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introduction

Chances are that you already know lots of words—probably tens of thousands. And now you are about to learn even more.

Not that we blame you—obviously, we’re glad you’re enlarging your hoard of words. You can probably already reel off some excellent reasons for learning more words: people with rich vocabularies make higher grades, score better on most standardized tests, and go on to be more successful in their chosen careers. They’re also more interesting to talk to.

All these are valid reasons for expanding and refining your vocabulary. We’d like to add a couple more that we find equally valid.

One is that learning new words actually makes you smarter. You don’t just seem smarter, you are smarter—you know more. Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., was right when he said a mind stretched by a new idea never goes back to its original dimensions. What’s true for ideas is true for words. When you learn the word symbiosis, you become linked to the knowledge that plants and animals have worked out some fascinating and mutually beneficial ways to help each other—from the bird that cleans food fragments from the alligator’s teeth to the tiny mite that clings to the bottom of an ant’s foot (getting a bit of food from the ant’s system, and perhaps serving as an athletic shoe to cushion the host’s soles).

But getting smarter through learning words isn’t limited to the acquisition of technical terms. As a friend once said, “If you know the names of the wildflowers, you’re more likely to see them.” That principle works for words as well. Once you learn the adjective louche, for example, you’ll be able to recognize, to pinpoint, a variety of decadent slyness that you might earlier have tossed in the catchall basket labeled weird.

Here’s one more reason, often overlooked but for us among the most important—you can learn words for the pure pleasure of it, for the joy of discovery, of finding out what the words mean, how they sound, maybe when they were born, where they come from, and how they’ve changed over the years. (Did you know a bonfire was once a bone fire?)

Isn’t it a pleasure to know that there’s a word for the pesky person who delights in catching others’ errors—and triumphantly pointing them out? That person’s a doryphore (DORY-for). Or what about the fact that crapulous describes someone with a hangover?

And you doubtless know someone who talks too much—way too much. The person who goes on and on, sending out a seemingly unending flow of words, is suffering (or making us suffer) from logorrhea (LOG-uh-REE-uh).

So you have lots of reasons for expanding and deepening your vocabulary, and the words we’ve chosen for this book run the gamut. We think they’ll help you satisfy all your reasons for learning new words, and that you’ll find them interesting, useful, and fun.

Feel free to dive into this book anywhere you like, but if you start at the beginning, you’ll recognize a pattern of four chapters organized by themes, followed by a grab bag chapter, and a quiz over five chapters. If you complete the entire book (congratulations!), you’ll have encountered two hundred words in the thematic chapters, learned fifty from the grab bag chapters, and taken five quizzes to reinforce your confidence that you’ve mastered them all.

This book follows the style and format of its parent book, Fiske WordPower, which contains one thousand words.* So when you’re ready for lots more, move on to Fiske WordPower, by Edward B. Fiske, Jane Mallison, and Margery Mandell (Sourcebooks, 2006). You’ll find hundreds of new words there—some practical, some intriguing, some both—and you’ll recognize a few familiar friends you first met here.

* We’ve also written a sibling book, Fiske 250 Words Every High School Graduate Needs to Know, with a set of slightly more challenging words that are completely different from those in the book you’re holding now—take a look.


1animal words

Rightly or wrongly, we ascribe certain qualities to animals—the loyalty of dogs, the independence of cats, the bravery of lions. And we use those associations to help us describe people and things. If you mention a dancer’s feline grace, you give your listeners an instant image that helps get your message across. The following words—not as common as feline or canine—can be a great help when you want to describe other people and their attitudes.

1. Leonine (LEO-nine)

 
Picture someone with erect posture, a flowing mane of hair, and feline, fluid movements. Leonine, or “lionlike,” would be a good descriptive adjective. It can describe behavior, appearance, or both.


	The senator stood straight and tall, his handsome gray hair swaying as he gestured grandly—a leonine presence among lamblike listeners.

	Weaving gracefully and rapidly among the other players, Lee gave an absolutely leonine performance.





2. Vulpine (VUL-pin or VUL-pine)


Literally meaning “like a fox,” this term can help you describe anyone or anything that resembles the animal—in looks, attitude, or action. A female fox is technically called a vixen, and that term is also used figuratively for a human female who can cause trouble.


	The poker player’s long nose and pointed ears gave him a vulpine appearance that matched his crafty play.

	“She was a vixen when she went to school,” complained Shakespeare’s Helena in a temporary spat with her good friend Hermia.





3. Ursine (UR-sine)


Ursa means “bear,” so this adjective means “bearlike.” It’s used primarily to describe physical size or shape, but can suggest a style of dress or behavior as well.


	The watchman was an ursine man, husky and shambling, with a curly beard and thick head of hair.

	I can’t be sure it was actually a bear I saw, but it definitely had an ursine shape.





4. Equine (EE-kwine or EK-wine)


This adjective describes anything bearing the characteristics of animals such as horses, asses, or zebras. Equestrian, on the other hand, is an adjective that describes anything having to do with horseback riding. (An equestrian is also a man who rides horses, while an equestrienne is a female horseback rider.)


	Equine studies is a branch of the veterinary field that involves the care and treatment of horses and related animals.

	This store specializes in equestrian products such as saddles, reins, bits, and blankets.





5. Bovine (BO-vine)


This adjective means “of or relating to the characteristics of cows, oxen, or buffaloes.” It also means “sluggish and dull”—like the behavior of most cows.


	The veterinarian specialized in bovine diseases because most of the families in the area were dairy farmers.

	With a bovine expression on his face, the child stared blankly at the television screen and munched on a cookie.





“She was a vixen when she went to school,” complained Shakespeare’s Helena in a temporary spat with her good friend Hermia.

6. Reptilian (rep-TILL-ee-un)


Rarely used in a complimentary manner (by anyone other than herpetologists), this word means just what it suggests—”in some way resembling a snake, lizard, crocodile, or other such creeping creature.” The word comes from a Latin term for “creeping.”


	The prisoner was intimidated by the cold manner and reptilian eyes of the interrogator.

	Many reptilian animals may appear sluggish, but can move with frightening alacrity when attacking.





7. Avian (AY-vee-an)


This adjective means “having the characteristics of birds.” An aviary, on the other hand, is a large structure for holding birds in confinement.


	The avian Michael Jordan took off from the foul line, flying to the basket for a dunk.

	There is an aviary at the zoo that contains brilliantly colored parrots, toucans, and peacocks.





8. Simian (SIM-ee-an)


Anyone who resembles an ape or a monkey might be described by the adjective simian.


	With simian intensity, the mother sat before her child and carefully picked the leaves and sticks from his hair.

	The lead actor in The Hairy Ape had near-perfect simian expressions and movements.





9. Porcine (POUR-sine)


This adjective means “resembling a swine or a pig,” either in appearance or behavior. The sentences below reveal both meanings.


	Stuffing an assortment of meats and cheeses into his porcine face, the obese man smiled contentedly at the buffet table and contemplated going back for more.

	He collected porcine objects—such as piggy banks and Porky the Pig comic books.





10. Anthropoid (ANN-thruh-poid)


Well, fair’s fair, so let’s end this list with a look in the mirror. Just as we compare humans to animals, we sometimes compare animals (and other things, like robots) to humans. This word comes from the Greek term for “mankind.”


	The anthropoid apes may have given rise to many of the reported sightings of Bigfoot and other feral, half-human mythical creatures of folklore.

	C-3PO had a more anthropoid appearance than his friend R2-D2.






2words ending in -ate

That ate on the end of a word isn’t a sure sign that you’re dealing with a verb—although most of the words that follow are verbs. It can also be a suffix on an adjective, noun, or other part of speech.

1. Exacerbate (ex-ASS-er-bate)


When you exacerbate something, you aggravate it or increase its severity. Its Latin root means “to make harsh.” The noun form is exacerbation.


	The swelling in Mrs. Cunningham’s knee was exacerbated by the fact that she had to keep bending down to pick up the toys left on the floor by her twin sons, Aiden and Frank.

	The antics of disc jockeys like DJ Hamentashen exacerbate the pop music industry’s image as contrived, superficial, and manic.





2. Pixilate (PIX-ul-ate)


We’re taking a little poetic license here, because the word almost always has a d on the end. You’d use it to describe someone who’s a little wacky, eccentric, or whimsically prankish. It comes from the idea that pixies could jumble up someone’s thinking.


	Lyn ’s not quite certifiably crazy, just a little pixilated.

	Those kids are driving the teacher to distraction—they’re absolutely pixilating her.





3. Obviate (OB-vee-ate)


To obviate is to make something unnecessary, no longer needed.


	This sudden rain obviates the need to water the garden.

	To obviate the danger of electrocution, you should cut off the power before changing the switch.





4. Placate (PLAY-kate)


There seem to be plenty of verbs that mean “to lessen someone’s anger or hard feelings,” and here’s another one. One placates under the same conditions that one mollifies.


	A man of integrity, William made a point of never placating his enemies with lies or empty promises.

	Almost any political office involves a fair amount of groveling and manipulating in order to placate a constituency with a broad range of demands and needs.





5. Titillate (TIT-ill-ate)


You can use this word to describe physical or emotional feelings. In either case, it means “to excite or arouse pleasurably.”


	The music is titillating—it makes you want to dance with someone.

	The hikers sat under the waterfall, laughing as the cool water titillated their sun-baked skin.





Those kids are driving the teacher to distraction—they’re absolutely pixilating her.

6. Remonstrate (ri-MON-strate)


When you voice strong objection or disapproval, you are remonstrating.


	She scolded the boy for his inattention, but her remonstrations had little effect.

	We should remonstrate when our so-called public servants violate their promises and our trust.





7. Interpolate (in-TUR-po-late)


As the prefix inter- (meaning “between”) suggests, this word means “to put something between other things.” This may be done for good reasons (as to make something clear), or for the purpose of deception.


	“What he means” she interpolated,“is that the animal is a crocodile.”

	The excellent editor’s interpolations helped make the dense prose clear.





8. Perambulate (per-AM-byu-late)


Here’s a fancy verb for “to walk” or “to stroll.” It can also mean “to walk through” as in “to inspect on foot.” It comes from the Latin for “walk” and “through.” The British have found another use for it. They call a baby carriage a perambulator.


	After the company picnic, the park service staff perambulated the grounds, making sure there were no lost or left items and no damage done to park property.

	Every evening after a light supper, Mr. Bartleby takes a constitutional, during which he perambulates the streets along the waterfront and watches the ships unload their cargo.





9. Vacillate (VASS-ill-ate)


A good verb for talking about change, it means “to swing indecisively from one idea or action to another.” The noun form is vacillation.


	Casey vacillated between going to school with a cold (because she had a math test) and staying home and getting some rest.

	After work, the busy mother vacillated between ordering in Chinese food and cooking a simple chicken dinner.





10. Abnegate (AB-nig-ate)


This word is often used with self-, because it means “to deny oneself something”—as in rights, comforts, or privileges.


	The priest was proud of his self-abnegation of all things luxurious.

	Ella wasn’t about to abnegate her right to speak at the council meeting.






3words for change

The only constant, it’s been said, is change. We’re always concerned about change. If things are good, we hope they won’t change; if they’re bad, we hope they will. And we listen to (and often elect) those who promise to bring it about. Things change in many ways—for better, or for worse. The following words are useful in describing some of the ways that happens.

1. Diaspora (dye-ASS-por-ah)


This noun comes to us from the Greek word for “dispersion” or “scattering.” With a capital D, it refers to the dispersion of the Jews from the time (sixth century BC) of their exile to Babylonia. It may also be used to refer to any such dispersion—of a people, language, or culture.


	The violence and persecution of the Jews during World War II continued the Diaspora that led many Jews to settle not only in the United States but in Latin America as well.

	There was a great diaspora of Europeans to New York’s Lower East Side at the turn of the twentieth century; Italian, Polish, and Irish immigrants arrived in droves to seek opportunities for a better life.





2. Disseminate (dis-EM-in-ate)


This verb comes from the Latin for “to sow.” It means “to scatter widely” or “to disperse,” as in sowing seed.


	In her work My Fight for Birth Control, Margaret Sanger describes her struggle to provide birth control information, which was illegal to disseminate in the early part of the twentieth century.

	In order to discourage cigarette smoking, the American Cancer Society disseminates information on lung cancer and heart disease on its website and through printed pamphlets distributed in doctors’ offices throughout the country.





3. Harbinger (HAR-bin-jer)


This noun refers to a forerunner, an early warning or messenger of what’s to come. Its interesting origin derives from a person sent ahead to provide lodging for one to come. (If you’ve traveled in Francophone Canada or France, you may hear a hint of this word in their term auberge, or inn.)


	The robin is famous as a harbinger of spring, no matter what the calendar might say.

	Getting an A on his first paper in anthropology class was a harbinger of the fact that he would win the Margaret Mead Prize at the end of the year.





4. Ephemeral (ee-FEM-er-al)


This adjective comes from the Greek word that means “day” and, though it originally meant “lasting only a day,” it now describes anything short-lived or fleeting. The noun form ephemera refers to printed matter—such as newspapers, greeting cards, or calling cards—that have relevance or hold interest for only a passing amount of time.


	The Peruvian novelist Mario Vargas Llosa once said, “No matter how ephemeral it is, a novel is something, while despair is nothing.”

	At the antiques fair on the pier, we visited the stall of a dealer who specializes in ephemera, including old maps, nineteenth-century women’s magazines, Victorian postcards, and daguerreotypes.





5. Epiphany (ee-PIF-uh-nee)


This noun refers to any instant perception, sudden comprehension, or spontaneous revelation. A cartoonist might indicate the epiphany of a character by drawing a lightbulb over his head. The root word in Greek means “to show.” When capitalized, the word has the specific meaning of a Christian holiday observed on January 6, when, as tradition expresses it, the Magi or Three Kings arrived in Bethlehem to see the newborn Jesus.


	Tiffany asked me if her realization that Chip just wasn’t that interested in her could count as an epiphany like those in the stories of James Joyce.

	The secular concept of the Twelve Days of Christmas has its origins in the religious holiday of Epiphany.





The Peruvian novelist Mario Vargas Llosa once said, “No matter how ephemeral it is, a novel is something, while despair is nothing.”

6. Messianic (MES-ee-AN-ik)


Literally, this adjective refers to a Messiah, a figure in the Judeo-Christian tradition that is or will be a savior of the world. By extension, it’s often used to refer to zealous or overzealous belief in a cause or a leader. The word comes from the Hebrew for “anointed.”


	“There’s nothing wrong with green algae,” noted Don, “but when Doug starts talking about it he gets that messianic gleam in his eye as if taking algae could cure all the ills of the world.”

	Some earlier interpreters of Virgil saw a messianic theme in one of his early poems, but skeptics argue he was merely flattering a Roman leader, suggesting that his child would be remarkable.





7. Posthumous (PAHS-tyoo-mus)


Literally meaning “after death,” this adjective has a special “family sense” in referring to a baby born after the death of his or her father. It can also be used in nonfamily contexts.


	Modern-day psychologists have written about the childhood of eighteenth-century writer Jonathan Swift: not only was he a posthumous child, but his mother was geographically distant from him in his early years.

	Sicilian writer Giuseppe Lampedusa’s only novel, The Leopard, was published posthumously to great acclaim; the writer knew only the sadness of having his manuscript rejected twice.




8. Junta (HOON-ta)


This Spanish word for a “small group” has come into English; it denotes either a small group of military officers seizing power in a country or a small legislative body, usually in Central or South America.


	Though not quite a junta, Lee’s old prep-school ties with Greg and Eddie have been strong enough to switch some votes in their college fraternity.

	Some erudite readers can recall the multilingual New Yorker cartoon of some years past that depicts a small group of men entering a corporate office, saying, “We’re a junta and this is a coup.”





9. Galvanize (GAL-va-nize)


This verb originally had the literal meaning of “shocking someone with an electric current.” Today, it carries only the figurative meaning of “spurring someone into thought or action.” The existence of the word bears permanent tribute to Luigi Galvani, an eighteenth-century doctor whose early research stimulated further experiments with electricity.


	The school principal used her assembly talk about poverty in this country to galvanize her students into an understanding of the importance of compassion.

	Some groups that once fought for the right to vote are no longer galvanized by the importance of using that privilege.





10. Valediction (val-uh-DIK-shun)


A rather formal farewell statement is called a valediction. Most schools still select a valedictorian, the student with the highest grades in the class who gets the official right to make a “good-bye speech” at graduation exercises.


	General Douglas MacArthur’s valedictory speech to Congress in April 1951 is remembered chiefly for his moving quotation from an old barracks ballad: “Old soldiers never die; they just fade away.”

	John Keats, knowing of his imminent death from tuberculosis, attempts, with sadness, to write, from Rome, a valediction to a friend in England, “I can scarcely bid you goodbye even in a letter. I always made an awkward bow.”








End of sample
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