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rope, and of the territories renamed after the last wars [Augsburg: Bodenehr, 1720]), 
there is a group of children playing together, and the reader has made sure that their 
nakedness is properly covered. 

That some books were thoroughly read is suggested by the corrections made by 
knowledgeable readers. The best example of this kind of meticulous revision is found 
in an edition of Orazio Torsellino’s (1545–99) De vita Francisci Xaverii qui primus e So-
cietate Iesu in Indiam & Iaponiam Evangelium inuexit, libri sex (Six books on the life of 
Francis Xavier, who was the first Jesuit to bring the Gospel to India and Japan [Rome: 
Zanetti, 1596]). As with today’s books, it was practically impossible to eliminate all ty-
pos, and readers could not help but notice them. On page 123, the philological reader 
underlined an “obversetur” and substituted it with an “obversaretur.”38 The rest of the 
passage is written in the imperfect subjunctive, as in reported speech, so the change 
is correct.

38. Obvers[ar]etur oculis Xaverius pij belli autor, pro ipsorum salute, ac Victoria supplicans (Xavier appeared 
before their eyes as one promoting the holy war, praying for their safety and victory).
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Finally, there was a third type of correction made by readers that revealed the atten-
tion and care taken when reading the content, almost as if they were professional copy-
editors. One meticulous reader, for example, corrected the number of a chapter of the 
third book “Piratico Vectus lembo tandem Navarcho, & Daemonibus invitis in Iapon-
iam appellit” (Sailing on a pirate ship, Xavier finally lands in Japan, though the captain 
and the devils were in opposition) from “XVI” to “XVIII.” Was he right? Yes, because 
in consulting other versions of Torsellino’s life of Xavier, we see that this book39 does 
not include a chapter 19 and finishes with this very section.

Finally, all of these books had ex libris, stamps or handwritten notes mentioning their 
provenance and history—which were sometimes long and tortuous. These inscrip-
tions could be very well written and clear, like this one in the Chartae geographicae: Ex 
liberali donatione Nobilis & Consultissimi Domini, Domini Joannis […] Domûs Probationis 

39. See for instance the edition printed in Antwerp in the typography of Ioachim Trognaesi in 1596, 278.
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Societatis IESU Moguntiae (Geographical maps: Generously donated by the noble Lord 
Johannes Braun […] to the probation house of the Society of Jesus in Mainz). But their 
provenance could include many changes of ownership, and traces of this trail of cus-
tody can be much more difficult to read. The library’s edition of P. Jourdain’s Cosmog-
raphie et pèlerinage du monde universel (Cosmography and pilgrimage of the universal 
world [Paris: Clovzier et Prome, 1669])40 shows many owners in sequence, with the 
more recent ones canceling the traces of the previous ones and almost filling up the 
frontispiece. 

The same happens with the inner parts of this book, edited by the already men-
tioned Torsellino and once again about Francis Xavier, but this time with reference 
to his epistolary: Francisci Xaverii epistolarum libri quatuor (The four books of Francis 
Xavier’s letters [Mainz: Apud Lippium, 1600]). The book contains a sequence of call 
numbers testifying to the many times it was moved in the early modern period and in 
the more recent libraries that held it for some time. Both pictures show how the own-
ers shelf marks changed from time to time.

40. Full title continues as Dénobrement de toutes ses parties abbrege’ contenant les descriptions, situations, 
bornes, limites & grandeurs des empires, royaumes, principautes, republiques, & autres états, avec des plus curieux 
points des histoires; plusieurs chemins terrestres & maritimes pour les longs voyages (Enumeration of all the 
abridged parts containing the descriptions, situations, limits, and sizes of the empires, kingdoms, prin-
cipalities, republics, and other states, with the most curious historical points; several land and sea routes 
for long trips).
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The books on the missions and on Asian civilizations covered different topics, 
which this graphic groups under a few main areas:

Sixty percent of the authors were Jesuits, thirty percent of the authors were not. As 
for books on the farthest countries in the world, there are numerous books written by 
Jesuits, who interpret these territories mainly as missionary destinations. They focus 
on the history and geography of the countries, mostly after but also before the Jesuits 
started planning missions there. Often these publications are the most up to date and 
precise ones available on the topic because the Jesuits were part of the most docu-
mented knowledge networks of the early modern period. The most renowned books 
available to the Jesuits in the Mainz novitiate were De Christiana expeditione apud Si-
nas suscepta (On the Christian mission in China [Augsburg: Mang, 1615]) by Matteo 
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Ricci (1552–1610); Lettere del Giappone dell’anno MDLXXII: Scritte dalli reverendi Padri 
della Compagnia di Giesú (Letters from Japan written by the reverend Jesuit fathers in 
the year 1572 [Rome: Zanetti, 1579]), collected and edited by the Society of Jesus; and 
the Novus Atlas Sinensis (New Chinese atlas [Amsterdam: Blaeu, 1655]) by Martino Mar-
tini (1614–61).

But the travels and geographical discoveries that Jesuit libraries contained were 
also described by non-Jesuits, as in the case of Mercator’s Atlas sive Cosmographicae 
meditationes: De fabrica mundi et de fabricati figura (Atlas or cosmographical medita-
tions: On the creation and form of the world [Amsterdam: Hondius, 1613]); Warhafft-
ige Relation: Der dreyen newen unerhoerten seltzamen Schiffart so die Hollaendischen und 
Seelandischen Schiff gegen Mitternacht drey Jar nach einander als Anno 1594. 1595. und 
1596. verricht. Wie sie Nortvvegen, Lappiam, Biarmiam, und Russiam, oder Moscoviam […] 
umbsegelt haben (True account: The three new, unheard-of, strange naval journeys that 
the Dutch performed in the three years 1594, 1595, and 1596 and how they circumnav-
igated Norway, Lapland, Bjarmaland, and Russia, or Moscovia [Nuremberg: Hulsius, 
1598]); and Warhafftiger Bericht von den New-erfundnen Japponischen Jnseln vnd Koenigre-
ichen auch von anderenzuvor vnbekandten Jndianischen Lande (True account of the newly 
discovered Japanese islands and kingdoms, and also of other previously unknown ter-
ritories in the Indies [Fribourg: Gemperlin, 1586]).41 Some of these books were written 
by geographers and travelers who were not even Catholic, but it was important for the 
Jesuit library to keep them because they offered accounts of the recently discovered 
areas of the world, often for the first time.

The present research tried to identify books related to travels, specifically in the 
East. Asia and martyrdom emerged as an inseparable combination, as shown in titles 
like De Christianis apud Iaponios triumphis sive de gravissima ibidem contra Christi fidem 
persecutione (Of the triumphs of the Christians among the Japanese, or of the most 
severe persecution there against the Christian faith [Munich: Sadeler, 1623]) by the 
Flemish procurator of the vice-province of China Nicolas Trigault (1577–1628) and De 
rebus Iaponicis historica relatio (A historical account of what happened in Japan) by the 
Portuguese Luís Froís (1532–97), one of the first Jesuits operating in Japan. Some of 
the sections of the latter book are especially relevant: the first one describes De gloriosa 
morte 26. crucifixorum, that is, it focuses on the martyrs of Nagasaki in 1597; while the 
third part informs the reader about De rebus per Iaponiam anno 1596 a Patris Societatis 
Iesu durante persecutione gestis, or the story of the persecutions suffered by the Jesuits 
from the first anti-Christian decrees issued by the Japanese authorities at the turn of 
the sixteenth century. The Flemish Cornelius Hazart (1617–90) is the author of Die 
Asiatische Länder: Japon, China, Tartaria, Mogor, und Bisnagar (The Asiatic countries: 
Japan, China, Tartaria, Mogor, and Bisnagar [Vienna: Voigt, 1678]). The books contain 
dozens of images representing the most horrific tortures, confirming once again how 
the Asian continent was inextricably intertwined with the idea of martyrdom—espe-
cially in the case of Japan, one of the destinations young Jesuits from all over Europe 
most longed for.

41. On this volume, see Nebgen, “Renward Cysat und sein ‘Warhafftiger Bericht.’”
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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.


