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INTRODUCTION:
THE LANGUAGE OF
THE JAZZ AGE

F. Scott Fitzgerald's
The Great Gatsby is
more than a story of
love, wealth, and the
American Dream. It is a
linguistic time capsule
that captures the spirit
of the Roaring
Twenties. The
vocabulary words in
The Great Gatsby
illuminate the era's
social hierarchy, moral
decay, and the
glittering facade of the

upper class. For
students, writers, and
book lovers,

understanding these
words deepens the
reading experience
and reveals how
Fitzgerald used
language to paint a
vivid picture of wealth,
longing, and tragedy.
This article explores
the most significant
vocabulary words in
The Great Gatsby,
breaking them down
by theme, context, and
meaning. Whether you
are studying for a test
or simply want to
appreciate the novel's
artistry, these words
will enrich vyour
understanding.
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MATTERS

Fitzgerald's prose is
celebrated for its lyrical
beauty and precise
word choice. The
vocabulary words in
The Great Gatsby often
carry multiple layers of
meaning. For example,
a word like
"meretricious" (used to
describe Gatsby's
parties) simultaneously
conveys something
attractive and falsely
showy—perfect for a
novel about illusion. By
examining these
terms, readers gain
insight into characters’
true natures, the social
climate, and
Fitzgerald's critique of
materialism.

Additionally, many
words from the novel
appear on
standardized tests like
the SAT or GRE.
Learning them in the

context of MOGABUMARY

story makes retention
easier and more
enjoyable.

ARCHAIC AND
ELEVATED
LANGUAGE

Fitzgerald deliberately
chose sophisticated,
sometimes old-
fashioned words to
create a nostalgic,
almost mythical tone.
Below are some key
examples.

"Feudal"
and
"Wistful"

Early in the novel, Nick
Carraway describes his
father's advice that "a
sense of the
fundamental decencies
is parcelled out
unequally at birth."
This moral framework
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contrasts with the
feudal attitudes of the
old-money characters.
The word "feudal"
evokes a rigid,
inherited class system.
Meanwhile, "wistful"
appears when Gatsby
stares at the green
light—a word meaning
longing mixed with
sadness. Together,
these vocabulary
words in The Great
Gatsby set up the
tension between
tradition and
aspiration.

"Innuend
0" and
"Reproac
hll

Gossip flows freely in
East Egg. "Innuendo”
(an indirect suggestion,
often negative)

characterizes the
rumors about Gatsby's
past. "Reproach"
(disappointment or
blame) appears in
scenes of
confrontation, such as
Daisy's distress after

the Plaza Hotel
showdown. These
words show how social
disapproval shapes
behavior.

SLANG AND
COLLOQUIALISMS

OF THE 1920S

To make the story feel
alive, Fitzgerald
sprinkled in period-
specific slang. Knowing
these vocabulary
words in The Great
Gatsby adds
authenticity to our
mental soundtrack.

IIDOggyII



and
"Booze"

When Tom Buchanan
speaks dismissively of
"some other doggy"
(calling a woman a
dog), it reveals his
casual cruelty. "Booze"
(a popular term for
alcohol during
Prohibition) appears at
Gatsby's parties. The
carefree, hedonistic
use of such words
contrasts with the dark
underbelly of hidden
drinking and
corruption.

"Spree”
and
"Oculist"

A "spree" refers to a

Gatsby's weekly
extravaganzas.
"Oculist" (an archaic
term for an eye doctor)
appears in the famous
billboard of Doctor T.J.
Eckleburg. This word,
now largely obsolete,
underscores the dated,
watchful presence of
the eyes over the
ashheaps.

KEY THEMES
THROUGH
VOCABULARY

The novel's major
themes—wealth, class,
illusion, time—are each
reinforced by carefully
chosen words.

Wealth
and
Materialis

lively, unrestrained
outing—fitting for
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m.

"Supercili
ous,"”
"Nouveau
Riche,"

"Platonic"

Tom Buchanan s
described as having a
"supercilious" manner,
meaning arrogantly
superior. This word
perfectly captures old-

money disdain.
“Nouveau riche"
(French for "new rich")
describes Gatsby's
social

standing—wealthy but
lacking pedigree.
Fitzgerald uses

"platonic" in the term
"platonic conception of
himself" to explain
Gatsby's idealized self-

image. These
vocabulary words in
The Great Gatsby
highlight how money
alone cannot buy class
or happiness.

lllusion
and
Reality:
"Meretrici
ous,"
"Elusive,"
"Gaudy"

Gatsby's world glitters,
but Fitzgerald calls it
"meretricious" (showy
but cheap). The green
light is "elusive"
(difficult to grasp). The
parties are "gaudy"
(bright but tasteless).
Each word peels back



the glamour to reveal
emptiness. This
linguistic pattern
teaches readers to look
beyond surfaces.

Time and
Nostalgia:
"Ripeness

I
’

"Unuttera
ble,"
"Stagnant

Nick describes the
mood as "a ripeness of
autumn" before
tragedy. "Unutterable"
appears when Gatsby
cannot express his

words. "Stagnant"
describes the air in
Myrtle's apartment,

reflecting moral decay.
These vocabulary
words in The Great
Gatsby paint a world
stuck between the past
and an unreachable
future.

FIGURATIVE
LANGUAGE AND
SYMBOLIC WORDS

Fitzgerald often
employed metaphors
and symbols, and
specific words carry
symbolic weight.

"Vigil"
and
"Colossal

Gatsby's nightly watch

feelings—a word for the green lightis a
meaning beyond "vigil" (a period of
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staying awake to keep
watch). "Colossal" is
used for the eyes of Dr.
Eckleburg,
emphasizing an
overwhelming, almost
godlike gaze. These
words transform
ordinary objects into
symbols of hope, guilt,
and divine judgment.

"Obscurel
y" and
"Languid"

Nick says he felt
"obscurely"
upset—meaning in a
vague, unclear way.
This word captures the
uneasy undercurrent of
the novel. "Languid"
(slow, relaxed)
describes Daisy's
motionlessness,
reflecting her inability
to act. Together, they
show how characters

drift without direction.

HOW TO STUDY
VOCABULARY
WORDS IN THE
GREAT GATSBY

Create
Contextu
al
Flashcard
S

Instead of memorizing
isolated definitions,
write the word as it
appears in the novel on
one side and the
meaning on the other.
For example,
"supercilious: behaving
as if you are better
than others—Tom
Buchanan." This ties
the word to a character
and a scene, aiding




Group
Words by

Character

Tom uses aggressive,
blunt language; Gatsby
uses poetic, dreamlike
words. Organizing
vocabulary words in
The Great Gatsby by
speaker helps you
understand personality
through diction.

Write
Short
Vignettes

Practice using five new
words in a paragraph
about a modern-day
Gatsby-like
figure—someone
throwing lavish parties.
This exercise makes

the vocabulary your
own.

LIST OF ESSENTIAL
VOCABULARY
WORDS IN THE
GREAT GATSBY
(WITH MEANINGS)

Below is a curated list
of high-value terms
from the novel. Use it
as a quick reference.

e Feign — to
pretend or fake

e Complacency —
smug satisfaction

* Incipient —
beginning to
develop

e Ethnic —
relating to a
cultural group
(usedina
derogatory
context by Tom)

e Stolid — calm
and dependable

e Prevalence —
widespread
occurrence

* Divot — a piece
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of turf torn up by
a golf club

* Pneumatic —
filled with air
(used to describe
a woman's
figure, reflecting
materialism)

e Delicacy —
refinement or
sensitivity

e Terrace — a
patio or balcony

Each of these
vocabulary words in
The Great Gatsby
appears in a specific
scene that reveals
character or theme.
For instance,
"pneumatic” is used for
Myrtle Wilson,
emphasizing her
physical, almost
inflatable presence—a
commentary on how
men objectify her.

THE ROLE OF
DESCRIPTIVE

ADJECTIVES

Fitzgerald's adjectives
are particularly
powerful. They often
convey both literal and
emotional states.

"Fratricid
al" and
"Diffident

In a rare moment, Nick
imagines "“fratricidal"
(brother-killing)
violence in the air—a
hint of the deadly
conflict to come.
"Diffident" (shy, lacking
confidence) describes
Gatsby around Daisy.
These words reveal
inner turmoil beneath
polished surfaces.



"Rancor"
and

! I n n u rﬁmrtiricious"

able"

"Rancor" (bitter
resentment) describes
the Buchanan
marriage.
“Innumerable" is used
for the number of
parties Gatsby
throws—a word
suggesting endless,
meaningless repetition.
These vocabulary
words in The Great
Gatsby strengthen the
atmosphere of decay
and exhaustion.

CONCLUSION: THE
LASTING POWER
OF FITZGERALD'S
WORD CHOICE

The vocabulary words
in The Great Gatsby
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are not random
ornaments; they are
the building blocks of
Fitzgerald's critique of
the American Dream.
like
and
"supercilious" do more
than describe—they
judge. Slang like
"booze" and "spree"
root the story in its
historical moment.
Archaic terms like
"oculist" remind us that
language, like society,
evolves. For readers
today, studying these
words offers a richer
encounter with a
masterpiece. Whether
you aim to improve
your own vocabulary or
simply love great
literature, let
Fitzgerald's precise,
evocative language
guide you. Next time
you flip open the
pages, pay close
attention to each
word—it might be a
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key to unlocking the green light.
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