
Puck 's Broom: Creating the Empty Space in Early-Modern English Drama
Peter Brook famously opens his book on the theatre, The Empty Space, with the statement: “I can take any empty space and call it a bare stage”
 (9). But as Brook goes on to detail, various forms of physical, formal, and psychological deadly clutter can impede an authentic experience between actor and audience. Finding that empty space for theatrical creation proves to be more difficult than his opening line suggests. At the same time, the space can open seamlessly in magical moments at unlikely places and surprising ways.

 In Puck's penultimate speech in A Midsummer Night's Dream, at the end of his “now the hungry lion roars” –speech, in which he describes the enchanted hour of the fairies which has come, he tells us the following: "I am sent with broom before/ To sweep the dust behind the door." The significance of Puck’s lines is ambiguous. If, while watching the play, the audience has thought that they were witnessing a midsummer night’s dream, now they are confused: according to Puck, now is the moment that the fairies, who “following darkness like a dream” begin to frolic. It seems the dream and the play are just about to begin. This, too, is suggested by the fact that Puck is sent before the group: his task, with his broom to sweep behind the door, is to prepare the site for the midnight blessing revelry of the fairies. The “hallow’d house” he is talking about, the site of the feast, conjures the notion of the stage of the play. The actual stage, curiously, is just about to become empty, now that the fairies are saying their good-byes. So what exactly is Puck cleaning, and what is he cleaning for?

Similarly to the confusing status of Puck’s cleaning before the fairies at the end of the play, his broom, has generated some controversy. While Wendy Wall argues that  Puck “play(s) the role of housewife,”
 Douglas Bruster calls attention to the fact that sweeping was not merely the business of housewives: Puck as a sweeper in a playhouse may stage the duties of the boy actor, whose task, among others, is to clean up the stage.
 Those of you who have attended the theatre and remained through the interval or after the show’s conclusion will no doubt be aware that stages need sweeping. Like the child refashioning his broom as a plaything in Bruegel’s Children’s Games (see detail on handout), Puck may play with the tools of his servitude, daydreaming a new play while sweeping up after the old.

Further evidence, also from Bruster, marks the broom as a ritualistic talisman rather than merely a domestic tool or stage-hand implement. As Bruster points out, Puck is performing a task often seen among the devils of the English Mummers’ plays, which, though they were recorded much later, appear to contain elements which go back to the early modern period and before.  In several instances, devils sweep at the end of performances, both to collect money from the audience and to clear the stage. 
Little Devil Doubt, for example, comes in with a broom and asks the audience threateningly for money:

In come I, Little Devil Doubt,
I you don’t give me money 
I’ll sweep you all out
or
Money I want and money I crave;
If you don’t give us some money 
I’ll sweep you all to the grave.

This second example also appears in the Cinderford, Gloucestershire Mummer’s Play, perhaps spoken by Beelzebub.

In Bruster’s words, “Such devils invoke sweeping at the ends of their plays as a ritualistic way of indicating the gathering up of money and the ordering of the performance space.”
 While the examples perfectly illustrate the use of the broom as a tool with which either money is gathered, or the ungrateful audience is swept to the grave, there is no direct and specific reference to cleaning or clearing the stage ritualistically, nor that this gesture marks the end of the game. Collecting money does not necessarily come at the end of the play: one can think of the well-known passage in Mankind when the Vices gather money before the chief attraction, the appearance of Titivillus, the devil. It is true, though, that very little remains apart from a Christmas song after Devil Doubt enters in the Derbyshire Mumming Play.
 Thus, on the one hand Bruster’s referring to “the ordering of the performance space” is rather indirect, while on the other, although Puck’s sweeping occurs at the end of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, it is clear that he is ordering not after, bur before: his sweeping suggests a ritualistic preparation, which we don’t find in the examples of sweeping devils.
The missing link may be offered by Infidelitas, a Vice character who appears in John Bale’s Three Laws. After the good characters have all been introduced, at the beginning of the second act Infidelitas, the playfully corrupt and tricky gamester, enters singing the following

:

Brom, brom, brom, brom, brom. Bye brom bye 
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bye. Bromes for shoes and powchrynges, botes and buskyns for newe bromes / Brom, brom, brom.

Infidelitas enters as broom-seller, a labourer traditionally known to sing
 and himself a feature of ballads, such as “Hey, Bonny Broom-Man,” as were his wares and the plants of which they were fashioned. The tune of “The Bonny Broom” and the Scottish “Broom of Cowdon Knows” were repeatedly recycled into new popular ballads, and wording deeply similar to Infidelitas’ song appears in a song in the Triplex of songs for three, four, and five voices composed by Thomas Whythorne (1571), in Robert Wilson’s The Three Ladies of London (1584), and Thomas Ravenscroft’s Melismata (1611) (see handout).  First, then, Infidelitas’ song about the broom may imply a web of musical connections to popular culture.  But furthermore, if the song Infidelitas sings is indeed that included by Thomas Ravenscroft in his 1611 collection to which it is extraordinarily similar (see handout), it appears that Infidelitas only knows part of the lyrics and improvises around the portion of the song that is significant to his action in the play.  In addition to Infidelitas’s scripted improvisations of the ballad’s lyrics, as Thora Balslev Blatt points out, though “the lines are evidently meant to be sung,…Bale leaves it to the actor to supply the missing notes in the staves above the lines” (see handout).
  The notes of the ballad, like the lyrics, have been swept away as the Vice creates a space for potentially atonal, improvised newness.
While we may only wonder whether Infidelitas, while singing, is making cleaning gestures with his broom in his hand or not, it is possible to see a connection between his entry crying broom, and the typical entry of actors crying “make room”: they both imply the idea of clearing the space, and the sound of broom and room is so similar, they may be even confused.  The Vices in Mankynde call for room when about to sing their Christmas song: “make room, sirs, for we have to be long” (332), “stand aroom, I pray thee” (631), “out of my way sirs” (695), and cry for the audience to “make space” at several points in the play (474, 612).
  The Interlude of Youth (1557) features the title character, pushing in “aback fellows, and give me room / Or I shall make you avoid soon” (Av) and Cambyses’ Ambidexter enters telling his audience to “stand away, stand away!”  As Robert Weimann puts it, “the traditional call for ‘room’ rang out again and again, but not from the lips of all the actors: those who impersonated the virtuous and pious figures never indulged in this kind of audience address.”

An initial answer to what the Vices may sweeping for is literally stage space—room to perform in the crowded inn yard or Tudor hall.  But further space must be created in the minds of the audience.  George Chapman hints at this function of the stage broom in The Gentleman Usher when a broom-seller is the first character presented in the second of the play’s two mask-like entertainments.  This example also may offer Renaissance evidence connecting the broom to Mumming rituals, as the introductory “pedant” figure says his cast, including the “broom-man,” present themselves, “without mask or Mumming” (203), perhaps implying that one might naturally connect the broom-man to a Mummers’ performance.  The foolish Pogio who plays the broom-man, lauds the broom in comically hyperbolic terms and finally concludes:

And so we come (gracing your gracious Graces) 
To sweepe Care’s cobwebs from your cleanly faces. (247-8)

Part of the work of theatrical entertainment, then, is to negate external concerns.  True engagement with performance requires a clearing away, and among the things the Vice must clear away in order to create are distracting worries, the cobwebs of care.  Connected, of course, to such sweeping is the Classical ideal of purgation and catharsis through theatre, or as Peter Brook puts it, “the act of theatre is a release.  Both laughter and intense feelings clear some debris from the system”.
  
Returning to what we have called earlier as “the missing link”, found in Bale’s play, Infidelitas’s broom, thus, is not simply a pedlar’s item for sale, but indeed the instrument of a “ritualistic ordering of the performance space” on more than one level. Soon after his entry, as it is proper for the legerdemain skills of creating playworlds of the director of a troupe, he is to conjure Idolatry and Sodomy, mirroring the scene in which God previously summoned his helpers (in the1538 version of the play). But Infidelitas is sweeping to clean the stage for a more broad game, the whole play itself. This notion becomes the more interesting if we have in mind that according to the doubling scheme of the play Bale, the author, played not only the Prolocutor, the prologue to his play, but Infidelitas as well (see handout). Such clustering of authorship, playmaking, and sweeping is cattily recalled by Ben Jonson, in a jab at his former servant Richard Brome.  In Jonson’s Ode to Himself—his self- consolation after his play The New Inn proved to be far less successful than Brome’s The Love-Sick Maid— Jonson condemned ignorant playgoers for whom “Brome’s sweepings doe as well…as his Master’s meal.”
 Though Jonson intends to debase his servant’s sweepings, the image taps into a powerful theatrical image of playwright and playmaker as sweeper and orderer of the stage. 
Infidelitas ultimately yields his presence in the play to another kind of ritualistic conclusion, as his “brom, brom, brom” gives way to a “credo, credo, credo”—and devilish improvised ballads succumb to ritualized Catholic chant, equally devilish according to Bale’s Protestant agenda.  And as for Puck’s ritualistic sweeping, his ordering of theatrical space makes several promises relating to his broom.  As it appears in Thomas Harman’s Caveat for Common Cursetors, the broom may be used as an instrument of punishment, a “libbet,” or club for beating,” which is “very fit” for punishing children, idle “lubbers,” and vagabonds (see handout).  Positioned as he is on the threshold of the house and forest, Puck is a bridge between the domestic hearth and all wilderness wolves and hungry lions which might, as in the tale of Pyramus and Thisbe, tragically part the lovers within.  As he promises, armed with his broom, “not a mouse / Shall disturb this hallowed house.”
He is also positioned, to glean from his description of the time of night with its screech owls, shrouds, and gaping graves, at Hamlet’s “witching time of night”
 and perhaps it is significant to keep in mind that the association of brooms with witchcraft long predates the days of Harry Potter. According to Reginald Scot, witches were believed to dance with brooms in their rituals, the Theatre of God’s Judgement in 1642 tells briefly of a Faustian Friar who gives his soul to the devil and flies on a broom, and Henry More’s Modest Inquiry Into the Mystery of Iniquity in 1664 equates “witches” with “beesom-riders.” 
 Similarly Puck, also positioned on the threshold between play-creation and play-conclusion, uses the broom as a means of supernatural transport.  Though not sweeping the audience across the boundary of life and death as Little Devil Doubt sweeps unpaying playgoers to the grave, he sweeps the audience across the boundaries of playworld and real, and sleep and waking.
By the end of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Puck has stage-managed the Vice-like antics of the night in the forest—the “accidental” application of the love-juice to Lysander rather than Demitrius, and the spontaneous conjuring of the ass-head for Titania’s induced cravings.  The play has been largely his creation, and so is, to read the epilogue, the promise of future play.  Three times in the epilogue Puck, remaining alone onstage with his Vice’s broom, promises to “mend,” “make amends,” and “restore amends” with future theatrical fantasies.  
Conclusion:

Puck’s broom thus, as the broom of a chief playmayker, paradoxically and with a magical sweep, is both ending and beginning the play.  He connects not only the appearance of the fairies at the end of the play with the appearance of the actors at the beginning of it, but also the idea of the theatre and the “hallow’d house”, thus perpetuating the magical, dream-like atmosphere of the play, and blurring the boundary between stage magic and the charm of fairies.  As Vice-like director of the game, he is also urging us to “make room”, pleading for a playground, as well as an open mental space clear of cares, in the imagination of the audience, where such plays and dreams can be perceived. 
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