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Abstract 

This study attempts to identify and analyse the translation techniques employed in the English translation of 

Oyono‟s Le Vieux Nègre et la Médaille, the prose text is translated into English by John Reed as The old 

man and the Medal in 1967. It is quite apparent that some translators do not fret about translation 

techniques in the course of translating but this affects their translation as the works may at times, not 

producing the same popularity as the original text.  The study equally establishes the fact that John Reed 

postulates the messages of Oyono in his translation and brings about a reasonable level of intelligibility 

which is target-audience oriented despite the embellished folkloric elements in the source text. The research 

method adopted in this study is comparative and textual which otherwise attempts to establish the 

conceptual link between the source text and the target text. This study adopts dynamic equivalence theory 

of translation which suggests that a dynamic equivalence is to produce in the receptor language, the closest 

natural equivalence of the source language message in terms of meaning and style. The study therefore, 

concludes that no translation is perfect but the use and application of appropriate translation techniques and 

strategies can bring about good translation. 
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Introduction  

 The rudiment of translation is more than having 

two languages as source language and target 

language; it has to do with the transmission of 

messages from the source text to the target text 

without translation loss. Bell (1991:20) defines 

“translation as a representation of a text in one 

language by a representation of an equivalent text 

in a second language”. This definition lays more 

emphasis on the term „equivalence‟ which is one 

of the principal translation techniques. The 

translated text should be able to produce and keep 

the message of the source text and all the 

elements involved. The same idea is supported by 

Nida (1974:12), “translation consists in 

reproducing in the receptor language the closest 

natural equivalent of the source- language 

message, in terms of meaning and style”. In both 

practical and theory, translation needs some basic 

principles that must be put in place so as to be 

able to translate and achieve what is termed as 

„fidelity‟ in translation; such principles are 

referred to translation techniques or approaches. 

Translation techniques are the approaches or 

procedures used to translate a text from the 

source text into the target text. It should be noted 

that techniques can be used consciously or 

unconsciously by a translator, this depends on the 

training, practices and the experiences of such 

translator. It is necessary as we think about 

translation, we should equally think about its 

techniques. Furthermore, translation techniques 

can also be defined as purposeful procedures that 

are put in place in the target text to implement 

perfect translation. Krings (1986:18) defines a 

translation technique as “translator's potentially 

conscious plan for solving concrete translation 

problems in the framework of a concrete 

translation task,” and Seguinot (1989) believes 

that there are at least three global stages 

employed by the translators: (i) translating 

without interruption for as long as possible; (ii) 

correcting surface errors immediately; (iii) 

leaving the monitoring for qualitative or stylistic 

errors in the text to the revision stage. 

Furthermore, Loescher (1991:8) defines 

translation strategy as "a potentially conscious 

procedure for solving a problem faced in 

translating a text, or any segment of it". 

Therefore, translation techniques are problems 

solvers in the course of translating. Loescher 

postulates the idea of applying the translation 

technique while facing with translation problems. 

The techniques of translation are of course of 

different types, for this study, we have decided to 

make use of the techniques proposed by Vinay 

and Dalbernet (1958). The two translation 

scholars proposed two categories of translation 
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techniques; direct and indirect techniques. The 

direct techniques are: literal translation, loan-

word/borrowing, calque and the indirect ones are: 

adaptation, equivalence, modulation and 

transposition. By extension, we have other 

concepts in translation that are expected to be 

treated in the study, such concepts are the 

following; addition, lengthening out, economy of 

word, fidelity, etc. However, the translation of 

prose from African culture into European 

language is not an easy task, John Reed‟s English 

translation of Le vieux Nègre et la Médaille as: 

The old Man and the Medal which is one of the 

typical African prose texts that possesses some 

salient translation techniques.  This study focuses 

on the translation techniques employed by Reed 

to translate the French text into English. It is as 

important as breathing to note that John Reed is 

not an African but to certain extent; he was able 

to translate the African thoughts into English.  

 Synopsis of the Novel  
 Le vieux Nègre et la Médaille (1956) was written 

to show the African perspective of colonialism 

based on religious, economic and socio-political 

outlooks. The writer narrates the story of Meka 

which satirises to show the brutality of European 

colonialism to the black masses. The novel 

depicts the life account of the major protagonist 

Meka an old village man from Doum, a loyalist 

to the white men, his church and the entire 

community. He gave his land to the church and 

he always got to the church at the right time. 

Meka was blessed with moral rectitude, and this 

is obvious to everybody around him. As a result 

of his kind gesture, generosity and diligence, the 

White man promised to honour him. As an 

ordinary African, when he got the notice of his 

meeting with the white, he was extremely happy 

and his mind was focused for the great occasion. 

It was with the pride that he first heard that he 

was to receive medal, he kept waiting to 

experience the ceremony with animated gesture. 

Meka‟s pride gave way to skepticism, to be able 

to relieve him. His wife, Kelara was aware that 

the honour was being given to her husband as 

compensation for the sacrifices they had made. 

Meka had to leave his house to go and meet the 

white man that wanted to compensate him; along 

the line he faced lots of problem in the course of 

his journey. He was unable to meet with the 

white man as stipulated and it seemed to be 

totally molested. It could be inferred from the 

prose that nothing could be gained from the 

White men except one could apply wisdom. 

The principal themes of the novel are: 

colonialism, deception, racial segregation, 

accusation, religious stances, maltreatment, 

humiliation and power play. The play was set in 

Cameroon, West Africa, where the issue of 

colonialism was well portrayed to depict the 

amoral conducts of the Whites against the Blacks. 

The story in the text was written by Ferdinand 

Oyono who was from Cameroon. The novel 

sincerely dealt with the issue of colonialism and 

how this has affected the African thoughts and 

comportments of both young and old Africans 

just in the face of maltreatment of the White. The 

White believed that Africans had no culture, that 

Africans were not superior to them. The same 

issue was highly considered from the intrigue of 

the text. The novel represents three stances, at 

first instance; it represents deception, exploitation 

and the torture of the Blacks. It equally exhibits 

the generation of Africans who had beliefs in the 

altitudes of the Whites towards the Blacks.  It is 

as well depicting the humiliation of the blacks in 

the hands of the Whites in form of colonisation.  
 

Theoretical framework 
In this study, we propose dynamic equivalence 

theory. The word „equivalence‟ is derived from 

the Latin word „equivalere‟ which implies “to 

have an equal value or worth.” The theory was 

proposed by Eugene Nida in 1964. According to 

Nida and Taber (1964:12) “Dynamic equivalence 

is to produce in the receptor language, the closest 

natural equivalence of the source-language 

message.” From the above quotation, the closest 

natural equivalence plays a prominent role in the 

theory. Dynamic equivalence put a premium on 

the target-audience by producing the exact 

message of the source language in the target 

language mindless the structural level of the 

source text. In dynamic equivalence theory, one 

is not so concerned with matching the receptor-

language message with the source-language 

message, but the message should be substantially 

the same as that which existed between the 

original receptors in the source language. 
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The theory is interested in the effect of the 

translation on the target readers which is the same 

as the effect of the source text on the source 

reader. Nida and Taber (1969:167) equally 

establishes four  priorities as guiding principles in 

translating and bases for judgment, namely; 

contextual consistency, dynamic equivalence 

over formal correspondence: the aural (heard) 

form of language over the written form; forms 

that are used and acceptable to the audience for 

which a translation is intended over forms that 

may be traditionally more prestigious. Based on 

this theory, the study is established so as to bring 

about the stance of dynamic equivalence into the 

literary text of this nature.  According to Catford 

(1965) “Translation equivalence is the 

replacement of textual material in one language 

(source language) by equivalent textual material 

in another language.” From the analogy of 

Catford, the concept involves the act of 

producing the materials in the source text by 

equivalent means into the target text. Nida‟s 

dynamic equivalence theory studies translation 

from a totally new perspective, deviating from 

the traditional source text-centred theories. 

Although, Nida‟s approaches are based on the 

translation of Bible, his ideas have been applied 

to the translation of almost all genres related to 

the immediate meaning of intelligibility. From 

our study, the source text is rich in some African 

folkloric elements and the translated text 

represented such elements despite the cultural 

variations in the two languages. 

Analysis and interpretation of data 
 

The Use of Equivalence/Reformation in The old Man and the Medal (Equivalence) 

Equivalence or Reformation serves as a translation an indirect technique which uses different expressions to 

transmit the same reality. Without an iota of doubt, John Reed extensively explores equivalence in the 

English translation of the prose text. Equivalence reiterates that the target text must portray the equivalent 

effect of the source text. The rudiment of equivalence can be both linguistically and culturally biased.  By 

“equivalence” we mean to produce the most exact and close translation of the source-text messages into a 

target text. In actual sense, it is pertinent to note that translators are not expected to have more interest in 

words, structure or form of source language in translation but they are expected to be interested in the 

meanings and content of a message from the source text and this is in line with the dynamic equivalence 

theory. For instance, Ferdinand Oyono uses the French term „gosier-d‟oiseau‟ (p.15) which is „gullet‟ (p.9) 

as its English equivalence of the word in Africa, that is, what is called a long neck.  

Likewise from the sentence, “Le bouc gigotant dans tous les sens” (p.63), is translated as “The goat flung 

itself in every direction” John Reed uses his experience as a seasoned translator to get the equivalent 

expression to correspond to the above extract from the source text. He does not translate the sentence word-

for-word. Furthermore, there is the use of equivalence in the sentence below: 

              Sa tête me revient, dit le voisin de Meka 

Reed’s translation: 

              I remember that face, said Meka‟s neighbour.  

From the above sentence, Reed is able to bring out the meaning from the perspective that reads the mind of 

the speaker from the source text. From another angle, the equivalence as a translation technique can reflect 

in a sentence just with one word. For instance:  

       O femme aussi faible que les apôtres du seigneur sur le mont des oliviers (p.10) 
 

Reed’s translation: 
        Woman, you are as weak as the disciples were on the Mount of Olives (p.3)  

From the above sentence, only the word „disciples‟ depicts the equivalence of the French word apôtres, 

normally, it is supposed to be apostles but  disciples is used to drive home the message. The technique 

“equivalence” is interested in expressing words and expressions in different ways but the meanings of the 

source messages must be maintained. However, idioms, proverbs, phrasal verbs, cultural-based expressions 

and metaphors can be the products of the „equivalence‟. For instance, the French expression “bienheureux” 

(p.48) is translated as “you are lucky” (p.40), this same expression can be translated as “bonne chance” but 
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it is used as the most equivalent in this context. He is able to reform the message of the source text to suit 

the equivalent effect of the target text. 
 

Transposition 
Transposition has to do with a change in the grammatical structure of the source text in the course of 

translating. Though, the grammatical structures are not the same in the different languages but there is often 

a level of similarity in their approaches.  In transposition, the whole structure can be altered to produce an 

authenticity and a reality in the translation exercise. It is commonly believed that both English and French 

languages have convergence and divergence in term of structure. In transposition, we can generally observe 

the use of the following parts of speech; Noun-Verb, Verb-Noun, Adjective-Noun, Adjective-Verb, 

Pronoun-Verb, Conjunction-Noun, Noun-Noun, Verb-Adjective etc. In a source text for example, a 

sentence can begin as a nominal group (groupe nominal), in the course of translating into a target language, 

but, it can be changed into verbal group (groupe verbal) in the target text, equally, this is applicable to other 

parts of speech. Transposition involves moving from one grammatical category to another without altering 

the meaning of the text. The technique introduces a change in grammatical structure. For instance, from the 

source text  

                Apporte-moi à manger (p.10)  

                  Bring me food (p.4) 

 The translator change from verbal group into nominal group, still, the message is communicated. Equally, 

from the sentence, „quand tu étais dans son sein!‟ (p.13) is translated as „when she was carrying you‟ (p.7), 

the transposition is made from nominal group into verbal group. Furthermore, from the source text „je vais 

attendre Meka devant ma porte en priant de temps en temps…………..‟ (p.21) this is translated as „I shall 

wait for Meka outside the door of my house, and now and then I‟ll offer a prayer………….‟ (p.15), from 

these sentences, we can see that Reed translates from verbal group into the nominal group. Another 

example is in (p.22) „s‟impatient Kelara‟ which is translated as „said Kelara impatiently (p.16), this is from 

verb to adverb. As well, „le sommeil gagnait tout le monde‟ (p.32) is translated as „everyone was beginning 

to grow sleepy‟. This is changed from a noun to an adjective. With all these grammatical changes, it is 

observed that John Reed can still retain the message of the source text; he is able to avoid translation loss. 

Considering a technique like transposition, it does not talk about the means but always exhibiting the 

positive result or the product of translation to suit the demand of the target audience.  

Literal Translation (Traduction littérale) 
This is another important translation technique in the field of translation. It follows the same pattern and 

most especially it depicts the same structure with that of the original language. We hardly see any 

translation without the use of the technique. It is used when it seemingly appears that there is no means to 

translate a word or an expression again. At times, it is called word- for- word translation (traduction mot-à- 

mot). In the translated version, the technique is used copiously. For instance: 

The title of the prose text is Le Vieux Nègre et la Médaille which is translated as The Old Man and the 

Medal. From the title, we can observe how Reed makes use of literal translation to engage the title. But, 

there is a confusion of human identity in his presentation of the words “old man”. The part of the original 

title is “le vieux nègre” the word “nègre” relates to the black ethnicity. In Reed‟s translation of word 

“nègre” nothing like black man or Afro-African or African man, this makes the title ambiguous until a 

reader goes through the intrigue of the text that he or she can understand the nature of man referring to.  

Another example of literal translation can be found in the following sentences “Mais la bouche qui a tête 

n‟oublie pas la saveur du lait” (p.17) this is translated as “But the mouth that has sucked never forgets the 

taste of milk” (p.10). The words are used according to the way they are presented in the source text; the 

same expression can be said in other ways.  

 

 

Other examples are the following:  

            Est-ce que ses pieds lui appartenaient vraiment? (p.18) 
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                     Did his feet really belong to him? (p.12)  

Likewise, in the above sentence, Reed presents the sentence in a literal form. The basic thing is that the 

message of the source text is understood by the target audience. Equally, in the expression below: 

                         C‟est un jour noir…. (p.21)  

                          It is a black day……  (p.15) 

Reed uses literal technique of translation. In a figurative context, the expression „C‟est un jour noir‟ which 

is translated as “It is a black day”  is a loaded expression that can have diverse interpretations. As it 

is used in the source text, it is the time to offer a prayer. But, the translator does not present the background 

information of the expression and he translates the expression literally.  In addition, the same idea of literal 

translation is presented in the following sentences,  

  Toutes les têtes se tournèrent vers la caisse qu‟on avait poussé sous un lit de bambou‟ (p.27) 

    All heads turned towards the case which had been pushed under a bamboo bed (p.20)  

In the above sentence, Reed makes use of words in his translation according to the structure of the sentence 

in the source text. Another example of literal translation is, “J‟ai bravé les esprits toute la nuit pour 

t‟apporter cette nouvelle que je porte encore dans mon ventre” (p.40) which is translated as:  “I braved the 

spirits all through the might to bring you the news that I still carry inside me” (p.32)  

 „Le village était désert. On était a Doum pour aller voir le grand chef des Blancs dont la venue avait tenu 

tout le monde éveillé‟ (p.111) ………….. „The village was deserted. Everyone was at the Doum to see the 

great Chief of the whites whose coming today had kept everyone in a state of excitement‟. (p.99) From the 

ongoing, it could be noted that Reed makes use literal translation technique to avoid mistranslation.  

Loan-words (Emprunt)  
It is noted that there is no way we can translate an African literary texts into European languages without 

the use of loan-words of source text.  This is as a result of the inclusion of some folkloric elements such as 

proverbs, colloquial words, dialects and some Africanised expressions in the texts. Loan word/borrowing is 

an act of taking or using words directly from one language into another without any translation. The same 

thing is applicable in this study; words are lent from the source text to be able to retain the original 

meanings of the words and expressions in the target text.  As insightful by Nida‟s dynamic equivalence 

theory, the level of intelligibility is pertinent in translation, this depicts that there must be a level of lucidity 

in a translated work. In this study, Some borrowed words from the source text are the following: raffia, arki, 

Africa-gin, ite missa…..,berger, a martyr, amen, ferhfehfchfchfchfch…… etc. those words are used as they 

are in the original text without changing them. Apart from the cited examples, John Reed does not provide 

the equivalent versions of the words in English. Furthermore, names of the characters do not change since it 

is difficult to find equivalent words for proper names; the examples of such names are the following: Meka, 

Kelara, Mama-Titi, Engamba, David Ondoua, Mbogsi, M.Kobbingôlom, Obébé etc. In this study, it is 

observed that the source language (French) and the target language (English) are not of the same origin. 

They do not have the same word origin but in order to maintain the originality of the translation, the 

translator needs to use them accordingly. 

Modulation (Modulation) 

Modulation is one of types of indirect translation techniques; this involves the use a word or phrase that is 

entirely different in the source and target languages to convey the same idea. It involves changing the form 

of a text by introducing a semantic change or perspective. In this study, there exist cases of modulation, for 

instance, from the source text: 

„Tous les chrétiens s‟étaient engouffrés dans la petite chapelle de terre battue où ignace Obébé le catéchiste, 

dirigeait les prières‟ (p.20 which is translated as „All the christians had been swallowed up in the little pisé 

chapel when the catechist ignatius obébé was leading the prayers‟ (p.13). From the above example, the 

word “où” is used in the original text but in the course of modulating, it changes to “when” which is still 

meaningful in the target language. The same thing is applicable in the sentences below: 

„Il regretta de n‟être pas né a cette époque où l‟on enregistre chaque naissance dans un grand cahier‟ (p.24) 

………„He was sorry he had not been born in the times when every birth was written down in a big book‟ 
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(p.17). 

„Tu avais donné tes deux fils à la guerre où ils ont trouvé une mort glorieuse‟ (p.26)…… „You have given 

your two sons in the war when they found a glorious death‟ (p.19). 

The above sentences show the level of modulation, as earlier cited there is a change in the form of the 

sentences in the source text in the target but the changes do not affect the meaning of the sentences.  

„Dès que nous annonçons l‟avenir‟ (p.29) ……………. „As soon as we tell you what is going to happen‟ 

(p.22). The above sentence is another example of modulation in translation with the use of “As soon as” to 

replace the French word “Dès”. 

It is clear that John Reed places a priority on the use of modulation in the translation of the prose from 

French into English.  The examples cited above are parts of the reflections of the techniques. The technique 

is copiously employed; the underlined words in the two languages are all reflections of modulation. 

Connotatively, if one wants to translate the word „où‟ is „where‟ but in the principle of modulation, it is 

translated as „when‟. There is other kind of modulation that appears as an understatement. 

 Economy of Words (Economie des Mots) 
In the economy of words, longer words are obviously removed. This however, does not mean that the actual 

and original meaning of the source text must be lost. The random sampling of the concept above shows that 

economy of words is constantly used in English language than French language. Most cases, English 

language goes straight to the point than French. This is showing us that French is more analytical and 

descriptive more than English. This position can be supported by the following examples from the text. 

„Tout le monde se mit à rire‟ (p.19) ………………. „Everybody laughed‟ (p.13) 

„Un court silence suivit ces mots‟ (p.23) ……………. „There was a brief silence‟ (p.16) 

„Meka fonca les soucils‟ (p.28) ……………………  „Meka frowned‟ (p.20) 

„C‟est nous qui lui avions donné Kekara en mariage‟ (p.43) …….. „We gave him Kelara as his wife‟ (p.35). 

From the examples above, it can be observed that French language makes use of more words than English, 

economy of words can reflect in a translation when a translator does not go by word- for- word translation 

but look for the appropriate equivalent word.  We equally observe certain concepts of translation from our 

text such as calque, compensation and adaptation etc, but to certain extent we are limiting it to those 

discussed above. 

Findings 
Going by the applied theory in this study 

„Dynamic Equivalence Theory‟, it is observed 

that among the translation techniques used by 

John Reed, „equivalence‟ takes a special part and 

this makes the translation apt enough and as well 

it renders the literary work a masterpiece. It is 

also noted that literal translation is rampant in the 

translated version, right from the title of the 

novel, the reflection of the techniques can be 

seen, and the use of loan-word cannot be left out.  

John Reed is able to translate the message of the 

source text into the target text despite the fact that 

the source message is full of some cultural 

stances that can be difficult to translate. In 

contrary, since there is no perfect translation, it is 

observed that the source and the target texts in 

translation cannot have the same aesthetic 

qualities owing to the factors of linguistic 

specificity and variance in stylistic approaches. 

Oyono often makes use of the tense „passé 

historique‟ but in the course of translating, John 

Reed makes use of „past tense‟ which is the 

equivalent tense of the source text. It is equally 

noted from target text that a number of portion of 

the novel is not translated. It is omitted thinking 

that the element of compensation will set in but 

nothing of such. This can be substantiated in page 

9, „moi sucé d‟orange, d‟orange moi sucé, Meka 

repeated (p.9) is not translated, this is transferred 

from the source into the target text. Equally, it is 

observed from the translated version that the 

names of characters, places and things still 

remain- for instance: Nua (p.17), Nti, Mvondô, 

Evina, David Ondoua, Yamvams, Mbogsi, 

M.Kobbingôlom, Obebé, Djolta, Meka, Kelara, 

Engamba, Agatha, De Gaulle, Binama, Mfomo, 

Doum etc. There is no changes whatsoever in the 

those names in the target text. This is as result of 

the fact that Reed could not find the cultural 

equivalents of the proper names. 

 It is further observed that in the translated 
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version of the novel, the adverb „sarcastically‟ is 

translated as „irony‟ though this may not be 

literarily the same but the message is well 

conveyed to the entire audience or the readers. 

Likewise, the exclamation „ah!‟ is translated as 

„ouais!‟ which serves as equivalence. It is 

observed as well that the use of the verb „savoir‟ 

and „know‟ are missed up in its usage in page 30, 

instead of using the verb „know‟ the verb to 

„recongnise‟ can be more appropriate since it is 

referring to somebody. The wrong use of tense as 

earlier noted is common in the translated version. 

In page 39, „Engamba dit la verité, dit quel 

qu‟un‟, it is translated as „Engamba has spoken 

the truth, said someone‟ (p.31). Likewise, an 

English word is used in the source text „stock-

fish‟ (p.40) which is appropriately used in both 

languages. There is also a wrong choice of word 

in the translated version „un autre une bouteille 

d‟huile de palme‟ (p.43), is translated as „a bottle 

of palm wine (p.35), whereas, from the source 

text, it is referring to as „palm oil‟. It can be 

ascertained that no matter how apt a translation 

is, there will be instances of its weakness.  

 Conclusion 
Considering the results of this study, certain 

conclusions could be drawn on the techniques 

employed in the texts involved in Reed English 

of Le Vieux Nègre et la Médaille. It is observed 

that all translation techniques have their role to 

play, they are working for one goal of retaining 

the source message in the target text. In this 

study, we learnt that the source language and the 

target language do not have the same attributes 

and peculiarities especially as regards to cultural 

and linguistic stances but the translator expresses 

his competence by translating the messages of the 

source text into the target text. Apart from that 

John Reed is able to translate some traditional 

thoughts, despite the cultural divergence of the 

two languages.  It is observed that not all the 

African and folkloric elements can be translated 

thus, he makes use of some words and 

expressions of the source language in the 

translated version (loan-words). Some songs 

cannot be translated due to cultural variations. 

This will show us that English and French 

languages are not of the same background both 

syntactically and lexically. It is as well concluded 

that it is often uneasy to translate names and 

places, a translator who tries it may bring about 

translation loss. As a result of this, John Reed 

makes use of loan-words and calque to be able to 

convey the message of the source text to the 

entire audience. The translator makes use of 

literal translation, modulation, economy of 

words, and equivalence, etc, in order to avoid 

mistranslation in entire translation. In all, the use 

of literal translation is frequent in our findings. 

Therefore, in the translation of the literary and 

other pragmatic texts, the use of translation 

techniques should be encouraged for pedagogic 

application and for professional purposes. 
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