Who is Our Lady of
Good Counsel?
It had been generally accepted that all the décor elements in the Cathedral were
destroyed by the fire in 1898, except for the stained glass window in the front of the
Blessed Virgin Chapel. However, a small, elegant painting of a Madonna and Child, which
used to hang in the Blessed Virgin Chapel, also survived the fire.
Some people have speculated that the painting could be a representation of Our Lady of
Perpetual Help, since the Cathedral carried this designation for about the first ten years
of its existence.
Painting that survived the fire

Before the fire, the painting hung above the altar in the Blessed Virgin Chapel, where
the mural of the Holy Spirit now adorns the wall. And afterwards — as indicated by the
photo in the booklet “The Cathedral of St. John the Baptist, Savannah, GA 1799-1902”, —
the painting was suspended above the tabernacle and below the statue of Mary, in the
Blessed Virgin Chapel.
The painting is an Eleousa, (the Mother of Tenderness), a well- known iconographic type
of the Mother of God. The Christ Child nestles close to his mother, rests on Mary's left
arm, her head bends toward him and their cheeks touch tenderly. The left hand of the
child gently grasps the rim of her dress, indicating the intimacy of nursing. Based on the
positioning of the Mother and Child, the hands of the Infant and the respective glances
of the figures at each other and rather than the viewer, it more closely resembles the
image of Our Lady of Good Counsel than Our Lady of Perpetual Help.

View of Blessed Virgin Chapel with
painting hanging over the altar Circa
1902

Who is Our Lady of Good Counsel?
The image Our Mother of Good Counsel, as it is known in the West, is traced to the year
1467 to Genazzano, Italy, a small town about thirty miles southeast of Rome. It is
presently located in a side chapel, built between 1621 and 1629, in the church of Our
Lady of Good Counsel, whence the image derives its name.
There are two strands to the story of Our Lady of Good Counsel. Most sources refer to
the ancient intertwined holy legends of an Albanian image, Our Lady of Shkodra (Good
Counsel) and the Italian image in Genazzano.

Our Lady of Perpetual Help

Albania – The story of Our Lady of Shkodra (Good Counsel) is in part the story of
Albanian Catholicism. Albanians nourished a particular devotion and love for the Virgin
Mary and in particular, a beautiful icon of Our Lady which hung on the wall over the main
altar in the church of Zoja e Bekueme. During the time when the Ottoman Turks were
advancing in the fifteenth century, it became a source of consolation and
encouragement. One day during the siege of Shkodra, two escaping Albanians stopped at
the Church of Zoja e Bekueme to pray for their safe journey. While praying fervently,
they suddenly noticed the painting moving away from the wall. The two Albanians
followed the painting, as if it were a bright star, all the way to Rome, where the image
disappeared. They heard rumors that a miraculous image had appeared in Genazzano.
They went to the nearby town and there discovered the painting of their beloved Zoja e
Bekueme. The two settled down and made Genazzano their home.

Genazzano – It is here that the second strand of the story begins. When Pope Sixtus III
(432-440) called for help in renovating the Papal Basilica of Saint Mary Major, the people
of Genazzano contributed generously and property was given to the town on which a
church was eventually built, with the title Our Lady of Good Counsel. With the passage
of time the church became decrepit and ill-kempt. During the year of the miracle, 1467,
a local widow named Petruccia de Geneo felt herself called to spend her meager funds
on needed repairs. Her friends and neighbors thought her plan presumptuous. They
scoffed and ridiculed her, laughingly calling the effort "Petruccia's Folly." Her efforts
were nevertheless rewarded in a marvelous manner.

Our Lady of Good Counsel
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Our Lady of Good Counsel
(Patroness of the National
Council of Catholic Women)

On St. Mark's Day, April 25, 1467, the entire population of the city was participating in
the yearly festival in honor of the day's patron. About 4 o'clock in the afternoon the
merrymakers began to hear the strains of exquisite music. Then, while they silently
gazed at the sky for the source of the singing, they saw, in an otherwise clear sky, a
mysterious cloud that descended until it obliterated an unfinished wall of the church.
Before the thousands of awe-struck revelers, the cloud parted and dissipated, revealing a
portrait of Our Lady and the Christ Child. This was resting on the top of the unfinished
wall that was only a few feet high. It is said that the church bells of the city rang of their
own accord, attracting people from outlying areas who hurried to investigate the
untimely ringing. Petruccia, who had been praying in another area, rushed to the scene
when she heard the bells and fell down in tears before the miraculous image.
All of Italy came to visit the blessed and very beautiful image of Mary which appeared on
the wall without human intervention. The fresco has unexplainably remained
suspended in the air close to the wall of the chapel in the church of Our Lady of Good
Counsel for over five hundred years, whence the image derives its name. Measuring
approximately 15-1/2 inches by 17-1/2 inches, the painting is a fresco executed on a thin
layer of plaster or porcelain not much thicker than paper. It appears suspended in midair in its frame, with approximately an inch of space between it and the wall behind it.
The only support is on the lower edge where it rests on a small base on one of its sides,
i.e. from the center to the extreme right. There are also indications that the image
appears to bear different expressions according to particular situations. There is a vast
registry of miraculous happenings related to the image of Our Lady of Good Counsel and
to its copies. Conversions, healings, and specially requested graces are among the
numerous accounts of extraordinary occurrences related in connection with the image.
In the United States, there is a chapel dedicated to Our Lady of Good Counsel in the
National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception. Our Lady of Good Counsel soon became
a symbol of lay involvement and today, there are women's groups, such as the Christian
Mothers here in America, who turn to the patronage of Our Lady of Good Counsel. Our
Lady of Good Counsel is Patroness of The National Council of Catholic Women.
The condition of the frame on the painting had deteriorated significantly over time.
There were many chips and it had been painted over with a dull bronze paint. Michael
O’Brien of The Gilder’s Workshop discovered that the frame was originally covered with
gold leaf, much of which was still intact under the bronze paint. The ladies of the
Cathedral CCW funded the restoration of the frame to its original condition. The Feast
Day of Our Lady of Good Counsel is April 26th and the painting is being displayed at
Mass on April 28 and 29, in conjunction with the Deanery CCW Convention. We are
hopeful of displaying this painting, a rich piece of our history, in the Cathedral on a
permanent basis.
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