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The last thing I saw with complete clarity was a glint of light in the flood of acid that engulfed my 

face. I recall reeling back, gasping for air with my nose, mouth, and eyes full of the stuff, coughing and 

spluttering. It tore off my conjunctivas, the thin film covering the corneas, in an instant and then began 

rapidly to eat its way into both eyes. I no longer had even a split second of clear sight; there was only a 

jagged, broken, dirty-glass effect, as though at night a passing truck had splashed muddy water across 

my windscreen and the wipers couldn’t clear the mess. Unaware that I had also swallowed a mouthful 

of the solution and that my vocal cords were being eaten, and with the evil cascade still coming at me, 

I spun around, beginning to notice a fast-thickening fog passing over my eyes. At this point my 

consciousness exploded in a sense of catastrophe. There was no thought in that instant, just fragments, 

faces of people dear to me, and a sickening feeling of this being the end. Then the fog closed in. 

 

How simple it sounds, and how terrible it was, sucked by a relentless force ever deeper into darkness. 

It was the destruction of the visual world and my life in it. 

 

—Zoltan Torey 

  

The accident that changed Zoltan Torey’s life forever took place in a factory in Sydney, Australia, on a 

wind-whipped winter night in 1951. While he was hauling a forty-four-gallon drum of battery acid 

along a track overhead, the plug suddenly failed and came loose, showering his face with corrosive 

fire. Vision splintering, unable to speak above a whisper, he slowly felt his way along the floor. The 

seconds passed by in surreal procession. Tick. Down the stairs. No time for panic or pain. Tick. The 

foreman found him and helped him to the locker room, where they tried to wash his eyes out under the 

shower, clothes and all. It was useless. Tick. Complicated. They were driving in a car. Tick. At the 

hospital. Everything was falling inward, shouts and silences, snippets of questions he couldn’t answer. 

“What did you say the acid was?” Tick. Do something, he thought, collapsing toward unconsciousness. 

He was only twenty-one years old. 

 

Laying cramped and feverish in his hospital bed, slowly deteriorating toward death, Zoltan Torey 

pondered his predicament. This Hungarian émigré, who had escaped the darkening clouds of the Cold 

War little more than a year earlier, would never see again—at least not in the old way. His doctors 

explained that instead of shutting down with the loss of sight, the visual cortex often goes haywire, 

conjuring up vivid hallucinations that can disorient and overwhelm the newly blind. For this reason, 

they warned, it was imperative that he leave all visual imagery behind and rebuild his mental 

representation of reality using hearing and touch. But Torey balked at this advice. With no one to guide 

him, no plans or maps to follow, he actually went in the exact opposite direction. He would train 

himself, he decided, to simply picture the world around him through his now hyperactive visual 

imagination. It was an act of shocking originality and creative courage, and with it, his extraordinary 

journey beyond the limits of blindness began. 

 

“From the moment his bandages come off,” writes neurologist Dr. Oliver Sacks in his foreword to 

Torey’s autobiography Out of Darkness, Torey “sets himself, with extraordinary tenacity, to taming his 

now heightened imagery, shaping it into a supple, reliable tool for living and thinking. In doing so he 

not only compensates himself for the loss of his sight, but develops what is almost a new sense, a new 



faculty of mind.” That new sense—in essence, the ability to see without seeing—would enable him to 

live a life unlike any blind person had ever lived before, going sightseeing, enjoying tennis on 

television, composing elaborate prose on a typewriter, even climbing up on his rooftop by himself, to 

his neighbors’ amazement and alarm, and replacing all the gutters. It carried him through honors 

degrees in psychology and philosophy, brought him success as a professional psychologist, and 

ultimately made it possible for him to tackle one of the most intractable problems known to science 

and philosophy alike—the riddle of the nature and origins of consciousness. 

 

In fact, Torey would eventually embark on a painstaking twenty-five-year quest to decipher the 

workings of the conscious mind, an all-consuming mission that finally bore fruit with his publication 

of The Crucible of Consciousness (1999). Boldly attempting to demystify the physical process by 

which the human brain gives rise to self-reflective thought, his magnum opus was praised by Nobel 

laureates and favorably compared to the break throughs of both Darwin and Einstein. Yet interestingly, 

this major work of materialist science was inspired by a seemingly nonmaterial event—a vision of 

literally cosmic proportions that came to him late one night during his first few weeks in that Sydney 

hospital bed. Laying all his doubts and questions on the table, he began to reflect on his situation in 

light of a context far beyond his own small life, catalyzing a profound state of contemplation in which 

the very structures of the evolving universe began to open before him. It was a revelation that made 

visible what Torey calls the “unmistakable directionality” behind the evolutionary process, and it 

galvanized his passion to further that process through better understanding human consciousness, 

which he saw as its leading edge. As he describes in his autobiography, it was the power of this 

experience that pulled him back from the brink of death. 

 

Torey is a hard-nosed scientist, and he refuses to interpret this life-changing event in religious terms. 

Nevertheless, it has many of the characteristics of a spiritual awakening, not least because it blessed 

him with an unshakable energy and confidence that seem to have stayed with him ever since. Whatever 

we call it, it was the source of his drive and determination to fathom, through the unique window of his 

inner vision, the active role each of us has to play in the creative unfolding of the cosmos. “Fate is one 

thing,” writes this unusual blind man who has seen so deeply into the mysteries of life and evolution. 

“What we make of it is another.” 

 

 

–Ross Robertson 

 

Zoltan Torey: In the days and weeks following my accident, fading in and out of consciousness in the 

hospital ward, it began to sink in that this was really a horrible situation I was in. I was wondering 

whether I could ever get out of it, and things began to be terribly scary at that point. You see, one 

builds up expectations in one’s youth of how life is going to unfold, and there are plans. There are 

feelings and hopes, and all of a sudden it was all being shoved into this claustrophobic abyss. It was a 

bit Kafkaesque, you know? I was witnessing my life ebbing away, as though it were being channeled 

and tunneled into some dark irreversible trap. 

 

At some point, the mother of a friend who was visiting saw how low I was—they really had me 

scheduled to die—and she turned to me and said, “You should pray, you know.” Later that evening, I 

thought about this. It seemed to me that it was not quite fair for me to turn to God for assistance now 

that I was in a pretty deep mess, when in fact I had had no need for the relationship before. Lying there 

alone with my thoughts, the usual questions people ask—“Why did this happen to me? How could God 

do this sort of thing?”—seemed altogether ridiculous. This was life. This was fate. My number had 

come up, and that was that. Besides, I said to myself, “If I would pray for the restoration of my 



physical completeness, surely I would be able to think of hundreds of far more important issues in the 

world that might need intercession from Divinity.” It was 1951, the Cold War was on, and there were 

hundreds and thousands (if not millions) of people suffering. In Asia there was blindness and disease 

and terror and panic. The world was in a ghastly situation, and here I am in this hospital room 

concerned only with my own recovery and personal comfort? Well, this was just not fair. 

 

As the night wore on, my reflections deepened, almost giv ing me peace. I thought, “Let’s just look at 

it the other way around. Instead of asking what God and the universe can do for me, why don’t I ask 

what I can do for God and the universe? What can I do to improve things, to create love and 

understanding and promote a positive cause?” In my mind, I began to review everything I understood 

about evolution. I knew that the universe began with this big bang, that whatever we can see today—

you and me and everything else out there—was all compacted and condensed in that single 

mathematical point. Quite obviously, what we are comes from there. It could not have come from 

anywhere else. So in a sense, we are the expanded form of that initial condition. And I came to the 

conclusion that there was an unmistakable directionality in all this. This expanded form that we are is 

in a constant state of transition, and it appears to have a natural tendency to generate awareness from 

within, to generate insight and clarity and complexity. That is to say, configurations of atoms began to 

be autonomous; chemistry became biochemistry, and life emerged and broke through into 

consciousness. And human consciousness is the advancing edge of this magnificent process. 

Zoltan 

 

Well, this has implications! I felt that I owed this process, to say the least, my cooperation, my interest, 

my effort, and most of all my intellect—the very thing that material evolution supplied me with. I saw 

that the quest for knowledge could really lead us to a deeper understanding of where we are placed in 

this evolutionary process. I even began to perceive good and evil, not in a religious sense but in the 

sense of promoting or retarding this grand process of self-clarification. And I saw in this a very clear-

cut agenda for me to follow. I thought to myself, “What if I could contribute to the trend of evolution 

by helping to shed light on the nature of consciousness itself?” If I could do this, my gosh, that would 

be wonderful. It would justify my life and my youth as well as hopefully add to the whole body of 

human knowledge and perhaps help the world and other people. 

 

What Is Enlightenment: I ’m very struck by this resolution you came to that night in the hospital. In 

your autobiography, you describe it as “an obligation I would not and could not ignore, a task that 

scared me with its enormous complexity, yet a cup that would not pass. Perhaps it was the talisman 

that gave me back life, restored my vitality, focused my mind, vindicated my rich beginnings, my pact 

with fate.” Where did this unusual desire to know, understand, and contribute to the evolutionary 

process come from? 

 

Torey: Even in my childhood, I always did ask questions and never took things to be just so. When I 

was about four or five, we spent some holidays on the banks of the Danube. I remember watching that 

beautiful big river, just mesmerized by it. It kept coming and coming, passing by our place. When I 

asked someone where it came from, they told me, “Well, it comes from the Black Forest, and it goes to 

the Black Sea.” Now, to a five-year-old, these are just abstract concepts, but to me, it was like turning 

my question into a mystery—from blackness to blackness, from the dark impenetrable forest to the 

impenetrable deep ocean. It seemed to be a magical sort of situation, and although I couldn’t make 

sense of it, nevertheless it set up in me an attitude of reverential curiosity. Thereafter, I became a 

questioning, wondering person. I began to feel that there was much more beneath the surface of things 

than it would appear. 

 



You see, we human beings are constantly in the presence of a miracle, and we are so often completely 

blasé about it. We just sort of float through life as if the price of tea and the price of sugar and the price 

of petrol are all that matter. Things are not seen in the proper perspective. And that’s what I have 

against, shall we say, conventional religion—it very often puts people to sleep and relaxes them rather 

than causing them to strive to reach God, to reach understanding, to maximize their effort in worship, 

so to speak. They just sit back and think, “Oh, I’ll go to church on Sunday,” or whatever, and that’s it. 

And this is simply not good enough. I always felt that, somehow, this life was a contract that I was 

party to—that I was not just here for a free lunch on this earth but should really do something to seek 

the deeper meaning in things and try to understand the way things are connected with each other. 

 

WIE: What motivated you to disregard your doctors’ advice and begin to visualize the world as best 

you could using information from your other senses? 

 

Torey: As modern brain-imaging techniques have revealed, thought activates the very same areas of 

the brain that are used in representing our visual experience. The process of imagination, in effect, 

replicates the process of actual seeing. And this is what I discovered there in the hospital with my eyes 

band-aged up and my sight gone. My thoughts were now being projected onto this internal gray canvas 

in my mind, almost like in a movie theater. I began to watch and experience this mental imagery in an 

ever more intensive way, and it just seemed to be a precious, wonderful process that I was on no 

account willing to abandon. In fact, upwards of ninety-five percent of our experience is visual in 

nature; we really do model reality in those terms. And I was not going to give this one away. So I just 

began to try to picture what was out there. 

 

Now, this was not a program that I deliberately practiced, but my continuous efforts to visualize my 

surroundings did begin to generate in me an imaginary world, a world which became increasingly 

intense, accurate, and sharp. You know what dreaming is like? You must imagine that mine was an 

intensive, vivid, daytime dreaming, with the difference being that when one is asleep and dreaming, 

the volitional aspect is missing. One feels helpless, caught in the dream, and there is no tactile feeling, 

smell, sound, or taste. But this daytime dreaming of mine, this creation of an ongoing movie 

production in my own head, had all these missing components factored in. I had volition, and I could 

smell, hear, and touch, and that anchored the visual imagery into a concrete, tangible reality for me. 

 

This became such a powerful and effective process that after some months, or perhaps a year or two, I 

was living continuously in a visual reality. As I’m sitting here talking to you, for example, I can see the 

furniture of the room I’m in. In fact, I’m visualizing you and hypothesizing the setup you have, the 

audio equipment and so on. Instantly, the whole thing translates itself into a visual image. You know, 

one interesting aspect of this is that often people who lose their sight also lose their facial 

expressiveness, and that hasn’t happened to me. If you can’t see other people’s faces, you tend to take 

on this kind of bland, empty look. You just can’t react emotionally to a gray surface, and you lose the 

ability to activate the fine muscles surrounding the eyes and mouth that give expression to the face. 

Although technically I cannot see, I am in fact watching and observing things out there all the time, so 

I continue to react with feeling to whatever is going on around me, and this has allowed me to retain a 

realistically vivid facial appearance. Often, people forget that I can’t see. I wear sunglasses all the time, 

and once somebody even said to me—it was very funny—she said, “Don’t look at me that way.” 
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Of course, these visual projections of mine are hypothetical. It would be ridiculous for me to believe 

that what I produce is always perfectly accurate, but it is good enough to go by and to react to. 

 



WIE: Good enough to climb up on your roof, for example, and repair all the gutters by yourself! 

 

Torey: Yes, yes, that was great fun. It was wonderful that I could do that. 

 

WIE: How did you do that? 

 

Torey: Well, I’ve always been physically quite fit and able and skillful, and I suppose there is also an 

adventurousness that goes into this. Actually, this roof business I drifted into by accident. My first wife 

said to me, “Look, the guttering is in a messy state. It ought to be changed, and this should be done 

professionally.” I said, “Well, I’m a professional psychologist, and I’m going to do it myself.” And it 

seemed to be a good idea, a crazy good idea. So I started dismantling the old galvanized iron fittings 

and brackets and downpipes and replacing them with new aluminum ones. The more I went into it, the 

more interesting and the more challenging it became—to visualize all those marvelous angles and 

aluminum and to drill it and all that. It was really a two-person job, but I was undeterred and highly 

motivated, and it was also tremendous fun. It took me about two months or more, but I did a really 

good job (laughs). It’s one of my great achievements in life; it gave me a feeling of mastery and a new 

sense of freedom. 

 

WIE: Did your visual imagination continue to sharpen and develop over time? 

 

Torey: Yes, it built up fairly rapidly until it reached a point beyond which it could no longer improve 

without additional data. Obviously, there’s just an upper limit to this. On the other hand, as far as 

generating internal imagery is concerned and picturing things not yet seen—modeling the universe, for 

example, or modeling consciousness, things which nobody can see anyway, whether they’re blind or 

not—I think I have managed to advance fairly nicely. I’m able to conjure up relationships and 

configurations that sighted people would perhaps even find more difficult to do, because vision 

actually gets in the way. And that’s another interesting aspect of all this—that is to say, not to see, yet 

to have your brain at your disposal without being troubled by the continuous bombardment of actual 

sight, enables you to have a kind of mental freedom that can be very creative. Often, in fact, people 

close their eyes when they think. So in that respect, I was able to utilize my abnormal situation as a real 

advantage. 

 

WIE: Did this unusual degree of mental freedom help you to make sense of the problem of 

consciousness? 

 

Torey: Well, as my work progressed, the difficulty and complexity of the issues involved allowed me 

to see why the frustration of not finding ready enough answers had led earlier thinkers to take 

shortcuts, mere stabs at what consciousness really was, guesses that may have seemed plausible but 

fell short of the mark. It’s really quite a juggling act to hold in mind all the necessary bits and pieces of 

information, and all their interacting implications, until they can be worked into a singular unified 

perspective. At a certain point, the data simply trickles out of your consciousness; you can’t 

indefinitely hang onto it. And you can test this for yourself. You can’t hold your attention on a subject 

for longer than five or six seconds. At that point, you have to reactivate your attention verbally. You 

may not be aware of this, but if you watch it, this is what happens. Your attention wanders off and you 

have to take it back. 

 

In my case, the more skilled I became in constructing a visual reality for myself, the more my brain 

became increasingly nimble, and the more I could constantly direct and redirect my attention to 

problems that otherwise would not yield. For example, what does the inside of an atom look like? How 



do the valences and the electron orbits operate? I would think about problems like this again and again, 

just keep at them and at them until my brain finally gave up being distracted by something else. It said, 

“Okay, well, if you feel that way about it, let’s just think it through.” After a while, it became possible 

for me to visualize an unusual number of simultaneous operations in interaction—not piecemeal but all 

at once as a single system. And it turned out that this was precisely what was needed to grasp and 

decode the whole orchestrated process through which the brain generates consciousness. 

 

WIE: How did you do it, though? How did you hold onto all this complexity? 

 

Torey: One thing is important, and that is that one should be motivated to do so. Most people, 

psychologists even, they really coast. And there is simply an enormous amount of effort, of 

reverentially trying, that is necessary. You have to be a dedicated person to do what I did. For example, 

if you were in a crisis—an ultimate emergency where your life really hung in the balance—then all of 

a sudden you would summon energies and capabilities you never thought you possessed, and you 

would cut yourself out of the mess. Now if you can master this same intensity willfully, whenever you 

wish, then you can add an intensity to the process of inquiry that under normal circumstances people 

don’t possess and have no reason to even try to possess. In order to do that, you have to be very aware 

of the absolute importance of finding solutions. 
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WIE: One of my favorite lines from Out of Darkness is “I should have felt beaten, but I did not. Some 

invisible store of drive and energy raised me above the water line and kept me going.” Can you 

describe where this unconquerable spirit comes from? 

 

Torey: It comes from the realization that this life is a tremendous privilege for us to have. It’s a sense 

of deep, deep gratitude for the opportunity for matter to be me, a sense of debt I feel toward the vast 

unfolding process that is expressed in me. I feel that I owe it—I owe it all I can give it. You see, I’m 

fascinated by the universe. I’m fascinated by the fact that there was this singularity with infinite energy 

and power that just exploded itself; I’m amazed at the vigor and the tenacity with which tussocks of 

grass hang onto the rock face at Cape Horn, high above these fantastic Antarctic Ocean waves, in truly 

terrible climatic conditions. You just don’t need much for life to get a hold of. It seems to be a fantastic 

force. And we are part of this incredible momentum. We carry the meaning. We are the meaning of it. 

 

To me, this is all absolutely miraculous. And as I said earlier, this is not a free lunch. I just felt that I 

ought to somehow find a way to get on the right wavelength with reality, with the rhythm and 

directionality of creation. It was not clear how this could be done, but my intention was to be living in 

accord with some kind of cosmic purpose. Now these are damn big words, and you ought to 

understand them metaphorically because I’m a hard realist, and I don’t go in for any soppy, soft 

silliness. But I think that to understand nature and life and consciousness in the correct way, and even 

physics and the whole structure of the universe, is really to understand God. It is really the highest 

form of worship. It is even conceivable that we are the neurons of God—if you take the universe and 

the singularity to have been God that exploded itself, so to speak, and is now in the process of 

reconstituting itself holographically. 

 

WIE: What does it mean to be on the right wavelength with reality? 

 

Torey: I don’t really know how to explain it. Maybe it’s the feeling that this process is not an even 

one—that there is a better way always, and it is up to us to seek it, to have a kind of responsibility 

living in us to upgrade, augment, and improve life and the universe all the time. 



 

When one really begins to live on this wavelength, actually things begin to go one’s way. And this is 

quite amazing! I mean, I’m seventy-four years old. I’m healthy as a horse. I have never had a cold in 

my life. Everything is just all the time working. And I always feel that as long as I remain on the 

wavelength of whatever is going on in this universal process, I am really on the winning side. I’m not 

doing it to be on the winning side; things just automatically work out so that a correct and creative way 

of life is even health-giving, you know, as against the psychosomatic morass so many people live in, 

particularly if they are self-centered. 

 

Actually, both my wife, Dawn, and I generate an awful lot of good feeling in people everywhere 

without really going out of our way deliberately to do so. People just pick it up, a kind of positive 

wavelength around us, and it carries us, and it carries many other people. One can find this rhythm of 

it, and then one can just live like that, don’t you think? 

 


