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My current avenue of research and writing explores linguistic contact on the folios of 

early modern printed devotional books. As the spring 2020 semester began, I was planning a 

summer trip to Barcelona to do some follow-up archival work. The best laid plans… Even before 

COVID-19 had spread enough for me to realize that much of my writing and all of my travel was 

about to be disrupted, I had become far more concerned with the potential for meaningful 

linguistic contact with my now-online students than on sixteenth-century printed folios.  

I had intended to deliver a paper at the International Congress on Medieval Studies at 

Kalamazoo about the dynamics of Catalan and Latin in a devotional imprint. Then the congress 

was cancelled due to concerns over the pandemic. On a personal level, I regretted missing the 

congress since I did not attend the previous year and it would have been my first time at 

Kalamazoo as an assistant professor instead of a graduate student. Professionally, the ICMS 

cancellation set me back in terms of accumulating items in the scholarship category of my tenure 

file as well as receiving valuable feedback that would help me to develop that paper into an 

article. I -like the other participants in this cluster- found myself scrambling to regroup with no 

real certainty regarding how best to move forward.  

And so, April was rather a tough month. We all felt it. Remote teaching, lost 

opportunities to reconnect with colleagues, university budget difficulties, anxiety about the 
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pandemic. As the spring semester progressed, we early career scholars began to hear the 

recommendation to keep cancelled papers on our CVs with a note about the pandemic. I was 

prepared to adopt this expedient, giving up on my presentation for the foreseeable future, when I 

saw a call for papers for a cancelled papers virtual conference.  

It seemed that I would not have to set aside my research after all. In spite of everything, 

finishing that paper for the virtual conference at the end of April improved my mood. I suddenly 

had a goal and a project that I enjoyed, a way to focus my energy when I was not teaching. 

I admit that I did not have high hopes for my enjoyment of delivering a paper at a virtual 

conference. I did not expect to feel invigorated or recharged after a virtual conference, any more 

than I did after virtual meetings. Other imitations of pre-pandemic life that I had sampled this 

spring had been better than nothing, but not by much. Video chats with friends, colleagues, and 

family only sharpened my feelings of isolation and loneliness. Online teaching left me missing 

in-person interactions, shared discoveries, and laughs with students. I imagined that a virtual 

conference would be the same: better than nothing. To my surprise and pleasure, the virtual 

conference was the first pandemic-simulation of real life that energized rather than drained me. 

Of course, in-person interactions at conferences are irreplaceable. But the other virtual attendees 

and I shared our papers. We asked and answered questions. We learned new things about our 

own and others’ research. In other words, for me, the virtual conference managed to capture 

much of the core of the conference experience in a way that other online approximations of 

“Before Times” had failed to do. 

I hope and trust that we will not need to rely exclusively on virtual conferences 

indefinitely. There is no substitute for a long weekend in a new or familiar city, reconnecting 

with colleagues and meeting new people. As a stopgap measure, however, I found that sharing 
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papers at a virtual conference last semester helped me to feel like a part of my scholarly 

community again and refueled my enthusiasm to do some writing over the summer.  

Many of us begin to sense that life will never return to exactly how it used to be, and it 

probably should not do so. COVID-19 has highlighted the stress fractures in our economy, our 

health care system, and in academia, even as it has exacerbated them. Yet however university 

scholarship looks once the novel coronavirus is under control, a more robust virtual component 

for in-person conferences will help fill in some of the gaps in equity and access across our 

profession. Graduate students and scholars with limited funding or other commitments will be 

better equipped to participate -and our professional gatherings will be enriched by them- if 

virtual contributions are valued equally with in-person ones. 

 

 

Figure 1. Screen shot of giving a conference paper over Zoom 


