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William Russell, born Russell William Wagner (1905-1992), was a jazz historian and 

collector who focused on traditional New Orleans style jazz.  The William Russell Jazz 

Collection documents his lifetime of studying New Orleans jazz and related musical forms 

such as brass bands, ragtime, and gospel music.  Mr. Russell amassed an extensive collection 

of jazz memorabilia including musical instruments, records, piano rolls, sheet music, 

photographs, books and periodicals.  His collection traces the development of jazz in New 

Orleans and follows the movement of musicians to New York, Chicago, California, and 

beyond.  It encompasses notes from Mr. Russell’s research, audiotapes, programs, posters, 

correspondence, films, business cards, notes, clippings, and scrapbooks. 

Mr. Russell conducted extensive research into jazz and the cultural milieu from which 

it arose; his collection includes his notes, drafts of articles, discographies, tapes and transcripts 

of oral histories, photographs of musicians and the places associated with them, and other 

documents resulting from his research.  Mr. Russell was a friend of many of the musicians he 

researched, including Louis Armstrong, George Lewis, Mahalia Jackson, and Baby Dodds.  He 

kept letters from them, as well as other mementos of his friendships.  Also represented in Mr. 

Russell’s correspondence are his fellow jazz enthusiasts such as Eugene Williams, Roy J. 

Carew, and John Steiner. 

Large portions of the collection focus on the lives of three individuals, Manuel “Fess” 

Manetta, Bunk Johnson, and Jelly Roll Morton.  Mr. Russell interviewed Mr. Manetta at length 

about his life as a musician and the early days of jazz.  Mr. Russell spent many years working 

on a book about Jelly Roll Morton.  His Morton collections include manuscript music and 

letters from Mr. Morton.  Mr. Russell was instrumental in reviving Bunk Johnson’s career in 

1939.  There are three series focusing on different aspects of their friendship.  Mr. Russell 

founded American Music Records to record musicians including Bunk Johnson, Wooden Joe 

Nicholas, and Kid Shots Madison.  The collection includes business records, photographs and 

notes documenting recording sessions, and liner notes. 

Mr. Russell’s other research interests, such as voodoo, African-American history, and 

New Orleans history (in particular the history of the Storyville, Bucktown, and Milneburg 

sections of the city) are represented.  A member of the New Orleans Ragtime Orchestra, Mr. 

Russell studied brass bands and ragtime extensively, with an emphasis on Scott Joplin.  In 

addition, Mr. Russell had a non-jazz-related collection of postcards of New Orleans and the 

Gulf South. 

For more specific information, see collection records or finding aids for MSS 501-MSS 

541.  The William Russell Jazz Collection is divided into several parts, each with its own in-

depth finding aid. 
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Cite as: William Russell Jazz Collection, MSS 500, Williams Research Center, 

The Historic New Orleans Collection. 

Arrangement: Grouped by series. 

Language: English. 

Restrictions: Researchers may be limited to consulting one or two items at a time, per 

the discretion of the Reading Room staff.  Reproduction of original 

documents, when permitted, must be performed by the Williams 

Research Center staff. 

How to Order: Please provide the reference staff with the manuscript call number and 

folder number. 

Accession number: 92-48-L 

 

Suggestions to researchers 

Researchers looking for photographs should check MSS 520 (William Russell 

Photographic Collection) first.  There are also a number of photographs in MSS 508 (Jelly Roll 

Morton Book Photographic Collection), MSS 510 (Bunk Johnson Papers), MSS 511 (Bunk 

Johnson Promotional Material), and MSS 536 (Jazz Files—particularly the Armstrong files).  

In the two Bunk Johnson collections, there are photographs of performers other than Johnson 

and of New Orleans historical sites. 

Those interested in a specific musician should first check to see if that performer was 

interviewed in MSS 530 (Oral History Tapes), or if there is a collection named for that 

musician or an associate in the list that follows.  Other suggested resources are MSS 519 

(General Correspondence and Working Files) and MSS 536 (Jazz Files).  It should be 

remembered that the Jazz Files include a number of “catch-all” files, most notably Obituaries 

and Boogie-Woogie.  MSS 533 (Personal Papers) also has some biographical information 

about specific performers.   

Researchers interested in William Russell’s own music should see MSS 514 (Baby 

Dodds Collection) and MSS 533 (Personal Papers) for information about his percussion music 

and MSS 528 (Ragtime, Orchestrations and Brass Bands) for his ragtime performing. 

A brief description of the Russell Collection’s series 

MSS 501-MSS 509 contain information gathered for Mr. Russell’s book on Jelly Roll Morton. 

MSS 501, Jelly Roll Morton Manuscript Music Collection, contains manuscript music of 

arrangements and compositions by Jelly Roll Morton, most done as work for hire for 

Tempo Music Publishing, Inc., in the 1930s. 

MSS 502, Jelly Roll Morton Library of Congress Recordings, contains recordings Mr. 

Morton did for the Library of Congress at the end of his life. 

MSS 503, Jelly Roll Morton Song Lyrics, is a companion to the Manuscript Music, 

containing lyrics by Morton. 

MSS 504, Jelly Roll Morton Piano Rolls, are player piano rolls recorded by Morton.  The 

Research Center currently has no way of playing these rolls. 

MSS 505, Jelly Roll Morton Published Orchestrations, contains published sheet music. 



MSS 500, Williams Research Center, page 3 

 

MSS 506, Interviews with Musicians about Jelly Roll, contains interviews Mr. Russell 

conducted while researching his book. 

MSS 507, Jelly Roll Morton Correspondence, contains correspondence between Morton and 

Roy J. Carew. 

MSS 508, Jelly Roll Morton Book Photographic Collection, contains photographs of the 

people (mostly musicians and their families) interviewed by Mr. Russell for his book 

about Mr. Morton, as well as a small number of photographs of Mr. Morton himself.  

There is no index, but the photographs are for the most part in alphabetical order in two 

parts, first folders 1-130, then starting again at the beginning of the alphabet with folder 

131. 

MSS 509, Jelly Roll Morton Collection, contains ephemera having to do with Jelly Roll 

Morton and a few other musicians.  Mr. Morton’s will is among the items in this 

collection. 

MSS 510-MSS 512 are dedicated to Bunk Johnson.  There is also Bunk Johnson material in 

MSS 519, in the files labeled Bunk Johnson, Maude Johnson, Bill Coburn, and Gene 

Williams. 

MSS 510, Bunk Johnson Papers, contains correspondence, posters, programs, other 

ephemera, and photographs, relating to Bunk Johnson.  Some of the photographs and 

other memorabilia were originally the property of Mr. Johnson or his wife Maude;  

these are noted in the finding aid with Mr. Russell’s label for them: “From Bunk’s 

Trunk”. 

MSS 511, Bunk Johnson Promotional Material, is primarily photographs of Mr. Johnson 

and posters and fliers advertising his band.  Much of this collection is from Johnson’s 

1945 engagement at the Stuyvesant Casino in New York City. 

MSS 512, The Bunk Book, contains items set aside by Mr. Russell for inclusion in his never-

completed book about Bunk Johnson. 

MSS 513, Mahalia Jackson Papers, contains a wide variety of items stemming from Mr. 

Russell’s friendship with Jackson when they were both living in Chicago in the mid-

1950s.  There are also some clippings from later dates.  Photographs of Miss Jackson 

are in MSS 520. 

MSS 514, Baby Dodds Collection, contains items resulting from Mr. Russell’s friendship with 

Mr. Dodds, also in Chicago in the 1940s and 1950s.  Represented are rough drafts of 

Larry Gara’s biography written with Mr. Dodds, and Mr. Russell’s notes about the 

movie and records he made with Mr. Dodds about Mr. Dodds’s drum technique.  Mr. 

Russell also placed notes and clippings he used in his own percussion music in this 

collection.  

MSS 515, Johnny Dodds Collection, is a small collection of photographs and other material 

about Johnny Dodds.  Because his brother Baby Dodds was Mr. Russell’s main source 

of information about Johnny Dodds, much of this material is about Baby as well. 

MSS 516, Manuel Manetta Papers, contains sheet music from Mr. Manetta’s extensive 

collection, as well as photographs, notes and other items pertaining to Manuel “Fess” 

Manetta. 
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MSS 517, Correspondence with San Francisco Musicians.  This title is self-explanatory. 

MSS 518, Correspondence with New Orleans (and Other) Jazz Musicians, includes 

correspondence both by and about jazz musicians. 

MSS 519, General Correspondence and Working Files, is a very large section of the Mr. 

Russell collection, containing items Mr. Russell had stored in the labeled shirt boxes he 

used as his working files, arranged alphabetically. There are files of correspondence, 

notes, and other items about musicians who played in the New Orleans style, as well as 

his correspondence with jazz fans and collectors.  Mr. Russell’s original file labels have 

been retained; most files are named for the person whose correspondence or interviews 

were in the box.  Items about Bunk Johnson can be found in the sections labeled Bunk 

Johnson, Maude Johnson, Bill Coburn, and Gene Williams.  The Williams 

correspondence is particularly extensive.  There are very few photographs in this 

collection;  it is mainly composed of interviews with musicians (most not found 

elsewhere in the  Russell Collection), clippings, and biographical notes. 

MSS 520, The William Russell Photographic Collection, is a large collection of photographs 

of jazz musicians, their families, places (not only in New Orleans) where they lived and 

performed, and historic New Orleans buildings.  There is an index to the collection at 

the end of its finding aid. 

MSS 521, Photographic Working Files, contains photocopies, many of poor quality, of 

photographs Mr. Russell was considering having copied for him from other collections. 

MSS 522, Postcard Collection.  Most of the cards are from sites in New Orleans and the 

surrounding area, but the collection also includes other areas of the Gulf South.  There 

is a list of all the locations in the front of the finding aid. 

MSS 523, “Pops” Whitesell Photographs, contains negatives and photographs by “Pops” 

Whitesell, including many glass plate negatives.  Subjects include portraits and self-

portraits, French Quarter scenes, and Mardi Gras. 

MSS 524, Jazz Periodical Collection.  Periodicals are filed alphabetically by title. 

MSS 525, Book Collection, includes books about jazz and jazz musicians, New Orleans 

history and tourist attractions, voodoo, African music, music instruction, and other 

subjects. 

MSS 526, Sheet Music Collection, includes ragtime, jazz, and popular music. 

MSS 527, Pamphlet Collection, includes pamphlets and small books about jazz and jazz 

musicians, New Orleans history and tourist attractions, music instruction, and other 

subjects. 
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MSS 528, Ragtime, Orchestrations, and Brass Bands, includes sheet music for jazz, 

ragtime, and popular songs, many from the collections of Manuel “Fess” Manetta and 

band leader John Robichaux, as well as that used by the New Orleans Ragtime 

Orchestra, of which Mr. Russell was a member.  It also contains Mr. Russell’s research 

into the roots of ragtime, his work regarding Scott Joplin, and souvenirs from tours by 

the New Orleans Ragtime Orchestra and from ragtime festivals. 

MSS 529, 78 RPM Record Collection.  Only those records re-released on CDs are available 

to researchers. 

MSS 530, Oral History Tapes, contains interviews with musicians and their wives. 

MSS 531, Piano Roll Collection, contains player piano rolls.  The Research Center currently 

has no way of playing these rolls. 

MSS 532, New Orleans Style Book, contains items (mostly photographs) Mr. Russell was 

considering for his book New Orleans Style. 

MSS 533, William Russell Personal Papers, includes financial records and correspondence 

pertaining to Mr. Russell’s businesses, American Music Records and his sheet music 

business; correspondence with record collectors; items from his early careers as music 

student, music teacher and percussion composer; plans for books and notes about 

sections he contributed to books; material relating to his non-jazz interests (such as 

autographs of violinists, and Enrico Caruso); more material about Jelly Roll Morton; 

clippings about jazz, Mardi Gras and other topics, many from African-American 

newspapers; and artifacts such as a T-shirt and phonograph needles. 

MSS 534, Anita Socola to William Specht Letters, contains letters from a New Orleans 

musician to her husband and fellow musician, 1901-1913. 

MSS 535, Jazz Artifact Collection, contains a wide range of non-manuscript items, such as 

musical instruments that once belonged to famous musicians, and artifacts from jazz 

landmarks such as Economy Hall.  As many of the items are large, the collection is 

housed in a different building; at least a week’s notice and permission of the curator is 

needed to view these items.  

MSS 536, Jazz Files, are William Russell’s vertical files about jazz, forms of music related to 

jazz, musicians, the history of New Orleans and St. Louis, and other topics.  They are 

arranged alphabetically by the labels Mr. Russell used for the files.  The file on Louis 

Armstrong is particularly rich in images and ephemera. 

MSS 537, Historical Letter Collection, is made up of letters Mr. Russell was saving because 

they shed light on some historical question about jazz.  The letters are from producers, 

jazz fans, collectors and others, as well as musicians. 

MSS 538, American Music CDs.  American Music Records was Mr. Russell’s business, later 

sold to George H. Buck. 

MSS 539, 33 1/3 RPM Records.  Only those records re-released as CDs are available to 

researchers. 

MSS 540, 45 RPM Records.  Only those records re-released as CDs are available to 

researchers. 


