
171

20
Cecily’s life-changing 

encounter

One September day in 1951, 35-year-old Cecily, mother of three, walked 
a few hundred metres uphill on a dirt drive to our mailbox at the entrance 
gate of Melrose on the Weetangera Road. It was something she did 
daily. From there she had a grand view of tree-covered hills and faraway 
mountains dark against the sky. Her knowledge that the Murrumbidgee 
River flowed through the countryside between her and the Brindabellas, 
though hidden by the hills, added to its magnificence. She found the vista 
completely beautiful and satisfying. An extraordinary thing happened 
on what had, until then, seemed like any other day. Cecily stood by the 
mailbox to take in the scene and it suddenly came alive. It breathed and 
glowed as everything did around her – the trees, the rocks, the road, the 
fence, the sticks and stones, even the earth itself. Everything shimmered 
and pulsated with vitality. At the same time an inward change took place 
in her – she felt blessed with a profound intuitive sense of the openness 
of everything, of everything she knew and did not know, of the oneness 
of the whole universe. She became aware ‘in a mysterious and wonderful 
way, with intense meaning, that everything and everyone were connected, 
belonged together, were part of a great pattern’.1 She was filled with awe.

1  Cecily wrote about this profound mystical experience in 1969 and again in 1996: Cecily family 
file; in an article ‘Much Madness in Divinest Sense ...’, Canberra Jung Society Newsletter, January–June 
1997, 6. Where not otherwise referenced, we have drawn from these and other of her writings held 
on Cecily family file for this chapter. 
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Cecily might have been ecstatic, as so often people are with a beautiful 
though mystic experience, but she had no idea of what had happened to 
her. This cosmic episode related to nothing she had ever heard of and 
she found it terrifying. She did not know then that many people had 
had such an experience, and she did not then embrace the joy or the 
bliss that, she later learned, some people do with such a revelation; if she 
had, she would have felt comforted. Instead, she was overwhelmed and 
afraid – her feelings and sensations were so powerful, so foreign, so utterly 
incomprehensible. Looking back, it was as though she had seen the face of 
God, and felt his power, although at the time she had no thought of God. 
The experience taught her more about herself. She wrote:

The attempt to express myself began after the mystical experience, 
which I did not feel at all as an ecstasy as I am supposed to have 
done, I rather suffered it as the profoundest possible disturbance. 
My feelings threatened to overwhelm me first in Ceylon and 
insanity was at hand – I fought like a tiger cat, because that wasn’t 
where I wanted my feelings to go. Before Raju became important 
I was very moved indeed by the religious atmosphere which was 
completely new to me. I kept control sufficiently not to make a 
fool of myself, because the children had to be looked after and 
got home and because no one would understand, least of all John 
who would use it all against me for ever more. Having overcome 
this, I  developed a kind of constant awful pain, the mystical 
experience followed. Once more I fought against the feelings 
overwhelming me.2

Her foundations shaken, her assumptions about reality shattered, what 
was she to do? Who should she talk to? For a time, the experience was too 
powerful to talk about and she kept it to herself, trying to appear normal, 
puzzling and wondering inwardly, then gradually she got used to living 
with her strange, changed self. Every day for a couple of weeks the world 
remained alive to her in the same vivid way; at night the stars came alive. 
Then the vision faded, though for months she could recall it at will. Was 
she going mad, she asked herself, but that did not make sense. It genuinely 
happened to her; it was real – subjectively real – and she was not going to 
deny it or push it away. She would search for the explanation. And until 

2  R. S. Parker papers, NLA, MS 8200 Restricted, box 20, file 89, Cecily in a letter to Robert, 
13 July 1965.
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then she thought she could not feel fully sane; not until she understood it, 
found its meaning, put it in some kind of context, connected it to other 
things she knew or could find out about.

Cecily continued her life with us on the farm, working excessively hard 
physically, which she thought helped, and with determination she cared 
for John and us children and saw and entertained friends. At the same 
time, it was as if she were walking along the edge of a precipice, between 
madness and sanity – an abyss on her left, solid ground on her right. She 
could not choose between them, and did not want to; because both were 
real, both were valuable, and she could not abandon either. She intended 
to continue to walk carefully along this dangerous path, however shaky 
and in fear she was, until something would be made clear. Somewhere 
inside her there was a faith, a blind faith, that there was a way through 
her anguish. That kept her sane. Moreover, she had enough knowledge of 
psychology to realise that what had happened must have arisen from some 
kind of projection of her inner self. She did not believe the world had 
actually changed, and so she knew she was not suffering from delusions. 
It was something in herself, and herself in relation to the world, that had 
to be understood – though this was a dim realisation at the time.

After a while she talked to a few carefully chosen people, but was met 
with dismissive remarks, blank looks and awful warnings, and other 
discouraging responses; ‘Forget it!’, being the essence. This included 
John’s father when he came to stay with us six months or so later. Though 
Jack was a religious man, he offered nothing. She talked to the Irish 
ambassador because he seemed to be a spiritual kind of man, their friend 
Russel Ward and other people she thought might understand, but they 
all reacted with words to the effect of, ‘Rubbish, I used to feel like that 
when I was an adolescent and you get over it’. Cecily, however, could not 
get over it. It happened, and she could not go on pretending it did not 
happen. She took no notice of the advice, and was deeply disappointed 
that no one understood or took her seriously enough to try to help. She 
was alone in her distress, isolated in her search for understanding. She did 
everything possible to get John to understand how she felt about her 
experience. Had she not tried to hide the fact that she might simply have 
been cracking up, John might have taken practical action; he might have 
involved doctors if he thought she was having a ‘nervous’ breakdown, as 
mental illnesses were sometimes spoken about then. He reliably reacted 
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quickly to a crisis that he had power to resolve. Instead, he was dismissive, 
saying she was talking ‘mumbo jumbo’ when she tried to discuss ideas that 
emerged from her reading that might explain her experience. He thought 
she had strange ideas and inappropriately said so to 10-year-old Meredith 
and, presumably, others in private, unwittingly putting Cecily down.

As well as throwing herself into farm work, Cecily studied mathematics, 
more to hold on to her sanity than to gain understanding. Physical work 
proved better for her sanity and she gave up maths. At the same time 
as she was trying to intellectualise her experience, she worked on John’s 
manuscript, The Alternative, trying to win his approval. He needed her 
editorial help and benefited from her superior English writing skills, but 
he did not give her the approval she sought.

Cecily went often to the newly developing National Library of Australia, 
then in a small building on Kings Avenue in Canberra. There, she could 
browse books on the shelves and borrow what she wanted. But she had 
no idea what books might be of help. She began to read widely and avidly 
on a range of topics with little joy or reward, hoping that the right books 
would leap off the shelves and into her hands. Mysteriously, reading 
about the ‘Third Eye’ did this, which led to a book and then another and 
eventually she discovered Frieda Fordham’s book on Jung, she told us. 
There, with tears and gratitude, Cecily found her answer. From reading 
about Jung and works by him, Cecily learned that her experience was not 
unusual and that what she had been through was understood and valued 
by others, that Jung himself had been through something like it and had 
an explanation for it. He called it getting in touch with the ‘collective 
unconscious’. Her vision and her revelation had come from the depths of 
her own psyche, and those inner depths were to be treasured and explored. 
She knew then that, although she had glimpsed the psychotic’s world, 
she was not insane. And so began her healing. Her fight against insanity 
would take a few more years, but reading Jung saved her from complete 
isolation, she reflected in 1965. Self-reliant and resilient, she pulled 
through. She did not see a doctor, take drugs, or receive any professional 
therapeutic help. She functioned well, physically and mentally, supported 
by her belief in Jung.

Cecily concluded that because she had repressed her feelings for so long, 
they were pushed down and down and down to the uttermost depths 
of her personality to what she called the psychotic level. Because she 
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was never really neurotic, she seemed to skip becoming so by being 
practical and compassionate for all those things on the outside. She 
attributed her psychotic experience to the emotional strain she had been 
under for many years before the event, triggered by the extreme stress 
she had suffered in the preceding months and in Ceylon in particular. 
Encountering Buddhism and Hinduism in Ceylon was a ‘culture shock’ 
that required her to adjust to an entirely different way of life. It was these 
extreme circumstances, she believed, combined with the fact that she had 
constantly repressed personal emotions in order to cope with her life, that 
forced her back and back into herself further than she had ever retreated 
before. She experienced going back beyond her inner personal life, to 
the very depths of her psyche, down to the universal matrix from which 
all personal life, all individuality, emerges – to a point where she could 
go no further. When that happened, she had an equally strong reaction 
that allowed her to feel a part of the human collective unconscious as 
described by Jung. Even so, it took about five years before Cecily again felt 
fully sane, before the eruption of contents from her share of the collective 
underworld was comfortably assimilated into her full awareness, and she 
could understand why she, personally, had been precipitated into such 
a great psychic upheaval. It was for her an epiphany that fundamentally 
changed her world view and her life course. She maintained a lifelong 
personal and professional interest in Jungian analysis.

Nevertheless, Cecily remained in the woods for several years so far as 
her mental health was concerned. She continued to search for answers 
to questions she asked herself about her own needs and John’s failure to 
understand her. She found in her friend Alec Hope, an Australian poet, 
a kindred spirit. She saw in Hope, as she did with Raju, something that she 
felt she desperately needed. Hope had a philosophical and poetic way of 
life. She approached him and engaged him in discussion about philosophy 
and the early Greeks. As with Raju, she became infatuated with him, and 
could not keep away. It was not a sexual or physical attraction that drew 
her to him as much as a love of his mind and his apparent understanding 
of hers. Cecily routinely made a trip to Canberra from the farm one day 
a week where she found she could not keep herself from wanting to drop 
in and see Hope. One day she decided. ‘I can’t beat this thing. I’m going 
to just give in.’ From that day, having admitted her helplessness in the grip 
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of her infatuation, she said, ‘I was free’.3 She did not pursue a connection 
with Hope, who continued to visit the farm. He and Cecily remained 
friends without their relationship having gone any further.

Over her long, five-year struggle, Cecily made efforts to consciously and 
willingly make the experience her own and integrate it into her personality. 
At the same time, she struggled to recognise and accept the reality and 
validity of her own individuality and personal feelings. The universal and 
the personal – each was part of the whole. It was hard. She became much 
clearer about it later. When she succeeded sufficiently to feel normal, it 
still was not enough. She needed a more coherent mental picture of what 
had happened to her. She also wanted to let other people know, rationally 
and objectively, that there was a way through such difficult circumstances, 
that the disintegrative effect of psychosis need not be a hopeless condition, 
that the disruption could be understood and given meaning and that with 
much patience, great care and hard work, psychotherapy (perhaps with 
the help of medication) could be effective. ‘If I could do it,’ she thought, 
‘other people could do it.’

With hindsight, we believe Cecily had become a disciple of Jung’s. She 
needed to have someone to believe in, to follow, other than John. She 
no longer saw her role in life as being to support John in his mission to 
make a difference in the world. John liked to lead and looked for disciples 
for his views. But from here on, Cecily was not going to be one of John’s 
disciples. Cecily knew she could not change John’s nature, only her own 
adaptation to him. She started to stand her ground when it mattered, 
let John know how his behaviour affected her, and left it up to him to 
assess the consequences of his not taking her or the children’s feelings into 
account. She worked with him to overcome the challenges the family was 
presented with. Although at this stage Cecily was far from having reached 
self-assurance, she and her marriage appeared to be stronger. At the same 
time, she knew it was missing something. She still loved John but she felt 
he failed to make her happy.

The psychotic experience marked a turning point in Cecily’s life. It had an 
immediate effect on her sense of being. She had crossed a line. She began 
to ask John to say ‘please’ and ‘thank you’, although he took no notice. But 
that was the beginning of her asserting herself. There was no going back. 
In the longer term, the experience informed her thinking and inspired 

3  Parker, interview by Meredith Edwards, 2004, 45. 
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her thesis, ‘Regression and Psychotherapy’, for her master’s degree written 
more than 20 years later, in 1973, and it shaped her career as a clinical 
psychologist. On finishing the thesis, she felt that not only had she put 
herself together, but that she had also succeeded in connecting strongly to 
a wide outside world as well as to the depths within her, as she explained 
it later to us.

It was as well that Cecily held on to her sanity, despite the grim 
deterioration in her mental health that she had suffered. John continued 
to be predictably unpredictable and Cecily could not guess what a new 
day might bring; she only hoped that with it might come some light and 
happiness at the end of the tunnel. But John was to cause more public 
controversy yet.
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