
THE SUNWATCHER OF LA RUMOROSA 

Ken Hedges 
San Diego Museum of Man, San Diego, California 

Their calendar contained merely the names of the months, 
directing the times or seasons for the collecting of their 
different seeds, and produce of the earth. Not all of them 
possessed this knowledge, it being confined to the puplem who 
were the criers that informed the others .... On this account 
their calendar was confined to the months of the year, but as 
they reckoned these by the number of moons they differed from 
the "sun's reckoning," having almost every year a less number 
of days, for at the conclusion of the moon in December, that 
is, at the conjunction, they calculated the return of the sun 
from the Tropic of Capricorn. Then another year commenced, the 
Indians saying, "the sun has arrived at his home" .... 

They observed with greater attention and celebrated with 
more pomp the sun's arrival at the Tropic of Capricorn than 
they did his reaching the Tropic of Cancer for the reason that, 
as they were situated ten degrees from the latter, they were 
pleased at the sun's approach towards them. Its return meant 
much to them for it ripened their fruits and seeds, gave warmth 
to the atmosphere, and enlivened again the fields with beauty 
and productivity [Boscana 1933:65-66]. 

This account, written about 1822 by the Franciscan priest Geronimo 
Boscana, illustrates clearly the importance of winter solstice in the 
ritual calendars of the southern California Indians. Although Boscana 
was writing of the Juanefio branch of the Luisefio culture, it is clear 
that the Kumeyaay to the south, and indeed cultures throughout native 
California, treated the winter solstice as an event of major ritual im
portance (Hudson, Lee, and Hedges 1979). 

Little information has survived regarding Kumeyaay calendrics, but 
the method of determining the solstice has been documented for the Campo 
area of San Diego County (Spier 1923:358): "My informant knows at which 
points on the mesa east of his house the sun will appear to rise at the 
solstices. The winter solstice occurs during the month of xaLapisu 
[December] ... " Early in this century, Johnson (1914:24) reported a 
ceremony held on Viejas Mountain near Alpine to honor the sun: "The 
Indians made a pilgrimage once a year to its very top to watch In'ya 
(Sun) come out of En-yak' (East), and praise and honor him with song and 
dance." This account does not tell us that the ceremony was held on win
ter solstice, but the discovery of a rock alignment oriented toward a 
prominent peak on the horizon which marks winter solstice sunrise pro
vides dramatic confirmation of Viejas Mountain as a winter solstice 
observation point. A similar alignment on Cowles Mountain near San Diego 
directs the observer to a tiny peak on the horizon which literally bi
sects the first gleam of winter solstice sunrise, giving as accurate a 
determination of solstice as can be obtained by direct observation tech
niques (Hedges 1979). 
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Among the rock paintings of the Kumeyaay Indians, the most spectacu
lar site area is a concentration of some three dozen painted shelters 
situated among the granitic~ boulders of a small valley near the little 
Mexican town of La Rumorosa in northern Baja California. One of these 
shelters (LC-44-18) contain , a painting of a small red anthropoii1Qrphic 
figure with two wavy 1~ extending from his head (Frontispiece and 
Figure 9) . The figure was painted with great care and attention to 
detail, including the careful delineation of fingers and toes, and the 
presence of black eyes. The depiction of eyes in this manner and the 
wavy lines extending from the head are unique in Kumeyaay rock paintings. 
A series of observations beginning in 1975 has shown that this painting 
is ritually associated with winter solstice sunrise (Hedges 1977). Ob
servations at the site have been summarized in two previous publications 
(Hudson, Lee, and Hedges 1979; Hedges 1985), portions of which are incor
porated into this report. The present paper is the first complete pre
sentation of all observations made at the site to date. 

The paintings at LC-44-18 are situated on the south wall of an ir
regular tunnel-like shelter, located in a swale extending west from the 
main portion of the vallecito in which the Rumorosa sites are located. 
Because of extensive vandalism to archaeological sites and paintings, the 
exact location of the valley is not provided here. The shelter contains 
a number of other paintings besides the red anthropomorph (Figures 1 and 
8). For the purposes of the present study, two additional design ele
ments are of special importance: a white bisected circle with gaps in 
its perimeter painted at the extreme left end of the shelter wall, and a 
red bisected circle at the extreme right. These paintings are associated 

Figure 1. Paintings at LC- 44-18, La Rumorosa. 
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with sunrise phenomena at the time of winter solstice (Hedges 1977). 
Aside from two small spots of red, the elements involved in the sunlight 
patterns are the only red paintings in the shelter. Other paintings do 
not, as far as is presently known, figure specifically in the astronomi
cal analysis, but an entire class of elements is distinguished by the 
fact that they are not illuminated during the sunrise event. 

F~om the eastern entrance of the shelter the far horizon is obscured 
by low outcrops in the near distance, so that effective sunrise is some
what later than actual sunrise. From the top of the shelter, as viewed 
from a position directly over the opening which admits the sunlight, the 
sun is seen to rise in a clearly defined notch on the crest of Cerro de 
Toro some 18 km to the southeast (Figure 2). While there is no definite 
indication that this viewing position was used as an observation station, 
the numerous distinctive features of the eastern horizon provide a per
fect opportunity for a detailed horizon calendar. 

Figure 2. First gleam of sunrise over Cerro de Tore, 
21 December 1980, 6:48:02 PST. 

In 1975, observations were made at sunrise to determine if sunlight 
entered the shelter and illuminated the wall in the vicinity of the 
painting. On 11 October 1975, tt was found that the sun illuminated a 
portion of the shelter wall, but (_the lighted area fell below the painted 
figure. That winter, on 21 Dece:ier 1975, observations were again made 
at dawn and it was observed that he sun, shining in through the south
eastern end of the shelter, illumina ed the anthropomorphic figure on the 
wall. This seemed to confirm a solstice orientation for the painting, 
but there was no opportunity that year to conduct a program of detailed 
observations. As a further check, the sunrise observation was repeated 
on the next visit to the site, 7 March 1976. Again, sunlight illuminated 
part of the shelter wall, but failed to reach the painting. 
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In 1976, observations were made in the shelter each morning from 19 
December through 24 December. Sunrise the first morning was obscured by 
clouds, but observations on the remaining five days provided strong evi
dence that the painting was positioned specifically with reference to the 
solstice sunrise illumination on the shelter wall. A detailed series of 
timed observations in 1980 confirmed the sequence of eve~ts eported 
here. A summary of the observations (Hedges 1985:140-141) fol ws: 

1. At sunrise at the time of winter solstice, sunlig enters the 
southeastern end of the shelter and illuminates portions of the shelter 
wall in a distinctive pattern. 

2. First light in the shelter falls directly on the left half of 
the white circular design at the far left (Figure 4a and d). 

3. From the point of first light, sunlight extends out in a long, 
pointed streak toward the red anthropomorphic figure (Figure 4d). 

4. Because the red anthropomorphic figure is on a slightly recessed 
portion of the wall, the sunlight skips over the figure and illuminates a 
patch of the wall just to the right of the figure (Figure 4d). The light 
dagger also skips over a quartered circle element painted in white. 

5. From the illuminated patch to the right of the figure, sunlight 
streaks back toward the rising sun and falls directly across the eyes of 
the painted figure (Figures 3 and 4d). 

Figure 3 . Sunlight crosses the eyes of the red anthropomorph, 
24 December 1976, approximately 7:18 PST . 

6. From the face , the sunlight fans downward to illuminate the rest 
of the body of the figure (Figure 4d}. 

7. As the figure is illuminated, sunlight shining beyond illumi
nates that part of the shelter wall which contains the red bisected 
circle (Figure 4c and 5); later, receding light in this part of the shel
ter forms a small spot of light within the red bisected circle. 
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Figure 4. Significant elements in the sunrise sequence: a) "first light" 
element at far left, b) red anthropomorph, c) red bisected circle at 

far right, d) sequence of light patterns during solstice event. 

A detailed log of observations documented by photography is provided 
in Appendix A. The significant points in this sequence (Figure 4) appear 
to be the position of the "first light" in the design at the far left end 
of the shelter wall, and the path of the point of light across the eyes 
of the painted figure. This sequence of events occurs for a period of at 
least seven days centered on winter solstice. Ten days before or after 
the solstice, "first light" falls at the edge of the circular design 
element, and the dagger of light falls above the eyes. Even earlier, 
some six weeks before (and after) winter solstice, the figure is involved 
in a more general illumination inside the cave; this illumination gradu
ally moves downward on the cave wall until, ten weeks away from solstice, 
the figure is not illuminated at all. It has not yet been possible to 
plan an observation program to determine the day on which the sunlight 
moves away from the eyes, and thus the precise length of the peri od dur-
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ing which the solstice phenomena occur, but it is apparent that the 
figure has been placed on the wall to take advantage of a unique and 
dramatic play of sunlight at this particular time of the year. 

Other paintings in the shelter also appear to be involved with 
winter solstice sunrise, but in a somewhat different manner. The cave 
contains black elements, separable into two general groups: grid and 
rake-like elements toward the upper left, where the sunrise dagger 
streaks across the wall, and a series of anthropomorphs and other ele
ments, greatly weathered, along the lower portion of the wall (Figure 8). 
In addition, there are a number of very faint remnants of black paint, 
and some charcoal drawings. In the lower group particularly, the black 
paint has oxidized to a light gray, almost white. It is conceivable that 
some elements recorded as white are actually weathered black. With re
gard to sunrise phenomena, the lower elements are not involved at all. 
The two most obvious rake-like elements remain in shadow throughout the 
sunrise event. The black grid receives light in its upper right half 
(divided diagonally) as the sun dagger crosses the eyes of the anthropo
morph. Later, when the light retreats from the red figure, the end of 
the remnant sun dagger on the left retreats to a position in line with 
the upper right edge of the grid, while a tiny spot of light appears at 
the extreme upper right corner. Detailed observations of this grid 
might reveal specific interactions which have thus far been overlooked, 
but for now it is difficult to assess the significance, if any, of sun
light interaction with the black elements. 

White elements take on greater importance, and also can be separated 
into at least three groups. The most obvious, and most recent, are ele
ments in a bright, chalky white; these include the quartered circle in 
the upper central portion of the panel, the linear elements below and on 
each side of this circle, and the anthropomorph, circles, and other ele
ments below and to the right of the red figure (Figure 8). The second 
category of white elements includes milky white motifs; the "first light" 
element at the far left is in this category, as are some of the elements 
in the vicinity of the white anthropomorph. In addition to these, there 
are a number of extremely eroded white elements, particularly in the area 
to the left of the red anthropomorph. Many of these are circular with 
grid-like or spoke-like divisions; one example is visible to the left of 
the red figure's head (Frontispiece and Figure 1). 

During the solstice sunrise event, most of the white elements remain 
in shadow, with sunlight touching only the "first light" motif, its very 
faint neighbors, and a linear motif to the left of the quartered circle. 
All of the bright, chalky white elements remain in shadow during the sun
rise event. When the dagger of light streaks across the shelter wall, it 
is first truncated below the vertical line to the left of the quartered 
circle. It breaks below the circle, then continues for a short distance 
to a point below the vertical line to the right of the circle, where it 
breaks again. At this point, a small rectangular patch of white seems to 
continue the sunlight into the shadow. Sunlight then skips across to the 
portion of the wall bearing the red anthropomorph, and beyond to the area 
around the red bisected circle. The major panel of white elements in
cluding the curvaceous anthropomorph remains completely in shadow (Figure 
5), as if it were deliberately painted to conform to the darkness at the 
time of winter solstice. As sunlight illuminates first the eyes and then 
the body of the red anthropomorph, the wavy lines extending upward remain 
in shadow. This shaded area is precisely that which is occupied by the 
white streak above the red anthropomorph's head. 



Figure 5. Light patterns in the shelter after the red anthropomorph 
is fully illuminated, 22 December 1976. 
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The relative chronology of the elements is difficult to ascertain. 
Black and some of the milky whites overlay the very eroded whites, and 
probably the faintest blacks as well. It is clear that the bright chalky 
white is later than and in some cases overlies the milky white, and care
ful examination of the red anthropomorph indicates that he is the latest 
of all, overlapping to a very slight degree the white streak above his 
head. It is not possible to assess the relationship , if any, of the faint 
blacks and whites to sunrise phenomena. Milky whites appear to be some
what associated with sunlight, but in no specific manner other than the 
"first light" element. It appears that the bright white elements were 
painted to remain entirely in shadow at the time of winter solstice sun
rise, after which the precisely painted red anthropomorph was positioned 
on the wall so that his eyes would catch the light of the rising sun. 

The area in and immediately surrounding the shelter is marked by a 
rich, black midden deposit containing numerous lithic artifacts and 
pottery sherds. Bedrock milling surfaces (mortars, oval basin metates, 
and slicks) occur on boulder surfaces, including those within the larger, 
northwestern entrance to the shelter. Outside the northwest entrance is 
a small, flat area bordered by boulder outcrops, forming a natural plaza. 
At the northwest edge of this plaza are the buried remains of an apparent 
structure, marked by the presence of a circular depression surrounded by 
a low berm incorporating several large rocks. Both plaza and structure 
have been recently vandalized by pothunters. In recent visits to the 
site, we noted the presence of a yoni, the name applied to natural fea
tures in the granite which resemble human vulvas (McGowan 1981), on a 
boulder immediately outside the eastern entrance to the shelter on the 
south side. Some of these other site features are also involved in 
winter solstice sunrise phenomena. 
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After the red anthropomorph is fully illuminated and the sunlight 
pattern leaves the white "first light" motif, a portion of the shelter 
ceiling which protrudes downward casts a shadow which darkens a raised 
portion of the bedrock at the west end of the cave, leaving it outlined 
with a dramatic halo of light (Figure 6). Centered in the shadow is a 
shallow, oval basin metate milling feature. A few minutes later, a shaft 
of sunlight passes through an aperture in the boulders to form a narrow 
streak of light near the center of the small plaza outside the northwest 
entrance to the shelter (Figure 7). Two minutes later, the rising sun 
was observed to be in direct alignment with the near-vertical flat face 
of a nearby boulder as viewed from the center of the circular depression 
which appears to mark the location of a former structure. 

Figure 6. Halo of light surrounding bedrock containing milling basin, 
21 December 1980, 7:28:46 PST. 

The interpretation of these events is problematical, but it is clear 
that elements of the site other than the rock art interact with the sun 
in ways that are specific to winter solstice. We have no way of knowing 
whether ritual grinding was practiced on the milling surface outlined 
with a halo of light, whether a gnomon or other marker was set up in the 
streak of light, or whether solstitial ceremonies were conducted in the 
structure, but each of these features offers unique opportunities for 
human activity associated with the solstice sunrise. 

The site at La Rumorosa was the first site to be identified as a 
place of ritual interaction between rock art and the sun. The "sun 
dagger" phenomenon has now been documented at numerous sites in Califor
nia and the greater Southwest, and it is clear that we are dealing with a 
widespread and basic ritual pattern, much like the concept of a horizon 
calendar. It is important to make the distinction between interactive 
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ritual and astronomical observation. 
The Kumeyaay did not use the shelter 
at La Rumorosa for scientific astro
nomical observation, nor did they de
termine the day of solstice by means 
of the sunlight patterns therein (al
though they could have by observing 
the horizon from the top of the boul
der). La Rumorosa, and other sites 
like it, is best viewed as a revela
tion of the sacred--a hierophany to 
use Eliade•s (1959:11-12) inc~s~ve 

term. Here sacred power manifests 
itself in the form of dramatic pat
terns of light and shadow at a time 
of great ritual importance. The rock 
art is placed to show the shaman•s 
interaction with the sacred, and 
serves to reinforce cosmic order each 
year as the cycle is repeated. 

Figure 7. Sunlight shining through the boulders casts a streak of light 
on the plaza, 21 December 1980, 7:37 PST. 
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Figure 8 . The foldout drawing illustrates the major design 
elements at LC-44-18. The paintings are located on the south 
wall of an irregular tunnel-like rock shelter which opens to 
the southeast and northwest. Average orientation of the rock 
paintings is approximately 25° east of true north, but the 
irregularity of the wall produces many variations in orienta
tion of individual elements. Pigments have not been analyzed, 
but the usual mineral sources appear to have been used: iron 
oxide (hematite) for red, manganese dioxide for black, and 
locally available clays for white. The nearest known source 
for red iron oxide is Agua Fierro, an iron-bearing spring at 
the east edge of Jacume Valley, 5 kilometers northwest of the 
site. Manganese dioxide reportedly is widely available in 
Kumeyaay territory, with the nearest known source in the Laguna 
Mountains of San Diego County (Tom Lucas, personal communica
tion 1979). Some of the drawings in this and other shelters at 
La Rumorosa were done with charcoal. The full range of white 
colors which appear in the paintings is available in chalk de
posits which form the low ridge a few hundred meters northwest 
of the site. This drawing includes major discernible elements, 
some of which clearly are fragmentary. No attempt has been made 
to represent all of the extremely eroded or very faint traces 
and fragments of designs which also exist in the shelter. 



~\ 
··~ ... 

"•:-:'\.., 

.·, ,. 

,_..~ <'!~ ·, ::: . 
. .-.·'" 

.~ ... 

-



30 

Figure 9. The Sunwatcher of La Rwnorosa. The figure shows abrasion 
damage across the eyes, throat, left hand, abdomen, and right foot. The 
specific nature of this damage suggests ritual defacement rather than 
casual modern vandalism, but I am unable to suggest reasons for this 
other than to observe that similar defacement has been noted at a wide 

variety of rock art sites throughout the greater Southwest. 
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APPENDIX A 

The following log includes major events of winter solstice sunrise 
as observed on 21 December 1980. Entries in this log, as well as similar 
events separated from those listed by only a few seconds, were documented 
with color slides which are retained in the author's files. Times are 
given to the nearest second as recorded, but events may have commenced 
slightly before the times indicated here. Vegetation growing outside the 
shelter softened the lower edge of the sun dagger as compared to photo
graphs taken in previous years; this would have the effect of slightly 
delaying the time at which the dagger reached the eyes. All times are 
given in Pacific Standard Time. 

Time 
(PST) 

6:48:02 

7:07:41 

7:09:03 

7:10:20 

7:13:40 

7:15:38 

7:16:00 

7:16:25 

7:17:15 

7:18:06 

7:18:23 

7:19:24 

7:20:07 

7:20:26 

7:21:41 

7:24:30 

7:24:47 

Event 

First gleam of sunrise over Cerro de Taro. 

First light in left half of white circular element. 

Sun dagger begins to form. 

Irregular triangular shape forms on wall. 

Dagger forms sharp point and streaks across wall be
low black rake element. 

Dagger extends across wall to vicinity of white quar
tered circle. 

Dagger truncates at white circle and skips across to 
a position below vertical line on right. 

First point of light above and to the right of red 
anthropomorph. 

Second dagger of light forms to right of anthropo
morph as sunlight streams across wall beyond. 

Dagger of light approaches base of wavy lines on head 
of red anthropomorph. 

Dagger of light crosses eyes of red anthropomorph 
(Figure 3). 

Light spreads over face of red anthropomorph. 

Light spreads to shoulders of red anthropomorph. 

Light at left end of shelter covers most of lower 
half of "first light" motif. 

Light reaches feet of red anthropomorph; large area 
of right end of shelter illuminated, including red 
bisected circle. 

Red anthropomorph completely illuminated (except for 
wavy lines); original dagger broadens and wraps a
round vertical line below white quartered circle, but 
circle and linear elements remain in shadow; white 
anthropomorph and elements with it remain in shadow. 

Original dagger broadens into wide band and bisects 
black grid diagonally. 
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7:27:33 

7 : 27:44 

7:28:46 

7:30:11 

7:37:23 

7:39:55 

7:44:24 

7:46 : 01 

7:48:15 

7:50:13 

7:53:08 

7:53:29 

9:02:59 

9:05:12 

Shadow at upper edge of illumination moves down over 
face of red anthropomorph; band of light to left be
gins to recede; white elements remain in shadow. 

Light moves off lower edge of "first light" motif at 
far left. 

Rock protruding from ceiling casts shadow on oval 
milling basin at west end of shelter, leaving it out
lined with a bright halo of light (Figure 6). 

Halo of light around milling basin broadens and in
tensifies. 

Sunlight shining through aperture in boulders casts 
streak of light on plaza outside northwest entrance 
of shelter (Figure 7). 

Rising sun seen to be in alignment with vertical face 
of boulder as viewed from structure. 

Sunlight begins to recede to right from red anthropo
morph; sunlight on wall beyond moves to the right, 
leaving a small triangular patch of light which sep
arates and is centered in the red bisected circle; 
white elements remain in shadow. 

Light continues to recede while the small patch of 
light forms a point and disappears at the right edge 
of the red bisected circle. 

Triangle of light between leg and arm on the right 
side of the red anthropomorph recedes to right, leav
ing the figure in shadow while a tiny spot of light 
remains to the left . 

Triangle of light next to red anthropomorph grows 
smaller; light at far right pulls completely away 
from red bisected circle . 

Small dot of light remaining to right of red anthro
pomorph; band of light to left narrows and recedes to 
upper right edge of black grid, leaving a tiny dot of 
light at the upper right corner. 

Light completely disappears from vicinity of red an
thropomorph; alignment with upper right edge and tiny 
dot of light at upper right corner of black grid re
main. After this, light pulls away from rock art . 

Remaining light reduced to a small oblong patch not 
associated with rock art. 

Light completely disappears from shelter. 




