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US cellist and composer Tina Guo understands the 
transformative power of electricity. Little wonder that 

she has found creative inspiration in Bentley’s new 
hybrid SUV, says Elizabeth Barnet 

photogr aphy  /  Sam Chick
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he deep tenor 
voice of electric 
cello reverberates 
through the room 
as the maestro 
tina Guo plays: it 
is as though you 
are witnessing a 

tornado of creativity and classical training 
spin out before your eyes. You can’t help 
but be mesmerised by Guo’s passion and 
energy, whether you’ve stumbled across 
her candid instagram page or one of her 
Youtube videos. She may not be a 
household name just yet, but the talented 
cellist’s music is all around. From 
Holly wood blockbusters, including  
Wonder Woman, to video games, television 
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scores and theatrical events with renowned 
musicians and composers, Guo successfully 
combines her classical training with 
cutting-edge technolog y to create 
powerful, innovative music. 

Her latest score is an original piece she 
has composed, performed and produced for 
the launch of the new Bentayga Hybrid  – 
Bentley’s first electric car and the world’s 
first luxury hybrid vehicle. through her 

music, played on an electric cello, she has 
taken the sound of a handcrafted instrument 
and made it contemporary and modern by 
adding electricity. the piece captures the 
refined and tranquil soul of the car. 

“the music for Bentley’s next-generation 
SUv is inspired largely by the feelings i get 
when i think of the marque,” says Guo. “its 
beautiful, stately cars communicate an 
experience of elegance and flow and when 

combined with modern technology they 
become new, exciting and cutting-edge, 
which i’ve always been drawn to.” 

She composed the piece by layering 
traditional cello music with electric cello 
melodies and her own samples. the 
composition process began well before the 
film was made, so she worked from 
storyboards and her own knowledge of 
Bentley. She says: “After the first edit, i had 

Opposite: Tina Guo and 
Bentayga Hybrid outside the 
Investcorp Building for the Middle East 
Centre at St Antony’s College, University  
of Oxford, designed by Zaha Hadid





to make some changes because when we 
saw it all come together the timing and 
the energy wasn’t quite right. now i’m 
really happy with it.” 

Much like the signature sharp edges, 
flowing lines and seamless surfaces of 
Bentayga, the classical cello underpins 
the entire piece. to this, Guo has added 
nine layers of electric cello, piano, strings, 
choir, tuba, and tubular bells to create a 
high-tech sound that encapsulates the 
SUv. More than 30 separate tracks make 
up the score, including what she refers to 
as ‘robotGuo’, a sample library of 
individual notes that she plays and then 
saves in a variety of formats. “these 
sounds were perfect because i wanted to 
incorporate the idea of blending classical 
and traditional with new and electric. i 
thought it was the perfect embodiment of 
Bentayga Hybrid.”

Combining the classical with the 
cutting-edge is something that Guo has 
been drawn to from a very young age. Her 
parents were both classically trained  
musicians who played in the Shanghai 
Symphony Orchestra. they began to teach 
her to play piano at the age of three; she 
picked up the violin at six. in that time the 
family moved to the US, where her mother 
and father would teach music. “i hated the 
violin,” she recalls. “it was awkward for me 
to hold and i played it terribly.” it wasn’t 
until her father began training her on the 
cello that her real talent began to shine. 

“I wanted to 
incorporate 
the idea of 
blending 
classical and 
traditional  
with new  
and electric”
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“i grew up in a very traditional eastern 
household,” she explains. “i had to practise 
eight to 10 hours every day. i wasn’t allowed 
to listen to anything except classical music 
and we didn’t have the internet. My parents 
were training me to be a fruitful contributor 
to society. Anything that didn’t fit into that 
framework was not allowed.”

things changed when she went to middle 
school. She had a crush on a boy: “He was 
this goth-nerd guy and he wore black 
lipstick,” she says. “we became friends and 
he loaned me Marilyn Manson’s Antichrist 
Superstar album. i remember bringing it 
home, closing my bedroom door and 
putting it into my boom box. i turned the 
volume down extremely low and pressed 
my ear up against the speaker so i could 
hear it. i didn’t want my parents to find out 
i was listening to different music but i was 
absolutely fascinated by it.” 

the experience drove Guo to seek out 
other musical genres. “A friend lent me 
Guns n’ roses’ Appetite for Destruction and 
i remember thinking i wanted to make my 
cello sound like the guitar on that album,” 
she says. Later on, she stumbled across a 
scratched Daft Punk CD at a garage sale. 
Only the first track would play, but she 
consumed that single track voraciously.

After graduating from high school, Guo 
won a full scholarship to study music at the 
University of Southern California (USC) 
under the world-renowned cellist  
eleonore Schoenfeld. As a freshman she 
dated a boy who was in a rock band and 
attended her very first live concert to watch 
him play. She remembers: “i had never been 
in a club before. it was dirty and dark and 

it felt exotic and different. when the band 
started playing it was aggressive and 
unrefined. it was the polar opposite of what 
i was used to and i immediately thought, 
‘i have to do this!’” 

that experience, together with the 
availability of the internet at school, led 
her to discover the electric cello. She 
bought her first instrument at a local guitar 
centre and started experimenting with  
its different sounds. while continuing  
her studies, she put up ads 
offering her services as a 
cellist to bands. She practised 
with Youtube videos and 
absorbed everything she could 
about all kinds of music. “i 
never turned anything down,” 
she recalls. “i played with 
country bands, rock bands, 
singer-song w riters a nd 
industrial bands. i played 
everything. i wanted to show 
people that the cello didn’t 
have to be just a classical instrument. it 
could sound like an electric guitar and play 
amazing music.”

At a school recital, Guo was fortunate 
that roger neill, the composer for the  
hit US television show King of the Hill, 
was in the audience. Afterwards, he 
approached her about doing some studio 
recording for television. She recalls making 
a terrible first impression. “i was so lost on 
the Fox Studio lot that i was 20 minutes 
late,” she says. “i had no idea that the  
red light outside the studio meant that  
they were recording. i barged in and it  
was mortifying.”

But the steep learning curve paid off  
for Guo. in 2009, she started posting 
videos of herself playing industrial and 
heavy metal music on the electric cello on 
Youtube. Between odd jobs composing 
and recording music for film students  
and playing gigs with bands, she saved 
US$4,000. “it was my entire life savings 
but i wanted to make a music video. i 
managed to get the location and production 
for free but spent everything i had making 

the video. i wasn’t sure how  
i was going to pay rent.” 
Luckily the gamble paid off 
and within a week of posting 
it, the composer and record 
producer Hans Zimmer  
asked her to play on the  
score for the television series 
Sherlock Holmes.

Since then, Guo’s career has 
continued to skyrocket. She has 
composed hundreds of scores, 
played at thousands of events, 

appeared on everything from Ellen to The 
Country Music Awards and managed to build 
a massive following on Youtube, twitter and 
instagram. She has also recently signed a 
recording contract with Sony Masterworks 
and this year plans to release her second 
album, produced by Hans Zimmer. 

“Having the opportunity to combine  
the traditional with the modern has  
been something that has been central  
to my creative life for such a long time,”  
she adds. “i never thought all of these  
things would happen in my life and being  
able to compose the music for Bentayga 
Hybrid is just the icing on the cake.”  

/  25

“I wanted to show people that the cello  
didn’t have to be just a classical instrument.  
It could sound like an electric guitar and  
play amazing music”
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Listen to Tina’s
score on  the

Bentayga Hybrid
launch film


