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August 15, 1888 — July 9, 1954

The death of Helen Canon, Emeritus Professor of Economics of the Household and Household Management, 

brought a heavy sense of loss, not only to members of her own department, but to the entire College of Home 

Economics. Yet this sense of loss was accompanied by deep pride in the rich contribution Miss Canon had made 

over the years to the breadth and soundness of the growing field of home economics, and more particularly to the 

area of her greatest interest, the art and science of management and economics in their relation to family living.

For thirty-seven years Helen Canon was connected with home economics at Cornell University, through its early 

years when it was a Department of Home Economics in the College of Agriculture; later when it become a School, 

and finally in 1925 a College of Home Economics. Miss Canon’s interest in the application of economics and 

management to homes developed from close association with Martha Van Rensselaer who was a pioneer in this 

field. Miss Canon came to share with Miss Van Rensselaer a tremendous respect for the size and scope of the 

work of the homemaker and for its economic importance. Both saw the limitations placed on women because 

inadequate consideration and study had been given to the work they must perform. As Miss Canon’s interest grew, 

there appeared the clear need for rigorous and long-time study in the fields that touched on this interest. Gladly 

she undertook such study and willingly she gave the time to it.

Her appreciation of the need for objective knowledge of the varied ways families were managing their household 

work and finances was evident in a survey she made in 1928 of the financial management of nearly two hundred farm 

families whose business enterprises had been studied by the Department of Agricultural Economics in the College 

of Agriculture. She recognized that only through accumulation of factual material about family management 

was it possible to develop sound and acceptable principles of management and techniques for performance. The 

material gathered through research in the way families lived and managed, continually impressed her with the 

soundness of the individual and independent thinking of families. She used research findings not to establish 

rules, but to show increased possibilities for management.

Miss Canon defined the major functions of the field in these words, “... to explore and clarify the process of 

management in democratic family living and to develop techniques that will be helpful to families in their 

managing. Managing in a home not only takes its cue from the individual family’s values and desires, but scales 

these to the resources and limitations of the family and to the present and prospective conditions in the outside 
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world. ... To draw from the field of economics such facts and generalizations from facts as can be of use to families 

in their managing, to help families appreciate the two-way connection between their economic activities and those 

of the larger society and to represent the interests of families to outside economic agencies from close association 

with family practices and values ...”

In 1930 Miss Canon secured the Ph.D. degree from Cornell University and in that same year she was appointed 

Professor of Home Economics and Head of the Department of Economics of the Household and Household 

Management. In the following twenty-two years of her leadership, research studies continued not only in homes 

throughout the State but in the College laboratories, enriching the subject matter of the field and enlarging the 

curriculum both at the College and in the Extension program. Staff members were selected and trained, largely 

from the growing number of graduate students who were attracted by the soundness and originality of the program 

she was developing.

Students with whom Miss Canon worked will always remember the vitality and inspiration of her teaching, 

the force of her words, her far vision, the clarity of her thinking. They acquired her conviction of the need for 

women to gain an understanding of the economic structure of society in order to make their full contribution as 

homemakers and as members of the community and the larger society. Through her, students learned devotion 

to a field of work. Her colleagues appreciated and relied on her power to penetrate to the heart of a matter. In any 

group in which she worked her calm thinking and clear presentation helped to bring order to a tangled issue.

To all she was endeared by the warmth of her personality, her genial hospitality, her ability to give quick and 

complete response to the problem of another. All those who knew her remember her love of the out-of-doors, her 

appreciation of beauty in homely experiences and above all her gift of living fully and with joy.

Beulah Blackmore, M. A. Rollins, Jean Warren
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