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Barbara of Celje 
The Black Queen 

 

Barbara of Celje (Barbara von Cilli, Cillei Borbála, Barbora Cellská, Barbora Celjská, nicknamed the Black 

Queen), countess; Queen of Hungary, Germany and Bohemia, empress (b. c. 1392, probably Celje; d. 11 July 

1451, Mělník, Bohemia; buried in St Vitus Cathedral, Prague, Bohemia). Her father was Hermann II of Celje, 

count; her mother Anna of Schaunberg, countess. Her husband was Sigismund of Luxembourg, King of 

Hungary, Bohemia and Germany, emperor; her daughter Elizabeth of Luxembourg, Queen of Hungary, 

Bohemia and Germany; her son-in-law Albert II of Habsburg, King of Hungary, Bohemia and Germany; her 

grandson Ladislaus Postumus, King of Hungary and Bohemia, Duke of Austria; her first cousin Anna of Celje, 

Queen of Poland, wife of King Władysław II Jagiełło; her brothers Frederick II of Celje, count and Prince of the 

Empire, and Hermann of Celje, Bishop of Freising; her nephew Ulrich II of Celje, count and Prince of the 

Empire; her brother-in-law Nicholas Garai, Palatine of Hungary; and her nieces Catherine Garai, countess, 

wife of Count Henry IV of Gorizia, and Margaret of Celje, Duchess of Cieszyn-Głogów. 

 

Barbara was the youngest of the six children of Count Hermann II of Celje and Countess Anna of Schaunberg 

(d. 1396). She was brought up at the court in Celje together with her cousin Anna, who in 1402 married the 

Polish king Władysław II Jagiełło. Barbara was assigned an important role in her father’s dynastic plans at an 

early age, when after the Battle of Nicopolis (1396) opportunities opened up for the Counts of Celje within the 

Kingdom of Hungary. In 1401 Hermann betrothed her to the Hungarian king Sigismund, who was twenty-four 

years older than she. In November 1405 they were married in Krapina, and on 6 December she was crowned 

Queen of Hungary at Székesfehérvár. As her morning gift (dower), her husband granted her the most extensive 

estates and revenues ever assigned to a Hungarian queen up to that time, which placed her among the 
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wealthiest female rulers of late medieval Europe. In addition to the traditional estates of Hungarian queens 

(Óbuda, Csepel, Diósgyőr, Kecskemét), a large part of these lay in Slavonia: the towns of Gradec (the royal 

part of Zagreb), Koprivnica (with its castle), Virovitica (with its county), Požega (with its castle and county), and 

the castles/lordships of Veliki and Mali Kalnik, Garić, Garešnica, Stupčanica and Paližna. From 1407 onwards, 

following her husband’s example, she also maintained her own court. 

 

Barbara and Sigismund were regarded by their contemporaries as the most beautiful ruling couple in Europe. 

Barbara was famed for her education, mastered several languages, and early acquired strong influence at 

court and over her husband’s political decisions (documents mention her consent). In 1408 she and Sigismund 

were also co-founders of the elite chivalric Order of the Dragon (Societas Draconistarum). In 1409 the couple’s 

daughter Elizabeth was born, who was at the same time Sigismund’s only child and heir to the throne 

(betrothed in 1411, married in 1422 to Duke Albert V of Habsburg). In governing, Sigismund relied on Barbara 

and repeatedly authorised her to administer the kingdom in his absence (1412–14, 1415–19, 1430–32). In this 

she found support especially in her brother-in-law Nicholas Garai, the leading Hungarian magnate and palatine 

(d. 1433, married to Anna of Celje), and in the Archbishop of Esztergom, John Kanizsai. 

 

In 1410 Sigismund was also elected King of Germany, by which Barbara became Queen of Germany as well. 

The couple’s coronation took place on 8 November 1414 in Aachen (Barbara was the last German queen to 

be crowned in this ancient capital of Charlemagne). Sigismund arrived from Italy, while Barbara came through 

Nuremberg with a magnificent escort of 2,000 horsemen. After the coronation, in December they travelled 

together to the Council of Constance, where Barbara, through her public appearances over the following half-

year, received great European publicity (as recorded in the illustrated chronicle of Ulrich von Richental). After 

returning to Hungary in November 1415, she again ruled for four years in the king’s name, but she is said not 

to have been equal to the difficult situation (Ottoman incursions, disputes among the nobility). In addition to 

the unproven assumptions of older historiography about infidelity, this is said to have been one of the reasons 

why, after Sigismund’s return in February 1419, she fell into his disfavour. She and her daughter were exiled 

until the end of the year to Várad (Oradea in present-day Romania), and her estates were temporarily 

confiscated. The true reasons for the conflict between the spouses remain insufficiently clarified. 

 

At the end of 1419 they reconciled, and this was followed by a decade and a half of harmony. Barbara 

accompanied her husband on numerous political journeys and military campaigns. After the death of his 

brother Wenceslas in 1419, Sigismund also became heir to the Bohemian crown (at that time the Hussite 

movement had broken out in Bohemia). At the beginning of 1420 Barbara was with her husband in Wrocław 

in Silesia and then on the first of five crusades against the Hussites in Bohemia, where in July he besieged 

Prague and was crowned King of Bohemia (Barbara only in 1437). At the beginning of May 1422 the couple 

attended in Vienna the wedding of their fourteen-year-old daughter Elizabeth to Duke Albert V of Habsburg 

(the marriage contract between them had already been concluded in September 1421; the bride was assigned 

an exceptional dowry of 100,000 florins, and in the event of Albert’s and Sigismund’s deaths the guardianship 

of Elizabeth’s descendants was assigned to Barbara and her great-grandfather Hermann II, which 

demonstrates the exceptional influence of the Counts of Celje at the Hungarian court). 

 

In the spring of 1422 Barbara accompanied her husband on the campaign against the Hussites into Moravia 

and in the summer to the imperial diet in Nuremberg (her second and last time in Germany), in March 1424 to 

the coronation of the new Polish queen Sophia (Sonka) Holszańska in Kraków, in the winter of 1426–27 on 

the military campaign into Transylvania, and in January 1429 to the Polish king Władysław II at the diet of the 

Grand Duchy of Lithuania in Lutsk (present-day Ukraine). She was present with her husband at three German 

imperial diets: in Wrocław in 1420, Nuremberg in 1422, and Bratislava in 1429. Her active role is also indicated 

by the fact that at the beginning of 1429 she was admitted together with Sigismund (as a lay person) into the 

Teutonic Order, which was of great importance in the king’s political plans. Barbara’s kinship ties and genuine 

contacts with the Polish king Władysław II in particular contributed to the long-lasting good relations between 

Sigismund and Poland. Mention should also be made of the diplomatically eventful summer of 1424, when the 

court at Buda hosted King Erik of Denmark, Sigismund’s cousin (on his way to Jerusalem), the Byzantine 

emperor John VIII Palaiologos, the Serbian despot Stefan Lazarević, an embassy of the Turkish sultan Murad 
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II, Duke William III of Bavaria, and Barbara’s and Sigismund’s daughter Elizabeth with her husband Albert V 

of Habsburg. Barbara certainly did not play a negligible role in these events. 

 

The harmony of the ruling couple in the 1420s was also reflected in Sigismund’s gifts to the queen. Because 

of the Ottoman threat, in 1424 she returned the Slavonian estates and in compensation received even richer 

ones in northern Hungary. The king granted her the counties of Zólyom and Trenčín with several royal towns 

(Zvolen, Trenčín, Brezno, Krupina in present-day Slovakia), numerous castles, and mining centres (Banská 

Bystrica, Kremnica, etc.). At the same time she received revenues from the thirtieth customs duty (import-

export customs) throughout the kingdom. In 1426 she also received three lordships in Moravia, in 1427 the 

substantial Hungarian state revenues from metal extraction and the mints, in 1430 the county of Liptov, and in 

1436 the Jewish tax throughout the whole empire. At the king’s death (1437) she possessed thirty major 

Hungarian lordships with castles and numerous towns and market towns. She became the richest woman in 

the kingdom and one of the wealthiest in contemporary Europe, which guaranteed her both political influence 

and independence. She actively and successfully managed her own economic and financial resources and 

was among Sigismund’s principal creditors. When in March 1436 her husband assigned to her the Jewish tax, 

Barbara, through her agents, actually levied it throughout the whole empire, including the Papal States. For 

this purpose in 1436–37 she addressed personal letters to Pope Eugenius IV and numerous princes: Duke 

Amadeus VIII of Savoy, Duke Filippo Maria Visconti of Milan, Duke Adolf of Jülich and Berg, Duke René of 

Lorraine and Bar, Duke Adolf of Cleves, and others. 

 

Sigismund was again absent from 1430 to 1434. He was travelling in Germany; in May 1433 he was crowned 

emperor in Rome, and afterwards he also attended the Council of Basel (from October 1433 to May 1434). 

Barbara was never crowned empress, although sources often addressed her as such. She was the only 

medieval German ruler’s consort who did not accompany her husband to the imperial coronation. For the 

period of his absence Sigismund appointed her, together with her father Hermann, her son-in-law Nicholas 

Garai, and the Bishop of Pécs, as administrator of Hungary. The Hussite wars were at their height, and in 

1431–33 the western and northern parts of Hungary were severely devastated by their campaigns (Bratislava, 

the most important royal centre after Buda, was also threatened). Barbara actively, though less successfully, 

participated in the defence of the kingdom (the largest number of her charters survive from 1432 – twenty-

five). At the beginning of 1433 she also assembled an army for Sigismund’s continuation of the war against 

Venice (according to Hungarian envoys in Italy, 30,000 men). She was probably unable to cope with the difficult 

situation, and so Sigismund appointed a new regency council without the participation of the Counts of Celje. 

Even so, there was no break with them, as is shown by the greatest success of the dynastic policy of Count 

Hermann II: as early as September 1435 in Bratislava, Sigismund issued the charter elevating the Counts of 

Celje to Princes of the Empire, although Hermann died immediately afterwards (the ceremonial elevation took 

place a year later, on 30 November 1436 in Prague). 

 

The following years were marked by events in Bohemia, where the Hussite movement was calming down. 

After long peace negotiations, final reconciliation was achieved in July 1436 at Jihlava, and Sigismund was 

able to rule Bohemia. Together with Barbara he made a ceremonial entry into Prague on 23 August, where on 

11 February 1437, in St Vitus Cathedral and with the consent of the Bohemian estates, she was crowned 

Queen of Bohemia. The day before the coronation Sigismund also granted her extensive estates in Bohemia 

(the castle of Mělník later became her principal residence). During the year and a half spent in Bohemia she 

established close contacts with some of the leading nobles of both the Catholic and the moderate Hussite 

(Utraquist) parties, who later became her political allies. She learned Czech and conducted correspondence 

with them in Czech. Her chancellor Václav (from 1432 onwards) was also a Czech, while her personal 

physician Konrad was a Czech German. In July–August 1437, during Sigismund’s absence, she herself 

governed the Kingdom of Bohemia, which, given the delicate situation of the recently pacified land, 

demonstrates the great trust and cooperation between the spouses. After Sigismund’s return, now mortally ill, 

relations in the autumn began to deteriorate. Barbara did not support Sigismund’s choice of his son-in-law 

Albert V of Habsburg as successor to the Hungarian and Bohemian thrones; she favoured the Polish option of 

King Władysław III Jagiellon, which would have preserved for her greater political influence. During the return 

journey of the ruling couple from Prague to Hungary – Ulrich of Celje was also with them – Sigismund died on 



 

4 / 6 

9 December 1437 at Znojmo in Moravia. Albert had Barbara arrested and imprisoned in Bratislava until further 

notice, which meant the collapse of her political plans. 

 

Albert was elected king by the Hungarian estates as early as 18 December 1437, and crowned on 1 January 

1438. In Bohemia tensions arose between the Catholic nobility, who supported Albert (Ulrich of Rosenberg), 

and Barbara’s supporters, especially from the ranks of the Utraquists (Hynek Ptáček of Pirkstein, Aleš Holický 

of Šternberk). In April 1438 Barbara reached an agreement with Albert and was released, which pacified most 

of the Bohemian nobility, and Albert was on 29 June 1438 also crowned King of Bohemia in Prague. 

Nevertheless, civil war broke out in Bohemia. Uncertain of the future, in the summer of 1438 Barbara fled from 

Hungary to the Polish court in Kraków with five hundred horsemen and her treasury in the face of attacks by 

Albert’s supporters. She remained in exile until 1441, and all her estates in Hungary were confiscated (2 June 

1438). The question of the dowager queen’s status led to Albert’s war with Poland, which from the summer of 

1438 until the following spring was fought in Bohemia, in the border regions of Hungary, and in Silesia (Ulrich 

of Celje established good relations with Albert; he was his deputy in Bohemia and commander of the Bohemian 

forces in Silesia). The final reconciliation of the two sides brought Barbara no improvement in her position. 

Albert died of dysentery on 27 October 1439 while on campaign against the Ottomans, and Barbara’s daughter 

Elizabeth gave birth on 22 February 1440 to Ladislaus, heir to the Hungarian and Bohemian thrones. Ulrich of 

Celje became the chief protector of the rights of Elizabeth and Ladislaus to the throne. On 15 May 1440 

Ladislaus was crowned King of Hungary, which divided the Hungarian nobility and led to civil war. His 

opponents crowned Władysław III of Poland king on 17 June; by 1442 he managed to prevail, and until his 

premature death in 1444 (Battle of Varna) he established himself in Hungary as the legitimate ruler. Only in 

1445 was the five-year-old Ladislaus Postumus recognised as the new King of Hungary. 

 

In Bohemia, after 1439, an uncertain period of interregnum began (Ladislaus Postumus was recognised as 

King of Bohemia only in 1453). Nevertheless, with the support of a loyal part of the Bohemian nobility, Barbara 

was able to return in July 1441 and settled at Mělník as the dower seat of the queens of Bohemia. She entirely 

abandoned political ambitions in Hungary after the birth of her grandson Ladislaus and was also reconciled 

with her daughter Elizabeth (who died as early as 19 December 1442). In Bohemia, with her influential 

supporters (Ptáček, Holický, Poděbrady), she for some time retained a certain influence, though withdrawn 

from public life. This is attested also by her mission in the summer of 1448 to the papal legate Carvajal, who 

was then in Bohemia. From 1445 onwards her principal supporter and administrator of her estates was George 

of Poděbrady (later the leading Bohemian statesman, from 1453 protector of King Ladislaus Postumus, and 

from 1458 to 1471 King of Bohemia). Her secluded life at Mělník stirred the imagination and became the source 

of later, mostly unfounded rumours of a godless life, orgies, and alchemy. She died of plague on 11 July 1451; 

she was buried – accompanied also by Hussite priests – in the royal tomb in St Vitus Cathedral in Prague (the 

location of the grave, once marked by a striking tombstone, is no longer known). 

 

Barbara was undoubtedly an extraordinary example of a late medieval female ruler. She is described as 

intelligent, educated, ambitious, capable, influential, beautiful, and lively, which aroused strong opposition 

among her political enemies. It was precisely negative political propaganda that tarnished her memory right 

up to the twentieth century, including in historiography, where she was considered a “German Messalina”. 

Only in recent decades has she undergone historical rehabilitation. From the period of her life there is no 

evidence to justify these accusations. Negative propaganda – concerning the entire House of Celje – originated 

above all from the circle of the Habsburgs, their principal rivals for political influence in the Central European 

sphere. Particularly influential in this was the humanist Aeneas Silvius Piccolomini, from 1443 secretary and 

diplomat to King/Emperor Frederick III, whose biased view drew especially on Kaspar Schlick (d. 1449), the 

emperor’s chancellor and one of Barbara’s great enemies. Piccolomini wrote about the queen in several of his 

works (De viris illustribus; Historia Austrialis; Historia Bohemica), which strongly influenced the establishment 

of her image, particularly after the author’s rise to the papacy (Pius II, 1458–64). Already in the fifteenth century 

he was echoed by the Polish historian Jan Długosz, Antonio Bonfini, active at the Hungarian court (historian 

of King Matthias Corvinus), and Hartmann Schedel of Nuremberg. At the beginning of the sixteenth century all 

Piccolomini’s claims were adopted and further amplified – especially those concerning her sexual desire – by 

Johannes Cuspinianus, who served at the court of Emperor Maximilian; after him, in the seventeenth century, 
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Johann Jakob Fugger called her a “German Messalina”. The negative image of Barbara and her house was 

later disseminated also by national historiography in those lands in which they appeared as political opponents 

of domestic dynasties (Austria, Hungary, Croatia). 

 

Barbara was an exceptionally educated woman of her time. Besides German she knew Latin, Hungarian, 

Czech, presumably Polish, and – given her native environment – probably Slovenian. Despite the accidental 

and partial survival of her correspondence, it shows contacts with many influential persons of the age: the 

Polish king Władysław II and Queen Sophia, the Grand Duke of Lithuania Vytautas, the Bohemian magnate 

Ulrich of Rosenberg (in Czech), the Grand Master of the Teutonic Order Paul von Rusdorf, the imperial 

chamberlain Konrad von Weinsberg, the mayor of Vienna Hans Holczler, and others. She was also repeatedly 

in contact with several important cities of the German Empire – Frankfurt, Lübeck, Vienna. Her active 

participation in government and public life is attested by at least 270 of her surviving charters (from the 

Hungarian National Archives in Budapest alone), which far exceeds other late medieval queens. She was 

unquestionably the most politically active female ruler of that period in Europe, as is also shown by her itinerary 

– in the course of her rule in Hungary she undertook no fewer than 114 journeys between 1405 and 1438 

(though she spent most of her time in Buda, where most of her charters were issued). The discovery of new 

sources that might shed light on her many-sidedness cannot be ruled out, as is suggested by a recent 

remarkable finding: in 1429 the queen founded the noble/ladies’ chivalric Order of the Phoenix, thereby 

showing extraordinary originality and self-confidence; nothing comparable existed in Europe at that time. 

 

Accusations of Barbara’s impiety spread only after her death. Perhaps also because she spent the end of her 

life among the Hussites, who for many still counted as heretics. In the sixteenth century she even ended up 

on a list of the greatest heretics “since the beginning of the world” (Gabriel du Préau, 1569), although she was 

deeply devout and regularly attended church services (in 1424, for example, she received from Pope Martin V 

the privilege of a personal portable altar, an early Mass before the beginning of the day, and the free choice 

of confessor). Like other members of the House of Celje, she distinguished herself by supporting ecclesiastical 

institutions; in this she did not differ from her contemporaries. This is testified by a series of her privileges for 

monasteries, especially for the Pauline monks in Slavonia (the Pauline monastery of Lepoglava in Zagorje, 

around 1400, was the first of the monastic foundations of her father Hermann II). After her death, in 1452, the 

general chapter of the strict Carthusian order decided that prayers for her were to be offered in all the houses 

of the order throughout Europe, which testifies to her piety and favour towards the Carthusians (a family 

tradition of the Counts of Celje). Against the accusations mentioned would also speak the fact that reformist 

Hussite priests accompanied her funeral. There is, however, probably a grain of truth in her interest in alchemy, 

about which her contemporary, the Bohemian alchemist Johann von Laaz, wrote, claiming that he visited her 

in her workshop (supposedly at Mělník). 

 

After her departure from Celje in 1405, according to present knowledge Barbara never again visited the 

Slovene lands or had noteworthy contacts with them. The exception is a charter issued on 25 January 1417 

at Veszprém, by which she confirmed that her brother Frederick, for 4,000 florins lent to him, had pledged to 

her the castle of Mehovo below the Gorjanci Hills (the charter preserves her seal with the Hungarian and Celje 

coats of arms and the inscription: S.BARBARE.DEI.GRATIA.REGINE.VNGARIE). How long she possessed 

Mehovo is unknown; later the castle was again in the possession of the Counts of Celje. Between 1408 and 

1412 she stayed several times on her father’s and her own estates in Slavonia, in the immediate vicinity of her 

native lands. In January 1408 she was in Čakovec, in September in Samobor, and in October–November 1412 

in Koprivnica, at Veliki Kalnik Castle, and in Križevci. It cannot be ruled out that she may also have visited 

Celje (she was an exceptionally mobile ruler). Certain indirect evidence of the preservation of some contacts 

is provided by some of her castellans in Slavonia, who came from the clientele of her father Hermann. The 

influential Sigismund Neuhauser (from Dobrna) was her castellan at Kalnik; he was even admitted into 

Sigismund’s Order of the Dragon and was buried at Ptujska Gora, which the Counts of Celje also generously 

endowed with works of art. The Styrian knight Gašper Rattenperger is attested in 1414 as her castellan at Stari 

grad/Kamengrad (Kewar) near Koprivnica. 
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Despite Barbara’s active public life, not a single true portrait of her has survived or is known. Together with 

Sigismund she is depicted in several illustrated versions of Ulrich von Richental’s chronicle of the Council of 

Constance in scenes of public manifestations (the ceremonial arrival of the royal procession into the town, 

Christmas Mass, the Easter Sunday procession, etc.). In the opinion of art historians, perhaps the closest thing 

to a portrait is the church fresco by Master Wenceslas at Riffian in South Tyrol, where the king and queen are 

shown in the motif of the fall of the golden calf. It was created in 1415, perhaps under the direct influence of 

Barbara’s appearance at Constance. Similar is the figure of Saint Barbara on the winged altar from the Finnish 

village of Kalanti, created after 1420 (its master was a Dominican from Hamburg). Besides the recognisable 

Sigismund, the figure of the saint is depicted, probably a cryptoportrait of Barbara. Her most famous depiction, 

however, is as Venus on horseback in Konrad Kyeser’s Bellifortis (c. 1414–15). The negative propaganda of 

fifteenth- and sixteenth-century historiography and the improbable accusations found an echo also in 

numerous tales and legends of the “Black Queen”, recorded in Croatia, Hungary, and Slovakia. Barbara’s 

figure acquired its strangest role as an alleged literary model for the vampire Carmilla, Dracula’s female double, 

in the novella by the Irish writer Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu (1872); the story is set in Styria, in the fictional 

lordship of “Karnstein”. 
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