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INTRODUCTION: STEPPING INTO
THE WORLD OF THE GREAT
GATSBY

F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby is
more  than  a  staple  of  American
literature; it is a haunting meditation on
ambition,  class,  and  the  ephemeral
nature of the American Dream. For new
readers, the opening pages can feel both

invit ing  and  deceptively  simple.
Understanding The Great Gatsby First
Chapter Summary is essential because
it  lays the foundation for  nearly every
major theme, character, and conflict that
follows.  In  this  article,  we  will  walk
through  Chapter  One  in  deta i l ,
examining  its  narrative  voice,  key
settings,  character  introductions,  and
the symbolic language that makes this
novel  timeless.  Whether  you  are  a
student preparing for an exam or a book

https://www.everybodystreet.com/


2

2 The Great Gatsby First Chapter Summary 2022-08-28

club enthusiast seeking deeper insight,
this comprehensive breakdown will help
you  appreciate  the  craft  behind
Fitzgerald’s  masterpiece.

WHO TELLS THE STORY? THE
NARRATIVE SETUP

Nick Carraway as
the Reliable
Observer
Right  from  the  first  paragraph  of  The
Great  Gatsby  F i rst  Chapter
Summary, we meet Nick Carraway, the
first-person  narrator.  He  introduces
himself with a piece of advice from his

father:  “Whenever  you  feel  l ike
criticizing any one, just remember that
all the people in this world haven't had
the advantages that  you've had.”  This
immediately  establishes  Nick  as
someone who prides  himself  on  being
non-judgmental. Yet, as we quickly learn,
his  reserve  is  a  filter  through  which  the
entire story is told. Nick is both inside
and outside the action, a Midwesterner
newly arrived in New York in the summer
of 1922. His position as a bond salesman
allows him to move among the wealthy
elite  while  remaining  a  semi-detached
observer.  This  narrative  choice  is  vital
for  understanding  the  chapter’s  tone,
which oscillates between fascination and
moral critique.
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The Contrast
Between East
and West Egg
After settling into a small rented house
in  West  Egg,  Nick  descr ibes  the
geography  of  Long  Island  with  almost
mythic precision. He explains that West
Egg is “the less fashionable of the two,”
though it still brims with new money and
ostentatious displays of wealth. Across a
bay lies East Egg, home to “old money”
families who have inherited their status
for  generations.  This  spatial  dichotomy
becomes  a  central  metaphor  in  The
Great  Gatsby  F i rst  Chapter
Summary.  Nick’s  humble  cottage  is

flanked by  Gatsby’s  colossal  mansion,  a
fact that immediately suggests mystery
and ambition.  The setting sets  up the
social tensions that will drive the entire
narrative: the nouveau riche versus the
established aristocracy, the aspirational
versus the entitled.

KEY CHARACTERS INTRODUCED
IN CHAPTER ONE

Tom Buchanan:
Wealth, Brutality,
and Insecurity
One  of  the  first  characters  Nick
reconnects with is Tom Buchanan, an old
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college acquaintance. Tom is described
physically as a man with “a hard mouth”
and  “a  superci l ious  manner.”  He
possesses “a cruel body” that seems to
radiate  power  and  menace.  Nick’s
description of Tom’s estate in East Egg is
equally telling: a red-and-white Georgian
mansion overlooking the bay, a stable of
polo  ponies,  and  a  butler  who  serves
champagne.  But  beneath the glamour,
Tom  is  restless  and  intellectually
arrogant.  He  spouts  racist  pseudo-
science from a book titled The Rise of
the Colored Empires, revealing his deep-
seated  fear  of  losing  control.  This
introduction  lays  the  groundwork  for
Tom’s  role  as  an  antagonist  and  a
symbol of entrenched privilege.

Daisy Buchanan:
Voice, Charm,
and Emptiness
Tom’s  wi fe ,  Daisy  Buchanan,  is
introduced  with  an  almost  musical
quality. Nick notes that her voice “had a
singing  compulsion,”  and  that  she
whispers  to  make  people  lean  toward
her.  Daisy  is  beautiful,  airy,  and
seemingly  carefree,  but  there  is  an
undercurrent of sadness. When Nick first
sees her, she is lying on a sofa with her
husband and friend Jordan Baker, looking
as though she hasn’t  moved for  days.
She makes a cynical joke about her own
sophistication:  “I  hope  she’ll  be  a
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fool—that’s the best thing a girl can be
in  this  world.”  This  line,  part  of  The
Great  Gatsby  F i rst  Chapter
Summary,  foreshadows  her  tragic
inability to escape the constraints of her
social role. Daisy is an enigma—both the
object  of  Gatsby’s  obsession  and  a
prisoner of her own world.

Jordan Baker:
Cool, Athletic,
and Deceptive
Jordan  Baker,  Daisy’s  f r iend,  is
introduced as a competitive golfer with a
reputation  for  dishonesty  (she  was
caught moving her ball in a tournament).

Nick  describes  her  as  “completely
motionless” except for a slight nod, and
he is both drawn to and repelled by her.
Jordan serves as a foil to Daisy: she is
professional,  independent,  but  equally
hollow.  Her  presence  in  Chapter  One
hints  at  the  theme  of  moral  decay
among the wealthy. For the purposes of
The  Great  Gatsby  First  Chapter
Summary,  Jordan  is  also  the  first
character  who  mentions  the  name
“Gatsby”  in  a  meaningful  way,  when
Nick asks about his mysterious neighbor.

THE FIRST GLIMPSE OF JAY
GATSBY
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A Mysterious
Figure in the

Dark
The most iconic moment of The Great
Gatsby  First  Chapter  Summary
occurs at  its  very end.  After  returning
home  from dinner  at  the  Buchanans’,
Nick sits on his lawn and looks across
the  bay.  In  the  darkness,  he  sees  a
figure  emerging  from  Gatsby’s
mansion—a  man  who  seems  to  be
trembling,  stretching  his  arms  out
toward the water. Nick almost calls out
but  stops  himself  because  he  realizes
the man is “alone in the solemnity of the
moonlight.” Turning his gaze toward the

green light at the end of Daisy’s dock,
Nick sees Gatsby reaching for it, as if it
were a beacon. This single image—the
green  l ight ,  Gatsby’s  yearn ing
posture—encapsulates the entire novel’s
core: the longing for a lost dream, the
i l l u s i on  o f  p rox im i ty ,  and  the
impossibility  of  the  past.  Fitzgerald’s
prose  here  is  sparse  yet  deeply
symbolic, a hallmark that makes Chapter
One so effective.

THEMES AND SYMBOLISM
BEGINNING IN CHAPTER ONE

The Green Light:
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Desire and
Distance
No  discussion  of  The  Great  Gatsby
First  Chapter  Summary  is  complete
without  analyzing  the  green  light.  It
appears only briefly, but it is the novel’s
central  symbol.  Green  traditionally
represents hope, money, and envy. For
Gatsby,  the  light  represents  Daisy—a
woman he has not seen in five years. But
it also represents the American Dream
itself, shimmering just out of reach. The
fact that Gatsby is stretching toward it
suggests that he believes he can reclaim
the  past.  Nick’s  final  observation  that
“Gatsby turned out all right at the end”
i s  a  p r e l u d e  t o  t h e  n a r r a t o r ’ s

complicated  admiration  for  him.

The East versus
West Divide
In Chapter One, Nick presents a moral
geography that will define the novel. The
East  (Eggs,  Manhattan)  is  synonymous
with  cynicism,  corruption,  and  “old
money.”  The  West  (Nick’s  native
Midwest)  stands  for  traditional  values,
morality, and simplicity. This framework
aligns with Nick’s outsider perspective.
In  The Great  Gatsby  First  Chapter
Summary, he already hints that he will
eventually “come back” to the Midwest,
disillusioned  by  the  decadence  he
witnesses. This geographic contrast also
reinforces  the  idea  that  the  American
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Dream  is  a  mirage—always  located
elsewhere,  always  beyond  the  horizon.

The Role of Class
and Social
Hierarchy
From  the  first  chapter,  Fitzgerald
establishes  a  rigid  class  system.  Tom
Buchanan has inherited his wealth and
looks down on people like Gatsby, even
though  Gatsby  may  be  richer.  The
chapter’s dinner party at the Buchanan
estate  highlights  the  casual  cruelty  of
the  wealthy.  Tom  interrupts  Daisy’s
conversation with a phone call from his
m is t ress  i n  New  Yo rk .  Da i sy ’ s

reaction—she  tries  to  laugh  it  off  while
her  voice  hardens—reveals  the
emotional cost of her gilded life. In The
Great  Gatsby  F i rst  Chapter
Summary, this scene primes readers for
the destructive power of wealth and the
emptiness at its core.

CLOSE READING HIGHLIGHTS OF
THE FIRST CHAPTER

Fitzgerald’s
Lyrical Prose
The  language  of  Chapter  One  is
extraordinari ly  r ich.  Notice  how
Fitzgerald writes: “The abnormal mind is
quick to detect and attach itself to this
quality  when  it  appears  in  a  normal
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person, and so it came about that I was
the  confidant  of  all  sorts  of  people.”
Nick’s self-description is both ironic and
earnest. Another passage describes the
Buchanan’s house: “The lawn started at
the beach and ran toward the front door
for a quarter of a mile, jumping over sun-
dials  and  brick  walks  and  burning
gardens—finally,  when  it  reached  the
house,  it  drifted  up the  side  in  bright
vines as though from the momentum of
its  run.”  The  verb  choices  (“jumping,”
“drifted”)  animate  the  landscape,
suggesting a world in motion, a world of
excess.  For  any  reader  exploring  The
Great  Gatsby  F i rst  Chapter
Summary,  paying  attention  to  such
imagery  is  key  to  understanding  the
novel’s atmosphere.

Foreshadowing
of Later Events
Chapter One plants seeds that will later
bloom  into  tragedy.  Tom’s  phone  call
from his mistress foreshadows the affair
and  George  Wilson’s  gun.  Daisy’s
comment  about  be ing  a  “ foo l ”
foreshadows  her  ultimate  cowardice.
Jordan’s  dishonesty  hints  at  the  moral
bankruptcy of the entire set.  Even the
green light, which seems like a romantic
gesture,  prefigures  Gatsby’s  death  and
the failure of his dream. These are not
accidents;  Fitzgerald  was  a  master  of
structural irony. A thorough The Great
Gatsby  First  Chapter  Summary
should  note  these  threads  so  readers
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can see the tapestry as it develops.

WHY CHAPTER ONE MATTERS TO
THE NOVEL AS A WHOLE

Establishing
Tone and Mood
The first chapter sets a tone of luxurious
melancholy.  Even  as  Nick  describes
parties and swimming pools, a sense of
impending doom lingers.  The world he
enters  is  glamorous  but  hollow.  This
mood persists  through the rest  of  the
novel,  culminating  in  Gatsby’s  funeral,
which is virtually empty. Chapter One is
the reader’s first encounter with the Jazz
Age’s  other  side—the  moral  decay
beneath the fancy cars and champagne.

Without  this  chapter’s  foundation,  the
tragedy would feel less earned.

Introducing the
Central Conflict:
Past vs. Present
Gatsby’s reaching toward the green light
is a visual representation of his central
conflict:  he  is  trying  to  erase  time  and
recapture  a  past  love.  Nick,  as  the
narrator,  is  immediately  aware  of  this
futility.  “Gatsby  believed  in  the  green
light,  the  orgastic  future  that  year  by
year  recedes  before  us,”  he  will  later
write.  That philosophical  insight begins
in  Chapter  One.  Thus,  The  Great
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Gatsby First Chapter Summary is not
merely a plot recap—it is a primer on the
human condition, on hope and delusion.

CONCLUSION

The first  chapter  of  The Great  Gatsby  is
a masterclass in storytelling economy. In
just  a  few  pages,  F.  Scott  Fitzgerald
introduces a complex narrator, a trio of
wealthy  but  unhappy  characters,  a
mysterious neighbor, and a symbol that
would echo for generations. A thorough
The  Great  Gatsby  First  Chapter

Summary  reveals  that  the  chapter  is
much more than an opening—it is a self-
contained microcosm of the entire novel.
Through  Nick’s  eyes,  we  see  the
glittering  surface  and  the  shadowy
underside of  the American Dream. For
anyone who reads this chapter carefully,
the rest of the book becomes a poignant
unfolding of what was already written in
the stars. Whether you are analyzing it
for  class  or  reading  for  pleasure,
remember this: the green light is not just
a light. It is a question about what we
are willing to chase, and at what cost.


