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The siege of Olynthus in 348 BC, saw Philip II of Macedon complete his conquest of the Chalcidic League, one of his more powerful immediate neighbours (Rhodes, 2010). Most scholars agree that the siege happened due to many Olynthians feeling more threatened by Philips growing power, and allying themselves more with Athens (Worthington, 2008). This intern led Olynthus to do some questionable actions, such as harbouring Philips relatives and political opponents, eventually leading to the downfall and end of the Chalcidic League (Rhodes, 2010). Our contemporary sources that survive are limited, but we do have accounts from Diodorus, in his ‘Bibliotheca historica’ (Diodorus, 1968) and some accounts from Demostanies. With help with archaeological evidence, modern academics such as Worthington and Rhodes have tried to piece together the events that took place during the siege.

Hostilities between the League and Macedonian had been brewing since the end of the Persian Wars (Rhodes, 2010). With the Persians gone Macedonia and Athens wanted to have the main influence in the area (Rhodes, 2010), due to the geographical features of the land, being able to support a large harbour which both wanted control over (Rhodes, 2010). After joining and then leaving the Deleon League at the beginning of the Peloponnesian War, Olynthus joined with surrounding Polies to band together and become part of a league (Rhodes, 2010). Then later when Philip II went to war with Athens, after besieged the Athenian founded city of Amphipolis in 357 BC and needed an ally on the Aegean coast, he went to the Chalcidic League by promising to capture the former league member city of Potidaea (Rhodes, 2010).  Olynthus along with the league agreed and joined Phillip against Athens (Rhodes, 2010). However, after the war, the league grew weary of the growing power of Phillip and feared that the region would be influenced heavily by Macedonia (Rhodes, 2010). The main catalysis for the outbreak of hostility and eventually the siege was when Olynthus harboured Philips Brothers-in-law (Worthington, 2008). We are not sure why they were given sanctuary by Olynthus but some academics like Worthington suggest that they may have been trying to replace Phillip with one of his half-brothers so that they could have a say in Macedonian affairs (Worthington, 2008). Therefore, because of Olynthus’ harbouring of Philips relatives, Philip invaded the Chalcidic League (Worthington, 2008).

Much of our evidence of the actual events of the war and the siege come from Diodorus. He documents the flow of troops sent from different polies to help either Macedon or Olynthus and some detail about the actual siege itself (Diodorus, 1968).  When most of the league’s territory was being crushed by Philip and it was clear that he was heading towards Olynthus, the people sent out an envoy to Athens asking them for support as they had been leaning favourably towards them (Worthington, 2008). The Athenians in return dispatched a sizable force of troops to support Olynthus, according to the accounts of Demostanies and Diodorus (Diodorus, 1968). However, by the autumn of 348 BC, the city fell into Phillips hands and any Athenians or other mercenaries who were captured, were imprisoned while the locals were sold into slavery (Diodorus, 1968).

The siege of Olynthus and subsequently, the fall of the League is important as it’s the beginning of what we see as the ‘rise of Macedon’, with Philip gaining a number of influential victories giving him the notoriety to be taken as a serious player in the Hellenic world, and therefore making way for the Hellenistic period and the coming of Alexander.
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