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[P.D.] Schweizer has attempted to show diagrammatically how the rainbow in Salisbury 
Cathedral from the Meadows [1831] defies meteorological science.1 He calculates that the top 
of the bow subtends an angle of 38 degrees (see Figure below) which is close to the 
maximum possible angle of 42 degrees, produced when the sun is at the horizon. From 
the illumination of the landscape - the diagonal rays of sunlight falling on to Fisher's 
house - and the apparent height of the sun, Schweizer calculates the angle to be 64 
degrees. However, one should be wary of assessing the height of the sun from depicted 
crepuscular rays which, although they originate from the sun, are not an accurate guide to 
its height in the sky. Crepuscular rays can be viewed obliquely and hence the sun could be 
at an angle much lower than 64 degrees.  

If one looks at the shadow on the old fence post in the bottom left-hand corner of 
Salisbury Cathedral from the Meadows, the geography and the illumination of the cathedral 
suggests that the sun has reached an angle just north of west in the sky, which in the 
middle of August would happen between 6pm and 7pm. By that time the height of the 
sun in the sky is about 15 degrees which would mean that the rainbow would have a 
height of about 27 degrees in the sky, which is still significantly smaller than that observed. 
The rainbow arches protectively just behind the cathedral and, in this case, is not the 
rainbow that the artist would see but the bow that someone standing in the meadow on 
the right would see. Schweizer assumes that the rainbow is in the plane of the picture but 
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it is in fact coming out of  the picture at a shallow angle. The lighting of  the landscape 
suggests that the sun is to the right of  the picture and not, as it should be, behind the 
observer. Nevertheless the view of  the rainbow is not as impossible as Schweizer suggests. 
The view of  the cathedral over the River Avon is from the north west at Long Bridge, and 
the picture was entitled Summer Afternoon — A Retiring Tempest by Constable when he 
exhibited it in Worcester in 1836. It is not clear why Constable chose to add the rainbow 
to a painting in which the sun is not directly behind the viewer.’  2
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