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ABSTRACT

This paper highlights the translation of Tim Vicary’s book, The Elephant Man, into the Arabic 
language. The Elephant Man is a wonderful but tragic story, based on real life events, about an 
unfortunate but noble man named Joseph Merrick. That is, Merrick had significant physical 
deformities, which made many recoils in horror when first seeing him. At the same time, 
however, Merrick was also an intelligent and caring man, with a depth and humanity that was 
readily recognizable to those who took the time to get to know him. Merrick’s life history is thus 
an important reminder that you should not judge someone by their appearance, but instead by the 
content of their character.
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INTRODUCTION

This commentary is concerned with the translation of Tim 
Vicary’s book, The Elephant Man, into the Arabic lan-
guage. The Elephant Man is a wonderful but tragic story, 
based on real life events, about an unfortunate but noble 
man named Joseph Merrick. That is, Merrick had signif-
icant physical deformities, which made many recoils in 
horror when first seeing him. At the same time, howev-
er, Merrick was also an intelligent and caring man, with a 
depth and humanity that was readily recognisable to those 
who took the time to get to know him. Merrick’s life histo-
ry is thus an important reminder that you should not judge 
someone by their appearance, but instead by the content of 
their character.

It is for this reason that the text has been selected for 
translation, with the intended audience being Arabic boys 
under the age of 18. Below, the discussion therefore begins 
by providing some further background on Merrick’s tragic 
life and death. After that, the process which was employed to 
translate Vicary’s The Elephant Man is outlined, along with 
the rationale for selecting this particular story for translation. 
This therefore includes discussion of how it was determined 
that no Arabic translation of this text was already in exis-
tence, as well as of the CAT tool that was used in the trans-
lation process and the issues which were encountered while 
using it. How various translation problems were resolved, 
such as transliterating people and place names into another 
language, is also detailed.

Where relevant, insights from translation guides have 
been incorporated. The aim of the discussion is to provide 
a comprehensive summary of the translation methods and 
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procedures used to translate the text into the target language, 
such that others can analyse and even repeat these steps if 
they so wished.

STRUCTURAL OUTLINE
The text that I have chosen to translate is the true and tragic 
story of Joseph Merrick, the so-called ‘elephant man’. Mer-
rick was born with a congenital malformation that made him 
not look like a normal person. To his contemporaries, he ap-
peared more like an elephant than a man. The environment 
that he lived in did not accept him. He was bullied by the 
people around him. They called him ugly. The boys ran away 
from him. The people around him make jokes about him, 
from when he was child. He got used by the manager of a 
shop to gain money. He called him the elephant man and put 
him in a cage and let people see him for two dollars. Mer-
rick’s life and health were awful.

A doctor named Frederick Treves, who was working in 
a London hospital, accidently saw Merrick and decided to 
take care of him. Traves gathered donations for Merrick and 
provided a room for him at the hospital. At this moment life 
smiled to him a little and this was the first time Joseph felt 
that he was a normal person. His skin got better at the hospi-
tal. He felt saved in the hospital. During his stay in the hos-
pital, Dr Treves noticed that Merrick was talented. He was 
a good reader and writer in a time where the United King-
dom was suffering from significant illiteracy. Traves noticed 
that Merrick was a good analyst of William Shakespeare 
plays. He also accurately made things with his hands, which 
he gave to the nurses. Many gentlemen and famous people 
came to see Merrick at the hospital. He became famous and 
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had friends for the first time. Even the Queen of the Unit-
ed Kingdom came to see him and gave him a gift for his 
birthday. This was the first period that Joseph lived and felt 
as a human.

The death of Joseph Merrick was tragic. He died in 
1890, at the age of 27 years. Joseph was unable to sleep 
on his back because of the size of his head. One night he 
tried to sleep on his back, as a normal person would, but 
he could not and therefore suffocated and died. All that he 
wanted before he died was to be loved by a blind girl who 
would be unable to see his face. He wanted to live alone in 
a lighthouse where no one could see him. He just wanted 
to live as a human being. All that he wanted was to speak 
to someone and for them to listen to him. To love and to 
be loved.

The selected text is a non-technical text. It is a book that 
is based on a true story and written by Tim Vicary, who is a 
well-known writer and a retired teacher who worked at the 
University of York. Vicary is especially interested in history 
and therefore he published four historical novels. His work 
is mostly based on true stories and he has provided several 
stories for the Oxford Bookworms Library. Other than The 
Elephant Man, some examples of books that have been writ-
ten by Vicary include A game of Proof, which was awarded 
a B.R.A.G medallion for an outstanding independent novel, 
along with A Fatal Verdict, which was also based on a real 
historical event and awarded the B.R.A.G medallion too. Vi-
cary also wrote Bold Counsel. This was awarded the Awe-
some Indies Seal of Excellence. Moreover, a more recent Vi-
cary novel, Broken Alibi, is already getting positive reviews. 
(Goodreads-n. d)

There are three main reasons why I am interested in 
translating Vicary’s The Elephant Man. Firstly, the text is 
a story in English literature; therefore, translating this text 
would be considered a literary translation, and this would be 
a new experience for me. Secondly, the text contains very 
important themes, such as the humanity that was represented 
in the soul of Joseph Merrick, along with the inhumanity 
which was represented by the people who used Joseph and 
bullied him, such as the manager of the shop, Simon Silcock. 
The charity and kindness that Joseph Merrick received from 
Dr. Treves, who helped him, along with the readers of The 
Times who gathered donations for him, and Queen Alexan-
dra, who visited him and gave him a gift for Christmas, are 
also significant aspects. Therefore, this text provides an ex-
ample of bad characteristics to avoid, along with good mes-
sages and attitudes to follow. Thirdly, I have a good back-
ground in this subject, which I got from previously reading 
the book and watching the movie. This excited me in regard 
translating this text.

The text is non-technical in that contains an imagina-
tive creative language, which is usually represented in the 
use of similes, metaphors, the language of semi-poetic aes-
thetic description, and exaggerations for different purpos-
es. The text was published in 1989 by Tim Vicary. The text 
type of the first four pages is descriptive, in that the writer 
started by describing the appearance, look and clothes of 
Merrick. Moreover, it also described the appearance and 

look of the manager of the shop, Simon Silcock. The text 
noted his clothes, smile, and glances, and also described 
the shop and what was inside it. The rest of the pages were 
formal and contained long and direct sentences, where the 
main points of the text were introduced, elaborated and 
then concluded.

In regard the layout of the text, both the title (The Ele-
phant Man) and the cover image give an idea about what 
the story is about, in that you can tell that the story is about 
a man who has significant physical deformities. The text 
contains seven chapters. Each summary of a chapter men-
tions the most important incidents in that section. The text 
also contains twenty pictures of important incidents, with 
a quotation from the text placed under each picture. The 
colour used for the pictures and words from the first page 
to the last page is black. This hints at the tragedy which the 
book is about and also makes the whole text attractive to 
read.

The translation of the text was commissioned by the 
Department of Arabic of an elementary school in Saudi 
Arabia. They asked for me to look for a story from En-
glish literature that would be both enjoyable and has im-
portant themes that the students would learn from. The 
target readers are students aged between 12-16 years 
old. The skopos is that the elementary school of Said bin 
Jubair has a new section in the Arabic department named 
international literature, which is mainly well-known in-
ternational stories, novels and poems translated into Ara-
bic. The register of the text is formal therefore, the target 
text has to be formal.

The process I followed to make sure that The Elephant 
Man has not been previously translated into Arabic language 
involved three steps. I firstly translated a sample of the story 
and searched for it in Arabic databases. I found some articles 
about the story since its well-known, however I did not find 
any translation for the Vicary text itself. Secondly, I searched 
by the name of the author, Tim Vicary, in Arabic. I found that 
he has no translated books in the Arabic language, nor are 
there any articles or even a Wikipedia page about the writer 
himself. Finally, I searched on many popular Arabic web-
sites books such as Maktabt Almawsoah Alamah, Almak-
tabah.Net and Aseer Alkotb. I followed all these processes, 
and this revealed that up to this point there is no translation 
for this book in Arabic.

The CAT tool I decided to use was Memsource. The 
reason was not only because of the fact that Memsource is 
convenient and easy to work on, but also because it has a 
few very important features that would help me in deliv-
ering the best work I can. These include a preview feature, 
which would help me with real-time previews to determine 
how the target text affects the layout of the pages without 
the need to export the project. This is especially useful in a 
project that contains images, such as the project I am work-
ing in.

TRANSLATION METHOD AND PROCEDURES
According to Peter Newmark, the difference between the 
methods of translation and the procedure of translation is 
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that the translation methods relate to the whole text, while 
the translation procedures are used for sentences and the 
smaller units of the text (Newmark,1988). Therefore, the 
overall method of translation that I adopted was the free 
translation or the interlingual translation. This is defined by 
Newmark as part of the TL emphasis, which reproduces the 
matter without the manner, or the content without the form, 
of the original (Newmark, 1988, p.64).

The reasons why I decided to follow this method – which 
is also known as the creative translation – for translating 
this text was because of the fact that the text is a non-tech-
nical text. That is, it is a story from English literature, which 
employs a lot of descriptive language, as well as many emo-
tions and expressions. Therefore, this method is the most 
appropriate method since its mainly focuses on the general 
meaning of the text rather than the form or the structure. 
This approach therefore puts no limits on the Arabic lan-
guage, which is itself rich in deep expressions, various emo-
tions, styles, and forms. Arabic, for example, has at least 
eleven words for love and each of these words conveys a 
different stage in the process of falling in love (Hussain, 
2012).

Translation Procedures Followed

Translation procedures are technical devices used to transfer 
the meaning of a text in one language into a text in anoth-
er language (Pinchuck, 1977, p.188). In dealing with some 
challenges from some units and sentences in this text, I had 
to follow some of the translation techniques which are illus-
trated and defined by Peter Newmark, in his book A Text-
book of Translation (Newmark, 1988, p. 30).

The procedure of Transference

Transference is defined as transferring a source language 
word to a target language and includes transliteration. This 
procedure is commonly used when dealing with the name of 
well-known companies such as Microsoft and Apple, along 
with the names of religious books such as the Holy Quran 
and Hebrew Bible. Moreover, it is also used for personal 
names. In the last two chapters of The Elephant Man text, 
however, I found a name of a newspaper that is very well-
known globally. This is The Times (the times newspaper) the 
procedure was transfer them into Arabic as (صحيفة التايمز)

The procedure of naturalization

Naturalization is defined as it adapts the source language 
word first to the normal pronunciation, then to the normal 
morphology of the target language. (Newmark,1988b:82)

So, naturalization or Arabicisation is simply to bring a 
word from the source language and make it fit to the target 
language, as for example in chemistry. This is naturalised 
from the Arabic term (كيمياء) and the Latin term (virus), 
which was adapted to Arabic as (فايروس), and finally the term 
romantic that was mentioned in the book and which I natu-
ralized as (. رومانسية).

The process of borrowing

According to Newmark (1998), borrowing is where the 
source language word is transferred directly to the target lan-
guage to fill the semantic gap between the source language 
text and the target language text. The process of borrowing 
occurs when there is a linguistic difference in which there is 
no equivalent term in the target language. Therefore, the 
translator uses the same word in the source language in the 
target language. For instance, the word radio was borrowed 
in Arabic as (راديو), the word television was borrowed in Ar-
abic as (تلفاز), and the word (بيانو), which I used in a sentence 
to describe Joseph’s hand (كعازفة بيانو).

TRANSLATION PROBLEMS

Translation generally means converting a text of a source 
language into an accurate and understandable version in a 
target language, while preserving the meaning of the orig-
inal. According to Newmark (1988), during that process 
of converting the text from the source language into the 
target language some challenges or problems might be en-
countered. According to Mathieu (2003), meanwhile, there 
are five common translation problems that might appear 
during the process of translation. Namely, lexical prob-
lems, grammatical problems, cultural issues, pragmatic 
problems, and rhetorical problems. During the transla-
tion of The Elephant Man, I have faced challenges from 
three of these main categories. The lexical challenges con-
cerned the problem of proper names, titles, and geograph-
ical terms. The syntactic problems included the problem 
of translating adjectives and the problem of translating 
negations. Moreover, cultural issues. Examples of these 
challenges and how I managed to solve them are discussed 
next.

The Problem of Proper Names

Personal names

The text of The Elephant Man contains the names of persons 
such as Joseph Merrick, Simon Silcock Treves, and Carr 
Gomm. The strategy I followed to deal with translating these 
names was as follows. First, for the name Joseph – which is 
also a name of prophet that both Arabic and English share 
the prophet and not to an ordinary person, it should be natu-
ralised as Joseph or يوسف in Arabic. However, in this case the 
name is for an ordinary person. Therefore, I decided to 
choose the second procedure, which is to transliterate the 
name using the Arabic alphabet, as جوزيف ميريك. Using the 
first procedure – such as in يوسف ميريك – would be odd and 
strange in the target text. For the other names mentioned 
above, I decided to use the same procedure that I used for the 
name Joseph. The reason behind this was that transliterating 
these names using the Arabic letters is considered a sign of 
respect for the people, since everyone has the right to have 
his or her name retained in another language (Ghazala, 
2006).
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Titles

I followed two procedures in dealing with the problem of ti-
tles. Firstly, for the titles in the text that have equivalent in 
the Arabic language, such as Mr., Queen and Miss, I decided 
to translate them by using their equivalents in the Arabic lan-
guage, which are سيد، الملكة، السيدة. Secondly, for the titles in 
the text that do not have equivalents in Arabic language, 
such as Dr, I decided to transliterate it using the Arabic lit-
ters, as دكتور (Ghazala, 2006). A very important point to spot-
light is that in Arabic we have two terms that may look sim-
ilar, but they are not. For example, the term دكتورand the 
Arabic term طبيب. طبيب is a person who has a bachelor’s de-
gree from a medical college, while دكتور is a person who has 
a PhD, such as Dr Treves in the story, in any medical or 
non-medical subject. Therefore, the two terms are totally dif-
ferent.

The geographical terms

During the translation of the text, I found two country names 
(England and Belgium). I decided to naturalise them as 
بلجيكا  ,The text also contains a city name (London) .إنجلترا، 
which I transcribed as لندن. The reason behind this was that it 
is the right to people who belong to these geographical plac-
es to retain the local flavours of the place names (Ghazala, 
2006).

Translation of adjectives

The form of adjectives between Arabic and English language 
is totally different. In Arabic, we have the noun before the 
adjective, such as in كريم الرجل  (ذلك  طيبون)  الناس   In .) (هؤلاء 
English, the form is that the adjective comes before the noun, 
such as in (smart people work hard) (that young boy is my 
brother). The source text, however, contains many adjec-
tives, such as: (the elephant man) (the dirty man) (the dirty 
shop) (an important visitor) (a beautiful young woman) (a 
kind lady). The solution for this translation issue was based 
on Hasan Ghazala’s book, which suggests to reverse the En-
glish adjective-noun order in Arabic. Thus, for example, I 
have translated the elephant man into الفيل  the dirty ,الرجل 
shop into المتجر القذر, an important visitor into زائر مهم and so 
on (Ghazala, 2006).

Translation of negations

Negation is a morphosyntactic operation, in which a lexical 
item denies or inverts the meaning of another lexical item or 
construction. A negator is a lexical item that expresses nega-
tion (Negation, 2016). In English, negations appears on oc-
casions where the sentence includes words such as don’t, 
doesn’t, can’t, no, never, and so on. The text for example 
contains some sentences that include one of these words, 
such as (he could not work) (he had no money)/(he didn’t 
move)/(I don’t know). The problem is that it might seem that 
in Arabic we have only one equivalent for the word not, 
which is لا, however that is not completely accurate. In Ara-
bic, we have many negation words, such as لم ،لن ،ليس and so 

on. Therefore, when facing this problem, I have used differ-
ent negation words depending on the sentence and the spe-
cific meaning I am intending to convey.

He had no money لم يكن لديه المال
I don’t know لا أعلم
He didn’t move لم يقم بالتحرك
And in one case, (he could not work), I have translated its 

meaning as كان عاجزاً عن العمل
I did not use any of the negations tools, since – there were 

two possible solutions. The procedure is that, in the case that 
the name refers to the adjective ًعاجزا was enough in itself to 
describe the disability that Merrick had.

Cultural Problems
One of the cultural problems I encountered in the text was 
the descriptive expressions the writer used to explain the 
physical and facial state of Joseph Merrick. Tim Vicary 
described Merrick in strong terms, noting for example that 
he had an ugly face and ugly skin. In the culture of the 
Arabic language, people are not described with these de-
scriptions and with this high degree of negativity. For ex-
ample, in the Saudi dialect, which is the dialect of the 
readers of this text, in public hospitals when referring to 
people with special needs, the words “disabled” or “dis-
abled people” are not used. Instead, they use words such as 
 Therefore, the literal translation .”أصحاب الهمم or ذوي الهمم“
or the faithful translation of these phrases mentioned in the 
source text is not acceptable and not common to the target 
readers.

The other matter is related to the Islamic religion, which 
has a great impact on Arab culture. That is, Islam prohibits 
these words except in certain and very special places in 
which descriptive terms were used, such as with the term 
 which is considered in Arabic much less negative than ,(دميم)
the word ugly. Therefore, (دميم) would be a good choice if the 
text was religious. Despite the fact that the word does not 
belong to the Islamic domain, it is a choice that I would con-
sider if engaged in the translation of a text that relates to the 
Islamic religion.

The third factor is that the readers of this text are boys 
under the age of 18. Therefore, the use of these words in this 
text may have a negative impact, that violates the goal and 
message of translating this text. This objective was outlined 
by their school, because they want the students to see and 
learn the important themes in this story.

Due to the reasons, I mentioned above, a suitable theory 
was found for dealing with this translation problem.

The theory of Euphemism
Euphemism is defined as a linguistic device that came from 
the Greek euphemism, which means speaking well. Etymo-
logically means well or sounding good and pheme means 
speech. Simply put, euphemism is thus a means of saying 
nice words (Muthiariny, 2017). The use of the theory of eu-
phemism is necessary when there is a word or a term or a 
sentence that might be impolite or otherwise unacceptable in 
the target language. It is also useful when there is an expres-
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sion or terms that might be offensive to the target readers, 
whether for personal, cultural, religious, or ethnic reasons.

In the text, the writer described Joseph as having an ugly 
face and ugly skin, as was mentioned previously, I have de-
cided to translate these expressions using the theory of euphe-
mism, as (وُلِد بجسم شاذ عن الطبيعة) (غريب الخِلقة), since the use of 
these expressions mentioned in the book is not acceptable for 
the target language readers, who are boys under 18. Further, 

nor is this an acceptable way of describing people and, final-
ly, such expressions are forbidden in the Islamic religion.

ISSUES FACED WITH THE CAT TOOL USED

The main reason why I have decided to use Memsource was 
because of the preview features, which mean I can edit the 
file in real time and keep the same layout that is in the source 
text in the target text. However, after creating the project and 
starting to process the work, three major problems emerged.

The first issue was that the most important feature on 
Memsource, which I in fact chose the tool for, is the in-con-
text preview feature. This did not appear when I uploaded 
the text, (see image 1). Therefore, it is going to be hard for 
me translate and edit and see the layout of the target text in 
real time. After looking up the issue, I found that the reason 
was because of the fact that the file was a pdf and Mem-
source does not work properly with pdf files, especially ones 
that contain images, such as the file I am working on. The 
solution was to create a new project and convert the file into 
a word document. Thereafter, it worked, and the feature ap-
peared (see image 2).Image 1. 

Image 2.

Image 3. 



30 IJALEL 11(4):25-33

I also found that some letters and words were missing 
or changed on the source text. Some of the characters of the 
source text were not recognised properly in the editor. For 
example, the word woman on one occasion appeared in the 
Memsource editor as roman, which therefore changed the 
whole meaning of the word. I have no clue what the reason 
for this issue was. I have asked experts, but I did not get any 

answer as to why this issue occurred. The solution I have ad-
opted for this issue, which took some time and effort, was to 
correct it manually. Since work in this shape is unacceptable 
to submit, I had no choice but to go through the source text 
and look for the missing letters so as to complete it.

After finishing the translation, the whole segments and ex-
porting the file into a word document, I found that the text was 

Image 4.

Image 5. 
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corrupted. Some images were merged with the texts. The font 
type of the topic chapters was not the same as the source text 
either. I went through the source text and copied from it and re-
placed the corrupted sections in the target text with the images 
from the source text page, which I pasted into the target text. 
For the font type of the topic chapters, I had to do this manually.

The last issue was that the side of the pages of the file 
read from left to right (see image 3). This however is not the 

layout of the Arabic language. The Arabic language is writ-
ten from right to left. Therefore, I had to create a new word 
document and copy and paste each page and organise the file 
as if it is originally in Arabic (see image 4)

SNAPSHOT FROM THE TRANSLATION

The following includes snapshot from the translated text

Image 6. Chapter 1 – page 1 translation

Image 7. Chapter 1 – page 5 translation
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CONCLUSION

To sum up, in order to achieve equivalency between the 
source and target text I decided to employ the free transla-
tion method, since the source text is a story from literature 
and this strategy is the best for texts like this one. The text 
is a tragedy and full of sad moments and descriptive words 
and phrases and specific unique speech moments that tell the 
reader about the characters in the story. Therefore, the free 
translation method was the best approach, especially with 
the Arabic language, as it has the linguistic ability and power 
to overcome all these challenges. This is important to ensure 

that a target text respects the cultural and linguistic differ-
ences between the two languages and also to ensure a target 
text that meets the language level of the target readers, who 
in this case are students under 18.

Furthermore, I had deal with so many descriptive sen-
tences and phrases in the source text that that the literal 
translation of them into the target language would be not ac-
ceptable, in particular due to cultural and religious reasons. 
I faced also some technical issues using the CAT tool that I 
had to fix, for example the disappearance of some features of 
the tool. The missing words of the source text I noticed after 

Image 8. Chapter 3 page 13 translation

Image 9. page 37 translation
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exporting the source text into the tool and the change of the 
layout I noticed after exporting the target text from the tool 
were other problems I encountered.

REFERENCES

Ghazala, H. (2008). Translation as problems and solutions. 
Konooz Al-Marifa.

Goodreads. (n.d.). Tim Vicary [Biography of]. Retrieved 
November 27, 2021, from https://www.goodreads.com/
author/show/87104.Tim_Vicary

Hussain, S. (2012, June 16). The 11 stages of love in Arabic. 
Arabic-Studio.com. Retrieved December 1, 2021, from 

https://www.arabic-studio.com/the-11-stages-of-love-
in-arabic

Miremadi, S. A. (1991). Theories of translation and interpre-
tation. SAMT.

Muthiariny, D. E. (2017). The translation strategy of eu-
phemism in Sycamore Row by John Grisham (An En-
glish-Indonesian Novel) (Bachelor’s thesis).

Newmark, P. (1988). A textbook of translation. Prentice Hall.
Negation. (2016, June 1). Glossary of linguistic terms. Retrieved 

October 2, 2021, from https://glossary.sil.org/term/negation
Pinchuck, I. (1977). Scientific and technical translation. An-

dre Deutsch Limited.
Venuti, L. (1995). The translator’s invisibility. Routledge.


