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The Martian is both a post-disaster-scenario thriller and an homage to 
the international brotherhood of scientists, who look beyond rivalries 
and borders to forge interplanetary futures. PC Magazine went to the 

Toronto Film Festival for the gala premiere of the movie (which opens in the 
U.S. on October 2) and interviewed director Ridley Scott to find out more. 

Based on Andy Weir’s best-selling 2011 novel, and with a screenplay written 
by Drew Goddard (World War Z), The Martian features a starry cast led by 
Matt Damon as the brilliant, wisecracking botanist Mark Watney. Watney is left 
for dead on the Red Planet after a devastating storm forces his fellow crew 

In The Martian, Matt 
Damon plays Mark 
Watney, an astronaut 
stranded on Mars 
who must use his 
ingenuity to survive.

Ridley Scott Meets The Martian
The acclaimed director tackles real-life science in 
filming the story of how astronaut trapped on the 
Red Planet. BY SOPHIA STUART  
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members aboard the Hermes spacecraft to evacuate 
and abandon the third Mars mission, Ares III. Damon 
is ably supported by Jessica Chastain as Commander 
Lewis with Kristen Wiig, Jeff Daniels, Sean Bean, and 
Chiwetel Ejiofor playing staff back at NASA 
headquarters in Washington, D.C., and the Jet 
Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena, California. 

Of course, this is not Scott’s first science fiction 
film. He is well known for the classics Alien and Blade 
Runner. His career has also been recognized by 
Academy Award nominations for Best Director on 
Black Hawk Down, Gladiator, and Thelma & Louise. 

“The Martian is the ultimate survival story,” Scott 
told PC Magazine. “Mark Watney is placed under 
unimaginable duress and isolation, and the movie is 
about how he responds. Mark’s fate will be 
determined by whether he succumbs to panic and 
despair and accepts death as inevitable—or chooses 
to rely on his training, resourcefulness and sense of 
humor to stay calm and solve problems.”

Damon dominates the film in a superb 
performance. He’s a thoroughly engaging antihero as 
he nixes existential despair and instead learns to 
grow crops—on a planet where nothing grows—with 
some innovative techniques for fertilization.

The Martian is set in the near future, and, 
according to the filmmakers, virtually every scientific 
detail is plausible and supported by current theory. 
Apart 
from, that is, the major plot point of the severe 
windstorm that forces the crew of the Hermes back 
onto their ship. Due to Mars’ low atmospheric 
pressure (less than one percent of Earth’s), a 
windstorm of that severity is not possible. But 
without the windstorm, you don’t have a movie. 

So how did Scott prepare Damon for the bleak 
prospect of slowly wasting away from starvation on a 
deserted planet? 
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“‘The cat’s dying?’ ‘Your mum’s got cancer?’ No, no, 
no. I never do any of that,” laughed Scott, with a voice 
that has a congenial gravelly gravitas. “I don’t do 
elongated rehearsals, or backstory—you can kill 
things by doing that. The most I do is gather around a 
table with a cup of coffee and talk. I cast very well, I 
take a long time doing it. Then I see them getting 
made up in the dressing room on the first day, walk 
in, say ‘All right? How you doing? Out there in 45 
mins, okay?’ I do a walkthrough just for focus, then 
say, ‘Okay, we’re going to roll.’ I always roll camera 
from first rehearsal. Invariably I get what I need in 
the first few takes. That’s how I can do 60 setups a 
day on a total shooting schedule of just 74 days. It 
was really quick.”

NASA cooperated fully, which helped to ground 
the movie in reality and speed up the process. 
Apparently Dr. Jim Green, director of the Planetary 
Science Division, cleared his diary when he got the 
call from Scott. 

“Yes, he did,” laughs Scott. “They’re all science 
fiction buffs, you know. One NASA guy said to me, 
‘We get a lot of ideas from you guys. Because you 
think dramatically, but we’re not allowed to, we’re 

NASA 
cooperated 
fully, which 

helped to 
ground the 

movie in 
reality.
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scientists, but somewhere in your drama I find a good idea to unlock an 
equation I’m struggling with.” 

As part of the research process at NASA, Scott wanted to make sure that his 
representation of the global science community rang true. 

“Would China be as helpful as we show in the film? We had it in the script as a 
price initially, but we removed it, because one scientific brotherhood would help 
another. The Chinese bought it—they thought it was noble. Scientists are 
enjoined with each other.”

It wasn’t just the People’s Republic of China that got a preview, for the record. 
Elon Musk did too. Did Scott meet him in Musk’s capacity running supply 
missions for NASA?

“No, I’ve never met him,” said Scott. “But he’s seen the film. He’s a genius. 
He’s been doing some designs for NASA and so the [Mars Ascent Vehicle] at the 
end which takes off is very much from his kind of design. It’s reusable. It isn’t a 
one-shot thing where you chuck away half a billion dollars after a launch.”

On a side note, Scott is also tempted by Musk’s Tesla range. 
“I used to be a car man, but now I drive a Prius. In fact I’ve got two. People 

say, ‘What are you doing? Are you economizing?’ And I reply, ‘No, I’m saving 
the world.’ But I’m starting to get tempted with Elon Musk’s electric car.”

What’s next on the agenda for Scott?
“A western. A western is long overdue. I was brought up on Gene Autry and 

Roy Rogers. Used to go up to my aunt’s place in Scotland and ride horses in 
Lockerbie. I was a good rider. When you’re a kid, you’re nuts, you’re fearless. I 
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thought maybe I could be a jockey. So yes, a Western.” 
Finally, it would be foolish to be in Scott’s presence 

without mentioning Blade Runner.
Suddenly, Scott gave PC Magazine an exclusive (at 

least as far as we can tell). The title sequence to Blade 
Runner reads “Los Angeles, November 2019,” but 
according to Scott, he wanted it to spell out something 
else entirely different.

“I was going to put ‘San Angeles.’ But the partners at 
the time said, ‘Duh? What do you mean, San Angeles?’ 
‘It means when the suburbs of San Francisco join with 
Los Angeles.’ ‘Do you really think that’s going to 
happen?’ And I said, ‘Are you kidding me? It’s already 
happening!’ But they thought that was too negative. So 
they went with ‘Los Angeles, November 2019’ instead.”

It’s already 2015, and we’re not (that) close to the 
replicants of the Nexus 6 release causing havoc in 
downtown Los Angeles or even San Angeles (we hope). 
But in The Martian’s not-so-distant-future (circa 2025), 
NASA’s Mars 2020 mission will already be a reality. 
That means sci-fi and reality are melding together 
faster than anyone expected.

MARS STARS
Ridley Scott and Matt 
Damon, pictured at 
the 2015 Toronto 
International Film 
Festival.
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