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Thus to the extent that we can detect a difference between the
memrot and the stam, it is not despite the attempt by late
Babylonian scholars to hide themselves or despite their
unconscious retrojection of their views into past teachings. We can
detect this difference because these scholars adopted literary
practices that distinguished the preservation of older materials
from the presentation of new interpretations by freezing the
teachings of the past and embedding them in an evolving layer of
interpretation.

As we have seen, however, this distance between an
attributed source and its anonymous interpretation did not always
correlate with a difference between earlier and later material. Still,
even in such cases the presentation of tradition as independent
from and earlier than its interpretation is significant. The Talmud
thus demonstrated to its audience how an innovative inference
from an existing tradition works. More important, it initiated its
students into a particular relationship with tradition that was
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premised on discontinuity: on the one hand, it “canonized”
tradition, fixing it and authorizing it; on the other hand, because it
presented attributed traditions as detachable from interpretation
and context, it invited students to an independent and creative
engagement with these traditions in a quest for better
interpretations and broader inferences. In other words, even when
the Talmud did not offer its own original interpretation, the
layered structure thematized and demonstrated an innovative
approach to tradition.”
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