
There are two stories Lilly Barnes likes to tell about the time of 
her birth: that her grandmother, an elegant lady from St. Peters-
burg, rode cross-country in a troika (a horse-drawn sleigh) for 
the last part of her journey, and that her father bought a sheep to 
celebrate her birth, hung it outside the back door to keep it fresh, 
and the wolves ate it.

She likes the first story because it reminds her that she comes 
from a long line of strong women. Her grandmother saved her 
grandfather’s life during the Russian revolution and saved the 
whole family after they fled to the Caucasus. An aunt fought in 
the underground against the Nazis. Another aunt was the first 
Russian woman parachutist.

She likes the second story because it shows that her father was 
happy about her birth. Her mother quickly handed her over to a 
nursemaid and went back to being a concert pianist. That was in 
Beresniki, in the Ural mountains. Her mother, a recent graduate 
of the Leningrad Conservatory, was “bringing culture to the wil-
derness” by orders of the Soviet government. Her German father, 
a mining engineer, was there on contract, building mines.
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After he brought her Jewish mother and her baby-self back to 
Germany with him, the family was trapped there by WW2. but 
survived the Nazis with the help of false papers and the kindness 
and courage of the German family who sheltered them.

When Lilly arrived in Canada, she was a teenager, quick to learn 
the English language and to begin studying literature and philos-
ophy at the University of Toronto and the University of Vienna. 
Married by then, to Canadian composer Milton Barnes, she was 
soon blessed by the birth of her two sons, Micah and Daniel.

Lilly Barnes was senior script writer for the “Mr. Dressup” show 
for its entire run –and became the recipient of the 2007 Special 
Gemini Award: the Margaret Collier Award for writing, for out-
standing body of work. She was also a freelance Arts Journalist 
for CBC radio, for shows such as Ideas and the Entertainers. Her 
previous publications include A Hero Travels Light, a collection of 
linked short stories, and five books for young children.

Lilly lives and writes in downtown Toronto, in an old house full 
of music and stories.
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Jazz, history, and mystery: a potent mix.

Lilly Barnes deftly captures and retains her readers’ attention 
in her latest work of fiction, Mara: a novel, published by Va-
riety Crossing Press (341 pages, $22.95). After working as se-
nior scriptwriter on the Mr. Dressup show for its entire duration 
(garnering a Gemini for outstanding body of work) and as a free-
lance Arts Journalist for the CBC, Lilly Barnes returns to writing 
fiction with this tale told in four unique voices.

Ted is a young jazz musician who is passionate about his music 
but tends to drift in the rest of his life. Until he meets Mara, a 
Russian classical pianist, accused of cutting both earlobes off her 
daughter’s corpse. Ted tells the tale of his obsession with Mara, 
his search for clues to her character, and his struggle against the 
hold she has over his life. He finds her to be a survivor of historic 
events, brilliant, fierce – and possibly dangerous.

Mara is very loosely based on the life of the author’s mother, a 
concert pianist. “I have long been intrigued by the infinite vari-
ety of human response to historic events and how they play out 
in the lives of individuals,” Ms. Barnes says. “Mara’s is one such 
life.”

This is Ms. Barnes’ first novel, notes Sandra Huh of Variety 
Crossing Press. “We were drawn to the manuscript Mara be-
cause it pushes the social and cultural expectations of Canadians 
by bringing into question the assumptions we have of cultural 
backgrounds and social norms. Set in the early years of the Six-
ties, it also takes us to the beginnings of social changes and co-
nundrums, many of which we still face today.”



A book launch for this new release will be held on Wednesday, 
February 3 in the Stealth Lounge at The Pilot (22 Cumberland 
Street, Toronto) starting at 7:00 p.m. Billed as a book launch/
party/jam session, this free event includes a short reading by 
the author, and musical entertainment by jazz group The Daniel 
Barnes Trio and Micah Barnes. Everyone is welcome.

Lilly Barnes was born in Russia, and studied at the University 
of Toronto and the University of Vienna. She was married to the 
late composer Milton Barnes and has two sons, both musicians. 
Micah is a singer-songwriter, a former member of the Nylons, 
and a vocal coach. Daniel is a jazz drummer, composer and vo-
calist who leads his own band. Lilly’s previous publications in-
clude A Hero Travels Light (a collection of short stories) and five 
books for young children.

For over 11 years, Toronto-based Variety Crossing Press has 
published books that explore and/or reflect Canada’s multicul-
tural landscape. A new era in multicultural writing goes beyond 
the immigrant experience to address the times and personalities 
of the generations that follow. Recently, Variety Crossing Press 
launched two new imprints: Variety Crossing, for single poetry 
books and anthologies, and Stories That Bind, for non-fiction and 
fiction titles. Mara is the first in the Stories That Bind imprint.

For more information about the launch or to arrange an interview 
with Lilly Barnes, please contact: Sandra Huh at 416. 228.1176 or 
by email at varietycrossing@gmail.com .
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Synopsis

MARA, a novel by Lilly Barnes

This is the story of a man’s obsession and of a woman caught by 
historical events.

Told in four unique voices, it is the Danse Macabre which ensues 
after Ted, a young Toronto  jazz musician, meets Mara, a Rus-
sian classical pianist, a beautiful older woman, accused of cutting 
both earlobes off her daughter’s corpse.

Ted first sees Mara as she walks down the aisle of a courtroom:…
”submitting with dignity and grace to an ordeal imposed, prom-
ising Drama larger than Life.”

In his quest to fathom the character of Mara and of her hold 
over his life, he takes on the task of gathering friendly character 
witnesses for her trial and travels to Paris, Bergheim in Germa-
ny, and to Vienna. He finds that her German husband may have 
been her passport out of the Soviet Union, that she listened to 
strictly forbidden Allied Radio during WW2, that she had a Nazi 
boy friend, that her second husband credits her with saving the 
lives of three innocent men accused of murder. The profile which 
begins to emerge is more paradoxical than enlightening.

Meantime, Ted’s obsession causes him to lose gigs, and even his 
ability to play - his fingers are lying on the piano keys like limp 
dicks. And then, when his best friend, an African American draft 
resister and bass player, travels South to give history a shove by 
registering voters in the deep South, and Ted rushes after him to 
bring him safely back to his pregnant wife, the clash of cultures 
and the times which are a-changing bring about yet another 
twist in the road to clarity.



Back in Toronto, Ted takes on the job of protecting Mara from 
harassment for her “unnatural act”. Everything he learns about 
her is puzzling.  Can she really mean that arthritis in her hands 
came as a welcome release from life long servitude and that it 
freed her to do her more important work? Are her “social experi-
ments” as innocent as she claims?

Protecting Mara lands Ted in hospital with broken bones but he 
follows Mara’s court case with the help of his friends and thus 
finds out that Mara has been writing letters to her brother in 
Russia, long dead, seems to be in complete control of the court 
proceedings, and sees the verdict as useful to her cause.

In the end, Mara reveals herself to Ted by presenting him with 
her Life’s Work.
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