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F rom Hot Gossip to numerous 
West End shows and, of course, 
Strictly Come Dancing, Dame 

Arlene Phillips has made an indelible 
mark on the industry, but she never 
expected this honour. “It was just a 
lovely, lovely surprise,” she recalls. “I 
was in my kitchen when I got the letter 
and I was utterly thrilled. I had no idea 
– no whispers, nothing.” Phillips thinks 
the damehood is, in part, recognition 
for her charitable work, such as the 
Gala for Grenfell she organised in 2017. 
Phillips persuaded big names such as 
Matthew Bourne’s New Adventures, 
The Royal Ballet, Rambert, ZooNation 
and Strictly stars to take part. “It 
touched a lot of people and we raised 
a lot of money,” she says proudly.

It also cemented Phillips’ view that 
dancing is vital to society. “There 
aren’t a great many dancing dames 
in the world. That feels special, to be 
recognised for dance.” Does it also 
feel like vindication after everything 
she went through with Strictly? “That 
was a big bump in the road,” admits 
Phillips. “It was really heartbreaking. I 
loved the show very much. The news 
came so suddenly – an unknown 
source in the press. It was hard.”

She adds: “I’m always advising 
students that in this world of 
entertainment, you have glorious 
moments and then just as quickly 
it’s gone. You can go through rounds 
and rounds of auditions and not 
get picked, or have the best job and 
it ends. How do you recover?” 

Choreographer Arlene Phillips received a damehood 
in the 2021 Birthday Honours, but, as she tells 

Marianka Swain, she’s not finished yet

After the Strictly disappointment, 
Phillips also had to deal with the loss 
of her long-time manager, Michael 
Summerton, to cancer. “He was 
my go-to; he got me on Strictly. I 
missed his advice, but somehow, 
I found that strength to keep on – 
and just look at what’s happened! 
All these amazing adventures.”

If anything, the 78-year-old 
Phillips is busier than ever. She’s just 
choreographed the UK tour of Grease, 
which was postponed from 2020. It 
was a nerve-racking rehearsal period, 
she notes. “We were very unsure if 
anyone was going to get pinged, so 
everyone was extremely careful.” Many 
of those performers were hired back in 
September 2019, and for some it was 
their first ever job. “Then everything 
shut down,” sighs Phillips. “It’s been 
absolutely disastrous for performers, 
because it’s been so endless. People 
were taking on other work – in 
supermarkets, driving delivery 
vans – just doing what they could to 
survive. It went on and on, and they 
started to think ‘Is this the career I 
want? Will I ever work in theatre?’ 
Watching hope fade is so awful.”

Phillips is delighted that Grease 
is now out on the road, getting 
thunderous applause from audiences 
and showing those green performers 
that it’s all worthwhile. “If you stick 
it out, you’ll be rewarded.” For this 
production, Phillips says they’ve 
dug deeper into the characters as 
teenagers with limited options. 

“They’re blue-collar workers – they’re 
not going to college, or doing jobs that 
excite them. This rockabilly dance 
is what they live for; just like hip 
hop today, it’s born of the street.”

P hillips is also dipping back into 
history for the upcoming Tom 

Jones musical What’s New Pussycat? “I 
remember most of those 1960s dances!” 
she exclaims. Yet she’s interested in 
seeing the performers bring something 
fresh, not just replicating. She’s 
hugely impressed with the calibre 
of today’s dancers. “It’s no longer 
‘I just tap’ or ‘I do jazz’. They do 
everything. Especially the swings [who 
cover numerous roles] – they’re like 
computers storing all these different 
combinations. They’re superhuman.” 

As if one musical icon wasn’t enough, 
following Tom Jones is The Cher Show, 
coming to the UK from Broadway. 
This time, Phillips is directing, with 
choreography by Strictly’s Oti Mabuse. 
“Oti’s already working away, pre-
creating with the dancers,” says 
Phillips. “We’re weaving movement 
throughout, not just in the numbers. 
Cher has this unbelievable journey, 
standing up for women’s rights and 
reinventing herself year after year. I 
want that drive told through dance.”

Phillips is eager to champion touring 
productions like these, particularly 
coming out of the pandemic. “Regional 
theatre is so important. It’s community, 
it’s classes and events, it’s giving 
young people somewhere to go. It’s 
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a place that invites everyone to be 
a part of it.” She’s also happy to see 
Strictly returning. What advice would 
she give new judge Anton Du Beke? 
“Anton doesn’t need any advice. He 
knows his stuff and he’s great fun – the 
audience will love him.” As for the 
introduction of same-sex partnerships, 
Phillips thinks it’s long overdue. 
“Contemporary dance has always had 
different pairings, using bodies to tell 
a story in every shape and form, and 
Argentine tango was traditionally 
danced by men. For me, it’s about 
uniting everyone through dance.”

As a patron of One Dance UK, 
Phillips is eager to unite different dance 
sectors, too. “Can you imagine how 
huge we could be if we joined together? 
We’d be bigger than football!” She 
wants to see dance better integrated 
into education and health. “It’s 
medicine for the heart and 
soul. It teaches you rhythm, 
communication, physical 
understanding. It’s 
maths and literacy.” 

How long will 
Phillips keep 
going? “I’m 
trying now 
to help my 
associates build 
their own careers. 
I’m very lucky 
that I still want to 
work, and feel able 
to, and that I have the 
choice, but I may slow 
down soon. I’ve got two 
beautiful granddaughters 
who I’m absolutely in love with. 
I often think about when they’ll 
be old enough for me to read my 
[Alana Dancing Star] books to them. 
So there will be a time when I want to 
see what else there is in life. For now, 
I’m embracing whatever comes.” H

Grease is touring the UK until 
November 27. See Calendar.  
What’s New Pussycat?  
runs at Birmingham’s The Rep  
from October 8 to November 14.  
Visit birmingham-rep.co.uk. 
The Cher Show opens on April 
26, 2022. Go to atgtickets.com/
shows/the-cher-show to book. 
Strictly Speaking, our Strictly 
Come Dancing blog, is back 
on dancing-times.co.uk. 
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