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Abstract – In a historical period marked by rising criminality, the authorities fostered the public dissemination of trial knowledge as a warning to potential criminals and as evidence of the effectiveness of the justice system. In their turn, contemporaries were anxious to be informed about the unfolding and outcome of trials as they needed to be reassured about the certainty of punishment and the correct functioning of the legal apparatus. In this paper, I examine the recounting of trials conducted at the Old Bailey in London in the Old Bailey Trial Proceedings (henceforth OBPs) and in the weekly newspapers in the period from 1710 to 1779. The OBPs appeared in 1674 but became a specialised genre in the early 18th century, when  their short and sensationalist accounts were replaced with more accurate renditions of all the phases of the trial. The weeklies were not a specialised trial genre per se but, insofar as they provided short trial accounts, they contributed to the popularisation of trial knowledge. In line with the principles of corpus-assisted discourse analysis, the qualitative approach to the analysis of text was combined with the quantitative approach provided by Corpus Linguistics in the attempt to discover similarities and differences between the genres in terms of structuring of the information, specialised vocabulary and rhetorical strategies. The results were interpreted in relation to the readers’ demands and to the power of the political and legal institutions. The study suggested that by the end of the century, newspapers had the better of the OBPs in the print market, thanks to a skilful balance of specialised discourse and newsworthiness in a publication which was cheap, swift to produce and easy to be consumed.
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