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1. Introduction  

The evolution of art music in Ghana has been shaped by the interaction between indigenous musical 

principles and Western art music traditions. One of the most significant outcomes of this intercultural 

encounter is the art song, which is a composition for solo voice and piano (Sackey, 2023). Art songs 

provide an expressive platform for performers, enabling both singer and pianist to demonstrate artistry 

and interpretive depth. Yet, despite this potential, art song remains relatively underexplored within 

contemporary Ghanaian musical practice. Historically, the pioneering works of Ephraim Amu and J.H. 

Kwabena Nketia established a foundation for Ghanaian art song, particularly through their efforts to 
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Abstract 

One of the significant musical artefacts that emerged from GhanaianïEuropean 

socio-cultural encounters in the nineteenth century was the art song; a 

composition for solo voice and piano typically set to poetry or narrative text. Art 

songs provide a platform for individual performers to demonstrate vocal artistry 

and interpretive skill. In contemporary Ghana, however, art song composition 

and performance have received limited attention, overshadowed by the 

proliferation of choral music. Existing scholarship suggests that, apart from the 

pioneering works of Ephraim Amu and J.H. Kwabena Nketia, relatively few 

Ghanaian composers have created contemporary art songs suited to the 

audiences of the twenty-first century. This article presents new art song 

compositions in different Ghanaian languages and for varied vocal ranges, with 

the aim of fostering accessibility and appreciation within the Ghanaian context. 

The study further provides formal analyses of the works to illuminate the 

compositional techniques and stylistic approaches employed. Using purposive 

sampling and document analysis of the compositions and related texts, the study 

highlights creative possibilities in Ghanaian art music. In this regard, it seeks to 

encourage solo vocal performance, stimulate compositional exploration, and 

expand research into art song as a vital dimension of Ghanaôs contemporary art 

music practice. 
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indigenise Western compositional forms by incorporating tonal and rhythmic inflections of Ghanaian 

languages. Their contributions represent a symbiosis of indigenous musical resources and Western 

idioms, resulting in compositions that have endured in performance and scholarship. However, the 

predominance of choral ensembles in recent decades has overshadowed solo vocal repertoire, 

contributing to the marginalisation of indigenous art songs in Ghanaôs contemporary music scene 

(Acquah, 2018). 

It is worthy of note that many of Amuôs and Nketiaôs compositions were written for tenor voice and set 

to Twi texts, thereby limiting their accessibility to performers of specific linguistic and vocal 

backgrounds (Sackey, 2023). Moreover, relatively few Ghanaian composers have attempted to create 

art songs that engage with the stylistic expectations of 21st-century audiences. This article, therefore, 

seeks to revitalise interest in Ghanaian art song by presenting and analysing newly composed works 

that reflect the linguistic diversity and stylistic plurality of Ghanaôs musical heritage. These 

compositions build upon the intercultural foundations laid by earlier composers but extend them 

through the integration of modern compositional devices such as chromaticism, pandiatonicism, 

modulation, parallelism, and innovative notational techniques (Noor et al., 2025; Ouyang, 2023; 

Sackey, 2025). Unlike the largely monotonal and diatonic approaches of Amu and Nketia, these new 

works explore broader harmonic and melodic palettes, thereby expanding the expressive and technical 

possibilities of Ghanaian art song in the contemporary era. 

 

1. Review of Related Literature 

The study of contemporary Ghanaian art songs must be situated within broader discourses that bring 

together creative ethnomusicology, melodic theory, indigenous African resources, the global art song 

tradition and the practice of musical analysis. This review highlights these intersecting bodies of 

scholarship and demonstrates how they inform the present study. 

 

2.1 Creative Ethnomusicology 

Creative ethnomusicology has emerged as a discipline that bridges ethnographic documentation with 

artistic innovation. It involves the collection of musical resources through fieldwork such as 

observation, transcription and analysis, as well as and their transformation into new compositions 

(Euba, 1993; Agawu, 2011). The pioneering works of Akin Euba illustrate how intercultural 

compositions can achieve a balanced synthesis of African and Western idioms (Brukman, 2017). Within 

the Ghanaian context, J.H. Kwabena Nketia exemplifies this creative trajectory. His works translate 

ethnomusicological insights into compositions that employ Western harmonic frameworks while 

preserving Ghanaian melodic and rhythmic sensibilities. Much like Bartók in Europe, Nketia 

demonstrates how indigenous resources can shape distinctive compositional voices (Lwanga, 2013; 

Sackey, 2023). Such creative designs establish an important precedent for contemporary art song 

composers who seek to move beyond transcription towards innovative synthesis. 

 

2.2 Melodic Elements and Indigenous Source Materials 

Melody remains a fundamental element of music, serving as the most immediate and recognisable 

feature to audiences (Forney & Machlis, 2007). Its components such as pitch, rhythm, tonality, form, 

texture, dynamics, timbre and text define both its structure and expressive capacity. Scholarship has 

highlighted how pitch and rhythm articulate cultural identity (Goldstein, 2018; Oxenham, 2012), how 

tonality interacts with cognition and language (Jiang et al., 2023; Silva et al., 2023), and how form and 

texture provide coherence across diverse musical styles (Smith, 2020; Hernandez-Olivan & Beltrán, 

2022). 

For Ghanaian art songs, melodic design is particularly significant because it embodies speech-tone 

contours and cultural aesthetics. The integration of timbre, dynamics and text further extends expressive 

possibilities, making the solo voice not merely a vehicle of sound but also a conveyor of cultural 
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meaning (Arvidsson, 2021; Di Stefano, 2023). In the present study, these melodic parameters serve as 

critical analytical markers for assessing the originality and cultural depth of new compositions. 

African musical traditions provide rich compositional resources rooted in communal life, cultural values 

and language (Nketia, 1984; Sunkett, 1993). Indigenous music is often polyrhythmic, polyphonic, and 

highly participatory, with rhythm as its most defining characteristic (Agawu, 1995). While rhythm 

dominates, melodic elements remain significant, shaped by speech-tone patterns, intervallic contours, 

and the expressive use of timbre (Kazarow, 1993). Other salient features include call-and-response 

textures, parallel harmonies in thirds and sixths, and ornamental vocal techniques such as glissandi, 

ululation and falsetto (Amuah, 2012; Bronner, 2002). Music in African societies functions both as social 

regulation and as communal affirmation, underscoring its embeddedness in everyday life (Cohen, 

2012). For Ghanaian composers, these indigenous resources are not simply historical artefacts but living 

materials that continue to shape modern art song composition. 

 

2.3 Art Song Compositions 

Globally, the art song has long represented a refined synthesis of poetry, voice and accompaniment. 

Schubertôs lieder, for example, exemplify the art songôs ability to merge piano and voice in a dynamic 

partnership, where accompaniment assumes a narrational and atmospheric role (Lin, 2020). Beyond 

Europe, African pianism has reimagined the piano as a percussive instrument, drawing inspiration from 

drumming patterns, bell timelines, and mbira textures to create intercultural idioms (Dong, 2021). In 

Ghana, composers such as Ephraim Amu and J.H. Kwabena Nketia have extended this tradition, treating 

the piano as a dialogic partner while embedding indigenous vocal inflections. Their works, though 

seminal, remain largely restricted to Twi texts and tenor ranges, limiting their accessibility (Sackey, 

2025). Contemporary scholarship therefore calls for new art songs that engage wider linguistic and 

stylistic pluralities, while also embracing modern techniques such as chromaticism, modulation, and 

extended vocal devices (Morrison, 2019; Peñalver Vilar & Valles Grau, 2020). 

 

2.4 Musical Analysis 

Musical analysis provides the framework through which compositions can be systematically 

understood. It involves breaking down a piece into its core structural components and examining how 

these interact to produce coherence and meaning (Agawu, 2004; Bent, 2001). Formal analysis focuses 

on overall structures, while gestural analysis attends to expressive nuances such as phrasing, dynamics, 

and articulation. In this study, formal analysis was applied to evaluate scale use, vocal ranges, melodic 

organisation, harmony and tonality, texture and overall form. This approach does not only reveal 

technical construction but also uncovers how compositional techniques dramatise form and enhance 

expressive impact (Marvel, 2021; Mihelaļ & Povh, 2025). By applying these methods, the study situates 

Ghanaian art songs within both indigenous frameworks and global art song conventions, highlighting 

their intercultural hybridity. 

 

The reviewed literature highlights three key points. First, creative ethnomusicology provides a pathway 

for transforming indigenous materials into new compositional languages. Second, melody and 

indigenous African resources remain central to Ghanaian identity in art song composition. Third, art 

song as a genre offers a fertile space for intercultural experimentation, requiring systematic musical 

analysis to fully appreciate its stylistic innovations. This body of scholarship reveals a clear gap: while 

Amu and Nketia laid the foundation for Ghanaian art song, few contemporary composers have 

expanded the repertoire across different Ghanaian languages, vocal ranges, and modern compositional 

idioms. The present study responds to this gap by creating and analysing new art songs that embody 

Ghanaôs linguistic diversity and stylistic plurality, thereby revitalising solo vocal performance within 

the nationôs musical landscape. 
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3. Methodology 

The study employed purposive sampling to select four contemporary art songs representing diverse 

human voice types and Ghanaian languages. Purposive sampling is particularly valuable in qualitative 

research because it allows for the deliberate selection of cases most relevant to the research objectives, 

thereby ensuring the collection of rich and context-specific data (Andrade, 2021; Mulisa, 2022; Patton, 

2015; Tajik et al., 2024). In this study, Mankessim Gua (Mankessim Market), Avihawo (Lamentation), 

Tuma Kpansibu (Work hard), and Simpa Aboabikyire (Deer hunt) were chosen to represent the four 

basic vocal types (soprano, alto, tenor and bass) as well as different Ghanaian languages (Fante, Ewe, 

Dagbani and Effutu). 

In addition, document analysis served as the primary research instrument. This involved a systematic 

review and interpretation of the selected compositions to uncover their musical elements, compositional 

techniques, and stylistic features. Document analysis, as a qualitative research tool, entails the critical 

examination of texts and materials that include scores, books, articles and reports that provide a 

structured means of extracting meaning and insights (Annan et al., 2024; Bowen, 2009; Morgan, 2022; 

Patton, 2015). 

To deepen interpretation, the study adopted formal analysis as its analytical lens. Formal analysis is 

concerned with breaking down a musical work into its structural components and examining how these 

interact to generate meaning and expression (Agawu, 2004; Bent, 2001; Marvel, 2021). Accordingly, 

the study examined variables such as scale, melodic organisation, vocal range, harmony and tonality, 

non-chord tones, texture and form. This approach revealed the underlying structural relationships within 

the songs and illuminated how these elements dramatise musical form and heighten expressive quality 

(Mihelaļ & Povh, 2025; Stanley, 2021). 

Finally, to ensure trustworthiness, the study emphasised credibility and confirmability. As indicated by 

Annan et al. (2024), credibility was strengthened through careful cross-checking of analytical findings 

with existing scholarship on African and Ghanaian art song traditions. Again, confirmability was 

ensured by grounding interpretations in verifiable musical evidence drawn directly from the scores. 

Together, these measures enhanced the reliability of the studyôs findings within a qualitative research 

framework (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Shenton, 2004). 

 

The study adhered to ethical standards in qualitative research. Since the selected songs embody cultural 

knowledge and linguistic identity, cultural sensitivity was prioritised in the interpretation and discussion 

of findings. The use of Ghanaian languages (Fante, Ewe, Dagbani and Effutu) was approached with 

respect to their socio-cultural meanings, ensuring that no misrepresentation occurred. Intellectual 

property was safeguarded by properly acknowledging composers and scholarly sources consulted. 

Moreover, the study avoided cultural bias by situating interpretations within Ghanaian and African 

aesthetic frameworks, rather than imposing only Western analytical paradigms. This ethical stance 

ensured that the research honoured both the creative integrity of the composers and the cultural heritage 

embedded in the songs. 

 

4. Presentation and Analysis 

4.1 Presentation  

Four Ghanaian art songs for solo voice, specifically written for soprano, alto, tenor and bass were 

created to demonstrate musical imagination, creative resourcefulness, and mastery of compositional 

techniques. Rooted in the principles of creative ethnomusicology, the songs draw on indigenous 

Ghanaian rhythmic, melodic, harmonic and textual resources while engaging with Western art song 

traditions. In particular, the piano accompaniment functions not merely as a supportive element but as 

an interactive and interpretive partner to the solo voice, reflecting the dialogic relationship characteristic 

of art song performance. 
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Structurally, the works employ both simple duple and compound duple time signatures and make use 

of varied key centres, ensuring accessibility and contrast across the four vocal types. The compositional 

approach reflects a balanced synthesis that integrates indigenous stylistic idioms such as rhythmic 

vitality and tonal inflections derived from speech patterns, with Western techniques of harmonic 

progression, counterpoint and formal organisation. In this regard, the songs embody a contemporary 

Ghanaian voice within the global art song tradition that highlights both cultural identity and creative 

innovation. The following is the composition. 

 

                      MANKESSIM GUA (Mankessim Market)  
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                  AVIHAWO (Lamentation)  
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                  TUMA KPAǻSIBU (Work Hard) 
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              SIMPA ABOABIKYIRE (Winneba Deer Hunt)  

 

 

 


