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The music in movies is something most people usually overlook, but for “Tan Onwimon”, it’s the secret key 
that is important to a good movie not any less than other elements of it. 

It’s widely known that music composers are “behind-the-scenes” professionals who are contributing to 
the success of singers and artists on stage. Try to think of all the top hits or timeless pieces that you know the 
lyrics very well and ask yourself if you know who is responsible for writing the song. It’s those people that often 
get overlooked who are essential to the process of creation. Not only that is true for the music industry, but also 
for films as well. Think of Jaws, Indiana Jones, Mission Impossible, James Bond, or even the popular Mario, but 
without music. It’s like a car without an engine. 

Even though being a film composer isn’t as alluring as being a film producer or an orchestra conductor, 
but its charm is enough for “Tan Onwimon”, a truly beloved son of Dr. Somkieat Onwimon, a Thai widely-
respected broadcaster, to go off his father’s footsteps and dive into music producing. Tan, 28, and graduated with 
bachelor’s degree in film scoring from the Berklee College of Music, is now working hard with the determination 
to be a reputable Thai film composer in the United States of America. 



 

What kind of movies and music did you grow up with? 

My dad would let me choose from various types of media: from books, music, to movies. It was his 
intention that I experience many mediums and decide for myself. He would put on the soundtrack from Jurassic 
Park since I was still young. It was 1993, exactly when Jurassic Park first came out. I was very impressed with 
the film and its music. I could tell where in the movie each track was playing, then I would play that part 
specifically. As a kid, I would get scared of the dinosaurs. Nonetheless, I still asked my dad to play it all the time. 
The louder he played, the more I enjoyed it. When I was in 6th grade, Harry Potter was released, and I loved its 
music, too. I would keep the music on repeat. I could even remember the music and outstanding instruments of 
the movie to the minute. It was as good as the movie itself. Around that time, I started playing saxophone and 
joined a symphonic band. I had always been around classical instruments; therefore, I was quite familiar with that 
genre of music. I could not talk to anybody about music then, because all my friends were listening to pop music. 
They did not enjoy the same music I enjoyed, so I spent most of the time listening to it by myself. 

Instead of studying music like everybody else, why film scoring? 

I was studying Journalism and Mass Communication at Thammasat University because I had a passion 
to be a film director, especially when I was in high school. Nonetheless, I never abandoned music altogether. I 
even played for TU Band during the four years of university. My friends in the faculty noticed that I was a film 
student who also played music, and they asked me to help with the music production for their shows, even though 
I never had any experience prior to that at all. That was my first time I had to write my own music. I started to 
like it and kept doing it to the point where my friends would ask me for help with their graduating thesis. It 



slowly became short films, documentaries, Thai PBS. That was the time when the thought of pursuing music 
composing came to mind, and I decided to apply for Berklee College of Music. 

What did you learn? What do you need to know before going into it? 

We had the chance to write music for different films starting from easy and simple, for example, 
documentaries to short ending scenes in movies. For each following semester, we would be given longer and 
more challenging assignments, like fantasies or action movies. We would write the music with the teacher’s 
guidance all semester. Our cues would be recorded with real musicians in the orchestra when the cues were good 
enough. For the first few times when I had to stand in front of the real orchestra, I was quite nervous, but I had to 
be in control. When I got to hear my own music live for the first time, I was filled with joy. And it has been the 
same ever since. Because having our music recorded live is the reward to the composer. It is worth working hard 
for. What you should know would be good understanding of music theory. Other things can be practiced, which 
we can do for the rest of our lives. I did not know much other than reading the notes. I learned how to write notes 
and conduct the band when I was already there. It takes time and a lot of practicing. There is also a lot of learning 
how to use the technologies during the production. Now people who understand the technology have more 
advantage over those who do not. Movies nowadays require more than acoustic music, but electronic music as 
well. As a result, learning and expanding yourself is always a part of it. 

How about after you graduated? What’s the industry like?  

               It was most difficult after graduating. In school, you can always try again or even experiment quite a lot. 
The assignments given by the teacher. Now you’re all alone with little knowledge where to begin. The market 
itself isn’t very accessible, too. Mostly there are needs in LA because the film industry is here. It is many 
people’s dream, including myself. I’ve been here for almost a year now.  

               Being a film composer, not only that we create music for movies, but also video games, documentaries, 
to anything at all. We need to keep our focus on the long-term goals. It is quite difficult at the beginning, which is 
common. I was unemployed right after graduating from the university. I had no choices. No movies, no music 
writing. However, I was helping other composers as an assistant to get my experience. Films I worked on at the 
beginning were students’ film, and it paid very little. But I kept on because of the experiences I would get. More 
than that, I hoped it would bring good connections, and connections are very important in this industry. The 
relationship between director and film composer is crucial. In the beginning, you would take anything that’s 
being offered. Film scoring is the creative process that you cannot take the credit only for yourself. I write music 
to support the visual elements. So, it’s mostly up to the decision of the director. If they think the music has to 



change, it has to change. A music composer must be very patient. We say yes to any requests for this type of 
work. 

 

Many people believe that a film composer is simply a behind-the-scenes. It’s only a background work, and often 
gets overlooked. What are your thoughts on that? Can you tell us why music is essential to the movie? 

When I was in Berklee, a teacher told us that objective of movie soundtrack is to make sure the audience 
“are not aware of our music”. We do anything to make sure the audience do not notice the music, because if the 
music stands out, something is wrong between what they hear and what they see. We ensure that the audience 
feel immersed with the film. We are successful if they do not notice us (laughing). Our goal is to help the director 
tell a story. The music played in each scene is there to add another dimension to the actors’ performance. We 
magnify their acting so that it’s clearer to the audience. Ultimately, we rarely think about whether the audience 
cares about our music, because having done what we love is truly enough.  

Do you have your own styles of writing? 

               I like to think about the theme first. It helps creating a character for my music, whether it be a theme for 
the film, theme for characters, or others. Most recently I wrote music for a serial documentary called Tipitaka: 
The Living Message, which was about the Tipitaka. It was a fun experience because I had to create a theme for 
the Buddha. I had to create the image of supernaturalism, respectability, faith, and his greatness, all the while 
maintaining the universality, as it is not exclusively Thai. Buddhism is a globally respected religion. It was 
challenging. 



I also like things that are epic style, for example, The Lord of the Rings, which is a series I loved. On the 
other hand, I love writing music that represents explosions or savagery. What I’m currently working on is a 
horror movie. It’s a lot of fun and I get to, simply put, blow off the steam. There are numerous horror films in 
Thailand. It seems like things are going my way now (laughing). 

What are the advantages of working in the United States of America? Would you consider coming back to work 
in Thailand? 

               To be honest, it has to do with the Thailand’s film industry itself. The number of Thai movies that come 
out each year. The type of music they’re looking for. How big or how small the project is. There is just not 
enough diversity in Thailand. There may be few TV shows, documentaries, but there is still very little demand. It 
mostly depends on your luck or reaching outside of Thailand a little bit can be a good approach as well. 

               The main reason I am still working in America is that there are resources here. Not that there aren’t in 
Thailand. But let’s say I need a recording session for the music, there are musicians who are familiar with the 
genre, and that helps a lot. I can work anywhere, with any nationality of the movie. And working in LA means 
the music will be produced effectively and timely. It also allows me to be adventurous. LA is a city of 
opportunities as well. It’s everywhere. I’m still excited to explore new opportunities. Maybe I’ll have the chance 
to write music for Hollywood films one day. 

 

 



 

Are there many Thais working in this industry in America? 

There are a few that I’ve heard of. I’ve been working with Pi Bas, Pantawit Kiangsiri, since last year. He 
is like a teacher to me because he taught me how to work professionally. I had worked on a few projects with him 
when I was still in the University. Now actually working with him, he would come and say ‘Here’s a short film. 
Get it done within the next week.’ It was rather shocking at first, but it also helped me grow very quickly.  
Because we cannot do things only in our way in the real world. 

 

What’s your parents’ advice on working and living? 

Patience is something my father always emphasized. Working in this field is rather cruel. There were 
times when sleeping was not an option that I forgot whether this is a creative work. There are times I had to work 
all night. It is exhausting, but the work must be done, and usually followed by revisions, too! And sometimes my 
work would get rejected altogether. But my parents ask me to press on. They always say that all jobs are difficult 
in its own way. Simply put, everyone is tired the same way. Being a music composer needs understanding and 
being patient, which Thai people are, and that helps me to keep moving forward. 

 

Who’s your role model? Which of his/her work is your favorite? 

There can be no one else aside from John Williams, the father of Jurassic Park, Star Wars, Harry Potter, 
E.T., and many others. He is the legendary film composer. There are details in his work that can always surprise 
you whenever you read his music. He’s now 86, but still writing music for Star Wars Episode 9 that’s coming 
next year. There’s nothing to him except he’s just excellent. My favorite work of him would be the first Jurassic 
Park that I heard when I was in preschool. That sparked my interest and it’s still the reason why I keep doing film 
scoring until today. 

 

What would you like to tell other people who are interested in this field of work? 

               As someone who did not have deep knowledge in music theory, was not trained to be a musician or a 
conductor and had to pick them all up when I was quite of age, it’s all about your heart. If you are interested in 
producing music for movies, the first thing to do is to listen a lot and listen to different kinds of music. Because a 
movie soundtrack can be any kind of music in the world. The more you listen, the better. Try watching a lot of 



movies from different genres and you can see different approaches of interpretation. And as we are telling stories 
with our music, it’s also a good idea to understand the storytelling in the film. Other techniques can be learned in 
the process. I’m still watching Youtube videos to learn more all the time. Most importantly that you cannot forget 
is that this is music. It’s a form of art. It’s the joy from creating something new. Therefore, your main objective 
should be having fun and be happy with the music. 
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