
 

 

Annual Levinson Lecture in History Brings Dr. Nick Paul '95 to Campus 

Will Robinson, Apr 8 2011 

In 2003, Marilyn and David N. Levinson '53 and their son Micah '05 generously endowed the annual  

Levinson Lecture in History. For the first time in the lecture series' history the 2011 lecturer was a St.  

Andrew's graduate. Dr. Nick Paul '95 is a Professor of History at Fordham University, focusing his work on 

Medieval History and the Crusades. 

His talk focused on the origins of the First Crusade and the different interpretations that emerged from it – one 

of the most, if not the most, widely commemorated event in all of European history, according to Dr. Paul. He 

painted a vivid picture of Anselm of Ribemont and his concern for the remembrance of the Crusade, the Siege 

of Antioch, and the subsequent cultural interactions between the by the Crusader state and those they sought 

to conquer. Pope Urban II presented the Crusade as a pilgrimage, making it an “alchemical mix of redemptive 

piety, on one hand, and collective holy war on the other.” 

This Crusade has been fascinating historians for centuries, Dr. Paul argued; the earliest modern attempt to 

write a history of the First Crusade dates back to 1611. The difficulty for historians has been “the problem of 

sources”: how few have survived the “gulf of 900 years [that] separates our world from the world of Anselm 

and his contemporaries.” Yet there are precious sources that have survived, such as letters written by the  

Jewish communities of the eastern Mediterranean, “for whom literacy was commonplace and written  

correspondence was so routine that their brief notes to each other almost seem more like text messages…” 

Dr. Paul challenged students to examine the historical records that have survived the centuries, and  

particularly to consider the challenges of disagreement within the surviving sources. The Holy Lance of  

Antioch, for example, used in the culminating moment of the siege there, is described by some sources as a 

real relic, and by others as a fraud. From the many and varied accounts of the First Crusades, multiple streams 

of commemoration emerged. In addition, the emergence of first person narratives of the First Crusade – at a 

time before any form of autobiography had appeared in Europe – reveal to us the ways in which this Crusade 

changed how people thought about themselves and their own identities. The Gesta Francorum (“The Deeds of 

the Franks”), an anonymous account of the First Crusades, was widely embraced as a faithful account of what 

happened on the expedition, and this account then informed numerous subsequent personal narratives. “[U]

nlike so many other things that happen in history,” Dr. Paul argued, “the First Crusade is a narrative, is a  

perfect story. It has a beginning and an ending. It is meant to be told and written and retold and rewritten 

again and again and again. And that’s exactly what happened.” 

Students followed the talk by taking advantage of a question and answer period that pulled from their current 

class work and further highlighted Dr. Paul’s insight into the historian-scholar process. Dorcas Antwi ’12  

likened the struggle of historians to find fact in the various accounts of the Crusades to the struggle of the  

historian-protagonist in The Chaneysville Incident. Dr. Paul responded, in part, that Medieval Historians 

“never distinguish between history and memory. I actually don’t feel particularly bad about the loss of some 

kind of rarified sense of the past. I’m much more interested in these texts’ reflections on how people talk 

about things, how they think about things, how they write about things. I can’t afford to be hung up on  

questions of what can be established and what is memory.” 

 






