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109 Muriel Yvonne McKague Housser
CGP  FCA  OSA  RCA   1898 – 1996

Miners’ Shacks, Cobalt / Mulleins (verso)
double-sided oil on canvas, on verso signed and titled  
on the exhibition labels, circa 1926, verso 1932
22 1/2 × 31 7/8 in, 57 × 81 cm

Provenance
A gift from the Artist to Harry B. and Lucile Housser, circa 1930s
By descent within the family of the Artist
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(1931), in the collection of the National Gallery of Canada, as well 
as an insight into the aspirations of a woman artist in Canada who 
was finding her path. Only 29 when she painted it, this work pro-
vides a powerful step both in the direction of a new phenomenon 
on the Canadian art scene—the Group of Seven—and towards 
establishing Housser’s credentials as an important artist.

In Miners’ Shacks, Cobalt, Housser coordinated a jumble of 
forms through composition and colour—subjects she taught at the 
Ontario College of Art. She massed the idiosyncratic shapes of 
the red, yellow and green houses around a central axis to produce 
a crowded, lively effect.1 It is a tour de force as a painting and was 
recognized from the moment it was shown as “notable.” 2

Housser regarded the town of Cobalt, Ontario, as a unique dis-
covery on her part. With its rough-and-tumble houses ascending 
every which way on a height, twisting staircases, tall hydro poles, 
and the mine towering above like an olden-day castle, the town 
was a treasure trove for her, embodying her romantic view of the 
pioneering spirit of Canada’s northern industry. She had discov-
ered it while changing trains on a trip to Gowganda in 1911 and 
quickly decided that she loved Cobalt’s architecture, particularly 
the mining shafts. When she returned to it in 1926, the town’s 
natural resources were drying up, its heyday over.

The colours Housser used for the architecture and the dra-
matic, overcast sky give the scene the quality of a stage set, yet 
her inclusion of homey touches—the people on the stairs, the 
curtained windows, the laundry on the line, the decrepit fence-
line—reveal her own sensibility, the idiom and attitude of her 
work. In Miners’ Shacks, Cobalt, Housser achieved the sense of 
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Yvonne McKague Housser’s captivating Miners’ Shacks, 
Cobalt (circa 1926 ) provides us with a surprising insight into her 
well-known, often reproduced and closely related painting Cobalt 
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bustle she sought to convey by using architecture. As she wrote 
to Fred Housser from Cobalt in 1934, the “crowds on the street, 
old-timers, children, dogs, roulette wheels and confusion and 
noise and much beer-laden air—it’s like a Breughel painting. I 
wish I could find a way to translate it to canvas that was not just 
imitative. The thing one feels about it not just the appearance.” 3

The canvas Cobalt, the National Gallery painting, which 
Housser painted five years later, is, by contrast, more simplified 
and dignified, more Group of Seven–like. The salient features of 
the 1926 work are there but now there are no people on the stairs, 
the house windows are blank, and the mine in the background 
has been turned into a slag pile. These also appear altered and 
subtly refined in a now lost 1928 version. In 1928, 1930 and 1931, 
Housser had been invited to contribute to the Group of Seven 
exhibitions, a singular honour. She would have had time to con-
sider what was characteristic of the Group’s work and tone down 
her anecdotal exuberance. In the Group show of 1931, she exhib-
ited a new version of Miners’ Shacks, Cobalt, a work she titled 
simply Cobalt. Her idea of submitting a modified version of Min-
ers’ Shacks, Cobalt brought her success. Cobalt sold the year after 
being exhibited to the National Gallery of Canada, which would 
have delighted her.

Housser still had her earlier 1926 canvas Miners’ Shacks, 
Cobalt in 1932 when she painted Mulleins on verso. Not long after, 
she used this motif of mulleins—the spiky plant with its broad 
spreading leaves—in her new painting Marguerite Pilot of Deep 
River (Girl with Mulleins). The addition of the hearty mulleins adds 
to Marguerite Pilot what we think of as the subject’s strength of 
character.

Housser never sold Miners’ Shacks, Cobalt / Mulleins but gen-
erously gifted it to Harry B. Housser and his wife, Lucile. Harry, 
the brother of Frederick B. Housser—whom the artist loved and 
married in 1935—was a distinguished Canadian, known for his 
leadership at the Toronto Stock Exchange, where he served as 
president from 1936 to 1937. He was also the president of the 
investment firm H.B. Housser & Co. and featured on the cover of 
Time magazine on April 5, 1937. The painting has remained trea-
sured by the Housser family to this day.

We thank Joan Murray, former curator of Canadian art and 
chief curator (1972) at the Art Gallery of Ontario, for contributing 
the above essay. Murray was director of the Robert McLaughlin 
Gallery from 1974 to 1999 and in that capacity organized a retro-
spective titled The Art of Yvonne McKague Housser (1995).
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