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Digital Humanities Project and Conclusions
The final part of this paper and its conclusion focus on further outcomes of projects 
like this one on Jesuit books on East Asian missions. In 2018, Prof. Kathleen M. Com-
erford of the Georgia Southern University developed the European Jesuit Libraries 
Provenance Project (EJLPP),42 aimed at identifying and describing all the books from 
the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries once owned by Jesuit structures in Europe. 
The EJLPP involves different institutions, scholars from all around the world, and in-
terns of the Georgia Southern University. The database is open access, and collabora-
tions are sought with students interested in public history, the history of books, and 
Jesuit history.

One of its future goals will be to “trace the paths of individual books, the prom-
inence of specific printers, and the distribution of given editions.”43 The project em-
ploys different approaches: first of all, “comparative,” because it is based on research 
on Jesuit libraries all over Europe. Second, it has an “intellectual” perspective because 
studying libraries also means focusing on cultural history, the production of knowl-
edge, and the ability of different strata of early modern society to access books. Finally, 
it is also “longitudinal, exploring the impact of the educational work of one of the most 
prominent of the Catholic religious orders.”44

42. “European Jesuit Libraries Provenance Project: Jesuit Books and Libraries in Europe, 1540s–1770s,” 
https://www.jesuit-libraries.com (accessed June 27, 2023).
43. Kathleen Comerford, “The European Jesuit Libraries Provenance Project,” Journal of Jesuit Studies 7 
(2020): 299–310, here 308.
44. Comerford, “European Jesuit Libraries,” 309.
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Besides students, scholars are also invited to take part in the project. This is why 
part of the research at the Mainz libraries ended up in the collection of data on the Jes-
uit books regarding the East Asian missions.45 The data included where the books are 
currently preserved, several facts about their authors (name, religious order, when and 
where he was born and died), detailed information about the editions (when, where, 
and by whom it was published and in which languages), and the subject matter of the 
publication. The most interesting data, even if hard to discover, concern the prove-
nance of the book: Which Jesuit institution owned it? How did it acquire it? To which 
other owners did the book pass?

Another fascinating aspect of the EJLPP is the rich collection of images that col-
laborators are asked to collect. They have to focus most of all on the parts of the book 
that reveal its various owners—sometimes a religious order, sometimes an individual 
person, sometimes both—and its passage through space and time. All the photos are 
available online.46 In some cases, the writings on the first pages and on the frontispiec-
es are canceled and scribbled over so many times that it is almost impossible to read 
them entirely.

Digital humanities projects are very popular at the moment, but they post two great 
risks. They can be seen as living organisms: although they often start with promis-
ing goals, the original aims are never met, and such projects ultimately die a “natural 
death” after the input of the first group of data. Second, it is hard to find contributors 
who work on online databases on a professional, ongoing basis.47 Prof. Comerford and 
her project show that research on Jesuit libraries can be very fruitful. It can be conduct-
ed as case-studies, as with this project on the library of the Jesuit novitiate in Mainz, 
or the work can be done in a comparative mode. Further research on Jesuit libraries, 
also based on the data already collected in projects like the EJLPP, could investigate 
and compare libraries of different empires, with different languages and perspectives. 

Studying libraries allows us to understand the relationship between reading, teach-
ing, learning, and printing. In general, the schools of the Society of Jesus were among 
the best in Europe, not only for future Jesuits. Library collections show what influenced 
the Jesuits’ educational strategies—which is especially important in cases like that of 
Germany, where Catholicism was not the most common religion, unlike in Portugal, 
Spain, and Italy. 

45. As explained in the blogpost https://www.jesuit-libraries.com/single-post/books-on-asia-as-sources-
for-jesuit-missionary-vocation-guest-post-by-elisa-frei (accessed June 27, 2023).
46. The photos can be accessed via the following link: https://digitalcommons.georgiasouthern.edu/jesu-
it-lib/ (accessed June 27, 2023).
47. A database that successfully involves thousands of high school and university students in Europe and 
the Americas is the Digital Indipetae Database, which is being developed by the Institute for Advanced 
Jesuit Studies (IAJS) at Boston College. The students who want to collaborate (for an internship, in prepa-
ration of their dissertation, during special projects at school) receive a selected group of Litterae indipetae 
to transcribe; their work is supervised by an IAJS project assistant, who revises the transcriptions and 
uploads them to the website. This way, the critical edition of all the twenty-two thousand Litterae indipetae 
written by Jesuits in the early modern period and after the restoration of the order in 1814 will be accessi-
ble online in the coming years. On the value of the project also as a teaching tool, see Elisa Frei, “Minds 
and Hearts and Digital Data: Collaborative Learning with Jesuit Manuscripts and Databases,” Jesuit Higher 
Education: A Journal 11, no. 2 (2022): 95–104.
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These goals line up with the original aim of this current research project: getting 
to the roots of the missionary vocations of so many Jesuit petitioners for the East In-
dies. The motivations can be studied very well in their Indipetae letters, but knowing 
on which books these motivations may have been based suggests the value of further 
in-depth analysis of all the data collected in the library of the Jesuit novitiate of Mainz.


