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Inventing Peter the Deacon in Early England:
Mistaken Identity or Made up Entirely?
Medieval English relic lists offer tantalizing clues to the presence of many now-obscure saints. One striking example is the presence of a later annotation in the late eleventh-century Exeter relic list in British Library, Royal MS 6 B VII, which explains that the relics of saint ‘Petri diaconi’ in that particular version of the list are, in fact, the relics of the ‘discipuli gregorii papae’ – the student of pope Gregory the Great, not the fourth-century Antiochene martyr by the same name commonly venerated in early England. The English church’s deep affection for Gregory the Great is well understood, and his relics and feasts are widely attested in the English manuscript corpus. However, little evidence suggests that his companion and interlocutor in the Dialogi ever achieved lasting cult status in England, aside from a single embroidered depiction of a nimbed Peter on the early tenth-century maniple found with the body of S. Cuthbert, still today an object of adoration at Durham Cathedral. In this short response, I ask a fateful question: Did the English Church try to ‘invent’ a Cult of Peter the Deacon, and what could the evidence here tell us about cases of seemingly mistaken sanctoral identity?              
