
how to dismantle a piano

How to Dismantle a Piano: A Comprehensive Guide

how to dismantle a piano can seem like an overwhelming undertaking, given the instrument's size,
weight, and intricate internal mechanisms. Whether you're relocating, disposing of an old instrument, or
salvaging parts, understanding the process is crucial for safety and efficiency. This guide will walk you
through the essential steps involved in carefully breaking down a piano, from initial preparations to the
final disassembly of its various components. We will cover the necessary tools, safety precautions, and the
systematic approach to dismantling the casing, soundboard, action, and strings.
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Preparing for Piano Disassembly
Before you even think about picking up a tool, thorough preparation is key to a successful and safe piano
dismantling project. This involves assessing the type of piano you are working with – uprights are
generally more straightforward than grand pianos. Consider the space you have available for disassembly;
you'll need ample room to lay out components and move them safely. It's also wise to assess the condition of
the piano itself. An antique or historically significant piano might require professional assessment and
disassembly to preserve its value. Planning the disposal or salvage of parts in advance will also prevent last-
minute logistical headaches. Ensure you have a clear understanding of where each removed piece will go.

Another critical preparatory step is understanding the potential hazards involved. Pianos are heavy and
contain many sharp edges, springs under tension, and delicate parts that can break unexpectedly. It is vital
to have a strategy for lifting and moving heavier sections of the piano. If you are not physically capable of
handling the weight or complexity, it is strongly recommended to enlist the help of others or professional
movers experienced in piano transportation or disassembly. Gathering all necessary tools and protective
gear before you begin will streamline the process and minimize interruptions.



Safety First: Essential Precautions
Safety should be your absolute top priority when dismantling a piano. The sheer weight of various piano
components, such as the cast iron plate and the solid wood frame, poses a significant risk of crushing
injuries. Always wear sturdy work gloves to protect your hands from splinters, sharp metal edges, and the
abrasive surfaces of the piano. Safety glasses are non-negotiable; tiny fragments of wood, metal, or wire can
easily become airborne during disassembly. Steel-toed boots are also highly recommended to protect your
feet from falling parts.

Never attempt to dismantle a piano alone. Always have at least one, and preferably two, assistants to help
with lifting, stabilizing, and handing tools. Communicate clearly with your team throughout the process,
ensuring everyone is aware of upcoming steps and potential hazards. Be mindful of the tension in piano
strings; they are under considerable pressure and can snap, causing injury. Proper techniques for de-
tensioning strings are essential and will be discussed later. Ensure your work area is well-lit and free of
clutter to prevent tripping hazards.

Tools and Equipment You'll Need
Having the right tools for the job will not only make the process smoother but also significantly increase
safety. The specific tools required can vary slightly depending on the piano's make and model, but a core
set will be indispensable. Essential tools include a good set of screwdrivers (both Phillips and flathead in
various sizes), a socket set or wrenches for bolts, a pry bar, pliers, wire cutters, a hammer, and possibly a
rubber mallet to avoid damaging wooden components. For larger piano sections, moving dollies, straps, and
a hand truck can be invaluable.

Beyond basic hand tools, you may need specialized items. A sturdy workbench or sawhorses can be helpful
for supporting components during disassembly. For grand pianos, a piano dolly designed for their specific
shape is a significant advantage. If you plan on salvaging specific parts, such as the tuning pins or hammer
mechanisms, you might need specialized tools like a pin puller. Always ensure your tools are in good
working condition before you start. Having a good quality tape measure can also be useful for planning the
removal and transport of piano sections.

Dismantling the Piano Casing
The first step in dismantling most pianos involves removing the outer casing. For upright pianos, this
typically begins with the lid, which is often held in place by hinges and sometimes small latches. Carefully
remove any screws or pins securing the lid. Next, you'll usually need to remove the music rack, which is
often a separate piece that slides or is screwed into place. Following this, the front panel or kickboard,
located at the bottom of the piano, will need to be addressed. This is usually secured with screws from the
inside.

For upright pianos, the side panels and back panel are generally the next to come off. These are typically
attached with screws and sometimes wooden dowels. It's crucial to support the panels as you remove the



last fasteners, as they can be heavy and awkward. For grand pianos, the process begins with removing the
lyre (pedal assembly), then the fallboard (keyboard cover), and often the cheek pieces. The lid of a grand
piano is significantly larger and heavier, often requiring at least two people to manage safely. It's usually
hinged and may have supporting sticks that need to be removed carefully.

Removing the Soundboard and Plate
Once the main casing is off, you will be able to see the internal structure of the piano, including the
soundboard and the cast iron plate. The soundboard is the large wooden panel that amplifies the string
vibrations. It is often glued and screwed into place. Depending on the piano’s construction, you may need to
remove the bridge(s) – wooden structures glued to the soundboard that hold the strings – before you can
even think about detaching the soundboard itself. This step can be particularly challenging due to the size
and potential fragility of the soundboard.

The cast iron plate, also known as the harp, is a massive, heavy component that bears the immense tension
of the piano strings. It is typically held in place by numerous large bolts that go through the piano frame.
This is arguably the heaviest single component of the piano and requires significant effort and proper
lifting techniques to remove safely. It is often wise to have the strings de-tensioned before attempting to
remove the plate, as the plate’s primary structural role is to counteract this tension. Removing the plate
without proper support can cause the piano frame to warp or collapse.

Disassembling the Piano Action
The piano action is the complex mechanism that transfers the movement of the keys to the hammers
striking the strings. It is a intricate assembly of levers, springs, and dampers. For upright pianos, the entire
action assembly can often be removed as a single unit. This typically involves releasing a few holding
mechanisms, often located at the top and bottom of the action stack, and then carefully sliding the entire
unit out. Be prepared for its weight and bulk; it’s a surprisingly dense component.

For grand pianos, the action is typically removed from underneath the keyboard. This involves carefully
unhooking or unscrewing the action from the key frame. Again, this unit is heavy and can be delicate, so it
should be handled with care. Once the action is out, individual components like hammers, dampers,
wippens, and jacks can be further separated if needed. This part of the process requires patience and a good
understanding of how each part interacts with the others, especially if you intend to salvage or repair
specific action parts.

Dealing with Piano Strings
The piano strings are under enormous tension, estimated to be around 18 to 20 tons for a grand piano.
Attempting to remove them without proper de-tensioning can lead to snapped strings flying out with
dangerous force, or worse, damage to the piano frame or injury to the person. The first and most crucial



step is to carefully and systematically de-tune all the strings. This is best done by using a tuning hammer or
wrench to turn the tuning pins counter-clockwise, gradually releasing the tension on each string.

It is advisable to de-tune the strings gradually, working across the piano in sections rather than going string
by string in order. This helps to equalize the pressure on the plate and soundboard during the process. Once
all strings are sufficiently de-tuned and slack, they can be carefully cut. For bass strings, which are often
wound with copper, it's advisable to cut them near the hitch pins (at the back of the piano) first, then near
the tuning pins. For the treble strings, you can carefully unravel them or cut them. Be extremely cautious
of any residual springiness, even when de-tuned. Removing the strings is a critical step before attempting
to remove the cast iron plate.

Final Stages of Piano Breakdown
With the casing, action, and strings removed, you are left with the main structural components: the
soundboard and the cast iron plate, and the piano frame. If the soundboard has not been removed already,
and if it's attached with screws, these can now be accessed. The soundboard is usually glued to the frame, so
gently prying it loose with a putty knife or thin pry bar might be necessary, being careful not to damage
the wood. For larger grand pianos, the soundboard might be integrated with the frame in a more complex
way.

The cast iron plate, as mentioned earlier, is extremely heavy and secured by large bolts. Ensure you have
ample help and a safe method for lowering it once the bolts are removed. The remaining wooden frame
pieces can then be dismantled by unscrewing and unbolting them. This process is more akin to
deconstructing furniture, but care should still be taken as the wood can be aged and brittle. Some older
pianos might have wooden dowels or joinery that needs careful separation.

Responsible Disposal and Salvage
Once the piano is fully dismantled, you'll be left with a collection of materials: wood, cast iron, steel wires,
and various metal and felt components. Responsible disposal is an important consideration. Many local waste
management facilities have specific procedures for large items like pianos, and some may even offer
recycling programs for piano parts. Cast iron, in particular, can often be recycled at metal scrap yards.

Alternatively, many piano parts are valuable for salvage. The tuning pins, action parts, hammers, and even
the soundboard can be refurbished and reused in the repair or restoration of other pianos. Piano strings,
while often replaced, can sometimes be repurposed. If you are unsure about the value or salvagability of
specific parts, consult with a piano technician or restorer. Careful disassembly allows for better assessment
and potential preservation of these usable components. Proper planning for disposal or salvage from the
outset makes the entire process more sustainable and less wasteful.



FAQ

Q: How much does it typically cost to have a piano professionally
dismantled?
A: The cost of professional piano dismantling can vary widely depending on your location, the type of
piano (upright vs. grand), its condition, and the services included. You can expect to pay anywhere from
$300 to $800 or more. Some companies might charge by the hour, while others offer a flat fee. It's always
best to get multiple quotes from reputable piano movers or dismantling services.

Q: Can I sell a piano that needs to be dismantled?
A: Yes, you can sell a piano that needs to be dismantled, especially if it's an antique or has valuable internal
components. Many piano technicians or collectors are interested in purchasing old pianos for parts or
restoration. Be honest about the piano's condition and the fact that it will require disassembly. The selling
price will be significantly lower than a functional piano.

Q: What are the most dangerous parts of dismantling a piano?
A: The most dangerous parts of dismantling a piano are the cast iron plate due to its extreme weight, the
piano strings due to their high tension and potential to snap, and the sharp edges of metal components.
Mishandling any of these can lead to serious injury.

Q: Is it worth salvaging parts from an old piano?
A: It can be worth salvaging parts from an old piano if you have knowledge of piano repair or restoration,
or if you can sell the parts to a professional. Valuable parts include tuning pins, hammer mechanisms,
dampers, and sometimes the soundboard if it's in good condition. For most individuals without this
expertise, the effort might outweigh the reward.

Q: How do I dispose of a dismantled piano responsibly?
A: Responsible disposal of a dismantled piano involves recycling where possible. Metal components like the
cast iron plate can be taken to a scrap metal yard. Wood can often be disposed of through bulk waste
collection services, though check with your local municipality. Some areas have specific piano recycling
programs.



Q: What is the difference in dismantling an upright piano versus a grand
piano?
A: Dismantling a grand piano is generally more complex and requires more space due to its larger size and
the unique shape of its components, especially the lid and frame. Upright pianos are more vertical and
compact, making their disassembly somewhat more straightforward in terms of maneuvering individual
parts.

Q: How much tension is on piano strings?
A: The total tension on piano strings can be immense, typically ranging from 18 to 20 tons for a standard
grand piano and slightly less for an upright piano. This is why it's crucial to de-tension them carefully
before removal.

Q: Can I break down a piano with just basic tools?
A: While some basic tools are necessary, attempting to dismantle a piano solely with basic tools can be
inefficient and dangerous. You will likely need specialized tools like a good set of socket wrenches for the
heavy plate bolts, and potentially wire cutters strong enough for piano strings. The sheer weight of
components necessitates a methodical approach beyond just screwdrivers.
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