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April 23, 2026

| am interested in the etymology and history of the English word "to rob" (as in stealing). As
you research this, please restrict your sources to academic ones. What is the oldest source
for this word and what are its linguistic roots? As you research this, please also include
cases in which the word "rob" became used to refer to clothes, such as the Catalan "roba"
and the Castilian "ropa." Please provide me with a comprehensive history of how this word
developed.
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Jonathan, this is a fascinating question that touches on one of the most remarkable cases
of semantic bifurcation in the history of European languages. Let me walk through the full
trajectory.

The Proto-Indo-European Root

The deepest recoverable ancestor is the PIE root *Hrewp-, meaning "to break, to tear, to
rend." This root is reconstructed on the basis of cognates across multiple |IE branches. The
Latin rumpd ("l break, | burst, | violate") descends from the PIE nasal-infixed present
*Hrunépti ~ *Hrumpénti, from the root *Hrewp- ("break"), and is cognate with

Sanskrit lumpati ("he breaks, he plunders"). The connection to Latin rumpo is what gives us
the modern English word "corrupt" (from Latin corruptus, past participle of corrumpere, "to
break apart entirely"), which is the standard etymological reference point for this PIE root in
English-language dictionaries. Some sources reconstruct the root as *reup- or *runp-, but
these represent variant notations for the same proto-form. Michiel de Vaan's Etymological



Dictionary of Latin and the other Italic Languages (Brill, 2008) provides the standard
academic treatment of the Latin reflex. Wiktionary

Proto-Germanic *raubo / *raubaz / *raubona

Through Grimm's Law and subsequent Germanic sound changes, the PIE root produced a
cluster of interrelated Proto-Germanic forms. The Proto-Germanic reconstructions include
*raub0, *raubaz, and *raubag, all meaning "booty, that which is stripped or carried away,"
derived from Proto-Indo-European *reup- ("to tear, peel"). The core semantic logic here is
significant: the original sense was physical — tearing, breaking, rending — and from this
developed the notion of forcibly stripping or carrying away possessions (i.e., plundering).
The standard academic reference for these Proto-Germanic forms is Guus

Kroonen's Etymological Dictionary of Proto-Germanic (Brill, 2013), part of the Leiden Indo-
European Etymological Dictionary Series. YourDictionary

The verb form was *raubona ("to rob, to plunder"), and the

noun *raubo or *raubaz designated the plunder itself — the booty, the spoils. Friedrich
Kluge's classic etymological dictionary of German, as preserved in early editions, traces
German Raub ("robbery, spoil") through Middle High German roup and Old High
German roub, comparing Old Saxon réf, Dutch roof ("robbery"), and Anglo-

Saxon reaf ("robbery, booty"), all allied to Anglo-Saxon redfan ("to break, rend") and Old
Icelandic rjufa ("to break, rend"), and connects these further to Latin rumpo. Wikisource

The Critical Dual Meaning in the Oldest Germanic Attestations

What makes this word family so linguistically interesting is that already in the earliest
attested Germanic languages, the noun carried a dual meaning: both

"plunder/booty" and "garment/clothing." The key witness is Old English reaf, which meant
simultaneously "plunder, booty, spoil" and "garment, armor, vestment." Old

English réaf meant "spoils, booty, dress, armour, robe, garment," and Old

English réafian meant "to steal, deprive." This is not a case of later homophony; itis a single
word with a semantic range that encompassed both the act's product (loot) and its most
typical form (clothing and equipment stripped from enemies). Wiktionary

The verb réafian ("to plunder, to strip, to deprive") survives in Modern English as the archaic
"to reave," and more recognizably in the compound "bereave" — which originally meant to
rob or despoil someone, with the modern sense of loss through death being a later
metaphorical extension. Old English bereafian meant "to deprive of, take away by violence,
seize, rob," from be- + reafian "rob, plunder," from Proto-Germanic *raubdjanan. Etymonline

Old Icelandic rjufa is a class |l strong verb meaning "to break, to rend," derived from Proto-
Germanic *reufang; weak cognates include Dutch roven ("rob") and German rauben ("rob"),
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as well as Latin rumpere ("breach") and Late Latin raubare ("rob"). This Old Norse strong
verb preserves the original physical meaning of breaking or rending most
transparently. Uni-goettingen

The Path into French and English: "Rob" and "Robe"

The word family entered the Romance languages through two principal channels: Frankish
(a West Germanic language) and Gothic (an East Germanic language). In Gaul, the Frankish
superstrate language left deep marks on Old French.

English "rob" comes from Middle English robben, from Anglo-Norman robber, from Late
Latin raubare, from Frankish *raubon (compare Dutch roven) and Old High

German roubdn, raubén ("to rob, steal, plunder"), from Proto-Germanic *raubong. The
word is first attested in English around the late twelfth century. The Late Latin verb

form raubare represents a Latinization of the Frankish verb, an adaptation into the
morphological patterns of Latin that allowed the word to spread through Romance-
speaking territories. Wiktionary

Meanwhile, the noun form traveled a parallel path into French as robe. English "robe"
entered the language in the late thirteenth century from Old French robe meaning "long,
loose outer garment" (attested in the twelfth century), which itself derived from a Germanic
source (compare Old High German rouba meaning "vestments"), from West Germanic
*raubo meaning "booty." The etymological reasoning behind the semantic shift is that fine
garments were among the most typical and valuable items taken as spoils of war. The Old
French word retained a secondary sense of "plunder, booty," while Germanic cognates
carried both senses, as in Old English reaf meaning "plunder, booty, spoil; garment, armor,
vestment." EtymonlineEtymonline

So English ended up with a doublet: "rob" (the verb, through Anglo-Norman) and "robe" (the
noun, through Old French), both from the same Proto-Germanic root but entering English
at slightly different times and by slightly different routes. The native English cognate
"reave/bereave" was already present from Old English, giving us three reflexes of the same
root.

The Iberian Branch: Castilian ropa, Catalan roba, Galician-Portuguese roupa

This is where your professional interests intersect most directly. The Iberian reflexes
entered through Visigothic Gothic rather than Frankish, making them East Germanic
loanwords rather than West Germanic ones.

Patricia E. Mason's 1979 article "Social Implications of Borrowing: The Visigothic Element
in Hispano-Romance" (Word, 30:3, pp. 257-272) provides one of the clearest academic
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discussions of the process. Mason lists Spanish ropa as deriving from a Gothic *raupa
meaning "booty," placing it among Visigothic loanwords in the category of clothing
terminology. Joan Corominas and José Antonio Pascual's Diccionario critico etimoldgico
castellano e hispanico — the standard academic etymological dictionary for Castilian —
treats ropa under this same derivation. Taylor & Francis Online

The semantic trajectory in Iberia mirrors what happened in Gaul but proceeded somewhat
independently. Castilian ropa ("clothing, garment") derives from Gothic *raupo ("booty,
spoils"), from Proto-Germanic *raubaz ("plunder"), with a metaphorical shift toward attire
as captured goods. The Galician cognate roupa preserves the diphthong more
transparently. Galician roupa is listed among words of Gothic extraction shared by
Galician, Portuguese, Spanish, and sometimes Catalan and Occitan, and its cognates
include Gothic raupjan ("to pluck") and Old English ripan ("to spoil, from

plunder"). GrokipediaWikipedia

Catalan roba follows the same derivation. The word is ubiquitous in medieval Catalan
documents — and you will have encountered it in your ACA sources — functioning as a
generic term for clothing, textiles, and personal effects. In the Catalan-speaking

territories, roba retained a somewhat broader semantic range than Castilian ropa, often
encompassing moveable goods and possessions more generally (closer to the original
"booty" sense), alongside its primary meaning of clothing. The related verb robar ("to rob, to
steal") entered both Castilian and Catalan through the same channel, with

Spanish robar deriving from Late Latin raubare, from Frankish *raubon ("to plunder"), from
Proto-Germanic *raubong ("to tear or strip away"). Grokipedia

There is an interesting scholarly question about whether ropa/roba entered Iberian Latin
directly from Visigothic Gothic or whether some of these words traveled via Frankish
influence through Carolingian contacts with northern Iberia. Many Germanisms in Spanish
are common to the other Romance languages and therefore came via Latin; a significant
number also arrived later via Old French or Occitan rather than directly from

Gothic. For ropa/roba specifically, the consensus following Corominas leans toward a
direct Visigothic origin, partly because the word appears across all Iberian Romance
languages including those of regions (like Galicia) that had less Frankish

influence. WordReference

As one Oxford Academic study of the linguistic panorama of Visigothic Hispania notes, the
Visigothic lexical borrowings into Iberian Latin tended to belong to the domestic sphere and
everyday commercial life, which is consistent with a clothing term like ropa. Oxford
Academic
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The Semantic Chain Summarized

The full semantic evolution can be traced as follows: PIE *Hrewp- ("to break, to tear") >
Proto-Germanic *raubo6/*raubaz ("that which is torn away, spoils, booty") > a dual
development where the noun came to designate the most characteristic form of moveable
plunder (garments, textiles, armor), while the verb retained the action of plundering > in
Old English réaf, both senses coexisted in a single word - in Old French, the

noun robe specialized toward "garment" while the verb rober kept the sense of "to steal" >
in Visigothic Iberia, Gothic *raup0 similarly bifurcated into Castilian ropa/robar,

Catalan roba/robar, and Galician-Portuguese roupa/roubar.

The key academic references for further reading on this trajectory are

Kroonen's Etymological Dictionary of Proto-Germanic (Brill, 2013), de Vaan's Etymological
Dictionary of Latin and the other Italic Languages (Brill, 2008), Corominas and

Pascual's Diccionario critico etimoldgico castellano e hispanico, Mason (1979) in Word,
and for the broader context of Germanic loanwords in Romance, the Oxford chapter on
Latin language in Visigothic Hispania you'll find in Languages and Communities in the Late-
Roman and Post-Imperial Western Provinces (OUP). Don Ringe's From Proto-Indo-
European to Proto-Germanic (Oxford, 2nd ed. 2017) provides the phonological framework
for understanding the sound changes involved.
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barreig, etc.; cast. botin. E la vila presa... dixeren que uolien que's faés encant dels moros e
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| am going to paste the entry on "roba" from the Diccionari-catala-valencia-balear
produced by the Institut d'Estudis Catalans. | want you to study the information in this entry
and then help me to answer a question. The question is: If | see "Robes" mentioned in a
Catalan letter from 1387, how likely is it that the word is being used to mean generic
"goods" or "merchandise" rather than referring to "cloth" or "fabric" or "clothing"? Here is
the dictionary entry:
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This is a great question, and the DCVB entry gives us excellent evidence to work with. The
short answer is: in a 1387 Catalan letter, "robes" is quite likely to mean "goods,"



"possessions," or "merchandise" rather than narrowly "clothing" or "fabric" — though the
precise meaning depends on the documentary context.

Here's how the entry helps us reason through it:

The DCVB distinguishes six senses, of which the first four are marked ant. (antic), meaning
they were current in medieval Catalan but are now archaic. The chronological distribution
of the citations is telling. Sense 3 — "mercaderies transportades, sobretot per mar"
(transported merchandise, especially by sea) — draws its citations almost entirely from
the Consolat de Mar and commercial documents of the late thirteenth through fifteenth
centuries. The entry even offers a gloss clarifying the breadth of this usage: "Si algu
comanara a altre roba, la roba és entendre mercaderia" (Consolat, c. 255) — that is, when
someone entrusts roba to another, roba is to be understood as mercaderia. That explicit
medieval gloss tells us that contemporaries themselves recognized the word's breadth and
felt the need to specify that in commercial contexts roba = goods.

Sense 4 is equally important for your period: "conjunt d'objectes que es posseeixen, i
sobretot els destinats a vestits i a ornament o Us casola" — the totality of possessions
someone has, especially those related to clothing, decoration, and household use. The
citations here cluster from Jaume I's Cronica through documents of 1388, 1410, 1434, and
1458. The 1388 inventory citation is almost exactly contemporary with your document:
"Ass0O és inventari de les robes e deutors que en Berenguer Marti m'a jaquides" — and what
follows is not clothing at all, but pieces of Florentine cloth, wine, and various objects. The
pairing "robes e béns" in a 1398 document from Historia de Séller (cited under sense 3)
also suggests that robes and béns were near-synonyms in this period, both meaning
moveable property.

For a royal letter of 1387 specifically, you should consider three contextual clues to
disambiguate:

First, if the letter concerns maritime or overland trade, the commercial-goods meaning
(sense 3) is overwhelmingly probable. The Consolat de Mar citations show that in any
context involving transport, loading, freight (nolit), or customs, roba means merchandise
generically.

Second, if the letter concerns an inventory, a bequest, a seizure, or household
management, sense 4 — moveable possessions broadly — is most likely. This would
encompass textiles but also kitchenware, furnishings, and other personal effects, as the
1388 and 1410 inventory citations illustrate vividly (listing cutting boards, bowls, mortars,
candlesticks alongside cloth).



Third, if the letter concerns what someone is wearing or a specific garment being
commissioned, then sense 6a applies — the meaning of a specific outer garment, as in
the Tirant citations ("vestia una roba de brocat carmesi"). Note also the variant "roba
d'estat"” (ceremonial garment) and the 1419 Valencia document "per obs de fer una roba
de vestir al dit senyor Rey," where the addition of "de vestir" suggests that roba alone was
ambiguous enough to require specification.

One further detail in the entry is worth flagging. The variant form section notes that the
older spelling rauba was still in use in late thirteenth-century documents ("Tota rauba qui's
tenga venal en hostal," Reua Perp. 1284), which preserves the Germanic diphthong more
transparently and shows the word's proximity to its etymological root. By 1387 the
monophthongized form roba would be standard.

So to give you a practical rule of thumb for your ACA work: unless the 1387 letter contains
specific markers pointing toward garments (references to tailoring, wearing, fabric types
like ceti or brocat, or the qualifier de vestir), you should default to reading robes as "goods"
or "possessions" in the broadest sense. The medieval Catalan semantic range was
considerably wider than the modern one, and the narrowing to "clothing/fabric" is largely a
post-medieval development.

Claude is Al and can make mistakes. Please double-check responses.
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