
Piano Concerto No. 20 in D minor, K. 466 

i. Allegro 

ii. Romance 

iii. Rondo: Allegro assai 

Following his move from provincial Salzburg to cosmopolitan Vienna in 1781, Mozart reached his 

creative zenith within a few years. Acclaimed as both pianist and composer by the Viennese public, 

Mozart produced 12 piano concertos between 1784 and 1786 in what he described to his father 

Leopold as the ‘land of the clavier’. 

The Piano Concerto No. 20 in D minor is one of Mozart’s most technically advanced and popular 

concertos; along with the following Piano Concerto No. 21 in C major, it was seminal in creating the 

piano concerto as we now know it. It is one of the few concertos which remained well-known in the 

years following Mozart’s death – it was championed by Beethoven and Brahms, who both wrote their 

own cadenzas for the outer movements. 

The Concerto was premièred on 11 February 1785 in Vienna, with Mozart playing and directing from 

the keyboard. It was an important occasion for the composer as his father was there, as well as Haydn. 

Spending the following evening with the Mozarts, Haydn told Leopold: ‘I tell you before God as an 

honest man, your son is the greatest among the composers known to me by name and person: he has 

good taste, and furthermore the greatest knowledge of composition’. It was written at remarkable 

speed – in a letter following the première, Leopold told Mozart’s sister that ‘the copyist was still 

copying when we arrived’. 

D minor was a significant key for Mozart, the same one he would use for two of his most intense 

works: Don Giovanni (1787) and the Requiem (1791). The first movement is searching and restless, 

Beethovenian in its intensity. The Concerto opens with the same dark, brooding sense of foreboding 

as Don Giovanni and the Requiem; syncopated strings vibrate with a nervous energy before the piano 

enters with a plaintive theme not heard before. 

The second movement is the only one of Mozart’s piano concertos entitled Romance – the two outer 

sections carry a beautiful melody of the utmost simplicity but an intense central episode disrupts the 

tranquillity. The third movement is an impassioned Rondo with little respite. The final few pages of 

the Concerto create one of Mozart’s most curious endings: following the cadenza, there is a seemingly 

vacuous orchestral coda in D major. As with the ending of Don Giovanni, Mozart pays heed to the 

eighteenth century aesthetic of giving the audience a happy ending. But as the horns and trumpets 

interject with their silliness, we see one of the few attempts by Mozart to be deliberately witty in a 

pure music setting as the hybrid orchestral drama is brought to a grand close. 


