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Gather round as Nicky Rampley-Clarke lifts the lid on 
how pianos are taking centre stage in our living rooms 
— and why they can even help you to sell your home

I
s there anything more upper-
middle-class than gathering family
and friends around a baby grand
in the sitting room for a singalong
after supper, digestifs in hand?

The Victorian drawing rooms of
affluent households were once
commonly home to oversized,

decorated pianos, whether for teaching 
children or entertaining guests. But the 
accessibility of the television in the 1950s 
and 1960s significantly changed how we 
use our living rooms and the focal point 
of these once-convivial spaces became 
less, well, grand.

It’s music to our ears, then, that pianos
are finally making a comeback as posh 
families tire of their flatscreens taking 
centre stage and prioritise togetherness 
post-Covid. On Pinterest, searches for 
“music corner” and “piano aesthetic” 
have increased by 55 per cent and 15 per 
cent respectively over the past six 
months. There’s been no shortage of 
inspiration within the cultural zeitgeist 
either: last year Bradley Cooper tinkled 
the ivories as the composer Leonard 
Bernstein in the biopic Maestro, while 
in February Elton John’s Yamaha was 
sold at Christie’s for more than £150,000. 
The Regency drama Bridgerton is back 
on Netflix with grand interiors and 
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luxurious and well appointed.” A case
in point is Granville House in 
Blackheath, southeast London, currently 
listed with the agent for £11.5 million 
— in pride of place in the living room
is a chic black piano.

It’s not just a city thing, either, as 
Lindsay Cuthill, co-founder of the estate 
agency Blue Book Agency, explains: 
“There can be nothing more resonant of 
a weekend house party in the country 
than to come down in the morning to 
the sound of someone playing the piano. 
Likewise, to really get the party going, 
someone talented enough to bash out 
some familiar tunes will be everyone’s 
friend of an evening.” 

Interior designers are increasingly 
getting requests for pianos to be 
incorporated into new schemes. Nicky 
Dobree, whose studio is based in 
London, has recently completed a 
dedicated space for a client who’s a 
brilliant pianist and plays to unwind and 
entertain. “I designed a piano room 
between the living and dining rooms 
with a bespoke built-in banquette 
upholstered in velvet where you can sit 
and enjoy the music either before or 
after dinner,” she says. “It’s a modern 
take on the traditional soirée or salon 
gathering. Black lacquered double pocket 
doors connect both the living and dining 
rooms, so the piano can be closed off for 
practice or opened up for entertaining. 
The much-loved Steinway takes centre 
stage while the original 1920s ceiling has 
been carefully restored and an oak-
smoked parquet floor laid in a ribbon 

Above: Hannah Dodd as 

Francesca in Bridgerton. 

Below: a townhouse in Bath

with a similar design has 

recently sold through Savills

The key 
ingredient?

“There was a particular emphasis on 
musical accomplishment in the 18th and 
19th centuries and no drawing room was 
complete without at least one musical 
instrument, usually a piano, particularly 
in the case of Regency townhouses,” 
explains Stephen Lindsay, head of Savills 
St John’s Wood and Regent’s Park, in 
London. “Socialising during this period 
would often centre on musical 
performance, and the terraces that line 
areas such as Regent’s Park would have 
been the setting for many of these 
occasions. A piano taking centre stage in 
this style of home remains a common 
sight today, just as it did centuries ago, 
and we’re seeing a strong number of 
high-net-worth buyers wanting spaces to 
be able to enjoy their musical interests 
— up there with pools and gyms.”

Grant Bates, the head of private office
at the estate agency Hamptons, says: “A 
grand piano in a living room doesn’t just 
elevate the aesthetics, it also suggests the 
homeowner is sophisticated and lives a 
cultured lifestyle. It’s a statement of 
elegance that can enhance the perceived 
value of a property, even if it doesn’t add 
tangible monetary worth.” He adds: “In a 
very large living room a grand piano is a 
clever way to fill the space and add a 
sense of grandeur, while making it feel 

A dramatic scheme by the interior designer Alison Henry with a white grand piano stealing the spotlight

Elton John’s Yamaha piano sold in 
February for more than £150,000

A multifunctional piano space for a 
house in Bromley by Laura Stephens

even grander pianos. And who hasn’t 
pored over the antique rosewood grand 
piano repurposed as a kitchen island in 
the home of the influencer David 
O’Brien (@theblackhouse.ie) in Cork, 
Ireland? Yes, it’s time to dust off the 
sheet music.
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I’m into this idea of empowerment. 
What’s really a priceless way to 
live is to walk around naked in 
your own space — I’m a bit 
voyeuristic. I often do bathtubs in 
front of huge glass windows, and I 
don’t put a curtain there.”

Marie-Julie Gheysens, 30, heads
the UK arm of Ghelamco, a 
Belgian property development 
company whose projects include 
headquarters for Google and PwC, 
and enlisted Huang to bring her 
magic touch to The Arc, a mixed-
use 100-unit development, which 
was built over the past three years 
on the site of an old hospital. 

Huang and Gheysens’ 
collaboration is a natural fit; the 
pair met at Mipim (a property 
networking conference) and hit
it off. “It’s very synergistic,”
Huang says. “I’m always in awe of 
her. [Gheysens] is such a little 
badass. She’s really cracking the 
whip across these huge 
construction teams.”

The two-bedroom apartment, 
almost 1,000 sq ft, is an ode to 
female collaboration, displaying 
the designs of three other female 
artists. Mariya Dykalo (the 
creative director of Aspinal, the 
luxury accessory brand worn by 
Gigi Hadid and Jennifer Lopez) 
has designed “Blooming in the 
Darkness” silk scarves adorned 
with an abstract sunflower design 
(a symbol of Ukrainian national 
identity), which have been 
transformed into cushions on the 
bed in the principal suite. Proceeds 
from the sale of the scarf will be 
donated to The Olena Pinchuk 
Foundation, which fights HIV/
Aids in Ukraine. Textured rugs 
from Jeannine Birch’s brand, Coral 
& Hive, are handwoven by a 
creative collective of South African 
women while the east London 
textile designer Lisa King has 
created the floral cushions 
scattered on the sinuous bouclé-
covered sofa in the open-plan 
lounge/dining rooms/kitchen.

“I thought this was a great way
to celebrate all of us coming 
together, with Marie-Julie leading 
the way,” Huang says. 

Designed by the architects 
behind the Saatchi Gallery — 
Allford Hall Monaghan Harris — 
The Arc plucks cool cues from 
New York City’s Meatpacking 
District. Second World War-era 
hospital pillars have been 
incorporated into the design and it 
has a futuristic lobby with curved 
walls and an industrial feel, thanks 
to red bricks cladding its art 
moderne façade.

Gheysens notes that it has been
one of London’s fastest selling 
developments. Prices began at 
£728,000 for a studio flat, sold off-
plan. Three quarters of the units 
have sold and she estimates that 
the rest will be snapped up by the 
end of August.

As well as working with 
developers like Ghelamco, “we are 
doing a lot of homes and hotels all 
around the world”, Huang says. 
“We have Monogram boutique 
hotel coming up in Paris, which 
used to be an old Louis Vuitton 
trunk store, and another hotel in 
Indonesia off the coast of Bali, 
called Nihi. It’s always a ride.”

Huang turns to Gheysens. 
“We’re very ambitious people,” she 
says. “We’re not OK with the 
status quo. We want to disrupt — 
we’re not complacent women.”
Victoria Brzezinski

D
ara Huang has been
busy. Between
designing for A-listers
(most recently her
“perfect client” Margot

Robbie), the American architect 
has been filming for her television 
series (appearing as the head judge 
on Channel 4’s Big Interiors Battle). 
For good measure, she is also 
building her recently launched 
furniture business, Dara Maison, 
as well as navigating life as a 
single mother.

When we meet on the 17th floor
of The Arc, the £1.8 million show 
home near Old Street in east 
London that she has kitted out, 
she at least doesn’t have her son in 
tow, having found eight-year-old 
Christopher (“Wolfie”) a playdate. 
Wolfie’s father (Huang’s ex-fiancé) 
is the property developer Edoardo 
Mapelli Mozzi, who married 
Princess Beatrice in 2020. It’s hard 
to know how Huang fits it all in.

A Florida-born Harvard 
graduate and daughter of a Nasa 
rocket scientist, Huang set up her 
London and Hong Kong-based 
architecture and interiors firm 
Design Haus Liberty in 2013. 
Since then, she has earned the 
unofficial title of high priestess of 
penthouses, frequently designing 
and dressing top-end homes in 
some of the most exclusive 
developments across the globe, 

including a £30 million penthouse 
on the 41st floor of the Southbank 
Tower in London.

“We do a lot of penthouses, 
which is funny because I’m afraid 
of heights,” Huang says. “Why do I 
always get the penthouse? I think 
it’s because [developers] want the 
wow effect, the money shot.” 

And she knows just what these
potential buyers want; helping 
them to revel in being the highest 
person for miles around — which 
naturally, she says, means they’ll 
want to walk around with no 
clothes on. 

“I like the aspiration of the 
penthouse. The view is unbeatable 
and the sense of privacy up here 
when you have a really busy street. 

AZIZ KHAN

Meet the 
high priestess of 

penthouses
Dara Huang is the ex of Princess 

Beatrice’s husband and designs slick 
high-rises — with a fear of heights

Dara Huang

pattern to add to the glamour.”
Other designers are experiencing 

similar demand. “The client of our 
recent Burlington House project in 
Chiswick, west London, wanted their 
piano to be one of the main features of 
the living space, so we positioned it 
between two bespoke bookcases to 
create a stylish and cosy nook,”
Erin O’Sullivan, project architect 
at De Rosee Sa, recalls. Laura Stephens, 
of her namesake firm in Dulwich, 
southeast London, says: “We were 
recently tasked with creating a beautiful 
living room at a home in Bromley 
incorporating a piano that made it 
integral to the space but not the only 
focal point. It needed to be a 
multifunctional room for reading, 
playing and listening to music.” 

Inspired to install a piano in your 
own living room? “It’s important to 
choose a piano that complements the 
size of your living space so it doesn’t 

overwhelm while positioning it in a 
location that can be admired from

various angles with enough
room around it for 

comfortable movement,” 
Jo Maudsley, director of

interiors at Charlton
Brown, advises.

“Illuminate the
piano or its

surroundings with
soft, ambient lighting

and accentuate with
artwork or curtains for 

added visual interest. For
furniture and soft furnishings, 

choose pieces that are sympathetic 
with the style of your instrument, from 
luxurious sofas to elegant coffee tables 
and textured cushions. While tying the 
room together, these elements also help 
with the acoustics.” 

Don’t forget to select just the right 
stool either. Venetia Rudebeck, co-
founder and interior designer at Studio 
Vero, advises: “You don’t have to source 
an actual piano stool. A small antique 
bench or seat that’s the right height can 
work beautifully upholstered in a 
wonderful fabric.” Finally, when it comes 
to the piano itself, it’s got to be a 
Steinway — the last word in luxury — 
with Spirio models that even play 
themselves using performances by grand 
pianists that are indistinguishable from 
live shows. Friends will never know — 
so take a bow.

A priceless 
way to live 
is to walk 
around 
naked in 
your own 
space

The Arc’s terrace and a dining area, above right

In a very
large living room 
a grand piano is a 
clever way to fill 

the space 

Above: A scheme by De Rosee Sa put 
a piano between two bookcases. Left: 
David O’Brien uses his piano as a 
kitchen island 
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