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NEW YORK - The alien-fighting commando Lt. Ellen Ripley has a
lot in common with Barbie. Both have tall, stately bodies
and -
when Ripley has hair - long, flowing tresses. Both also represent
feminine ideals in their own ways. But while Barbie
always gets
slammed for being an inappropriate role model for young girls
because her look is so out ofkilter with reality,
Ripley's stature
only grows.

Since the original Alien in 1979, she has saved the world many
times over. She has kicked butt where most women have
feared to
tread. And in Alien she gave her life to save humanity. Now in
Alien Resurrection she's at it again, cloned by
overeager
scientists 200 years further in the future and fighting a new
generation of extraterrestrial slime balls.

"Ripley is a feminist icon," says Sigourney Weaver , the woman
behind the superhero. "But I don't know if I am."

Many would disagree, and not only the teenyboppers still into
playing with dolls. Ms. Weaver broke ground with her first
starring
role in Alien and has continued to open doors for women throughout
her career. She has portrayed a gutsy
embassy attache in The Year
of Living Dangerously (1982), scientist Dian Fossey in Gorillas in
the Mist (1988) and the first
lady in Dave (1993).

Even when she's just camping it up in Ghostbusters (1984) or
Working Girl (1988), she has a mysterious bearing that
keeps the
men in those films in line. Maybe it's because she's so tall. Maybe
it's because she's so smart.

Her other role this fall, in Ang Lee's The Ice Storm, is a
prototypical feminist one - a suburban mother who swerves her
family into the oncoming path of the sexual revolution in 1973. The
swinging character of Janey Williams is a generation
older than the
48-year-old actress was during that seminal time period, which
makes Ms. Weaver ponder the differences in
the worlds of women.

"I thought of Janey as one of those young women at junior
college who paints beautifully, had a real talent, but probably
got
pregnant, got married and never got a chance to paint and express
herself," she says. "I was lucky enough to be born
much later, and
that's something I take for granted a lot."

When she looks back at her own feminist role models - and
forward to the ones that will matter to her 7-year-old daughter -
and tries to find out where she gets her strength, she says,
"Oddly, I think about my mother {British actress Elizabeth
Inglis}.
She was a real athlete, had a career and gave it up because she had
kids.

"My mother is such a fighter. At 80, if she suddenly learned to
fly and flew across the ocean, I wouldn't be surprised at all. I
just feel that because of her, especially her athleticism, I don't
see it as something I started. I never saw women as
anything less
than extremely capable. So I'm still sort of amazed that it's so
hard for there to be big stories where women
are the main players."

Before Ms. Weaver started in film, she was wreaking havoc on the
staid, male-dominated dramatic world. While an
undergraduate at
Stanford during the sexual revolution and Vietnam, she was part of
a guerrilla theater group that staged
impromptu productions on
campus.



"Stanford was a very politicized campus. What I remember is this
huge polarity between our generation and the people in
charge," she
says. "There were a few people who would stay home and do their
homework, but the tear gas would come
right through the window."

When Alien came around, the idea of becoming an action hero was
something of a lark.

"It was written for a guy," she says. "The original producers
said - not out of any sense of liberation, just because no one
would ever think that the girl is going to end up the hero - `We'll
just change Ripley to be a woman. It will be a surprise;
commercially it will be a good idea.' "

So they changed history with a blink of a pronoun in the script.
"They did," Ms. Weaver says emphatically. "I always say
that to
them. I'm liberated!"

But the evolution of Ripley was not completed so easily. She
emerged victorious from Ridley Scott's Alien, but the
predators
were back in the next installment, Aliens (1986), which earned Ms.
Weaver the first of her three Oscar
nominations (the others were
for Working Girl and Gorillas in the Mist).

James Cameron, who directed the sequel, says, "I wouldn't call
her a hero in the first movie; I would call her a hero in
Aliens.
There's a difference between someone fighting for survival and
someone who proactively goes into self-sacrificial
mode to save
someone else. That's the difference between a non--victim and a
hero.

"What I've always tried to do is show a woman being intelligent
and competent in the service of some noble goal or for
something
outside herself. And that doesn't involve muscles," he adds. "The
interchangeability of men and women is not
something I've tried to
put forward. I think that misses the point."

Mr. Cameron went on to use that formula of unwitting female
turned superhero in his Terminator movies. In the original,
Linda
Hamilton is just along for the ride, playing what Mr. Cameron
refers to as the "Jamie Lee Curtis in Halloween role."
But in T2,
she's pumped up and ready for action, swinging her fists and
pumping out bullets.

After that, the rest should have been history. The end of the
1980s and early 1990s were meant to bring women into line
with
their macho counterparts, allowing them to swap ammo and war
stories. But few have been able to duplicate this
success. Thelma
and Louise aside, action movies still have not been fertile ground
for women to do anything other than
scream and rip their clothes
off. The most high--profile efforts such as Geena Davis' Cutthroat
Island and The Long Kiss
Goodnight were ridiculed, as was Lori
Petty's techno Tank Girl.

But Ms. Weaver still holds out hope for the legacy she started.
The event-movie era provides ample opportunity for women
to get
dirty in explosions, eruptions, floods, extraterrestrial attacks
and international terrorism. A few of them get to fight
back.

"I think now the action movies are changing because studios are
realizing that young women also pick the pictures on
dates," says
Ms. Weaver. "They'd just as soon see G.I. Jane as Picture Perfect.
Finally the studios have been forced to
listen in a different way."

PHOTO(S): 1. (20th Century Fox: Suzanne Tenner) NO
ALIEN CONCEPT: In the Alien films, Sigourney Weaver has made herself
the
pre-eminent female action hero. 2. (Fox Searchlight Pictures:
Barry Wetcher) Sigourney Weaver plays a 1970s suburban swinger in
Ang
Lee's The Ice Storm. ; LOCATION NOTE: These photos were not sent to
the library for archiving.
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