Helen Q. Kivnick
May 9, 1950 - September 14, 2020

Helen Q. Kivnick, age 70 of Mpls, passed away September 14, 2020. Preceded in death
by her parents, Arnold and Stella Kivnick. Survived by husband of nearly forty years, Gary
Gardner; brothers, Eric (Susan Kikuchi), Seth (Amy); nieces, Cassey, Alexandra, Jane,
Elena.
Helen was born in Philadelphia, was among the first women at Yale University (B.A.,
1972), and received her M.A. (1975) and Ph.D. (1980) from the University of Michigan.
She was a licensed clinical psychologist and a licensed clinical social worker.
Initially trained as a clinical psychologist, Helen worked for over thirty years in practice,
programming, research, and teaching concerning the promotion of healthy life-cycle
development, the arts, and intercultural relations. She lectured both nationally and
internationally on these topics. She had been a Professor of Social Work at the University
of Minnesota since 1990.
In Vital Involvement in Old Age, (1986) Kivnick collaborated with renowned
developmentalist Erik Erikson in reconceptualizing his theory of lifelong psychosocial
development to permit clear operationalization of psychosocial health at each stage of the
life cycle. From this work the Vital Involvement construct emerged. Kivnick spearheaded
the evolution of Vital Involvement Practice – a strength-based approach to counseling;
teaching; programming; health care practice; administration, seeking to optimize their
personal vitality, competence, and community engagement. The approach has been
implemented in assisted living facilities, nursing homes, senior housing, and county-based
case management programs; it is currently being modified for use in optimizing “encore
careers,” “engaged retirement,” and “living with chronic illness”.
Helen was also a trained musician, and her work reflected abiding emphases on the value
of lifelong arts participation, on social justice, and on personal vitality while living under
such adverse circumstances as serious disease and social discrimination and oppression.
Along with Gary Gardner she produced two commercially released record albums (Mbube!
Zulu Men’s Singing Competition (1987) ((nominated for a 1987 Grammy Award)); Let
Their Voices Be Heard: Traditional singing in South Africa (1987)), and one commercially
released cassette tape (Images of Aging: Music and musing (1984)).
Kivnick founded and served as Executive Director of CitySongs: Healthy Youth and

Community Development through Music. CitySongs used singing (rehearsal and
performance activities) as a way to promote healthy behavior and development among atrisk youth, to enrich inner-city
neighborhood development, and to enhance racial and ethnic
relations in the Twin Cities. She served on the initial Advisory Board of the Twin Citiesbased Giving Voice Chorus, a groundbreaking set of choirs for people with Alzheimer’s
disease, care partners, and community volunteers. She was the founding editor of the
Humanities and Arts section of The Gerontologist, where until her death she edited the On
Film and Digital Media section. She served as Co-PI on a recently completed NEA-funded
study of the influence of a songwriting program on the mental and social health of lowincome elders.
Her honors and awards included the University of Minnesota Community Service Award
(2002), the University of Minnesota Josie R. Johnson Human Rights and Social Justice
Award (2007), Fellow of the Gerontological Society of America (2009), and the Minnesota
Gerontological Society Gerontologist of the Year (2017).
Helen was diagnosed with metastatic lung cancer in 2016, but the main problem leading
to her death appeared to be a sudden attack of pneumonia, leading to sepsis. This was
not obviously directly related to her cancer. Contributions in her honor may be made to the
Kivnick-Gardner Fund for the Arts and Social Work in the University of Minnesota
Foundation, the Masonic Cancer Center of the University of Minnesota, Temple Israel, and
the Southern Poverty Law Center.
Zoom funeral service THURSDAY, Sept. 17, 2020 at 12:00 pm, zoom Shiva Thursday,
7:00pm. Email zoom2@hodroffepstein.com for the zoom link.

Comments

“

Kim Gulbranson-Hersk
I am saddened to learn of Helen’s passing. My social work career was shaped by her
influence as a student of hers in class and as a CitySongs intern. I am honored to
have known her and learned from her. My thoughts and prayers are with you, Gary,
and the rest of your family.

Kim Gulbranson-Hersk - September 22 at 08:59 PM

“

Gary, I am very sorry for you loss of Helen. As a little girl I have such fond memories
of you and Helen singing beautifully together on the bima. I will always remember
that. Helen was so kind, gentle and her smile was so warm. Her spirit will always be
shinning down. may you always Continue to cherish your memories together in your
heart. Take care, Gary.

Rhea Weinstein - September 22 at 10:03 AM

“

Gary I was so sorry to hear of Helens passing during services tonight at Shir tikvah. I
am so sorry for your loss and our community’s loss. Such a warm person. I loved her
smile. May her memory be a blessing.

linda alter - September 18 at 08:46 PM

“

Gary, it's been eons since I've seen you and Helen, but I've thought of you both more
often than you can know. The news of her passing struck me to the core, as she had
always been one of my favorite people, and although music brought us together, we
had so much more than that in common. She was always so upbeat and supportive,
and I greatly appreciated her humor and intelligence. I can't imagine the grief you're
experiencing and if it's any consolation, know that she (and you) are remembered
with great love and admiration here in California.

Sarah Lifton - September 17 at 11:15 PM

“

Gary, I was so sorry to read of Helen's death! I always enjoyed singing with her and
having the opportunity to talk to her whenever I saw her at our concerts! Such a
small world that you also had a connection to Helen Yesner as did I ! Helen was a
truly remarkable woman who left her mark in our world! She will be greatly missed!!!!
Susan Druskin

Susan Druskin - September 17 at 02:15 PM

“

Gary, Adam and I are holding you in our hearts. We are so sorry to hear the news of
Helen's death. It is so hard to belief, as she has always been such a force - of life, of
love, of possibility. It was such an honor and joy to work with and learn from Helen
during my six years with CitySongs. I think of the candle ceremony at the end of each
concert and it is fitting as we think of Helen, "though we blow the candle out, the light
is not gone. We carry the light with us as we go into the world." Helen's light will
continue to shine.
Much love to you and your family. Cynthia Carver Frederick

Cynthia Frederick Carver - September 17 at 02:14 PM

“

Gary, I saw notice of Helen's death in today's STRIB and I pause in her memory. I
knew her as a fine scholar, skilled influencer and delightful and good woman. We had
the opportunity to work together on many U of MN initiatives, so I know first hand
how she made the world a better place. You must be so proud of that in the midst of
your grief now. My sincere condolences to you and all of Helen's dear ones...Jeanne
Dolan Markell

Jeanne Markell - September 17 at 08:36 AM

“

Gary, please accept my sincerest condolences in losing your Helen. When we dined
together at GSA in Austin last November, Helen was the same quiet yet exuberant
friend I've known since she and Joan Erickson spoke at our first Humanities and the
Arts Luncheon at GSA in San Francisco in 1983. She seemed never to lose her
enthusiasm for learning, for sharing, and for appreciating each individual's qualities.
She was a special gift whom we'll miss dearly. Fondly,
Ed Ansello

Edward Ansello - September 16 at 09:41 PM

“

Gary, I will miss Helen and your grief is unimaginable. I hope you can take some
solace in knowing how much she touched the hearts of thousands of people
throughout her short life and lovingly she'll be remembered eternally. I'm grateful for
our last long-distance heart-to-heart phone call, and I'll the memory of her bear hugs
will continue to make me smile. Take good care of you now, my dear.

Amy Ollendorf - September 16 at 09:41 PM

“

Sincerest SYMPATHIES to Helen's Entire

Peggy Kane nee Frolichman - September 16 at 07:06 PM

“

A wonderful person who made a major contribution to understanding aging through
the humanities and arts who will be sorely missed but whose legacy will live on and
inspire present and future generations of gerontologists and all who value the
longevity dividend. My deepest sympathy to her family.
Prof Des O'Neill, Trinity College Dublin and Chair, Humanities, Arts and Cultural
Gerontology Advisory Panel of the Gerontological Society of America

Desmond O'Neill - September 16 at 04:55 PM

“

Gary, I am so sad to hear of Helen's passing. I always enjoyed singing with you both
in the Shir Tikvah choir. May Helen's memory always be a blessing to you and your
family. Larry Wolf

Larry Wolf - September 16 at 02:52 PM

“

Gary - I am so sorry to hear about Helens' death. i hope it was an easy passing, tho from
the description of her condition that doesn't seem likely. I think of you guys often and was
thinking of her just two days ago. I wish for you al the blessings you need for the difficult
days ahead.
ed - September 17 at 01:15 AM

“

Gary, I'm very sad hearing about Helen's death. I always looked forward to singing with
both of you at Shir Tikvah, seeing you both at One Voice Mixed Chorus concerts, and
talking with both of you about music, politics, life in California vs Minnesota, and seeing
your joint support for Music and Tikkun Olam. Her memory will always be a blessing for me.
James Miller - September 17 at 10:38 AM

“

Dear Gary,
I am so sorry. I know she was scared the last time we talked and yet she was so brave and
selfless when we spoke. Typical Helen. I will miss Helen and her wonderful bear hugs at
the end of Nefish services. I will miss her voice in my ear as we sang standing next to each
other, our bodies touching because we both needed to. She was one of a kind. A true
mensch. Always listening, even though she was going through the greatest challenge of
her life, (she was there for me in my hour of need). Always careful with how she responded
in tricky situations. Always smart, really smart. Always stylish. She wore the most beautiful
clothes from the wonderful trips you 2 shared over the years. As an artist myself, I
appreciated her support. I pray you can take some solace in knowing how much she
touched the hearts of so many, especially mine. I'm grateful for our friendship and I will
continue to strive to be the best person I can be, for she demonstrated that so gracefully.
Lovingly she will be remembered in my heart, Kris
Kris - September 17 at 10:55 AM

“

Gary, I was indeed shocked after hearing the news of Helen's death. She was so
exuberant, kind, enthusiastic and smart. When I first came on staff at Shir Tikvah, she was
the one who came to me first with words of encouragement and support. I valued both of
you in choir. I didn't know of all her accomplishments until I read the tribute, but she was so
humble about all of that. I know how much you will miss her Gary and I so very sorry that
her death was so unexpected. My sincere condolences to you and her family. May the deep
love she had for you always be a blessing that you will carry for the rest of your life. Marlys
Fiterman
Marlys Fiterman - September 17 at 11:00 AM

“

Gary- Greatly saddened by the loss of Helen. You and she have remained in my mind since
the 80's when we enjoyed so many good times together. I still think of her sharing with us
the freedom music of South Africa. It is hard to find others who have left as many
improvements in our lives, that still in many cases remain in Jeopardy. Please take care of
yourself and remember we hope to see you again when times improve.
All the best.

Dick
Dick Holdstock - September 17 at 03:24 PM

“

Dear Gary, Pixie and I were deeply saddened to learn of Helen's death. Our memories are
still so vivid of Friday nights at Shir Tikvah with Helen and you leading the music. We also
remember that special evening when we met Helen and you at the Guthrie and followed it
with a fabulous discussion at the Sanctuary restaurant. Helen's warmth, intelligence, and
beautiful voice leave a lasting impression. May her memory be a blessing.
With our deepest sympathy,
Jay and Pixie
Jay Erstling - September 19 at 02:11 PM

“

Gary, I am very sorry for your tremendous loss. I had no idea Helen was such an
accomplished and brilliant woman. I mainly knew her as a musician. I had many
encounters with you and Helen over the years; listening long ago at Shir Tikvah many
Friday nights, a few social gatherings like a Seder or Yom Kippur break fast. Please know
that I am thinking about you and her, sending you all the good vibes and peace while you
are suffering. I wish I could take away your pain somehow because it's the New Year after
all, and something good and decent has to come for us sometime, right? My sincere
condolences on the lovely Helen. Gail Freedman and The Lubkas
Gail R Freedman - September 20 at 12:15 PM

