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INTRODUCTION:
THE RESURGENCE
OF A FOLK LEGEND

Jig Campbell
Armstrong

In the rich tapestry of
Scottish folk music, few
names evoke as much
reverence and curiosity
as Jig Campbell
Armstrong. A virtuoso
fiddler, composer, and
cultural historian,
Armstrong dedicated
his life to preserving
and modernizing the
traditional jig—a lively
dance form that has
animated ceilidhs for
centuries. While many
contemporary artists

have reinterpreted folk

tunes, Armstrong
stands out for his
unigue blend of

rigorous scholarship,
technical mastery, and
infectious exuberance.
This article explores
the life, music, and
lasting influence of Jig
Campbell Armstrong, a
figure  whose work
continues to inspire
musicians and dancers
around the world.

WHO IS JIG
CAMPBELL
ARMSTRONG? A
BRIEF BIOGRAPHY

Born in 1947 in the
small fishing village of
Ullapool, Scotland, Jig
Campbell Armstrong


https://old.setefer.com/

grew up surrounded by
the sounds of the
Highlands. His father, a
shipwright and part-
time piper, introduced
him to traditional tunes
at an early age. Young
Campbell showed
remarkable aptitude on
the fiddle, and by his
teens he was already
performing at local
ceilidhs. The nickname
"Jig" was earned during
a particularly spirited
performance at the

Dingwall Highland
Games, where he
played a rapid-fire

sequence of jigs that
left the audience
breathless. From that
point on, he was known
simply as Jig
Campbell

Armstrong.

Armstrong went on to
study musicology at
the University of
Edinburgh, where he
immersed himself in
the history of Scottish

dance music. His
academic work
dovetailed with his
performing career, and
he quickly became a
sought-after
collaborator with
groups like The
Battlefield Band and
The Chieftains. Over
five decades, he
released seventeen
studio albums, three
instructional books,
and numerous archival
recordings. His death
in 2022 marked the
end of an era, but his
musical legacy
continues to thrive.

THE ART OF THE
JIG:
UNDERSTANDING
THE DANCE FORM

Before delving deeper
into Armstrong's
contributions, it is
essential to grasp what
a jig is musically. A jig
is a lively dance tune
typically in compound
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meter—most often 6/8
or 9/8
time—characterized by
a skipping, bouncing
rhythm. The word itself
likely derives from the
old French gigue,
meaning a small
dance. In Scotland, jigs
are partnered with
reels, strathspeys, and
waltzes as the core
repertoire of traditional
music.

Jig Campbell
Armstrong was a
master of every jig
variation: the double
jig, slip jig, single jig,
and hop jig. He could
shift seamlessly
between the rollicking
6/8 of "The Irish
Washerwoman" and
the graceful 9/8 of
“The Butterfly." What
set Armstrong apart
was his insistence on
rhythmic

precision—every bow
stroke carried the
dance impulse. He

often said, "A jig is not
just a tune; it is a
conversation between
the fiddler and the
dancer's feet."

ARMSTRONG’S
SIGNATURE STYLE:
TECHNIQUE AND
INNOVATION

Jig Campbell Armstrong
developed a
recognizable style that
melded traditional
ornamentation with
modern phrasing. He
employed cuts, rolls,
and crans—common in
Irish fiddling—but
adapted them to the
Scottish idiom. His left-
hand technique was
exceptionally clean,
allowing rapid notes to
ring clearly without
muddiness. On his
right hand, he used a
combination of short,
crisp bow strokes for
articulation and long,
smooth bows for lyrical
passages.



One of his most
influential innovations
was the "Armstrong
Lift," a subtle bowing
pattern that
emphasizes the second
beat of a 6/8 measure,
giving dancers an extra
spring. This technique
appears in his
celebrated composition
"The Ullapool Jig," a
tune that has become
a standard in sessions
from Glasgow to
Sydney. Armstrong
also experimented with
non-traditional time
signatures, writing jigs
in 12/8 and even 15/8,
while maintaining the
essential danceable
feel.

Key
Albums

and
Compositi
ons

Armstrong's

discography offers a
deep dive into his
evolution as an artist.
His debut album, Fiddle
for the Hills (1971),
featured raw, energetic
recordings that
captured the spirit of
Highland ceilidhs. Later
works like Jig in the
Shadows (1985) and

Campbell’s Canon
(2004) showed
increasing

sophistication,
incorporating piano,
flute, and even string
guartet arrangements.
Below is a selection of
his most influential
compositions:

e The Ullapool Jig
- Alively 6/8
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INSPIRINGat has
become a
session favorite
worldwide.

e Armstrong’s
Farewell - A
poignant slip jig
written in
memory of his
father.

e The Dancing
Moon - A
modern jig with
jazz-influenced
harmonies.

e Campbell’s
Revenge - A
technically
demanding
double jig
designed as a
showpiece.

e Loch Broom
Crossing - A
meditative hop
jig inspired by
the landscapes of
the Highlands.

PRESERVING
TRADITION,

MODERNITY

Although Jig Campbell
Armstrong was
deeply rooted in
tradition, he never
hesitated to push
boundaries. He
collaborated with

musicians from other
genres, including jazz
pianist Dave Douglas
and rock gquitarist
Richard Thompson.
These cross-genre
projects introduced jig
music to younger
audiences and
demonstrated its
versatility. Armstrong
also mentored dozens
of younger fiddlers,
including notable
figures like Lauren
MacColl and Aidan
O'Rourke, who credit
him with expanding
their technical and
interpretative horizons.

In the educational
sphere, Armstrong



published three
essential books: The Jig
Method (1990),
Campbell Armstrong’s
Scottish Fiddle Tutor
(2001), and Jig: From
the Village to the
Concert Hall (2015).
These texts break
down bowing patterns,
ornamentation, and
phrasing in a clear,
progressive manner.
Many fiddle teachers
still use them as core
curriculum,.

Armstron
g’'s Role
In the
Folk
Revival

The 1970s and 80s saw
a powerful folk revival
across the British Isles,
and Armstrong was at

its forefront. He
performed at hundreds
of folk festivals,
including Cambridge,
Sidmouth, and the
Glasgow International
Folk Festival. His
television appearances
on shows like The
Transatlantic Sessions
brought traditional jig
music to millions of
viewers. By combining
academic rigor with
populist appeal,
Armstrong helped
elevate the jig from a
pub-floor dance to a
respected art form.

LEGACY AND
CONTINUING
INFLUENCE

Since Jig Campbell
Armstrong's passing in
2022, his influence has
only grown. Younger
fiddlers regularly cover
his compositions, and
several ongoing events
celebrate his work. The
annual Armstrong Jig
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Festival in Ullapool
draws hundreds of
musicians for a week of
workshops and
sessions. Additionally,
the "Campbell
Armstrong Archive" at
the University of
Edinburgh preserves
his manuscripts,
recordings, and
correspondence for
future researchers.

His music has also
found its way into film
and television. The
tune "The Ullapool Jig"
is featured in the
soundtrack of the
acclaimed
documentary The
Highlands, A Love
Story (2023). Many
contemporary
composers cite
Armstrong's approach
to rhythm and melody
as a direct inspiration

for their own
experimental folk
works.

How to
Experienc
e
Armstron
g's Music
Today

For those new to Jig
Campbell

Armstrong, several
avenues are available:

1. Streaming
platforms - His
entire studio
discography is
available on
Spotify, Apple
Music, and
Bandcamp.

2. Sheet music -
The Armstrong
Jig collection is
published by Hal
Leonard and can



be purchased
online.

3. YouTube -
Official videos
and rare live
recordings are
posted on his
legacy channel.

4. Workshops -
Many fiddle
camps and
summer schools
now include
Armstrong-based
classes.

CONCLUSION: A JIG
FOR THE AGES

Jig Campbell Armstrong
was far more than a
virtuosic  fiddler; he
was a guardian and
renewer of a beloved
musical tradition.

Through his
compositions,
performances, and

teaching, he ensured
that the jig—a dance
form with deep roots in
Scottish culture—would
continue to evolve and
enchant new
generations. His legacy
is a reminder that
tradition and
innovation are not
enemies but partners
in the beautiful,
restless dance of
music. Whether you
are a dancer, a fiddler,
or simply a lover of
lively melodies,
Armstrong’'s work
offers a doorway into a
world of joy, precision,
and heart.
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