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Park Row London, UK

Being a restauranteur during the pandemic, and its repeated lockdowns and restrictions, could be a recipe for a stress-related 

By Caroline Reid and Christian Sylt.

HEROIC  
FEATS OF AV

ew sectors have been as 
badly hit by the pandemic 
as dining. Research from 
the Local Data Company 
has revealed that 

March 2020. You don’t have to spend long in 
London to see the impact it has had.

Areas which were buzzing after dark before the 
pandemic now look like a ghost town. Many of the 
remaining restaurants close several hours earlier 
than they used to with some of them taking last 
orders as early as 9 o’clock. There’s one exception 
and AV is its super power.

Deep in the heart of the West End is a plain-look-
ing Edwardian building which appears to be a row 
of houses from the outside. The doorway leads to a 
dimly lit library with brass ornaments on the 
shelves and deep blue wallpaper. It doesn’t seem 
to lead to anywhere until a bookcase swings open 
revealing a hidden passage.

Inside is a steel spiral staircase which winds 
around an elaborate chandelier formed from a 
series of illuminated discs suspended one above 
the other. Light pulses down them like a sonar 
signal from a bat as you descend the dingy 
stairwell. It isn’t a lighting frill but a hint of things 
to come.

When you hit the basement a curtain of smoke 
pours down a doorway lined with red LED strip 
lights, making it look like the entrance to a villain’s 
lair. Instead, there’s a dramatic sense of reveal 
when the doors swing open and it plunges you into 

Bruce Wayne.
Paintings of owls and castles hang on the walls 

in gilded frames and waiters wearing dinner 
jackets rush past the chrome-topped mahogany 
columns holding up the vaulted ceiling. The high 
occupancy is all the more impressive given that 
the restaurant opened in August last year when 
the pandemic was in full swing. 

But, that’s not all.
Park Row’s crown jewel is an 11-course tasting 
menu which costs £195 per head and is served to 
20 diners in the restaurant’s inner sanctum. Called 
the Monarch Theatre, it is hidden behind a fake 
wall and on that same gloomy Tuesday in spring it 
too was full. There is good reason for this.

During the pandemic people became used to 
getting whatever they wanted whenever they 
wanted it. Shopping, movies, meetings and even 
meals were all available online. Eating in a 
restaurant suddenly seemed less convenient and 
not dramatically different to eating at home. It is at 
the Monarch Theatre.

True to its name, eating in the Monarch is like 
dining in the middle of a theatre. The fun begins 
when the group of guests goes into an oblong 
room with a long white table in the middle. The 
experience is hosted by a lookalike of comic 
criminal, the Riddler dressed in a green velvet suit 
with a bright red bow tie. He tells diners that the 
spooky Monarch Theatre will mysteriously 
transport them to the lairs of Batman’s arch-ene-
mies and allies. 

Then the walls light up with wraparound images 
beamed from six hidden Epson EB-L1075U laser 

James Bulmer,  
founder, Park Row London

F
a bustling ballroom that looks like it has come 
from an ocean liner in the golden age of cruising.

Even on a gloomy Tuesday in spring scarcely a 
table was empty. Curved blue velvet seats are 
arranged around circular granite tables, and in the 
middle of the opulent room is a sculpture of a 
penguin standing above the bar. It is a nod to the 
eponymous arch-nemesis of comic book crime-

only city-centre restaurant themed to the caped 
crusader and his friends and foes from DC Comics.

Named after a street in Batman’s home town of 

super hero is meant to be a real resident there, not 

strutting around the restaurant as it is the kind of 
place frequented by Batman’s billionaire alter ego, 
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projectors. Mysteriously, the amassed diners don’t 
cast any shadows on the walls despite there only 
being a few feet between them and the back of the 
chairs.

The wizards behind this trick were AV solutions 
experts, Sysco Productions and their delivery 
director Libby Hooper says that Epson was the 
only supplier with the muscle to make it happen.

“The Epson lens was, and still is, the only suitable 
product available in the market that was able to 

reasons for this were based around the ultra-short 
throw (UST) lens, zero offset and periscope lens.

“One of the key challenges to overcome was the 

people that would be dining within the space. To 
accommodate twenty people seated at the table 
without casting shadows it was essential to use 
UST lenses. This would allow for the creation of 

guest silhouettes appearing during their dining 
experience.” 

It makes it all the more immersive.
At one point rain seems to lash down the walls and 
at another, the room seems to be encircled with 
falling bank notes before it appears to freeze over. 
The highlight comes when the room seems to spin 
360 degrees as Batman’s arch-enemy, Joker tries 
to disorient the diners. The room doesn’t actually 
move but it’s convincing enough to have you 
swaying in your seat.

It is made all the more spooky by the fact that 
the projectors can’t be seen. Pulling this off was no 
mean feat especially as the building couldn’t be 

There’s nothing fake about the room’s Art Deco 
appearance either as it was originally a ballroom 
built in the early 1900s which is now Grade II listed. 
This prevents structural alterations and Hooper 
explains that without the option of being able to 
easily hide the projectors and other technology at a 

“Most traditional UST lenses and projectors have 

lower than the projector itself. This was not a 

immersive. Therefore a UST lens with zero offset 
was needed, and at the time, the Epson product 
was the only affordable lens that was able to 
achieve this.

to be able to hide the projectors themselves and 
ensure that they didn’t clash with each other. The 

The duck course is served in a martini glass and 
is more like a broth covered with a lemongrass 
foam. In fact, the presentation is so outlandish that 
it can be hard to tell what’s sweet and what’s 
savoury. One course comes with a lollipop of 
shredded beef moulded into a ball and stuck on a 
stick. Another has a burstable bubble which looks 
like an egg yolk but actually has pineapple juice 
inside.

blackened shell so it looks like a boulder from the 
Batcave. It’s about as far removed as you can get 
from the typical fayre found in themed restaurants.

In fact, the only criticism is that it’s tough to get  
a closer look at the works of art you gobble up as 
the lighting in the room is often too dim to see 
them in detail. This isn’t due to cost-cutting but 
rather the restaurant’s steadfast dedication to an 
AV-driven story.

“The entire menu is synchronised with themes, 
visual accents and audio narratives that punctuate 
the food being served,” says Hooper. “Additionally,  
a vibrant ‘glow’ effect, achieved using UV lighting, 
illuminates certain dishes as part of their sensory 
script.” It’s not marketing mumbo-jumbo.

Throughout the three-hour dining experience you 
feel like you’re on a secret mission to track down 
Batman’s foes and it begins long before you even 
pick up a fork.

When you arrive in the bustling ballroom a waiter 
hands you an envelope stamped with a wax seal 
bearing the Wayne family crest. It’s hard to resist 

the Penguin’s trademark top hat and cigar 
scrawled on to the face in the middle.

Elaborate jewellery box
Between two of the courses the hosts bring an 
elaborate jewellery box to each diner and instruct 
them to put the bank note inside and slam it shut. 
As if by magic a playing card appears inside when 
the box is opened. It doesn’t stop there.

Just when the diners least expect it, the lights go 

that Batman’s arch nemesis the Joker has 
scrawled all over it. The sinister discovery heralds 
the clown prince of crime’s course which com-
prises two well-formed parcels of lobster and sea 
urchin looking like eyes on a plain white plate with 
a semi-circular drizzle of sauce for a mouth. If the 
room was brighter you would get a better look but 
that would come at the cost of the UV effect.

Surprisingly the table itself elicits some of the 
loudest gasps. Smoke pours out from hidden 

LX01 lens shoots the light back on itself which 
meant that there was more room available for the 
projectors to face away from each other without 
risk of overlap. Furthermore, this lens had the 

placed above the ceiling, meaning that it could be 
easily hidden away.”

It takes more than innovative AV to justify the 
£195 price tag and Park Row manages it by serving 
up a truly blockbuster menu which cleverly 
complements the high-tech environment.

Each course is themed to Batman’s friends and 
foes and begins with an explanation of who they 

waitresses wearing red gowns, white gloves and 
extravagant hats.

Each dish is introduced by a maitre d’ dressed in a 
dinner jacket who previously worked at the Ivy. The 
food draws diners into the stories through the 
scenes on the screen, the theatrical antics of the 
hosts and even the avant-garde tableware.

Dishes are served in hollowed out statue heads, 
gravy comes in steel syringes and drinks come in 
glasses that look like test tubes to give guests the 
impression they are dining with the villains in an 
asylum.

The food’s secret weapon is known as molecular 
gastronomy which essentially means it is 
presented in unexpected ways. Mushroom pate is 
moulded into the shape of a cartoon toadstool 
complete with a red top and white dots. Its glaze 
makes it look so solid that you feel like grabbing it.

“The Epson lens was, and 
still is, the only suitable 
product available in the 
market that was able to 
meet the specific project 

requirements. The key 
reasons for this were based 

around the ultra-short 
throw (UST) lens, zero 

offset and periscope lens.”
Libby Hooper,  

Sysco Productions
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nozzles in time with its appearance on the 
surrounding screens and when they show a 

It’s actually thanks to opposing magnets in the 

Blumenthal’s three Michelin starred The Fat Duck 

Park Row’s typical guests which Bulmer says are 

Comics also helps to pull in well-heeled punters as 

moments, sensorial transportation and ultimately 

Bulmer has put his money where his mouth is 
-

ment company, Wonderland Restaurants show 
that since it was incorporated in 2015 it has 

Offbeat food

create a timeless restaurant made to last, we were 

his keep as the mushroom pate alone takes two 

to a complete standstill, meaning that it was 

was on pause, all teams stayed in contact to 
ensure that there was good communication 

chain and sourcing technology during this time, 

 

Park Row London, UK

James Bulmer,  
founder, Park Row London
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