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You’re listening to Imaginary Worlds, a show about how we create them and why 

we suspend our disbelief, I’m Eric Molinsky.  

 

Andy Weir has been an inspiration to a lot of up-in-coming writers out there who 

have hoped that if they’re talented enough, if the material is good enough, they 

will be noticed, and they will find their audience.  

 

Andy spent years working as a computer programmer. During that time, he tried 

to get his fiction published but after many rejections, he decided that writing 

might just be a hobby.  

 

Then he started writing The Martian. He was publishing chapters to his blog. And 

the buzz around The Martian became so huge, he eventually got a book deal, and 

of course, the book was made into an Oscar-nominated blockbuster starring Matt 

Damon as the astronaut, Mark Watney, who got stranded on Mars.  

 

CLIP: Let’s do the math. Our surface mission here was supposed to last 31 sols. For 

redundancy, they sent 68 sols worth of food. That’s for 6 people. So, for just me, that’s 

going to last 300 sols which I figure I can stretch to 400 if I ration. So, I got to figure out 

a way to grow three years’ worth of food here. On a planet where nothing grows. 

Luckily, I’m a botanist.   

 

Andy Weir’s third book, Project Hail Mary, just came out. It’s got a similar premise 

about an astronaut who is stranded in space, but the story goes in a different 

direction. And by the way, this episode will contain a few spoilers about what 

happens in Project Hail Mary. 

 

When the story begins, the main character Ryland Grace has woken up on a 

spaceship with total amnesia. He has no idea how he got there. The rest of the 

crew is dead. Slowly, his memory slowly comes back in a series of flashbacks, he 

remembers that the Earth’s atmosphere is being threatened by these sort of alien 

parasites. He was sent to another star system to find a solution to save the Earth.   

  

The book is a total page turner, but I was trying not to rush through it because I 

was enjoying the story so much. And even though the book just came out, Andy 

Weir has already sold the movie rights, and Ryan Gosling is attached to star in it. 

 

When I got a chance to talk to Andy Weir, I wanted to begin with his origin story 

because he studied computer science in college. So I was curious, even back 

then, did he know he wanted to be a writer?  



2 
 

 

ANDY: I always wanted to be a writer. And when the time came, you know, when, when 

I was about to go to college and I had to say like, okay, what direction am I going to go 

with my life here? I really did heavily weigh, like, okay, should I, should I go to try to be a 

writer? Or should I be an engineer? I decided I wanted regular meals. So, I went for 

engineering instead of writing. And I really enjoyed being a computer programmer. I 

liked that that career really worked for me. I did it for 25 years. I had always been writing 

this whole time, by the way, I wrote two other books before The Martian. They just 

sucked, which is why you've never heard of them. But, and then basically the Martian 

became this unexpected runaway success, which enabled me to stop being an engineer 

and follow my following writing career. But it wasn't like I take this job and shove it 

situation. I really liked being an engineer. And I actually specifically really liked the job I 

had at that time. You know, I had the respect of my peers as being a good engineer and 

all this other stuff. And, uh, you know what, when I, when I left, it was, you know, I 

stayed on much longer than I needed to. Like The Martian was already, you know, like 

on the New York times bestseller list before I put in my notice, just because as an 

engineer, you never want to leave in the middle of a project and leave your lead, the 

rest of your team hanging. So I was like, okay, I want to stick around until the next 

release and other stuff. But really it was just excuses to stay in that environment. I think.  

Well, it sounds like you, I mean, how much do you miss the office? Like how -- 

ANDY: I do 

Yeah. I mean, what was it like adjusting to the solitary life of being a writer?  

ANDY: Well, you know how everyone in the world just had to recently adjust to a solitary 

life because of the pandemic. I had to do that in like 2014 or 20. Yeah, 2014, basically 

all my professional life. I had worked on teams, engineering teams. There's a team of 

people and there's a real feeling, especially among the engineers of teamwork. Like we 

are a unit, this guy knows all about that. Part of the code. This guy knows all about that 

part. This guy knows that. And it's like, okay, there's a problem over here. That guy will 

take care of it. There's a problem over here. She'll take care of it or it's time to 

implement this new feature. Okay. Let's all talk about it and figure out the best approach 

is a lot of teamwork. And I really enjoyed that. And it was a bummer to say goodbye to 

that. Because as a writer, you are very solitary and I'm a fairly social guy. I like to 

interact with people. I like to talk to people. I like to chat with people. And at the time I 

was single. And so I was just by myself all day, I went to like zero social interaction all 

day long. And that was, that was a little rough on me.  

Well, it's funny. Cause I keep thinking of The Martian and, and Project Hail Mary, 

cause they're both about these astronauts who loved or who really enjoyed 

working with the team. But you know, it's interesting. I feel like this sort of 

isolation and space seems to be a theme there. Is that something you feel 

personally that’s reflecting in your fiction?  
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ANDY: Probably. I mean, my life is much happier now than it has been for most of my 

past. I I've been very lonely a lot in my life. Uh, just the combination of being an only 

child divorced parents and my mom and I moved around a lot. So I didn't really get to 

make that many friends very quickly. And then, uh, later on in life, uh, just not, not, not a 

hit with the ladies, you know, so, but now I'm, I'm happily married, but you know, I've got 

a family I'm I have a much better life, but loneliness was basically, um, a constant in my 

life for a long time. So I guess I wrote about isolated characters. You know, maybe the 

connection between me and these characters is wish fulfillment in that they are alone 

and they aren't lonely. Mark Watney almost never throughout The Martian, like in the 

whole book, he almost never talks about loneliness. He's always just actively trying to 

stay alive and stuff like that. And I guess maybe it's just being made of whatever it is 

that people are made of that where you can be alone and not feel lonely. Maybe that's a 

fantasy of mine because I'm not made of that. I really don't like being alone.  

So there were so many times when I was reading Hail Mary, I thought about the 

isolation we’ve been going through stuck in our homes and how to keep sane. 

Did the writing of the book overlap with the pandemic?  

ANDY: I finished the book before the pandemic began. Yeah. A lot of people say like, 

Oh, this has a lot of shades of the pandemic. You can really see it. I'm like, Nope. It just 

took a long time to get it into print.   

 

Okay, here’s where I need to reveal a major spoiler, because there’s a twist that 

comes early in the book which I really wanted to talk with him about.    

 

So here it is. The main character, Ryland Grace, was sent to this faraway star 

system because the alien parasites which are threatening the Earth’s 

atmosphere, and this is happening across the galaxy except for this one star 

system, and Ryland needs to figure out why. That’s when he runs into an 

intelligent extraterrestrial – an alien who was flying a spaceship on the same 

mission to the same star system because his planet is also being threatened by 

these same parasites.  

 

And this alien looks like a giant spider covered in crustaceans. Ryland calls him 

Rocky. And they learn to communicate using the only mutual language they know 

-- science. And their relationship is actually very sweet. I’ve never seen an alien-

human bromance develop with a creature that looks like something out of a sci-fi 

horror movie.  

 

The publishers have tried to avoid any mention of this alien in promoting the 

book, but the book itself contains a spoiler on the back cover.  
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ANDY: George RR Martin made a poll quote for the book. And if George R. Martin gives 

you a blurb, you put it on the book in big, bold print, you know, he's a big deal. And he’s 

like, this is a great story with like a really cool dude and a competent alien and all this 

neat stuff. And we're like, okay, well, we don't want anyone to know that there's 

intelligent alien life in the book, but we're going to tell him that on the back of the book, 

Oh, well, whatever.   

 

Part of what makes Andy Weir stand out as a science fiction writer is that up until 

now -- his work was heavily grounded in real science. That was a big selling point 

of The Martian. So, what was it like to apply his rigorous scientific method to 

creating aliens and an alien civilization? We’ll find out after the break.  

 

BREAK 

 

Project Hail Mary is the furthest Andy Weir has gone into speculative fiction. And 

he approached this creative challenge the way he approaches everything, by 

getting down into the nitty gritty.  

 

First of all he decided that this alien, who Ryland calls Rocky came from a real 

planet in the Tau Ceti star system. And he figured out how the gravity and 

atmosphere on this planet would affect how this creature moved, and even the 

speed of his thoughts. But Andy realized he had a problem – or at least, it’s a 

problem for a writer like Andy who likes to be as scientifically accurate as 

possible. He had intelligent life evolving in multiple star systems. Some scientists 

believe this is very possible. The universe is probably teeming with life. Andy is 

doubtful.  

 

ANDY: It bothers me when there are coincidences in books and stories and stuff like 

that. And so, to have all three of those stars all have life around them. That just seemed 

like really a hell of a coincidence. That was one problem I had. And the other problem I 

had was I did not want to invent all the way down at the molecular level, a completely 

different means of life existing. I didn't want to invent an entire fictional molecular 

biology. So, I saw both of those problems by saying there was a panspermia event. Life 

evolved originally in the Tau Ceti system and different forms of life evolved to travel in 

space is just single celled organisms. But the fundamental cellular biology of life is 

pretty much,   

It's funny too. Cause when you're, you were talking before about like life seeding 

across the galaxy, there was that episode of Next Generation where they discover 

that all the main aliens come from the same single source. That's why they all are 

humanoids with different ears and foreheads.   
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ANDY: Right. And that is an interesting attempt to explain it, but I don't like it because 

it's very clear that on earth we evolved from smaller, completely different looking 

animals. Right. So, if you're going to come up with a scientific explanation, I don't like 

that. I actually think a better one is what the original series came up with, uh, which kind 

of got lost track of over time. But there, there was an ancient, unknown alien race 

known only as the preservers and the preservers would basically take life and make 

backup copies on other planets. That's what happened is that the preservers copied 

probably humans around to all these other planets and then a few million years of 

evolution happened, and everybody's got their, their differences, but they're all still very, 

very similar. That’s a better explanation. 

Now, in any creative field, especially in creature design, when you come up with 

an alien, you have this sandbox to play with where you can really do anything. 

When you were trying to create these different species of aliens, especially with 

Rocky and his species, were there moments, where you were like, ach this isn’t 

going to work? Or was it purely fun, or was there a learning curve? 

ANDY: Um, there was a learning curve. There were a bunch of things. I started off with 

my deep disdain, not disdain. That's not fair. I started off with how frustrated I am by 

stories where the aliens just happened to be totally comfortable in our environment. 

That always bugged me. I'm like, come on. What are the odds on that? Like some alien 

life form evolved on another planet, another environment, it just happened to have the 

same, everything I get it in that it makes it a lot easier to tell stories if you're aliens and 

humans are in the same physical location, but it always bugged me. So I started off by 

saying, I want my alien environment to be utterly incompatible with humans and vice 

versa. Uh, another thing that always bugged me is just kind of the presumption of what 

the biology would look like and act like and feel like. So I tried to make it as different as 

possible. I did have a bunch of ideas for making the aliens like very, very different, but I 

decided it was a little too far and would get in the way of storytelling.  

You mentioned a number of pet peeves that bother you in science fiction. And 

you know, some science fiction is totally wacky. I mean, Marvel is like, we've got 

time travel and magic and alien, you know, but then there's stuff that's kind of 

somewhere in between where they do try to have some kind of hard science 

fiction, but they fudge a lot of it. Does that bother you more?   

ANDY: Much more. So I don't need scientific accuracy in my sci-fi for me to enjoy it. My 

favorite science fiction property that exists is Doctor Who. And I like it more than Star 

Wars. I like it more than Star Trek and I love Star Wars and I love star Trek, but I love 

Doctor Who. And that is about as far from, you know, realistic science as you can 

possibly get your listeners, can't see us, but you can see me in the background. You'll 

see. There's a, TARDIS on my shelf right behind me. There, there we are. Yay. Okay. 

Listeners, he's showing me his 10th doctor figuring with a, a light up Sonic screwdriver. 

Very nice.  
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It’s a 10th Doctor bobblehead.  

So I'm a big Doctor Who fan. So obviously I don't need science to be authentic for me to 

enjoy science fiction. I also love Star Trek and Star Wars and all these pet peeves I 

have about aliens Star Trek does that always all the time, every single time, but I don't 

care. The only thing that bothers me is if you're going to come up with a set of rules, you 

have to be consistent, whatever fake technology you got to work drive, you can go a 

hundred times the speed of light. I got no problem with that. Physically impossible. Still 

got no problem with that, but you have to be consistent. There's an episode of classic 

Trek where they travel from mercury, the planet, mercury to the planet earth. And it 

takes them a while. And I'm like, it takes light, which goes warp one seven minutes to 

get from mercury to earth. Okay. So you should be getting there in like no time at all. It 

should be like done, you know, so explain yourself. And so that's why, you know, I don't 

like it when there's inconsistencies.   

So when you read a book like this, do you do like a amount of thinking and world 

building and figuring out all the math first, before you ever write a word or do 

you, I mean, how does that work in relation to maybe like an outline of the actual 

writing of the story?   

ANDY: Well, I have a general idea, usually in my head, I don't usually write it down of, of 

the story beats. Here's what I want to have happen. This is it'll be like five items. It's not 

like this long, complicated list. Then I will go deep, deep, deep, down the rabbit hole on 

the, on the math and science. I'll do tons of research and I'll try to work all that stuff out 

before I start to write anything. Because oftentimes when I'm doing that research is 

when I discover things that I didn't know or hadn't considered, or I do all the math and 

this thing works out to be a way different than I kind of assumed it would. And so I have 

to rethink my story and my primary plot lines. I kind of like it when that happens, 

because oftentimes when you sit there and do all the math and work through all the 

science, it provides you with new plot complications or problems for the, for the 

characters to endure.   

Well, you know, and I, I read an interview. You made a really interesting point too, 

about how much it bugged you in movies about astronauts, where they act more 

like high school students.  

ANDY: Childish…yeah... 

Until I read you saying, I hadn’t realized that before but with astronauts, it’s not 

just their training but they have an emotional disposition or temperance to be 

able to survive. Like you actually have to be weeded out as someone who could 

survive those missions. You know, if you had the personality of these characters  

movies, they never would have ended up in space to begin with.   

ANDY: Right. And it drives me crazy. I understand why it happens because conflict is 

the basis of fiction. You need to have some sort of conflict or you don't have a story, but 

it's a cheap kind of shortcut to create conflict among your protagonists. It's like 
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manufactured conflict. And it, and it drives me crazy. I'm like, this is a crew, this is a 

crew, a bunch of people in space who have probably trained together for years. And 

now they're just like at each other's throats for no reason, or they can't stand each other. 

And I'm like, this is not how that works.   

So, when you first started writing way back -- I know a lot of writers will say they 

were looking for a kind of book but didn’t exist so they decided they might as well 

be the person to write that book. Did you have a similar moment of I wish there 

were books like this. So therefore, I wanted to create that.   

ANDY: I kind of backed into that. Maybe I wrote The Martian really for, you know, 

because at the time I was just hobby writing. I didn't imagine it would become the 

commercial success. I had a regular mailing list of people who like to read my stuff of 

about 3000 people. And they were all hardcore nerds, like dorks who liked to see the 

math play out. So, I wrote the Martian for them. I was saying I'm writing for a very, very 

teeny, tiny audience of people who want to see all the math. And so I wrote it for them. I 

have no idea really how it got such mainstream appeal. It's basically a 360 pages of 

algebra questions, but for whatever reason people liked it. Okay. And then I found out 

that I was now in a niche of hard sci-fi and I'm like, okay, well, I like to write it. And I 

really like to read it, but there really isn't much out there. There's very, very little out 

there  

These days. I used to be a lot more like -- 

ANDY: There used to be more, yeah, like Larry Nevin was mostly hard sci-fi, but I 

always liked hard sci-fi. And after The Martian, I thought like, well, that did really well 

made into a movie. Everybody's heard of it. I bet you, there will be a bunch of hard sci-fi 

books coming out soon because of that was successful. Then I'll get to read them and I 

get to, I get to enjoy it and it didn't happen.     

And when your second book, Artemis came out, I read that you were saying that 

you definitely felt this fear of like, Oh God, is this going to be the sophomore 

slump? It sounds like with this, with this book though, it seems like you really 

just were having more fun or were you still feeling this agita of, you know, uh, 

now it's my third book or -- 

ANDY: I really felt good about this one. I don't, I have imposter syndrome. Like you 

wouldn't believe like, um, after the success of the Martian, I'm like, I have no idea why 

that got popular. I don't know what I did right now. They want me to write another book 

and I'm like, Okie-dokie, uh, I've never considered myself a particularly good writer. And 

so I said, well, I'm going to try to become a good writer while everybody thinks I already 

am one. I'm just going to see if I can sneak in there and actually get good at it. When 

nobody's looking. One thing is in The Martian, there was no character depth or 

development whatsoever. Like all you know about Mark Watney after reading the whole 

book is he's kind of a smart ass and he didn't want to die. That's literally all, you know, 

you don't know anything about him deeper than that. And he undergoes no change 
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whatsoever during the entire book. Like he, he has no, no growth at all. And I'm like, 

okay, for Artemis, I decided I want to make a deeper, more neuro, a deeper, more 

nuanced character. Who's complicated, more flawed and undergoes change and 

becomes a better person by the end of the book. And that's what I did with Jazz. 

Beshara, who's the main character of Artemis. And what I did was I made her so flawed 

that it turned a lot of readers off. A lot of people just found her obnoxious and they just 

had a difficult time rooting for her because so many of her problems were self-inflicted. 

And so I kind of, I kind of went too far down that character nuance. Um, I often say this 

like Mark Watney is the idealized version of me. He's all the parts about myself that I 

like, and none of my flaws and the parts that I like.  It's magnified. I'm, I'm good at 

science. He's great at science. I'm a smart ass. He's incredibly smart ass and funny as 

hell, but he doesn't have any of my fears. My neuroses, my flaws and stuff, jazz from 

Artemis is more of the real knee. She has my flaws. She has her like she's lazy. She 

often looks for an easy way to do something. And that ends up causing her problems. If 

she'd just done it the hard way in the first place, it would have been a lot better. She 

makes mistakes. Yeah. And so on. And I guess what I found out is people like the 

idealized version of me a lot more than they like the more realistic version of me. So, 

um, for Project Hail Mary though, right? Ryland, Grace is my attempt on that. One was 

to make a flawed yet likable main character. And also, for once not just to be an aspect 

or reflection of myself, I wanted to come up with a, a character and not be limited by the 

constraints of my own personality. Just say, okay, he's, he's his own person. He's a 

different person than me. And that, that really helped me because I don't put a lot of 

thought into depth or complexity when I'm kind of basing a character on myself. But for 

Ryland, I'm like, he's a different person. He thinks a different way. He does things a 

different way. It was my first-time making a, a lead character who wasn't just me in a 

mask.   

Yeah. It's interesting too, because it's like, I was trying to figure out like, you 

know, learning curves, but on a, like a very specific like, Oh, I don't have the alien 

biology. Right. But it seems like there's a, sort of a, more of a meta learning curve 

going on in terms of you deciding you want to learn how to write.   

ANDY: That's much more difficult and much more stress inducing for me than the 

science in my book. I'm good at science are, or I should say probably more accurately. I 

am confident in my scientific abilities. It remains for others to see whether or not I'm 

actually good at it. But, um, I'm confident enough that I don't feel, I don't feel nervous 

about, you know, I'm like, okay, I'm going to come up with this. And, Oh, this will be the 

science behind how this thing works. And here's the science behind how that works and 

I'll come up with all that. And I will feel totally confident about that. It's my writing skill, 

character, interplay, depth, complexity. It's those skills that I'm really not confident about 

and always trying to improve on and work on and get better.   
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That must be weird. If you, if you are you going through that and you feel like you 

have imposter syndrome, you've got this huge spotlight on you while you're 

doing that. You're not exactly. It's, it's like, it's like a child actor, you know, you 

know, the whole world watching them grow up and you feel like the whole world's 

watching you learn how to be a writer. 

ANDY: Or a one hit wonder band. And then, and then Artemis was not nearly as well 

received as immersion. And I think part of the reason is because people were like, they 

wanted another Martian. They wanted another book that would grab them like The 

Martian did. And I just, I did not provide that. I think I might have in Project Hail, Mary 

we'll see writers. Don't ever feel confident. Like I like to say, give a man a book, you 

entertain them for a night, teach Amanda. Right. You give them crippling self-doubt for 

life. Um, and I actually feel confident about Project Hail Mary. I think it's going to, I think 

it's going to do well.   

I have one last question, and just to shift gears a little bit. You've said you don't 

like dystopian or post-apocalyptic stories. Um, I actually feel the same way, but 

for me it’s more that the world is already scary, and I’m scared for the future and I 

need my sci-fi to reassume me. But what are your reasons why that genre is an 

appeal to you?   

ANDY: I actually do like some dystopia stuff, but, uh, like I like post-apocalyptic stuff like 

mad max, you know, stuff like that. I actually enjoy that for some reason where it's 

anarchy and a very small number of humans surviving --  

In style.  

ANDY: Yeah, that's right. I mean, if you're not wearing like barbarian furs with a razor-

sharp boomerang don't even talk to me. Right. But, um, what I don't like is a lot of Mo a 

lot of sci-fi has fallen into the mold of being this miserable, fascist dystopia state, where 

the evil fascist government is in total control. And there's this downtrodden 

impoverished class. And for whatever reason, teenagers doing stupid crap is very 

important to society. I understand where it comes from because it's a very easy premise 

to start with. You don't need to explain why a fascist totalitarian regime is bad. The 

reader immediately understands it and they side with the they side with the characters 

and so on. But I just think it's trite and overdone, but also more importantly, I think it's 

inaccurate depictions of the future are often shown as this notion of like, we are 

currently in the peak happiness of humanity, and it's all downhill from here or that we're 

already on the downhill trend. And that things are just going to get worse and worse. 

And it's going to there's this technophobia and this general miserable view of humanity 

that I don't hold. Maybe I'm a bit of a Pollyanna, but I say over time, the world just gets 

better and better. It just gets to be a better and better place to live in. And as proof of 

that, I would ask you pick any random year in history and then pick the year, 100 years 

before that, then ask yourself, which one of those two years you would rather live in? I 

think we can all agree that 2020 sucked, but I would rather live through 2020 again than 
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1920 I've. Uh, I've lived my whole life without ever seeing a no colored sign on a store 

window. And none of my friends have died of typhus. And I guarantee you people in 

2120, or even ignoring the pandemic, let's say people in 2125 would much rather stay 

there than live in 2025. 

 

I certainly hope so.  

 

That’s it for this week, thank you for listening. Special thanks to Andy Weir.  

 

My assistant producer is Stephanie Billman. You can like the show on Facebook. I 

tweet at emolinsky and imagine worlds pod.     

 

By the way, enrollment is open for my summer classes at NYU. I teach beginning 

and advanced courses on creating your own podcast. It’s still virtual, so you can 

take it from anywhere. You can learn more at NYU’s website.   

 

The best way to support the podcast is to donate on Patreon. At different levels 

you can get either free Imaginary Worlds stickers, a mug, a t-shirt, and a link to a 

Dropbox account, which has the full-length interviews of every guest in every 

episode. You can learn more at my newly redesigned website, imaginary worlds 

podcast dot org. 


