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LOGLINE 
Haunted by a tragic loss, Dezi (Thomas Antony Olajide), a jazz musician, cuts off 
contact with everyone he knows. Time bends, and the lines between his stormy past 
and reclusive present are blurred, foiling his attempts at solitude and forcing him to face 
the truth of his past.  
 
 
SYNOPSIS 
Learn to Swim is a surrealist romantic drama about Dezi Williams (Thomas Antony 
Olajide), a Toronto jazz musician who refuses to play after a recent tragedy.  
  
A shadow of the charismatic saxophonist he once was, Dezi has moved into a new 
apartment and has cut off contact with all his former bandmates. He tries to find solace 
with quiet work repairing instruments, but he’s plagued by a pain in his jaw which no 
amount of alcohol seems to help, by an intrusive new neighbour Sal (Andrea Davis) who 
confronts his solitude, and by the haunting memories of his former lover – a fiery singer 
named Selma (Emma Ferreira).  
 
We are taken back to the near-distant past to see his better days with the band, and the 
night he met Selma after a show. We follow their passionate but tumultuous relationship 
and the music they fought to make.  
 
In a moment of weakness, Dezi unknowingly shares his whereabouts with band member 
June (Andrea Pavlovic), who betrays his trust and allows the band to barge into his home. 
Confronted by bandmates Charlie (Jolly Amoako) and Sid (Christef Desir) over his 
disappearance, he tries to escape again, but the lines between reality and memory quickly 
blur and he is forced to face the truths of his past.  
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Q&A WITH DIRECTOR THYRONE TOMMY 
 
What was the genesis of the film?  
 
The film began as a conversation in 2017 between myself and my co-writer Marni Van 
Dyk while we were attending the Canadian Film Centre. We spoke at lengths about my 
experience with past love and loss, and the guilt and grief that come from that. As part of 
a class project we made it into a 13-minute short film (also called Learn to Swim), but felt 
that we hadn't quite confronted that actual experience. So we decided to expand it into a 
feature-length film.  
 
Music and a musician's life play an integral role in the film. Did you have personal 
experience in the world of music before embarking on this film?  If not, how did 
you familiarize yourself? 
 
I think there are plenty of parallels when I think of life as a filmmaker and life as a 
musician. You can’t just lean on one talent, you have to wear many hats and use 
different tools to sustain a life for yourself. I found that part of dissecting Dezi 
interesting. What is a musician's life, if not actually performing music? Is it arranging 
music for others, is it cleaning and repair of instruments? That being said, I did play 
viola from 6th grade to college! 
  
Are the performers professional musicians?  If not, how were the scenes shot to 
make the performances look authentic? 
 
Almost all the performers had a sense of musicality to them prior to coming onto the 
film, so even though they didn't play that specific instrument in real life, there was a 
foundation to build off of. We wrote all the music performed in the film prior to principal 
photography so they all had a chance to practice with their instruments and sit with the 
music before we filmed. Sometimes they are playing live, and sometimes it’s a backing 
track and I think blending those two elements allows all of it to feel raw and authentic.  
 
The final music in the film is both a mix of pre-recorded music and the actors 
themselves singing and playing live.  
 
Can you talk about the time shifts in the film – and the decision to use Dezi’s 
swollen cheek as a way to reference the present? 
 
There is a bit of art imitating life here, as I’ve had constant issues with my own jaw, and 
even at one point needed to do a procedure at the same dental office we shot the film 
at! The jaw for me always represented the physical manifestation of Dezi’s guilt. There 
needed to be something tangible reminding him of Selma and also preventing him from 
performing. Originally in early drafts we never met Selma, Dezi’s lover. But as time went 
on we knew the only way for the audience to relate to Dezi was to know her. The more 
Selma came into life, the more we flash back to their relationship.  
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The film blends between two time periods which are only a year apart. Inside the film we 
use a blend of camera movement with VFX swipes to seamlessly cut between the 
different time periods. Dezi’s jaw infection is also a marker to indicate when we are in 
the past and when we are in the present. 
 
What was the production process like during COVID? 
 
Shooting through the pandemic was definitely a challenge I don’t think anyone could 
prepare for. I constantly thank my Producer Alona, and our EPs that gave us so much 
support. We had PPE for everyone, and tested the cast and crew twice a week. We did 
face one shut down, but it was so contained that no one else got infected. I think it 
speaks to the level of care we put into making the process safe for everyone. But it was 
this other level of anxiety that I don’t think the process carried before.  
  
Where was the film shot?  In Toronto?  And, if so, can you name some key 
locations? 
 
We shot the entire film in Toronto and I’m super proud of that! So many institutions and 
locations I’ve frequented opened their doors to us and allowed us in their space. Iconic 
performance venues like The Emmet Ray, 918 Bathurst, and Adelaide Hall. Orange 
Lounge on Queen West, where countless records have been made. Sakai Bar in Little 
Portugal, and Mahjong Bar near Ossington. I think Torontonians will like seeing the 
familiar texture of their city on screen.  
  
The film includes interesting camerawork – the various angles, etc.  What did you 
and your cinematographer want to convey through it? 
 
My cinematographer Nick Haight and I have worked together a couple times over the 
past 4 years. So we definitely had a second hand with each other. It’s a jazz film, so we 
referenced a lot of old album covers of the ’50s and ’60’s, especially those classic Blue 
Note covers. That’s where we decided to shoot in the squarer 1:37 aspect ratio. It was 
always about finding the best frame to convey the feeling of the moment, we never 
wanted to just shoot coverage. I think if you saw our reference list you’d scratch your 
head a bit, it was a mixture of Paul Thomas Anderson videos, Issac Hayes album 
covers, and the film Belly. 
  
What musical pieces are in the film and how were they chosen? 
 
All the music performed in the film is original and written for the movie. Chester Hansen 
and Leland Whitty wrote a majority of the songs for the band in the film and worked with 
another Toronto singer, Meagan De Lima (plays Nia), to craft the main song Selma 
sings. It was such a fluid collaboration, but also a nerving one as we hadn’t shot a single 
frame yet. So you’re making these very bold decisions about what something will be 
beforehand, which isn't the way you usually build films. It was tricky finding music that 
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seamlessly worked with what we created but that’s when having good producers that 
support your vision comes in handy!  
 
Can you talk about the actors and each of the characters they play? 
 
Thomas Antony Olajide plays Dezi Williams. I had worked with him previously on my 
short film Mariner and we attended CFC together. There was never any doubt that he 
was going to be Dezi. I feel in many ways I wrote the film for myself, and the role for 
Thomas. He embraced it so deeply and I’m glad we got to capture his performance. 
Dezi is a very dark and elusive sort of character, so a lot of his emotions in any given 
moment needs to come from a look, or his posture, and Thomas is really good at 
capturing that. Originally Dezi played trumpet, but when we learned Thomas could 
actually play the saxophone we switched instruments, and I’m glad we did as it opened 
up so much musically within the performance.  
 
Emma Ferreira plays Selma Torres, a Latin singer trying to break into a more English 
contemporary world. Finding a Latin actress to embrace this role was arduous to say 
the least. But during casting Emma sent a tape of her singing Chavela Vargas’ Paloma 
Negra, which was in the script but not in the scene she had! It felt almost serendipitous. 
Then when she walked in the room, it was clear there was no other Selma. The role 
requires two people to both relentlessly love each other, and viciously challenge each 
other at the same time in every scene. There’s a mischievousness and intensity in 
Emma’s eyes and poise that just captures that.  
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KEY CREW + CAST BIOS 
 
THOMAS ANTONY OLAJIDE | “Dezi” 
Thomas Antony Olajide is an actor of screen and stage from Vancouver, BC. He starred 
in Thyrone Tommy's short film Mariner, and appeared in the French-language 
Québécois television series Les Nomades II, for which he was nominated for Best Actor 
at the 2020 Prix Gémeaux. Most recently, Thomas was selected as one of TIFF’s 2021 
Rising Stars. He has also been nominated for a 2022 Canadian Screen Award for "Best 
Performance by an Actor in a Leading Role” for his role on Learn to Swim. 
 
EMMA FERREIRA | “Selma”  
Emma Ferreira holds a Bachelor of Arts in Theatre from York University. Upon 
graduation she was cast as Juliet in Measure for Measure and Hero in Much Ado About 
Nothing in Canadian Stage’s Shakespeare in the Park.  She followed that up with a lead 
in Jason Sherman’s’ newest play Copy That at Tarragon Theatre.  
 
Learn to Swim was Emma’s feature film debut and garnered her selection as a Toronto 
International Film Festival Rising Star. 
 
THYRONE TOMMY | DIRECTOR & WRITER 
Thyrone is an award-winning filmmaker and an alumnus of the Canadian Film Centre’s 
Directors’ Lab and TIFF Talent Lab. 
 
Thyrone’s films have been celebrated internationally at over 30 festivals, including his 
short Mariner, which premiered at the 2016 Toronto International Film Festival, won the 
Lindalee Tracey Award, and was named one of TIFF Canada's Top Ten shorts of the 
year, before premiering online as a Vimeo Staff Pick.  
 
Learn to Swim, his debut feature, premiered at TIFF 2021 and was chosen as one of 
TIFF Canada’s Top Ten films. The film was produced in participation with CBC Films, 
and will be released in Canada by Mongrel Media.  
 
ALONA METZER | PRODUCER 
Alona Metzer is a Toronto-based producer, and a graduate of the Canadian Film 
Centre’s Producers’ Lab. Her passion lies in working with auteur directors on films that 
sit at the intersection of art and entertainment. Learn to Swim, her debut feature 
directed by her long-time collaborator, Thyrone Tommy, received its World Premiere at 
TIFF ‘21, was selected as one of TIFF Canada’s Top Ten films, and earned her a 
nomination for the CMPA’s Indiescreen Emerging Producer Award. 
 
Her films include Volcano (dir. Karen Moore) which screened at TIFF 2019 and Palm 
Springs Shortfest 2020, I Came Here Alone (dir. Connor Gaston), which premiered at 
Palm Springs Shortfest 2019, and Mariner (dir. Thyrone Tommy) which premiered at 
TIFF 2016, was taken to Cannes by Telefilm’s Not Short on Talent program, and was 
also chosen as one of TIFF Canada’s Top Ten shorts that year.  
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Other credits include Associate Producer on The Kid Detective starring Adam Brody, 
Hammer starring Will Patton and Mark O’Brien, and Like a House on Fire starring Sarah 
Sutherland. 
 
MARNI VAN DYK | WRITER 
Marni Van Dyk is a screenwriter based in Toronto. Her first short film I Am Not A Weird 
Person (dir. Molly McGlynn) screened widely, and was described by Lena Dunham as 
“a haunting little short.” Her short film We Three Queens (dir. Chris Agoston/Without A 
Flock) opened the 2019 Toronto After Dark Film Festival. 
  
Marni has served as Head Writer on specials for ABC, CBS, and CBC, with hosts 
including Selena Gomez, Neil Patrick Harris, and Eric McCormack. She’s also served 
as a Producer and Story Editor on several award-winning series including The 
Beaverton (CTV), and Still Standing (CBC). 
  
Prior to its World Premiere at the Toronto International Film Festival 2021, Marni 
participated in “Pitch This” at TIFF with Learn to Swim (dir. Thyrone Tommy), also a 
recipient of the inaugural Telefilm Talent to Watch Fund.  

Marni is currently in pre-production for her latest short Sink or Swim, on which she will 
serve as both screenwriter and director, as well as in development for her original dark 
comedy series, Naked Nancy. 
  
Marni is an alumna of Queen's University, the Corus Writer’s Apprenticeship at the 
Banff World Media Festival, and the Writer's Lab at Norman Jewison's Canadian Film 
Centre. 
 
NICK HAIGHT | DIRECTOR OF PHOTOGRAPHY 
Nick Haight is a Toronto based cinematographer whose work includes feature films, 
television shows, commercials and music videos. His work has screened at festivals 
around the world, including TIFF (Mary Goes Round, Clara, Mariner) and SXSW (Run 
This Town). Nick continues to work on television shows for the CBC (Baroness Von 
Sketch Show), Netflix (Slasher) and Crave (New Eden). Recently he was nominated for 
The Canadian Screen award for best photography in a dramatic series for his work on 
CBC's Moonshine. 
 
Learn to Swim marks his fourth collaboration with director Thyrone Tommy.  
 
BAUN MAH | EDITOR 
Baun is an award-winning editor who has been working in film and television for ten 
years. He has edited a wide range of projects, including the Netflix horror 
series Slasher, the Eli Roth-produced anthology The Haunted Museum, the Emmy-
winning Snapshots, and Canada's Drag Race. 
  
Baun has also served as a director on Big Brother Canada and his award-winning 
short A Chink in the Armour. Learn to Swim marked his first feature film as editor, and 
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his second collaboration with director Thyrone Tommy. Baun is currently editing his 
second feature Doubles with Slight Pepper, based on the short film directed by Ian 
Harnarine and executively-produced by Spike Lee. 
 
SHAUN RYKISS | EDITOR 
Shaun Rykiss is an award-winning film and television editor based in Toronto, Canada. 
He is a graduate of Vancouver Film School and an alumnus of Norman Jewison’s 
Canadian Film Centre Editor’s Lab. Rykiss served as supervising editor for five 
television docuseries including Yukon Harvest, which is nominated for the 2022 
Canadian Screen Awards for Best Factual Series and Best Editing, Factual. He has 
since transitioned into scripted film and series. Rykiss’s work on the digital series, I am 
Syd Stone, garnered him the 2021 Canadian Cinema Editors award for Best Editing in 
Web Based Series. His first two feature films, Wildhood (dir. Bretten Hannam) and 
Learn to Swim (dir. Thyrone Tommy), both had their world premieres at the 2021 
Toronto International Film Festival, and are collectively nominated for eight 2022 
Canadian Screen Awards. 
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CREDITS LIST: 

 
Directed by 

Thyrone Tommy 
 

Written by 
Marni Van Dyk and Thyrone Tommy 

 
Produced by 
Alona Metzer 

 
Thomas Antony Olajide 

 
Emma Ferreira 

 
Original Music Provided by 

Chester Hansen and Leland Whitty 
 
 

Original Music Provided by 
TiKA & Casey MQ 

 
Director of Photography 

Nick Haight 
 

Production Designers 
Dialla Kawar 

Joshua Turpin 
 

Costume Designer 
Jeannette Linton 

 
Edited by 

Baun Mah and Shaun Rykiss 
 

Executive Producer 
Matt Code 

 
Executive Producer 

Allison White 
 

Associate Producers 
Lindsay Blair Goeldner 

Miriam Levin-Gold 
Joshua Barsky 

Mark Sirju 
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Line Producers Mark Sirju 
 Milosz Skowronski 
 

 

Production Manager Lu Zhang 
 

 

First Assistant Directors Aidan Shipley 
 Iain Lacourt 
 Jeff Hanley 
 

 

Cast  
(in order of appearance) 

 
 

Dezi Thomas Antony Olajide 
Sid Christef Desir 

Charles Jolly Amoako 
June Andrea Pavlovic 

Selma Emma Ferreira 
Jesse Khadijah Salawu 

Dentist Saida Ali 
Tracy Siobhan Johnson 

Nia Meagan De Lima 
Bartender Hidetaka Ishii 

Cleaning Service Customer Shaun Rykiss 
Sal Andrea Davis 

Record Producer Ofield Williams 
 Delivery Guy David Ariza 

 
 

Stunt Coordinator Scott Milton 
Assistant Stunt Coordinator Liam Dunn 

 
 

Production Coordinators Luci Lozano 
 Scout Stolpmann 

Production Assistants Jeric Tamayo 
 Richard Dang 
 Zak Ristovecic 
 

 

Assistant Location Manager Aile Lagunas 
 

 

COVID Coordinator Josh Ravenhill 
Health and Safety Assistant Katrina Elmsley  

 
 

Art Directors Lori Atik 
 Somerville Black 

Assistant Property Master Dylan Lattimer 
Set Dressers Helcio Pugliese 

 Jeanette Robinson 
 

 

First Assistant Camera Tom Mangin 
First Assistant Camera - Daily Charles Hutchings 

Second Assistant Camera Alex Tse 
Gaffer Patrick Queenan 

Key Grips David Ruggles 
 Greg Francis 
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Jib Operator Brendan Schnurr 
Swings Khanya Alexis 

 Marcus Picov-Aida 
 Taher Bhujwalla 
  

Key Hair and Makeup Artist Kat Matthews 
Hair and Makeup Assistants Andayah Laramee 

 Jelissa Iris 
Assistant Costume Designer Andrea Lyte 

  
Sound Mixer Paul Viret 

Sound Mixer - Band Marco Furgiuele 
Sound Mixer - Daily Nathaniel Barker 

Boom Operator Chloe Swintak 
  

Production Bookkeeper Pam Leeuwestein 
Assistant Production Bookkeeper Ryan Dias 

  
Catering  Absolutely Famished Catering 

 Saucy Affairs 
  

Dental Prosthetics Steve Newburn 
Special Effects Provided By Storm FX 
Special Effects Coordinator Derek Liscoumb 

SPFX Key Ian Cole 
  

Background Casting Director Jason Boyd 
  

EPK Director Martin Wisniewski 
Still Photographer Samantha Falco 

Still Photographer - Daily Lianne Snow 
  

Assistant Picture Editors Mitchell Allen 
 Stephen Michael George 
  

Music Supervisor Bryan Power 
Music Editor Simon Poole 

Additional Lyrics By Emma Ferreira 
  

Post Production Services provided by 
Urban Post 

  
Dialogue Editor Aravind Sundar 

SFX Editor Olivia Kolakowski 
ADR Recordist Ehren Pfeifer 

Foley Artists Matt Thibideau 
 Dave Mercel 

Foley Recordists Dave Mercel 
 Josh Pichardo 
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Songs 

(in order of appearance) 
  

“We Are DesSoleil” 
Written by Chester Hansen & Leland Whitty 

  
"Peace Hangs Low" 

Written by Chester Hansen & Leland Whitty 
Additional Lyrics by Emma Ferreira 

Performed by Emma Ferreira 
  

“El Guion” 
Written by Paola Fabre, Johan Fabre & Emmanuel Rodriquez 

Performed by Manny Rod 
Courtesy of Tunecore Digital Music 
  

“Te Quería” 
Written by Lido Pimienta and Matthew Smith 

Published by Peer Music 
Performed by Lido Pimienta 

  
“El Raton” 

Written by Jose Luis Feliciano 
Published by EMI Longitude Music c/o Sony Music Publishing 

Performed by Fania All Stars 
Courtesy of Concord Records 

  
"Whose Arrangement Is This?" 

Written by Chester Hansen & Leland Whitty 
  

“La Llorona” 
Performed by Chavela Vargas 

Arranged by Luis Martinez Serrano 
Published by Peer Music 
Courtesy of Sony Music 

  
"Overdrive" 

Written by Tika Simone & Casey Manierka-Quaile 
  

“Didn’t I” 
Written by William Pulliam 

Re-Recording Mixers Rudy Michael 
 Tyler Hall 

Online Editor Kyle Campbell 
Colourist Hardave Grewal 

Urban Post Operations Roberta Bratti 
Urban Post Manager Lena Hamady 

  
VFX Compositor Jeffrey Zablotny 
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Performed by Darondo 
Courtesy of Ubiquity Records 

  
"And Then We Don't" 

Written by Tika Simone & Casey Manierka-Quaile 
Performed by Meagan De Lima 

  
“Made For You” 

Written and Performed by Patrick Boyle 
  

"Complicated" 
Written by Chester Hansen, Leland Whitty & Meagan De Lima 

Performed by Emma Ferreira 
  

"Always Looking for an Escape" 
Written by Chester Hansen & Leland Whitty 

  
“Abre Que Voy” 

Written by Miguel Perez Ramirez 
Performed by Michael Enriquez 

Courtesy of CD Baby 
   

"In The Beginning" 
Written by Chester Hansen & Leland Whitty 

 


