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THE UNFORGETTABLE BEGINNING: UNPACKING FULLMETAL ALCHEMIST S 1E1

Few anime premieres have achieved the near-mythical status of Fullmetal Alchemist S 1E1. For
millions of viewers around the globe, this episode was their first step into a world of alchemy,
sacrifice, and unbreakable brotherhood. Titled "The Fullmetal Alchemist" in the 2003 anime
adaptation, this premiere does not waste a single second. It throws the audience directly into the
heart of the Elric brothers' tragedy, establishing the core conflict before the opening credits even
roll. While many series choose to build their world slowly, this episode makes a bold choice: it shows
you the climax of the backstory first, then spends the rest of the run time exploring the emotional
and physical wreckage left behind. For anyone asking where to start with this legendary franchise,
Fullmetal Alchemist S 1E1 provides a masterclass in efficient, emotional storytelling that remains
remarkably effective decades later.

The Cold Open: A Theory of Alchemy and
LoSS

One of the most striking aspects of Fullmetal Alchemist S 1E1 is its opening sequence. Instead of
a peaceful introduction to a cheerful protagonist, viewers are immediately confronted with a dimly lit
room, a chalk circle on the floor, and the desperate whispers of two young boys. The episode begins
in medias res, showing Edward and Alphonse Elric attempting the ultimate taboo: Human
Transmutation. They want to bring their deceased mother back to life. This sequence, lasting only a
few minutes, efficiently establishes the fundamental rules of alchemy in the world. We learn that
alchemy is a science of equivalent exchange: to gain something, something of equal value must be
lost. The horrifying result of their failure—Edward losing his left leg and Alphonse losing his entire
body—is a visceral representation of this law. The episode does not flinch from showing the
consequences. Ed's desperate act of sacrificing his right arm to bind Al's soul to a suit of armor is
both tragic and heroic, setting the stage for the entire series. This cold open is arguably the most
important two minutes in the entire 2003 anime, as it provides the emotional anchor for everything
that follows.

Character Introductions: More Than Just
Introductions

Fullmetal Alchemist S 1E1 does not treat its characters as blank slates. Instead, it introduces
them as already shaped by their past. The episode operates on the premise that the worst thing that
will ever happen to these characters has already happened. This is a bold narrative choice.

EbwARD ELRIC: THE WOUNDED PRODIGY

When we meet Edward properly in the present timeline, he is already the "Fullmetal Alchemist," the
youngest State Alchemist in the country's history. He is brash, arrogant, and fiercely protective of
his brother. The episode shows us his genius through his quick thinking during a mission, but it also
reveals his deep-seated guilt. He carries the weight of his brother's lost body. Edward's automail
limbs, which he received from his friend Winry Rockbell and her grandmother, are a constant,
painful reminder of his failure. The episode skillfully balances his public persona—a loud, short-
tempered teenager—with the profound sorrow he carries beneath the surface. This duality makes
him immediately compelling. We root for him because we have already seen him at his lowest point.

ALPHONSE ELRIC: THE GENTLE SouL IN ARMOR

Alphonse is introduced as the emotional counterweight to Edward. Trapped inside a massive,
imposing suit of armor, Al is the gentler, more thoughtful of the two. In Fullmetal Alchemist S
1E1, Al serves as the audience's moral compass. He questions their methods, expresses empathy
for their enemies, and constantly reminds Edward of his humanity. The contrast between Al's kind
personality and his terrifying physical appearance is a running theme. The episode uses his
character to explore questions of identity. If a soul can be bound to an object, what does it mean to
be human? Al's quiet dignity in the face of his horrific circumstance is what makes him such a
beloved character. His calm presence tempers Edward's fiery temperament, making their
partnership dynamic and engaging.

SUPPORTING CAST: THE SEEDS OF A LARGER WORLD

The episode also introduces key figures who will shape the brothers' journey. Roy Mustang, the
"Flame Alchemist," appears briefly, showcasing his calculating nature and his complicated
relationship with Edward. Riza Hawkeye, his loyal adjutant, is shown as the calm, professional
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counterpoint to Mustang's ambition. Most importantly, the episode re-introduces Winry Rockbell,
the childhood friend and automail mechanic. Her scenes provide a rare moment of warmth and
normalcy. She represents the home the brothers have lost. Her frustration with Edward's reckless
behavior, combined with her deep care for him, adds a layer of domestic tension to the high-stakes
adventure. The episode manages to make each of these characters feel significant, even with
limited screen time, hinting at the complex relationships that will develop later in the series.

World-Building Through Episode One

The world of Fullmetal Alchemist S 1E1 is built not through lengthy exposition dumps, but
through visual storytelling and natural dialogue. The setting is a fictional European-style country
called Amestris, reminiscent of early 20th-century Germany. The episode establishes the military,
political, and social structures of this world with subtle efficiency.

e The Military Structure: State Alchemists are ranked officers in the military. They are given
resources, housing, and freedom in exchange for their loyalty. Edward's rank of "Fullmetal" is
his codename and rank.

¢ The Public Perception of Alchemists: The episode shows that alchemists are both revered
and feared. They are seen as tools of the state, weapons to be used in conflicts.

e The Law of Equivalent Exchange: This is the philosophical backbone of the series. It is not
just a physical law but a moral one. The episode constantly returns to this concept, asking
what the brothers are willing to sacrifice to achieve their goal of restoring their bodies.

¢ The Ishbalan Conflict: While not directly shown, the aftermath of the Ishbalan War is alluded
to. The scarred man with the tattoo, who appears later in the series, is introduced in this
episode as a nameless threat, hinting at the dark history of the Amestrian military.

This layered approach to world-building ensures that the audience understands the rules of the
universe without feeling overwhelmed. Every piece of information serves the story and the
characters.

Thematic Foundations: Equivalent
Exchange and Human Sacrifice

Fullmetal Alchemist S 1E1 is deceptively simple. On the surface, it is about two brothers looking
for a magical stone. But the episode lays the groundwork for the series' most profound themes. The
concept of Equivalent Exchange is explored not just as a scientific principle, but as a philosophy of
life. The brothers must accept that they cannot get back what they lost without paying a price. Their
entire journey is an attempt to circumvent this law, to find a loophole that will allow them to restore
their bodies without further loss.

The episode also introduces the idea of Humanity and Sacrifice. Edward's sacrifice of his arm for

Al's soul is the first of many such choices. The episode asks what it means to be human. Is it having
a physical body? Is it having emotions and memories? Alphonse, a soul in a suit of armor, is arguably
more human than some of the flesh-and-blood characters they will encounter. The episode uses the
brothers' physical deformities as metaphors for their emotional wounds. They are literally and
figuratively broken, and their journey is about becoming whole again.

Animation and Direction: A Visual
Masterpiece

Studio Bones, the studio behind the 2003 adaptation, poured significant resources into Fullmetal
Alchemist S 1E1. The animation is fluid and expressive. The character designs, by Yoshiyuki Ito,
are grounded and realistic, allowing for a wide range of emotions. The cold open, in particular, is a
visual tour de force. The use of shadows and lighting creates a claustrophobic, tragic atmosphere.
The transmutation sequence is both beautiful and terrifying, with bright white light consuming the
brothers' figures. The episode's director, Seiji Mizushima, uses close-ups to capture the characters'
emotional pain. When Edward screams in agony, the camera holds on his face, refusing to look
away. This directorial choice forces the audience to confront the horror of the situation.

Furthermore, the episode's pacing is exceptional. It moves from the tragic prologue to a lighthearted
road trip, to a tense fight scene, all within 24 minutes. The tonal shifts never feel jarring because
they are grounded in the characters' emotional reality. The episode understands when to be funny,
when to be sad, and when to be thrilling. This balance is a hallmark of the series as a whole, and it is
established perfectly in the very first episode.

Musical Score: Setting the Mood

The music in Fullmetal Alchemist S 1E1, composed by Michiru Oshima, deserves special mention.
Like the episode itself, the soundtrack is a masterclass in emotional storytelling. The opening theme,
"Melissa" by Porno Graffitti, is an energetic rock anthem that perfectly captures the brothers'
determination. The ending theme, "Kesenai Tsumi" by Nana Kitade, is a haunting ballad about guilt
and regret. The episode's background score uses orchestral arrangements to heighten the drama.
The piece that plays during the failed human transmutation is a tragic, piano-led melody that has
become synonymous with loss and sacrifice in the anime community. The music does not just
accompany the visuals; it elevates them, creating an emotional landscape that lingers long after the
episode ends.

Comparison: 2003 vs. Brotherhood

It is impossible to discuss Fullmetal Alchemist S 1E1 without acknowledging the existence of
Fullmetal Alchemist: Brotherhood, the 2009 adaptation that follows the manga more closely. The

2 Fullmetal Alchemist S 1el

2023-06-13



Fullmetal Alchemist S lel 3

two versions handle the first episode very differently. The 2003 episode is an original story created
for the anime. It serves as a standalone introduction that establishes the characters and the world.
Brotherhood, on the other hand, rushes through the early material in a single episode, assuming the
audience is already familiar with the story. For a new viewer, the 2003 version is far superior as an
introduction. It takes its time to establish the emotional stakes. It allows the audience to sit with the
tragedy before moving on to the adventure. While Brotherhood is arguably the more faithful
adaptation of the manga's later arcs, the 2003 version's first episode is a work of art in its own right.
It takes a creative risk and pays off beautifully, creating an emotional connection with the characters
that lasts for the entire series.

Why It Still Matters

Decades after its initial release, Fullmetal Alchemist S 1E1 remains a benchmark for anime
premieres. It is a perfect episode of television. It introduces compelling characters, establishes a rich

world, lays out complex themes, and delivers an emotional gut punch, all within a single 24-minute
runtime. The episode understands that the best stories are about characters, not plot mechanics. It
makes the audience care about Edward and Alphonse from the very first scene. Their pain is
tangible, their goal is understandable, and their bond is inspiring.

For new viewers, this episode is the ideal entry point into the world of alchemy. For returning fans, it
is a nostalgic trip back to the beginning of a beloved journey. It encapsulates everything that makes
Fullmetal Alchemist a classic: dramatic storytelling, profound themes, and an unshakable belief in
the power of human connection. The episode's central question—what would you sacrifice for the
ones you love?—resonates with audiences of all ages and backgrounds. It is a story about loss, but
more importantly, it is a story about hope. The brothers lost everything, but they still have each
other. And that, the episode argues, is enough to keep moving forward.

CONCLUSION
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