Benvenuto Cellini (1500-71)
and "Rainstopping"
Abstract
Benvenuto Cellini (1500-71), the renowned goldsmith and sculptor
of the late Renaissance in Italy, claimed in his autobiography that he
directed artillery fire at rain clouds, thus stopping the rain. The occasion was the festive entrance into Rome (on 3 November 1538) of the
Duchess Margaret of Austria, natural daughter of the Holy Roman
Emperor, who was also King of Spain Charles V. She came to Rome
to be wedded to the grandson of the reigning Pontiff, Paul III.
Since Cellini tended to be boastful, we checked three independent
contemporary sources describing Margaret's reception. None of the
three mentions firing at clouds; they do not even say that there was
rain on that day. It must be added, however, that all three accounts
are very brief, and that in the past, records of events usually put emphasis on actions of rulers and other important personages, paying
little attention to environmental (and even to social) conditions.
Thus, the most that we can say in regard of Cellini's claim is that we
cannot corroborate his assertion of firing at clouds.
Attention is drawn also to Cellini's excellent description of a phenomenon in atmospheric optics, viz. that of the "Heiligenschein"
(of the "wet" type). Cicely M. Botley points out that this phenomenon was described by Cellini 250 years before the first scientific presentation of the observation.
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ping, at least on one occasion, was the Florentine goldsmith
and sculptor Benvenuto Cellini (1500-71; see Fig. 1), whose
talent was highly appreciated by such a great artist as Michelangelo—for example, see his letter to Cellini (Michelangelo,
1907, p. 223; Cellini, 1949, p. 370). The
EncyclopaediaBritannica (Macropaedia, vol. 3, 1975) says the following: "As an
artist. . . Cellini was not only a craftsman of surpassing taste
and skill but a sculptor of great significance."
Though Cellini had no previous training in gunnery, he
distinguished himself as an excellent marksman (Cellini,
1949, pp. 63-74) in the defense of Castel Sant' Angelo, the
fort of the Papal Court, during the siege and sack of Rome
by troops of the Holy Roman Emperor and King of Spain
Charles V in 1527. The Pope of the time (Clement VII), several
cardinals, the ambassadors of France and England, officers
of the Papal Court, etc., took refuge in the Castel (Pastor,
1950a, p. 394). It would thus appear that Cellini had the
prowess to train the guns at the clouds.

1. Gunfire and rain
During and after the Napoleonic Wars, there was a widespread belief in Europe that battles were followed by rain.
The rationale suggested for this sequence of events was that
the explosion of gunshells stimulated rainfall. Subsequently
this belief spread to America. Byers (1974, p. 5) cites a book
by Edward Powers, War and Weather, first published in 1871,
in which the author relates Civil War "experiences" indicating that rain fell battle after battle. His ideas won so much
support in the U.S. Congress that in 1890-91 the latter appropriated $10 000 (a considerable sum at the time) for field
experiments. 3
It was somewhat of a surprise to learn that in the 16th century the opposite belief, viz., that gunfire stops the rain, was
held by some. It was no less of a surprise to find that one individual claiming to have been engaged actively in rainstop-
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FIG. 1. Portrait of Benvenuto Cellini, a copy of a painting by the
French painter-engraver Paul-Edme Le Rat (1849-92) (see ThiemeBecker, 1929, vol. 23, p. 110). In all probability, it was prepared on
the basis of a painting dating to the 16th century. See frontispiece in
Plon (1883).
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2. Cellini's claim
According to Cellini, the occasion on which he fired guns at
clouds (Cellini, 1949, p. 211) to stop the rain was the ceremonious entrance into Rome of the Duchess Margaret of
Austria (1522-86), natural daughter of the Emperor Charles
V, and her retinue. The entrance took place on 3 November
15384 (Forcella, 1885, p. 65). At the time, Margaret was 16
years of age and a widow of Alessandro de' Medici, Duke of
Florence, whom she married in 1536 and who was assassinated in 1537. She came to Rome to be wedded to the 14-yearold Duke Ottavio Farnese, grandson of the incumbent
Pope Paul III (pontificated 1534-49), the former Cardinal
Alessandro Farnese. The Pope was greatly interested in
the match, hoping that it would improve his relations with
Charles V, with whom he was frequently in conflict. 5 It is
natural that the Pope wished to make Margaret's entrance a
festive occasion. The importance he attached to the event is
shown by the fact that in October 1538 he issued a bull ("Universis subditis") ordering a worthy reception for the Duchess
(Pastor, 1950b, p. 324, footnote 4). Rain would have spoiled
the reception at the Porta del Popolo, where Margaret was
awaited by cardinals, bishops, foreign ambassadors, noblemen, and a crowd of Roman plebeians (Gualterius, 1538,
Folio 362R 6 ; Forcella, 1885, p. 66). And rain would have
spoiled the procession that took her first to the Pope and then
to the palace where she was to stay until the wedding the next
day.
Cellini (1949, p. 211) describes the act of firing as follows:
. . . I have pointed several large pieces of artillery in
the direction where the clouds were the thickest, and
whence a deluge of water was already pouring; then,
when I began to fire, the rain stopped, and at the
fourth discharge the sun shone out; and so I was the
sole cause of the festival succeeding to the joy of
everybody.
Assuming that the firing did take place (and that the story
is not a figment of Cellini's imaginative boasting), there can
be little doubt that it was carried out from Castel Sant' Angelo (see Fig. 2), the Pope's fortress mentioned earlier, which
was equipped with guns. It will be recalled that it was in the
Castel that Cellini served as a gunner at the time of the siege
and sack of Rome in 1527. Moreover, on 16 October 1538, he
was arrested (Plon, 1883, p. 40) and put in prison in the Castel on the charge of having illegally retained gold, etc., entrusted to him by Pope Clement VII, Paul Ill's predecessor.
The assumption that the firing took place from the Castel, if
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at all, is supported further by the fact that in the paragraph of
his autobiography (Cellini, 1949, p. 211) where Cellini describes the alleged gun discharges at rain clouds, he mentions
the "castellan," that is, the Castel's Governor. So if he did
fire at rain clouds, he did so at a time when he was a prisoner
in the Papal fort.

3. A search for independent evidence
Did Cellini indeed fire at rain clouds? We were able to inspect
three contemporary "records" of Margaret's reception. Two
documents are in the form of unpublished diaries kept by two
high-office bearers of Paul Ill's Court, which are preserved
in the Vatican Secret Archives and the Vatican Apostolic Library; the third is a diplomatic dispatch by Charles V's Ambassador to the Papal Court. One of the diaries is by Peter
Paul Gualterius, Paul Ill's Secretary, and the other is by Blasius (Biagio) de Martinellis, the Pope's Master of Ceremonies. 7 Photocopies of some sheets from Gualterius's (1538)
Diarium were kindly made available by Prefects of the Vatican Secret Archives and the Vatican Apostolic Library, while
de Martinellis's notes form the basis for Forcella's (1885) account of the reception. The diplomatic dispatch is by Marquis J u a n Fernandez Manrique de Aguilar, Charles V's Ambassador, addressed to his Sovereign. His letter is conveniently reprinted in English in Calendar of Letters, etc. (1890,
p. 55).
Both Gualterius's and de Martinellis's diary entries for 3
November 1538 are very short, especially that of the first; de
Aguilar's reference to the reception is even shorter. 8 None of
the three mentions any firing at rain clouds. They do not even
say that there was rain on that day. The only reference to
guns is by de Martinellis (Forcella, 1885, pp. 65-67), who
says that when the " t r i u m p h a l " procession passed by the
Castel, a gun salute was fired in honor of the Duchess.
We have checked some of Margaret's recent biographies:
one by de Iongh (1965, p. 109) and an earlier one by van Lennep (1952, p. 72). However, as their sources on the reception
are essentially the same as ours, they mention neither firing at
rain clouds nor rain.
Does the fact that none of these three contemporary independent records makes any mention of firing at rain clouds
mean that we must consider Cellini's story to be just another
manifestation of his boastful character? We cannot be sure,
but one would have expected that the action claimed by Cellini would have caused a stir among the organizers and participants of Margaret's reception had they believed in his
success to stop the rain, and that the matter would not have
been glossed over by all three sources mentioned previously.
Autobiographies should, in general, be treated critically. It
is far from unusual that the proportions of actions and events
described in autobiographies greatly differ from the picture

7
Gualterius's office is stated in Vaccari (1946, p. 406); that of de
Martinellis in Pastor (1950b, index) and Forcella (1885).
8
The Ambassador's dispatch relates mainly to state and financial
matters.

Unauthenticated | Downloaded 01/09/23 10:01 PM UTC

1456

Vol. 62, No. 10, October 1981

FIG. 2. Castel Sant'Angelo, the Papal fort in Rome. Copy of engraving by the Italian artist (and bookseller) Antonio Salamanca (born about 1500, died 1562) about 1530, i.e., eight years before Cellini's alleged
firing at rain clouds with guns to "stop" the rain. It is almost certain that, if the firing took place at all, it was
from the Castel where Cellini was held a prisoner in 1538-39. A copy of the engraving will be found in S.
Alexander's translation and editing of F. Guicciardini's The History of Italy (1969).
given in other types of records. The most we can assert, therefore, is that we cannot corroborate the truth of Cellini's
claim.

4. An early observation in atmospheric optics by
Cellini
Apart from bequeathing to the history of meteorological
ideas the (probably wrong) notion that rain can be stopped
by firing gun shells into rain clouds, Cellini (1949, p. 240) left
to posterity one of the earliest, if not the earliest, recorded
observation of the "Heiligenschein": the halo surrounding
the shadow of an observer cast on a lawn wet with dew drops
(or on some other rough surface) illuminated by a low sun.
Cellini's brief and excellent description of the phenomenon is
as follows: "This halo can be observed above my shadow in
the morning from the rising of the sun for about two hours,
and far better when the grass is drenched with dew." The
backscatter of sunlight towards the observer from the droplets (and, often, from rough surfaces) makes the shadow appear lined by light to the observer. The phenomenon is sometimes called Cellini's halot Huschke, 1970, p. 276; Tricker,
1970, p. 25). According to Perntner and Exner (1922, p. 464),
the first detailed description of the phenomenon was put
forward by Winterfeld in 1804. As Cicely M. Botley (1976, p.

259) points out, Cellini must be credited with having described the Heiligenschein some 250 years before its scientific
treatment.
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announcements (continued from page 1453)

NCAR Research Aviation Facility Advisory
Panel meeting
The Advisory Panel for the Research Aviation Facility (RAF) of the
National Center for Atmospheric Research (NCAR) will meet in
Boulder, Colo., in April of 1982 to consider requests for flight
support using UCAR's four aircraft instrumented for atmospheric
research. At its April 1982 meeting the Advisory Panel will recommend to NCAR the allocation of aircraft concentrating on those
programs requesting operations commencing during the period
August 1982 through July 1983. Requests for the long-range Electra
aircraft will be considered for the period November 1982 through
October 1983 to allow sufficient time to organize joint use of the
aircraft among several investigators, thereby making each flight
hour as useful as possible. Programs requesting NCAR flight support within the context of National Science Foundation (NSF)
grants should include the NCAR aircraft requirements in the total
NSF proposal. Internal NCAR flight requests and proposals not
part of NSF programs should submit sufficient justification so that a
meaningful comparison with NSF supported programs can be
made.
The Advisory Panel is composed of atmospheric scientists from
universities, government agencies, and NCAR. They ordinarily meet
twice each year, in April and October, to consider the scheduling of
NCAR aircraft.
The NCAR Research Aviation Facility operates four aircraft in
support of field projects in the areas of air chemistry, cloud physics,
air motion (including mass flow and turbulent flux measurements),
radiation, oceanography as it relates to boundary layer processes,
and other programs within the atmospheric sciences. The two Queen
Airs are twin-engined supercharged unpressurized aircraft. The
Queen Air is approved for both Visual and Instrument Flight Rules
and for flight into known light to moderate icing conditions. The
normal operating ceiling of the NCAR Queen Airs is approximately
6000 meters above sea level. The Sabreliner is a low-wing, twin jet
aircraft pressurized for high altitude flight. The NCAR Sabreliner is
not equipped with a pneumatic de-icer boot system and is restricted

from operation in known icing conditions. The normal operating
ceiling is approximately 14 000 meters above sea level. The Electra is
a large, low wing, long range, four engine turboprop aircraft. The
cockpit and passenger compartments are pressurized for high altitude operation. The Electra can operate in known icing conditions;
however, external instrumentation installations may limit operations in icing conditions. The operating ceiling of the NCAR Electra
is approximately 8000 meters above sea level. The size and operating
cost of the Electra are such that principal investigators are encouraged to plan cooperative use whenever feasible. Generally, all the
aircraft are equipped to measure state parameters including temperature, pressure, dewpoint, and winds, etc. Also, a large variety of
equipment can be specified by users for a particular project, including cloud and hydrometeor particle spectrometers, aerosol spectrometers, shortwave and longwave optical radiometers, and remote
radiometric surface temperature instrumentation. Considerable
freedom is permitted in mounting user-supplied instrumentation on
these aircraft. The RAF assumes responsibility for installing and
maintaining all requested instrumentation. In addition, the RAF
will supervise the installation of all user-supplied instrumentation to
ensure compatibility with existing RAF instrumentation systems
and to ensure aircraft safety for normal flight operations and for
crash-load specifications.
In order to be considered by the Panel at the April 1982 meeting,
requests must be submitted in completed form to the Manager,
Research Aviation Facility, NCAR, P.O. Box 3000, Boulder, Colo.
80307, not later than 5 February 1982. The precise dates of the April
meeting will be established at the October 1981 meeting of the
Advisory Panel. Additional information is available at 303-494-5151
Ext. 7827 or through correspondence with the RAF. Interested
scientists, who may not have earlier completed their requests, are
invited to call the same number after 1 November 1981 to obtain the
exact dates of the April 1982 meeting.
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