In Puck's epilogue to A Midsummer Night's Dream, at the end of his “now the hungry lion roars” –speech, in which he describes that the enchanted hour of the fairies 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 “[follow] darkness like a dream” begin to frolic. It seems the dream and the play is 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 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?

[Something I’ve been puzzling over, though I don’t know if it’s useful:  there is a similar ambiguity in what is meant by “behind” the door—is it “outside” the door?  Is it the dust that exists “inside” the door?  Or is it to sweep the dust into an unseen corner blocked by the open door?]
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 (p. 56-57). 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.

An even more convincing interpretation, also by Bruster, is the idea that Puck is performing the usual task of devils, who sweep at the end of plays, both to collect money and to clear the stage. 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.” (p. 54)

Bruster offers convincing support for his argument, in the first case the sweeper is Belzebub, while in the other another devil figure, Litte Devil Doubt; both come in with brooms, and ask the audience for money, while threatening them with sweeping them to the grave:

“…money I want and money I crave;/ If you don’t give us some money I will sweep you all to the grave,”

“in comes I, Little Devil Doubt,
I you don’t give me money 
I’ll sweep you all out” (These are both references to the English Mummers’ plays which weren’t written down until much later, but may have operated the same way in the Renaissance.  I think it’ll be important to make that clear!  I’ve found the reference and will fill it in tomorrow! Alan Brody, The English Mummers and Their Plays pg. 60) yes, I agree! Do you think I should specify this on spot? Perhaps it is safer to include in the text….
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 Derbishire Mumming Play (I have not checked Bruster’s other reference). 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 the 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.

powchrynges”: I don’t know how much of this we want to include, but I investigated and it seems to be pouch-rings (which were rings to fasten your pouch or purse, according to the OED).  The broomseller wants to trade brooms for shoes, pouchrings, boots,or buskins.  An almost identical sentiment, suggesting this may have been a popular ballad or a standard rate of trade (?) appears in The Three Ladies of London (Robert Wilson, 1584):  Have you any old bootes/ Or any old shoes / Pouch-rings or Buskins / To cope for new broom?  This reference could represent a slight problem for us, actually, as the character who enters here is Conscience, presumably a virtue.  If I have time, I think I’ll try to read the play and see if there’s anything useful.  It seems like it’s possible it could come up in questioning... Perhaps we can include this in the  handout, and if there is time, I’ll explain, if not, I”ll just mention. OK?
Infidelitas enters as broom-seller, a labourer traditionally known to sing
 and himself a feature of many ballads, such as “Hey, Bonny Broom-Man” and “.  The tune of “The Bonny Broom” was popularly recycled in various ballads.  If the ballad Infidelitas sings is indeed that included by Thomas Ravenscroft in his 1611 collection (see handout), it appears that Infidelitas only knows part of the lyrics and improvises around what is significant to his action in the play.
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 broom/room thing is even emphasized when you look at how it appears on the Ravenscroft image!)
Infidelitas’s broom, thus, is not simply a pedlar’s item for sale, but indeed the “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.
……

The cluster 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.”
  (Agnes, I’m not sure where you’d like this or if it will indeed even end up in our final draft.  Now that I look back at it, I’m not sure it’s very interesting in comparison with the rest of what we’re looking at here and I’m not sure what more I can do with it.  But I guess it’s good to have it for now and we can always cut it later or try to work it in as we go!) yes, let’s see whether we will need it. But it is important to have it in mind for the discussion.
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: Puck is clearly the proper person to carry out this task, since throughout the play he has acted as a go-between to connect the worlds of the mortals and the fairies, while in his epilogue he connects, in a similar manner, the world of the audience and the world of 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. In other words he, a Vice-like director of the game, is also urging us to “make room”, he is pleading for a playground, as well as an open mental space in the imagination of the audience, where such plays and dreams can be perceived. 
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