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ABSTRACT  

 
Jazz improvisation represents a pinnacle of spontaneous musical creativity, requiring real-time 

decision-making within dynamic ensemble settings. This study investigates the cognitive and musical 

strategies employed by Pat Martino during improvisation in his recording of the tune Four On Six, 

focusing on the interaction between individual expression and improvisation methods. The research 

uncovers the key factors influencing harmonic, melodic, and rhythmic choices by analysing audio 

recordings, transcriptions, and literature reflections. The findings contribute to a deeper understanding 

of the mental frameworks behind improvisation and offer insights for jazz educators and performers 

looking to enhance improvisational skills. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
Improvisation in jazz is often described as "composing at the moment," where musicians must navigate 

a complex array of musical choices within a structured harmonic framework. Jazz guitarists, in 

particular, face unique challenges in improvisation, such as balancing harmonic and rhythmic intensity 

to enhance melodic lead playing, all while responding to the dynamics of the ensemble. 

Improvisation in jazz guitar involves the spontaneous creation of melodic lines, harmonic 

progressions, and rhythmic patterns, often built upon the foundational structures of a composition. This 

requires not only technical proficiency but also a deep understanding of jazz theory, including scales, 

modes, chordal relationships, and rhythmic interpretation. A defining feature of jazz guitar 

improvisation is its conversational quality—a dynamic interplay between the guitarist and the rhythm 

section, as well as with the harmonic framework of the piece itself. 

In addition to technical fluency, jazz guitarists must cultivate a personal voice, which is often 

shaped by the synthesis of diverse musical influences. As players push the boundaries of traditional 

forms, improvisation becomes a means of creative exploration, allowing guitarists to express 

individuality and emotion within the flexible structures of jazz.  
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BACKGROUND OF STUDY 

 
Jazz guitar has evolved over the last century, transitioning from a primarily rhythm-based role in early 

jazz ensembles to becoming a prominent solo instrument with a rich tradition of improvisation. Early 

jazz guitarists like Eddie Lang and Django Reinhardt helped establish the instrument in the swing era, 

but it was with players like Charlie Christian in the bebop era that the guitar gained significant 

prominence as a vehicle for improvisational exploration. Christian’s linear approach, inspired by horn 

players, laid the groundwork for future generations of jazz guitarists, including Wes Montgomery, Joe 

Pass, and Pat Martino, each of whom expanded the vocabulary of jazz guitar improvisation. 

 

Improvisation, the core of jazz expression, relies on both the spontaneous creation of melody 

and the manipulation of harmony and rhythm in real time. For guitarists, this often involves combining 

technical proficiency with a deep understanding of jazz theory, including chord-scale relationships, 

modes, bebop language, and chromaticism. Guitarists develop creativity by reinterpreting these 

structures, playing with harmonic substitutions, melodic motifs, and phrasing techniques that give each 

solo a unique character. 

 

Theoretical frameworks that inform jazz improvisation on guitar include the bebop scale theory, 

chord tone targeting, altered dominant scales, and modal improvisation. Players often develop their 

individual styles by synthesizing these elements with their personal influences, creating a distinct voice. 

This background study also encompasses research on motivic development and rhythmic displacement, 

which are key tools for improvisers aiming to create cohesive and memorable solos. This background 

provides a foundation for investigating the jazz improvisational creativity of modern guitarists, 

including the ways in which they reinterpret traditional jazz elements and innovate through harmonic 

and melodic exploration. 

 

The purpose of this study is to navigate real-time creativity; the decision-making process behind 

jazz guitar improvisation remains an underexplored area of study, especially in contexts where 

musicians must quickly adapt to evolving musical interactions. This article aims to shed light on how 

Pat Martino make real-time creative decisions, drawing from both cognitive and musical perspectives. 

Through a qualitative methods approach, this research explores the relationship between individual 

creativity and collective musical dialogue in recording a tune, contributing valuable insights into the 

artistry of improvisation. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
Previous studies have focused on jazz improvisation from theoretical and pedagogical viewpoints, 

examining the use of scales, chord progressions, and phrasing techniques. However, few have delved 

into the cognitive aspects of real-time decision-making. Cognitive science research suggests that 

improvisation involves a complex interplay between conscious decision-making and intuitive, 

automatic processes (Berliner, 1994). Additionally, ensemble interactions play a critical role in shaping 

improvisational choices, as musicians constantly negotiate their roles within the group (Sawyer, 2003). 

The Influence of Wes Montgomery 

Wes Montgomery’s style of play, particularly the album ‘Grooveyard’, had an enormous influence on 

Martino. During an interview, Martino said that the track Back to Back had an interesting aspect of Wes 

Montgomery’s style that captured his attention, as well as Wes’s thumb and octave technique. The first 

six choruses did not have one phrase that can be identified as a scale or mode. They’re all melodies. 

Montgomery would slowly begin a solo with spacious melodies and get more aggressive with each 

chorus. Eventually, he would play those intense 16-note phrases that can be analyzed from a scale 

approach. (Marshall,W. 2003). 
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A Descriptive Background of Pat Martino  
Pat Martino (Pat Azzara) was born in South Philadelphia on August 25 1944. He is an Italian-American 

jazz guitarist and composer of the post-boop, soul jazz, mainstream jazz, and hard-boop idioms. He was 

first exposed to Jazz through his Father, Carmen Mickey Azzara, who sang in local clubs and briefly 

studied guitar with Eddie Lang. (Marshall,W. 2003) 

 He took Pat to listen to Wes Montgomery and other jazz icons at jazz clubs for exposure. 

Pat Martino began playing guitar when he was twelve years old. He studied with Dennis 

Sandole. Pat Martino learned by listening and copying as a teenager as he could not read or write music 

at that time. Pat began playing professionally at the age of 15. He has worked with many musicians 

including jazz organists such as Jack McDuff, Trudy Pitts and Don Patterson. He released his debut 

album as a leader in 1966, El Hombre. Pat recorded a string of albums, starting from the late 60s and 

ending with the album Exit in 1976.  Pat Martino’s life was interrupted in 1980 after surgery for a brain 

aneurysm left him with virtually no memory of his career or his guitar skills. (Marshall,W. 2003). After 

his surgery and recovery, he resumed his career when he appeared in 1987 in New York, a gig that was 

released on a CD titled ‘The Return’. His latest release is ‘Remember’ ‘A Tribute to Wes Montgomery’ 

(Blue Note), which demonstrates his instrument competency and mental representations. 

 

Jazz Guitar Improvisation and Technical Competency 
Instrument competency can be determined by different mental representations, fingerings or shapes that 

are frequently utilized according to the conventions of a particular instrument. As 

Warnock highlights: The middle, 5,4,3,2 set of strings is a more popular choice for comping and soloing 

fingerings on the guitar since these strings tend to be the ' sweet spot’ for range, tone and timbre in the 

jazz guitar idiom. Most jazz guitarists tend to know their chord shapes, arpeggios, scales and licks much 

better in this area of the neck than others. It is also worth working out lick fingerings in relation to each 

other without having to jump around the neck or to another set of strings if you don’t want to. It is 

important to understand the relationship between instrumental technique and improvisation, and how 

an improviser’s idiolect might begin to be analyzed through an examination of recurring patterns 

because of muscle memory (Dean, 2014). 

In Sudnow’s book “Ways of the Hands”, he highlights that the most important 

The aspect of his investigation is to sort out and clarify the finest details of finger mappings. Sudnow’s 

work has important implications for learners who want to know about the nature of skilful performance. 

He introduces three levels of attainments: beginner level, going for the sound, and jazz level. Beginners 

level is attained by grasping the sense of hand placement and positions, somehow achieving competency 

after years of play. Details of orderly passage can be spotted in a quick succession of notes, blending 

closely in one or more musical phrases. Going for the sound is classified as the ability to engage the 

hand usage through its own order, with the capacity to develop multifarious settings of notes. Going for 

jazz is the highest level of attainment. It is confined to mature play, using combinations of reiteration 

of phrases and exploratory finger movements after staying in a competent territory of a constituted path. 

Studies on music cognition have demonstrated that improvisers draw on a wealth of stored 

musical knowledge, but must also remain highly adaptable to the unfolding musical moment (Pressing, 

1988). This research builds on these foundations by focusing specifically on jazz guitarists, who must 

navigate both harmonic and melodic roles within the ensemble. By integrating cognitive theory with 

musical analysis, this study seeks to provide a holistic understanding of the decision-making process 

during improvisation. 
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CREATIVE PROCESS 

 
This study aims to investigate Pat Martino's creative cognition during his improvisation on the jazz 

standard tune, 4 on 6 by Wes Montgomery. To achieve this, the following creative process steps are 

employed: 

 

Selection of Performance 
The study focuses on a specific live recording of Four On Six by Pat Martino, chosen based on its 

availability in high-quality audio format. This performance is representative of Martino's 

improvisational style, allowing for a detailed analysis of his creative process. 

 

Transcription and Analysis: 
The selected improvisation is transcribed note-for-note using standard music notation software, 

Sibelius. This transcription captures Martino's melodic lines, harmonic substitutions, and rhythmic 

choices. The transcription is then analyzed using both traditional music theory, such as chord-scale 

relationships, harmonic analysis, and motivic development, followed by jazz-specific analytical 

frameworks, such as bebop vocabulary, use of chromaticism, and modal interchange. 

 

 

Cognitive Framework 
The study employs theoretical models of creative cognition in music, particularly focusing on Martino's 

use of pattern recognition, motor skills, and mental mapping of the fretboard. Cognitive processes like 

problem-solving and real-time decision-making are explored through qualitative analysis. The research 

draws on existing literature on improvisational cognition in jazz to identify parallels between Pat 

Martino’s mental processes and broader jazz improvisation strategies. Transcriptions are used as this 

information is essential to understand the theoretical understanding and musical interpretation. This 

includes general playing characteristics, note selection, chord-scale relationships, melodic, harmonic 

devices rhythmic figures. A step-by-step approach to classifying the improvisation elements will be 

illustrated in the form of transcriptions and musical excerpts with proper analysis so as to obtain specific 

results for improvisation ideas. Insights from the transcription, theoretical analysis, and cognitive 

studies are synthesized to develop a comprehensive understanding of Martino's creative cognition. 

Patterns and anomalies in his improvisation are identified to theorize how Martino mentally organizes 

musical ideas and spontaneously generates creative outputs. 

                                                  

RESULTS 

 
This song, Four on Six, is a 16-bar piece in the original key of G minor, a Wes Montgomery original 

taken at a faster tempo than the original version. Pat Martino plays the guitar in unison with the bass 

and piano at the introduction, accompanied by bass and drums. The piano continues to play the 

introduction line during the melody, and the theme is played once. The musicians involved are Pat 

Martino on guitar, Scott Allan Robinson on drums, David Kikoski on piano, John Patitucci on bass, and 

Daniel Sadownick on percussion. This song was recorded on August 9th, 2006, at Avatar Studios, New 

York. The findings from this study revealed several key factors that influence jazz guitarists' 

improvisational decision-making: 

 

Harmonic Flexibility and Melodic Invention 
In this piece, Pat Martino mainly uses note fragments derived from G minor Pentatonic, G Blues, and 

G melodic minor to create strong melodic statements. He also applies harmonic substitutions before 

approaching the (IV) chord. There is also an application of chromatic movement, side stepping and 

harmonic generalization.  
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Figure 1 shows note fragments derived from g minor pentatonic 

 

Figure 1: Pentatonic scale from bars 1 and 2 

 

Figure 2 shows a clear example of the blues scale 

 

Figure 2: Blues scale from bars 10 and 11 

 

Figure 3 shows a clear example of G melodic minor scale 

 

Figure 3: G melodic minor 

 

Figure 4 shows the harmonic substitution of Gm7 by playing Bdim7 arpeggio 

 

Figure 4: Harmonic substitution 

 

Figure 5 shows a leap- scale with chromatic movement approaching to Bbm7. 

 

Figure 5: Chromatic movement 
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Figure 6 shows how Pat Martino uses Bbm7 arpeggio over Am7 chord 

 

Figure 6: Side stepping 

 

Figure 7 shows harmonic generalisation using extended ostinato figures such as this and has remained 

a Martino trademark applied to flow around the changes. 

 
Figure 7: Side stepping 

 

 

Figure 8 shows a double chromatic enclosure, which clearly connects him as a bebop improviser.  

 

 
Figure 8: Double chromatic enclosure 

 
 
Figure 9 shows a whole step-half step enclosure, a bebop melodic device utilised by jazz improvisers. 

 
Figure 9: Whole step – half step enclosure 

 

Figure 10 shows a leaping enclosure, also a bebop melodic device utilised by jazz improvisers. 

 

 
Figure 10: Leaping enclosure 
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Figure 11 shows interval leaps of a perfect fifth to outline the changes with scale approach  
 

 
                                                                      Perfect 5th 

 

Figure 11: Interval leaps 

 

Figure 12 shows the substantial use of 8 notes throughout the solo. He eventually applies triplets and 

crotchet triplets to embellish his solo lines. The result is that he executes more assertive melodic 

statements empowered by this rhythmic device. 

 

 

 

 
Figure 12: substantial use of eighth notes 

 

Figure 13 shows the use of the Charleston sequence in octaves to provide rhythmic variation in his 

improvisation  

 
 

Figure 13: Charleston sequence 
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CONCLUSION 

 
Pat Martino demonstrated a high degree of harmonic flexibility, often using chord substitutions and 

modal interchange to add harmonic complexity. This was particularly evident in moments where he 

responded to harmonic cues from other ensemble members. Melodic improvisation, meanwhile, was 

characterised by the use of motifs and thematic development, with guitarists building on initial melodic 

ideas over multiple choruses. 

Rhythmic decision-making was closely tied to the ensemble’s groove and tempo variations. 

Guitarists frequently employed syncopation and rhythmic displacement in response to the rhythm 

section, using these techniques to both complement and contrast the drummer’s and bassist’s patterns. 

The study found a clear correlation between experience and improvisational adaptability. Professional 

guitarists were more comfortable deviating from standard harmonic and melodic structures to familiar 

frameworks. Experience also played a role in how quickly guitarists responded to cues from the 

ensemble, with seasoned musicians demonstrating greater fluidity in their interactions. 

These findings highlight the complex interplay between cognitive processes and musical 

interaction in jazz guitar improvisation. The ability to adapt to real-time musical changes is crucial in 

jam session settings, where the ensemble’s dynamics are constantly evolving. Guitarists must balance 

their individual creativity with the needs of the group, making split-second decisions that reflect both 

their personal style and the ensemble’s direction. 

The role of experience is also significant, as more experienced guitarists are better equipped to 

navigate harmonic complexity and respond to spontaneous shifts. This suggests that improvisational 

skills can be developed through both theoretical study and practical experience in live recording 

settings, and also contributes to a deeper understanding of the decision-making processes involved in 

jazz guitar improvisation during recording sessions. Combining cognitive and musical analysis offers 

valuable insights into how guitarists negotiate real-time creative choices in dynamic ensemble settings. 

These findings have practical implications for jazz educators and performers, highlighting the 

importance of developing both theoretical knowledge and adaptive skills in improvisation. 
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