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The Proceedings from the Old Bailey, the central criminal court in London, have been argued to
represent “as near as we can get to the spoken word of the [Late Modern English] period”
(https://fedora.clarin-d.uni-saarland.de/oldbailey/index.html), and several studies have been
devoted to the specific question of the linguistic reliability of the documents as records of the
spoken language of the past (e.g., Huber 2007; see also Archer 2014). Assuming the material’s
proximity to the spoken language (though with various caveats), other researchers have used the
linguistic corpus compiled from a selection of the Proceedings to chart trends as regards a variety
of speech-related, sociolinguistic, and interactional features in Early and Late Modern English
(e.g., Traugott 2011; Säily 2016; Widlitzki and Huber 2016; Claridge 2020; Claridge, Jonsson,
and Kytö 2020). In this paper, I take a different approach to this material: I do not aim to
evaluate the reliability of the “spokenness” of the records; nor do I intend to study “spoken”
features of the Proceedings per se. Instead, I explore how the speech reporters (whether
witnesses, the scribes taking down the records, or others) evaluate, frame, and position the
speech that they represent. To do so, I look at “speech descriptors,” which modify or comment
on the represented speech, such as “exultingly” in “It was said exultingly” (1821; OBC
t18210411_64) or “most disgusting” in “he used most disgusting language” (1846; OBC
t18460706_1443) (see Grund 2017, 2018, 2020a, 2020b). Such descriptors have the potential to
give us access to a range of broader as well as more localized attitudes toward and negotiations
of the represented speech and, by extension, attitudes toward the identity and characteristics of
the original speaker. I chart the sociolinguistic and pragmatic meanings of speech descriptors in
the Old Bailey Corpus, showing the ways in which metatextual features can enhance our
understanding of perceptions and evaluations of speech and speakers in the Late Modern English
period.
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