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NORTHERN STATE UNIVERSITY 
 

 PRAXIS REVIEW SHEET 
WORLD AND UNITED STATES HISTORY: CONTENT KNOWLEDGE (0941) 

World History 
Decline of Classical Civilizations and Change--Circa 500 B.C.E.-1400 C.E.  

 
History 121: Western Civilizations I, History 425: Medieval Europe,  

History 443: Russia Under the Tsars 
 
 

Praxis concepts addressed in these courses: Nomadic migrations: Huns, Mongols; and the 
Byzantine Empire, Eastern Europe, and the emergence of Russia. 
 

As with so much of the Praxis exam, the “concept” here seems to be taken from a very 
idiosyncratic introductory world history text, a text that groups events in a very odd way.  Below 
is my best shot at putting the concept elements into some sort of coherent package.  For the 
barbarian invasions as the affect the west, see also this rather amusing synopsis: 
http://www.republic.org/cant/Columns/Sun_Ra/11.4.2002.html. 
 
Background 
 
 The threat of barbarian invasion was a constant problem to all civilizations of the ancient 
world. Advanced civilizations produced things less settled people couldn’t hope to produce for 
themselves, and warlike nomads simply took what they could when they could. Civilized peoples 
often found that the best defense was a good offense, and one of the primary reasons for imperial 
expansion was to deal with threats of invasion. 
 
 But civilized peoples always had a border of some sort or another to defend, and, in time 
of internal strife, these borders were often left relatively undefended.  Rome’s civil wars of the 
third century A.D. in particular weakened defense along the Rhine and Danube.  Dicocletian 
(A.D. 284-305) and Constantine (A.D. 311—337) reorganized the empire and, for a time dealt 
effectively with the various Barbarian threats. 
 
Constantine and the beginnings of the Byzantine Empire 
  
 After his civil-war victories, Constantine united and reorganized the Roman Empire, giving 
Rome a new lease on life (see my History 424 notes on Diocletian and Constantine:  
http://www.northern.edu/marmorsa/diocletianlec2004.htm).  Constantine’s focus on the east and his 
encouraging of Christianity led to what we call the Byzantine Empire.  This Christianized/Eastern 
Roman Empire lasted for more than 1000 years (roughly A.D. 324—1453). 
 
Disruption of the West  
 
 As Constantine and his successors focused more and more on the wealthier eastern portion 
of the empire, the west was more vulnerable to invasion than ever.  Goths, Visigoths, Ostrogoths, 
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Herulians, Vandals, Franks, Angles, and Saxons brought the western empire to an end (A.D. 476).  
The exceptionally cruel Huns not only helped bring down the Western empire, but left their mark on 
everything from Europe to China (see: http://www.bartleby.com/65/hu/Huns.html).  For Attila, the 
most famous Hun leader, see http://www.realm-of-shade.com/zarathustra/attila.html. 
 
Justinian’s Reconquest 
 
 Justinian (Byzantine Emperor, A.D. 527-565) reconquered much of the western empire, 
and presided over a period of growth and cultural revival. His successors, however, caught up in 
an exhausting war against the Persian Empire of the Sassanids in the east, were unable to hang 
on to their possessions in the west.  
 
The Beginnings of Medieval Europe 
 

Combining German, Roman, and the Christian elements, various barbarian groups (e.g., 
the Lombards in Italy, the Franks in France, Angles and Saxons in England) create fairly 
successful kingdoms in what had once been the western Roman Empire.  The Frankish king 
Charlemagne was particularly successful—crowned by the Pope in A.D. 800 as Emperor of the 
Romans! 
 
New Invasions 
 
 Charlemagne’s empire did not remain intact.  His successors divided it into three parts.  
Worse, a new series of invasions in the 9th and 10th centuries proved difficult to deal with.  
Magyars attacked Europe from the East, Saracens from the South, and Vikings from the North.   
Otto the Great won a great victory over the Magyars at Lechfield (955), ending the Magyar 
threat. The Magyars then settled down in what we call Hungary. Otto becomes the first of the 
Holy Roman Emperors, creating what we call the “Ottonian System,” a system in which the 
Imperial authority and the church worked effectively together to create stability.  (See 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Otto_I,_Holy_Roman_Emperor for more on Otto and his system). 
 
 The Vikings (= Norsemen = Normans) initially just came for plunder, striking anywhere 
in Europe their boats could take them.  But, eventually, the Vikings came to stay in places like 
Normandy and even Sicily! In 1066, the Normans (Christianized descendants of Vikings who 
had settled in Normandy in France) invaded England, establishing a strong, fairly stable 
monarchy. 
 
 Other Vikings, the Varangians or Rus took over in what is today part of Russia and 
Ukraine (c. 862).  They combine with the native Slavic population, eventually convert to 
Orthodox Christianity, and create what we call “Kievan Russia,” a thriving society from the 9th-
12th centuries (see http://www.answers.com/topic/kievan-rus).  Poland also gets its start around 
this time, though the great days of the Polish Empire are much later (c. 1400-1600).  
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Meanwhile, back in Byzantium… 
 
 The Byzantines established one of the most successful, most Christian societies the world 
had ever seen.  Unfortunately, religious divisions (the Christological controversies and 
Iconoclasm) divided that Byzantines and left them vulnerable to the rising force of Islam. Asia 
Minor, Egypt, and North Africa all fell to the Moslems.  The Byzantines were also confronted with 
threats from other invaders, e.g., the Bulgars.   
 
And now the treat you’ve all been waiting for…. 
 
 But only, I suppose, if you have a touch of sadism. Around A.D. 1200, the Mongol leader 
Genghis Khan begins expanding in every direction, devastating lands from the Danube to China. 
See: http://www.answers.com/mongols. 
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