
Holt Brasher: Wholly at Odds
The “Alpha Redneck” is not your typical subject of contemporary art. He touts his Southern pride and love for Jesus Christ yet falls mercy to the lure of cheap beer and cigarettes. In his work, Holt Brasher boldly explores the hypermasculine, homosocial world of the Alpha Redneck, a tragic comedy largely informed by the men that he grew up with in the small town of Oak Grove, Louisiana. An inward-looking critique of Southern, white masculinity, his work ranges from woodcut installations to watercolor portraits featuring crude characters, their loud conversations, and their sinful addictions.
Brasher has long relied on a biting humor and a sharp tongue to navigate the challenges of growing up against the grain. As a child, his creative pursuits, love of punk rock, and alternative style ran counter to the culture around him. Humor and wit quickly became defense mechanisms that, unsurprisingly, also inform his work as an artist. In particular, he utilizes text in his work that borders on absurd in its content, rendered in a thick, Alpha Redneck dialect. In the installation Da Boiz R' Out Bak (2016), bust-length woodcuts of men with speech bubbles emanating from their agape mouths are surrounded by a topsy-turvy world of woodcut cans spewing beer and packs of cigarettes. These woodcuts viscerally pop out of the wall on steel rods—transforming the gallery into a three-dimensional splash page of a comic book. As one stands overwhelmed by the barrage of faces, speech bubbles stating, “I AIN'T HERE TAH THANK I'M HERE TAH DRANK!” read more like rants and accusations, rather than any kind of mutual dialogue and or conversation. It's easy to imagine being on the receiving end of a drunken rage. The installation bombards the senses. The vibrant tones and graphically inspired compositions are enhanced by the aural nature of the backyard talk of his characters. One can almost smell the reek of tobacco and stale beer on their breath.
Beyond the surface lies a tension that is inherent in Brasher's work. A constant push and pull of oppositional forces is at play when considering his subject matter, process, and form. There is something blissfully ironic in the meticulousness and finesse that the artist employs to craft his lewd and unsightly characters. His technique draws upon the venerable tradition of woodblock carving yet also incorporates neon spray paint screaming of the early 1990s. Philosophically, Brasher constructs a conflicted space with professions of faith in speech bubbles stating, “ALL I NEED IZ JEEZUS AN GARTH BROOKS,” adjacent to heresies such as, “WHO SPILT THE GODDAMNED BEER?!” This is a world of highs and lows, fast cars and fast food.
It seems fitting then that the primary medium for Brasher's explorations of identity is the woodcut. With so many repeated figures, there is certainly the implication of stereotype, which, after all has its origins in printing. However, the Alpha Redneck is never fully realized as a stereotype. His painstakingly carved woodcuts are sprayed in a mashup of rainbow colors, then rolled with deep black ink. Yet they are never actually used to print or reproduce its image. The inked woodcut becomes the final art object, existing in a nebulous space that spans printmaking, painting, and sculpture. While all the characters share certain features—snaggletoothed expressions and a variety of bad hairstyles—and are cut from the same 2 x 4 feet piece of MDF, they are nonetheless unique pieces that share subtle differences. While it is easy to view these figures as hackneyed stereotypes, for Brasher, they float in a liminal state, somewhere between fantasy and reality. They are amalgamations of fiction and truth, with faces drawn from mugshots of strangers as well as from actual neighborhood men, and text both embellished and taken verbatim.
There is a clash of cultures as Brasher brings these men into the pristine white cube that is the contemporary art gallery. This gesture confounds the all too easy ability to view white male artists and their work as an immovable monolith occupying the center of the art world. Brasher provides much-needed nuance to the construction of white, heterosexual male identities. His work alludes to the coexistence of a loud, blatant homophobia with homoerotic sentiments and actions in world where the girls aren't allowed. One character observes, “BOY GIVIN ME THE EYES. MUST BE AH NANCY,” alluding to a paranoia that complicates these otherwise uniform caricatures of redneck bravado. Brasher convincingly suggests that there are deeper issues masked by wanton drunkenness and humor. Woodcut beer cans with labels reading “CHUGITALLAWAY” imply a sense of escapism—an ironically sobering moment to ponder the abuse of alcohol and drugs as a means of forgetting one’s reality. 
Other works such as Dem' Commandments (2016) and An Aw'Ferin (2016) are evocative of a certain syncretic version of Southern Christianity that merges junk food, TV dinners, soda, and beer with religious fervor. Painted beer bottles spill out of a pastel retro refrigerator in An Aw'Ferin, an “altar” to his roots. 
In critiquing race, ethnicity, class, gender, and sexuality, Brasher points to the least likely subject: white, ostensibly heterosexual, Southern men.  His work, despite its humor and comic-like appeal, is a serious self-reflection. By tackling the constructed identity of the Alpha Redneck, the artist is effectively looking inward—a cultural critique that disrupts the oversimplified distinction between self and other. Brasher and his work resist easy categorization. His work cannot be neatly defined by conventional mediums and processes while his installations elicit a variety of responses. For outsiders unfamiliar with the “Alpha Redneck,” these figures and the almost foreign language emanating from their mouths are a jarring, perhaps humorous as a caricature of white, Southern poverty. For others, it strikes a chord all too close to home. When trying to place Brasher within his own work, there's never a fixed position. He is neither armchair anthropologist nor is he truly one of “da boiz.” He's drifting somewhere in between.

