Todd 
Moore of *Outlaw Poetry* warned that **"some poems contain within them the ability 
to inflict serious damage to the reader,"** inflicting **"the deepest of psychic 
wounds."** This visceral quality is evident in descriptions of track marks as a **"river 
of small lakes"** on torn bodies, which *Kirkus Reviews* (2025) cited as an example of 
how Holstad **"excels at visceral descriptions"** while eƯectively blending 
**"brutality with compassion."** The imagery is not gratuitous but serves as a 
**"testimony to surviving against all the odds."** 

 

## The "Bukowski" Comparison and Moral Outrage 

 

Critics frequently contextualize Holstad’s graphic style within the **Beat and 
Bukowski traditions**, noting that he **"carries the torch"** of these forbearers into 
contemporary poetics. However, reviewers like Alan Catlin (*Misfit Magazine*, 2026) 
emphasize that Holstad’s violence is rooted in **"moral outrage"** against mindless 
societal excess rather than mere nihilism. His work is described as **"brassy and 
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strong,"** with a **"Whitmanesque-Ferlinghetti street feel"** that captures the **"dirt 
and ground glass"** of urban life. While the content can be **"disturbing"**—with one 
reader comparing the experience to reading *American Psycho*—critics agree that the 
**"clarity of language"** gives these poems of **"blood and death"** a necessary 
focus and power. 

 

 

How does Holstad blend brutality with compassion? 

 

Scott C. Holstad blends **brutality with compassion** by pairing graphic, often 
disturbing depictions of physical decay and societal violence with deep **empathy for 
the marginalized figures** inhabiting these scenes. Rather than exploiting suƯering, 
his work functions as a **testimony to survival**, humanizing those society often 
ignores. 

 

## Character Studies as Acts of Empathy 

 

Holstad achieves this balance primarily through **intimate character studies**. In 
*Surviving Immortality Again*, he introduces figures like **Bianca**, a woman with 
severe track marks described as a **"river of small lakes on her torn body."** While 
the imagery is visceral and shocking, the tone is not judgmental; instead, it conveys a 
profound sorrow for her condition. Critics note that by focusing on the **specific, 
physical details** of her suƯering, Holstad forces the reader to see her humanity 
rather than just her addiction. 

 

## Brutality as a Mirror for Shared Pain 

 

The brutality in Holstad’s work serves as a **mirror for universal suƯering**. He often 
writes from a perspective of **shared anguish**, stating in his own words that he 
wishes to **"help 1 person FEEL... and ease their suƯering as only a tormented soul 
can."** His violent imagery—razorblades, severed heads, and "bullets whistling 
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past"—is not gratuitous but reflects the **internal reality** of those living with mental 
illness and trauma. By exposing his own **"psychic wounds"** alongside those of his 
subjects, he creates a space of **solidarity in pain**, where the reader is invited to 
witness the "utter shock of life" without flinching. 

 

## The "Modern Prometheus" and Moral Outrage 

 

Holstad’s compassion is also rooted in **moral outrage** against a society that 
produces such suƯering. He frames his subjects as modern martyrs or a **"modern 
Prometheus"** destined for a dystopian future. His depiction of **"mindless 
violence"** and **"pathological liars"** in power contrasts sharply with the **dignity 
he aƯords the outcasts**—the prostitutes, addicts, and homeless individuals. This 
juxtaposition highlights the **injustice** of their plight, transforming the brutality of 
their existence into a **lamentation** that demands recognition and, implicitly, 
change. 

 

 

What role does societal critique play in Holstad's work? 

 

Societal critique is the **moral engine** of Scott C. Holstad’s work, driving his "anger 
of moral outrage" against what he perceives as a **"malignant society of pathological 
liars."** Rather than simple nihilism, his poetry functions as a **protest against 
mindless violence, consumerism, and systemic hypocrisy.** 

 

## Condemnation of Mindless Violence 

 

Holstad’s critique frequently targets the American **"penchant for mindless violence 
and excess."** His poems, such as "let’s give ourselves a round" and "just for kicks," 
express visceral disgust with a culture that normalizes brutality. He portrays violence 
not just as physical acts but as a pervasive cultural sickness, describing a nightmare 
vision of a society **"racked with insecurities, consumed by guilt, screaming for 
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violence."** This critique extends to the media and political spheres, where he sees 
**"revisionist attitudes"** and the glorification of danger as tools of oppression. 

 

## Anti-Consumerism and Social Alienation 

 

A recurring theme is the dehumanizing eƯect of **consumer culture** and the 
**"social leeches"** who thrive within it. Holstad juxtaposes the struggles of the 
marginalized (the homeless, addicts) with the vacuous concerns of the wealthy, who 
screech about **"condos resale values"** and **"stock options"** while ignoring the 
suƯering around them. He depicts society as **"cattle gathering around learning 
devices called television,"** where addictive morsels of consumerism are **"violently 
jammed into us,"** eroding collective identity and fostering isolation. 

 

## Political and Fascist Warnings 

 

In his later work, Holstad’s societal critique sharpens into explicit **political 
warnings** against the rise of fascism and white supremacy in America. He expresses 
fury at the sight of **"flags bearing Swastikas being planted in American soil,"** 
viewing it as a betrayal of the sacrifices made by previous generations to defeat 
genocidal regimes. His poetry serves as a **cautionary testament**, urging readers to 
recognize the **"insane genocidal fascists"** emerging within modern political 
structures and to resist the **"tobacco-colored spoon"** of force-fed oppression. 

 

 

How does Holstad's style diƯer from other protest poets? 

 

Scott C. Holstad’s style diƯers from traditional protest poets by **internalizing the 
political**, fusing societal critique with **visceral accounts of mental illness and 
personal trauma**. While many protest poets focus primarily on external injustices, 
Holstad presents the **psychological decay of the individual** as the ultimate 
evidence of a sick society. 
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## The Internalization of Protest 

 

Unlike poets who direct their anger solely outward at institutions, Holstad’s work 
suggests that **societal violence is mirrored in the fractured psyche**. His protest is 
not just against "mindless violence" or "fascism," but against the **internal 
devastation** these forces wreak on the marginalized mind. Critics note that his work 
"transcends darkness" because it is **"engorged with pain"** to the point where 
morality becomes irrelevant; the sheer weight of **bipolar disorder, addiction, and 
self-hatred** becomes the primary lens through which political failure is viewed. 

 

## Brutality Blended with Compassion 

 

Where some protest poetry can be didactic or purely accusatory, Holstad’s style is 
defined by a **paradoxical blend of brutality and compassion**. He does not merely 
condemn the "pathological liars" in power; he intimately details the **"track marks"** 
and **"wicked scars"** of their victims with a tenderness that humanizes rather than 
exploits. This approach creates a **"lamentation"** rather than a slogan, forcing the 
reader to feel the **physical cost** of societal neglect through characters like Bianca, 
whose body becomes a map of systemic failure. 

 

## A "Whitmanesque-Ferlinghetti" Street Voice 

 

Holstad’s voice is distinctively **stream-of-consciousness and unedited**, described 
by *The Hawai’i Review* as having a **"Whitmanesque-Ferlinghetti street feel."** 
While he shares the **Beat generation’s** rebellious spirit, his 2020s work is often 
**more clinically precise** in its depiction of mental health crises, moving beyond the 
"messy" romanticism of early Beats to a **gritty, almost medical realism**. His poems 
function as **"dark inner monologues"** that capture the **"unedited inner life"** of 
human beings, making the personal undeniably political without losing its raw, 
individual urgency. 
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What role does humor play in his brutal style? 

 

In Scott C. Holstad’s brutal style, humor functions as a **survival mechanism** and a 
**subversive tool**, manifesting primarily as **gallows humor**, **sarcasm**, and a 
**"sadly comedic"** irony that undercuts the horror of his imagery. 

 

## Gallows Humor and Irony 

 

Holstad employs **gallows humor** to cope with the inevitability of death and 
suƯering. Critics describe his work as containing things that are **"sadly comedic 
when in the divine ‘the centre cannot hold’,"** suggesting that laughter is the only 
rational response to an absurd, collapsing world. His poems often feature **ironic 
twists** where characters face catastrophic violence with a detached, almost weary 
amusement, such as the speaker in *The Napalmed Soul* who treats encounters with 
death’s assistants as **"failures much to death’s disappointment."** 

 

## Sarcasm and Snark 

 

A defining element of his voice is a **biting sarcasm** that targets both himself and 
society. Reviews of *Surviving Immortality Again* characterize his tone as **"jaded, 
snarky, and an in-your-face travelogue,"** using humor to puncture pretension and 
express frustration. This is evident in lines where he mocks his own inability to 
"mellow out" or sarcastically comments on the futility of seeking meaning, such as 
the quip about **"food stamps"** and **"rusty razored underwear"** being the only 
reliable constants in a chaotic life. 

 

## The "Sadly Comedic" Paradox 
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Holstad’s humor is rarely "funny" in a traditional sense; instead, it creates a **"sadly 
comedic"** atmosphere where the grotesque and the mundane collide. He juxtaposes 
horrific imagery (severed heads, track marks) with trivial concerns (coƯee, TV, 
landladies), creating a dissonance that forces a grim smile. This approach prevents 
his work from becoming purely depressive, oƯering a **"feel-it-to-the-quick 
commentary that often screams, sometimes amuses but never bores."** The humor 
acts as a **pressure valve**, allowing the reader to process the **"engorged pain"** 
without being completely overwhelmed by it. 

 

 

Which poems best exemplify Holstad's gallows humor? 

 

Based on critical reviews and textual analysis, the following poems best exemplify 
Scott C. Holstad’s use of **gallows humor**, where laughter serves as a desperate 
defense against despair: 

 

## "Tennessee Football Saved My Ass" 

Featured in his 2002 collection *Artifacts*, this poem is frequently cited by critics as a 
prime example of Holstad’s **"unfailing, albeit dark sense of humor."** The title itself 
is ironic, juxtaposing the triviality of sports fandom with the gravity of survival, 
suggesting that a mere game provided the distraction necessary to keep him from self-
destruction. 

 

## "i torment my neighbors (may they rot in hell)" 

From the 1999 collection *The Napalmed Soul*, this poem utilizes **satirical 
menace**. The narrator adopts the persona of a "shadow in the trees with bloody eyes 
and smile of satan," threatening neighbors with a grandiosity that borders on the 
absurd. The humor lies in the **exaggerated villainy**, which ultimately reveals the 
speaker's isolation and impotence rather than actual power, eƯectively "laughing in 
death’s face." 
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## "Hollywood Party Scene(s)" 

Included in his 2025 collection *Surviving Immortality Again*, this poem employs 
**biting sarcasm** to dissect the vacuous nature of celebrity culture. Holstad mocks 
the pretensions of the elite with a **"jaded, snarky"** voice, turning the glamour of 
Hollywood into a **"sadly comedic"** circus. The poem functions as an **"in-your-
face travelogue"** where the absurdity of the partygoers highlights the narrator’s own 
detached amusement at the collapse of meaning. 

 

## "Stripper" 

Also from *The Napalmed Soul*, this poem blends **gritty realism with ironic relief**. 
It culminates in the image of "another / hot hand job in the old / man's perspiring 
Caddie," a moment described by critics as providing necessary **"relief from a vision 
of the world which might otherwise prove too bleak."** The humor is derived from the 
**sordid mundane**, finding a twisted comedy in the transactional nature of desire 
and decay. 

 

## "Batshit Crazy" 

Found in *Surviving Immortality Again*, this poem uses **self-deprecating irony** 
regarding the poet's own mental state. The line **"The cat thought he was nuts. / 
Wasn’t too far oƯ"** exemplifies his ability to step outside his own psychosis and view 
it with a detached, humorous eye. This **meta-commentary** allows the reader to 
laugh *with* the poet at the absurdity of his "cracked dream system," reinforcing the 
idea that humor is a vital survival tool. 

 

 

 

 


