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Borders 
10 School St., Boston 
617.557.7188 

 Wed.6.8 Discussion and 
Signing w/ Terry Iacuzzo 
(Small Mediums At Large) 
[12:30pm]

Boston Public Library
700 Boylston St., Boston 
617.536.5400 bpl.org

 Thu.6.2 WorldBoston 
presents: “Role of Religion in 
Foreign Policy Lecture Series” 
[6pm]

Brookline Booksmith
279 Harvard St., Brookline 
617.566.6660 
brooklinebooksmith.com

 Thu.6.2 Discussion w/ Steve 
Almond (The Evil BB Chow and 
Other Stories) [7pm]

Wed.6.8
Discussion w/ Alan Furst 
(Dark Voyage) [7pm]

Coolidge Corner Theatre
290 Harvard St., Brookline 
617.734.2500 coolidge.org

Tue.6.7
Discussion w/ Nick Hornby (A 
Long Way Down) [6pm/$2]

First Parish Church, 
Harvard Square
3 Church St., Cambridge 
617.876.7772 
fi rstparishcambridge.org

Wed.6.1
Discussion w/ David Mc-
Cullough (1776) [6:30pm]

Harvard Book Store
1256 Mass. Ave., Cambridge 
617.611.1515 
harvard.com/events

 Tue.6.7 Discussion w/ Susan 
Wilson (The Literary Trail of 
Greater Boston) [6:30pm]

Harvard Coop
1400 Mass. Ave., Cambridge 
617.499.2000 harvard.
bkstore.com

 Wed.6.1 Discussion & 
Signing w/ John A. Glusman 
(Conduct Under Fire) [7pm]

Thu.6.2
Discussion and Signing w/ 
Matt Taibbi (Spanking The 
Donkey) [7pm]

 Fri.6.3 Discussion w/ 
Giovanna Bellia LaMarca 
(Sicilian Feasts) [7pm]

 Sat.6.4 Signing w/ Dan 
Shaughnessy (Reversing the 
Curse: The Inside Story of The 
2004 Red Sox) [12:30pm]

 Tue.6.7 Discussion & Sign-
ing w/ Tulku Thondup (Peace-
ful Death, Joyful Rebirth) 
[7pm]

Lizard Lounge
1667 Mass. Ave., Cambridge 
617.547.0759 

 Sun.6.5 Lizard Lounge 
Poetry Slam & Poetry Jam 
[7pm/$5]

Newtonville Books
296 Walnut St., Newton 
617.244.6619 
newtonvillebooks.com

 Wed.6.1 Reading and 
Signing w/ Frederick Busch 
(North) [7:30pm]

 Tue.6.7 Reading and Signing 
w/Jim Shepard (Project X), 
Karen Shepard (Bad Boys 
Wife) [7:30pm]

 Wed.6.8 Reading and 
Signing w/ John Vaillant (The 
Golden Spruce: A True Story 
of Myth, Madness and Greed) 
[7:30pm]

Old South Meeting House
310 Washington St., Boston 
617.482.6439 
oldsouthmeetinghouse.org

 Thu.6.2 Lecture: “Beneath 
the Streets of Boston: Build-
ing America’s First Subway” 
w/ Joe McKendry [6:30pm/$5, 
free for members]

Porter Square Books
25 White St., Cambridge 
617.491.2220 
portersquarebooks.com

 Wed.6.1 Discussion & Sign-
ing w/ Michael Schlow (It’s 
About Time) [6pm]

 Thu.6.2 Discussion w/ 
Suzanne Gordon (Nursing 
Against the Odds) [7pm]

Simmons College
300 The Fenway, Boston 
617.521.2000 simmons.edu
 Sun.6.5 Discussion w/ Jen-

nifer Camper (Juicy Mother) 
[3pm]

WORDS  |  AUTHOR EVENTS

MATT TAIBBI
The Rolling Stone, Nation and New York Press scribe looks 
back at the soul-searing debacle that was the 2004 campaign

How savage is the spectacle of politi-
cians campaigning for the presidency 
of the United States of America? So 
vapid and soul-crushing, it turns out, 
that the cannibalistic scene took a 
brilliant young writer, Matt Taibbi, 
and turned him into a slobbering, 
panicked, desperate waste of a man. 

It’s OK, though. He got better.
Taibbi tells the story of his near-

destruction in Spanking the Donkey, 
a collection of campaign diaries, 
election-season columns and articles 
written primarily for the New York 
Press, Rolling Stone and The Nation. 
He begins at the massive anti-war 
protest of January, 2003, tags along 
with Howard Dean and witnesses 
the vagaries of the New Hampshire 
primary from a Manchester fl ophouse 
(the fl ophouse is fun; the primary, 
not so much). Things turn ugly when 
Rolling Stone bankrolls a fruitless trip 
on the John Kerry victory express, 
demanding that Taibbi make some 
sense of the unfortunate scene. The 
author also spends a terrifying sum-
mer in Orlando, going undercover as 
a Bush volunteer. 

The Dig recently spoke to Taibbi 
and asked him why we he wrote this 
goddamn book. After all, Mr. Taibbi, 
isn’t the campaign diary just as much 
of a tired, clichéd ritual as the presi-
dential election itself? 

“They’re both pretty bad,” he 
conceded. “At this point, there’ve 
probably been a few too many people 
who’ve taken a whack at it. But it is 
a story. I thought it would be such a 
great comic subject. I thought, the 
presidential election is disgusting, it 
should make for a lot funny scenes. 
It didn’t really turn out that way, but 
that’s what I thought. I think a lot of 
other people, when they’re trying to 
write a campaign diary, they’re trying 
to write a political story. That’s not 
what I was trying to do.”

Taibbi’s failure to fi nd entertain-
ing copy on the campaign trail wasn’t 
for lack of effort—he spent months 
on the trail and was shuttled to hun-
dreds of rallies and speeches. It’s pre-
cisely because of this, he maintains, 
that elections are so soul-crushing. 

“The campaign is set up in a way 
that precludes spontaneity, not only 
on the part of the candidates, but on 
the part of everybody that’s involved in 

it—the candidates’ aides, the reporters 
following them around,” he argued. 
“Everybody’s locked in this bubble, 
and everybody’s totally paranoid. That 
makes for pretty unexciting copy.” 

The other problem, he added, is 
that there wasn’t an obvious source 
of villainy; everything reeked, but it 
was a mysterious stench. “It was the 
fi rst time I covered a story that was 
obviously disgusting and unpleasant 
and terrible, but I wasn’t really able 
to put my fi nger on what was wrong. 
It made it hard for me to creatively 
get at what was happening.”

As a result, and with deadlines 
looming ominously, Taibbi began 
losing his mind. He went on a hunger 
strike during Dean’s summer tour. In 
New Hampshire, he stalked Kerry in 
a gorilla costume; in Mississippi, on a 
head full of acid, he donned a Viking 
suit and interviewed a Kerry staffer 
who’d worked in Clinton’s Offi ce of 
National Drug Control Policy. 

These weren’t, as Howard Kurtz 
and others have opined, facile at-
tempts to emulate Hunter S. Thomp-
son. “It was just pure desperation,” 
Taibbi confessed. “It was a pure cry 
for help. I don’t have a clue how to get 
at this story, I’m not funny, so here I 

am doing this thing that’s just obvi-
ously stupid and infantile. I thought 
it would kind of be self-referentially 
funny, but it wasn’t even that. It was 
just fucking sad.” 

Taibbi might be selling himself a 
bit short. In Portsmouth, he managed 
to reel off a merciless line on a Kerry 
staffer who asked him why a journal-
ist would be wearing a gorilla outfi t: 
“I shrugged. ‘When your candidate 
stops being full of shit,’ I said, ‘I’ll stop 
wearing a gorilla suit.’” Later, when 
wandering around the Republican 
National Convention with his GOP 
buddies, he realizes, “No man is ever 
less of a threat to get laid than he is 
when he takes part in a right-wing 
counterdemonstration in the middle 
of New York City.” 

Towards the end of his travels 
with Kerry, Taibbi is able to identify 
the “profound ugliness” lurking in the 
air of the press airplane as belonging 
to the press itself. The traveling press 
isn’t a band of ideological warriors, 
but they are shallow, sycophantic 
and desperate. And this collective 
character fl aw, Taibbi says, fucks our 
elections every time. 

“There was one scene with this one 
reporter, a woman who was extremely 
fat—that doesn’t narrow it down, 
unfortunately—who was sitting in a 
bus in Houston. She was laughing at 
Kucinich’s haircut with a reporter from 
a Dallas paper. While she’s talking 
about what a little gnome he is, she’s 
got cookie crumbs spread across her 
lip and falling down her chin—just 
this gigantic Jabba the Hutt-like crea-
ture talking about what a geek, what 
an ugly person Kucinich is, and she 
herself looks like God knows what.

“That’s the high school dynamic 
the press has: Nobody wants to hang 
around the nerd. Nobody even wanted 
to be seen around Kucinich. They 
have this image in their mind of what 
a frontrunner looks like, and when 
a person doesn’t have any of these 
qualities, they beat the guy to death 
and ask ‘why don’t you have this 
quality’ until he loses his mind. The 
whole drama between Dean and press 
really revolved around that question 
of whether or not he exhibited the 
qualities they wanted him to exhibit, 
and when he couldn’t do that, they 
buried him.”

REVIEW   BY PAUL MCMORROW  |  PAUL@WEEKLYDIG.COM

SPANKING THE DONKEY: 
DISPATCHES FROM THE 
DUMB SEASON
WRITTEN BY | MATT TAIBBI

PUBLISHER | THE NEW 
PRESS

PRICE | $24.95
TAIBBI WILL BE SIGNING 
COPIES OF SPANKING THE 
DONKEY ON 6.2.05 AT THE 
HARVARD COOP AT 7PM.

How savage is the spectacle of politi-
cians campaigning for the presidency 

vapid and soul-crushing, it turns out, 

election-season columns and articles 

  PAUL@WEEKLYDIG.COM

SPANKING THE DONKEY: 

Alan Furst, 6.8.05, at 
Brookline Booksmith.


