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written by :: shorty robbins



As I was planning and building my Victorian 
tiny house, Nawaka, there were several things I 
wanted to accomplish.  First was to make it an 
accurate reproduction of a tiny Victorian cottage 
(although on wheels) to take to living history 
events so I could portray how the women left at 
home during the “War Between the States” went 
through their daily life; cooking, sewing, 
keeping the home fires burning.  This was fairly 
easy on the exterior- I just painted sections of 
lattice work to cover the trailer and wheels, and 
set up a small supply tent over the tongue.  Then, 
as people at events asked to tour the house, I 
turned my attention to the inside. 

While still only planning to camp in the house, it 
was really fun to make it livable to a modern 
standard, but hide the modern things (a 
challenge living historians take seriously).  
Another challenge was to only use items from 
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the period to furnish the house, or accurate 
reproductions.  Since I had a huge collection of 
antiques, it was pretty easy to pick from my own 
stuff.  But my big antique brass bed wasn’t 
practical, and my settee was too small to sleep 
on.  I started researching “convertible Victorian 
furniture”, thinking maybe I could turn my settee 
into a small pull out bed. The Victorians were 
incredibly practical, imaginative people (think 
HG Wells) so I found some really interesting 
things.  There was a “campaign sofa bed” used in 
General’s tents in the field, lots of stair/chair/
ironing board combos, Murphy beds in a dining 
type cabinet, and wait!  What? A Parlor Piano 
Bed! 



There’s a museum in Brooklyn that has a “Parlor 
Piano Bed” in its collection, dated 1862.  There’s 
even a video from the 1960’s of the curators 
carefully opening it.  I did a little research on it 
(the wonders of Google) and found that they 
were manufactured in Boston, Mass and in 
Dayton, Ohio for a short period of time, from the 
1860’s thru the 1880’s when Mr. William 
Lawrence Murphy introduced his bed. I had an 
antique upright piano that was already “gutted”. 
I’d been using it for an entertainment center for 
about 10 years.  So, I built a little scale model 
out of foam core board, then I cut into my piano! 

It took me three tries to get it just right.  It’s not 
exactly like the original, but it fits into the house, 
and is a fantastic conversation starter. Victorian 
people really did sleep in their parlors and the 

kids slept up in a loft.  I get so many fun 
reactions when people visit my house at either at 
a tiny house fest or at a reenactment.  So for you 
DIYers that want a fun project - even if you 
don’t put it in your tiny house - here’s the 
receipt*.  

* receipt is the period word for recipe.  In 
magazines of the time, you had “receipts” for 
everything. 

DISCLAIMER: You need some kind of 
construction skills going in to this project. Every 
piano is a bit different and every installation 
space is a bit different, so in some cases you will 
still have to do some creative engineering…even 
though you have the basic receipt!

MATERIALS AND TOOLS 

• 1 upright piano, in decent shape 
physically, but hopefully out of tune 
with stuck keys and mangled strings.  
I got mine at a garage sale for $30. 

• 1 double bed box spring from IKEA 
• 2 swivels from either fishing chairs 

or barstools 
• 2 entertainment center door slides 

(the kind that open then slide the 
doors back into the cabinet) 

• 2 heavy duty door hinges, 2.5-3”  
• 2 heavy wooden screw-in type 

drawer pulls that match the piano’s 
finish. 

• 6-8 1x4x 6’s for the box spring 
frame, 4-6 1x2’s  for support 

• 4 Corner brackets 
• Electronic keyboard 
• Memory foam mattress 
• Circular saw, drill, hammer

Carefully disassemble the piano.  The entire thing 
should come apart with WD40 and a big flat head 
screw driver.  You may want to do this outside 
because the harp of the piano weighs about 600 
pounds and you won’t need it.  (the harp, hammer 
pegs, and keys can be resold on eBay or 
Marketplace for more than you bought the piano 
for.)   

From the piano you will need : the outside frame, 
the top (usually has a hinge), the carved 
decorative front piece that covered the hammers 



and strings, the whole keyboard assembly (minus 
the keys), the legs and sound board underneath 
the keyboard, and the support beam from the 
back.  You don’t need the heavy back board that 
the harp was attached to or the base board the 
pedals are attached to. 

Rebuild the “cabinet” part of the piano, 
including the sides, top back brace board.  The 
keyboard part and the decorative front and 
soundboard remain separate from the main part 
of the piano at this point.  I bolted the frame into 
the wall of this tiny house here.   

If you are doing a free-standing unit, you 
probably want to add a couple of 1x4 braces to 
the bottom and lower back at this point. 



Your frame will be about 5 feet wide, 4 - 5 feet 
tall and about 16” - 18” deep.  This totally 
depends on your piano. Now the fun starts! 

The base part of where the keyboard sits extends 
back into the interior of the piano frame. (see 
photo on previous page) Unless you want to 
sleep with a board sticking into your back, you 
will need to trim this.  Trim it even with the top 
of the keyboard cover (usually rounded).  The 
decorative upright legs of the piano should be 
attached to the bottom of the keyboard piece, but 
not to the “L shaped pieces at the bottom of the 
main frame at this point. 

Add the drawer pulls to the outside of the 
keyboard frame at the most curved part, where it 
would touch the floor if it were facing down.  
These will become feet on the frame of the bed 
itself.  Take two normal heavy-duty door hinges 
and screw them into the bottom of the decorative 
legs, then line them up with the “L shaped” 
pieces and screw them in. (see photo on previous 
page) Here, I used really long screws and went 
through to my wooden sub floor.  Then take the 
sound board that was under the keyboard and 
screw it back in place.  You may want to add a 
few 1”x2”s here for stabilization.  This will form 
the base of the bed, and fold up to resemble a 
piano as well.  I had a few big steel L brackets 
from another project and used them here as well.  
This section gets a lot of abuse with opening and 
closing, and you need it to be really sturdy. 

With new wood, take 4 - 1”x4”s and layout the 
frame of the box spring.  It will be as wide as the 
inside of the upright piano frame (less 1” for the 
swivels) and as tall as the inside of the piano, 
less a few inches.  Each one is different, and it’s 
based on the depth and height of your piano.  
The taller your piano, the more depth you have 
in the bed.  To get the vertical length, take a 
1”x4" and lay it on the folded down base of the 
bed.  Push it against the back wall of the piano, 

then slide forward about 1” to allow for it to 
swivel.  Place a temporary screw at the swivel 
point.  Slowly swivel the board up and mark 
where it hits the top of the piano.  Then subtract 
at least 3 inches and cut it off there.  Assemble 
the frame from two of the piano width pieces and 
two of the bed length (wall to keyboard) pieces.  
The part of the frame that goes over the 
keyboard lays flat, otherwise it’s very 
uncomfortable to get in and out of. Reinforce the 
corners with the brackets.  Swivel it on screws 
gently a few times to make sure it moves freely 
and there is room still at the top for your 
decorative front.  My bed ended up being 5’ wide 
and only 4.5’ long, so I sleep diagonally. 

Once you have the frame, you can add a center 
1”x4” and then assemble your IKEA double box 
spring on top of it.  You will have some leftovers 
from the box spring, but save those in case you 
want to do a second section of bed (more on that 
later).  Once this is assembled, add 1”x2”s on the 
inside outer edges of the frame so that the IKEA 
spring has a place to sit.  Don’t finalize it yet, 
you need to be able to maneuver for the next 
step, swivels. 

If you are happy on the placement, now is the 
time to add the barstool swivels.  I actually used 
fishing chair swivels as they are rated at 350 lbs. 
each and they come with a receptacle that makes 
it easier to pop in and out.  Attach the receptacle 
so that the center of it is where your screw was 
on the outer frame of the piano, and the swivel 
itself is on the outer frame of the box spring.  
Repeat on the other side.  Then screw in the 
IKEA bed slats. 

You now have it almost done, in three working 
pieces.  The outside frame of the piano, the 
keyboard base that hinges down to the floor and 
the inner box spring frame that swivels down 
where your mattress will go. 







This is the piece that used to flip out and cover the 
strings, hammers and sound board. You will want to 
make it so it flips up and slides in out of the way so 
that you don’t have it hanging down and hit your 
head on it entering and exiting the bed. Use two 
entertainment door slides, affixed to the inside 
frame of the piano and underside of the decorative 
panel. When the bed is closed, this will cover the 
underside of your mattress and box springs, when 
the bed is in use, it slides in out of the way.

DECORATIVE PANEL

Purchase a good quality 4” or 6” thick memory 
foam mattress.  Do not use a mattress topper or 
you will feel like you’re sleeping on slats.  Cut 
the mattress to fit the final bed size with an 
electric carving knife.  Save the spare piece in 
case you want to do the bed extension.   

MATTRESS



If a ¾ bed is too small, there are several options 
for extending.  The space directly on the back of 
the keyboard is not used when the bed is folded 
down (I use this as a bench seat).  However, you 
can make a piece of the mattress to fit onto that 

and lengthen the bed about a foot (you have to 
have somewhere to store this during the day 
though). 

The other way (and historically accurate way) to 

EXTENDING THE BED



make the bed bigger is to add an extra fold out 
section.  This is not practical sideways in a tiny 
house because it goes from wall to wall, but 
works in a length-wide application or in a bigger 
space.  

From where the bed ends in the description 
above, add another framed piece on another set 
of swivels.  You have the leftover slats from the 
IKEA box spring - this is where you use them.  
You will need to add drop down legs to support 
this extra frame.   

The original piano beds were about 6” deeper 
than a standard upright piano, this was to 
accommodate the extra depth of the second stage 
and the extra mattress within.  If you are doing 
this type, you will still need to cut your mattress 
to fit the two separate sections of the bed, 
because once opened, the memory foam 
mattresses do not fold back up.  You can cover 
the whole thing with a 1” memory foam topper 

and a full sized fitted sheet and it will hold 
together well during opening and closing.  

  


