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Observer History
4 December 1971 - The first Observer

In an opening address to its readers, the Observer stresses its relevance to people of all classes,
claiming it would be “conveying safe and grounded information and rendering, even to the very
lowest, the most essential services; whilst it breathes, invariably, towards its all, the spirit of
enlightened freedom, decent toleration, and universal benevolence.” 
The paper also covered the ongoing military struggles of Lord Cornwallis, whose oppressive
governance in India, which was then a British colony, led to far reaching negative consequences for its
population which are still felt today. 
A lot of what we’d think of as celebrity gossip – the comings and goings of aristocrats and royalty.

The first edition of the Observer
described itself as a “Sunday
Advertiser”, which is a name
sometimes associated with local
newspapers.

▶ Masthead

It was typical at the time of newspapers
at the time to show advertisements on
the front and news inside. This
Observer consisted of two double-sided
pages.

▲ A lot of adverts

What was inside?



Observer History
21 December 1861 – A busy news day

Though the terminology was different at the time, this
“postscript” section was added in at the very last minute
to describe the funeral of Albert, The Prince Consort
(husband of Queen Victoria). This can still happen today,
when news comes in just before the print deadline.
However, the process is much simpler digitally, and
stories are constantly being posted online.

◀ Breaking News

While the Observer has always been a Sunday paper,
between 1818 and 1864, an edition “containing the
latest news and a full update of the markets” was
printed at 4pm on Monday. Though much of the news
was the same in the Sunday and Monday editions, the
Monday edition notably featured news on the front in
place of the adverts that appeared on Sunday.

▲ Monday?

You’d expect a major event such as a royal funeral to take up more of the paper, but because it only
happened shortly before this edition went to print, it only got one column. 
Much of the paper was devoted to news of the American Civil War. The Observer was one of very few
newspapers to side with the North in their battles against the South to regain control of America and
abolish slavery, and they lost a lot of readers because of this stance. In this edition they describe the
acts of the south as “savage works of hopeless repression”. 
Unlike today, newspapers were one of few places people could find public information, so there are
many reports of court trials as well as births, deaths, marriages and bankruptcies.

What was inside?



Observer History
4 May 1919 – Clothes, clothes and more clothes

For a short period in the 1910s, most covers of the Observer
looked a lot like this one, with drawn adverts for ready-made
women’s clothing, that were rising in popularity as department
stores became fashionable. Though the Observer was the first
UK newspaper to have a woman editor (Rachel Beer 1891-1904),
these adverts don’t indicate that the paper was primarily read
by women but instead that they were the target demographic
for most clothing adverts, something that is still seen today.

▲  Department stores everywhere

In the aftermath of the first world war, many of the articles covered topics such as the restoration of
art galleries and theatres and the financial impacts the war had made on the country. 
During this period, the Observer published several pieces featuring thoughts on the Treaty of
Versailles, which was agreed upon and signed after the first world war. The Observer was very
sceptical of the treaty, with the editor JL Garvin at one point writing, “The Treaty left the Germans
no real hope except in revenge”. His words would turn out to foreshadow the start of second world
war 20 years later. 
By this time, columns occasionally featured a byline, but most writers were uncredited.

What was inside?



Observer History
1 November 1942 – A new look

In 1942, Ivor Brown assumes editorship and, with the
paper’s owner David Astor, vastly redesigns the paper. In
this edition, he lays out the policy of “The New Observer”.
He states that the new layout “will help to make the
utmost of every inch of paper at a time when journalism
has been severely rationed”, referring to the pressures of
producing news while the country was at war.

◀  The New “Observer”

Surprisingly, for the middle of the war, there was a lot of ordinary columns. The second page is
almost entirely devoted to art, theatre, and film reviews.
There are several adverts suggesting ways one could help their country in the war effort, but also
many fashion and luxury items being advertised.
This edition features a profile of Sir William Beveridge whose soon-to-be released “Social Insurance
and Allied Services Report” (usually called the Beveridge Report) set out the need for and plans to
create a welfare state in Britain after the war. This report is still frequently mentioned by politicians
today for its historical importance.

What was inside?

For the first time, the Observer was also able to
show news-related images on the front page. While
photographs were still only featured inside the
paper, this hand-drawn map helped to illustrate
the war-time story. Notably, however, captions
were not yet used.

▼  Picture Perfect

Removing (most) advertisements from the front
page allowed for important news (in this case, the
second world war) to be front and centre. While it
was several years before the paper would feature
large splash headlines, there are clear variations in
font size to draw readers’ attention.

▲  Headline News



Observer History
20 July 1969 – Not quite one small step

As advertised beside the masthead, every Observer featured an all-
colour magazine inside from 1964 onward.
Reports on the Vietnam War, which was happening at the time.
Several pages on what viewers could expect of the moon landings,
including step-by-step drawings of how a moon walk would likely
look.

What was inside?

◀  News on a Sunday
Being a Sunday paper meant
the Observer wasn’t always
able to get the big story of the
week. In this case, the
Observer provided a
comprehensive guide to
watching the moon landing
on TV, but they would not be
the newspaper to break the
news of Neil Armstrong’s first
words on the moon as that
wouldn’t happen until
Sunday evening.



Observer History
12 November 1989 – A familiar look

▲ Read more
By the 1980s, the Observer
features a skyline advertising
the stories readers can find
inside. It could no longer be
taken for granted that
anyone wanting to learn the
news would simply buy
whatever paper was on sale,
so newspapers had to show
what exclusive stories they
covered that couldn’t be
found on television or in
other newspapers.

Analysis of the impacts of the fall of the Berlin wall and the break-up of
the USSR. 
Concerns about a possible plan to privatise ambulance services. 
A full page advert listing the many reasons buying a new Saab car would
cut down on pollution, and one describing how coal is a clean form of
energy!

What was inside?

At this time, the Observer was a broadsheet,
the largest form of newspaper (57 cm long),
with many pages inside. Therefore, there was
an index on the front page to find the
sections or journalists you might like to read.

◀ A long way down

This newspaper is much more recognisable to a
modern reader: a large picture illustrating the
front page lead story (in this case, the fall of the
Berlin Wall) as well as a few other important
news stories and adverts elsewhere on the
page.

▲ The big picture



At this time, the Observer was a broadsheet,
the largest form of newspaper (57 cm long),
with many pages inside. Therefore, there was
an index on the front page to find the
sections or journalists you might like to read.

◀ A long way down

This newspaper is much more recognisable to a
modern reader: a large picture illustrating the
front page lead story (in this case, the fall of the
Berlin Wall) as well as a few other important
news stories and adverts elsewhere on the
page.

▲ The big picture

▲ Little more detail
By this point
standfirsts, 
which give extra
information not
in the headline,
were
commonplace.

A lot of news articles and features about the Iraq War, which Britain at this point
had been fighting in for nearly a month. Much of this suggested the war was
almost over, but the war actually went on for 8 more years.
An article about how people wanted to “follow New York” in banning smoking in
public places.
A mix of colour and black and white. While the front page, and many pages
inside, were in full colour, some only had one colour picture while others were
entirely black and white.

What was inside?

Observer History
13 April 2003 – A modern newspaper

In 1993, the Observer was purchased by the
Guardian, and in 1999, both newspapers
launched websites. Today, while there is an
Observer section, both papers’ articles are
published on the Guardian website.

◀ Observer online



At this time, the Observer was a broadsheet,
the largest form of newspaper (57 cm long),
with many pages inside. Therefore, there was
an index on the front page to find the
sections or journalists you might like to read.

◀ A long way down

This was the first Observer to appear in the
Berliner format, which was smaller than its
previous broadsheet format and an unusual
size for a UK newspaper. The Guardian had
adopted the Berliner format the previous year.

A new format ▶

While much of the Observer had been in
colour, for years, this edition of the paper
made it the first full colour UK Sunday
newspaper, though some of the adverts
were still in black and white.

Colour everywhere ▲

Observer History
8 January 2006 – In full colour

Significant discussion about the Liberal Democrat leader Charles Kennedy
resigning (as seen on the front page). At the time, the party had 62 MPs in
parliament.
The launch of the New Horizon’s spacecraft, the first man-made object destined
for Pluto. The robot reached Pluto in 2015, and should continue exploring ever
farther reaches of space until its battery dies in the 2030s.
An interview with then-Prime Minister Tony Blair. He had been Prime Minister
for 9 years at the time and would step down the following year.

What was inside?



This shows that this was the
5th edition of the paper
printed on the morning of 4
June.

◀ Five stars

For big events, the Observer has had a tendency in
recent years to stretch out their skyline. While this
one, for the 2017 General Election, was graphics-
heavy, they have also printed large, all-text excerpts
from their opinion pieces on recent political events
like Brexit that take up most of the front page.

Skyline and then some ▶

Significant discussion about the Liberal Democrat leader Charles Kennedy
resigning (as seen on the front page). At the time, the party had 62 MPs in
parliament.
The launch of the New Horizon’s spacecraft, the first man-made object destined
for Pluto. The robot reached Pluto in 2015, and should continue exploring ever
farther reaches of space until its battery dies in the 2030s.
An interview with then-Prime Minister Tony Blair. He had been Prime Minister
for 9 years at the time and would step down the following year.

What was inside?

The five stars in the bottom left of the paper suggest that this is the fifth
edition of the paper, printed in the early morning of Saturday 4 June.
Previous editions featured a story about the election and a photo of then-
Prime Minister Theresa May. However, this tragic attack on London Bridge
happened late on Saturday evening, meaning the Observer could update
the story for the final printing of the paper. Papers destined for Scotland or
Northern Ireland would have already been sent off with the picture of
Theresa May, but newsagents closer to London who get the final edition of
the paper would see this version.

◀ Late edition story change

Observer History
4 June 2017 – Late breaking news



In 2018, the Observer moved from using the
Berliner format to the Tabloid format. While
tabloid is sometimes used as a derogatory
word for newspapers seen as not being
serious, it actually refers to the size of the
newspaper.

A little bit smaller

While the rest of the front page looks
dramatically different to the Observer’s usual
look to highlight the significance of the
Cambridge Analytica story, the skyline
stresses that the usual content, such as sport,
food, and comedy, will still appear inside.

Regular content inside ▶

Several more pages going over the details of the Cambridge Analytica
scandal.
Stories on the UK’s relationship with Russia –at the time, there had been
prominent poisonings in the UK of ex-Russian spies which were being
investigated.
A story about an eight year-old Iranian weightlifter who fought and won
the right for women and girls to be allowed to compete in sport in Iran.

What was inside?

While most front page news is important events from the day before,
sometimes the newspaper will choose an important piece of
investigative journalism instead. This story revealed that Facebook
data had been used by the company Cambridge Analytica to target
ads to voters in the 2016 American Presidential election. It took years
of the reporters researching and checking the legal implications of
the story before they were ready to publish. Stories like these can
have large legal, political, and social consequences.

◀ An intense investigation

Observer History
18 May 2018 – A deep investigation

The unusual colours on this front page speak
to the fact that this was a dramatic and
revelatory news story, and the layout would
have been planned farther in advance than
regular editions of the observer.

In black and white 



While photographs traditionally accompanied the
big splash on the front page, they are increasingly
being used to highlight an event that is written
about in more detail inside the paper. This allows a
greater number of important stories to be featured
on the front page.

Enticing images ▶

The kickers advertise contributions by
people the Observer team know are
popular with readers, like chef Nigel
Slater (talking here about gardening
instead of cooking).

▲ Fan favourites
The kickers on the Observer are often for
features — longer news stories where writers use
their personal experience or expertise to reflect
on news more deeply, such as historian David
Olusoga on racism in Britain following Black
Lives Matter protests.

Deeper reflections ▶

Three two-page spreads focused on Black Lives Matter protests, plus several pieces
of feature writing about racism, some touching on specific aspects such as racism in
sport.
Several COVID-related stories, including one suggesting there was a lack of
government plan for a second wave and another about GCSE students not all having
access to laptops.
Some lighter stories too, including one about how the families of some actors and
comedians were starting to get involved with their lockdown television appearances.

What was inside?

Observer History
7 June 2020 – A lot more inside



Nineteen pages of US election coverage. Some of this would have been pre-
planned to publish anyway, some would have been changed in a hurry on
Saturday when the results came out.
Features on loneliness and how it impacted both the young and old throughout
the pandemic.
The food section of the magazine that comes with the Observer, in this edition,
celebrated Britain’s love of pot noodles!

What was inside?

Though the Observer often misses big,
breaking news stories by virtue of publishing
only on Sunday, the 2020 US election results
were finalised on a Saturday, allowing the
paper to create this special front cover to
announce Biden’s victory.

Sunday Best

For a huge news story like Joe Biden’s
victory in the heavily contested Trump vs
Biden 2020 US presidential election, the
Observer dropped its typical layout of a
skyline and front page articles in favour of a
commemorative front page.

▲ Just the masthead?

Observer History
8 November 2020 – Biden the time
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