The Book of Irish Writers, Chapter 25 - James Clarence Mangan, 1803-1849
James Clarence Mangan described himself as a ‘Tortured torturer of reluctant rhymes’.

Others referred to him as ‘the man in the cloak’ because of his typical costume of a long cloak, a pointed hat and green-tinted glasses. These were necessary because of his poor eyesight, but they also recalled the green spectacles of Thomas Moore’s vigilante hero, ‘Captain Rock’.

Just like Moore, Mangan was born in Dublin, the son of a grocer.

However, where Moore went on to huge success, Mangan was the accursed poet living on the edge of society. As he puts it in an early poem, ‘Chains, bolts and bars…’ -
A heart by painful feelings torn,

A mind incessantly o’erborne


With sickening thought:

These constitute that lot forlorn,

A prisoner’s lot.
While this may seem like youthful posing, there’s plenty of evidence that Mangan was driven by various compulsions. He was psychologically unstable and prone to suicidal depressions and hypochondria. It’s difficult to know whether these problems were caused or alleviated by his addictions to alcohol and laudanum. What is certain is that he was equally addicted to writing.

Mangan’s early education was extensive, but bankruptcy impoverished the family and worsened his father’s bad temper: Mangan would refer to his father as a kind of human ‘boa constrictor’. 

From the age of 15 Mangan was the main support of his family. He trained as a ‘scrivener’ - copying legal documents in harsh conditions. His sense that he was being sacrificed for the family caused him to feel isolated. Nevertheless, he continued to educate himself and developed a fascination with language and word games.

From his early twenties Mangan published in a variety of journals. He also used various pseudonyms and the only books he published in his lifetime were anthologies of translations. So, despite recent scholarship, it’s possible that we still don’t have a complete sense of all his work in poetry and prose.

Apart from anything else, he practiced what he called the opposite of plagiarism. That is, he would often claim that a poem was a translation - when it was actually his own original work! ‘The Time of the Barmecides’ is allegedly from the Arabic and looks back to the reign of the Barmecides, a princely family of Baghdad:

Then Youth was mine, and a fierce wild will,


And an iron arm in war,

And a fleet foot high upon ISHKAR’s hill,


When the watch-lights glimmered afar…

But no Arabic original exists - and the poem echoes the Irish poem ‘The Old Woman of Beare’. However, Mangan was knowledgeable about Arabic, Persian and Turkish poetry – writing on it in the Dublin University Magazine. This was in addition to his versions of writings from German and Spanish!

Irish language material was next for the Mangan treatment. He was associated with the nationalist movement by 1830 and - after years of prolific publishing - his literary reputation among those in the know was enough for him to be employed by the ‘Ordnance Survey’ in 1838. He was now in his mid thirties.

Under the guidance of a number of Irish scholars the Ordnance Survey was amassing an archive of Irish language materials and translations. 

Here was another rich source for Mangan. Some of his best-known poems emerge from these years: ‘O’Hussey’s Ode to the Maguire’, ‘A Vision of Connaught in the Thirteenth Century’ and ‘Dark Rosaleen’ – Rosaleen being an emblem of Ireland.
The earth shall rock beneath our tread,

And flames wrap hill and wood,

And gun-peal and slogan cry,

Wake many a glen serene,

Ere you shall fade, ere you shall die,



My Dark Rosaleen!
The Famine accentuated his nationalism. ‘Siberia’ is typical Mangan:

Pain as in a dream,


When years go by

Funeral-paced, yet fugitive,

When man lives, and doth not live,


Doth not live – nor die.

The landscapes of Siberia and Famine-stricken Ireland are overlaid here with Mangan’s own psychological state so it’s difficult to see which takes priority. 

Mangan would be a victim of the Famine: by 1848 he was destitute and in poor health. After a series of illnesses he eventually died of a combination of cholera and malnutrition in 1849. He was only in his mid-forties.

Mangan’s fascination with language, interest in the grotesque, concern with sin and guilt, and experimentation with form and technique makes him a forerunner of James Joyce. It’s not surprising that Joyce, who acknowledged few Irish influences, wrote two essays on Mangan!

Perhaps the best summary of Mangan comes from John Mitchel’s Introduction to his edition of Mangan’s Poems in 1859 when he stated that there were two Mangans: 

‘one well known to the Muses, the other to the police; one soared through the empyrean and sought the stars—the other lay too often in gutters of Peter Street and Bride Street’.

