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How does singing help long Covid
sufferers? Meet the brains behind ENO
Breathe
A landmark English National Opera and Imperial College programme uses music
to address breathlessness, fatigue and anxiety

By Marianka Swain

2 February 2021 • 1:55pm

'A breath of fresh air': ENO Breathe leaders Suzi Zumpe and Lea Cornthwaite CREDIT: Karla Gowlett

When Richard Stenning got Covid, back in March 2020, his symptoms were

severe. He was hospitalised at St Thomas’s in London, spent five days on a

ventilator in ICE, and was put into an induced coma. Thankfully, he recovered

enough to be discharged in April - but that was when his long Covid nightmare

began.

“The NHS were absolutely saving lives, but everybody’s concentration was on

the pandemic, so they kind of spat you out the other end,” he recalls. “There was

nothing for post-Covid patients, other than tests to see if you’d recovered from

the ventilator. I pestered my GP endlessly, because I wasn’t getting better. He

said give it eight weeks, or 12 weeks, or a few months.”

When it got to June, Stenning was convinced that something wasn’t right, but

no one really knew about long Covid, “other than one or two reports coming out

of America. There was nothing on the news.” So, when Stenning’s GP referred

him to the pilot scheme of a new programme run by English National Opera and

Imperial College, “I leapt at the opportunity.” But how could singing help? 

ENO Breathe was specifically designed to address long Covid, which has more

than 70 million confirmed sufferers in the UK - and counting - and debilitating

symptoms like breathlessness, chronic fatigue and anxiety. Jenny Mollica,

director of ENO Baylis, the company’s learning and participation programme,

was already well equipped to deal with those in the community “who are

outside the walls of the Coliseum, and may not think singing is for them.”

Mollica joined forces with singing specialist Suzi Zumpe, who would go on to

lead the ENO Breathe sessions, and Dr Sarah Elkin, a respiratory consultant and

director of integrated care at Imperial NHS trust. The two organisations already

had a connection: the ENO's costume department had made scrubs and PPE for

hospitals facing a shortage. “We co-designed and co-built the programme,

bringing together medical and musical expertise,” explains Mollica. That led to a

six-week trial with 12 participants, starting in September 2020.

Participants were eased into the programme via one-on-one chats with the

Breathe team, before joining weekly group Zoom sessions. Those sessions

featured various exercises around posture and breathing, which are used by

leading singers - but also worked wonders for those with long Covid problems.

Before the creation of Breathe, ENO's costume department made scrubs for Imperial trusts

“People who have been very unwell often have a collapsed posture,” notes

Zumpe. “They’re exhausted - and that’s reflected in how they carry themselves.

Just by sitting better, you get more access to your breathing apparatus. It also

helps to release unhelpful tension - like neck or shoulder muscles gripping.”

Zumpe worked with the participants on slowing their breathing. “As a singer, if

 you’re nervous before a big performance, you might take shallow, panicky

breaths - the same if you’re about to give a big speech. Regulating your

breathing helps with that, and also with those who are experiencing profound

breathlessness because of long Covid.”

The difficulty, she says, is that sufferers never thought about breathing before

this, so “they have no reference point - it was unconscious. Now, they’re trying

to work out what goes where, and they get in a tangle.” It can be hugely

demoralising “if you lose your voice, because you can’t get enough air.”

Zumpe then used lullabies as a singing exercise. “In opera, lullabies provide

beautiful moments of reflection in the midst of deep tragedy. And we all have

nice associations with lullabies - whether you consider yourself musical or not.

Traditional lullabies are perfect for non-specialist singers: they’re simple, they

cross cultural boundaries, some are practically wordless. It helps to rebuild our

coordination with something emotional, rather than trying to give physical

instructions.”

There’s a psychological aspect, too. “People are naturally quite suspicious. But in

this musical environment, they immediately felt the benefit - we checked in at

the beginning and end, and there was a profound shift. So then they were more

likely to carry on doing these exercises independently, rather than getting a

leaflet in the post about doing something.”

The retention on the pilot programme was really good, observes Mollica, and

there was great feedback on how the participants were using the exercises in

their everyday lives. They also benefited hugely from “being in a virtual space

with those who had common experience with long Covid. They’d felt isolated

with those symptoms - this normalised it. Some said they’d feel more confident

to go out and reconnect with people because of the programme.” Zumpe adds:

“Seeing others doing the exercises too - and getting them wrong - made them

feel they were all in it together. That built up a real camaraderie.”

Stenning definitely had that experience. He’d felt very lonely grappling with his

long Covid symptoms, which included “fuzzy brain” - slipping out of

consciousness for a moment - bad breathlessness, aching limbs, “and my anxiety

levels shot through the roof. Prior to that, I was a happy, bouncy 60-year-old

enjoying life.”

The worst thing is the unpredictability, he explains. “You don’t know what kind

of day you’re going to have. You wake up bright and breezy, then later it all

becomes too much - or vice versa. Early on, I had no clue why I was getting

breathless just sitting on the sofa reading a book.”

Stenning admits he was “hugely apprehensive” about the idea of an opera

singing programme. “The only singing I do is loudly and out of tune in the car!

But my fears were allayed instantly by ENO talking me through it all.” Most

importantly, “I suddenly realised there were other people like me out there. I

hadn’t met anyone else who’d been on a ventilator or had long Covid symptoms.

It felt like coming back in from the wilderness. It immediately gave me hope. I

thought ‘Finally, I can understand what’s going on.’”

A watchmaker by trade, Stenning appreciated “how science and art can come

together.” He found the lullabies “very easy to learn and very soothing. I found

myself walking round the park singing lullabies! The breathing exercises, the

humming exercises - they’re all things you can do wherever you are. If I get

anxious at work, I can do a few exercises.”

The weekly ENO Breathe sessions also gave him a focus through the lockdowns.

“I looked forward to my Thursday morning session, getting to hang out on

Zoom and do lovely relaxing exercises which put me in a really good place.” Did

he lose his self-consciousness about singing? “Well, it might have been different

sat in the Coliseum! On Zoom, we always had the option to mute ourselves.”

Following the success of the pilot scheme - after which 90 per cent of

participants reported improvement with their breathlessness, and 91 per cent

decreased anxiety - the programme will now be rolled out to 1,000 patients

across London and the north of England. “It was always our ambition to be as

valuable to as many people as possible, from the pilot phase through to going

national,” says Mollica.

Impressively, the scheme is solely funded by ENO donors - and it fills a serious

gap. There are programmes specifically aimed at those with chronic long-term

lung issues pre-Covid, but ENO Breathe is for everyone else, and so takes some

of the strain off the NHS.  It demonstrates the “social value” of ENO, believes

Mollica, which “is in our roots, from our founder Lilian Baylis.” Now, during the

pandemic, the team “all feel privileged to be able to help. ENO is so much more

about opera on stage.”

An ENO Breathe session from the successful pilot programme (with Richard Stenning pictured far left, in the middle)

ENO Breathe also has a strong digital component, with a hub of resources that

long Covid sufferers can access whenever they want. Stenning enjoys watching

the videos and using the guidance notes, and is particularly pleased with “the

lovely playlists of calming music. Whenever I have a quiet half-hour, I go listen.”

He’s also kept in touch with his fellow “breathers” via WhatsApp. “We chat

about our condition and how we’re getting on.”

Has this experience made him any more likely to engage with opera? “Definitely,

I’d be very happy to go see a show. I now feel part of the ENO family.” That is a

positive byproduct of the programme, says Mollica, that more people “develop a

lifelong association with the ENO.”

The successful pilot has also “made us think more about the work we can do

around health and wellbeing. Breathe itself has the potential for much wider

application. I get a huge amount from the sessions, just in terms of better

breathing, posture and coping with stress - even though, at the moment, it’s

very explicitly designed for intervention with long Covid.”

They’ll continue the programme “for as long as it’s needed,” she promises. All

involved are glad to have given long Covid sufferers hope, adds Zumpe. “It’s so

hard when you’re struggling with this on your own. Just coming together and

having something practical to do, it’s a path to recovery.”

Stenning is delighted that the programme is being rolled out more widely, and

plans to continue using the exercises himself. “It’s going to be a long, long road -

the last expert I asked about when I’d be better said two and a half years! I might

be living with this for the rest of my life.

“At least now it’s a recognised syndrome, I hope there’s more Government

money towards it and more help like Breathe. It’s definitely helped me deal with

my symptoms, and made me feel more supported. Excuse the pun - it’s been a

breath of fresh air.”
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